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Conversion Therapy for LGBTQ+ Youth:
Why It Matters for Schools
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On its surface, the Chiles v. Salazar decision handed down last month
would appear to be unrelated to education. In it, eight of nine U.S. Su-
preme Court justices sided with a Colorado therapist who claimed her
right to free speech was violated by a state law that prevented her from
providing minors with so-called “conversion therapy” that aims to
change sexual or gender identities.

But in a recent piece in Education Week, NEPC researcher Jonathon E.
Sawyer argues that the reasoning and impact of the decision will be felt
in public schools. And all of us, he warns, should “be concerned about
LGBTQ+ students who are subjected to these practices.”

“It is well documented that LGBTQ+ youth experience significant harm
through conversion practices, while evidence suggests that therapies
of affirmation support the emotional well-being of LGBTQ+ youth,” he
writes.

Sawyer, who just completed his PhD studies at CU Boulder, notes the
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push to allow chaplains to provide counseling in public schools. “Are
chaplains who affirm conversion practices now allowed to work with
their public-school students to erase their LGBTQ+ identities?” he asks.

The harm of conversion therapy occurs on top of the challenges LGBTQ+
youth already experience at many public schools. A 2023 NEPC re-
port notes that schools are often unwelcoming environments in which
LGBTQ+ youth face elevated risks of verbal and physical harassment.

Political rhetoric around anti-LGBTQ+ legal decisions like this one,
plus state-level laws (e.g., “don’t say gay” bills that prevent K-12 teach-
ers from introducing content about sexual orientation) elevate the level
of “minority stress” young people experience at school and at home—
increasing the risk of depression and suicide, as NEPC Fellow and CU
Boulder Professor Elizabeth Meyer writes in a 2023 piece in Psychology
Today. None of this is conducive to the development of academic or so-
cioemotional sKkills.

In his Education Week piece, Sawyer questions the Supreme Court’s em-
phasis in Chiles v. Salazar on the plaintiff’s contention that she simply
tries to honor the wishes of the young people who seek her out. He asks,

If a student is being abused by an influential adult in their
life, would it be ethical for a school counselor to help that stu-
dent pursue their stated goal of learning to better please that
adult? Or for an embedded therapist to help a student who
is struggling with anorexia pursue their goal of losing more
weight? Of course not.

Sawyer’s article also notes his own period of “emotional turmoil” and
“trauma” as a result of conversion practices he experienced during his
own high school and college years.

“Inevitably, many more LGBTQ+ youth will continue to be subjected to
practices that (at least for a time) they may view as a form of ‘healing’
and ‘freedom’ from what they believe to be deeply flawed parts of them-
selves,” he writes. “The decision by the Supreme Court in Chiles v. Sala-
zar smooths the path for such forms of harm to be wrought on future
generations.”
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NEPC Resources on LGBTQ Issues

This newsletter is made possible in part by support provided by the Great Lakes Cen-
ter for Education Research and Practice: http://www.greatlakescenter.org

The National Education Policy Center (NEPC), a university research center housed
at the University of Colorado Boulder School of Education, sponsors research,
produces policy briefs, and publishes expert third-party reviews of think tank reports.
NEPC publications are written in accessible language and are intended for a broad
audience that includes academic experts, policymakers, the media, and the general
public. Our mission is to provide high-quality information in support of democratic
deliberation about education policy. We are guided by the belief that the democratic
governance of public education is strengthened when policies are based on sound
evidence and support a multiracial society that is inclusive, kind, and just. Visit us
at: http://nepc.colorado.edu
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