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Abstract

Research shows that Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) are associated with school climate and 

student well-being, but it is unclear what school characteristics may account for some of these 

findings. The current study describes characteristics of schools with and without GSAs. Using a 

population-based sample of 1360 California public high schools, inferential statistics show that 

schools with larger enrollment, more experienced teachers, and lower pupil/teacher ratios were 

more likely to have GSAs. In addition, among schools with GSAs, larger enrollment, more 

experienced teachers, fewer socioeconomically disadvantaged students, and higher academic 

achievement are among the factors related to a longer presence of GSAs. Implications for GSA 

and policy implementation, as well as the importance of accounting for school characteristics in 

research on GSAs are discussed.
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Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer or questioning (LGBTQ) youth often face 

harassment in school (Kosciw, Greytak, Giga, Villenas, & Danischewski, 2016; Russell & 

Fish, 2016). In response to negative school experiences, Gay-Straight Alliance clubs 

(GSAs), or Genders and Sexualities Alliances, create safe spaces for youth to express their 

sexual and gender identities, as well as provide social support and opportunities to advocate 

for their peers (Russell, Muraco, Subramaniam, & Laub, 2009). Recent studies have 

documented the positive role of GSAs in schools. A meta-analysis of 15 studies shows that 

students in schools with GSAs report feeling safer, hearing fewer homophobic remarks, and 

experiencing less homophobic victimization (Marx & Kettrey, 2016). Yet in spite of these 

encouraging results, prior studies have traced the presence of GSAs to individual students’ 
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experiences and well-being with less attention to the characteristics of schools with GSAs 

that may facilitate the initiation of GSAs and explain some of the findings. Using a state-

wide GSA registry, the current study examines differences in school characteristics between 

schools with and without GSAs, as well as correlates of a longer presence of GSAs.

Schools with GSAs and Student Wellbeing

Overall, findings show that youth in schools with GSAs are less likely to feel unsafe, hear 

homophobic remarks, or experience homophobic victimization (Ioverno, Belser, Baiocco, 

Grossman, & Russell, 2016; Marx & Kettrey, 2016). They also report better academic and 

mental health outcomes (Toomey, Ryan, Diaz, & Russell, 2011), and lower illicit drug use 

and prescription misuse compared to youth in schools without GSAs (Heck et al., 2014; 

Heck, Flentje, & Cochran, 2011). Further, GSAs in schools have been found to mitigate the 

association between gay-bias victimization and suicidality (Davis, Royne Stafford, & Pullig, 

2014). A recent longitudinal study by Ioverno and colleagues provided prospective evidence 

for the role of GSAs. Their findings show that LGBQ students in schools with GSAs in the 

prior year felt safer and reported less homophobic bullying in the following school year 

(Ioverno et al., 2016). Important to note, GSAs are found to benefit the wider school climate 

and not only those who are members of GSAs or the LGBTQ students in a school (Marx & 

Kettrey, 2016; Toomey et al., 2011). Previous research suggests that GSAs may be catalysts 

for positive change in schools by improving school safety, inclusiveness, and student civic 

engagement (Poteat, Calzo, & Yoshikawa, 2018; Poteat, Yoshikawa, Calzo, Russell, & Horn, 

2017).

A study by Poteat and colleagues controlled for important school characteristics in their 

analyses of differences between students in schools with and without GSAs (Poteat, Sinclair, 

DiGiovanni, Koenig, & Russell, 2013). Overall, their findings show that students in schools 

with GSAs, compared to students in schools without GSAs, reported lower substance use, 

suicidality, truancy, and sex with casual partners. They controlled for school size, the 

proportion of racial minority students in school, the proportion of LGBTQ students in 

school, and socioeconomic status of students in school, and found that schools with GSAs 

were larger, had a lower proportion of White students, a higher proportion of LGBTQ 

students, and more socioeconomic advantaged students than schools without GSAs (Poteat 

et al., 2013).

Selection Bias in Research on GSAs

Because most of the research on GSAs is cross-sectional, scholars have asked whether the 

positive effects of GSAs are really due to selection bias: schools with positive school 

climates that are accepting of gender and sexual minority youth may be more likely to 

facilitate the initiation of a GSA. Using correlational data it is not possible to infer an 

“effect” of having a GSA in school, and the student-initiated nature of GSAs complicates 

experimental designs. However, knowing more about factors that distinguish schools with 

and without GSAs in size and resources available to them would tackle at least part of the 

selection bias that is inherent to this question. In addition, knowing more about 

Baams et al. Page 2

Appl Dev Sci. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 January 22.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



characteristics of schools that have had a GSA for a longer period of time, would tell us 

what school contexts are optimal for initiating and sustaining a GSA over time.

The limited inclusion of school characteristics when studying the role of GSAs in school and 

student functioning means we know very little about school-level factors that are important 

to take into account in research on GSAs. Knowledge of these school characteristics would 

enable a better understanding of the correlates of GSA presence. In 2008, Fetner and Kush 

compared schools with and without GSAs on a number of factors (Fetner & Kush, 2008). 

Their findings show that urban and suburban schools were more likely to have a GSA than 

schools in towns or rural areas. In addition, having fewer students eligible for free and 

reduced price meals, was a predictor of having a GSA—indicating a link between school 

resources and the presence of GSAs. Another important school characteristic was student 

body size: larger schools were more likely to have a GSA (Fetner & Kush, 2008). One 

reason for this could be that small schools do not have “enough” LGBTQ students to 

facilitate a GSA or these students may be less likely to disclose their sexual identity (Fetner 

& Kush, 2008)—although it should be noted that GSAs are also initiated by heterosexual 

students (Poteat et al., 2015). Though this research suggests important school characteristics 

that should be taken into account in studies on GSAs, these data were collected in 

2001-2002 (Fetner & Kush, 2008). Since that time, the number of GSAs in the US has 

grown (GLSEN, 2017) in tandem with increases in societal tolerance and acceptance of 

LGBTQ people (Russell & Fish, 2016). It is critical to have a contemporary understanding 

of school characteristics associated with GSA initiation, particularly from a statewide 

sample of schools.

Current Study

In this study, we combine multiple sources of statewide data from California public high 

schools to examine the characteristics of schools that have GSAs compared to those that do 

not. Based on previous findings (Fetner & Kush, 2008; Kosciw et al., 2016; Poteat et al., 

2013), we hypothesize that schools in urban areas, with a larger student body, and more 

socioeconomic advantaged students are more likely to have a GSA. We also explore whether 

a range of other available school-level factors are related to having a GSA or not, such as 

teacher experience, pupil/teacher ratio, academic achievement, dropout, and truancy rates. 

We use data on GSA presence and duration of presence from the Genders and Sexualities 

Alliance (GSA) Network, and publicly available data on school characteristics from The 

California Department of Education (CDE) and National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES), to examine differences in school characteristics between schools with and without 

GSAs, and the correlates with a longer duration of GSA presence.

Method

Data on school characteristics and presence of GSAs in 2015 were merged at the school 

level for public high schools in California from three sources: The CDE, NCES, and the 

Genders and Sexualities Alliance Network, formerly known as Gay-Straight Alliance 

Network. All three sources included individual school identity codes which enabled data to 

be merged at the school level. The final analytic sample included 1360 high schools.
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Measures

GSA presence.—Schools were coded for the presence of a GSA up until 2015 and the 

number of years GSAs had been in schools based on data from the Genders and Sexualities 

Alliance Network (GSA Network), which maintains a California statewide registry of GSAs 

(http://gsanetwork.org/).

School characteristics.—The CDE provides online public access databases on 

demographic indicators by school. In the current study, data on student enrollment 

(2014-2015), average years of teaching by teachers in the school (2014-2015), pupil/teacher 

ratio (number of students per teacher; 2014-2015), percent of socioeconomically 

disadvantaged students (based on whether a student receives free or reduced price lunches; 

2014-2015), percent of students who dropout (2013-2014), percent of students who received 

an ACT score higher or equal to 21 (2013-2014), truancy rate (2014-2015), and ethnic 

diversity (higher values indicate a more even distribution of students among race/ethnicity 

categories; 2014-2015) were used and merged at the school level (for more information, see 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/). The NCES provides 12 categories that reflect the degree of 

urbanicity based on the location of schools (2013-2014) (see Table 1; https://nces.ed.gov/). 

The score distributions for student body size, pupil/teacher ratio, and dropout rates were 

skewed; we transformed (squared) these three variables for analyses. Pearson correlations 

between school characteristics are shown in Table 2.

Analytical Strategy—Pearson correlations were conducted to examine the association 

among school characteristics, and with the duration of GSAs presence. To examine whether 

schools with and without GSAs differed in terms of school characteristics, we conducted 

bivariate robust regression analyses to handle potential outliers (Verardi & Croux, 2009) 

including a dichotomous measure of GSA presence (0 = not present, 1 = present). To 

examine which school characteristics would predict GSA presence in school, we conducted 

a logistic regression analysis and entered all school characteristics at once with GSA 

presence as the dependent variable (0 = GSA not present, 1 = GSA present). Last, with 

bivariate robust regression analyses we examined whether school characteristics were 

associated with the number of years a GSA had been present in a school—only among 

schools with GSAs. We calculated Cohen’s d effect sizes from the t-value provided in all 

robust regression analyses (Rosnow & Rosenthal, 1996).

Results

In this sample of 1360 public high schools in California, 54.3% had a GSA. To examine 

whether schools with and without GSAs differed in school characteristics, we performed 

bivariate robust regression analyses (Table 2). The findings from the bivariate robust 

regression analyses show that schools with GSAs had significantly larger student body sizes 

(B = 26.48, SE = 0.85, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.70), teachers with more years of teaching 

experience (B = 1.00, SE = 0.29, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.19), more pupils per teacher (B = 

0.12, SE = 0.04, p = .001, Cohen’s d = 0.18), fewer socioeconomically disadvantaged 

students (B = −9.86, SE = 2.69, p < .001, Cohen’s d = −0.20), lower rates of dropout (B = 

−0.32, SE = 0.16, p = .043, Cohen’s d = −0.16), more students with higher ACT scores (B = 
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35.38, SE = 3.52, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.63), higher truancy rates (B = 24.07, SE = 3.22, p 
< .001, Cohen’s d = 0.41), and more heterogeneous ethnic/racial composition (B = 4.93, SE 
= 1.21, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.22). Schools with and without GSAs did not differ in their 

degree of urbanicity (B = 0.08, SE = 0.19, p = .669, Cohen’s d = 0.02).

A logistic regression analysis was used to predict GSA presence based on the same school 

characteristics. The findings of the logistic regression show that when all school 

characteristics are added simultaneously, schools with larger student body sizes are found to 

be more likely to have a GSA (OR = 1.07, 95%CI [1.04, 1.10], as well as schools with more 

experienced teachers (OR = 1.09, 95%CI [1.02, 1.17], more pupils per teacher (OR = 0.34, 

95% CI [0.14, 0.79]. Rates of dropout, urbanicity, student ACT scores, truancy rates, 

socioeconomic status, and ethnic diversity were not independent predictors of GSA 

presence.

We also assessed whether the number of years a GSA had been in a school (min = 0.21 | 

max = 15.67) was correlated with school characteristics. For these analyses, the subset of 

schools with GSAs was used. Pearson correlation analyses showed that schools that had 

GSAs for a longer period of time, also had higher enrollment, more experienced teachers, 

fewer socioeconomically disadvantaged students, more students with higher ACT scores, 

higher truancy, and more heterogeneous ethnic/racial composition (See Table 2). Next, we 

conducted bivariate robust regression analyses to examine whether the duration of a GSAs 

presence was associated with school characteristics. Schools that had GSAs for a longer 

period of time had larger student body sizes (B = −.26, SE = .10, p = .009, Cohen’s d = 

0.19), fewer socioeconomically disadvantaged students (B = −2.32, SE = .57, p < .001, 

Cohen’s d = −0.30), more students with higher ACT scores (B = 3.78, SE = .91, p < .001, 

Cohen’s d = 0.31), higher truancy rates (B = 1.86, SE = 0.56, p = .001, Cohen’s d = 0.25), 

and more heterogeneous ethnic/racial composition (B = 0.54, SE = 0.23, p = 0.19, Cohen’s d 

= 0.17). Urbanicity of schools, teacher experience, pupil/teacher ratio, and rates of dropout 

were not related to the duration of the presence of a GSA (ps > .05).

Discussion

This study combined three independent sources of data (two sources of publicly available 

administrative data and data from a national youth organization), aggregated at the school 

level to examine the characteristics of schools with and without GSAs. These data represent 

the population of all public high schools in California and, although not representative of 

private schools, provide a new vantage point on the nature of these schools and highlight 

innovation that is possible when combining publicly available data to answer novel research 

questions.

Similar to earlier work (Fetner & Kush, 2008; Kosciw et al., 2016; Poteat et al., 2013) we 

found that GSAs are primarily located in larger schools with more experienced teachers. In 

addition, among schools with GSAs, the duration of a GSA’s presence in school was 

associated with the same school characteristics. Together, the findings indicate that these 

school-level factors are important for the initiation of GSAs, but that these factors may also 

be important for sustaining GSAs over time.
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Although not specifically related to our research questions, the bivariate correlations 

revealed important associations among school characteristics, for example, between 

socioeconomic advantage and academic achievement. This suggests a crucial role of 

resources in student achievement and success. However, the finding that schools with GSAs 

have more pupils per teacher and higher truancy rates contradicts the idea that all schools 

with GSAs are advantaged. Moreover, despite previous findings that rural schools have more 

hostile climates for LGBTQ students (Kosciw, Greytak, & Diaz, 2009) and are less likely to 

have GSAs (Fetner & Kush, 2008; Kosciw et al., 2016), the current findings show that in 

2015 GSAs are not more likely to be present in rural, suburban, or urban California high 

schools.

The difference between schools with and without GSAs was largest for enrollment: On 

average, schools with GSAs were 2.3 times larger than schools without. This may be 

explained by the greater availability and variety of social spaces in larger schools than in 

smaller schools (Fetner & Kush, 2008). Together with our findings on years of teacher 

experience, this pattern points to the need for attention to LGBTQ student support in 

communities where GSAs remain uncommon (at least in California), or in smaller schools, 

which may have a general lack of extracurricular activities. Overall, effect sizes and 

correlations were small and should be interpreted with caution—statistical significance 

could partially be attributed to the large sample size.

Conclusion

With the current study, we cannot conclude whether the initiation of a GSA is in response to 

hostile school climates, or that the initiation of a GSA helps to improve the school climate 

over time. Longitudinal data with pre- and post-measurements are necessary to examine 

changes in school climate in response to GSAs. However, the current study does point to 

important school-level characteristics for which many studies on GSAs do not account. 

Considering that well-resourced schools may, in general, have better school climates or 

serve healthier student populations, this may mean that some of the previous findings on 

GSAs could be confounded. We recommend a multilevel approach when assessing the 

presence and function of GSAs in school, accounting for important school characteristics 

such as student body size, teacher experience, and percentage dropout. Further, we 

encourage further research—both quantitative and qualitative—to more deeply understand 

the implementation and impact of GSAs for LGBTQ youth and the broader community.
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Table 1

Frequencies and Percentages of High Schools With and Without GSAs Across Locations in California

Location Total No GSA (%) GSA (%)

Rural, Remote Census-defined Rural Territory 44 20 (45) 24 (55)

Rural, Distant Census-defined Rural Territory 47 27 (57) 20 (43)

Rural, Fringe Census-defined Rural Territory 78 36 (46) 42 (54)

Town, Remote Territory 28 9 (32) 19 (68)

Town, Distant Territory 65 26 (40) 39 (60)

Town, Fringe Territory 54 23 (43) 31 (57)

Suburb, Small Territory 37 13 (35) 24 (65)

Suburb, Mid-size Territory 40 18 (45) 22 (55)

Suburb, Large Territory 380 159 (42) 221 (58)

City, Small Territory 86 37 (43) 49 (57)

City, Mid-size Territory 101 38 (38) 63 (62)

City, Large Territory 277 114 (41) 163 (59)
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