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For LGBTQ+ young people who experience rejection from family members  
or who are not yet out to their family, social distancing and virtual  
learning can mean increased time in unsupportive and even violent  
home environments.2 For many, social distancing and virtual learning  
meant less access to supportive school programming, including  
school-based mental health programs and Gender-Sexuality Alliances  
or Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs).3 While inclusive online communities  
and virtual programming can offer invaluable supports,4 GLSEN’s research  
shows that LGBTQ+ youth experience higher rates of online bullying than  
their non-LGBTQ+ peers (42% vs 15%), which is associated with lower academic  
success and well-being.5 For LGBTQ+ youth who are BIPOC and people with disabilities  
these challenges often intersect with others, such as inadequate or inaccessible school-based wraparound supports.6 

As LGBTQ+ youth return to in-person instruction, they bring with them the ongoing impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic on their mental health, their families and home-life, and their communities. For LGBTQ+ students who 
found relief from discriminatory practices, such as being misgendered, in virtual learning—and for all students who 
experience marginalization—we must do better than return to a pre-pandemic normal. Advancing racial, gender, and 
disability justice outcomes in K-12 education systems requires holistic approaches that protect LGBTQ+ students from 
discriminatory practices and policies, as well as the proactive addition of supports, including mental health services.7 
Prioritizing social emotional learning and restorative practices will also be critical as students grieve and grapple with 
changes the COVID-19 pandemic brought about in their lives.

COVID-19 Relief Funds for K-12 Education Systems: ESSER, ESSER I, ESSER II, and ARP ESSER

Congress allocated over $189 billion to the Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief (ESSER) fund to assist 
state and local education agencies to prevent, prepare for, and respond to COVID-19.8

• The Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act (CARES) Act of 2020 established the 
ESSER fund and funded it at $13.2 billion (ESSER I). 

• The Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act (CRRSA) of 2020 directed an additional 
$54.3 billion to the ESSER fund (ESSER II). 

• The American Rescue Plan (ARP) Act of 2021 contributed $122 billion to the ESSER fund (ARP ESSER). ARP 
separately allocated $800 million to support students experiencing homelessness (ARP-HCY). 

Advancing LGBTQ+ Inclusive Equity 
through COVID-19 Relief Funds 
LGBTQ+ Youth and the COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic created unique challenges for lesbian, gay, bisexual,  
transgender, nonbinary, and intersex (LGBTQ+) youth. LGBTQ+ youth—particularly  
those who are transgender, nonbinary, Black, Indigenous, people of color (BIPOC),  
and people with disabilities—experienced discrimination and multiple barriers  
in K-12 education systems before COVID-19, and these unequitable conditions  
were exacerbated by the pandemic.

A 2021  
SURVEY OF LGBTQ+  

YOUTH AGED 13-17 FOUND:

reported that their mental 
health was “poor” most  
or all of the time during 
the pandemic

reported experiencing 
a more stressful living  
situation due to COVID-191

https://oese.ed.gov/offices/education-stabilization-fund/elementary-secondary-school-emergency-relief-fund/
https://oese.ed.gov/offices/education-stabilization-fund/elementary-secondary-school-emergency-relief-fund/
https://oese.ed.gov/offices/american-rescue-plan/
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At least 90% of ESSER grants to State Education Agencies (SEAs) are reallocated as sub-grants to Local Education 
Agencies (LEAs). SEAs may retain 10% of ESSER funds for state-level programs and activities. 

Any programs or activity authorized by the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) that addresses the impacts of 
COVID-19 is an authorized use of ESSER funds.9 Additional activities and programs related to COVID-responsiveness 
are also authorized uses of ESSER funds. These may include trainings or facility repairs to improve sanitation, 
preparedness planning and coordination, and prevention of staff layoffs.

ARP ESSER requires SEAs and LEAs to fund evidence based10 practices that support students’ social, emotional, mental  
health, and academic needs and address the disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on students from low-income 
families, youth of color, English learners, young people with disabilities, students experiencing homelessness, youth  
in foster care, and migratory students. Specifically: 

• SEAs must reserve 5% of ARP ESSER grants for programs that address learning loss, 1% for summer enrichment 
programs, and 1% for comprehensive afterschool programs. 

• LEAs must reserve 20% of ARP ESSER sub-grants for programs that address learning loss, which can include 
summer and afterschool programs.

The U.S. Department of Education acknowledged the disparate impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on LGBTQ+ young 
people in its COVID-19 related guidance and SEAs and LEAs have discretion to use COVID-19 relief funds in ways 
that advance LGBTQ+ inclusive equity.11 

Using COVID-19 Relief Funds to Advance Equity Inclusive of LGBTQ+ Equity

SEAs and LEAs can ensure the accessibility and effectiveness of school programs for LGBTQ+ and other youth who 
experience marginalization. Due to the particular impacts of COVID-19 and GLSEN’s finding on the four supports 
that make the greatest difference for LGBTQ+ students, GLSEN urges SEAs and LEAs to ensure inclusive, equitable, 
LGBTQ+ affirming programming in the following areas:

• Mental health and other school-based wraparound support services; 

• Classroom or remote instruction;

• Summer, afterschool, and other out-of-school time programs,  
including GSAs and peer networks of support; and 

• Educator training and professional development.

GLSEN’s 2021 report, States’ Use of the Every Student Succeeds Act  
(ESSA) to Advance LGBTQ+ Equity, provides detailed recommendations  
on how SEAs and LEAs can leverage ESSA to advance equity inclusive of  
LGBTQ+ equity in each of the areas highlighted above. Because any activity  
or program authorized by ESSA that prevents, prepares for, or responds to  
the COVID-19 pandemic is an authorized use of ESSER funds, SEAs and LEAs  
can apply GLSEN’s recommendations and resources related to ESSA as they  
develop and implement COVID-19 relief funded programs.

LEAs may also use ARP ESSER funds for renovation, repairs, and construction that are necessary and reasonable  
to prevent, prepare for, and respond to COVID-19.13 LEAs making improvements to school bathrooms or locker  
rooms should consider gender neutral or all-user facilities. All-user facilities have been implemented in K-12  
schools to enhance student privacy and improve sanitation through an easier to supervise and maintain communal  
handwashing area.14 All-user facilities may also reduce instances of bullying.15 

COVID-19 relief funds can 
SUPPORT POLICY REVIEW AND 
DEVELOPMENT, including anti-
bullying polices that enumerate 
vulnerable students and  
address cyberbullying.12

https://www.glsen.org/four-supports
https://www.glsen.org/essa-implementation
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