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GAY AND LESBIAN YOUTH SERVICES (GLYS) 
STUDY SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
 
STUDY GOALS 
 
Gay and Lesbian Youth Services (GLYS) undertook a research project in Spring 2018 with two specific goals: 
 

• Gaining a clearer picture of the programs, services, and supports needed by Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, 
Transgender, and Queer (GLBTQ) Youth in Western New York (WNY) and  

• Identifying community issues where GLYS can provide critical leadership. 
 
DATA COLLECTION 
 
Data collection for the GLYS Project included use of focus groups and key informant interviews with GLTBQ 
youth and allies; family members; educators; health and human service professionals; and advocates.  
 

• The research team completed twenty-two (22) focus groups throughout Western New York: 
 

o Akron  
o Amherst 
o Buffalo (City Honors)  
o Clarence  
o East Aurora  
o Falconer  
o Frontier  
o Hamburg  
o Jamestown  
o Ken-West  
o Lancaster 

 

o Lockport  
o Maryvale  
o Niagara Wheatfield  
o Newfane  
o Orchard Park  
o Salamanca  
o Silver Creek  
o West Seneca  
o GSA Advisor/School Representatives 
o Trans-Group: Youth 
o Trans-Group: Parents 

 
• Focus groups were coordinated through Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs), community-based support 

groups, or by GLYS staff at the annual spring conference. 
• Focus group participants were asked about their involvement in their GSA or community-based 

support group; experiences within their/their child’s school environment; experiences in the larger 
community; as well as how to best communicate with GLBTQ youth and their families. 

• The research team also completed eight (8) key informant interviews with health and human service 
professionals and/or community advocates.  

• Key informants were asked to comment on the experiences of GLBTQ youth in the WNY community 
and to identify key areas of concern related to this population.  

• Key informants were also asked to comment on resources available to support GLBTQ youth (and their 
families); to identify services provided by their organization to support the population; and for 
suggestions as to how GLYS might better support these efforts.  

• In total, more than 180 youth and more than 50 adults participated in data collection. 
 
A summary of key study findings and related recommendations are provided below.  
 
 



 2 

EXPERIENCES OF GLBTQ YOUTH AT SCHOOL 
 
When asked about their experiences at school, GLBTQ youth and allies overwhelmingly suggested that it was 
“okay to be gay, as long as you don’t get in anyone’s way.” They felt that GLBTQ youth were generally 
accepted by others at school as long as they did not “make a big deal out of their sexuality or gender.” They 
further commented that GLBTQ youth who were gender non-conforming as well as those who “dressed 
different” or “acted different” were much more likely to raise suspicions and, at times, the ire of their peers as 
well as that of teachers, school staff, and/or administrators resulting in various “repercussions” for their 
behavior.   
 
Despite this general acceptance, GLBTQ youth and allies suggested that they experienced the following on a 
regular, typically daily, basis: 
 
Lack of Understanding  

• Peers, teachers, school staff, and administrators were frequently unaware of the unique challenges 
faced by members of the GLBTQ community or what different terms meant including bisexual, 
transgender, asexual, genderqueer, or non-binary.  

• Students who identified as being part of these groups were frequently called upon to explain their 
sexuality, gender expression, and/or identity. Youth described themselves as being “on display” or 
having to serve as a “spokesperson” – this was especially concerning to them as they did not want to 
serve as “the example for all GLBTQ people.” 

• Focus group participants also suggested that while some individuals appeared interested in learning 
about the GLBTQ community, others were unwilling to do so and held very rigid expectations regarding 
gender and sexuality.  

• GLBTQ youth indicated that they struggled with the decision to let people know their “true” identity – 
especially gender-fluid youth or those who identified with less well-known or “conventionally 
understood” groups. These individuals sought understanding and acceptance from others but felt that 
this might not be “possible for them” given the culture of the school or their community. 

• Notably, GLBTQ youth who previously identified as gay or lesbian and then “changed their mind” as 
they came to greater understanding of themselves were subject to greater ridicule and even scorn 
from their peers and from adults. Other GLBTQ youth were keenly aware of this and, as a result, were 
even more cautious in their interactions with others.  

 
Belittling Comments and/or Microaggressions 

• Use of belittling comments was common in every school – with “that’s so gay…” serving as the most 
common. Here, the word “gay” is used in the pejorative as a negative, undesirable characteristic. 

• In addition, GLBTQ youth navigated a mind field of microaggressions (e.g., verbal, non-verbal, 
environmental slights, snubs, or insults, whether intentional or unintentional, which communicate 
negative, hostile, or derogatory messages to the targeted persons).  

• Examples included: 
o Friends asking insensitive questions (“I’m not homophobic…but why do you need to...”); 
o Classmates asking highly personal questions of their GLBTQ peers or making uncomfortable 

statements in class; 
o School personnel telling students not to “flaunt” their sexuality while heterosexual students 

openly hold hands and kiss in hallways; and 
o Community members yelling from cars or catcalling GLBTQ youth on the street for holding 

hands. 
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• GLBTQ youth and allies believed that belittling comments and microaggressions typically stemmed 
from a genuine lack of understanding rather than a concerted effort to make them feel uncomfortable 
but suggested that these various slights “wore on them” nevertheless.   

• Some GLBTQ youth and allies felt that they had the skills to address such comments, but most did not. 
 
Harassment/Bullying 

• While physical altercations against GLBTQ youth were more limited, it was fairly common to hear 
about the use of technology to gossip, harass, and bully GLBTQ youth.  

• GLBTQ youth and allies identified 8th Grade - Freshmen boys as the group most likely to be rude 
towards them and/or intimidating. This group was also the most likely to engage in harassment and 
bullying. Similarly, middle school students who began to identify as GLBTQ and/or to question their 
sexuality, gender expression, or identity were most likely to be harassed or bullied.  

• The nature of harassment and bullying typically included picking on students for wearing gender non-
conforming and/or GLBTQ-themed items; stealing personal items; writing derogatory things about 
individuals on lockers, posters, or signage; and/or attempting to silence individuals by giving them 
threatening looks when they spoke up in class or elsewhere. Physical altercations would typically 
involve pushing or shoving in hallways, bathrooms, and on school buses.  

• Transgender youth faced far greater challenges related to harassment and bullying than their peers 
with much greater likelihood of experiencing physical altercations. They often identified as having 
greater anxiety or other mental health concerns with many expressing past suicidal ideation in 
connection with these activities and/or reporting being removed from school by parents and/or 
administrators for their safety. 

 
Experiences of Transgender Youth 

• As noted, transgender youth were more likely to experience harassment and bullying at school 
compared to their peers. One possible reason for this is that transgender youth have greater difficulty 
staying “under the radar” - particularly those who alter their dress or physical appearance. Likewise, 
transgender youth often experience challenges related to the adoption of a new name or pronouns.  

• In many cases, peers and/or school personnel declined to use the transgender youth’s chosen name or 
pronouns – with some using birth names and pronouns as a “weapon.” 

• Most transgender youths participating in the study were unsure of their rights and had limited 
knowledge of New York State’s Dignity for All Students Act (NYS Dignity Act) or NYS Transgender and 
Gender Non-Conforming Student Guidance. In addition, some schools insisted on communication with 
parents before making any adjustments to the youth’s name or pronouns. In many circumstances, 
communication with parents was unwanted and/or unsafe for the youth. 

• School policies and systems also made the experience difficult for transgender youth. Several GSA 
advisors spoke about challenges they faced as they helped transgender students change their name, 
pronouns, or gender in school records. It was not uncommon for schools to use outdated photos; to 
fail to communicate changes to substitute teachers; to challenge transgender student rights to 
participate in sports or enter locker rooms; or to require use of specific, gendered ‘colors’ at 
graduation. Most schools did not have gender neutral bathroom facilities or associated policies.  

 
Concerns About School Policies and Systems 

• GLBTQ youth were clear in their dissatisfaction with the ways in which GLBTQ-related harassment and 
bullying was handled at various schools – stressing the fact that, as one student suggested, “bullying is 
bullying regardless of how you feel about me, my sexuality, or my gender expression.”  
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• GLBTQ youth believe that students, GSA Advisors, faculty, staff, and administrators need to be made 
better aware of the supports, rights, and protections due GLBTQ youth as part of the NYS Dignity for All 
Students (DASA) Act and under NYS Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Student Guidance. 

• Study participants were strong in their belief that school personnel should take responsibility for 
protecting GLBTQ youth and for confronting or otherwise holding accountable those students who 
make inappropriate comments or gays slurs; engage in thoughtless or aggressive acts; and harass or 
bully their peers. Likewise, they wanted school personnel held responsible for their actions as well.  

• Unfortunately, both students and adults participating in the study felt that the likelihood of this 
actually occurring was becoming more limited in light of a shifting national culture which appears to 
have emboldened those with anti-GLBTQ perspectives.  

• Study participants also suggested that GLBTQ-related school policies should be written with feedback 
from young people who are directly affected. Notably, students at Salamanca High School played an 
important role in educating school personnel, administrators, and their school board on the need for 
gender-neutral bathrooms – securing their placement in school buildings as part of an upcoming 
construction project. Opportunities for students to provide education to peers and school personnel 
and/or engaging in personal and political advocacy are plentiful.  

 
Curriculum 
 

• In addition to treatment by peers and school personnel, GLBTQ youth and allies also raised important 
concerns about coverage of GLBTQ-related issues within the school curriculum.  

• Students stressed that GLBTQ issues received scant, often inaccurate or incomplete coverage within 
Health Education and Sociology classes.  

o Health Education was described as “completely heteronormative” with little to no coverage of 
gender, gender expression, and/or gender identity development; discussion of GLBTQ-specific 
health concerns (e.g., hormones; use of “T” and other more progressive interventions); 
discussion of GLBTQ-specific sexual education; mental health and suicide prevention; and 
information about national and local community resources.  

o Sociology texts were considered woefully out of date describing gender and sexual scripts “out 
of the 1950s.” These texts often discussed “homosexuality” in the context of deviance and non-
conformity - offering little coverage of contemporary research on sexuality, gender, and 
identity formation and/or positive portrayals of GLBTQ individuals, families, community, or 
advocacy.  

o As one student described, “stale lessons about Johnny and Sally and practicing with condoms 
and cucumbers really doesn’t do anything for me.” 

• GLBTQ youth and allies also suggested that teachers were frequently ill-equipped to address specific 
questions raised by GLBTQ youth and/or their heterosexual peers or to supplement the textbooks with 
accurate, up-to-date information on related issues. As a result, GLBTQ youth were often put on the 
spot to answer these questions or educate their peers and teaches. Educators appeared to lack an 
understanding of current research and were even less aware of the specific concerns of and/or 
challenges faced GLBTQ youth.  

• To address this, GLBTQ youth and allies suggested the importance of having Health and Human Service 
Professionals offer trainings through GSAs, as guest lecturers, or as part of special programming. They 
also advocated for the return of the GLYS Speakers Bureau to ensure appropriate coverage of GLBTQ-
related issues. They hoped that the Speakers Bureau would include the voices of GLBTQ community 
members able to re-count their own “coming out” process and stories of how “it gets better” to offer 
GLBTQ youth hope.  
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Professional Development 
 

• In addition to the use of Health and Human Service Professionals and the reintroduction of the GLYS 
Speakers Bureau to supplement the curriculum, GLBTQ youth and allies also believed that school 
personnel - including teachers, staff, and administrators - needed additional training on GLBTQ-related 
issues. This included explorations into the experiences of GLBTQ youth; their unique challenges; and 
information on GLBTQ terminology; current research on sexuality, gender and gender expression, and 
identity formation; information on reputable national and community resources; and training on how 
to provide trauma-informed, non-judgmental support to youth.  

• Study participants stressed the idea that school personnel needed to secure GLBTQ resources 
themselves rather than relying on students to educate them. Participants also suggested the 
importance of providing students, families, and school personnel access to professional guidance, 
support, or consultation related to the rights and protection of GLBTQ youth within schools including 
assistance with and advocacy for the development (or revision) of school policies related to this 
population and their experiences. 

• Perhaps, most importantly, educators needed to understand the important role they play in shifting 
the school culture and ensuring a safe and support environment for all students. Here again, GLBTQ 
youth and allies stressed that educators must hold students accountable for their language and 
behavior in and outside the classroom as well as holding school personnel accountable for own 
language and interactions with GLBTQ youth. Toward that end, they hoped that additional professional 
development opportunities could be made available to schools or school districts based on their 
unique needs and/or concerns.  

• Notably, GSA Advisors described the unique challenges they faced educating their colleagues about 
GLBTQ-related concerns and holding their peers and/or leaders accountable. They suggested that the 
provision of professional development opportunities as well as professional guidance, support, and 
consultation from GLYS would provide important external validation of their efforts and critically 
needed resources to local schools.  

 
IMPORTANCE OF GAY-STRAIGHT ALLIANCES IN THE LIVES OF GLBTQ YOUTH 
 
The above experiences contributed to a sense of “helplessness” and “hopelessness” among some GLTBQ 
youth especially those who may not know how to shut down derogatory remarks and/or address aggressive 
behaviors, harassment, and bullying. These concerns were exacerbated when school personnel did not 
intervene to stop inappropriate comments; turned to GLBTQ youth to answer questions to which they should 
be able to respond; or made anti-GLBTQ statements themselves. Finally, GLBTQ youth did not see themselves 
or their issues accurately or thoughtfully reflected in the curriculum or considered by their teachers.  
 
Given challenges in the school environment, there is little wonder why GLBTQ students and their allies actively 
sought out what they described as “safe spaces.” 
 
Several youth highlighted the importance of having a “safe space” in their school describing it is as a place of: 
 

• Positive identification for GLBTQ youth and allies;  
• Respect, acceptance, welcoming – a place to be yourself; 
• Comfort, empathy, and understanding; 
• Good intentioned curiosity and knowledge seeking; 
• No fear of judgment or reprisal; and 
• Honesty and integrity within yourself and in relation to others.  
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For most GLBTQ youth and allies, their Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA) offered the safest space of all – or as they 
described their “refuge,” “sanctuary,” “place of peace.” 
 
Discussions on the importance of GSAs in the lives of GLBTQ youth and allies provide ample support for GLYS’ 
continued involvement in these activities.  
 
GLBTQ youth and allies identified myriad benefits of GSAs: 
 

• Fun and a sense of comradery; 
- e.g., expanded social group, engagement in activities and community events  

• Emotional support; 
- e.g., sharing coming out stories and experiences; providing support to one another 

• Information exchange; 
- e.g., offering insights from personal experiences; trading tips and strategies; providing 

information about GLYS and other community resources; 
• Positive adult role models via GSA Advisors and other supportive personnel;  

- e.g., introducing youth to adult members of GLBTQ community and/or strong allies 
• Opportunities to develop activist roots  

- e.g., through discussions; debate, and advocacy for school-based supports and/or policies. 
 
 

GSAs serve as critical outposts within schools - places where GLBTQ youth and allies can go to feel safe; to 
process (often negative) experiences they have had with peers, school personnel, family, and community 
members; and to strategize with others about how to manage them.  
 
Unfortunately, there are very few “safe spaces” available to youth as they begin the process of questioning 
their sexuality, gender expression, and/or identity – particularly during the Middle School years. Most GSAs 
were only available to high school students with younger students being told “to wait for it.” Notably, it was 
during their middle school years that many GLBTQ youth we spoke to began to consciously recognize that they 
are “different” from their peers. These youth felt that they needed support at that time – including access to 
resources; help processing information and negotiating their feelings; and opportunities to begin to find 
language for “what felt right to them.”  
 
Unfortunately, GLBTQ youth reported that they had access to very few teachers or advisors who were 
available to support them. Instead, many adults advised them that they “couldn’t possibly be having these 
feelings yet” or “couldn’t possibly understand or know what they were feeling.” Professional development 
opportunities around GLBTQ-related topics were extremely limited for Middle School personnel. 
Opportunities to increase training on the experiences of GLBTQ youth and support the development of Middle 
Schools GSAs were viewed as sorely needed by students and GSA advisors. 
 
Beyond the need for greater engagement at the Middle School level, established GSAs also faced challenges.  

 
• Many GSAs are disorganized. 

 
o Students, while well-meaning and earnest, often do not have the skills necessary to effectively 

manage their GSA. Similarly, as students graduate and move on, it is difficult to maintain well-
trained, experienced GSA leaders, year after year. To address this concern, study participants 
advocated for a Fall GLYS Conference focusing on leadership development topics including 
recruiting members; running effective meetings; planning events and/or fund-raising activities; 
educating others on GLBTQ-related issues; or engaging in personal and political advocacy. 
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o GSA Advisors suggested that they frequently scrambled to put club activities together – often in 
their off-hours and in addition to their regular teaching load. Easily accessible, high quality 
resources are needed including templates for club meetings, activities, and events; briefing 
materials on GLBTQ terminology, hot topics, and current research; lists of relevant books, 
articles, films, videos, and songs; national and community resources; and information on 
GLBTQ-related issues and advocacy efforts.  

o GSA Advisors requested greater support from GLYS including more timely communications 
about GLYS activities, support groups, and community events; provision of GLBTQ-themed 
materials (e.g., safe space signage, posters, stickers, pins) for use in demonstrating support for 
youth among faculty and within the school environment; and opportunities to engage with 
other GSA Advisors to exchange ideas; share best practices; consider opportunities for joint 
programming and/or GSA competitions; secure strategies to address challenges; and identify 
emerging trends or challenges facing local GLBTQ youth. 

 
• Most GSAs operate only during the school year. 

 
 

o School breaks - including summers - are particularly challenging times for GLBTQ youth and 
allies especially for those living in more remote areas and/or without ready access to 
transportation.  

o Many GLBTQ youth described feeling socially isolated when school was out of session and in 
need of the comradery that their GSA membership provides. Study participants discussed the 
importance of communicating with youth about community events (e.g., the annual Pride 
Parade, Diversity Prom) and activities (e.g., writer’s workshops; support groups) they can 
become involved with year-round. Youth recommended that these communications occur early 
(beginning well before the scheduled date) and often (at least once a week to start and more 
frequently as the event gets closer) to ensure that the message gets through to them and to 
allow the time needed to arrange necessary transportation. They also suggested that ride-
sharing opportunities be promoted as well.  

o Study participants highlighted the importance of occasional informal meet-ups with GLBTQ 
youth and allies at various community locations (e.g., bookstores, coffeehouses, movie 
theatres, and restaurants). This could also include a wide range of activities including, but not 
limited to, bowling, sledding, ice skating, and volleyball. Importantly, youth suggested that 
these meet-ups should be open to youth throughout the WNY community. They added that 
meet-ups should not include signage denoting them as GLYS-sponsored or GLBTQ-related to 
protect confidentiality and privacy. This was especially important as parents or family members 
may be responsible for transporting young people to the meet-ups – risking unwanted 
exposure.  

o Opportunities to include GLBTQ youth and allies in year-round community events, activities, 
and meet-ups requires new ways of communicating with them – beyond their GSA. Youth 
suggested the use of the Remind app, Instagram, or Snapchat for regular communications. 
Youth indicated that they can easily opt-in/opt-out of messages received via these channels 
while also ensuring that their confidentiality and privacy is protected as well.   
 

• There are limited connections between GSAs. 
 

o Study participants highlighted the importance of expanding the social networks of GLBTQ youth 
by offering them regular opportunities to interact with students from other GSAs through 
meet-ups and community events as well as joint programming and friendly competitions.  



 8 

o One such opportunity could include the development of a youth-led messaging campaign to 
eliminate the pejorative use of the word “gay” within local schools and communities – a 
pervasive issue throughout WNY. Local GSAs could encourage youth to develop marketing 
slogans, images, or videos to support the effort. These materials could be shared across schools 
with youth providing feedback to one another; suggesting supplemental educational resources; 
and identifying key distribution strategies. Through these efforts, students from schools across 
WNY have an opportunity to work together to develop a comprehensive campaign which may, 
in turn, improve their quality of life. 

 
• GSAs are not the “right fit” for everyone.  

 
o Study participants frequently noted that GSAs often have a stigma attached to them and that 

many GLBTQ students are - in the words of one student - “too afraid, too embarrassed, or too 
cool” to join them. Nevertheless, these young people may still be in need of accurate, up-to-
date information concerning their physical, mental, and sexual health as well as available 
community resources.  

o To address this concern, several health and human service professionals suggested the 
development of a GLBTQ Youth Ambassador program in schools throughout WNY. Within such 
programs, recruited students are provided comprehensive training on how to effectively 
communicate on a wide range of GLBTQ-related topics and to a variety of audiences. They are 
also specially trained to be aware of local community resources and to discreetly share this 
information with peers. Finally, community ambassadors have regular access to health and 
human service professionals to support their efforts and to whom they report information 
about emerging trends or challenges affecting GLBT youth. This information is then used to 
augment existing programming or supports to better serve the population.  

 
The strategies identified above are designed to strengthen GSAs – a critically important resource for GLBTQ 
youth and allies – within the often challenging, school environment. 
 
EXPERIENCES OF GLBTQ YOUTH IN COMMUNITIES 
 
For many GLBTQ youth, the world outside school can also be a challenging place.  
 
Youth frequently described the increasingly conservative nature of WNY; the strong and pervasive anti-gay 
messages they heard growing up; the feeling of being “trapped” because of limited access to transportation 
(especially in rural and suburban areas); and the lack of local places where they could “just be themselves.”  
 
Of greatest concern to youth, however, were parents and family members who lack understanding of GLBTQ 
populations and/or actively seek to silence, ridicule, or even punish them. 
 
Study participants shared a number of harrowing stories describing times when they were: 
 

• Restricted from attending events where GLBTQ individuals would likely be in attendance 
• Forced to end relationships with GLBTQ individuals because they “might turn you” 
• Restricted from attending family gatherings so as not to “embarrass the family” 
• Told that a grandmother found out, it would “kill her” 
• Laughed at by family members, as a male to female transgender individual, for wearing a dress 
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• Restricted from leaving the house on weekends (parents believed youth would meet up with partner) 
• Restricted from communicating with younger cousins out of fear they might “teach them to be gay” 
• Continuously called by their birth name despite repeated requests to use chosen name 
• Forced to speak with a therapist or pastor to learn “how to not be gay” 
• Told that they would be kicked out of their home if it was ever discovered that they were gay 

 
Given these circumstances, many GLBTQ youth chose not to disclose their sexuality and/or gender identity to 
their families. In doing so, they recognized that they were living under constant threat of being “discovered.” 
Several study participants recounted the real risks associated with being “found out” by parents or family 
members including being disowned; and/or physically harmed. These individuals stressed the importance of 
being deliberate in every decision they made and every action they took.  
 
GLBTQ youth who appeared to have more supportive family members were not immune to challenges. Many 
of these young people described how their parents lacked a clear understanding of their sexuality or gender 
identity - often asking questions, making inappropriate comments, or suggesting that their identification was 
just “something they were experimenting with” or “a passing phase.” Other parents appeared, to youth, as if 
they were in denial – even going as far as questioning the youth about their sexuality or gender identity at a 
later date to – as one youth put it - “see if it is really true.”  
 
These experiences highlight the real need for on-going education on the experiences of GBTQ youth for 
families and within communities. According to local professionals and advocates, these trainings should 
include information on GLBTQ terminology; current literature on gender, sexuality, and identify formation; 
national and community resources; and information on how to provide trauma-informed, non-judgmental 
support to youth. Opportunities to hear from members of the GLBTQ community as well as helping 
professionals, advocates, and activists are also needed.  
 
Notably, parents that are highly supportive and versed in GLBTQ issues also need opportunities to receive 
professional guidance and consultation to ensure appropriate support, rights, and protections for their 
children whether within schools or in the community. Unfortunately, access to such resources is fairly limited. 
GLYS currently offers a support group to parents of transgender children in the city of Buffalo on a monthly 
basis. Opportunities to expand the availability of support groups for families is worthy of consideration. This 
could include providing support in additional locations as well as expanding frequency and/or audiences.  
 
IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS IN THE LIVES OF GLBTQ YOUTH 
 
Local professionals and advocates also stressed that GLBTQ youth, themselves, need to build relationships 
within the GLBTQ community and to gain a greater understanding of the resources available to them. These 
engagements, however, have proven to be very challenging.   
 
Most youth indicated that they have had only very limited engagements with the GLBTQ community – 
typically through the annual Pride Parade and Diversity Prom. Youth commented that most GLBTQ community 
events focused on adults and were likely to take place in bars making them inaccessible (and likely 
inappropriate) for youth. When discussing this, focus group participants reiterated the importance of 
reinvigorating the GLYS Speakers Bureau ensuring youth opportunities to interact with GLBTQ adults who 
were willing to share their coming out process or to recount how things “get better” over time. Youth believed 
that such interactions would be extremely valuable to them – providing them tips and strategies to “survive” 
the hard times and an overall feeling of “hope” when things got rough. 
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As it relates to community resources including GLBTQ awareness, education, and empowerment; physical, 
mental, and sexual health; counseling assistance and support groups; shelters and transitional housing; and 
other service provision, most GLBTQ youth had no idea where to turn for assistance or who or where to call in 
an emergency. Of particular concern was the fact that few focus group participants had ever visited GLYS’ 
offices; participated in support groups and/or GLYS-sponsored activities; utilized the GLYS website; or had 
access to the GLYS Community Resource Card. In fact, most focus group participants indicated that they had 
never heard of GLYS or only knew about the organization in relation to its annual spring conference or 
involvement in Pride.  
 
Notably, the resources available to GLBTQ youth were typically considered quite limited by health and human 
service professionals, advocates, and by GLBTQ youth, themselves. This included access to mental health 
services including counseling and support groups for GLBTQ youth and their families; services and/or activities 
in rural and suburban locations; and access to more progressive intervention options (including use of 
testosterone therapy or “T” for transgender youth). Lack of access to these latter opportunities was 
particularly problematic for youth and their families – especially those coming from other communities where 
these interventions were considered part of standard care. Several study participants commented on what 
they perceived as “outdated” methods for treating GLBTQ youth and use of “dubious” or “highly conservative” 
research and practices within the WNY community. Others chose to secure services in Rochester in order to 
get their child’s needs met.  
 
Finally, study participants highlighted the need for more health and human services professionals specifically 
trained to work with GLBTQ youth and families. They also stressed the importance of on-going professional 
development and support for these individuals regarding the unique and changing needs of the population. 
Study respondents called for more training for social workers, mental health counselors, psychologists, 
psychiatrists, and medical practitioners as well as access to professional consultation. Opportunities for 
guidance and support for families were also requested – especially in support of those families who were 
forced to navigate schools, health care organizations, insurance providers, and various other systems.   
 
GLYS ORGANIZATION 
 
For GLBTQ youth to live happy, healthy, and productive lives, they need the support of effective organizations 
committed to serving their interests and providing them with critical, up-to-date information and community 
resources. GLYS has historically played this critical role in the WNY community and has the opportunity to 
continue to do. There are, however, several organizational challenges that GLYS must address to ensure future 
success. 
 

• GLYS Website – The current GLYS website was considered “woefully out of date” by study participants 
with limited access to accurate and up-to-date information related to current GLBTQ issues and 
resources. Study participants felt that the GLYS site was a critical community resource which should 
operate as a clearinghouse of information for GLBTQ youth and their families; educators; helping 
professionals; and the larger community. Several items were recommended for inclusion on the GLYS 
site including: comprehensive resource pages; a community events calendar; opportunities for 
exchanges between registered users via private discussion boards and./or web-forms; and GLBTQ-
related advocacy materials (including issue briefs and rapid response resources and protocols. 
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• Communication with GLBTQ Youth – Given the importance of year-round opportunities for GLBTQ 

youth, the limited access provided through GSAs, and the need to protect confidentiality and privacy, 
GLYS needs to consider new mechanisms to more effectively communicate with youth. When doing so, 
GLYS must consider timing (recognizing that youth need time to plan); frequency (including weekly and 
then more frequent reminders to create a sense of urgency); messaging (acknowledging youth want 
quick information without lectures); and confidentiality and privacy (including appropriate password 
protections and easy opt-in/opt-out registration). 

• Communication with GSA Advisors/School Personnel – GSA Advisors and other school personnel 
serve as life-lines to GLBTQ youth who may otherwise struggle in school, home, and community 
environments. These individuals are often extremely busy and take on supportive roles in addition to 
their regular jobs and in their off-hours. Providing them with regular updates on GLYS-sponsored 
events, activities and services and access to professional guidance, support, and consultation would 
make this task easier for them. Likewise, GLYS can establish itself as an important resource for schools 
and school districts by offering on-going professional training for faculty, staff, and administrators on 
the experiences of GLBTQ youth; providing support for the development of GSAs; and offering access 
to GLTBQ-members; health and human service professionals; advocates, and activists through a 
reinvigorated GLYS Speakers Bureau. 

• Communication and Collaboration with Community Partners – Given its small staff and the size and 
level of need within the WNY community, GLYS must rely on community partners to successfully 
deliver its services and supports. While the organization has a number of current community partners, 
several described challenges they faced securing timely and accurate information from GLYS about 
upcoming events and activities as well as regular correspondence via phone or email. Additionally, 
many interview subjects suggested that they were interested in exploring increased opportunities to 
work with GLYS – including expansion of current programming and services; participation in youth 
leadership development and/or GLBTQ Youth Ambassador programming; providing support to GSAs 
and communities via the GLYS Speakers Bureau and via service provision; and offering professional 
development opportunities for educators and helping professionals. In several instances, 
organizational representatives indicated that these interests had already been shared with GLYS. To 
date, many of these potential collaborations have not been pursued.  

 
To ensure its future success, GLYS should consider examining its current organizational structure and 
determine its capacity to respond to the needs and concerns identified as part of this study – especially as it 
relates to staffing (e.g., size; composition; education, training, or expertise); structure (e.g., vertical/horizontal 
leadership; supervision); funding (e.g., availability of grants, contracts, sponsorships, and undesignated 
resources; diversity of funding); and community positioning (e.g., reputation; perception; support). GLYS 
should also identify which of the study recommendations (listed below) it intends to pursue and establish and 
track performance on clear, measurable goals. Doing so will ensure the organization is well-positioned to 
secure the financial resources and community support needed to accomplish its important goals. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Based on key study findings, the research team offers recommendations for activities to better support GLBTQ 
youth; improve responsiveness of schools; facilitate awareness and connection to GLBTQ populations within 
the community, and suggestions for increasing the effectiveness of GLYS, as an organization. Each of these 
recommendations is briefly described below and included in a recommendations plan.  
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GLBTQ YOUTH-RELATED RECOMMENDATIONS 
Increase connection to GLBTQ youth through communication, support, and active engagement. 
 

• Provide regular (weekly) communications to youth highlighting current GLTBQ issues; GLYS events, 
activities, and/or supports; available community resources; and advocacy opportunities 

• Update Community Resource Cards providing a discrete yet powerful resource for youth related to 
GLBTQ awareness, education, and empowerment; physical, mental, and sexual health; counseling 
assistance and support groups; shelters and transitional housing; and other relevant service provision 

• Support monthly meet-ups for GLBTQ youth and allies at community locations 
• Launch fall GLYS Conference focusing on leadership development for GLBTQ youth and allies related to 

GSA member recruitment; running effective meetings; event-planning; fund-raising; education; and 
personal and political advocacy 

• Develop student-led messaging campaign with goal of eliminating pejorative use of “gay” within 
schools and communities 

• Increase GLYS engagement within Middle Schools including workshops on the experiences of GLBTQ 
youth for educators and administrators and support for starting Middle School GSAs 

• Provide comprehensive training on GLBTQ-related topics to individuals serving as GLBTQ Youth 
Ambassadors enabling them to provide direct support to their peers; educate community members; 
and identify emergency trends or challenges affecting GLTBQ youth in WNY 

 
 
SCHOOL-RELATED RECOMMENDATIONS 
Ensure greater responsiveness to the needs of GLBTQ youth through provision of resources, education, and advocacy. 
 

• Provide regular (weekly) communications to GSA advisors and interested faculty, staff, and/or 
administrators highlighting current GLTBQ issues; GLYS events, activities, and/or supports; available 
community resources; and advocacy opportunities 

• Develop a kit for advisors providing templates and other resources to support Gay-Straight Alliances 
• Encourage GSA Advisors to support each other through on-going exchanges where they can discuss 

club programming and community events; offer advice to address issues; and identify emerging trends 
and challenges 

• Provide materials (e.g., “safe space” signage, GLBTQ-themed posters, literature, stickers, pins) to 
demonstrate support for GLBTQ-youth among faculty and within their school  

• Re-establish GLYS Speakers Bureau as a resource for GSA by recruiting GLBTQ community members to 
share their personal stories in addition to professionals, advocates, and activists 

• Offer training on best practices in supporting GLBTQ youth to GSA Advisors at Fall GLYS Conference as 
well as opportunities to meet face-to-face to exchange ideas and consider opportunities for joint 
programming/GSA competitions 

• Deliver on-going professional development opportunities to faculty, staff, and administrators on the 
experiences of GLBTQ youth 

• Provide professional guidance, support, or consultation to students, families, educators, and/or 
administrators related to support, rights, and protection of GLBTQ youth within schools.  
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COMMUNITY-RELATED RECOMMENDATIONS 
Facilitate awareness of and connection to GLBTQ populations through outreach and education. 
 

• Redesign GLYS website to serve as a current, comprehensive clearinghouse for GLBTQ youth and their 
families, educators, helping professionals, and the larger community 

• Deliver on-going education opportunities on the experiences of GLBTQ youth for families 
• Expand availability of support groups for GLBTQ youth and their families in communities throughout 

WNY by considering monthly support groups in select regional locations and/or expanded frequency of 
current offerings and audiences 

• Provide on-going professional development opportunities on the experiences of GLBTQ youth for 
helping professionals – including review of best practices.  

• Provide professional guidance, support, or consultation to helping professionals related to support, 
rights, and protection of GLBTQ youth within communities.  

• Expand use of GLYS Speakers Bureau as a resource for community education 
 
 
 
ORGANIZATION-RELATED RECOMMENDATIONS 
Increase GLYS’s effectiveness by establishing clear goals; enhancing its community presence; and fostering collaboration. 
 

• Examine GLYS’ current organizational structure and determine capacity to respond to needs identified 
in the study as it relates to staffing, structure, funding, and community positioning 

• Establish clear, measurable goals for GLYS related to identified recommendations and track progress 
on their accomplishment 

• Establish development plan detailing planned activities, staffing, and other resource needs 
• Share study results and recommendations; identify GLYS’ goals and planned activities; and secure 

feedback from community representatives  
• Identify opportunities to collaborate with community organizations on planned activities 
• Secure necessary resources to support planned activities  

 
 

PRIORITIZED RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The recommendations listed below are viewed as having the greatest potential for addressing the immediate 
needs of GLBTQ youth while positioning GLYS to play a critical leadership role in the community.  
  

1. GLYS Website Redesign 
2. Regular GLYS Communications for Youth/GSA Advisors 
3. Community Resource Cards/Support Materials 
4. “GSA in a Box” Advisor Kit/GSA Exchanges 
5. GLYS Organizational Assessment/Dashboard 

 


