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INTRODUCTION

Sexual orientation has been defined as an enduring pattern of or disposition to
experience sexual or romantic desires for, and relationships with people of one’s same
sex, the other sex, or both sexes. 1.2 A single instance of sexual desire or a single sexual
act generally is not regarded as defining an individual’s sexual orientation. There are a
number of ways to measure sexual orientation, because it is multidimensional: who
someone is sexually and emotionally attracted to (attraction), who someone is sexually
active with if sexually active (behavior), and how someone actually identify
(self-identification). Estimates of the proportion of lesbian, gay, bisexual and
adolescents questioning their sexual orientation (LGBQ) may vary across studies
depending, not only on the sampling method, but also on the way researchers assess
sexual orientation. Moreover, the agreement between stated sexual identity, sexual
attraction and sexual experience vary. A large-scale, population-based survey carried
out by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in the United States
among public school students in grades 9 to 12, found that 1.0% to 2.6% (median 1.3%)
of students identified themselves as gay or lesbian, 2.9% to 5.2% (median 3.7%) as
bisexual, and 1.3% to 4.7% (median 2.5%) were unsure of their sexual identity.? In the
same survey, among students who only had sexual contact with the same sex, 0.7% to
6.6% (median 4.4%) was unsure about their sexual identity and this percentage was
higher among those who had sexual contact with both sexes, 6.1% to 15.9% (median
10.1%). Among a survey of 8,584 sexual minority students aged 13 to 20 in the United
States, 3.7%

Because of the general assumption that all youth are heterosexual and due to social
stigmatization and marginalization, LGBQ students have remained largely invisible in
schools. They have been called the “hidden youth”.4

Adolescents face numerous challenges during their development to adulthood. LGBQ
adolescents face these typical challenges as well as additional challenges due to
longstanding social prejudices and discrimination. Growing research shows that sexual
minority youth are more likely to experience various forms of victimization such as
missing school because they feel unsafe, been threatened with a weapon, had property
stolen or damaged, or been injured in a physical fight. Also, the rates of substance use,
suicidality, and social isolation for sexual minority youth are significantly higher
compared to their heterosexual counterparts, even when controlling gender, race and
age.> Furthermore, among the sexual minority youth, those who are unsure of their

sexuality often report more bullying, homophobic victimization, unexcused absences
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from school, drug use, feelings of depression, and suicidal behaviours than either
heterosexual or lesbian, gay or bisexual students.6 7

Various populations are represented under the umbrella term LGBQ or sexual
minority, each with its own concerns and needs. Most studies about sexual minority
youth do not include questioning youth because they may constitute a small proportion
of the larger sexual minority sample. But, it should be recognized the critical need for
more research for this population of adolescents. Other researchers have suggested that
questioning youth are equally or even more important to consider than LGB youth in
terms of their higher prevalence rates of negative outcomes.”

All young people, regardless of sexual orientation, deserve the opportunity to
grow and reach a healthy and productive adult life. The challenges faced by sexual
minority adolescents can have lasting, damaging results if proper support is not
available. As school is an influential environment, the present review aims to examine
effective types of school-based interventions intended to provide support and prevention

of negative outcomes for questioning youth in other developed countries.

METHODOLOGY

This is a search of the published literature readily available to describe effective
school-based prevention and support interventions targeting questioning youth from
junior high school and high school age in other developed countries.

We focused on the following issues: suicidality, substance use, sexual risky

behaviours, truancy, victimization, and social isolation.

Search strategy

Each review consisted of an electronic database search for publications during the
last 10 years (2002 to 2012) using four scientific article databases, PubMed, Web of
Science, Education Resources Information Centre, and The Cochrane Library. All
searches were limited to the English language. For each individual review, the titles
and abstracts of the articles initially identified by the searches were screened to
determine their relevance. Articles that were not relevant were excluded at this stage,
while relevant studies and reviews were retained and the full-text article examined. All
reference lists from selected studies were screened for additional citations. Results not

including questioning youth population were excluded.
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Terms

We previously mentioned that sexual orientation is a multidimensional construct,
and it is worth mentioning that it is different from gender identity. Gender denotes the
cultural meaning of patterns of behavior, experience and personality that are labeled
masculine or feminine. Gender identity refers to a person’s basic sense of being a man or
boy, a woman or girl, or another gender (eg: transgender, bi-gender or gender queer—a
rejection of the binary classification of gender).® Studies about sexual minority youth
often include transgender people in addition to lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth.
Therefore, when we did our search we included the transgender population represented
with the letter “T”. Also, the term questioning youth may refer to those unsure of their
sexual orientation or gender identity. But, this review is mainly focused on sexual
orientation groups.

The following search terms were used alone or in combination: School/ questioning/
LGBTQ/ LGBQ/ sexual minority/ gay/ lesbian/ bisexual/ suicide/ substance/ alcohol/
victimization/ harassment/ bullying/ support/ prevention.

Purpose

Because schools play a key role in adolescents’ lives, the purpose of this review is to
provide an overview of school-based interventions targeting questioning youth in other
developed countries. We considered questioning youth as those unsure of their sexual

orientation. We also include data from studies using nonprobability samples.

RESULTS

We did not find any school based intervention targeting solely youth unsure of their
sexual orientation. Papers identified in our search included studies among different
combinations of sexual minority groups, such as GBQ, LGQ, LGBTQ, or LGBQ,
examining the influences of school-based factors in the selected negative outcomes
(suicidality, substance use, sexual risky behaviours, truancy, victimization, and social
isolation). Considering the methodological limitations of the studies we revised, overall,
they showed that positive school climate was associated with reduced negative
outcomes. However, most efforts to improve the school environment for sexual minority
youth have not been carefully evaluated.

School environments vary greatly, not only within a country but also between
different countries. The quality and character of school life is referred to as school

climate. It is based on patterns of student’, parents’, and school personnel’s experience
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