




 

address bullying and harassment in schools specifically address victimization based on sexual orientation 

or gender identity/expression: 

• The majority of principals reported that their school or district policies do not specifically provide 

protections based on sexual orientation or gender identity/expression, compared to the two-thirds 

that do so for religion or race/ethnicity.  

• The majority also report that their professional development efforts during the past school year 

addressed bullying or harassment, yet few say these addressed LGBT issues specifically.   

These findings are particularly troubling given that previous research shows that students and teachers 

report that sexual orientation and gender identity/expression are among the most common reasons why 

students are victimized at school and principals themselves believe that LGBT students feel less safe at 

school than other students.  

School leaders are clearly concerned about the welfare of their students; yet safety issues related to sexual 

orientation and gender identity/expression don't seem to rise to the same level of urgency as other safety 

issues.  We know from the research field that safety issues greatly affect student academic performance,  

and research findings suggest a deliberate course of action for school leaders who want to establish and 

maintain safe school environments where teaching and learning can take place, including:  

• Education and open discussions with teachers and students;  

• Protection of students who are victimized for whatever reason, including their sexual orientation 

or gender identity/expression, and  

• School-based professional development around these issues. 

We hope that the findings in this report will inform principals’ efforts to create safer schools for all 

students, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity/expression, and that you will call upon our 

organizations for assistance and support as you do. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Kevin Jennings       Gerry Tirozzi 

Executive Director     Executive Director 

GLSEN       NASSP 



 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
Principals are the leaders of their schools and have a responsibility for the climate of teaching and 

learning in their schools.  A school where students and staff feel safe and free from harassment is 

important for the school as a learning environment for students and a work environment for teachers and 

other staff.  However, previous research has documented that not all students and teachers feel safe in 

their schools. Studies such as the MetLife Survey of the American Teacher, 1993: Violence in America’s 

Public Schools, the American Association of University Women’s reports on bullying, teasing and sexual 

harassment in schools, Hostile Hallways (1993 and 2001), and GLSEN’s From Teasing to Torment 

(2005) have shown the prevalence of bullying and harassment of students and its impact on students’ 

education.  These studies focused on the experiences and perspectives of students, and in some instances, 

teachers as well, but the voice of the principal has been missing.  As school leaders, principals have an 

important role in creating and maintaining safe and welcoming environments in their schools.  The 

current study explores the perspectives of elementary and secondary (junior high, middle school or high 

school) public school principals on student bullying and harassment and on the policies, programs and 

training that principals have instituted in their school to address these issues for students.  The study 

highlights these issues for students overall and for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) 

students and families in particular.   

Half of principals surveyed deem bullying, name-calling or harassment of students to be a serious 

problem at their school.  Principals are more likely to report that bullying, name-calling or harassment is a 

serious problem than are to report peer pressure to use alcohol or drugs, racial or ethnic differences or 

other disciplinary issues are serious problems at their school.  While bullying, name-calling and 

harassment are issues that principals of all grade levels face, it is an issue that becomes particularly 

prominent at the junior high/middle school level.  Three-quarters of junior high/middle school principals 

describe bullying, name-calling or harassment of students as a serious problem at their school, compared 

to less than half of elementary school principals.   

Principals recognize that student harassment can focus on a variety of characteristics, including looks or 

body size, race or ethnicity, sexual orientation, or gender identity or expression2.  Although they have less 

contact with students than teachers, most principals report having heard students make sexist or 

homophobic remarks, or use the expression “that’s so gay” or “you’re so gay” in a pejorative manner.  As 

                                                 
2“Gender identity” refers to a person’s internal sense of being either male or female or something other than 
exclusively male or female. “Gender expression,” refers to external characteristics and behaviors that are socially 
defined as masculine or feminine. 



 

with their assessments of the seriousness of harassment, principals’ experiences vary by school level.  

Principals of junior high or middle schools are more likely than elementary school principals to report that 

students at their school are bullied because of the way they look or body size, their race or ethnicity, their 

academic performance, their religion, their masculinity or femininity, being or people thinking they are 

gay, lesbian or bisexual or because they have an LGBT family member.    

While a majority of secondary school principals report that students at their schools have been harassed 

because of their gender expression (i.e. how masculine or feminine they are) or because of their actual or 

perceived sexual orientation, few principals believe this to be a frequent occurrence.  Yet most secondary 

school principals report that male students who do not act “typically masculine” and LGBT students 

would not feel very safe at their school.  Only one-third of secondary school principals say that a lesbian, 

gay or bisexual student or a male student who acted feminine would feel very safe at their school and only 

one-quarter say that a transgender student would feel very safe.   In contrast, six in ten secondary school 

principals believe that a student from a minority racial/ethnic group would feel very safe and three-

quarters believe that a student from a minority religious group would feel very safe.  Given the course of 

child development, sexual orientation may be less of a concern in elementary schools.  Thus, it is not 

surprising that elementary school principals are more likely than secondary school principals to report that 

LGBT students would feel very safe at their school.  However, elementary school principals also report 

that LGBT students are less likely to feel very safe than students from other minority groups, such as 

minority racial/ethnic or religious groups.   

Both elementary and secondary schools are giving attention to the issue of increasing school safety and 

reducing bullying and harassment.  Nearly all schools report that their school or school district has a 

“safer school” or anti-bullying/harassment policy.  These policies are most often characterized by 

procedures for students to report incidents of bullying or harassment and a description of consequences to 

students for engaging in bullying or harassing behavior.   Interestingly, only seven in ten schools whose 

district has a policy are required to notify school personnel, students and families of the policy.  

Relatively few of schools’ anti-bullying or anti-harassment efforts are focused on increasing the safety of 

LGBT students or families, although principals indicate that LGBT students are among the least likely to 

feel very safe at their schools. A majority of school/district policies do not specifically mention sexual 

orientation or gender identity or expression, compared to the two-thirds that mention other characteristics 

such as religion or race/ethnicity.  Furthermore, only four in ten secondary schools and one in nine 

elementary schools have engaged in efforts specifically designed to create a safe environment for LGBT 

students. 



 

Principals emphasize the importance of professional development in efforts to reduce bullying or 

harassment.   Six in ten principals report that their professional development efforts during the past school 

year addressed bullying or harassment, but fewer than one in twenty say these addressed LGBT issues 

specifically.   Principals indicate that there is an unmet need in the area of teacher training for LGBT 

issues: three in ten principals rate their teachers and staff as only fair or poor in their ability to deal 

effectively with a student being bullied or harassed because they are or are perceived to be lesbian, gay or 

bisexual, or because they have an LGBT family member.  Furthermore, one-third of principals give their 

teachers or staff a fair or poor rating for being able to respond effectively to a student talking to them 

about being LGBT.  When asked about the non-academic areas where their staff need the most support or 

training, one-quarter of principals nominate lesbian, gay or bisexual student issues (similar to the level of 

need expressed for training on substance abuse and school violence) and more than half indicate bullying 

and or harassment intervention and prevention in general. 

When addressing the issue of creating safe environments for LGBT students or students with LGBT 

parents, principals say that the most helpful efforts would be professional development, clear 

consequences for school personnel who do not intervene when witnessing anti-LGBT harassment or 

homophobic remarks and having anti-harassment and anti-discrimination policies that explicitly protect 

LGBT students.   Programs directed at students, such as incorporating information about LGBT people, 

history and events into the curriculum and allowing clubs on school campus where LGBT and straight 

students join together to promote tolerance are viewed as less helpful.  However, more secondary school 

principals than elementary school principals view such student programs as helpful.  

Student bullying and harassment continues to be a focus of attention for both elementary and secondary 

school principals.  Schools have a variety of efforts in place to address this issue, including explicit 

policies, as well as programs for teachers, staff and students.  However, relatively few of these efforts 

specifically address bullying and harassment that focuses on students’ sexual orientation or gender 

identity or expression.  This discrepancy warrants further examination, particularly since principals 

themselves believe that LGBT students would feel less safe than others at their school.  Such findings are 

important for schools to keep in mind as principals endeavor to create safe environments for all students. 

 

 



 



 

MAJOR FINDINGS 
 

Half of public school principals (49%) report that bullying, name-calling or harassment of students 

is a serious problem at their school. 

�� More principals describe bullying, name-calling or harassment as a serious problem (49%) than say 

that peer pressure to use alcohol or drugs (27%), racial or ethnic differences among students (16%) 

or school violence (12%) is a serious problem at their school. 

�� Bullying or harassment is a particularly prominent problem at the junior high or middle school 

level.  Three-quarters of junior high or middle school principals say that bullying or harassment is a 

serious problem at their school, compared to 43% of elementary school principals and 45% of 

senior high school principals. 

 

Principals of all school levels report that harassment because of the way students look or their body 

size is most common.  Name-calling, bullying or harassment because of a student’s or a student’s 

family’s sexual orientation or gender identity or expression is more common at the secondary 

school level. 

�� Elementary school principals report that students at their school are very often or often bullied, 

called names or harassed for the following reasons: 

o The way they look or their body size (19%); 

o How masculine or feminine they are (6%); 

o Their race/ethnicity (5%); 

o Being or people think they are gay, lesbian or bisexual (3%);  

o Their academic performance (4%); 

o Having an LGBT parent/family member (less than 1%); and 

o Their religion (1%). 

�� Secondary school principals report that students at their school are very often or often bullied, 

called names or harassed for the following reasons: 

o The way they look or their body size (35% of junior high/middle school principals; 14% 

of senior high school principals); 

o How masculine or feminine they are (17% of junior high/middle school principals; 8% of 

senior high school principals); 

o Because they are or people think they are gay, lesbian or bisexual (10% of junior 

high/middle school principals; 10% of senior high school principals);  



 

o Their race/ethnicity (9% of junior high/middle school principals; 6% of senior high 

school principals); 

o Their academic performance (8% of junior high/middle school principals; 4% of senior 

high school principals); 

o Having an LGBT parent/family member (2% of junior high/middle school principals; 3% 

of senior high school principals); and 

o Their religion (less than 1% of junior high/middle school principals; less than 1% of 

senior high school principals). 

 

Fewer than half of principals believe that an LGBT student would feel very safe at their school, yet 

more than half of principals believe that students from racial/ethnic or religious minority groups 

would feel very safe at their school.  

�� Four out of ten elementary school principals say that a gay, lesbian or bisexual student (44%) 

would feel very safe in their school or that a transgender student would feel very safe in their 

school (42%), as compared to eight out of ten (81%) who say a student from the minority religious 

group would feel very safe in their school and three-quarters (73%) who say that a student from the 

minority racial/ethnic group would feel very safe in their school.  

�� One-third (33%) of secondary school principals say that a gay, lesbian or bisexual student would 

feel very safe in their school and one-quarter (24%) say that a transgender student would feel very 

safe in their school, as compared to two-thirds (64%) who say a student from the minority religious 

group would feel very safe in their school and three-quarters (76%) who say that a student from the 

minority racial/ethnic group would feel very safe in their school. 

 

Most principals have heard students make sexist remarks, homophobic remarks or use the 

expression “that’s so gay” or “you’re so gay” in a pejorative manner.  Fewer principals have heard 

students make comments about a student’s gender expression, racist remarks, or negative religious 

remarks. 

�� Nine in ten principals (91%) have ever heard students make sexist remarks (secondary school: 

98%; elementary school: 87%). 

�� Nine in ten principals (90%) have ever heard students use the expression “that’s so gay” or “you’re 

so gay” in a pejorative manner (secondary school: 96%; elementary school: 86%). 

�� Nearly nine in ten principals (85%) have ever heard students make other kinds of homophobic 

remarks, e.g. “faggot”, “dyke” or “queer” (secondary school: 96%; elementary school: 79%). 



 

�� Over three-quarters of principals (88%) have ever heard students make racist remarks (secondary 

school: 92%; elementary school: 73%). 

�� Slightly more than a third of principals (37%) have ever heard students make negative religious 

remarks (secondary school: 62%; elementary school: 25%). 

 

Students with LGBT family members and LGBT parents themselves face challenges in achieving 

safe and welcoming environments at school. 

�� Three-quarters (74%) of secondary school principals and four in ten (42%) elementary school 

principals say that students at their school have ever been harassed because they have an LGBT 

parent/family member. 

�� Half (49%) of secondary school principals and 60% of elementary school principals report that a 

student with an LGBT parent would feel very safe at their school. 

�� About one in six principals think that a lesbian or gay parent would feel less than comfortable 

participating in the following activities at their school:  joining the PTA or PTO (15%); helping out 

in the classroom (15%); or chaperoning a field trip (16%). 

 

Whereas most principals speak to the student perpetrator and victim when incidents of harassment 

are reported to them, few principals believe that the majority of bullying or harassment come to 

their attention. 

�� More than nine in ten principals (94%) usually speak to the student perpetrator when incidents of 

student bullying or harassment are reported to them. 

�� Nine in ten principals (90%) usually speak to the student victim when incidents of student bullying 

or harassment are reported to them. 

�� Three-quarters of principals (75%) usually engage in disciplinary activity when incidents of student 

bullying or harassment are reported to them. 

�� One-third of principals (34%) believe that a majority of bullying or harassment incidents that occur 

at their school come to their attention. 

 

Nearly all principals report that their school or school district has a “safer school” or anti-bullying 

or anti-harassment policy, but only two in ten schools have engaged in efforts specifically designed 

to create a safe environment for LGBT students. 

�� Two in ten principals (21%) report that their school has engaged in efforts specifically designed to 

create a safe environment for LGBT students (secondary school: 41%; elementary school: 11%). 



 

�� Nearly all principals (96%) report that their school or school district has a “safer school” or anti-

bullying or harassment policy. 

�� Fewer than half of principals report that their school’s anti-bullying/harassment policy specifically 

mentions sexual orientation (46%) or gender identity or expression (39%). 

 

Principals indicate a need for professional development for teachers and staff in order to reduce 

harassment of LGBT students in their school. 

�� Three in ten principals (29%) rate their teachers and staff as fair or poor at being able to effectively 

deal with a student being bullied or harassed because they are or are perceived to be lesbian, gay or 

bisexual. 

�� Two in ten principals (22%) rate their teachers and staff as fair or poor at being able to effectively 

deal with a student being bullied or harassed because of how traditionally masculine or feminine 

they are.Four percent of principals report that their school district’s training efforts addressed 

LGBT issues during the 2006-2007 year, as compared to more than half of principals (58%) who 

report that these efforts addressed bullying or harassment, over one-third who report that they 

addressed diversity or multicultural issues (41%) and school violence (39%),  one-third (32%) who 

report that they addressed substance abuse, and a quarter (24%) who report that they addressed 

student mental health issues.  

�� Seven in ten principals (69%) believe that professional development for school personnel would be 

most helpful in reducing bullying or harassment of LGBT students in their school. 

 

Most principals believe that administrators and other staff would support efforts that specifically 

address issues of school safety for LGBT students and families; other members of the school 

community are viewed as less supportive. 

�� Three-quarters of principals (75%) believe that administrators in their school would be supportive 

of efforts that specifically address issues of school safety for LGBT students and families. 

�� Seven in ten principals (72%) believe that teachers in their school would be supportive of such 

efforts. 

�� Seven in ten principals (71%) believe that district-level administration would be supportive of such 

efforts. 

�� Six in ten principals (57%) believe that school board members would be supportive of such efforts. 

�� Six in ten principals (57%) believe that students would be supportive of such efforts. 

 



 

�� Half of principals (51%) believe that families of students in the school would be supportive of such 

efforts. 

�� Fewer than half of principals (46%) believe that other community members would be supportive of 

such efforts. 




