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Abstract

Introduction: Individuals who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer (LGBTQ) face significant health disparities and
barriers to accessing care. Patients have reported provider lack of knowledge as one of the key barriers to culturally responsive, clinically
competent care. Many US and Canadian medical schools still offer few curricular hours dedicated to LGBTQ-related topics, and medical
students continue to feel unprepared to care for LGBTQ patients. Methods: We developed a 10-hour LGBTQ health curriculum for
preclinical medical and physician assistant students. The curriculum included lectures and case-based small-group discussions covering
LGBTQ terminology, inclusive sexual history taking, primary care and health maintenance, and transition-related care. It also included a
panel discussion with LGBTQ community members and a small-group practice session with standardized patients. Students were
surveyed before and after completing the curriculum to assess for increases in confidence and knowledge related to LGBTQ-specific care.
Results: Forty first- and second-year medical students completed the sessions and provided valid responses on pre- and postcourse
surveys. Nearly all students initially felt unprepared to sensitively elicit information, summarize special health needs and primary care
recommendations, and identify community resources for LGBTQ individuals. There was significant improvement in students’ confidence in
meeting these objectives after completion of the five sessions. Knowledge of LGBTQ health issues increased minimally, but there was a
significant increase in knowledge of LGBTQ-related terminology. Discussion: Our 10-hour LGBTQ health curriculum was effective at
improving medical students’ self-confidence in working with LGBTQ patients but was less effective at increasing LGBTQ-related medical
knowledge.
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Educational Objectives

By the end of this activity, students will be able to:

1. Sensitively and effectively elicit relevant information
about sex anatomy, sexual behavior, sexual history, sexual
orientation, and gender identity from all patients.

2. Demonstrate respectful and affirming interpersonal
exchanges with others, regardless of gender identity,
gender expression, body type, or sexual orientation.

3. Describe historical, political, institutional, and sociocultural
factors that may underlie health disparities in LGBTQ
individuals.
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4. Articulate the special health needs and available options
for quality care for LGBTQ patients.

5. Summarize recommended primary care, anticipatory
guidance, and health care maintenance for LGBTQ
patients.

6. Identify special resources available to support the health
and wellness of LGBTQ individuals.

Introduction

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ )
individuals face significant health disparities and barriers to
care.1 The LGBT companion document to Healthy People 20102

and the 2011 Institute of Medicine report3 highlight how some
LGBTQ individuals experience significantly higher rates of certain
mental health, substance abuse, and chronic medical problems
when compared with non-LGBTQ individuals, as well as how
some LGBTQ individuals have difficulty obtaining adequate
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health insurance or may face other forms of discrimination from
insensitive providers or health systems.

Attitudes among providers and educators toward LGBTQ patients
are likely a contributor to health disparities and barriers to
accessing quality care. Meyer’s minority stress theory4 has long
been used to understand mental health disparities among LGBTQ
individuals, and there is evidence to suggest that stressors such
as prejudice, discrimination, and stigma may also adversely affect
physical health.5 Gender stereotypes, bias, and ridiculing of
LGBTQ people may be components of the medical school hidden
curriculum,6,7 although some investigators have noted relatively
high levels of acceptance of and positive treatment attitudes
toward LGBTQ individuals.8 In one survey of US first-year
medical students, 46% of respondents possessed some degree
of explicit bias toward LGBTQ people, and 82% possessed
some degree of implicit bias.9 Almost half of respondents to
a survey of Canadian medical students reported witnessing
offensive jokes or discriminatory behavior directed toward
LGBTQ people by classmates or other health professionals.10

Attitudes toward LGBTQ individuals are more positive among
those who self-identify as LGBTQ,8 who have a friend or family
member who identifies as LGBTQ,11 or who have had favorable
past interactions with LGBTQ individuals.9 This suggests to us
that knowledge of the lived experience of LGBTQ people may
promote greater acceptance and access to care.

Lack of consistent content related to LGBTQ health in medical
education programs likely contributes to LGBTQ health
disparities. A 2011 survey12 of US and Canadian medical
schools revealed that the median number of hours in the
curriculum dedicated to LGBTQ-related content was 5. Nine
of the surveyed schools reported 0 hours of LGBTQ-related
education in the preclinical years, while 44 reported 0 hours
of such content during the clinical years.12 In a 2015 survey13

of US and Canadian medical students, 67% rated the LGBTQ-
related curriculum at their school as fair or worse. While
many students were comfortable with the topics of HIV and
other sexually transmitted diseases, most felt unprepared to
address topics related to gender transitioning.13 This feeling
of unpreparedness was justified by additional work suggesting
that many medical students lack actual knowledge of LGBTQ-
related medical issues.8 LGBTQ health topics, especially
transgender health topics, appear also to be underrepresented
in US physician assistant (PA) training programs.14 Recognition
of health disparities and the lack of LGBTQ content in medical
education prompted the development and publication of AAMC
recommendations15 for instituting medical school curricular
changes to improve care for LGBTQ individuals.

Similar trends were observed in our home state of Colorado.
A 2011 survey16 of LGBTQ Coloradoans revealed that 21%
of LGB respondents reported having been refused care by a
provider because of their sexual orientation. Among transgender
respondents, 53% reported having been refused care on the
basis of their gender identity. In the same survey, 65% of LGB
respondents and 85% of transgender respondents felt that there
were not enough adequately trained providers.16 In a 2013
survey17 of University of Colorado medical students, 25% had
witnessed disparaging remarks made by students or residents
toward LGBT individuals, and 7% had witnessed such remarks
from faculty. At that time, students at the University of Colorado
School of Medicine received 3 hours of required LGBT-related
content across the 4 years of medical school.

Many health education programs have made efforts over the
past decade to improve LGBT-related training and education.
The majority of these efforts consist of discrete interventions
or chunks of curricular time dedicated to addressing one or
more of the gaps described above.18 While these interventions
are often elective in nature, it has been recognized that they
are often an important first step toward including more LGBT-
related content in the required curriculum.18 Despite obvious
progress, much remains to be done. Transgender health, in
particular, has not yet gained widespread inclusion in health
education programs.19 There also remain opportunities to include
LGBT-related topics in interprofessional or team-based learning
activities and to increase LGBT patient perspectives in all types of
learning activities.18

The curriculum described here was developed by students
with the assistance of faculty members at the University of
Colorado School of Medicine. We intentionally targeted students
in the preclinical stage of their training with the hope that
doing so would foster empathy and understanding before they
encountered LGBTQ patients in the clinical setting. Our primary
focus throughout the project was to improve cultural competency
and sensitivity. Improving students’ knowledge of LGBTQ-specific
medical care remained a secondary focus.

Specific examples of initiatives similar to ours can be found
throughout the medical education literature.20-25 These examples
demonstrate the effectiveness of LGBTQ health education
initiatives, but many lack the necessary materials and sufficient
detail for easy integration into another institution’s preclinical
curriculum. MedEdPORTAL has previously published similar
content, much of which consists of discrete activities (e.g., case
discussions,26,27 standardized patient cases/simulations,28-33

and other brief activities34-37) that are similar to individual
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components of the curriculum presented here. Some of these
publications describe more comprehensive activities but tend to
focus on specific skills38-43 or specific subpopulations of LGBTQ
individuals,44-46 and many are targeted toward learners at later
stages of their training.33,34,41,42,45-50 Our curriculum represents
a unique contribution by including a more comprehensive set
of activities (including didactic presentations, case discussions,
a community panel, and a session with standardized patients)
that provide a general overview of LGBTQ-related health topics
directed toward learners early in their training. Our curriculum is
flexible and inexpensive to implement. It includes annotations
and instructions to allow facilitators with minimal expertise in
LGBTQ health to deliver the content effectively.

Methods

We developed a 10-hour LGBTQ health-related curriculum
targeted toward first- and second-year medical and PA students
at the University of Colorado. We delivered the curriculum as
an elective course within the School of Medicine, offering it
during the spring semester of 2016, the fall semester of 2016,
and every subsequent fall semester since that time. We did not
require students to have any prior knowledge of course-related
material before participating in the course. We actively recruited
subject matter experts to facilitate different aspects of the course
but also designed the curriculum so that anyone with knowledge
of the annotated course materials could effectively deliver the
content. At least one facilitator identified as LGBT, but facilitators
were not recruited based upon LGBT identity.

Implementation
The course’s five 2-hour sessions took place in classrooms on the
University of Colorado campus. The first session began with an
introductory presentation (Appendix A) covering LGBTQ-related
terminology and techniques for taking an inclusive sexual history.
An inclusive communication handout (Appendix B) was provided
at the beginning of this presentation as a reference for sexual
history taking and to offer additional tips for creating an inclusive
health care environment. Students then divided into groups of
two or three and role-played cases (Appendix C) that allowed
them to practice using the terminology and history taking skills
learned.

We designed sessions 2-4 so that they could be delivered in any
order to allow flexibility in scheduling facilitators and community
panelists. We dedicated session 2 to discussion of LGBTQ adult
health issues. It included presentations (Appendices D and E)
covering health disparities among LGBTQ adults, primary care
recommendations and anticipatory guidance for LGBTQ adults,

and general principles of transition-related care for transgender
adults. The didactic session was followed by small-group, case-
based discussion (Appendices F and G).

Issues specific to LGBTQ children and adolescents were
discussed in session 3. This session’s presentation (Appendix H)
focused on health disparities among transgender youth,
specific challenges in working with transgender youth
(persistence/desistance of transgender identity through
childhood, working with parents of transgender youth), and best-
practice recommendations for transgender adolescents wishing
to transition.

Session 4 consisted entirely of a panel discussion (Appendix I)
with members of the LGBTQ community. The Gender Identity
Center of Colorado and the GLBT Community Center of Colorado
assisted in identifying members of the community to sit on
the panel. They also provided facilitators familiar with the
panelists to guide the discussion. We aimed to include four to
five panelists, with diversity in race/ethnicity, gender identity,
and sexual orientation. We asked panelists to come prepared
to share their experiences with the health care system, including
challenges they had faced in accessing care, experiences that
were particularly invalidating, and any that were empowering.
Panelists were provided free parking for the session, but we were
otherwise not able to compensate them for their participation.

The final session began with a 1-hour practice using standardized
patients (Appendix J). Students divided into small groups and
rotated through three cases. Several suitable cases were
available through MedEdPORTAL and elsewhere in the medical
education literature. We used the case of Gerald Moore, for
example, which can be found among a collection of cases
published in MedEdPORTAL.39 The remaining cases were
developed to train patient navigators at one of our affiliated
hospitals, and we have not been permitted to reproduce them
here. Appendix J contains guidance for selecting alternative
cases. We were not involved in the casting or training of our
standardized patients, and the sexual orientation and gender
identity of those who portrayed our cases were not known.
However, our simulation center routinely makes efforts to match
the sexual orientation and gender identity of the standardized
patient to the role being portrayed in a case. The practice session
took place in the same classroom space as the other sessions
but could easily be adapted to a more clinically authentic setting.
We elected to have students interview the patients in groups
for the purpose of efficiency (given a significant time constraint).
We also noted that interviewing in groups made the experience
less intimidating for students with limited clinical experience. The
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session could easily be adapted to allow students to interview
patients one-on-one. A debriefing period immediately followed
the practice session, giving students the opportunity to discuss
the experience and challenges they had encountered.

Evaluation
Students completed pre- and postcourse surveys (Appendices K
and L) immediately prior to the first session and immediately
following the last session, respectively. The surveys measured
the effectiveness of the curriculum in two domains. We assessed
students’ self-reported confidence in meeting course objectives
using a four-point Likert scale and assessed acquisition of
knowledge related to LGBTQ health using five multiple-choice
or true/false questions. The precourse survey included free-
response items that asked students to identify their goals in
taking the course as well as any previous training or experience
they might have had working with LGBTQ individuals. Students
were not asked to disclose their own sexual orientation or gender
identity but were not discouraged from doing so. Students
assigned themselves a unique identifier at the beginning of the
course. This identifier was used on both surveys to track changes
in survey responses across the course. Our evaluation strategy
was approved by the Colorado Multiple Institutional Review
Board.

Data Analysis
Data from three semesters were pooled for the purpose of
analysis. Temporal changes in student performance across
the three semesters were not assessed. Responses to the
self-confidence items were converted to a numeric scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). Responses to
the five knowledge questions were converted to a numeric
score (percentage correct) for each question and for all
combined. Responses for which valid pre- and postcourse
responses could not be matched were excluded from further
analysis. Means and 95% confidence intervals for pre- and
postcourse responses and scores were calculated using R
(version 3.5.1, R Foundation). Paired-samples t tests (also
performed in R) were used to determine statistical significance
between pre- and postcourse responses. Bonferroni corrections
were applied where appropriate to account for multiple
comparisons.

We also performed a subgroup analysis based upon students’
reports of previous training or experience working with LGBTQ
individuals to examine potential confounding effects. Means and
95% confidence intervals for pre- and postcourse responses
were calculated for each subgroup (previous experience vs. no
previous experience). Statistical significance was determined

with paired-samples t tests using R, again applying a Bonferroni
correction to account for multiple comparisons.

Results

A total of 49 students enrolled in the course from the spring
semester of 2016 through the fall semester of 2017. Course
enrollment varied from 14-19 students per semester. All were
first- or second-year students in the School of Medicine’s MD
program. We actively recruited from the School of Medicine’s
PA program, but scheduling differences between the MD and
PA programs made it difficult for PA students to attend, and
no PA students participated. Among those who enrolled, 20
(41%) reported having no previous training or experience
working with LGBTQ individuals. Ten (20%) reported having
such experience in the non-health care setting, while 15 (31%)
reported experience working with LGBTQ individuals in a health
care setting. Four (8%) reported previous experiences working
with LGBTQ individuals in both health care and non-health care
settings.

Self-Confidence
Of the 49 students, 42 provided valid ratings of self-confidence
in meeting course objectives on both the pre- and postcourse
surveys. The remaining seven either were not present on the first
or last day of the course (three), withdrew after the first session
(one), or chose not to provide a rating for one or more objectives
(three). Three responses fell outside the range of the forced-
choice Likert scale and were discarded.

Table 1 summarizes the pre- and postcourse self-confidence
ratings for seven items directly related to the course objectives.
During the precourse survey, students almost exclusively
disagreed (a rating of 1 or 2) that they felt capable of meeting any
of the seven objectives. Following the course, students nearly
exclusively agreed (a rating of 3 or 4) that they felt capable of
meeting all objectives. The increase in self-reported confidence
was statistically significant (p < .01) for all seven objectives.

Knowledge Acquisition
Forty students provided responses to all five of the knowledge
acquisition questions on both the pre- and postcourse surveys.
Nine were excluded due to the reasons described above.

Table 2 summarizes students’ total scores (percentage
correct) on the knowledge portion of the survey, as well as the
percentage of correct responses for each question. Average
total score on the knowledge acquisition portion of the survey
improved only minimally, from 42% to 51% (p = .036). When we
examined the questions independently, we did observe more
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Table 1. Self-Confidence in Meeting Course Objectives (n = 42)

M (95% CI)a

Course Objective Precourse Postcourse p

Participant feels equipped to: <.01
Sensitively/effectively elicit information about sexual behavior.b 2.66 (2.50-2.82) 3.41 (3.23-3.60) <.01
Sensitively/effectively elicit information about sex anatomy and gender identity.b 2.41 (2.25-2.58) 3.46 (3.29-3.63) <.01
Articulate health needs for LGB patients.b 2.22 (2.06-2.38) 3.56 (3.41-3.71) <.01
Articulate health needs for transgender patients. 2.00 (1.82-2.18) 3.50 (3.35-3.65) <.01
Summarize primary care recommendations for LGB patients. 2.10 (1.95-2.24) 3.45 (3.30-3.60) <.01
Summarize primary care recommendations for transgender patients. 1.86 (1.73-1.98) 3.43 (3.28-3.58) <.01
Identify resources in the community for LGBT patients. 2.26 (2.07-2.45) 3.45 (3.29-3.62) <.01

aRated on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree).
bn = 41 (a response to this item fell outside the range of the forced-choice Likert scale and was discarded).

substantial improvement in performance on the question related
to culturally sensitive terminology (from 73% to 90%, p = .036).

Subgroup Analysis
Table 3 summarizes the results of our subgroup analysis based
upon students’ reports of previous training or experience working
with LGBTQ individuals at the time of the precourse survey.
Students in both groups (no previous experience vs. any previous
experience) reported similar ratings of self-confidence in meeting
course objectives. The increase in self-confidence between the
pre- and postcourse surveys remained statistically significant
(p � .01) in both groups of students for each of the seven
measures. The minimal improvement in average score for
the knowledge acquisition portion of the survey was similar
among the two subgroups and consistent with the combined
performance of all respondents.

Discussion

Our elective 10-hour LGBTQ health curriculum significantly
improved students’ self-confidence in their ability to sensitively
and effectively elicit information about sexual behavior,
sex anatomy, and gender identity from sexual and gender
minority patients; summarize health needs and primary care
recommendations for LGBTQ patients; and identify resources
in the community providing support to LGBTQ individuals. There
remained a significant increase in self-confidence even among
students who reported previous training or experience working

Table 2. Performance on Knowledge Acquisition Questions (n = 40)

M (95% CI)a

Question/Topic Precourse Postcourse p

Culturally sensitive terminology 73% (58%-87%) 90% (81%-99%) .036
Gender-affirming hormone therapy 51% (35%-67%) 75% (61%-89%) .096
LGBT-related health risks 31% (16%-45%) 43% (27%-58%) .999
Primary care recommendations 13% (2%-23%) 18% (6%-30%) .999
Barriers to accessing care 40% (25%-55%) 33% (18%-47%) .999
Average score, all questions 42% (35%-48%) 51% (45%-57%) .036

aPercentage of correct responses.

with LGBTQ individuals, demonstrating that the curriculum
remains useful for students with a wide variety of previous
experience.

The poor performance on the knowledge acquisition questions
was disappointing. Our students were at an early stage of their
medical education and may have performed better if they had
more foundational medical knowledge and clinical experience.
Few studies have evaluated similar interventions among
preclinical medical students. Many have relied on qualitative
methods or students’ self-reported attitudes and confidence.
One intervention among second-year medical students at
the University of California, San Francisco, demonstrated
a statistically significant increase in knowledge related to
LGBTQ relationships and access to health care, in addition to
improved attitudes and willingness to provide care.22 The overall
magnitude of the change was small (0.57 on a 5-point scale). The
same intervention failed to demonstrate significant change in 12
of its 16 survey items.22

We also recognize that the format of our knowledge acquisition
questions was suboptimal and that the questions we used
probably did not reflect the most important learning objectives
from each session. We continued to use these questions
throughout multiple iterations of the course to maintain
a consistent evaluation strategy. We would recommend
reevaluating these questions if assessing knowledge acquisition
is an important goal for future programs.

We have gone to great lengths to ensure that most of our
materials are readily generalizable; however, there are some
activities that may be challenging to implement in some settings.
For the panel discussion with LGBTQ community members, we
relied on local LGBTQ advocacy organizations for assistance
with recruiting panelists. These organizations have been
tremendously helpful in identifying people willing to discuss
and answer sensitive questions but may not exist in some
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Table 3. Performance Among Participants With and Without Previous Training/Experience

Any Previous Experiencea No Previous Experienceb

Objective/Question x̅ (Pre) x̅ (Post) p x̅ (Pre) x̅ (Post) p

Participants feel equipped to:c

Elicit information about sexual behavior. 2.68 3.52 <.01 2.63d 3.25d .01
Elicit information about sex anatomy and gender identity. 2.44 3.52 <.01 2.38d 3.38d <.01
Articulate health needs for LGB patients. 2.33e 3.67e <.01 2.06 3.41 <.01
Articulate health needs for transgender patients. 2.04 3.56 <.01 1.94 3.41 <.01
Summarize primary care recommendations for LGB patients. 2.00 3.52 <.01 2.24 3.35 <.01
Summarize primary care recommendations for transgender patients. 1.80 3.44 <.01 1.94 3.41 <.01
Identify community resources. 2.40 3.52 <.01 2.06 3.35 <.01

Average score, all knowledge acquisition questions.f 42% 50% .031 41% 51% .095

Abbreviation: x̅, sample mean.
an = 25 for ratings of self-confidence, n = 24 for knowledge acquisition questions.
bn = 17 for ratings of self-confidence, n = 16 for knowledge acquisition questions.
cConfidence ratings are based on 4-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree).
dn = 16 (a response to this item fell outside the range of the forced-choice Likert scale and was discarded).
en = 24 (a response to this item fell outside the range of the forced-choice Likert scale and was discarded).
fValues represent percentage of correct responses to knowledge acquisition questions.

communities. We have included guidance for recruiting panelists
in the instructions for this session. Invoking the assistance of
LGBTQ-friendly providers in the community may also be helpful.

The second challenge to generalizability comes from the
standardized patient session. We are fortunate at the University
of Colorado to have access to excellent clinical simulation
resources, but we recognize that access to similar resources
may not be available at other institutions. We also recognize
that the use of standardized patients is the costliest aspect
of implementing our curriculum and may be a limiting factor.
However, there is some flexibility in how this session can be
implemented to minimize cost. For example, we chose to hold
the standardized patient practice sessions in a classroom instead
of in more clinically authentic spaces on campus. We chose
to have our students interview standardized patients in small
groups instead of individually, reducing the amount of time and
the number of patients needed. We also reused cases that were
already being used for similar purposes elsewhere in our health
system. This saved us the expense of training the standardized
patients but limited our control over case selection and casting of
standardized patients.

Our evaluation strategy was limited by the elective nature of
the course. Students were self-selected, and it is likely that our
students entered the course with more prior experience with
LGBTQ individuals and more positive attitudes toward such
individuals than the general population of medical students at our
institution. This seems to be supported by the finding that 59%
of our students reported previous training or experience working
with LGBTQ individuals at the start of the course. However, we
would have expected prior experience to bias confidence ratings
toward higher precourse ratings and lower overall improvement

in ratings across the course, and this effect was not seen. We
suspect that those with previous LGBT-related experience likely
entered the course with a better understanding of the nuances
and challenges of working with this diverse population.

We hope that the work presented here will result in an increase
in the number of required hours devoted to LGBTQ health in the
preclinical curriculum at the University of Colorado and at other
institutions. Integrating new material into the required curriculum
is challenging when it means the elimination of hours devoted
to other topics. The curriculum remains optional for preclinical
medical students at the University of Colorado, though we
continue to look for opportunities to integrate these activities
into our required curriculum. The curriculum could easily be
shortened by separating the cultural sensitivity content from the
health-related content, allowing the former to be made required
while continuing to offer the latter as elective content.

Appendices

A. Session 1 Slides - Terms and Terminology.pptx

B. Session 1 Handout - Inclusive Communication.docx

C. Session 1 Handout - Terms and Terminology Role-Plays.docx

D. Session 2 Slide Set 1 - Health Disparities.pptx

E. Session 2 Slide Set 2 - Adult LGBT Health.pptx

F. Session 2 Discussion Guide - Adult LGBT Health Care Cases.docx

G. Session 2 Handout - Adult LGBT Health Care Cases.docx

H. Session 3 Slides - Caring for LGBTQ Youth.pptx

I. Session 4 Instructions - Patient Panel.docx

J. Session 5 Instructions - Group Role-Play.docx
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K. Precourse Survey.docx

L. Postcourse Survey.docx

All appendices are peer reviewed as integral parts of the Original
Publication.
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