Including Sexual Orientation and Behavior Questions on the YRBS Can Help Educators Improve Academic Success among LGBT Youth 

Studies show that school environment, health risk behavior and academic risk are linked for LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) youth.

Decades of research indicates that LGBT youth often suffer from disparate rates of substance abuse, depression, suicide ideation, harassment, abuse, sexually transmitted infections, including HIV, and teenage pregnancy. 
These increased risks are often the result of, and in reaction to, negative environmental stressors LGBT youth face in their schools, homes and communities. 
Recent research also shows that youth suffering from such health risks are at greater academic risk than are other youth.
Nationally, 32.7 percent of LGBT students report missing a day of school in the past month because they felt unsafe or uncomfortable in school (compared to only 4.5%, respectively, of a national sample of secondary school students). These absences can cause LGBT youth to fall behind in their class work and feel disconnected from school.  They also have economic consequences for schools.  For example, a recent report issued by the California Safe Schools Coalition, The Economic Costs of Bullying in Schools, shows that each year in the state, there are nearly 109,000 school absences due to harassment based on actual or perceived sexual orientation. Based on the state's school expenditures, the cumulative cost to school districts in the State of California of these absences is an estimated $39.9 million each year.
Schools that include questions about sexual orientation and behavior on the YRBS are better situated to understand the depth and breadth of the problem and to create programs and policies that assist LGBT to youth break the cycle and improve their academic success.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has approved two optional questions regarding sexual orientation for inclusion in state and/or local school districts’ Youth Risk Behavior Surveys (YRBS) and has embraced efforts to get more states/municipalities to include these questions.

What are the CDC approved questions?

The questions approved by the CDC to be administered as optional YRBS questions have been created to capture two components of sexual orientation, behavior and identity, and are as follows: 

· During your life, with whom have you had sexual contact?

____I have never had sexual contact; _____Females; _____Males; _____Females and Males

· Which of the following best describes you?  
_____Heterosexual (straight); ____ Gay or lesbian; _____Bisexual; _____Not sure

Why ask both questions?

According to recent research, youth who self-identify as LGB or who are unsure of their sexual identity are at an increased risk for suicide attempts; however, youth who self-identify as heterosexual, even when they report same-sex attractions or experiences, are at no greater risk for suicide than the population at large.  
The majority of youth who had same-sex attractions or experiences self-identified as heterosexual, highlighting the importance of assessing both identity and behavior aspects of sexual orientation when conducting research among youth.  
Why must the questions be asked exactly as approved by the CDC?

It is important that each state and local school district words these questions exactly as proposed by the CDC.  This then enables CDC along with state and local education agencies to track trends and disparities in risk behaviors for LGB youth across and among states and municipalities and provides a larger data set for analysis.
Which states/municipalities already ask these questions?

One or both of the suggested questions are currently administered in some form in states such as Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, Maine, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Wisconsin, as well as in cities such as Boston, Milwaukee, New York City, and Chicago.

How can the results from these questions assist schools to improve academic success for LGTB youth?

Research shows that programs that systematically eradicate and redress homophobia among students and faculty, promote education inclusive of LGBT students, and foster a safe school environment free of bullying, harassment or abuse can help LGBT youth remain healthy and ultimately be successful in school.  
State or locally specific data obtained by adding these questions to the YRBS can help school districts to identify the depth and breadth of LGBT needs in their student population; share that information to raise awareness among key stakeholders such as departments of health, community-based organizations, parents and educators; and use the data to apply for public and private grants to fund programs that redress these specific needs and track progress over time.  
Will there be a question about students who identify as transgender?
Because of the complex relationship between sexual orientation and gender identity, especially for youth enduring bullying and harassment in school, it is imperative that future steps to address these issues also explicitly include transgender and gender-variant youth. 
Efforts are ongoing to facilitate the development and broad utilization of a question or questions addressing gender identity.
