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I am the Youth Initiative Director at Gay & Lesbian Advocates & Defenders (GLAD).
GLAD works in New England and nationally to create a just society free of discrimination
based on gender identity and expression, HIV status, and sexual orientation. I write today
in strong support of H. 5586.
The Children’s Bill of Rights enumerates the specific rights of children in the custody
and/or care of the Department of Children, Youth & Families (DCYF). To help ensure that
the rights of children in DCYF care are respected, a copy of the Children’s Bill of Rights
must be posted in a conspicuous place in all secure facilities and/or residential placement
facilities. The Children’s Bill of Rights is remarkable for the absence of a nondiscrimination provision. What a message that omission sends.
This bill will make explicit what we hope is policy now: the right of youth to be free
from discrimination based on race, color, religion, ancestry, national origin, gender, sexual
orientation, gender identity or expression, socioeconomic status or mental, physical,
developmental, or sensory disability, or by association with an individual or group who has
or is perceived to have one or more such characteristics.
I.

LBGTQ Youth Are Disproportionately Represented In The Out-Of Home And
Juvenile Justice Populations.

DCYF serves Rhode Island’s most vulnerable youth – including those who have
been kicked out of their homes and those who are in the juvenile justice system. Lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender, questioning and queer (LGBTQ) youth are disproportionately
represented in these populations.


LGBTQ youth represent 40% of out-of-home or at-risk youth.1



LGBTQ youth of color are particularly at risk: 44% of gay and lesbian homeless
youth identify as black and 26% as Latino, and 62% of transgender homeless youth
identify as black and 20% as Latino.2



LGBTQ youth compose 13 to 15 percent of those currently in the juvenile justice
system, yet only compose 5 to 7 percent of the overall youth population.3
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II.

Assuring Youth Unequivocally That DCYF Will Treat Them Without
Discrimination Will Improve the Lives Of DCYF-Involved Youth.

All children in contact with the Department of Children, Youth & Families should be
in a space that is safe regardless of their sexual orientation, gender identity or expression,
and other personal characteristics.
This proposed language would not only protect youth, it would protect those who
are their friends and allies, as well as those who are the children of parents and families
members who are or are perceived to be in the enumerated categories.
We know from the school context that when specific protected categories are
spelled out, rights are better protected. Compared to students at schools with a generic
anti-bullying policy that did not include protections based on sexual orientation and gender
identity or expression, students attending schools with a comprehensive anti-bullying
policy that included specific protections heard fewer homophobic remarks, experienced
lower levels of victimization related to their sexual orientation, were more likely to report
that staff intervened when hearing homophobic remarks and were more likely to report
incidents of harassment and assault to school staff.4
This simple bill is one way for Rhode Island to make it better for LGBTQ youth and
many others.
Respectfully submitted,

Vickie L. Henry
Youth Initiative Director & Senior Staff Attorney*
Gay & Lesbian Advocates & Defenders
30 Winter St., #800
Boston, MA 02108
vhenry@glad.org
(617) 426-1350
*Admitted in Massachusetts and California

Katayoon Majd, Jody Marksamer, and Carolyn Reyes, Hidden Injustice: Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual, and Transgender Youth in Juvenile Courts, The Equity Project, 2009.
4
2013 Joseph G. Kosciw et al. The 2013 National School Climate Survey, Gay, Lesbian &
Straight Education Network, 2011.
3

2

