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LGBTQ YOUTH IN THE FOSTER CARE SYSTEM

At any one time there are approximately 260,000 youth in the foster care system in the United
States.* While it isimpossible to precisely determine the number of leshian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, or questioning (LGBTQ) youth in this system, recent sudies suggest that these
youth make up between 5 and 10 percent of the total foster youth population.” The actual
percentage may be higher since LGBTQ youth are over-represented in the foster care pool
because of discrimination and abuse many of these youth face in their families of origin and in
their schools.® In aterrible irony, many of these youth — as many as 78% as indicated in a recent
study — endure further harassment or abuse after being placed in out-of-home care.* As a result,
some LGBTQ youth runaway from their placements, preferring to live on the street rather than in
homophobic or trangphobic settings where they are in danger of harassment or violence.

How LGBTQ YOUTH ENTER THE FOSTER CARE SYSTEM

Because of homophobia and transphobia in their homes, schools, and social settings, LGBTQ
youth enter the foster care system at a disproportionate rate.

@ Many LGBTQ youth face neglect or abuse from their families of origin because of their
sexual orientation or gender identity. A recent study found that over 30% of LGBT youth
reported suffering physical violence at the hands of a family member after coming out.”

@ Because of lack of acceptance and abuse by their families of origin, many LGBTQ youth are
removed from their homes or found to be “throwaways’ by child protection agencies and
placed in the foster care system.®

@ Inaddition, many LGBTQ youth - 26% according to one study - are forced to leave their
families of origin asaresult of conflicts with their parents regarding their sexual orientation
or gender identity. ’

@ SomeLGBTQ youth enter the system for skipping or dropping out of school — steps some
youth take to avoid the pervasive harassment and discrimination they face in school .2 A
recent study found that over 80% of LGBTQ students reported verbal harassment because of
their sexual orientation or gender identity while at school and nearly 70% reported feeling
unsafe.? According to another recent study, 20% percent of LGBTQ youth reported skipping
school each month because of fear for their own safety.'® And another study found that 28%
of LGB youth dropped out of school due to peer harassment.™*

@ Asaresult of lack of acceptance and abuse in the home and at school, a disproportionate
number of youth living on the streets are LGBTQ. The National Network of Runaway and
Y outh Services estimates that between 20-40% of homeless youth are LGBTQ.*2



LGBTQ YOUTH EXPERIENCESIN THE FOSTER CARE SYSTEM

Once in the foster care system, LGBTQ youth are often neglected and/or discriminated against
by facility staff and peers, facilitated by inadequate policies, protections, support services and
staff sensitivity.

@ Few foster care facilities have policies prohibiting discrimination on the basis of sexual
orientation or gender identity or provide training for staff on how to create safe and
welcoming environments for LGBTQ.

“Coming out as a lesbian in your teensisn’t easy no matter where you are, but in my
group home, | was treated differently from other residents. My actions were monitored
more closely. | was told not to talk about my personal life...| wastold that | was
confusedl,sand | frequently heard anti-lesbian slurs, which staff members did not attempt
to stop.”

@ Many LGBTQ youth in the foster care system experience verbal harassment and physical or
sexual abuse because of their sexual orientation or gender identity. In one of the only studies
of itskind, 100% of LGBTQ youth in New Y ork City group homes reported that they were
verbally harassed while at their group home and 70% reported physical violence due to their
sexual orientation or gender identity.* This abuse is perpetrated not only by youth peers, but
also by facility staff and social workers. When the abuse is between peers, it either is
condoned by facility staff or goes unchallenged.

“I had at least two fights a day. The boys used to do stupid things like throw rocks at me
or put bleach in my food because | was gay. Once | was thrown done a flight of stairs,
and | "ve had my nose broken twice. They even ripped up the only picture of my mother
that | had.”*

@ One study found that 78% of the LGBTQ youth were removed or ran away from their foster
placements as a result of hostility toward their sexual orientation or gender identity.® 56% of
LGBTQ youth interviewed in aNew Y ork City study of LGBTQ youth in foster care spent
time living on the streets because they felt “safer” there than they did living in their group or
foster home.*’

“I left in the morning for school. When | came back to go to my room, somebody had
spray painted the word faggot on the door ... The staff didn’t do nothing much but laugh
Whenul3 told them.” Afraid for his safety, this youth went AWOL and was homeless for a
year.

@ When LGBTQ youth are harassed or discriminated against, foster care facilities sometimes
respond by moving the LGBTQ youth to another -- often more restrictive -- facility or
isolating them rather than addressing the underlying homophobia or transphobia.'®

@ LGBTQ youth are also sometimes segregated or put in isolation based on a myth that
LGBTQ youth will “prey” on other youth.



“After my foster mother found out that | was a lesbian, she told my social worker that she
didn’t want me in her house. She was afraid | would try something with her 12 year old
biological daughter. %

@ This segregation not only reinforces the notion that the LGBTQ youth is bad or to blame for
harassment directed at them, but can also result in further denial of access to resources and
support.

@ Facilities often discipline LGBTQ youth for engaging in age-appropriate conduct that would
not be punishable if between two youth of different sexes.

“A straight person could bring a girl over and take her to his roomin the group home

and nothing would happen. But if two gay kids got caught, it would be like somebody
blew up the house.”#

@ LGBTQ youth are sometimes subjected to reparative or conversion therapy (overt attempts to
change one’s sexual orientation) by foster care staff and/or social workers.??

“They had a behavior modification kind of program. Like, | could get a day passor a

weekend passif | spent the afternoon playing football. They knew | was gay and that was
the lifestyle | wanted, but they thought maybe they could change me. %
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