Education/Civil Rights Open Letter on the Rights of LGBTQ+ Students and Staff
This summer, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Bostock v. Clayton County, Georgia and two other cases
that discrimination against LGBTQ+ people "necessarily entails discrimination based on sex; the first
cannot happen without the second.”i This decision affirmed what many civil rights and education
advocates have long known: discrimination against people on the basis of sexual orientation and gender
identity has been and still is prohibited under federal civil rights law.
This landmark decision from the Court is a powerful tool for changing education environments, both at
K-12 schools and in higher education, for the better by removing those barriers that are impeding
LGBTQ+ students and educators -- especially those who are also people of color -- from being safe and
affirmed in schools and college campuses across the country.
Historically federal, state, and local policies have required or allowed for discrimination against LGBTQ+
students, educators, faculty, and staff and created environments where they are not safe to learn or safe to
work. When students are not safe at school, they are denied an education; and when educators do not feel
safe at school, they cannot do their jobs.
Research conducted over the past thirty years consistently documents that LGBTQ+ students experience
discrimination based on their gender identity and sexual orientation, as well as intersecting identities that
include race, disability status, ethnicity, religion, color, and national origin. Discrimination creates
barriers to short-term and long-term educational attainment and well-being for students based on who
they are.
In 2017, most LGBTQ+ students in K-12 schools (62.2 percent) reported experiencing LGBTQ+-related
discriminatory policies or practices at school. Some of the more common forms of discrimination were:
•
•
•
•

•

Disciplined for public displays of affection that were not disciplined among non-LGBTQ+
students: 31.3 percent.
Prevented from wearing clothes considered “inappropriate” based on their gender identity: 22.6
percent.
Prohibited from discussing or writing about LGBTQ+ topics in school assignments: 18.2 percent.
Prohibited from including LGBTQ+ topics in school extracurricular activities (for example, in
school publications including yearbook or newspaper, and in events such as the annual Day of
Silence).
Prevented from promoting GSAs (Gender Sexuality Alliances or Gay Straight Alliances): 17.6
percent.ii

These experiences do not end when students graduate from high school but continue in higher education.
The vast majority (65 percent) of undergraduate transgender and gender nonconforming students have
reported experiencing harassment at their institution.iii LGBTQ+ students experience uninviting college
campuses that, in turn, can have a great negative impact on their personal academic success, a reality that
this ruling has the potential to change.iv According to the research literature, faculty can impact a
student’s perceptions of the campus climate including negative classroom experiences that make them

feel invisible and silencedv; a negative campus climate for LGBTQ+ students could also impact those
students’ social network and overall satisfaction with their college experience.vi
LGBTQ+ teachers are more likely to engage in LGBTQ+-affirming and supportive teaching practices
than teachers who are not LGBTQ+ (74.5 percent of LGBTQ+ teachers vs 49.0 percent of non-LGBTQ+
teachers).vii However, when educators experience discrimination and do not feel safe at school
themselves, it is less likely they will be able to support students in these ways. LGBTQ+ teachers were
more likely than non-LGBTQ+ teachers to report experiencing backlash from administrators, parents, and
communities. Over 1 in 10 LGBTQ+ teachers (11.1 percent) said that engaging in LGBTQ+-affirming
and supportive teaching practices could jeopardize their employment.
In this moment of increased awareness of systemic racist police violence and the COVID-19 pandemic
with its racially disproportionate harms, fairness and equal opportunity for students in K-12 schools and
institutions of higher education should take on a new urgency. All civil rights and education advocates
should highlight the opportunity that the Supreme Court's Bostock decision represents to spur positive
changes in policies and practices that will benefit LGBTQ+ students in both K-12 schools and institutions
of higher education. The positive changes will especially benefit students who are multiply marginalized.
We urge all students, educators, and families to rally in community to advance inclusive and welcoming
environments in all schools that celebrate and affirm LGBTQ+ students and staff. This is both a moral
imperative and a legal necessity. Learning environments should be places of liberation, where every
educator can teach and every student can thrive and reach their full potential, regardless of their sexual
orientation, gender identity, race, sex, religion, language, disability, or immigration status.
For additional information or to add your organization to this open letter please see the resources included
below or contact Aaron Ridings at GLSEN at aaron.ridings@glsen.org, CJ Powell at The Leadership
Conference on Civil and Human Rights at powell@civilrights.org, or Debbie Ojeda-Leitner at the
National Center for Transgender Equality at dojedaleitner@transequality.org.
Sincerely,
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