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Introduction 
 
Understandings of gender identity have shifted in recent years, and many individuals in the United 
States now recognize that gender is not confined to two binary categories. Individuals with a 
nonbinary1 gender identity are receiving more attention in the media and in research. Much of the 
research on Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer/Questioning (LGBTQ+) individuals 
focuses on sexual orientation as opposed to gender identity. Estimates of the percentage of the 
population that identifies as transgender or nonbinary are varied. Herman and colleagues (2017) 
found that 0.5% of adults in the United States identify as transgender, and 0.7% of 13- to 17-year-
olds do as well. Other estimates are higher; in a sample of over 80,000 9th and 11th grade students 
in Minnesota, Rider and colleagues (Rider, McMorris, Gower, Coleman, & Eisenberg, 2018) 
found that 2.7% identified as transgender, genderqueer, genderfluid, or unsure about their gender 
identity. There are currently no conclusive data on the percentage of nonbinary individuals in the 
population under the age of 13 (Mangin, 2018).  

A small portion of the research on LGBTQ+ individuals focuses on transgender or nonbinary 
individuals. Still, the research that does exist suggests that transgender and nonbinary adults and 
children experience a host of negative mental health and adjustment outcomes including higher 
rates of depressive symptoms and suicidality (Collier, van Beusekom, Bos, & Sandfort, 2013; 
Goldblum, Testa, Pflum, Hendricks, Bradford, & Bongar, 2012; Haas, Philip, Rogers, & Herman, 
2014; Lowry, Johns, & Gordon, 2018; Valentine & Shipherd, 2018), substance abuse disorders 
(Lowry et al., 2018; Reisner, Greytak, Parsons, & Ybarra, 2015; Valentine & Shipherd, 2018), and 
other mental health problems (Matsuno & Budge, 2017; Rider, et al., 2018; Valentine & Shipherd, 
2018). Rider and colleagues (2018) found that 59.3% of transgender and gender-nonconforming 
adolescents reported long term mental health problems, compared to 17.4% of their cisgender 
counterparts. Alarmingly, a study of 6,000 transgender adults found a reported lifetime suicide 
attempt rate of 41% (Haas et al., 2014).  

Two important factors that may contribute to mental health outcomes for transgender and 
nonbinary youth are bullying and school belonging. Both factors have been linked to adjustment 
outcomes for students (Goodenow, 1993; Osterman, 2000; Roeser, Midgley, & Urdan, 1996). 
LGBTQ+ youth in general, and transgender and nonbinary youth in particular, report high rates of 
violence, discrimination, marginalization, harassment, and assault (Corby, Hodges, & Perry, 2007; 
Egan & Perry, 2001; Greytak, Kosciw, & Diaz, 2009; Greytak & Kosciw, 2013; Kosciw, Greytak, 
Zongrone, Clark, & Truang, 2018; McGuire, Anderson, Toomey, & Russell, 2010; Toomey, Ryan, 

 
1 We use the term nonbinary to refer to individuals who have gender identities that do not conform to a binary gender 
system. Individuals may choose to use a different term when describing themselves.  
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Diaz, Card, & Russell, 2013; Yunger, Carvery, & Perry, 2004). Some research suggests that 
transgender individuals experience higher rates of depression and lower self-esteem almost 
exclusively because they are victimized by peers and others in their community (D'Augelli, 
Pilkington, & Hershberger, 2002; Espelage, Aragon, Birkett, & Koenig, 2008; Martin-Storey & 
Crosnoe, 2014; Murdock & Bloch, 2005; Poteat & Espelage, 2007; Rinehart, Espelage, & Bub, 
2017; Russell, Ryan, Toomey, Diaz, & Sanchez, 2011; Seelman, Walls, Hazel, & Wisneski, 2011; 
Valentine & Shipherd, 2018). In a review of the literature on sexual orientation and gender 
identity/expression and their relationship to peer victimization in adolescence, Collier and 
colleagues (2013) found strong evidence for the fact that this kind of bullying is associated with 
higher depressive symptoms, lower school belongingness, traumatic stress, alcohol and substance 
use, and disruptions to educational attainment.  

School belonging is the sense of community and whether individuals feel they are accepted, 
respected, and included by others (Aerts, Van Houtte, Dewaele, Cox, & Vincke, 2012), and is 
often considered a basic psychological need for youth (Osterman, 2000). School belonging is 
associated with positive mental health and academic outcomes for all students (Goodenow, 1993; 
Osterman, 2000; Roeser, et al., 1996). Students with higher school belonging are less likely to 
attempt suicide (Goodenow et al., 2006) and have higher self-esteem (Kosciw, Palmer, Kull, & 
Greytak, 2013). LGBTQ+ youth report a lower sense of school belonging than heterosexual and 
cisgender peers (Birkett et al., 2009; Galliher et al., 2004), but research shows it can buffer the 
negative impacts of homophobia on LGBTQ+ youth (Heck, Flentje, & Cochran, 2013; Szalacha, 
2004).  

Because bullying and low school belonging have a negative impact on transgender and nonbinary 
youths’ mental health and educational outcomes, it is important to consider how best to protect 
students from such experiences. Research has suggested that a social support is important for all 
students’ adjustment (Goodenow, 1993), but may be especially important for LGBTQ+ individuals 
(Eisenberg & Resnick, 2006; Harper, Brodsky, & Bruce, 2012; Marshal, et al., 2017; Saewyc, 
2011; Seelman, Forge, Walls, & Bridges, 2015; Valentine & Shipherd, 2018). In fact, with 
appropriate social support, many of the mental health and educational differences between 
LGBTQ+ youth and other youth disappear (Bockting, Miner, Swineburne Romine, Hamilton, & 
Coleman, 2013; Goldblum, et al., 2012; Greytak, Kosciw, & Boesen, 2013; McGuire et al., 2010; 
Reisner, et al., 2015; Toomey et al., 2010). While social support from family and friends is 
important for transgender and nonbinary students (Ybarra, Mitchell, Palmer, & Reisner, 2014), 
research suggests that social support from adults at school is also important (Katz-Wise, et al., 
2017; Kroeger & Regula, 2017; Toomey, McGuire, & Russell, 2012; Wolowic, Sullivan, Valdez, 
Porta, & Eisenberg, 2018). Research shows that social support from adults at school is associated 
with higher school belonging (Ullman, 2017), increased feelings of safety at school (Kosciw et al., 
2018), better education outcomes (Kosciw et al., 2018; Seelman, et al., 2011) and better mental 
health outcomes (Goodenow et al., 2016) for transgender students. Supportive school-based adults 
may play an important role both in encouraging the identity development of transgender students 
(Wolowic, et al., 2018), and also in protecting students from victimization (Birkett, et al., 2009; 
Diaz, Kosciw, & Greytak, 2010; Goodenow et al., 2006). 

In a nationally-representative sample of LGBTQ+ youth, Kosciw and colleagues (2018) found that 
students who could identify many supportive school staff were less likely to miss school, had 
higher GPAs, and felt a greater sense of school belonging. In a study of transgender students in 
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Australia, Jones and colleagues (Jones, Smith, Ward, Dixon, Hillier, & Mitchell, 2016) found that 
students who had no support from teachers were more than four times as likely to leave school and 
were also at an increased risk for harassment and abuse. Similarly, Kosciw and colleagues (2013) 
found that supportive school staff not only predicted lower victimization for LGBTQ+ students, 
but also moderated the negative impact of victimization on absenteeism.  

Some district- and school-level factors other than the supportiveness of school staff may contribute 
to transgender students’ feelings of safety and belonging, and thus their mental health. Research 
shows that official policies against harassment (Gower, Forster, Gloppen, Johnson, Eisenberg, 
Connet, & Borowsky, 2018; Chesir-Teran & Hughes, 2009; McGuire et al., 2010; Goodenow, et 
al., 2006; Szalacha, 2004), the presence of Gay-Straight Alliance (Goodenow et al., 2006; Heck, 
et al., 2011; Kosciw et al., 2018; Szalacha, 2004; Toomey, Ryan, Diaz, & Russell, 2011), and an 
LGBTQ+ inclusive curriculum (Russell, Kostroski, McGuire, Laub, & Manke, 2006) contribute 
to better outcomes for transgender students. Little is known about how the demographic make-up 
of a school may predict LGBTQ+ students’ perceptions of belonging, safety, and willingness to 
assert their identity. Some research shows that transgender individuals who are also racial/ethnic 
minorities experience even more victimization than white transgender individuals (Whitfield, 
Walls, Langenderfer-Magruder, & Clark, 2014; Cochran & Mays, 1994; Wilson & Yoshikawa, 
2004; Sutter & Perrin, 2016). Poteat and colleagues (Poteat, Espelage, & Koenig, 2009) found 
students who attended more racially diverse schools were more willing to maintain friendships 
with LGBTQ+ peers than students who attended less diverse schools. Thus, race/ethnicity may not 
only play an important role in the bullying experience of transgender and nonbinary youth, but the 
overall demographic makeup of a school may influence these students’ willingness to disclose 
their gender identity.  

The current body of literature is limited in some important ways. First, the research is inconclusive 
regarding what percentage of youth identify as nonbinary. Also, only very limited research 
regarding the demographic characteristics of students who identify as transgender exists (Rider et 
al., 2018), and there is no research on the demographic characteristics of nonbinary students 
specifically. Second, it is not clear how school-level demographic factors may predict students’ 
willingness to disclose nonbinary gender identity. Finally, while research does suggest that 
LGBTQ+ youth experience more bullying and have lower school belonging, and that social 
support from adults may help to protect LGBTQ+ youth from such negative outcomes, the vast 
majority of this research focuses on students who are lesbian, gay, and bisexual, with much less 
attention to transgender youth. Even less attention has been paid specifically to nonbinary students. 

The current study strives to extend what is currently known about nonbinary students in the United 
States by examining survey results in the Baltimore County Public Schools (BCPS), a large, 
diverse school district on the East Coast. In this paper, we will address the following four research 
questions:  

1. How many secondary students in the sample identify as nonbinary, and what are their 
demographic characteristics? 

2. What school-level variables predict a higher percentage of nonbinary students in a school? 

3. Do nonbinary students report different outcomes from male and female students in terms of 
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peer relationships, bullying, and relationships with school-based adults?  

4. Do positive relationships with adults in school protect nonbinary students from lower 
school belonging and bullying? 

Methods 

Data for the current study were collected through a large, annual survey for all stakeholders of 
BCPS. Versions of the survey were designed for students, parents, teachers, school-based 
administrators, central office staff, and community members. The survey was administered online 
in 16 languages. A limited number of students completed the survey on paper and a teacher or 
other school-based adult entered the responses from the paper survey into the online survey. The 
survey was open for six weeks in January and February 2019.  

Measures 

Gender. Students reported their gender on the survey using one item. The item read “Please 
identify your gender.” Three answer choices were included: “Male (he/him)”; Female (she/her)”; 
and “Another gender identity (they/them)”. Students could only select one option, and the question 
was not mandatory. 

Race/Ethnicity. Students reported their race/ethnicity on the survey using one item. The item read 
“Please indicate your race/ethnicity.” Answer choices included: “American Indian/Alaskan 
Native”; “Asian”; “Black or African American”; “Hispanic or Latino”; “Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander”; “White”; and “Two or More Races”. Students could only choose one option, and 
the question was not mandatory. 

School-level demographic characteristics. We obtained school-level enrollment, percent White 
students, percent Black students, percent other race students, percent English Learner students, 
percent special education students, and percent Free and Reduced Price Meal (FARMs) students 
from official school records for the 2018–2019 school year. We also obtained school area, magnet 
status, and level (middle school vs. high school) from official school records. Survey response rate 
was calculated by dividing the number of students who responded to the survey in each school by 
the enrollment for that school. 

Bullying. Two bullying variables were included in the current study: Bullying Experience and 
Bullying Frequency. Bullying Experience was assessed with one yes/no item on the survey: “I was 
bullied at this school.” Bullying Frequency was assessed on the survey with four items (α = 0.78) 
asking students to indicate how frequently they had been bullied in the following locations: in the 
classroom; outside the classroom (cafeteria, gym, hallway, or stairs); on the school bus; and online 
or by text. For each item the answer choices were: “Never”; “Once or Twice”; “Once a Month”; 
and “Everyday.” Only those students who answered Yes to the Bullying Experience question 
received the Bullying Frequency items.  

Belonging. The extent to which students felt physically and emotionally safe at school, both in 
terms of their overall school environment and in terms of peer-to-peer relationships, was measured 
using eleven items on the survey (α = 0.91). Example items include: “I feel safe at my school”; 
“Students at my school treat me with respect”; and “At my school, students do things that are good 
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for the school community.” Each item was answered on a four-point scale including “Strongly 
Disagree”, “Disagree”, “Agree”, and “Strongly Agree”. A domain index score was calculated to 
convert the scale from 0 – 4 to 0 – 100. Higher values represent more positive perceptions.  

Student Support. The extent to which students receive social support from teachers and other 
adults in school was measured using six items from the survey (α = 0.83). Example items include: 
“There is at least one adult at my school I can go to if I have a problem”; and “My teachers talk to 
me about college and career choices.” Each item was answered on a four-point scale including 
“Strongly Disagree”, “Disagree”, “Agree”, and “Strongly Agree”. A domain index score was 
calculated to convert the scale from 0 – 4 to 0 – 100. Higher values represent more positive 
perceptions.  

Participants 

The survey received a total of 79,935 responses from all stakeholder groups, and a total of 38,507 
responses from secondary students. This included 19,987 middle school students and 18,520 high 
school students. The response rates were 78.3% and 56.1% for middle and high school, 
respectively. Students who did not answer the gender question on the survey were excluded from 
the sample. The final analytic sample included 37,951 students in middle and high school (grades 
6 through 12).  

Analysis Plan 

The analysis plan was designed to test the four research questions.  

How many secondary students in the sample identify as nonbinary, and what are their 
demographic characteristics? We will use percentages and tests of proportions to examine 
demographic characteristics of nonbinary students and to compare the proportions of nonbinary 
students by race/ethnic group.  

What school-level variables predict a higher percentage of nonbinary students in a school? 
We will use ordinary least squares linear regression to examine predictors of the percentage of 
nonbinary students in a school. The percentage of nonbinary students will be regressed on school-
level demographic characteristics including the percentage of students in specific groups (e.g., 
race, special education, English Learner) and school characteristics (e.g., level, area, magnet status, 
enrollment).  

Do nonbinary students report different outcomes from male and female students in terms of 
peer relationships, bullying, and relationships with school-based adults? First, percentage of 
each gender who answered Yes to the Bullying Experience question will be compared. Second, 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) will be used to compare gender groups on Bullying Frequency, 
Belonging, and Student Support. Finally, we will conduct regression analyses to examine how 
gender predicts all four variables while controlling for student-level and school-level variables. 
Logistic regression will be used for Bullying Experience and ordinary least squares regression will 
be used for Bullying Frequency, Belonging, and Student Support. 

Do positive relationships with adults in school protect nonbinary students from poor peer 
relationships and bullying? To examine this question, we will use three regressions, one each for 
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Bullying Experience, Bullying Frequency, and Belonging. This will include a logistic regression 
for Bullying Experience and ordinary least squares regressions for Bullying Frequency and 
Belonging. Each regression will include an interaction term between nonbinary gender and Student 
Support. A significant interaction term will indicate a significant difference between nonbinary 
and male/female students on the relationship between Student Support and the school experience 
variable. Additionally, we will examine intraclass correlations to determine whether a multi-level 
model would be appropriate for examining the relationship of the gender and Student Support 
interaction with Bullying Experience, Bullying Frequency, and Belonging. Should an intraclass 
correlation demonstrate a meaningful proportion of variance in an outcome variable is between 
schools, we will conduct a multi-level model with students modeled at level 1 and schools modeled 
at level 2. 

Results 

Demographic Characteristics 

A total of 37,951 secondary students responded to the survey. Of these, 47.6% were male (n = 
18,056), 50.6% were female (n = 19,199), and 1.8% were nonbinary (n = 696). Table 1 shows the 
racial/ethnic demographic distribution of students by gender. A significantly lower proportion of 
Black students reported being nonbinary (z = ˗7.0 p < .001), and a significantly higher proportion 
of other-race students reported being nonbinary (z = 5.8, p < .001) compared to the overall sample.  

Table 1 
Distribution of Gender by Racial/Ethnic Group 

 *** p < .001 

Approximately 97% of nonbinary respondents to the survey completed it in English (n = 676). Of 
the nonbinary students who did not complete the survey in English, thirteen completed the survey 
in Spanish, four in Chinese, and one each in Arabic, Filipino, Korean, and Urdu. Students who 
completed the survey in languages other than English were included in the analyses, and language 
was not included as a covariate given the comparatively small number of students who completed 
the survey in languages other than English. 

School-Level Variables 

The percentage of nonbinary respondents in a school varied from 0% to 3.0%. The mean 
percentage of nonbinary students was 1.4% (SD = .72) for middle schools and .94% (SD = .57) for 
high schools. None of the 28 high schools had zero nonbinary survey respondents.  

In order to test whether school-level factors predict the percentage of nonbinary respondents in a 
school, we regressed percentage nonbinary students on a variety of factors including geographic 
area, enrollment, percentage of students receiving various services, and percentage of students in 

 White 
n 

White 
% 

Black 
n 

Black 
% 

Other 
n 

Other 
% 

Total 
n 

Total 
% 

Male 6,825 48.2 5,973 47.6 5,215 46.8 18,056 47.6 
Female 7,059 49.9 6,464 51.5 5,634 50.5 19,199 50.6 
Nonbinary 274 1.9 116 0.9*** 305 2.7*** 696 1.8 
Total 14,158 100.0 12,553 100.0 11,154 100.0 37,951 100.0 
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different racial/ethnic groups. Results of this analysis are presented in Table 2. Higher percentages 
of White and other-race students predicted higher percentage of nonbinary students. Higher school 
enrollment predicted lower percentage of nonbinary students, while higher survey response rate 
predicted higher percentage of nonbinary students. Magnet schools2 had higher percentages of 
nonbinary students than non-magnet schools. Finally, higher percentage of FARMs students at the 
school predicted a lower percentage of nonbinary students, but a higher percentage of special 
education students in the school predicted a higher percentage of nonbinary students in the school. 

Table 2 
Regression Coefficients for Model Predicting Percent Nonbinary Students in a School 
 b SE 95% Confidence Interval 
Enrollment -0.00* 0.00 -0.00 – -0.00 
Survey response rate 0.01* 0.00 0.00 – 0.02 
% White students 1.49** 0.50 0.48 – 2.49 
% Other-race students 3.52** 1.04 1.43 – 5.61 
Magnet status 0.51** 0.15 0.20 – 0.81 
High school -0.30 0.15 -0.60 – 0.01 
% English learner students -0.54 1.06 -2.68 – 1.60 
% Special education students 4.68** 1.44 1.78 – 7.59 
% FARMs students -1.67* 0.65 -2.99 – -0.35 

Note. These analyses also controlled for geographic area in the county. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01 

School Experiences 

The count and percentage of each gender that reported they had been bullied in their school is 
presented in Table 3. Almost half of nonbinary students had been bullied in their school, while 
fewer than one in five male and female students had been bullied.  

Table 3 
Count and Percentage of Each Gender Group Experiencing Bullying 
 n % 
Male 2,776 15.5 
Female 3,420 17.9 
Nonbinary 322 46.4 

Means and standard deviations for Bullying Frequency, Belonging, and Student Support separated 
by gender are presented in Table 4. We found a significant difference between groups on all three 
variables, and nonbinary students had lower means on Belonging and Student Support, and a 
higher mean on Bullying Frequency, suggesting that these students’ outcomes were generally 
worse than the outcomes for male and female students. About half of male and female students 
felt positively about their peer relationships in school, while about a third of nonbinary students 
felt the same. In terms of Bullying Frequency, nonbinary students’ average score of 2.64 is about 
halfway between “Once or Twice” and “Once a Month”. Close to two-thirds of male and female 
students perceived their relationships with adults in school as positive, while less than half of 

 
2 Magnet schools are specialized programs that are intended to “… extend and enrich the existing BCPS curricula, 
promote student diversity, and align with evolving community and industry/business needs.” (BCPS, no date). 
Students apply to attend magnet schools. 
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nonbinary students perceived their adult relationships as positive. 

Table 4 
Means and Standard Deviations for Variables of Interest by Gender 
 Bullying Frequency 

M (SD) 
Belonging 

M (SD) 
Student Support 

M (SD) 
Male 2.01 (0.83) 51.60 (20.88) 64.42 (20.13) 
Female 1.96 (0.74) 49.46 (20.36) 64.34 (18.98) 
Nonbinary 2.64 (1.07) 34.59 (26.74) 47.44 (28.78) 
F 104.81*** 248.73*** 248.62*** 

*** p < .001 

To examine group differences in the variables of interest while controlling for individual-level and 
school-level variables, we ran a series of regressions. We used a logistic regression to predict 
Bullying Experience (see Table 5), and ordinary least squares regressions to predict Bullying 
Frequency, Belonging, and Student Support (see Table 6). In terms of gender, nonbinary students 
had significantly higher odds of experiencing bullying and reported significantly more frequent 
bullying than female students. Nonbinary students were almost four times as likely to experience 
bullying as female students. Nonbinary students reported significantly lower Belonging and 
Student Support than female students.  

Table 5 
Logistic Regression Results Predicting Bullying Experience 
 Odds Ratio SE 95% Confidence Interval 
Nonbinary 3.97*** 0.32 3.39 – 4.65 
Male 0.82*** 0.02 0.78 – 0.87 
White 1.32*** 0.05 1.23 – 1.43 
Other-race 1.08* 0.04 1.01 – 1.17 
Enrollment 1.00* 0.00 1.00 – 1.00 
Survey response rate 1.00 0.00 1.00 – 1.00 
% White students 2.40*** 0.32 1.84 – 3.12 
% Other-race students 0.94 0.25 0.56 – 1.58 
High school  0.49*** 0.02 0.45 – 0.54 
Magnet status 0.99 0.04 0.91 – 1.07 
% English learner  0.84 0.21 0.51 – 1.37 
% Special education  4.94* 3.36 1.30 – 18.72 
% FARMs 3.72*** 0.85 2.38 – 5.83 
R2 0.04   

Note. These analyses also controlled for geographic area in the county. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 

Table 6 
Linear Regression Results Predicting Bullying Frequency, Belonging, and Student Support 
1. Bullying Frequency b SE 95% Confidence Interval 
Nonbinary 0.67*** 0.05 0.57 – 0.76 
Male 0.06** 0.02 0.02 – 0.10 
White 0.02 0.03 ˗ 0.04 – 0.07 
Other-race 0.06* 0.03 0.00 – 0.11 
Enrollment 0.00 0.00 ˗ 0.00 – 0.00 
Survey response rate 0.00 0.00 ˗ 0.00 – 0.00 
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1. Bullying Frequency b SE 95% Confidence Interval 
% White students 0.28** 0.10 0.10 – 0.47 
% Other-race students ˗ 0.11 0.19 ˗ 0.48 – 0.26 
High school  0.08* 0.03 0.01 – 0.14 
Magnet status 0.01 0.03 ˗ 0.05 – 0.07 
% English learner  0.08 0.18 ˗ 0.28 – 0.43 
% Special education  ˗ 0.74 0.52 ˗ 1.77 – 0.29 
% FARMs 0.48** 0.17 0.15 – 0.81 
R2 0.03   
    
2. Belonging b SE 95% Confidence Interval 
Nonbinary ˗ 15.17*** 0.77 -16.67 – -13.67 
Male 2.51*** 0.21 2.11 – 2.91 
White ˗ 1.24*** 0.29 -1.80 – -0.68 
Other-race 0.28 0.27 -0.25 – 0.81 
Enrollment ˗ 0.01*** 0.00 -0.01 – -0.01 
Survey response rate 0.03** 0.01 0.01 – 0.05 
% White students ˗ 7.18*** 0.98 -9.10 – -5.25 
% Other-race students 3.06 1.99 -0.85 – 6.97 
High school  6.55*** 0.31 5.95 – 7.15 
Magnet status 0.48 0.30 -0.11 – 1.06 
% English learner  9.66*** 1.83 6.07 – 13.23 
% Special education  ˗ 26.63*** 4.87 -36.18 – -17.09 
% FARMs ˗ 34.02*** 1.70 -37.36 – -30.69 
R2 0.11   
    
3. Student Support b SE 95% Confidence Interval 
Nonbinary ˗ 16.85*** 0.76 -18.34 – -15.35 
Male 0.15 0.21 -0.26 – 0.55 
White 0.75** 0.28 0.19 – 1.31 
Other-race ˗ 0.31 0.27 -0.84 – 0.22 
Enrollment ˗ 0.00*** 0.00 -0.01 – -0.00 
Survey response rate ˗ 0.01 0.01 -0.03 – 0.01 
% White students ˗ 4.38*** 0.98 -6.30 – -2.46 
% Other-race students ˗ 4.07* 1.99 -7.97 – -0.18 
High school  0.14 0.31 -0.46 – 0.74 
Magnet status ˗ 0.29 0.30 -0.88 – 0.29 
% English learner  12.86*** 1.82 9.29 – 16.43 
% Special education  10.24* 4.86 0.71 – 19.77 
% FARMs ˗ 17.93*** 1.70 -21.25 – -14.60 
R2 0.02   

Note. These analyses also controlled for geographic area in the county. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 

School-Based Adults 

In order to examine whether Student Support acts as a protective factor for students, we regressed 
Bullying Experience, Bullying Frequency, and Belonging on demographic factors and an 
interaction term between nonbinary gender identity and Student Support. The regression for 
Bullying Experience was a logistic regression (see Table 7) while the regressions for Belonging 
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and Bullying Frequency were ordinary least squares (see Table 8). Nonbinary students scored 
significantly lower than female students on Belonging, were significantly more likely to report 
experiencing bullying, and reported significantly more frequent bullying than female students. The 
interaction term between Student Support and nonbinary gender was significant for Belonging and 
Bullying Frequency, but not for Bullying Experience. This means that nonbinary students were 
more likely to experience bullying regardless of their scores on Student Support. 

Table 7 
Logistic Regression Results for Bullying Experience with Gender and Student Support Interaction 
 Odds Ratio SE 95% Confidence Interval  
Male 0.82*** 0.02 0.77 – 0.86 
White 1.36*** 0.05 1.26 – 1.48 
Other-race 1.07 0.04 0.99 – 1.16 
Enrollment 1.00 0.00 1.00 – 1.00 
Survey response rate 1.00 0.00 0.99 – 1.00 
% White students 2.23*** 0.31 1.70 – 2.92 
% Other-race students 0.90 0.24 0.53 – 1.53 
High school  .49*** 0.02 0.45 – 0.53 
Magnet status .98 0.04 0.91 – 1.07 
% English learner  1.07 0.27 0.65 – 1.77 
% Special education  6.81** 4.72 1.75 – 26.56 
% FARMs 2.60*** 0.61 1.61 – 4.11 
    
Nonbinary 2.68*** 0.27 2.20 – 3.25 
Student Support 0.98*** 0.00 0.98 – 0.98 
Nonbinary X Student Support 1.00 0.00 1.00 – 1.00 
    
R2 0.07   

Note. These analyses also controlled for geographic area in the county. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
 

Table 8 
Linear Regression Results with Gender and Student Support Interaction 
1. Bullying Frequency b SE 95% Confidence Interval 
Male 0.05** 0.02 0.01 – 0.09 
White 0.01 0.03 -0.39 – 0.07 
Other-race 0.03 0.03 -0.03 – 0.08 
Enrollment 0.00 0.00 -0.00 – 0.00 
Survey response rate 0.00 0.00 -0.00 – 0.00 
% White students 0.31** 0.09 0.13 – 0.49 
% Other-race students ˗ 0.18 0.18 -0.53 – 0.17 
High school  0.05 0.03 -0.01 – 0.11 
Magnet status ˗ 0.01 0.03 -0.06 – 0.05 
% English learner  0.26 0.17 -0.08 – 0.59 
% Special education  ˗ 0.42 0.50 -1.39 – 0.56 
% FARMs 0.38* 0.16 0.06 – 0.69 
    
Nonbinary 0.29*** 0.67 0.18 – 0.41 
Student Support ˗ 0.01*** 0.00 -0.01 – -0.01 
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1. Bullying Frequency b SE 95% Confidence Interval 
Nonbinary X Student Support ˗ 0.01*** 0.00 -0.01 – -0.00 
    
R2 0.14   
    
2. Belonging b SE 95% Confidence Interval 
Male 2.41*** 0.16 2.10 – 2.72 
White ˗ 1.72*** 0.21 -2.14 – -1.29 
Other-race 0.50* 0.21 0.09 – 0.90 
Enrollment ˗ 0.01*** 0.00 -0.01 – -0.00 
Survey response rate 0.04*** 0.01 0.02 – 0.05 
% White students ˗ 4.36*** 0.75 -5.82 – -2.89 
% Other-race students 5.78*** 1.52 2.81 – 8.76 
High school  6.49*** 0.23 6.03 – 6.95 
Magnet status 0.66** 0.23 0.22 – 1.11 
% English learner  1.15 1.39 -1.57 – 3.89 
% Special education  ˗33.17*** 3.71 -40.45 – -25.90 
% FARMs ˗22.34*** 1.30 -24.89 – -19.80 
    
Nonbinary ˗ 3.35*** 0.67 -4.66 – -2.03 
Student Support 0.65*** 0.00 0.64 – 0.66 
Nonbinary X Student Support 0.07** 0.02 0.03 – 0.11 
    
R2 0.48   

 

Figure 1 shows the relationship between Student Support and Bullying Frequency for male and 
female students and nonbinary students. Increases in Student Support were associated with 
decreased Bullying Frequency for all students, but the effect was more notable for nonbinary 
students. In fact, at high levels of Student Support, male/female and nonbinary students looked 
very similar on Bullying Frequency. 

 

Figure 1. Relationship between Student Support and Bullying Frequency by Gender: Linear Regression 
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Figure 2 shows the association between Student Support and Belonging for male and female 
students and for nonbinary students. As with Bullying Frequency, Student Support was beneficial 
for all students as higher Student Support was associated with higher Belonging. Also, again, this 
association was stronger for nonbinary students than for male and female students. At one standard 
deviation below the mean of Student Support, male and female students scored almost six points 
higher on the Belonging index compared to nonbinary students, but at one standard deviation 
above the mean, the difference between male and female students and nonbinary students was 
reduced by half.  

 

Figure 2. Relationship between Student Support and Belonging by Gender: Linear Regression 

In the data for this survey, students are nested within schools. Therefore, it is possible a multi-level 
model with students nested in schools may be appropriate for analyzing the effect of the interaction 
between gender and Student Support on the outcome variables of interest. Table 8 shows the 
intraclass correlations (ICCs) for each of the outcome variables. The ICC for Belonging indicated 
that approximately 10% of the variance in this variable was due to between-school variation as 
opposed to within-school variation. Thus, we conducted a multi-level model with students at level 
1 and schools at level 2 for Belonging.  

Table 8 
Intraclass Correlations for Outcome Variables of Interest 

 Bullying Experience Bullying Frequency Belonging 
ICC 0.03 0.00 0.10 
SE 0.01 0.00 0.02 
95% Confidence Interval 0.02 – 0.04 0.00 – 0.01 0.07 – 0.14 

The multi-level model for Belonging included a random intercept and a random slope for the 
interaction between nonbinary gender and Student Support. We included student-level 
demographic covariates (male, white, and other-race) as fixed effects. The results of this analysis 
are presented in Table 9. In this model, nonbinary gender predicted lower Belonging and higher 
Student Support predicted higher Belonging. The interaction between nonbinary gender and 
Student Support was also significant.  
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Table 9 
Multi-Level Model for Belonging Results 

 b SE 95% CI 
Fixed Parts    

Intercept  48.83*** 0.83 47.21 – 50.45 
Male 2.53*** 0.16 2.22 – 2.83 
White -1.71*** 0.22 -2.13 – -1.29 
Other-race 0.51* 0.20 0.11 - 0.91 
Nonbinary -3.33*** 0.66 -4.64 – -2.04 
Student Support 12.86*** 0.08 12.70 – 13.02 
Nonbinary X Student Support 1.11** 0.43 .27 – 1.95 

Random Parts    
Intercept 6.05 0.58 5.01 – 7.30 
Nonbinary X Student Support 1.13 0.34 0.62 – 2.03 
Correlation (Intercept, Nonbinary X Student Support) 1.00 0.00 -1.00 – 1.00 
Residual 14.83 0.05 14.72 – 14.94 

Note. CI = Confidence Interval. These analyses also controlled for geographic area in the county. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 

Figure 3 shows the interaction between nonbinary gender and Student Support for the multi-level 
model predicting Belonging. Like the regression analysis, higher Student Support predicted higher 
Belonging for all students, but this effect was greater for nonbinary students as compared to male 
and female students. At levels of Student Support one standard deviation above the mean, 
nonbinary students’ Belonging domain index scores were more similar to male/female students’ 
scores than at one standard deviation below the mean of Student Support. 

 

Figure 3. Relationship between Student Support and Belonging: Linear Multi-level Model 

Discussion 

Limited research on LGBTQ+ students in general, and transgender and nonbinary students in 
particular, shows a host negative mental health and academic outcomes when compared to 
heterosexual and cisgender peers. LGBTQ+ youth experience higher rates of bullying and 
victimization, and lower school belonging. Yet, victimization by peers and a lack of a sense of 

37.19

62.93

31.53

59.49

0.0

10.0

20.0

30.0

40.0

50.0

60.0

70.0

80.0

Low Student Support High Student Support

B
el

on
gi

ng

Male/Female
Non-Binary



Nonbinary Students 

Office of Research 14 May 29, 2020 

belonging within a school community potentially lead to various mental health and educational 
problems for youth. One possible way in which to help protect LGBTQ+ from bullying and lower 
school belonging is through social support from teachers and other school-based adults. This may 
be especially important for nonbinary youth; less is known about nonbinary youth than those that 
fall into other categories of LGBTQ+, but the limited research that does exist suggests that 
nonbinary individuals have even poorer mental health outcomes than other LGBTQ+ individuals 
(Harrison, Grant, & Herman, 2011). 

The current study attempted to fill gaps in the body of research by considering nonbinary 
secondary students in a large, public school district, and examining bullying, school belonging, 
and social support from adults in school for this population when compared to male and female 
students. This study is one of only a few studies to examine the prevalence of nonbinary students 
in the general population. Close to two percent of survey respondents selected the nonbinary 
gender option, which is approximately 700 students in BCPS. Given the relatively low response 
rates, especially from high school students, there could be hundreds more nonbinary secondary 
students in BCPS, suggesting that even though two percent is a small proportion of the student 
body, it is a large group of students in terms of raw numbers. 

Additionally, some school-level factors predict higher percentages of nonbinary students. Perhaps 
most interestingly, schools with higher percentages of special education students also had higher 
percentages of nonbinary students. This could be because students in schools with generally more 
diverse populations are more accepting of transgender and nonbinary youth (Poteat et al., 2009), 
which may mean that nonbinary youth are more likely to claim this gender identity for themselves. 
Some limited research has suggested individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) are more 
likely to report gender variance than the general population (Janssen, Huang, & Duncan, 2016), 
but this research is often methodologically flawed and gender variance and transgenderism are 
likely distinct concepts (Turban, 2018; van Schalkwyk, Klingensmith, & Volkmar, 2015). Still, 
the association between ASD and transgender or nonbinary identity could exist, though it has not 
been strongly demonstrated in the research literature. This may also help to explain why schools 
with higher percentages of special education students also have higher percentages of nonbinary 
students. 

As predicted by previous research on LGBTQ+ students, and specifically transgender and 
nonbinary students, we found that nonbinary students were more likely to have been bullied, 
experienced more frequent bullying, and had lower school belonging than female and male peers. 
In some cases, the differences were stark: while just under one in five female or male students had 
been bullied in their school, close to half of nonbinary students had been bullied. Of the 696 
nonbinary secondary students in BPCS, one in eight are bullied every day in all four locations 
asked about on the survey (i.e., in the classroom, outside the classroom, on the school bus, and 
online or by text). Nonbinary students make up less than 2 percent of the total number of secondary 
students, but encompass more than twenty percent of students who are bullied every day in every 
location.  

About half of female and male students feel accepted by their peers at school, while only a third 
of nonbinary students feel the same. Finally, close to two-thirds of female and male students feel 
supported and respected by adults in their school, but less than half of nonbinary students feel the 
same. This is consistent with the limited previous research suggesting that transgender youth are 
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victimized more frequently (Corby, et al., 2007; Egan & Perry, 2001; Greytak, et al., 2009; Greytak 
& Kosciw, 2013; Kosciw, et al., 2018; McGuire, et al., 2010; Toomey, et al., 2013; Yunger, et al., 
2004) and feel less like they belong at their school (Birkett et al., 2009; Galliher et al., 2004) than 
their heterosexual and cisgender peers. 

Finally, the current research demonstrates one possible solution for helping to protect nonbinary 
students from negative experiences in school: support from school-based adults. While gender did 
not interact significantly with social support from school-based adults in predicting whether a 
student had ever experienced bullying, our results showed that nonbinary students who had high 
social support reported less frequent bullying and more positive perceptions of school belonging. 
In both cases, social support from school-based adults was beneficial for all students but was 
particularly beneficial for nonbinary students. For example, when nonbinary students had high 
social support from school-based adults, they did not report more frequent bullying than male and 
female students, as was the case for nonbinary students with low social support. This is consistent 
with previous research showing the benefit of social support from teachers for transgender youth 
(Eisenberg & Resnick, 2006; Harper, et al., 2012; Marshal, et al., 2017; Saewyc, 2011; Seelman, 
et al., 2015; Valentine & Shipherd, 2018). 

This study is not without its limitations. First, because we used a self-report survey with a low 
response rate, it is possible that a large portion of nonbinary students were not included in the 
analyses, and there is no way to determine if the students who did not respond to the survey may 
have been more or less likely to identify as nonbinary. Second, students who are transgender but 
identify as male or female could not be identified and would have been included in the male or 
female groups in the analysis. While it is disappointing to be unable to examine the findings for 
transgender students in general, given previous research that suggests transgender youth are 
victimized more than cisgender individuals and have lower school belonging, it is likely that the 
inclusion of any transgender individuals in the female or male groups is attenuating the findings.  

Despite these limitations, the current study adds to the body of literature by being one of the first 
studies to focus specifically on the demographics and experiences of nonbinary secondary students 
attending a large public school district. The results of this study support findings from previous 
studies on LGBTQ+ and transgender youth. More research is needed to examine the degree to 
which nonbinary students may be similar or different from other LGBTQ+ and transgender youth, 
and to determine how best to support these students in a public school system.  
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