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The Mental Health Association of Maryland is a nonprofit education and advocacy organization
that brings together consumers, families, clinicians, advocates and concerned citizens for
unified action in all aspects of mental health, mental iliness and substance use. MHAMD
appreciates this opportunity to present testimony in support of House Bill 850.

HB 850 would prohibit a local board of education, a public or nonpublic elementary or
secondary school, or a public or nonpublic prekindergarten program that receives state funds
from refusing enroliment of, expelling, withholding privileges from, or otherwise discriminating
against any student or prospective student due to their race, ethnicity, color, religion, sex, age,
national origin, marital status, sexual orientation, gender identity, or disability. It also requires
local boards of education to adopt and maintain a written anti-discrimination policy as well as
requiring nonpublic prekindergarten, primary, and secondary schools that receive state funding
to develop and maintain a written anti-discrimination policy that prohibits discrimination.

A majority of LGBTQ students have reported feeling unsafe in their schools (64% of lesbian, gay
or bisexual students and 44% of transgender students) with over 90% of Maryland students
reporting hearing their classmates use anti-LGBTQ language on a regular basis. Staff and
administration may contribute to this discrimination as well, with 21% of Maryland students
reporting staff using homophobic language and 26% observing school staff making negative
remarks about someone’s gender expression.! Harassment for LGBTQ students doesn’t end in
the classroom, with cyberbullying leading to increased discrimination and harassment. Nearly
50% of LGBTQ students have experienced electronic harassment.?

Ultimately, the vast majority of LGBTQ students (86.3%) report experiencing harassment or
assault based on personal characteristics including sexual orientation and gender expression.
LGBTQ students who reported more severe victimization regarding their sexual orientation or
gender expression report lower levels of self-esteem and higher levels of depression. For
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transgender youth in particular, over 50% of all transgender and nonbinary youth in the US
report seriously considering suicide at some point in their lives.?

Numerous studies indicate that LGBTQ populations are at particular risk of psychological
distress and associated impairment, primarily from elevated exposure to stigma-related
minority stress.*> Minority stress is unique, socially based, and chronic, and may make LGBTQ
youth more vulnerable to development of behavioral health concerns such as anxiety,
depression, or substance use.®

There is an on-going crisis of abuse and discrimination being perpetuated against LGBTQ youth
in Maryland schools that is contributing to alarmingly high rates of mental health concerns and
suicidality. HB 850 would expand non-discrimination policies to better protect these youth and
support mental wellness in our schools. For these reasons, MHAMD urges a favorable report on
HB 850.
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