Policy Guidance

LGBTQ Youth and Status Offenses
Improving System Responses and Reducing Disproportionality
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Recent research has shown that even

THE EQUITY PROJECT, ENSURING RESPECT FOR LGBTQ YOUTH
The Equity Project helps ensure that court-involved LGBTQ youth are treated with fairness and respect. They achieve these
goals by, among other things, identifying obstacles for the fair treatment of youth, and crafting recommendations for
professionals to use in the field. Their work encompasses all phases of a juvenile’s court proceedings, from arrest through
post-dispositional matters. The Equity Project provides training and technical assistance to juvenile justice professionals
around the country, regarding sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression (SOGIE) of youth in the juvenile
delinquency system. They seek to increase knowledge and awareness, to provide tools and recommendations for staff to
implement best practices, and improve outcomes and experiences for youth.

Practitioners rely on, and benefit from, The Equity Project’s guidance. For example, a public defender in Louisiana reported
that they recently had a case in which an 11-year-old boy was being bullied at home and at school. Thanks to training the
attorney received from The Equity Project, she was able to recognize that the youth was being teased because he
identified as LGBTQ. The training taught the attorney to be aware of, and sensitive to, issues related to juvenile’s sexuality
and gender expression. As a result, the attorney was able to raise the issue with the case worker and better address the
juvenile’s needs.

youth can change given the right education and

mental

health

outcomes

for

LGBTQ

youth.v

intervention, and that even slight improvements in

Professionals should also support LGBTQ youth in

family acceptance can lead to better physical and

finding mentors and other positive role models.vi

The National Standards also call for system professionals to take the following steps (Section 1.10):

•

Ensure that LGBTQ youth receive appropriate services, such as connecting them to affirming social,
recreational and spiritual opportunities, and that confidentiality is respected.

•

Identify when youth are entering the system due to alienation, exclusion, or persecution at home, in
foster care or group homes, in the community or at school, due to their sexual orientation or gender
identity.

When this happens, preserving youth’s safety and well-being must take precedence over

returning them to a hostile environment, but professionals must also take steps to improve the home or
school so that youth can return when safe.


Review nationally available best practice standards, to ensure that your organization is doing all it can to
meet LGBTQ youths’ needs, and follow a written nondiscrimination and anti-harassment policy.vii



Recognize and acknowledge that experiences at home, in placement, in school, the community, and in the
juvenile justice system may have been traumatic, and that LGBTQ youth may need support, intervention,
or treatment for trauma.



On an individual level, professionals must treat all youth, including those who identify as LGBTQ or
non-gender conforming, with respect and fairness. Youth should be allowed to express their identity
through choice of clothing, hairstyle and nicknames without encountering pressure or judgment.

In addition to the above, the National Standards address many issues essential to working with LGBTQ youth in
status offenses cases, such as positive youth development, cultural competency, and early intervention and
diversion strategies, as well as concrete recommendations relating to girls and minority youth.
For more information contact Lisa Pilnik, CJJ Deputy Executive Director, at 202-467-0864 or
pilnik@juvjustice.org or visit http://www.juvjustice.org/sos.html
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