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Improving mental health inclusivity
Exploring best practices for supporting LGBTIQA+ youth in school communities.
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The Premier’s Teacher Scholarships program – an initiative of the NSW Premier’s Department and administered by the NSW Department of Education – provides funding for a 5-week study tour to explore best practice in a recipient’s chosen focus area. The program aims to deliver outcomes for recipients, students, teacher colleagues and school communities. 
This report was completed following scholarship study tour activities. It captures the highlights of the many observations and learnings gained, which are to be further shared through future educational opportunities. The report is produced by the author in their capacity as a scholarship recipient and may not represent the views of the NSW government, employing authority or sponsoring organisation.
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Introduction
The mental health and wellbeing of LGBTIQA+ youth within New South Wales schools is a critical area of focus, given the unique challenges this demographic faces. Recent statistics show that between 25% and 29% of Australian secondary students identify as part of the LGBTIQA+ community (YouthSense, 2022). Research, such as the 2019 Writing Themselves In 4 survey, indicates that LGBTIQA+ young people are significantly more likely to experience suicidal thoughts, plans, attempts, and self-harm compared to their cisgender peers highlighting the urgent need for targeted mental health support. 
Aligned with the Anika Foundation's commitment to addressing adolescent depression and suicide, and the NSW Department of Education’s Wellbeing Framework for Schools, this study seeks to advance professional knowledge, promote student belonging, and advocate for best practices that foster safer, more inclusive school environments. Inspired by my professional experience as a school counsellor supporting LGBTIQA+ youth, this study is fuelled by a commitment to enhancing mental health support and resilience among young people through the application of globally recognised best practices.
Focus of Study
This study aims to identify, evaluate, and adapt effective global strategies for supporting the mental health and wellbeing of LGBTIQA+ students within NSW schools. Drawing on research such as Amos et al. (2021), which highlights the positive impact of affirming educational environments on the happiness and mental health of LGBTIQA+ youth, the study explores initiatives that build resilience, foster inclusion, and promote a strong sense of belonging. It specifically focuses on practical interventions that schools can implement to improve the connectedness of LGBTIQA+ students. 
By disseminating key findings and advocating for the adoption of best practices, the study seeks to enhance existing wellbeing frameworks, contribute to inclusive education discussions, and ultimately support every student's right to feel safe, valued, and empowered within their school community.   
Significant Learning
Inclusion and belonging are critical to young people's mental health and wellbeing. Research has shown that when students feel connected and included within their school community, their mental health outcomes significantly improve (Allen, K.A., Greenwood, C.J., Berger, E., et al. 2024). However, for many LGBTQIA+ young people, this sense of connection is often missing.
To support LGBTQIA+ students effectively, interventions must prioritise safety and acceptance across all levels of a student's environment, from federal and state-level policies to school-based programs and interventions. Initiatives like Gender and Sexuality Alliances (GSAs) and universal bullying prevention programs have been identified as essential components of a more supportive educational setting (Marraccini et al., 2022). By identifying and implementing key strategies for more inclusive practices, educators and policymakers can better promote the mental health and wellbeing of LGBTQIA+ students.
Although the NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA) states its commitment to ensuring that the curriculum is inclusive of all students regardless of disability, ethnicity, cultural background, socioeconomic status, nationality, language, gender, sexual orientation, or beliefs in practice, there has been limited guidance on how to create truly inclusive environments for students of diverse sexualities and gender identities. As a result, many school leaders and teachers remain uncertain about how to make their classrooms and schools genuinely inclusive for LGBTQIA+ students.
Through conversations with organisations that specialise in supporting schools to improve LGBTQIA+ inclusion, it became clear that there are practical strategies schools can adopt to create safer, more affirming environments for all students.
The organisations interviewed consistently highlighted the following key areas as essential strategies for improving a school's inclusivity:
· whole-school approach with LGBTIQA+ inclusive policies
· enhancing curriculum inclusivity and teacher training
· creating safe spaces
· empowering student voices
· fostering community connections
· promoting representation.
Whole-school approach with LGBTIQA+ inclusive policies
The importance of a whole-school approach to inclusion is multi-layered. It helps create stability and consistency across the entire school community, ensuring that inclusive practices and messaging are embedded in every aspect of school life. It also empowers staff to address issues confidently, knowing they are supported by clear systems and leadership. Crucially, it makes inclusivity efforts more sustainable over time, helping prevent initiatives from falling apart when key individuals move on. By committing to a whole-school approach, schools can build a stronger, more resilient, and more genuinely inclusive environment for both students and staff.
Many organisations interviewed confirmed the importance of this approach. Bella (The International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Queer and Intersex Youth & Student Organisation – IGLYO) and Ursela (Schools Out) both emphasised that embedding inclusivity into a school’s structure is vital for its long-term success. Without this, initiatives often lose momentum when individually passionate staff members leave. Strong and consistent leadership from the school executive sets the tone, modelling inclusive values for the entire school community. Visible support from leadership not only guides staff behaviour but also empowers all staff to implement inclusive practices confidently, sending a clear and unified message to students and families (as highlighted by Lucie from Free2B and Amy from the Proud Trust).
Clear, inclusive language in school policies, particularly language that acknowledges and supports LGBTQIA+ students, is another key aspect of whole school support. Specific wording in policies helps create safer, more welcoming environments and ensures that schools are better equipped to tackle bullying and protect students’ rights and privacy. When policies are explicit and well-crafted, staff feel more confident and supported to intervene when anti-LGBTQIA+ behaviour occurs. Many organisations emphasised this point as a fundamental part of supporting LGBTQIA+ students effectively. Several also highlighted that adapting existing school policies to be more inclusive is often more effective than writing entirely new ones. Michelle from LGBT Youth Scotland noted that while integrating inclusive language into current policies is usually preferable, there are times when specific new policies (for example, for gender-neutral facilities) may be necessary. Overall, the message was that schools must ensure their existing frameworks explicitly and thoughtfully address the needs and experiences of LGBTQIA+ students to foster a truly inclusive environment.
Enhancing curriculum inclusivity and teacher training
An inclusive curriculum is key in supporting the mental health of LGBTQIA+ students, preparing all learners for a diverse world, and breaking down harmful stereotypes. By weaving diverse perspectives into every subject area, schools create a more supportive environment that leads to better educational and personal outcomes. An inclusive curriculum not only validates students' experiences but also broadens perspectives, promotes empathy, and normalises diversity, ultimately offering a richer and more effective education for everyone.
Many of the organisation representatives interviewed, including Jordan (TIE), Lukasz (Mosaic Trust), Michelle (LGBT Youth Scotland), Elmar (InDifferent), and Niki (IDEM Rotterdam), emphasised the importance of curriculum inclusivity in creating equitable educational spaces. An inclusive curriculum provides visible role models for diverse students, gives all learners insights into different lived experiences, challenges discrimination, and improves engagement and academic success for marginalised groups.
Importantly, inclusivity in the curriculum should extend beyond health or sex education. It should be embedded across all subjects, including history, literature, science, and the arts, highlighting diverse perspectives, stories, and contributions. Rather than treating LGBTQIA+ topics as isolated lessons, they should be naturally integrated. For example, as Chris from Lenzie Academy pointed out, students might study a novel featuring LGBTQIA+ characters without making their sexuality the focus, presenting it instead as a natural part of human experience.
Intersectionality is another critical piece of a truly inclusive curriculum. As Niki from IDEM Rotterdam explained, curriculum design must not only reflect LGBTQIA+ identities but also consider how these intersect with race, ethnicity, disability, and other aspects of identity. Lukasz from Mosaic Trust also stressed the need to highlight the historical contributions of diverse individuals, moving beyond the traditional focus on white, heteronormative figures.
Inclusive teacher training is key to empowering teachers in implementing this curriculum. Several interviewed organisations highlighted that comprehensive professional development on LGBTQIA+ identities, terminology, and issues is essential to help teachers support students effectively. Training should cover understanding gender identity and sexual orientation, recognising the challenges LGBTQIA+ youth face (as Lucie from Free2B pointed out), and equipping educators to confidently handle sensitive discussions in the classroom (Melissa from School & Veiligheid).
Guidance on how to embed LGBTQIA+ representation across all subjects is also vital, alongside practical training on how to identify and respond to homophobic, biphobic, and transphobic bullying (as noted by Amy and Anna from The Proud Trust, and Jordan from TIE). Building cultural competence to support LGBTQIA+ students from diverse backgrounds is another key component, as highlighted by Elmar from InDifferent. Importantly, training should offer teachers practical, actionable strategies they can immediately use in their classrooms (Lucie from Free2B).
Ongoing, high-quality professional development is essential to keep teachers updated on best practices, as Sidonie and Frankie from Just Like Us emphasised. Scotland's move toward making LGBTQIA+ inclusivity training mandatory for all teachers was recognised by Jordan from TIE as a major step forward. Effective teacher training builds teacher confidence and is central to creating genuinely inclusive school environments and should be seen as a core part of a whole-school approach to supporting LGBTQIA+ students.
Creating safe spaces
Safe spaces in schools are essential for the mental health and wellbeing of all students and are especially crucial for LGBTQIA+ young people. They provide environments where students feel secure, included, and able to focus fully on learning. While safe spaces directly support LGBTQIA+ students, they also contribute to a positive school climate for everyone. As Kaj from Çavaria put it, ‘Everybody will win if the school environment is a safe environment’. When safety and respect are prioritised, both students and staff thrive, building a culture of mutual understanding and acceptance.
Safe spaces exist in both physical and systemic forms. Physically, they can include designated rooms for LGBTQIA+ groups like GSAs, gender-neutral bathrooms, and private changing areas that offer comfort and security as highlighted by Mosaic Trust, Free2B, GSA Alliance, and others. Visible signals of support, such as rainbow flags, inclusive posters, and pride lanyards worn by staff, also help students easily identify supportive spaces and allies (Kaj from Çavaria; Proud Trust).
Systemically, safe spaces are strengthened through practices that foster inclusion at every level. This includes tracking and responding to incidents of prejudice-based language or behaviour through restorative approaches (Michelle from LGBT Youth Scotland), respecting students’ pronouns and chosen names (Amy from the Proud Trust), and welcoming allies into LGBTQIA+ groups to prevent isolation and allow participation without requiring students to disclose their identity (Lucie from Free2B). It also involves embedding an inclusive curriculum and policies, and ensuring teachers receive the training and support needed to uphold inclusive practices (Jordan from TIE).
By combining both physical and systemic supports, schools can create environments where LGBTQIA+ students feel safe, respected, and empowered to thrive.
Empowering student voices
Empowering student voices in inclusivity planning is essential for creating policies and practices that are grounded in real-life experiences. When students are meaningfully involved, initiatives become more relevant, effective, and impactful. Their input helps identify gaps that adults may overlook, offers unique insights into student needs, and makes content more relatable and engaging. Involving students directly also allows for tailored support, keeps initiatives current, and sparks innovation. Co-designing solutions with students builds a sense of ownership and commitment, helping to drive lasting cultural change. Ultimately, student participation not only empowers them it helps shape more inclusive, dynamic, and responsive school environments.
Many of the organisations interviewed are deeply committed to amplifying LGBTQIA+ voices by actively involving young people in shaping policies, programs, and advocacy efforts. Their initiatives are grounded in youth experiences, resulting in more inclusive and meaningful outcomes. Mosaic Trust involves young people in event planning, training delivery, and leadership development, building their confidence and agency. Mermaids works closely with trans youth through peer support forums, advocacy campaigns, and community-led activities, all designed with direct youth input. Çavaria partners with LGBTQIA+ students to co-create school policies, lead surveys, and develop learning materials that reflect lived experiences.
This student-led approach is also embedded in practical, school-based initiatives. The Proud Trust refines its Rainbow Flag Award program using feedback from students. The TIE Campaign grew directly out of student experiences, which helped spotlight gaps in LGBTQIA+ education and drive a more inclusive curriculum. At McLean’s College, student advocacy has led to changes in policy, including more inclusive events and stronger leadership involvement in Pride activities. Free2B also puts student voices front and centre by supporting young people to create inclusivity training materials, including guides and videos that shape staff professional development.
A common theme across all these efforts is the commitment to placing students at the heart of inclusivity work. By genuinely listening to and acting on student perspectives, these organisations are creating initiatives that are more relevant, responsive, and sustainable. Inclusion becomes more than just representation; it becomes active engagement and shared ownership.
Importantly, involving students must go beyond simply gathering feedback. As Margaret from Mount Roskill High School explained, ‘It’s more than student voice informing us. It’s about co-constructing. It’s a step further’. And as Paul from the same school stated, student voices can only be heard in environments where they feel safe: ‘You can’t have a student voice if you don’t have a safe environment’.
Fostering community connections
Community support and connection play a vital role in the success of any effort to improve inclusivity in schools. Building strong community connections serves two key purposes. First, partnering with local LGBTQIA+ organisations allows schools to draw on their deep knowledge and experience. These collaborations not only help empower the broader community but also ensure a more coordinated and informed approach to supporting LGBTQIA+ students. Jordan from TIE emphasised the importance of these connections in advancing LGBT-inclusive education. He described how involving allies, youth parliaments, LGBTQIA+ organisations, and other supportive agencies leads to inclusive, practical solutions that work across different school contexts. These partnerships also help build broader support and drive meaningful policy change at higher levels.
Second, many of the organisations we spoke with highlighted the importance of transparency and open communication with the wider school community. This includes creating opportunities for families to engage in respectful dialogue with school leaders about any concerns they may have. It also means welcoming supportive families to participate in events, policy development, and broader inclusivity efforts. Maintaining this openness builds trust, strengthens relationships, and helps ensure that inclusivity efforts are collaborative and sustainable.
Promoting representation
Promoting LGBTQIA+ representation in schools is essential for supporting young people's mental health, sense of belonging, and overall wellbeing. Inclusive representation helps create a school environment where students feel seen, valued, and supported (Proud Trust, QTopia). Many organisations emphasised that this representation must go beyond tokenism. LGBTQIA+ identities should be meaningfully integrated and celebrated across all areas of school life.
When LGBTQIA+ students see themselves reflected in the curriculum, school policies, and among role models, they experience a stronger sense of acceptance and connection within their school community (Jerome from McLean’s College; Proud Trust; Just Like Us). Positive representation helps normalise LGBTQIA+ identities, reduces stigma, and improves mental health outcomes (Jordan from TIE).
Visible representation also plays a key role in reducing bullying and discrimination by promoting empathy and understanding. This, in turn, leads to fewer incidents of homophobia, biphobia, and transphobia (Proud Trust, TIE). Representation provides students with positive role models, counters harmful stereotypes, and supports academic achievement (Free2B, QTopia, and Just Like Us).
Inclusive representation benefits all students by preparing them to live in a diverse society. It fosters respect for different identities and helps build a culture of inclusion and allyship (Just Like Us, Çavaria). It also meets schools’ legal and ethical responsibilities to protect LGBTQIA+ students from discrimination and promotes equity (TIE, Çavaria).
Beyond gender identity and sexual orientation, representation should also reflect the intersectionality of students’ experiences, including race, ethnicity, disability, and other aspects of identity. This broader approach ensures that all students feel seen, respected, and valued (Çavaria, Schools Out).
By prioritising LGBTQIA+ representation, we empower young people. It helps them build confidence, develop a positive self-image, and advocate for themselves and others (Proud Trust, Just Like Us). It also provides essential guidance and support to students exploring their identities. By embracing meaningful representation, schools create safer, more inclusive environments that benefit every student and contribute to a more equitable society.
[bookmark: _Hlk196830424]Conclusion
In creating genuine, inclusive school environments, a whole-school approach is essential, which integrates inclusive policies, visible representation, an inclusive curriculum, teacher training, safe spaces, community engagement, and the empowerment of student voices. When schools work systematically to embed LGBTQIA+ inclusivity into every layer of school life, they not only improve the mental health and wellbeing of LGBTQIA+ students but also create a stronger, safer, and more welcoming environment for all young people. 
This work requires commitment, collaboration with community organisations, transparency with families, and the active involvement of students themselves. By moving beyond tokenistic gestures and embracing comprehensive, sustained strategies, schools can foster a culture of acceptance, belonging, and respect, helping every student to thrive both academically and personally. Building inclusive schools is not only an ethical responsibility, but it is an investment in the well-being and future of all students.
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