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Introduction: 
Why LGBTQ+ Data Inclusion is Necessary for Safe,  
Inclusive K-12 Schools
Collecting data on LGBTQ+ issues and the experiences of LGBTQ+ young people — including those who are lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, nonbinary, Two-Spirit1, and intersex2 — is essential both for enforcing civil rights 
protections and advancing racial, gender, and disability justice outcomes in K-12 education systems across the country. 

The absence of this data:

•	 Is a barrier to full implementation of nondiscrimination protections;

•	 Obscures disparities impacting LGBTQ+ young people in K-12 schools;

•	 Prevents educators from accessing the information they need to develop and evaluate the impact  
of programming on LGBTQ+ students and their non-LGBTQ+ peers; and 

•	 Limits the ability to assess the impact of laws, policies, and initiatives on the health and wellbeing  
of LGBTQ+ young people and young people with an LGBTQ+ parent, guardian, or family member.

Leading scientists, researchers, and educators agree on the need for LGBTQ+ data inclusion: in 2020, the National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM) recommended that federal, state, local, and tribal 
government agencies “should consider adding measures of sexual orientation, gender identity, and intersex status  
to all data collection efforts and instruments,” including in education.3 In 2022, NASEM issued a consensus study  
with guiding principles for the collection of LGBTQ+ demographic data and recommended measures for collecting 
such data, primarily with adults.4 

Young People and LGBTQ+ Data Inclusion

GLSEN uses the term “young people” to refer to all students in K-12 schools. LGBTQ+ data inclusion 
encompasses measures of LGBTQ+ issues, such as the availability of curriculum that is inclusive of LGBTQ+ 
communities and experiences with victimization related to LGBTQ+ bias, and measures of LGBTQ+ identity.

Measures of LGBTQ+ issues are recommended for use in surveys of all K-12 students. For example, it is  
important to assess whether students experience bullying at school or barriers to full participation in 
educational programming because a parent or guardian is LGBTQ+. Measures of LGTBQ+ identity, or LGBTQ+ 
demographic measures, are specifically recommended for use in surveys of secondary students. The GLSEN 
Research Institute’s brief, Considerations for Measuring Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity in Surveys  
of Secondary School Students, provides sample measures. 

GLSEN further recommends that K-12 student information systems provide inclusive options for self-reported 
names and gender identities. See Section 3 of this brief for more information.

http://glsen.org/Policy
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For over twenty years, GLSEN’s biennial National School Climate Survey (NSCS) has demonstrated that LGBTQ+  
young people commonly experience bullying, harassment, discrimination, and other forms of victimization in 
secondary schools because of their LGBTQ+ identities, which negatively impacts their educational outcomes and  
wellbeing.5 LGBTQ+ young people who are transgender; nonbinary; Black, Indigenous, people of color (BIPOC); and 
people with disabilities experience starker disparities and intersecting marginalization. For example, at least two in  
five LGBTQ+ young people of color report bullying based on both their sexual orientation and their race; those who 
experience both racist and anti-LGBTQ+ victimization are most likely to skip school due to feeling unsafe, report  
the lowest levels of school belonging, and experience the highest levels of depression, compared to those who 
experience one or neither form of victimization.6 

Owing in part to the findings of GLSEN’s Research Institute, important national and statewide collections, including the 
CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), have added measures related to the identities and experiences of LGBTQ+ 
young people. Since adding these measures, the YRBS has consistently found that LGBTQ+ secondary students are 
far more likely than their non-LGBTQ+ peers to experience victimization, including bullying at school.7

In light of coordinated efforts by politicians across the country pushing an extreme political agenda that denigrates, 
erases, and further stigmatizes LGBTQ+ people — and particularly transgender and nonbinary young people and  
those who are BIPOC — it is more important than ever that surveys routinely collect data related to LGBTQ+ identities 
and issues to evaluate the impacts of policies targeting communities that already experience marginalization.8 

Research indicates the harm we can expect — and that is already occurring — as a result of such policies, including: 

•	 More hostile school climates and higher rates of harassment and assault of LGBTQ+ young people based on  
sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression in states where there are prohibitions on LGBTQ+ 
inclusive curriculum.9

•	 Decreased mental health and wellbeing among LGBTQ+ young people, particularly those who are transgender  
and nonbinary.10

Unfortunately, many surveys of young people and educators omit LGBTQ+ inclusive measures and, in some states,  
politicians are seeking to impose new barriers to LGBTQ+ data inclusion in surveys of students.11 The absence or 
erasure of LGBTQ+ inclusive measures in surveys of young people and educators is particularly troubling as surveys 
are often the only source of data on the experiences of LGBTQ+ young people in K-12 schools and educators need 
this information to develop and evaluate programming that supports all students in schools (see the spotlight on 
the next page on Types of Data Collection Conducted by K-12 Education Agencies). 

Educators are responsible for understanding the impact of school climate on LGBTQ+ young people and providing  
equal opportunity in K-12 schools. Furthermore, in order for federal, state, and local efforts to advance equity for 
students who are BIPOC, students with disabilities, and for students who otherwise experience marginalization, they 
must include LGBTQ+ young people. For these reasons, LGBTQ+ data inclusion should be the norm for surveys of 
young people and educators in K-12 schools.

http://glsen.org/Policy
https://www.glsen.org/nscs
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Types of Data Collection Conducted by K-12 Education Agencies

Survey Data: Surveys, including federal surveys like the YRBS and school climate surveys, enable LGBTQ+ and 
other young people to share information about their identities and experiences without linking responses to an 
individual’s records or other information that will compromise the anonymity of respondents. In assuring student 
privacy and anonymity, surveys make it possible to paint a more complete picture of school climate, particularly for  
students who experience marginalization and may mistrust available mechanisms for reporting experiences of  
victimization, such as being bullied or being referred to by incorrect pronouns, also referred to as being misgendered. 

Administrative Data: Administrative data refers to information collected and linked to an individual’s administrative  
record and includes student and school personnel records. K-12 schools collect data on student demographics 
(including gender, race, and ethnicity), student subgroups (including English learners, students with disabilities, 
and students experiencing homelessness), academics (including course enrollments and performance), attendance,  
discipline, and incidences of harassment or bullying and other forms of victimization. In turn, this data on students  
is compiled and reported, often disaggregated by student demographics and subgroups, to local, state, and 
federal education agencies to help inform funding allocation decisions, evaluate school climate, conduct broader  
needs assessments, and comply with federal and state reporting requirements and other standards. Increasingly,  
K-12 schools are collecting data on incidents of harassment or bullying based on sexual orientation and gender 
identity; for example, schools receiving federal funds collect and report data on allegations of harassment or 
bullying on the basis of sexual orientation. See Section 3 of this brief for more information.

Recommendations to Federal, State, 
and Local Agencies on LGBTQ+ 
Inclusion in Surveys of Young People 
and Educators in K-12 Schools
GLSEN recommends the following LGBTQ+ data inclusion practices in surveys administered by federal agencies,  
State Education Agencies (SEA), and Local Education Agencies (LEAs):

Recommendation: Surveys of secondary school students that include demographic questions should allow 
respondents to self-report their sexual orientation and gender identity 

Researchers estimate that LGBTQ+ young people represent 9.5% of the United States population aged 13-17.12 According  
to a 2022 Gallup poll, 7.1% of adults identify as LGBTQ+ with LGBTQ+ adults representing a larger share of younger 
adult populations: more than one in five (20.8%) adults aged 18-25 and more than 1 in 10 (10.5%) adults aged 26 to 41 
identify as LGBTQ+.13 These trends indicate that a greater number of younger people identify as LGBTQ+ and that the 
share of the people who openly identify as LGBTQ+ will likely continue to grow as the population ages. 

Given that available data consistently shows disparities impacting LGBTQ+ young people in K-12 schools, it is even  
more important that surveys routinely collect data related to LGBTQ+ identities and issues. See the GLSEN Research 
Institute’s brief, Considerations for Measuring Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity in Surveys of Secondary 
School Students, for sample measures.

http://glsen.org/Policy
https://www.glsen.org/SOGI-measurement
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Recommendation: Surveys of teachers, administrators, and staff that include demographic questions should 
allow respondents to self-report their sexual orientation and gender identity

While all educators can create supportive learning environments for LGBTQ+ students, research indicates that LGBTQ+  
educators are more likely than their non-LGBTQ+ peers to engage in LGBTQ-inclusive and affirming best practices. 
However, these educators are more likely than their non-LGBTQ+ peers to report barriers to such practices, including 
fear that their job would be at risk if they came out or were outed as LGBTQ+.14 

Understanding the identities and experiences of LGBTQ+ educators is important for identifying programming that 
supports the retention of a teaching workforce that better reflects the diversity of our student bodies, including with 
regard to race and disability. The 2022 NASEM report, “Measuring Sex, Sexual Orientation, and Gender Identity,” 
provides recommended measures and considerations for adapting recommended measures that can be used for 
surveys of administrators, teachers, and staff.15 

Recommendation: Surveys of students should include intersex demographic measures and such measures  
should be considered for use in surveys of teachers, administrators, and staff

“Intersex” is an umbrella term describing individuals born with variations in internal or external sex characteristics.  
For example, an intersex person may have variations in their chromosomes or genitals. Comprehensive LGBTQ+ 
inclusive data collection must include measures that allow people, including young people and educators in K-12 
schools, to voluntarily self-report if they are intersex. While there is limited demographic data on intersex people, 
some scientists estimate that as many as 1.7% of the population are born with variations in sex characteristics, 
sometimes referred to as “intersex traits.”16 Intersex people face documented but understudied health and social 
disparities, including privacy infringements at school and curriculum that erase or stigmatize their bodies.17  
As with the general population, intersex people are diverse in terms of their gender identities and sexual orientations. 

The Trevor Project has found that more than half (51%) of intersex youth aged 13 to 17 reported seriously considering 
suicide in the past 12 months and nearly one in four (24%) reported attempting suicide in the past 12 months.18  
Intersex youth who reported that they had access to affirming spaces, including an LGBTQ+ affirming secondary  
or post-secondary school, were less likely to report attempting suicide in the past year.19 

Discriminatory state policies barring transgender young people from accessing school facilities and athletics 
programming will likely increase incidents of discrimination and harassment of intersex young people as they tacitly 
sanction scrutiny of students’ sex characteristics.20 For these reasons, an intersex demographic measure should be 
included in surveys evaluating school climate. 

Because not all individuals with intersex traits identify as intersex, it is important that measures include definitions  
or examples. The 2022 NASEM report provides sample intersex measures, including a measure for use in surveys  
of young people recommended by interACT: Advocates for Youth, the leading U.S. organization advocating for the 
health, wellbeing, and civil and human rights of people born with variations in their sex characteristics.21 

Recommendation: Surveys evaluating school climate and educational programming should include measures  
of victimization related to LGBTQ+ bias and measures of LGBTQ+ inclusive programming

GLSEN’s NSCS demonstrates that experiencing victimization related to LGBTQ+ bias is associated with a range of  
adverse educational outcomes, including increased absences, lower GPAs, and decreased likelihood of pursuing  
post-secondary education.22 Students who experience bias-related victimization also reported decreased wellbeing, 
as measured by reported levels of depression and self-esteem, feelings of belonging at school, and feelings of 
safety at school.23 Other national survey research has found disparities impacting LGBTQ+ young people that include 
an increased likelihood of experiencing victimization,24 homelessness,25 and suicidal ideation.26 

Students in K-12 schools experience victimization related to LGBTQ+ bias that is distinct from victimization based 
on their sexual orientation and gender identity and may precede a student identifying as straight or heterosexual, 
cisgender, or LGBTQ+.27 For example, students experience associational harassment and bullying when they are 

http://glsen.org/Policy
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Four Supports

Comprehensive 
Policies: Supportive 
school policies set 
a standard for safe, 
inclusive schools by 
prohibiting victimization 
based on sexual 
orientation, gender 
identity, or gender 
expression, and 
promoting equal  
access for LGBTQ+ 
young people.

Supportive School 
Personnel: Educators 
and other adult allies 
have a significant 
positive impact on 
school experiences 
for LGBTQ+ students 
by listening, helping 
students navigate 
challenges, and 
promoting educational 
engagement and 
aspirations.

Inclusive Curricular 
Resources: Learning 
about the history 
and contributions 
of LGBTQ+ people 
provides role models 
and information about 
the LGBTQ+ community 
to students who might 
otherwise experience 
marginalization.

Supportive School 
Clubs: Gender and 
Sexuality Alliances or 
Gay-Straight Alliances 
(GSAs) and other 
student-led clubs 
that are supportive 
of LGBTQ+ students 
provide a safe and 
affirming space 
and facilitate youth 
leadership.

victimized because of their association with an individual who is or is perceived to be LGTBQ+, including family 
members. A GLSEN survey of secondary students with an LGBTQ+ parent or parents found that more than two in five 
reported that they had been verbally harassed at school in the past year because a parent is LGBTQ+ and more than 
one in ten reported being physically harassed or assaulted because a parent is LGBTQ+.28 Among elementary school 
students, GLSEN and Harris Interactive found that 7% said that students at their school were bullied or called names 
because they have gay parents.29 

In addition to associational bullying, students experience victimization because the way they act or dress is considered  
“inappropriate” based on gender. GLSEN and Harris Interactive found that more than one in five (21%) elementary 
school students said students at their school were bullied because they “act gay.”30 Students who said other people 
think the way they act or look is inappropriate based on gender were more likely to report that they regularly 
experience bullying at school than students who said they have not been told that the way they act or look is 
inappropriate based on gender.31 Elementary school students who reported being bullied for any reason were four 
times as likely as other students to say they do not want to go to school because they feel afraid or unsafe and those 
who are bullied regularly at school report lower grades and a lower quality of life than other students.32 

All students can experience bullying related to gender expression that is considered to be different from the norm 
and gender expression must not be confused with or used as a measure of LGBTQ+ identity. Measures related to 
observing and experiencing victimization based on gender expression help to assess the impact of LGBTQ+ related 
bias and whether schools are inclusive of all students and families. 

LGBTQ+ young people who are transgender, nonbinary, BIPOC, and people with disabilities experience starker 
disparities and intersecting marginalization.33 Therefore, measures of racist, ableist, and other forms of bias-related 
victimization should be included in surveys evaluating school climate and educational programming. 

Over twenty years, GLSEN’s national survey research demonstrates that access to GLSEN’s Four Supports promotes 
the educational success and wellbeing of LGBTQ+ youth. For this reason, measures related to the availability of 
comprehensive policies, supportive school personnel, supportive school clubs, and inclusive curriculum should be 
included when evaluating school climate and educational programming.

http://glsen.org/Policy
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Surveys of young people, administrators, teachers, and other staff in K-12 schools should include measures related 
to LGBTQ+ issues, including victimization related to LGBTQ+ bias and the availability of inclusive and supportive 
programming. The following are examples of how such measures can be incorporated in general population 
surveys of young people and educators in K-12 schools: 

•	 GLSEN’s Local School Climate Survey tool includes questions for secondary students about hearing homophobic, 
transphobic, racist, ableist, and other biased remarks and questions about experiencing  
bias-related harassment or bullying.

•	 GLSEN’s national survey of elementary school students includes measures assessing students’ experiences  
of hearing biased remarks and with bullying related to gender expression.34 

•	 GLSEN’s national surveys of teachers in K-12 schools include measures of LGBTQ+ inclusive practices, reports  
of biased remarks, and comfort in responding to LGBTQ+ related bias.35 

•	 GLSEN’s national survey of school mental health staff includes measures of whether respondents have completed 
coursework or professional development on supporting LGBTQ+ students.36 

•	 The CDC provides measures of victimization based on bias related to sexual orientation in its resource, “Measuring 
Bullying Victimization, Perpetration, and Bystander Experiences: A Compendium of Assessment Tools.”37 

The following two sections detail additional recommendations regarding LGBTQ+ data inclusion in federal surveys  
and surveys administered by state or local agencies, respectively.

Additional Federal Recommendations on Surveys

Federally administered surveys have a unique role to play in advancing intersectional equity because the scale at 
which they are administered best supports the establishment of population parameters, such as the number of BIPOC 
young people in K-12 schools who identify as LGBTQ+.38 This information provides a guidepost or comparison point  
for researchers across the country. For example, the inclusion of both race and sexual orientation measures on the 
YRBS allows for representative sample sizes that enable richer study on young people of color who are lesbian, gay, 
and bisexual than was previously possible.

President Biden’s Executive Order 13985 on advancing racial equity and support for underserved communities — 
including BIPOC communities, LGBTQ+ people, and people with disabilities — acknowledges that the lack of data 
on underserved communities across federal agencies “impedes efforts to measure and advance equity.”39 The order 
also establishes an Interagency Working Group on Equitable Data to address this lack of foundational data and 
research. As the U.S. Department of Education (USED) and other federal agencies work to advance equity for people 
who are BIPOC, LGBTQ+, people with disabilities, and who otherwise experience marginalization, the implementation 
of LGBTQ+ inclusive survey design and methodology will provide additional data that should be used to inform 
enforcement of nondiscrimination protections, rulemaking, and guidance on federal standards and programs, including 
grants and technical assistance initiatives.

GLSEN recommends several actions to implement LGBTQ+ inclusive survey design and practices at the federal level 
as detailed below.

Recommendation: Pass the LGBTQ Data Inclusion Act

The LGBTQ Data Inclusion Act will require federal agencies that collect demographic data through surveys to add  
measures where respondents can self-report their sexual orientation and gender identity. Passing the LGBTQ+ Data 
Inclusion Act ensures that LGBTQ+ inclusive data collection is the rule, rather than the exception, and is critically 
important to advancing intersectional equity in programs and services in K-12 learning communities across the 
country. See our LGBTQ Data Inclusion Act Online Action, where you can send a message to your Members of 
Congress asking them to support this important legislation.

http://glsen.org/Policy
https://localsurvey.glsen.org/index.cfm
https://act.glsen.org/a/lgbtq-data-inclusion-act
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Recommendation: The Office of Management and Budget should establish data collection standards on sexual 
orientation and gender identity

The 2020 NASEM report recommended the White House Office of Management and Budget (OMB), which oversees  
the implementation of the President’s priorities across federal agencies, establish “government-wide standards for 
the collection of data on sexual orientation, gender identity, and intersex status.”40 The follow-up 2022 NASEM report 
includes recommended measures and guiding principles for collecting this data, primarily with adults.41 OMB should 
establish data collection standards on sexual orientation and gender identity in federal surveys, including through its 
leadership and support of the Interagency Working Group on Equitable Data.

Recommendation: The Domestic Policy Council (DPC) should support the addition of LGBTQ+ demographic 
measures across federal data collection mechanisms and invest in ongoing research to further strengthen 
LGBTQ+ demographic measures

The DPC is uniquely situated to support the addition of NASEM recommended LGBTQ+ demographic measures as 
a standardized component of demographic questions across federal data collection mechanisms through guidance, 
organizational resources, and coordination across different departments. Advancing the inclusion of these measures is 
crucial to fulfilling the directives set out by Executive Order 13985, which established the Interagency Working Group 
on Equitable Data (discussed above) as well Executive Order 13988, which requires all federal agencies that enforce 
federal laws prohibiting sex discrimination to also prohibit discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender 
identity.42 Additionally, DPC should invest in ongoing research to continue to develop, test, and improve LGBTQ+ 
demographic measures, particularly in subpopulations including young people and intersex people.

Recommendation: The CDC’s Division of Adolescent and School Health (CDC DASH) should add measures of 
gender identity and intersex status to the standard YRBS questionnaire

The CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS) includes two distinct studies that survey young people 
in secondary schools on behaviors and experiences related to their health and wellbeing, including their experiences 
of bullying at school and with suicidality. The national YRBS is administered by the CDC and a state and local YRBS is 
administered by the CDC in coordination with state and local government agencies. Access to data that allows for 
assessments of the health and wellbeing of LGBTQ+ young people — and particularly those who are transgender  
and nonbinary — is urgently needed, given politically coordinated efforts to denigrate, erase, and further stigmatize 
these populations. 

Beginning in 2015, two measures of sexual orientation have been included in the standard YRBS questionnaire that is 
the starting point for both the national and state and local studies.43 No gender identity measures are included in the 
standard YRBS questionnaire,44 however, beginning in 2019, states and localities can opt to add a transgender identity 
measure if they participate in the state and local YRBS.45 No measures are available for respondents to self-report 
that they are nonbinary or another gender identity, and no intersex demographic measure is available. The GLSEN 
Research Institute brief, Considerations for Measuring Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity in Surveys  
of Secondary School Students, includes a discussion of LGBTQ+ demographic measures on the YRBS. 

Recommendation: The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) should include LGBTQ+ identity measures 
in surveys of secondary school students and K-12 teachers, administrators, and other staff

The NCES designs and administers national surveys of students, teachers, administrators, and other school staff 
that generate data that is foundational for developing and evaluating programs that improve educational outcomes 
for K-12 students, including academic performance across subjects and the pursuit of postsecondary education. 
GLSEN’s research demonstrates that LGBTQ+ young people disproportionately experience bullying and other barriers 
to opportunity and access at school and that these experiences are associated with negative educational outcomes, 
including lower GPAs and increased absences.

http://glsen.org/Policy
https://www.glsen.org/SOGI-measurement
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The NCES has been slower to adopt LGBTQ+ inclusive measures than peer agencies that design and administer 
surveys for young people in K-12 schools, including the CDC DASH and the Department of Justice Bureau of Justice 
Statistics (DOJ BJS). The NCES should include LGBTQ+ identity measures and other demographic measures related 
to communities that experience marginalization — such as measures of race and disability — in surveys of secondary 
students and K-12 teachers, administrators, and other staff, including:

•	 The High School & Beyond: Longitudinal Study (HS&B): The HS&B examines students’ trajectories during and  
after leaving high school. As a longitudinal study, the same respondents are surveyed over time, providing insight 
on trends and long-term impacts that inform education policies, programs, and practices.46 The HS&B study 
beginning in Fall 2022 will survey school counselors on how frequently they have provided support to a student 
related to their gender identity or sexual orientation. Students and teachers are asked to self-report their race, 
ethnicity, and sex, with responses to the latter limited to binary (male/female) categories.47 No LGBTQ+ identity 
measures are available.

•	 The National Teacher and Principal Survey (NTPS): The NTPS is a national survey of K-12 teachers and principals 
in public and private schools that informs education policy and practice related to school workplace conditions, 
salaries, and training opportunities. The NTPS teacher and principal surveys collect data on respondents’ gender, 
race, and ethnicity. Respondents self-report gender and are limited to binary (male/female) responses.48 No 
LGBTQ+ identity measures are available.

•	 The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP): The NAEP is a national survey of students, teachers, 
and schools that provides insight into student achievement and learning experiences across academic subjects. 
The NAEP student and teacher surveys collect data on respondents’ gender, race, and ethnicity, and the student 
survey includes measures related to socioeconomic class. No LGBTQ+ identity measures are available.49

Recommendation: The DOJ BJS and NCES should revise the School Crime Supplement (SCS) to the National Crime 
Victimization Survey (NCVS) to include LGBTQ+ demographic measures for all secondary students and to improve 
measures of victimization related to LGBTQ+ bias

The NCVS is a national survey of individuals’ experiences of victimization, including bias-related assault and other 
forms of violence. The SCS is administered to secondary school students and includes measures of bullying based on 
the respondent’s sexual orientation and gender. The SCS measure of bullying based on gender should be revised to 
specify “gender identity — such as being a boy, a girl, nonbinary, or another gender.” A new measure should be added 
to the SCS that allows respondents to report bullying based on their gender expression. 

The BJS collects demographic data on respondents’ sexual orientations and gender identities through the NCVS for  
secondary students aged 16 and older, but no LGBTQ+ demographic measures are available for secondary students 
younger than 16. Additional details and recommendations are available on GLSEN’s public comment on the proposed 
2022 SCS.50

Recommendation: USED should support state and local education agencies in using LGBTQ+ inclusive survey  
data to advance intersectional equity in K-12 learning communities

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, as amended by the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA) 
establishes standards for the development of evidence-based programs. 

To support SEAs and LEAs in using data to advance intersectional equity, USED should: 

•	 Revise ESSA Title I-A guidance to clarify how SEAs can use an LGBTQ+ inclusive climate survey to measure  
a “school quality and student success” indicator as part of their statewide accountability system.52 

•	 Revise ESSA Title II-A guidance to clarify how SEAs and LEAs can use funds to develop, pilot, coordinate, and 
administer LGBTQ+ inclusive surveys of educators and school staff53 and provide professional development on  
the use of student data provided anonymously.54 

http://glsen.org/Policy
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•	 Revise ESSA Title IV-A guidance to clarify how SEAs and LEAs can use funds to develop, pilot, coordinate, and  
administer LGBTQ+ inclusive climate surveys of students and their families, including parents and guardians.55 

•	 Revise ESSA guidance on “Using Evidence to Strengthen Education Investments” to assist SEAs and LEAs in identifying  
research to inform efforts to advance intersectional equity, including findings of the YRBS and GLSEN’s NSCS.51

•	 Revise USED’s School Climate Surveys (EDSCLS) to add LGBTQ+ demographic measures and measures related  
to bullying based on actual or perceived gender identity and respect for people of all genders. (The current EDSCLS  
includes demographic measures of race and ethnicity for all respondents. Students are asked about their level 
of agreement with the following statement: “Students at this school are teased or picked on about their real or 
perceived sexual orientation.” Parents are asked for their level of agreement with the following statement: “This 
school communicates how important it is to respect students of all sexual orientations.”)56 

•	 Disseminate best practices for analyzing and reporting LGBTQ+ inclusive school climate survey data, including 
through the EDSCLS Help Desk.

Additional State and Local Recommendations on Surveys

LGBTQ+ inclusive data collection is needed for SEAs to allocate ESSA and other funds in ways that advance 
intersectional equity inclusive of LGBTQ+ young people in schools. Such data is also needed to inform and strengthen 
programs and services for schools and LEAs that support all students. GLSEN recommends the following actions  
to implement LGBTQ+ inclusive survey design and practices at the state and local levels.

Recommendation: States and localities should participate in the CDC’s YRBSS, use all available LGBTQ+ inclusive 
measures, and agree to distribute the findings

As discussed above, the CDC’s YRBSS includes both a national YRBS administered by the CDC and a state and local 
YRBS the CDC administers in coordination with states and localities (see p. 8). States are not required to participate 
in the YRBSS, but most do.57 States and localities can decline to distribute findings of the state and local YRBS and, in 
2019, a handful of survey sites, including Massachusetts and Ohio, declined to do so.58 

Although two sexual orientation measures are included on the standard YRBS questionnaire, states and localities  
may opt to exclude up to one-third of these measures and, in 2019, a small minority of states and one locality opted  
to exclude both sexual orientation measures.59 No gender identity measures have been included in the standard  
YRBS questionnaire however, in 2019, states and localities could opt to include a measure that allowed respondents  
to indicate if they identify as transgender. Fifteen states opted to use the transgender identity measure.60 

The YRBS allows for a better, richer study of young people’s experiences of victimization, suicidality, and other health 
risk factors than ever before. More states and eligible localities should participate in the YRBSS, use all available 
LGBTQ+ measures, and agree to the distribution of findings.

Recommendation: SEAs and LEAs should use LGBTQ+ inclusive school climate surveys to support positive 
educational outcomes and experiences for LGBTQ+ students and students with LGBTQ+ family members

K-12 public schools receive sustaining funding from the federal government under the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965, as amended by ESSA (see p. 9). ESSA requires that states adopt a statewide accountability 
system that uses data to promote accountability across LEAs for disparities in students’ educational outcomes and 
experiences. Additionally, all educational programs and activities must meet minimum evidential standards. 

SEAs should use an LGBTQ+ inclusive school climate survey to measure an ESSA indicator of school quality and 
student success,61 such as “school climate” or “conditions for learning,” and report disaggregated climate survey  
data on LGBTQ+ students’ experiences in their annual State Report Card.62 LGBTQ+ inclusive school climate survey 
results should inform needs assessments and allocations of funds under all ESSA Title programs.

http://glsen.org/Policy


ISSUE BRIEF: LGBTQ+ DATA INCLUSION  |  11

glsen.org/Policy

An LGBTQ+ inclusive school climate survey should use measures that allow for an evaluation of school climate and  
intersectional equity. At a minimum, as discussed above, GLSEN recommends the use of measures of victimization  
related to LGBTQ+ bias and the availability of comprehensive policies that prohibit victimization, supportive educators 
and adult allies, inclusive curriculum, and supportive school clubs such as GSAs (see our spotlight on GLSEN’s Four  
Supports on p.6). School climate surveys of secondary school students should also include LGBTQ+ identity measures.  
SEAs can refer to the GLSEN Research Institute brief, Considerations for Measuring Sexual Orientation and Gender 
Identity in Surveys of Secondary School Students, for discussion on survey methodology and sample measures. 

Where no statewide survey exists or is being developed, LEAs can use GLSEN’s Local School Climate Survey tool 
to collect LGBTQ+ inclusive climate survey data. GLSEN’s report, States’ Use of ESSA to Advance LGBTQ+ Equity, 
provides additional details on the use of LGBTQ+ inclusive school climate surveys to foster safe, inclusive schools for 
LGBTQ+ young people.

SEAs and LEAs can use ESSA Title IV-A funds to support the development and administration of LGBTQ+ inclusive 
school climate surveys.63 SEAs can offer training and technical assistance to LEAs on administering climate surveys, 
under ESSA Title I-A, II-A, and IV-A.64

Recommendation: SEAs and LEAs should use surveys of staff that are LGBTQ+ inclusive to evaluate their 
preparedness to meet the needs of LGBTQ+ young people in K-12 schools

Teachers, administrators, school psychologists, school counselors, and other staff have a powerful role to play in 
fostering K-12 learning communities that are safe and inclusive for LGBTQ+ students. For example, educators can 
provide one-on-one support to LGBTQ+ students and lead professional development training on LGBTQ+ issues. 
Surveys of staff can help identify programming that supports recruitment and retention of LGTBQ+ educators, as  
well as the preparedness of all staff to support LGBTQ+ young people in schools, including students who hold  
multiple marginalized identities.

SEAs and LEAs can use ESSA Title I-A and Title II-A use funds to develop, pilot, coordinate, and administer LGBTQ+ 
inclusive surveys of educators and school staff65 and provide professional development on using student data in  
ways that support student achievement and wellbeing while maintaining privacy.66

Recommendation: SEAs and LEAs should use measures related to LGBTQ+ victimization and nondiscrimination 
protections in surveys evaluating workplace conditions for staff

More than one in three (33.9%) LGBTQ+ teachers reported that they felt their job would be at risk if they came out to 
an administrator,67 and those who are out have experienced negative consequences, including being threatened with 
job loss, not having their contracts renewed, or being reassigned and investigated.68 In 2020, the landmark Bostock 
decision prohibited discrimination based on sexual orientation and transgender status as illegal sex discrimination 
under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, which addresses nondiscrimination protections for employees.69 In 2021, the  
U.S. Department of Justice and other federal agencies interpreted the Bostock decision to prohibit discrimination 
based on gender identity.70 

Following the Bostock decision, LGBTQ+ employees continue to experience workplace discrimination and harassment.71  
Surveys designed to help enforce nondiscrimination protections and improve workplace climate should include 
LGBTQ+ identity measures and measures of victimization related to LGBTQ+ bias, in addition to other personal 
characteristics, such as race and disability. Other LGBTQ+ inclusive measures should be included depending on the 
goals of the survey. For example, a survey might include questions about the availability of supportive programs,  
such as LGBTQ+ affinity groups or employee resource groups, and professional development undertaken or needed  
to support LGBTQ+ students. 

SEAs and LEAs can use ESSA Title I-A and Title II-A use funds to develop, pilot, coordinate, and administer LGBTQ+ 
inclusive surveys of educators and school staff.72
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Recommendation: SEAs and LEAs should use LGBTQ+ inclusive surveys of parents and guardians to inform 
programming that is supportive and welcoming of all families

Family engagement can support students’ educational achievement and wellbeing. Unfortunately, GLSEN’s national 
survey of LGBTQ+ parents or guardians with students in K-12 schools found that more than half (53%) reported being 
excluded or prevented from fully participating in school activities and events, being excluded by school policies and 
procedures, or being ignored and feeling invisible.73 

Therefore, surveys of families, including parents and guardians, should include LGBTQ+ demographic measures,  
along with other demographic measures, including race, disability, and preferred language. Other LGBTQ+ inclusive 
questions should be used to evaluate perceptions of welcome and belonging and to identify programming that 
supports family engagement. 

LEAs can use ESSA Title I-A and IV-A funds to support the development, piloting, coordination, and administration of  
LGBTQ+ inclusive surveys of parents and families.74 ESSA Title IV-E provides grants for statewide family engagement 
centers that can develop or provide assistance in developing, piloting, and administering LGBTQ+ inclusive surveys of 
families, including parents and guardians.75

Recommendation: SEAs should provide guidance and technical assistance to LEAs on administering and using 
LGBTQ+ inclusive school climate survey data

SEAs should assist LEAs in the correct use of data to identify needs and evaluate school climate. For example, it is  
important to present data in a way that does not identify specific LGBTQ+ respondents. This is particularly a concern 
for small school districts or other relatively small populations, where there may only be a few LGBTQ+ respondents. 
The GLSEN Research Institute’s brief, Considerations for Measuring Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity in 
Surveys of Secondary School Students, provides additional guidance on the use of student data. 

LGBTQ+ Inclusion in K-12 
Administrative Data Collection
In addition to the important information that can be obtained through surveys, the collection of administrative data 
is also critically important. Disaggregated administrative data has been a driving force in revealing disparities in 
educational experiences and outcomes for BIPOC young people, students with disabilities, and other students who 
are from communities that experience marginalization. Unlike survey data, K-12 administrative data is linked to an 
individual’s administrative record, such as student and school personnel records. See our spotlight in Section 1 on 
Types of Data Collection Conducted by K-12 Education Agencies for additional information. 

Nearly all public K-12 schools now collect and report data on allegations of harassment and bullying based on sexual 
orientation through USED’s Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC).76 Many schools also collect data on harassment and 
bullying based on gender identity in compliance with state anti-bullying laws and regulations.77 The proposed design 
for the 2021-2022 CRDC includes additional measures related to harassment and bullying based on gender identity.  
If these measures are approved in the final survey, public schools will be required to separately collect and report  
data on allegations of harassment and bullying based on gender identity and LEAs will report whether they have an 
anti-bullying policy that enumerates both sexual orientation and gender identity.78 

Schools and LEAs are required to collect and report data on student enrollment, academic performance, and other  
educational experiences and activities disaggregated by gender, including through the CRDC and in compliance  
with ESSA (no such reporting requirements require education agencies to collect or report administrative data on 
students’ sexual orientations).79 Gender markers are commonly included on school-related documents, including test 
booklets and school ID cards, which can contribute to transgender and nonbinary students’ experiences of gender 
dysphoria and may expose them to victimization related to LGBTQ+ bias. 
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For these reasons, it is crucial that K-12 administrative data systems are responsive to the safety and wellbeing 
needs of transgender and nonbinary students. As of February 2022, at least thirteen SEAs allow for reporting of 
nonbinary gender identity data for students.80 The 2021-2022 proposed CRDC includes a measure of nonbinary 
gender identity that schools and LEAs can use to accurately report gender identity data on nonbinary students if the 
proposed collection is approved. In subsequent administrations of the CRDC, schools and LEAs that use a nonbinary 
gender identity measure will disaggregate most reported data by male-female-nonbinary.81 

The collection and analysis of data that accurately reflect students’ gender identities is a benefit of K-12 data systems that  
are responsive to the safety and wellbeing needs of transgender and nonbinary students. However, LGBTQ+ inclusive 
surveys are needed for more nuanced and comprehensive data on the identities and experiences of LGBTQ+ students  
in K-12 schools (see Section 2 for details and recommendations).

Significant barriers remain to making K-12 administrative data systems more inclusive and responsive to the safety  
and wellbeing needs of transgender and nonbinary students. For example, many K-12 information systems vendors 
have coded gender identity as a binary category with male and female as the only options. Updated software can 
address this barrier however supportive policies and technical assistance are needed to ensure student safety and the 
privacy of student data. Because parents or guardians typically are able to access their child’s student records, strong 
federal or state protections for vulnerable students will best support LGTBQ+ administrative data inclusion. Education 
agencies must center the safety and wellbeing of transgender and nonbinary students, including ensuring students 
are not outed through policies or practices related to K-12 administrative data systems. 

The following sections detail GLSEN’s recommendations regarding policies, technical assistance, and privacy protections  
to advance intersectional equity through K-12 administrative data collection.

Federal Recommendations on Administrative Data Collection

The federal government has an important role to play in supporting LGBTQ+ data inclusion in K-12 administrative data 
collection and the implementation of K-12 information systems that are more inclusive and responsive to the safety 
and wellbeing needs of transgender and nonbinary students. 

Recommendation: USED should further strengthen the CRDC to support nondiscrimination protections for 
LGBTQ+ students

As proposed, the 2021-2022 CRDC collects data on allegations of harassment or bullying based on sexual orientation 
and gender identity separately and under the broader category of harassment or bullying based on sex, which also 
encompasses sexual harassment, harassment or bullying based on variations in sex characteristics, and other forms 
of sex-based harassment or bullying. However, on the proposed CRDC, data on confirmed incidents — including the 
number of students who victims of, or were disciplined for, harassment or bullying on the basis of sexual orientation  
or gender identity — will only be collected under the broader category of harassment or bullying based on sex. 

Unlike data on allegations, data on incidents are disaggregated by race and gender identity, including nonbinary where 
available. Without separate data on incidents of different subcategories of harassment or bullying based on sex, USED 
OCR and researchers who work with CRDC data will be unable to analyze the impact of different subcategories of  
sex-based harassment on distinct student populations, including young people of color, young people with disabilities, 
and nonbinary young people. 

The CRDC is a critical source of data on disparities that can help surface discriminatory school practices. GLSEN’s NSCS  
research indicates that school or staff responses to bias-related harassment or bullying play a role in fostering school  
climates that are hostile to LGBTQ+ students. For example, among LGBTQ+ students who said they reported being 
harassed or bullied to school staff, more than three in five (60.5%) said that staff did nothing or told the student to ignore it.82  
More than one in five (20.8%) were told to change their behavior by, for example, changing the way they dressed.83 For  
these reasons, it is essential the CRDC collects data on incidents of harassment or bullying based on sexual orientation or  
gender identity. Additional recommendations are available in GLSEN’s public comment on the proposed 2021-2022 CRDC. 84
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Recommendation: USED should allow for a nonbinary gender identity category to be used when reporting gender 
data from student or personnel records 

As discussed above, USED requires that data on student enrollment, academic performance, and other educational  
experiences and activities disaggregated by gender, including through the CRDC and in compliance with ESSA.  
At least thirteen SEAs allow for the reporting of nonbinary gender identity data and the proposed 2021-2022 CRDC 
includes a nonbinary gender category. 

The absence of a nonbinary gender category in federal collections has led to burdensome data reporting that is  
known to be inaccurate. For example, schools and LEAs that use a nonbinary gender category have been instructed  
to report nonbinary students as “either male or female… mak[ing] the determination as best it can.”85 USED should  
allow for a nonbinary gender category to be used when schools, LEAs, and SEAs report gender identity data from 
student or personnel records, including through the EDFacts Submission System (ESS)86 and the NAEP.87 

Recommendation: USED should provide guidance and instructions on collecting and reporting data on gender identity

In adopting ESSA, Congress stated “the responsibility to protect students’ personally identifiable information is more 
important than ever,” and “[t]he Secretary has the responsibility to ensure every entity that receives funding under this 
Act holds any personally identifiable information in strict confidence.”88 USED’s Office of Civil Rights (USED OCR) has 
previously recognized that certain name and gender-related information may be sensitive and protected by the Family 
Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) and Title IX.89 Additional guidance is needed on protections for transgender 
and nonbinary students as they relate to K-12 administrative data collection and student information systems.

Instructions for data collections involving student records or school personnel records should clearly state that an 
individual’s self-reported gender identity is appropriate and recommended for the purpose of the collection. USED 
guidance on reporting requirements under ESSA, such as Opportunities and Responsibilities for State and Local 
Report Cards, should be updated to communicate the same.90 

State and Local Recommendations on Administrative Data Collection

Some SEAs and LEAs have led the way in making K-12 administrative data collection more inclusive and responsive  
to the safety and wellbeing needs of transgender and nonbinary students. For example, in 2019, Montgomery County 
Public Schools in Maryland requested permission to use an “X” gender marker for nonbinary students and received 
approval from their SEA.91 In 2021, Illinois passed a law requiring the collection of sexual orientation and gender 
identity data by state agencies, including the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE), when other demographic data  
is collected.92

Recommendation: SEAs should provide technical assistance to schools and LEAs in reporting data related to 
harassment or bullying based on sexual orientation and gender identity

As discussed above, schools and LEAs have a responsibility to report data on harassment or bullying based on sex 
— including based on sexual orientation and based on gender identity — to USED through the CRDC. In some states, 
schools report and collect this data in compliance with state anti-bullying laws and regulations.93 SEAs should provide 
technical assistance to schools and LEAs to support the identification and accurate reporting of data on harassment 
or bullying related to LGBTQ+ bias.

Recommendation: SEAs should issue guidance to LEAs on nondiscrimination and privacy protections for LGBTQ+ 
students as they relate to K-12 administrative data

Under Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, harassment or bullying based on sex — including harassment  
or bullying based on sexual orientation and gender identity — is prohibited in federally funded educational programs.94 
Student information systems and related policies and procedures that do not allow for the use of a student’s name or 
pronouns may be in violation of Title IX to the extent they contribute to the unlawful harassment of transgender and 
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nonbinary students.95 State nondiscrimination laws may provide additional nondiscrimination protections related 
to students’ records.96 

FERPA protects information contained in student records from disclosure without a student or parent or guardian’s  
consent in most circumstances, including information about a student’s sexual orientation and gender identity 
(as well as related medical history or current or former legal name).97 State laws may provide additional privacy 
protections related to the student records of transgender and nonbinary students. Failure to protect student 
privacy can lead to unlawful harassment or bullying, for example, if a student is outed as transgender and 
subsequently subjected to harassment or bullying based on their gender identity.

SEAs should issue guidance clarifying responsibilities and best practices related to nondiscrimination and privacy  
protections for LGBTQ+ students in K-12 information systems. For example, ISBE issued guidance to schools and 
LEAs clarifying responsibilities under the Illinois Human Rights Act, the Illinois School Student Records Act, Title 
IX, and FERPA, clearly stating that “schools may not require a legal name change or change of a gender marker 
on a birth certificate… before updating most school records to properly reflect the student’s identity.” ISBE’s 
guidance also outlines best practices for ensuring that transgender and nonbinary students are addressed by 
their names and pronouns, including that schools survey students annually to ask how they wish to identify 
themselves; remove gender markers from school records, except where required by law and, in these cases, 
record this information in a separate, confidential file; and contract with student information system vendors  
that provide inclusive options for self-reported name and gender.98

GLSEN’s resource, Nondiscrimination Protections and Inclusion of LGBTQ+ Students in K-12 Learning 
Communities: Recommendations for State Education Agencies, includes recommended components of 
guidance on nondiscrimination and privacy protections for LGBTQ+ young people, and particularly transgender 
and nonbinary students, as they relate to K-12 information systems.

SEAs can use ESSA Title II-A funds to strengthen or develop training “on the appropriate use of student data to 
ensure that individual student privacy is protected” under FEPRA and state student privacy laws.99 Additional 
training and technical assistance can be supported by ESSA Title I-A, II-A, and IV-A funds.100 

Recommendation: LEAs should adopt and implement information systems and related policies and procedures 
that support safe, inclusive schools and enforcement of nondiscrimination and privacy protections

LEAs may need to update student and other school information systems, procedures, or training on processes 
for correcting and maintaining separate, confidential records of sensitive information in cases where a school  
is required to report a legal name or legal sex that differs from a student’s or educator’s self-reported name  
and gender identity. 

GLSEN’s Model Local Education Agency Policy on Transgender and Nonbinary Students, created in partnership  
with the National Center for Transgender Equality, includes sample policies on transgender and nonbinary 
students that ensure student privacy and promote the wellbeing and inclusion of transgender and nonbinary 
young people.

ESSA Title IV-A funds may support improvements to student and other school information systems.101 LEAs can  
use ESSA funding, including under Titles II-A and IV-A, to develop and implement policies and procedures related  
to school information systems that support safe, inclusive schools for LGBTQ+ young people and particularly 
those who are transgender and nonbinary.102
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Conclusion 
LGBTQ+ data inclusion is essential to ensuring all students have access to safe and inclusive schools and advancing 
intersectional equity in K-12 education systems. GLSEN can assist education agencies in implementing more inclusive 
data collection practices, supportive policies, and evidence-based programs in which all students can thrive and reach 
their full potential. For questions or additional information, please contact policy@glsen.org.

GLSEN Resources

Research Institute Resources

•	 Considerations for Measuring Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity in Surveys of Secondary School Students

•	 National School Climate Survey

•	 Improving School Climate for Transgender and Nonbinary Youth

•	 LGBTQ-Inclusive and Supportive Teaching: The Experiences of LGBTQ and non-LGBTQ Educators

•	 State-By-State Research: 2019 State Snapshots from the National School Climate Survey

State and Local Policy Development Resources

•	 States’ Use of ESSA to Advance LGBTQ+ Equity

•	 Nondiscrimination Protections and Inclusion of LGBTQ+ Students in K-12 Learning Communities: 
Recommendations for State Education Agencies

•	 Model Local Education Agency Policy on Transgender and Nonbinary Students
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