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Racial and Gender Expression Discrimination among High School Students 
 
 

Abstract 
 

Students identify race/ethnicity and gender expression as being two prominent reasons 
for being harassed or bullied, essentially the target of discrimination. As expected these incidents 
are prominent among students who are not White and are non-binary in gender identity or 
express gender in ways other than expected given biological sex. Through a large-scale statewide 
student survey, we explore these associations, including the moderating effects of 
family/community and teacher/school supports. We find the likelihood of being bullied because 
of race/ethnicity or gender identity are reduced as supports increase. We explore implications for 
practitioners, regarding the role of increased supports and the complexities of race/ethnicity and 
gender expression. 
 
 

Background 
 

The effects of discrimination that historically marginalized groups face is a frequently 
reported and investigated topic. In recent years, reports have increased regarding the oppressive 
realities that marginalized groups endure in today’s social-political climate. As such, it is 
important to recognize the compounded effects of experiencing both racism and sexism 
(Szymanski & Stewart, 2010), as well as discrimination and bias regarding sexual orientation 
and gender identity or expression. Although media generally focus on the inequities faced by 
adults, we must attend to inequities facing youth, which significantly affect their development. 

In Wisconsin and California, 36% and 40% of youth reported biased harassment (Russell, 
Sinclair, Poteat, & Koenig, 2012). Across the US, 55% of youth report being verbally bullied and 
23% physically bullied because of their gender expression (Kosciw et al., 2014); 10% are bullied 
because of their race, 7% because of ethnicity (Kosciw et al., 2014). Discrimination due to 
race/ethnicity, sexual orientation or gender expression results in negative outcomes regarding 
mental and physical health (Russell et al., 2012). Given the prevalence of bullying and 
discrimination because of gender expression and race/ethnicity, we must continue to identify and 
understand factors that may moderate bullying rates. 
 

Perspectives 
 

Social and emotional learning (SEL) is core component underlying our research. The 
ecologies of youth development involve complex networks of social structures including family, 
peers, school, and community, that impact personal, academic, and social outcomes 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Lerner, 2004). When students are equipped with the supports from 
multiple relationships and contexts, their development is positively influenced. Researchers and 
media tend to focus on the negative effects of discrimination, associated with at-risk conditions 
or personal and community-based deficits, without providing a means of support to interrupt 
negative outcomes. To focus on positive outcomes, we employ a positive youth development 
(PYD) orientation, an asset-oriented perspective (Damon, 2004). Our research is inspired by 
several key PYD principles: (a) youth have an inherent capacity for and are key actors in their 
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own positive development; (b) positive development is enabled through multiple relationships; 
(c) all youth benefit from positive opportunities; and (d) community is a critical delivery system 
(Benson et al., 2006). 

Researchers investigating racial and gender discrimination limit their scope regarding 
gender identity, race, and ethnicity, with most focusing on a specific community (i.e., African 
American students or Latinx students; Botticello, 2009; Chavous et al., 2008; Dubois et al., 
2002); and have addressed the effects of discrimination on self-esteem, locus of control, and 
depression (Botticello, 2009; Szymanski & Stewart, 2010; Zeiders, Umaña-Taylor, & Derlan, 
2013). With this in mind, we include all racial/ethnic groups identified within a statewide youth 
survey to widen coverage currently found in the literature. Furthermore, we find few researchers 
exploring potential moderators that may decrease the likelihood of bullying and discrimination. 

Finding moderating factors is an important step in addressing racial and gender 
expression-based discrimination. Davis and Nixon (2010) assessed peer mistreatment among 
11,893 students in grades 5-12 across multiple states; 22% reported being victimized by their 
peers because of race, gender, or special education status. Davis and Nixon took an additional 
step by investigating the strategies that, according to participants, minimized discrimination 
incidents. Youth that accessed support from others, including adults at home and teachers, found 
such supports made a positive difference (2010). 

Since we look at the interaction of race/ethnicity and gender expression, we take an 
intersectional feminist psychology perspective to assess the multi-oppressive systems that youth 
encounter due to the unique intersection of race/ethnicity and gender expression. Additionally, 
we use the term cisgender denoting individuals whose personal identity and gender match their 
biological sex (Schilt & Westbrook, 2009). In this quantitative analysis of cross-sectional data, 
we acknowledge linkages among social identities but do not explain such linkages or the theory 
surrounding these identities (Shields, 2008), at least at this point. 

Arising from intersectional feminist psychology and PYD, we investigate two questions: 
1) Are there differences in bullying based on race/ethnicity, perceived gender expression, and 

their interaction? 
2) To what extent do developmental supports moderate the likelihood of being bullied based on 

race/ethnicity and perceived gender expression? 
 

Methods and Data Source 
 

The data come from the 2016 administration of a triennial statewide student survey (MN 
Department of Education, 2017), developed by the state’s departments of Education, Health, 
Human Services, and Public Safety. It is administered anonymously to public school students in 
grades 5, 8, 9, and 11. The state provided full access to the survey database to perform secondary 
data analysis as part of a larger program of research investigating the ecologies of positive youth 
development (Rodriguez, 2017), with review by their institutional review board. 
 
Participants 

The question regarding gender expression was only asked of students in grades 9 and 11, 
resulting in a sample of 81,855, including American Indian (4.4%), Asian (not Hmong) or 
Pacific Islander (3.5%), Black (not Somali; 4.4%), White (not multiracial/ethnic, 70.2%), 
multiracial (3.4%), Latinx (8.8%), Somali (1.7%), and Hmong (2.9%) students. Additionally, 
46.7% reside outside the state urban core; 27.4% receive free or reduced-price lunch (FRL); 
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47.8% identify as female, 0.8% identify as non-cis male (do not identify according to their 
biological sex), and 1.8% identify as non-cis female; 43.2% report that their peers describe them 
as having masculine gender expression, 14.9% report peers describe them as neither masculine 
or feminine, and 41.8% report peers describe them as feminine. 
 
Measures 

Based on models of developmental skills and supports from the Developmental Asset 
Profile (Search Institute, 2013), several measures were constructed and psychometrically 
evaluated, including family/community support (FCS) and teacher/school support (TSS). 

Validity evidence for these measures come from two sources that include content-related 
evidence (Benson et al. 2006 and Search Institute (2013), and internal structure or construct-
related evidence (MSS Technical Report, Rodriguez 2017). To provide construct-related 
evidence, each measure was evaluated via confirmatory factor analyses [CFA] done in Mplus v7 
(Muthen & Muthen, 2012) and differential item functioning analyses by race & ethnicity, 
assigned sex at birth, and grade done in Winstep v 3.92 (Linacre, 2016). We used common 
guidelines for assessing model fit of these measures, which include adequate fit indices where 
Root Mean Square Error Approximation (RMSEA) is below .10, comparative Fit Index (CFI) 
and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) are greater than .90 (Brown, 2015; Kline, 2011), and standardized 
factor loadings are .40 or higher (Brown, 2015). 

These measures were scored using the partial credit Rasch model in Winsteps 3.92 
(Linacre, 2016). Given the ordinal nature of the response scales of each item, the partial credit 
Rasch model allows each item to have its own structure to place persons and items onto the same 
scale. The Rasch reliabilities of these measures were also adequate: FCS (.71) and TSS (.85). 

A three-factor CFA was fit to the data for both measures (FCS and TSS). The model fit 
indices for these measures of developmental support were estimated. Five items were used for 
FCS, RMSEA is .13, CFI is .98, TLI is .95; six items were used for TSS, RMSEA is .13, CFI is 
.98, TLI is .95. These fit indices indicate overall adequate fit for the measures and support the 
use of these items as indicators of developmental support at the group level, which is the 
intended use of the measures.  

Bullying variables were dichotomized into not bullied vs. bullied at least once in the last 
30 days. The gender expression variable was recoded into masculine expression, non-binary 
expression, and feminine expression. Region includes the state urban core vs. rural areas. The 
questions on biological sex and transgender/genderqueer/genderfluid/questioning (a single 
question in the survey) were used to create four indicator variables: cis male, cis female, non-cis 
male, and non-cis female to acknowledge how youth identify relative to their biological sex. 
 
Analysis 

Multiple logistic regression models address the first research question. First, a base model 
was estimated, including region, FRL status, and cisgender/non-cisgender as controls for 
predicting the likelihood of being bullied because of race/ethnicity or gender expression 
(separately). We then sequentially added gender expression, race/ethnicity, and the interaction 
effects of gender expression and race/ethnicity. 

For the second research question, we added the standardized developmental supports, 
FCS and TSS, to assess the extent that supports moderate the likelihood of being bullied. 
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Results 
 
Race & Gender Expression affect Likelihood of being Bullied due to Race/Ethnicity 

Regarding being harassed or bullied because of race/ethnicity/national origin, all 
racial/ethnic groups were significantly more likely to be bullied, relative to White students 
(Table 1). For instance, Asian and Pacific Islander students (odds-ratio = 6.70), Black students 
(OR = 6.30), and Multi-Racial students (OR = 6.86) are six-times more likely to be bullied 
because of their race/ethnicity than their White peers. Students that receive FRL (OR = 1.13) and 
non-cisgender males (OR = 1.56) are slightly more likely to be bullied because of their 
race/ethnicity than students that do not receive free or reduced lunch or cisgender males. 
Cisgender females (OR = 0.84) and students who say others would describe them as having 
feminine expression relative to masculine expression (OR = 0.79) are slightly less likely to be 
bullied because of race/ethnicity (controlling for race/ethnicity). Regarding interactions, Asian-
Pacific Islander (OR =1.46), Latinx (OR = 1.56), Somali (OR = 1.86), and Hmong (OR = 2.01) 
students who report peers would describe them as feminine are even more likely to report to be 
bullied because of their race/ethnicity. 
 
Supports Moderate the Likelihood of Being Bullied because of Race/Ethnicity 

After including FCS and TSS as control (conditioning) variables, the slight increased 
likelihood of being bullied for FRL is eliminated (OR from 1.13 to 1.03 n.s.). Also, the increased 
likelihood of being bullied for non-cisgender males is reduced to nonsignificant (OR from 1.56 
to 1.35 n.s.). Several interactions suggest complex structures among student identities and 
likelihoods of being bullied. Conditioned on supports, the increased likelihood of being bullied 
for Asian-Pacific Islander feminine expression students is slightly reduced (OR from 1.46 to 
1.33), as it is for Latinx feminine expression (OR from 1.56 to 1.44) and Hmong feminine 
expression students (OR from 2.01 to 1.87). Finally, Somali feminine expression students have a 
slightly increased likelihood (OR from 1.86 to 2.04). 
 
Race & Gender Expression affect Likelihood of being Bullied due to Gender Expression 

Regarding being harassed or bullied because of gender expression in the last 30 days 
(Table 2), students from the urban core of the state (OR = 1.16) and students receiving FRL (OR 
= 1.37) are more likely to be harassed or bullied for gender expression than their counterparts. 
Cisgender female (OR = 1.50), non-cisgender male (3.73), and non-cisgender female (OR = 
6.19) are much more likely to be harassed or bullied than cisgender males. Additionally, students 
that report their peers would describe them as non-binary (OR = 2.04) are twice as likely to be 
harassed or bullied than their expressively masculine peers. American Indian (OR = 1.53) and 
multi-racial (OR = 1.41) students are more likely to be bullied because of gender expression than 
their White peers. For the interaction of race and gender expression, non-binary Asian-Pacific 
Islander students (OR = 0.65) and non-binary multi-racial students (OR = 0.65) were less likely 
to be bullied because of gender expression than their expressively masculine peers. 
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Table 1 
Logistic Regression Results of Being Bullied because of Race/Ethnicity/National origin (in last 
30 days) on Student Characteristics (Log-Odds, B, and Odds Ratios) 
 
  Without supports With supports OR 
  B   OR B  OR difference 
(Intercept) -3.04  0.05 -3.07  0.05  
Region 0.05  1.05 -0.01  0.99 -0.06 
FRL Status 0.12 * 1.13 0.03  1.03 -0.10 
Cisgender Female -0.18 * 0.84 -0.25 * 0.78 -0.06 
Non-Cisgender Male 0.45 * 1.56 0.30  1.35 -0.21 
Non-Cisgender Female 0.22  1.25 -0.02  0.98 -0.27 
Non-Binary Expression 0.16  1.17 0.08  1.08 -0.09 
Feminine Expression -0.24 * 0.79 -0.18 * 0.84 0.05 
American Indian 1.26 * 3.52 1.20 * 3.33 -0.19 
Asian Pacific Islander 1.90 * 6.70 2.02 * 7.56 0.86 
Black 1.84 * 6.30 1.88 * 6.52 0.22 
Multi-Racial 1.93 * 6.86 1.92 * 6.84 -0.02 
Latinx 1.58 * 4.84 1.58 * 4.86 0.02 
Somali 1.71 * 5.55 1.70 * 5.46 -0.09 
Hmong 1.39 * 4.01 1.37 * 3.92 -0.09 
NonBin:AmIn -0.07  0.93 -0.08  0.92 -0.01 
Fem:AmIn 0.21  1.23 0.11  1.12 -0.11 
NonBin:AsPa -0.13  0.88 -0.19  0.82 -0.06 
Fem:AsPa 0.38 * 1.46 0.28 * 1.33 -0.13 
NonBin:Black -0.19  0.83 -0.22  0.80 -0.03 
Fem:Black 0.16  1.17 0.08  1.08 -0.09 
NonBin:Multi -0.25  0.78 -0.25  0.77 -0.01 
Fem:Multi 0.18  1.20 0.07  1.08 -0.12 
NonBin:Latinx -0.03  0.97 0.03  1.03 0.06 
Fem:Latinx 0.44 * 1.56 0.37 * 1.44 -0.12 
NonBin:Somali 0.04  1.04 0.26  1.29 0.25 
Fem:Somali 0.62 * 1.86 0.71 * 2.04 0.18 
NonBin:Hmong 0.24  1.27 0.30  1.35 0.08 
Fem:Hmong 0.70 * 2.01 0.63 * 1.87 -0.14 
FCS    -0.24 * 0.79  
TSS     -0.35 * 0.71   

Note: OR = odds ratios (likelihood of being bullied). Differences in OR due to FCS and TSS 
greater than 0.10 are highlighted (for significant original coefficients). 
* p < .001. 
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Table 2 
Logistic Regression Results of Being Bullied because of Gender Expression (in last 30 days) on 
Student Characteristics (Log-Odds, B, and Odds Ratios) 
 
 Without supports With supports OR 
  B   OR B   OR difference 
(Intercept) -2.29 * 0.10 -2.30 * 0.10  
Region 0.15 * 1.16 0.09 * 1.10 -0.06 
FRL status 0.32 * 1.37 0.17 * 1.19 -0.18 
Cisgendered female 0.40 * 1.50 0.34 * 1.40 -0.10 
Non-cisgendered male 1.32 * 3.73 1.12 * 3.05 -0.68 
Non-cisgendered female 1.82 * 6.19 1.49 * 4.45 -1.74 
Non-binary expression 0.71 * 2.04 0.65 * 1.91 -0.13 
Feminine expression 0.07   1.07 0.15 * 1.16 0.09 
American Indian 0.42 * 1.53 0.31 * 1.37 -0.16 
Asian Pacific Islander -0.13 

 
0.88 -0.17  0.84 -0.04 

Black 0.14 
 

1.15 0.00  1.00 -0.15 
Multi-racial 0.34 * 1.41 0.29 * 1.34 -0.07 
Latinx 0.11 

 
1.12 0.04  1.04 -0.08 

Somali -0.27 
 

0.76 -0.43  0.65 -0.11 
Hmong -0.23   0.79 -0.36 * 0.70 -0.09 
NonBin:AmIn -0.19 

 
0.83 -0.18  0.83 0.00 

Fem:AmIn 0.01 
 

1.01 -0.09  0.91 -0.10 
NonBin:AsPa -0.44 * 0.65 -0.41  0.66 0.01 
Fem:AsPa 0.02 

 
1.02 -0.01  0.99 -0.03 

NonBin:Black -0.19 
 

0.83 -0.10  0.90 0.07 
Fem:Black 0.06 

 
1.06 0.07  1.08 0.02 

NonBin:Multi -0.46 * 0.63 -0.52 * 0.59 -0.04 
Fem:Multi -0.06 

 
0.94 -0.19  0.83 -0.11 

NonBin:Latinx -0.22 
 

0.80 -0.18  0.84 0.04 
Fem:Latinx 0.07 

 
1.07 -0.03  0.97 -0.10 

NonBin:Somali -0.07 
 

0.93 0.13  1.14 0.21 
Fem:Somali 0.15 

 
1.16 0.25  1.29 0.13 

NonBin:Hmong -0.12 
 

0.89 -0.03  0.97 0.08 
Fem:Hmong 0.24   1.27 0.11   1.12 -0.15 
FCS 

   
-0.44 * 0.64  

TSS       -0.24 * 0.79   
Note: OR = odds ratios (likelihood of being bullied). Differences in OR due to FCS and TSS 
greater than 0.10 are highlighted (for significant original coefficients). 
* p < .001. 
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Supports Moderate the Likelihood of Being Bullied because of Gender Expression 

Including supports, FCS and TSS, reduced the likelihood of being bullied because of 
gender expression for students receiving FRL slightly (OR from 1.37 to 1.19), non-cisgendered 
male (OR from 3.73 to 3.05) and non-cisgendered female (OR from 6.19 to 4.45) students, as 
well as non-binary expression students slightly (OR from 2.04 to 1.91). The only interaction term 
that was affected by the inclusion of supports resulted in an increased likelihood of being bullied 
because of gender expression for non-binary Somali students (OR from 0.93 to 1.14), although 
neither of the ORs are statistically significant. 
 

Significance 
 

Consistent with previous research, youth benefit from adult support when facing 
adversity (Benson et al., 2006; Davis & Nixon, 2010). Researchers acknowledge that 
marginalized groups (Botticello, 2009; Chavous et al., 2008; Dubois et al., 2002) encounter 
higher rates of harassment and bullying compared to peers that are more privileged. Our analyses 
reflect similar findings for certain groups of students; however, with interesting effects on the 
likelihood of harassment or bullying in the presence of developmental supports. 

For the most part, we find that likelihoods of being bullied because of race/ethnicity and 
gender expression are reduced with the inclusion of supports, including from family/community 
and teacher/school. The only time interactions between gender expression and race/ethnicity 
increased the likelihood of being bullied were for Somali students. First, Somali feminine 
expression students have a slightly higher increased likelihood of being bullied because of 
race/ethnicity (0.18), conditioned on supports. Second, non-binary Somali students have a 
slightly increased likelihood of being bullied because of gender expression (0.17), conditioned 
on supports. Both of these effects are relatively small, but provide some indication of the 
complex ecologies of Somali youth expressing themselves in ways different than their biological 
sex, which may cause some conflict in the relatively traditional Somali community (mostly of 
Muslim tradition), since this is an increase in bullying likelihood after conditioning on supports. 

In the future we hope to assess this topic further, similarly to Dubois et al. (2002). It is 
important to acknowledge the crucial role of support in the diverse social linkages that can 
impact positive youth development. We also hope to explore the mediating role of supports 
between being bullied and negative outcomes. 
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