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Abstract 
 

Limited research considers the diversity of experience across gender identity and sexual 

orientation during the transition from high school to college. Drawing on the results of a large-scale 

survey of California high school seniors, we examine LGBTQ+ students’ high school experiences and 

college expectations, including their concerns about college prior to matriculation. Findings reveal 

there is a statistically significant difference between the high school experiences of cisgender 

heterosexual students and LGBTQ+ students, who, on average, report less positive experiences and 

substantially higher rates of identity-based bullying. Moreover, LGBTQ+ students maintained higher 

levels of worry about discrimination compared to their counterparts, with binary-identifying 

transgender students more likely to report discrimination concerns compared to nonbinary and other 

gender diverse students. Despite heightened concerns about discrimination, LGBTQ+ students 

maintained elevated educational aspirations, including higher rates of planned four-year enrollment 

and advanced degree pursuit. These results carry implications for California education policy, including 

the need for targeted anti-bullying interventions and the continued collection and disaggregation of 

data by gender identity and sexual orientation. 
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Introduction 
 

A critical choice students make is whether to pursue a postsecondary education. This choice is 

shaped by students’ experiences in high school (Kurlaender et al., 2019; Reed et al., 2023; Uwah et al., 

2008), which can influence their educational aspirations and expectations (Bergerson, 

2009)—important predictors of later educational attainment (Jacob & Wilder, 2010; Sewell et al., 1969). 

Moreover, research has long documented differences in aspirations and expectations across student 

groups (Bergerson, 2009), including race/ethnicity, gender, and first-generation status (Kao & Tienda, 

1998; Mau & Bikos, 2000; McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; Solorzano, 1992; Trusty, 2002), with recent studies 

drawing on more expansive definitions of gender identity and sexual orientation (Aragon et al., 2014; 

Feldman et al., 2022).  

Despite this, gaps are still present in research examining the educational aspirations of different 

gender and sexual identities, including intended field of study in college. Given that lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender, and queer (and/or questioning) (LGBTQ+) students are distinct groups (e.g., 

Beemyn, 2022; Watson et al., 2020), each of which likely experience school and the college-going 

process differently, it is important to interrogate the extent to which college aspirations and 

expectations differ by gender identity and sexual orientation. Moreover, LGBTQ+ students frequently 

report experiencing harassment and discrimination in high school, often related to their sexual 

orientation, gender identity, and/or how they express their gender (Kosciw et al., 2022). This may 

impact their specific academic aspirations and broader considerations about college, as school 

victimization can lead to lower levels of school belonging and self-esteem, high rates of absenteeism, 

and diminished academic outcomes, including college enrollment (Aragon et al., 2014; Heck et 

al., 2014; Sansone, 2019). How differences in LGBTQ+ students’ secondary experiences may affect their 

educational trajectories is also important to examine, particularly as federal protections for these 

students have been rolled back amidst the current federal landscape (Schultz, 2025). This paper thus 

aims to examine associations between gender and sexual identities, academic aspirations, and college 

concerns among a recent cohort of college-bound 12th graders in California. In addition, we evaluate 

whether differences in students’ aspirations and expectations may be attributable, at least in part, to 

differences in high school experiences, including whether a student faced harassment or bullying. 
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This study explores the following research questions: (1) Do students’ college aspirations and 

expectations differ by gender identity and sexual orientation? and (2) If so, to what extent are these 

observed differences attributable to students’ high school experiences? Drawing on the results of a 

large-scale survey conducted in partnership with the state agency responsible for administering 

financial aid in California, we explore patterns in high school experiences and college expectations to 

investigate what LGBTQ+ students consider ahead of the college transition. In this case, we specifically 

highlight subgroups of the LGBTQ+ community in effort to analyze potential inequalities students may 

experience and how this might influence the college transition process. Additionally, this study focuses 

on California students given the state’s broad diversity across demographics, geography, and 

postsecondary opportunities. Moreover, as the state has historically adopted more protective policies 

for LGBTQ+ students compared to other states (e.g., the FAIR Education Act, comprehensive 

anti-discrimination protections), California is a particularly important context for this analysis. 

 

Defining Gender Identity and Sexual Orientation 
Students use a variety of labels to describe both their gender identity and sexual orientation 

(Callis, 2014; Galupo et al., 2015), reflecting the fact that traditional binary labels (e.g., woman, man, 

heterosexual, homosexual) are often constraining descriptors for the complex ways individuals 

experience gender and sexuality (Hammack et al., 2022; Morgan, 2013). Research suggests students are 

constructing their own identities through different labels (Watson et al., 2020; White et al., 2018); 

although individuals continue to identify with traditional binary labels, many students now use a more 

expansive set of labels for both gender (e.g., nonbinary, genderfluid) and sexual orientation (e.g., 

asexual, queer) (Beemyn, 2022; Hammack et al., 2022). Additionally, not every individual may feel 

comfortable selecting a label, or may be unsure about which labels to select, with questioning and 

unsure commonly reported terms for both gender identity and sexual orientation (Watson et al., 2020; 

White et al., 2018). In this study, we utilize a novel dataset that acknowledges the spectrum of labels 

students may use to define their identities outside a binary construct and spotlight LGBTQ+ students in 

our analysis to enrich understanding of their unique experiences navigating the high school to college 

transition.  
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This study is organized as follows: We first review prior literature and the theoretical 

frameworks guiding our analysis. Next, we describe our data sources, key measures, and analytic 

approach, followed by our findings. We then discuss limitations before considering implications for 

policy and practice. 

 

Theoretical Background and Prior Literature 
 

The transition from high school to college is shaped by a confluence of individual and 

institutional factors that can affect students’ educational expectations and later attainment (Kurlaender 

et al., 2019). Individual differences, relationships, the school one attends, and one’s broader context all 

play a role during this critical period (Luh et al., 2023; Pike & Robbins, 2016). At the student level, 

attributes such as motivation, self-efficacy, and academic performance moderate students’ educational 

trajectory (Bandura, 1981; Casillas et al., 2012; Lazowski & Hulleman, 2016). Moreover, high school 

academic performance is associated with one’s aspirations to both two- and four-year colleges 

(DesJardins et al., 2019), suggesting that students’ perceptions of their chances of admission and 

success also guide their postsecondary plans.  

Additionally, various forms of social and cultural capital play a role in shaping students’ 

educational pathways (Bourdieu, 1986; Dumais & Ward, 2010; Merolla & Jackson, 2014; Plagens, 2011; 

Wells, 2008). For example, social capital (the resources available through one’s social networks) shapes 

college-going outcomes; research indicates that relationships with peers, family members, and mentors 

can support students’ acquisition of valuable information about the college application and enrollment 

process and help develop stronger college-going attitudes and behaviors (Alvarado & An, 2015; Hill, 

2008; Morton et al., 2018; Perna, 2000; Skobba et al., 2018). Moreover, students that can navigate the 

socially constructed norms surrounding the college process, and whose networks provide access to 

academic and social resources for this transition, are more likely to enroll in college (Choi et al., 2008; 

Fletcher, 2015). As LGBTQ+ students often experience hostile social environments in schools and at 

home, caring adults and social support more broadly may be particularly important to the college-going 

process. Beyond social capital, research suggests LGBTQ+ students living in cis-normative environments 

exhibit particular strengths, possessing several types of queer cultural capital (Pennell, 2016). This 
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includes navigational capital, or the ability to navigate schools and other institutional systems that are 

not always designed with LGBTQ+ students in mind. In this case, students must learn to navigate 

cis-normative school systems and spaces (e.g., state policies about gendered restrooms, sports 

participation, or social activities), potentially in creative ways, in order to access the psychological, 

social, cultural, and physical resources they need for their well-being (Pennell, 2016). 

At the institutional level, schools shape students’ expectations of college and future educational 

attainment through the environments they cultivate (Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Uwah et al., 2008). A 

school culture characterized by high values and expectations for learning is associated with increased 

academic outcomes (Hattie, 2009), and school safety and climate are also critical to engagement, 

belongingness, and achievement (Osterman, 2000; Walton & Cohen, 2011). As schools may be unsafe 

learning environments for LGBTQ+ students, who often experience higher rates of bias-based bullying 

and victimization (Day et al., 2018), LGBTQ+ students’ perception of school climates may be inherently 

different from those of their cisgender heterosexual peers. Moreover, students’ schooling experiences 

are mediated by stressors that underlie societal conditions, including external (e.g., discrimination and 

violence) and internal stressors (e.g., expectations of prejudice, concealment, internalized stigmas). 

These stressors, heightened for LGBTQ+ students, can affect psycho-social outcomes (Hunter et al., 

2021), ultimately influencing educational expectations and the transition from high school to college 

more broadly. For example, prior research indicates that transgender youth often experience 

gender-related victimization, particularly in secondary schools, which may lead to higher levels of 

emotional distress and lower levels of school belonging (McBride, 2021). Moreover, victimization, 

reduced feelings of school belonging, and emotional distress can have a negative effect on school 

attendance, academic performance, and expectations to enroll in a four-year college for all LGBTQ+ 

youth (Aragon et al., 2014). Altogether, research suggests students’ high school experiences influence 

their future educational behavior (Gong & Toutkoushian, 2024). 

Our work is thus motivated by several frameworks to understand how LGBTQ+ students 

navigate the transition from high school to college. First, we draw on a newer model of college choice 

(Klasik et al., 2025) that builds upon prior models (e.g., Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Perna, 2006) to 

include expectations as a critical component in students’ predisposition for college. We examine the 

ways in which high school experiences influence students’ college expectations (including academic 
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plans, concerns, and excitements) in the spring of their senior year and focus on an understudied and 

marginalized group: LGBTQ+ students. 

As college expectations are context-dependent, this work is also framed by the social ecological 

theory of resilience (Ungar, 2011, 2012) to understand the potential variation in the college 

expectations of LGBTQ+ students, who must often navigate hostile environments and cis-normative 

policies and norms at school and within society more generally (Kosciw et al., 2022). LGBTQ+ youth that 

faced harassment or social exclusion in high school may look towards college as a new opportunity to 

fit in, while those who did not struggle as much may have other concerns. Similarly, LGBTQ+ students 

that plan to live away from home while in college may feel increased trepidation (i.e., leaving familial 

support) or, in contrast, relief (i.e., escaping familial discomfort or hostility) (O’Neill & Conron et al., 

2022). As college transitions vary across demographic differences, including gender (Means et al., 2016; 

Toutkoushian et al., 2018), students’ identities concurrently influence their lived experiences and 

expectations for their pathway to college (Feldman et al., 2022; Fotopoulou, 2012). Therefore, it is 

important to consider different elements of students’ identities in addition to how those identities are 

shaped by students’ networks and environment. As such, the differences we observe in LGBTQ+ 

students’ expectations for college will reflect students’ experiences and the ways in which they navigate 

their own situated context. 

Data and Methods 

Survey Instrument and Sample Characteristics 
In May 2023, in partnership with the California Student Aid Commission (CSAC)—the state 

agency responsible for administering financial aid programs for students attending public and private 

universities, colleges, and vocational postsecondary institutions in California—we administered a 

web-based survey to document the experiences of high school seniors planning to enroll in college. The 

survey was distributed to all seniors statewide that submitted either the Free Application for Federal 

Student Aid (FAFSA) or for undocumented students, the California Dream Act Application (CADAA) for 

the 2023-24 academic year.1 A total of 323,555 students were sent an invitation to participate in the 

1 This research was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of California, Davis under protocol 
number 2041454-1 and considered minimal risk. Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to survey 
administration. 
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survey through CSAC; 10,221 completed surveys, including 9,230 respondents who indicated they 

planned to go to college, 170 who did not plan to attend, 294 that were unsure, and 527 who did not 

respond about their enrollment plans. Our response rate was 3.2%, which is low but not unexpected 

with census level surveys of young adults. Students reported on varying dimensions of their high school 

experiences; the support they received in preparation for college; their academic interests and plans 

for postsecondary enrollment; and their concerns about college. Detailed information on gender 

identity and sexual orientation was also collected. After excluding respondents who were missing 

information about gender identity (n = 1,708), sexual orientation (n = 1,749), race/ethnicity (n = 1,617), 

or parental education (n = 1,647), our final analytic sample included 7,522 participants (Table 1).  

Compared to California’s 12th grade enrollment in 2022-23 (see Appendix Table A2), our sample 

is broadly, though imperfectly, representative of the state’s college-bound senior population. In terms 

of race and ethnicity, our sample mirrors statewide enrollment, though Hispanic/Latinx students are 

modestly underrepresented (49.8% vs. 55.7% statewide), while Black/African American and Asian 

students are slightly overrepresented (7.0% vs. 4.9% and 15.1% vs. 9.5%, respectively). A direct 

comparison of gender is difficult to draw given that the state reports enrollment using only male, 

female, and nonbinary categories. With that caveat in mind, our sample skews more female than the 

statewide enrollment figures would suggest (57.0% cisgender women vs. 48.2% female statewide).  

 

gettingdowntofacts.com  |  8 



 

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of 12th Grade Survey Participants 

 n Percent 
Panel A. Gender identity   

   Cisgender man 2,675 35.6 
   Cisgender woman 4,289 57.0 
   Transgender man 59 0.8 
   Transgender woman 20 0.3 
   Nonbinary 267 3.6 
   Gender diverse/questioning 71 0.9 
   Prefer not to say 141 1.8 

   Total reported gender identity 7,522 100.0 
Panel B. Sexual orientation   

   Straight/heterosexual 5,190 69.4 
   Gay or lesbian 330 4.4 
   Bisexual/pansexual/omnisexual 1,139 15.2 
   Asexual/aromantic/demisexual 182 2.4 
   Other/queer/questioning 131 1.8 
   Prefer not to say 509 6.8 

   Total reported sexual orientation 7,481 100.0 
Panel C. Race/ethnicity   

   American Indian/Alaskan Native 163 2.1 
   Black/African American 532 7.0 
   Hispanic/Latinx 3,793 49.8 
   Pacific Islander 64 0.8 
   Filipino 235 3.1 
   Asian 1,146 15.1 
   Other 182 2.4 
   White/non-Hispanic 1,498 19.7 

   Total reported race/ethnicity 7,613 100.0 
Panel D. Highest level of education among parents   

   Did not complete high school 1,373 18.1 
   High school diploma 1,578 20.8 
   Some college, no college degree 975 12.9 
   Associate degree 452 6.0 
   Bachelor’s degree 1,363 17.9 
   Graduate/professional degree             1,455 19.2 
   Don’t know 387 5.1 

   Total reported parental education 7,583 100.0 
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To collect data on gender identity, we adopted the two-step approach recommended by the 

GenIUSS group given its high sensitivity and specificity in accurately discriminating between 

transgender and cisgender respondents (Herman, 2014; Saperstein & Westbrook, 2021). This approach 

includes two questions: (1) What is your sex assigned at birth, on your original birth certificate?, with 

male and female as response options; and (2) What is your current gender identity?, with woman, man, 

nonbinary, prefer not to say, and other as response options. Respondents who chose other also had the 

option to write in a response. Using these survey items, we classify respondents into one of the 

following umbrella categories: cisgender, transgender and gender expansive (Robinson & Cooper, 

2024), and prefer not to say. Respondents who reported that their sex assigned at birth aligned with 

their current gender identity (e.g., male and man; female and woman) were categorized as cisgender, 

while respondents who reported their sex assigned at birth differed from their current gender identity 

were categorized as trans(gender) and gender expansive. The Human Rights Campaign uses the term 

trans(gender) and gender expansive to describe “the collective community of individuals whose gender 

identities, gender presentations and expressions, and/or lived experiences differ from those typically 

associated with the sex they were assigned at birth” (Robinson & Cooper, 2024). Here, we adopt this 

collective umbrella term to refer to all respondents who identified differently than their sex assigned at 

birth while recognizing that “trans” and “gender expansive” are not necessarily distinct or mutually 

exclusive identities, and that some may not use these labels to describe their personal identity.  

We further classify trans and gender expansive students into the following sub-categories, 

which we utilize in our analysis: transgender men, transgender women, nonbinary, and gender 

diverse/questioning. For example, students who reported their sex assigned at birth as female or male 

and who identified as a man or a woman were categorized as binary-identifying transgender men and 

women, respectively. Students who selected nonbinary or wrote in responses that included the term 

“nonbinary” were categorized as nonbinary regardless of sex assigned at birth.2 Students who wrote in 

other diverse gender identities (e.g., genderfluid) are captured by the term gender diverse/questioning. 

Our analysis revealed some significant differences between the experiences of nonbinary and gender 

diverse/questioning students, which provides additional support for these distinctions. Finally, students 

who chose prefer not to say or wrote in malicious responses (e.g., racial and gender slurs) were 

2 Of the 266 students who identified as nonbinary, 87% (n = 231) were assigned female at birth. 

gettingdowntofacts.com  |  10 



 

classified as prefer not to say. Among the trans and gender expansive students in our sample (n = 417), 

about 19% identified as transgender, 64% as nonbinary, and 17% as gender diverse/questioning. 

Beyond predefined options, students also noted 26 unique terms to describe their gender identity, 

including genderfluid, agender, genderqueer, and two-spirit, among many others.3 We also examined 

associations between gender identity and sexual orientation and found that trans and gender 

expansive students were more likely to select a non-heterosexual sexual orientation than cisgender 

students (see Table A1 in Appendix A). 

To measure sexual orientation, we adapted the survey instrument recommended by the Sexual 

Minority Assessment Research Team (SMART) to capture the breadth of students’ identities (Badgett et 

al., 2009). Students were asked to self-identify among the following options: lesbian or gay; straight 

(not gay or lesbian); bisexual; asexual; prefer not to say; and other, which also included the opportunity 

to write in a response. The option asexual was added to proffer more expansive options for students. 

Within our sample, nearly one-quarter (n = 1,782) of students identified as LGB+, with most students 

identifying as bisexual/pansexual/omnisexual (15.2%), while about 4% of students identified as gay or 

lesbian, 2.4% as asexual/aromantic/demisexual, and 1.8% as other/queer/questioning. Similar to 

gender identity, students used a variety of terms to describe their sexual orientation beyond those 

provided,4 such as pansexual and queer, while others used multiple terms or did not want to label their 

sexual orientation.5  

Survey items related to bullying and harassment were also adapted from the California Healthy 

Kids Survey (CHKS) (Austin et al., 2023) to examine students’ experiences with identity-based 

victimization in high school. Specifically, we asked students to report the frequency with which they 

were bullied or harassed at school in the past 12 months, with response options ranging from zero 

times to four or more times. Students who reported being bullied at least once were then asked to 

identify the reasons for their victimization, including race or ethnicity, religion, gender identity, and 

sexual orientation. 

5 In the survey sample, of all students who responded to the sexual orientation questions (N = 7,507), 3.1% (n = 231) 
selected “other” and wrote in a response. 

4 A full descriptive examination of the diverse labels students used to describe their gender identities and sexual orientation 
in the open response option, beyond those provided, is included in a companion paper currently under review (Hurtt et al., 
2026, forthcoming). 

3 In the survey sample, of all students who responded to the gender identity questions (N = 7,551), 1.1% (n = 86) selected 
“other” and wrote in a response. 
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In addition, we include responses from LGBTQ+ students for two open-ended survey questions: 

(1) What do you think is the biggest challenge you’ll face in college?; and (2) What are you most excited 

about for college? Data was imported into MaxQDA 2022 and questions were thematically coded to 

identify common challenges and excitements about college. Here, we highlight two key themes related 

to the present analysis.6 

Data Analysis 

In the present analysis, we examine three main areas: high school experiences, including 

bullying and harassment; concerns about college; and postsecondary educational plans (i.e., 

enrollment intentions, intended field of study, and degree aspirations). To measure high school 

experience, we construct an additive index (equally weighted) from six survey items given their internal 

consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.74): (1) students’ ratings of their high school academic performance, 

(2) social experience, (3) sense of belonging in their school community, (4) whether teachers and staff 

cared about their future, (5) the quality of college advising, and (6) feelings of preparedness for 

college.7 All items range from -2 to 2, with -2 indicating a very negative experience, 2 indicating a very 

positive experience, and 0 indicating a neutral experience. The index for high school experience ranges 

from -12 to 12, with higher values indicating more positive high school experiences. To explore 

differences, we first regress the high school experience index on both gender identity and sexual 

orientation in an unconditional model and then add controls for race/ethnicity and parental education.8 

Additionally, we descriptively examine bullying and harassment in high school disaggregated by gender 

identity and sexual orientation. For students who reported being bullied at least once, we further 

explore whether students attributed the bullying to their gender identity or sexual orientation. 

In terms of college concerns, we analyze a battery of 12 survey items in which students were 

asked to rate how worried they were about their upcoming college experience on a four-point Likert 

scale (0 = not at all worried, 1 = slightly worried, 2 = somewhat worried, and 3 = very worried). Eight 

8 For sexual orientation, we also estimate an additional specification that controls for assigned sex at birth. See Appendix F 
for results. 

7 See Appendix B for high school experience survey items and summary statistics. 

6 Detailed information about the qualitative methods and additional results is included in a companion paper currently 
under review (Hurtt et al., 2026, forthcoming). Summary statistics of the qualitative sample can be found in Appendix E. 
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items captured students’ general concerns: affording tuition, living expenses, performing well 

academically, balancing work obligations, balancing family obligations, finding community, living away 

from home, and having adequate support for emotional and mental health needs. Four items captured 

concerns about discrimination: discrimination based on race, gender identity, sexual orientation, and 

religion (see Appendix C and D for disaggregation of each item by gender identity and sexual 

orientation, respectively). We assessed the internal consistency of these items using Cronbach’s alpha 

(0.80) and performed principal component analysis (PCA)9 to identify underlying dimensions of worries 

about college. We retained components with eigenvalues greater than 1.0, which identified three 

principal components. We then constructed a composite worry index for each retained component for 

every student as a weighted sum of the student’s responses to the 12 worry items, with weights given 

by the eigenvector of the corresponding component. The first component, which we label as general 

worries, loads broadly across most items and captures overall anxiety about the college transition. The 

second component, worries about discrimination, loads most heavily on the four discrimination items. 

The third component, worries about financial burdens, loads primarily on the tuition and living expense 

items. Each index is a continuous measure, with higher values indicating greater concern along that 

dimension.  

We then use regression analysis to explore potential differences in the level of each type of 

worry by gender identity and sexual orientation. We estimate three different specifications in our 

analysis: (1) an unconditional model with gender identity/sexual orientation alone; (2) a model 

controlling for student demographics (i.e., the full set of race/ethnicity and highest parental education 

indicators); and (3) a model that controls for student demographics and the high school experience 

index. As coefficient estimates from models 2 and 3 are very similar, we report results for models 1 and 

3 alone. For robustness, we additionally estimate a model that controls for demographics, the high 

school experience index, and sex assigned at birth (for differences by sexual orientation). Results for 

this additional model are reported in Appendix G.   

9 PCA is a statistical technique that reduces the dimensionality of complex data by identifying underlying patterns and 
grouping correlated variables into distinct components/constructs. This approach is particularly useful when analyzing 
multiple survey items that may measure overlapping concepts as it allows us to identify the core dimensions of students’ 
concerns while reducing dimensionality in the data. 
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We examine postsecondary educational plans along three dimensions for both gender identity 

and sexual orientation, including type of college, intended field of study, and degree aspirations. For 

college type, we estimate logit models for intent to attend a four-year (versus two-year) college, while 

we estimate ordered logit models for students’ degree aspirations, where the outcome is an ordinal 

measure with five categories: vocational/technical certificate, associate degree, bachelor’s degree, 

master’s degree, and doctoral degree. In both cases, we estimate an unconditional model and a model 

that controls for race/ethnicity and parental education, with cisgender men and straight/heterosexual 

students serving as the reference categories. For sexual orientation, we estimate an additional 

specification that controls for sex assigned at birth. We report odds ratios with 95% confidence 

intervals and present predicted probabilities from the ordered logit models as a stacked bar chart 

evaluated at sample means. 

Findings 

High School Experiences  

We first compare average high school experiences by gender identity (Table 2). Cisgender men 

report the most positive high school experiences (mean = 4.3), followed by cisgender women (mean = 

3.8). Comparatively, trans and gender expansive students report substantially less positive experiences, 

with gender diverse/questioning students reporting the lowest scores (mean = 1.1). We plot these 

differences as regression coefficients in Figure 1 and find them statistically significant and robust to the 

inclusion of demographic controls.  
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Table 2. Summary Statistics of High School Experience Index by Gender Identity 

  n Mean 

 Cisgender man 2,659 4.3 

 Cisgender woman 4,269 3.8 

 Transgender man 59 2.4 

 Transgender woman 20 2.6 

 Nonbinary 267 2.3 

 Gender diverse/questioning 71 1.1 

 Prefer not to say 138 2.2 

 Total 7,483 3.8 

Note. The general high school experience index only applies to students who 
reported non-missing values for all six high school experience items and ranges from 
-12 to 12 (negative values indicate a negative experience, positive values indicate a 
positive experience, and zero indicates a neutral experience). High school 
experience items are available in Appendices B and C. 

 

Figure 1. Regression of the High School Experience Index on Gender Identity 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,483. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parental level 
of education), n = 7,464. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean index of each 
gender identity are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference group 
(cisgender man). See the Data Analysis section for details on the construction of the high school experience index.
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We observe a similar pattern by sexual orientation (Table 3). Relative to straight/heterosexual 

students (mean = 4.1), all other sexual orientation groups report significantly lower high school 

experience scores. Students who prefer not to disclose their sexual orientation (mean = 2.9) and 

bisexual/pansexual/omnisexual students (mean = 3.1) report the largest gaps, while 

asexual/aromantic/demisexual students (mean = 3.7) and gay or lesbian students (mean = 3.6) report 

somewhat smaller but still significant differences. These differences remain statistically significant after 

controlling for race/ethnicity, parental education, as well as assigned sex at birth (Figure 2). While not 

causal, these results suggest an association between both gender identity/sexual orientation and 

students’ experiences in high school, which we consider in later analyses. 

Table 3. General High School Experience by Sexual Orientation 

  n Mean 

Straight/heterosexual 5,159 4.1 

Gay or lesbian 329 3.6 

Bisexual/pansexual/omnisexual 1,136 3.1 

Asexual/aromantic/demisexual 182 3.7 

Other/queer/questioning 131 3.2 

Prefer not to say 505 2.9 

Total 7,442 3.8 

Note. The general high school experience index only applies to students who reported 
non-missing values for all six high school experience items and ranges from -12 to 12 
(negative values indicate a negative experience, positive values indicate a positive 
experience, and zero indicates a neutral experience). High school experience items are 
available in Appendices B and C. 
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Figure 2. Regression of the High School Experience Index on Sexual Orientation 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,483. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parental level 
of education), n = 7,464. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean index of each 

sexual orientation are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference group 
(straight/heterosexual). See the Data Analysis section for details on the construction of the high school experience index. 

Bullying in High School 
Figure 3 presents the frequency of bullying students reported experiencing in high school by 

gender identity and sexual orientation. Across all respondents, approximately 77% of students reported 

not being bullied or harassed on school property in the past year, while roughly 10% reported being 

bullied once, 9% reported being bullied two to three times, and about 4% were bullied four or more 

times. However, these rates varied considerably by gender identity. Among cisgender men, nearly 84% 

reported no bullying compared to only about 35% of transgender students and 54% of nonbinary and 

gender diverse/questioning students. Moreover, transgender students reported the highest rates of 

repeated victimization, as approximately 27% were bullied two to three times and nearly 16% 

experienced bullying four or more times — rates far exceeding those of any other gender identity. 

Nonbinary and gender diverse/questioning students also reported elevated rates of bullying relative to 
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their cisgender peers, with roughly 23% reporting two to three incidents and about 10% reporting four 

or more. 

Figure 3. Frequency of Bullying/Harassment in the Past Year 

 

Note. Rates depicted in the figure represent the sample of students that responded to questions about bullying and 
harassment (n = 7,512 for disaggregation by gender, and n = 7,471 for disaggregation by sexual orientation).  

Patterns by sexual orientation revealed similar disparities. While approximately 82% of 

straight/heterosexual students reported no bullying in the past year, this figure dropped to about 61% 

for gay or lesbian students and 62% for bisexual, pansexual, and omnisexual students. Students 

identifying as other, queer, or questioning also reported lower rates of no bullying (about 60%) and 

higher rates of repeated victimization compared to their heterosexual peers. Asexual, aromantic, and 

demisexual students reported rates closer to the overall average, though still below those of 

heterosexual students. 

Among respondents who reported being bullied one or more times, we further examined 

whether students attributed the bullying to their gender identity or sexual orientation (Figure 4). 

Overall, about 55% of students that were bullied indicated they had been harassed because of their 

gender or sexual orientation. This figure, however, masks stark differences across identity groups. 

Among transgender students who reported being bullied (n = 42), all attributed the bullying to their 
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gender identity or sexual orientation, and nearly 88% of nonbinary and gender diverse/questioning 

students who were bullied reported the same. In contrast, only about 35% of cisgender men and 51% 

of cisgender women who were bullied attributed it to gender or sexual orientation. Disparities were 

just as pronounced across sexual orientation: approximately 97% of gay or lesbian students who 

experienced bullying reported it was related to their gender or sexual orientation, compared to 28% of 

straight/heterosexual students. These patterns underscore that LGBTQ+ students not only experience 

higher rates of bullying overall but are also disproportionately targeted because of their identity. 

Figure 4. Student Responses to “During the Past 12 Months, Were You Harassed or Bullied for Your 

Gender Identity or Sexual Orientation?” 

Note. Rates depicted in the figure represent the sample of students that reported being bullied or harassed more than once 
(n = 960 for disaggregation by gender, and n = 958 for disaggregation by sexual orientation).  

Bullying as a Potential Mediator of High School Experiences 

To investigate whether identity-based victimization helps to explain the differences we observe 

in high school experience by gender identity and sexual orientation, we estimated additional models 

that control for the frequency of bullying or harassment in the past year (full results presented in 

Appendix I). Adding bullying as a covariate attenuates the coefficients for gender identity; for example, 

19  |  LGBTQ+ Students’ High School Experiences and Academic Plans 



Informing Policy, Improving Practice for California Students 

the gap between gender diverse/questioning students and cisgender men narrows from -3.29 to -2.46 

index points, and the gap for nonbinary students narrows from -2.03 to -1.44, though both remain 

significant. Additionally, across all gender identity categories, the R-squared increases from 0.034 

(demographics only) to 0.072 (demographics plus bullying), indicating that bullying frequency explains 

a meaningful share, but not all, of the variation in students’ high school experiences.  

A similar pattern emerges by sexual orientation (Appendix Figure I2). After controlling for 

bullying, the coefficient for gay or lesbian students is no longer statistically significant, suggesting that 

the lower high school experience reported by this group is largely attributable to experiences of 

bullying and harassment. The gap for bisexual/pansexual/omnisexual students narrows from -1.11 to 

-0.72 but remains significant, indicating that bullying also explains some of the differences for these 

students. Further controlling for assigned sex at birth produces only modest additional attenuation. 

These results suggest bullying is a meaningful mediator of the relationship between gender identity, 

sexual orientation, and overall high school experience, though it does not fully account for the 

observed disparities. 

Concerns About College  
Students were also asked about their concerns ahead of the transition to college. We 

constructed three indices of worry using PCA eigenvectors (summary statistics of the PCA constructs 

are reported in Table 4), including: (1) general worries; (2) worries about discrimination (including 

gender, sexuality, race, and religion); and (3) worries about financial burdens (including tuition and 

living costs). For summary statistics of the survey items used to construct these dimensions by gender 

identity and sexual orientation, see Appendix D. Together, these components explained 56.0% of the 

variance in overall worries about the transition to college.  
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Table 4. College Concern Items and Results from Principal Component Analysis (PCA) 

  N Mean 

Items:    
How worried are you about…   

  Affording tuition fees? 7,957 1.8 
  Living expenses? 7,956 1.7 
  Performing well academically? 7,958 1.5 
  Balancing work obligations? 7,943 1.6 
  Balancing family obligations? 7,941 1.1 
  Finding community? 7,934 1.3 
  Living away from home? 7,948 0.9 
  Having adequate support for emotional and mental health needs? 7,944 1.1 
  Discrimination based on gender? 7,886 0.4 
  Discrimination based on sexual orientation? 7,876 0.3 
  Discrimination based on race? 7,895 0.5 
  Discrimination based on religion? 7,891 0.2 

PCA constructs:   
  General worries (32.0%) 7,706 3.8 
  Worries about discrimination (13.8%) 7,706 1.2 
  Worries about financial burdens (10.3%) 7,706 0.6 

Note. The first twelve rows are survey items related to college worries. Each item ranges from 0 (not worried at all) to 3 
(very worried). The last three rows indicate the three constructs: (1) general worries ranges from 0 to 10.23; (2) worries 
about discrimination ranges from -3.83 to 5.12; and (3) worries about financial burdens ranges from -3.64 to 3.65. 
Constructs were only created for high school students that reported non-missing values for all twelve items. The PCA 
proportion explained is reported in parentheses after each construct. See the Data Analysis section for details on the 
construction of the worry indices. 

In terms of broad concerns, we find trans and gender expansive students experience a higher 

level of general worries compared to cisgender students. When we correlated these worries to 

students’ high school experiences, there appeared to be a negative, fairly weak correlation between 

high school experience and general worries about college; that is, students who reported more 

negative experiences in high school, on average, reported more worries about college. However, there 

is almost no correlation between high school experience and worries about discrimination or financial 

burdens, respectively.  

Regression estimates for each component of worry by gender identity, with and without 

controls, are presented in Figures 5 through 7. In all regressions, cisgender men was set as the baseline 

comparison category. In terms of general college worries, among trans and gender expansive students, 

we find no statistical differences between different gender identities (Figure 5). That is, the general 

worries of transgender men, transgender women, and nonbinary or gender questioning students were 

significantly higher than cisgender men, but not significantly different from each other.  
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Figure 5. Regression of General Worries About College on Gender Identity Categories 

 

Note. We estimate regression models with gender indicators for an unconditional model (n = 7,319) and include 
race/ethnicity indicators, parental education indicators, and a constructed high school experience index as covariates for the 
specification with control variables (n = 7,276). The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and 
mean for each gender identity are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference 
group (cisgender man). See the Data Analysis section for details on the construction of the worry indices. 

Additionally, results illustrate that trans and gender expansive students maintain higher levels of 

worry about discrimination compared to cisgender students (Figure 6), as the magnitude of the 

difference between transgender men and cisgender men exceeds the mean level of worry about 

discrimination for cisgender men. Additionally, among trans and gender expansive students, 

transgender students report higher levels of worry about discrimination compared to nonbinary and 

gender diverse/questioning students, although this estimate is somewhat noisy due to sample size. 

Finally, Figure 7 suggests that worries about financial burdens do not differ by gender identity. 
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Figure 6. Regression of Worries About Discrimination in College on Gender Identity Categories 

 

Note. We estimate regression models with gender indicators for an unconditional model (n = 7,319) and include 
race/ethnicity indicators, parental education indicators, and a constructed high school experience index as covariates for the 
specification with control variables (n = 7,276). The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and 
mean for each gender identity are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference 
group (cisgender man). See the Data Analysis section for details on the construction of the worry indices. 
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Figure 7. Regression of Worries About Financial Burdens in College on Gender Identity Categories 

 

Note. We estimate regression models with gender indicators for an unconditional model (n = 7,319) and include 
race/ethnicity indicators, parental education indicators, and a constructed high school experience index as covariates for the 
specification with control variables (n = 7,276). The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and 
mean for each gender identity are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference 
group (cisgender man). See the Data Analysis section for details on the construction of the worry indices. 

We find a similar pattern when examining college concerns by sexual orientation (Figure 8), as 

non-heterosexual students report significantly higher levels of general worries compared to 

straight/heterosexual students. The magnitude of these differences is fairly consistent across sexual 

orientation categories, with point estimates ranging from roughly 0.5 to 1.0 units above 

straight/heterosexual students. Other/queer/questioning students report the highest level of general 

worries (mean = 4.58), though the confidence interval is wider due to a smaller sample size. These 

differences remain statistically significant after controlling for demographics and high school 

experience. 
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Figure 8. Regression of General Worries About College on Sexual Orientation Categories 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,283. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parental level 
of education), n = 7,263. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean index of each 
sexual orientation are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference group 
(straight/heterosexual). See the Data Analysis section for details on the construction of the worry indices. 

Worries about discrimination also differ significantly by sexual orientation (Figure 9), as 

non-heterosexual students also report higher levels of worry about discrimination relative to 

straight/heterosexual students (mean = -1.39). Among these students, asexual/aromantic/demisexual 

and other/queer/questioning students report the largest differences, while 

bisexual/pansexual/omnisexual students report somewhat smaller but still significant differences. 

These estimates are robust to the inclusion of demographic controls and the high school experience 

index. 
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Figure 9. Regression of Worries about Discrimination in College on Sexual Orientation Categories 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,283. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parental level 
of education), n = 7,263. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean index of each 
sexual orientation are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference group 
(straight/heterosexual). See the Data Analysis section for details on the construction of the worry indices. 

 

As with gender identity, worries about financial burdens also do not differ meaningfully by 

sexual orientation (Figure 10). Point estimates are close to zero for most groups and confidence 

intervals generally overlap with the reference line, suggesting that financial concerns about college are 

not strongly associated with sexual orientation. 
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Figure 10. Regression of Worries about Financial Burdens in College on Sexual Orientation Categories 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,283. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parental level 
of education), n = 7,263. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean index of each 
sexual orientation are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference group 
(straight/heterosexual). See the Data Analysis section for details on the construction of the worry indices. 

Bullying as a Potential Mediator of College Worries 

To investigate whether bullying experiences help to explain the observed differences in college 

worries, we estimated additional models that control for the frequency of bullying or harassment 

students experienced in the past year alongside demographic controls and the high school experience 

index (results are presented in Appendix J). 

For general worries by gender identity, controlling for bullying does not substantively change 

the pattern of results (Appendix Figure J1). For example, while the coefficient for nonbinary and gender 

diverse/questioning students decreases (from 1.64 to 1.49, and from 1.81 to 1.62, respectively), 

coefficients for trans and gender expansive students remain significantly higher than cisgender men. 

The bullying coefficients themselves are positive and significant, suggesting that students who 

experienced more frequent bullying report higher general worries about college, although this 
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association does not fully account for the gender identity differences. We find a similar pattern for 

sexual orientation (Appendix Figure J2): in this case, all non-heterosexual student groups continue to 

report significantly higher general worries after controlling for bullying, with only modest attenuation 

of the coefficients. 

For worries about discrimination, results are even more striking. After controlling for bullying, 

the coefficients for gender identity remain large and highly significant (Appendix Figure J3). 

Transgender men maintain the highest level of worry about discrimination relative to cisgender men (b 

= 1.48), followed by transgender women (b = 1.22), nonbinary students (b = 0.97), and gender 

diverse/questioning students (b = 0.73). The persistence of these large coefficients after controlling for 

bullying suggests that worry about discrimination is not simply a reflection of past bullying experiences 

but may reflect broader anticipation of discrimination in the college environment. By sexual orientation 

(Appendix Figure J4), all non-heterosexual students likewise maintain significantly elevated worries 

about discrimination after controlling for bullying, with other/queer/questioning students (b = 0.71) 

and asexual/aromantic/demisexual students (b = 0.62) reporting the largest differences. 

Consistent with our earlier findings, worries about financial burdens remain unrelated to either 

gender identity or sexual orientation after controlling for bullying (Appendix Figures J5 and J6). The 

bullying coefficients themselves are small and largely non-significant in the financial burden models, 

confirming that financial concerns about college operate independently of both identity-based 

differences and bullying experiences. 

Postsecondary Educational Plans  

We next explore patterns in academic plans across gender identity, including college program 

type, intended field of study, and the highest degree students planned to pursue. Findings indicate that 

most students planned to enroll in a four-year college compared to a two-year college (Figure 11); 

however, more transgender and nonbinary students planned to enroll in four-year colleges compared 

to their cisgender peers. Conversely, students that identified as gender diverse or questioning intended 

to enroll in a two- or four-year college at nearly similar rates (49.3% and 50.7%, respectively). 

gettingdowntofacts.com  |  28 



 

Figure 11. Plans for College Enrollment by Gender Identity (n = 7,522) 

 

Differences also emerged in students’ intended field of study (Table 5). Overall, most students 

planned to study natural sciences (16.3%), engineering (16.2%), and health sciences (14.8%), including 

trans and gender expansive students, who often selected these majors at higher rates than their peers. 

For example, transgender women planned to study engineering at nearly 9 percentage points above 

the rate overall. Trans and gender expansive students were also more likely to pursue humanities and 

the arts, as gender diverse students (31.0%), transgender men (28.8%), nonbinary students (25.5%), 

and transgender women (25.0%) all indicated these fields at much higher rates than the sample overall 

(11.4%). 
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Table 5. Intended Field of Study by Gender Identity 

 Business 
Engineeri

ng 

Natural 

sciences  

Social 

sciences  

Humaniti

es and 

arts  

Health 

sciences 

Educatio

n 

Applied 

sciences  

Public 

service  

Undecid

ed 
N 

All respondents 10.0 16.2 16.3 12.3 11.4 14.8 3.5 3.4 4.8 7.5 7,499 

Cisgender man 12.1 30.0 12.2 7.9 8.9 8.0 1.4 7.0 4.3 8.4 2,662 

Cisgender woman 9.6 7.8 18.4 14.7 11.2 19.9 4.9 1.2 5.3 7.1 4,280 

Transgender man 1.7 13.6 22.0 15.3 28.8 6.8 5.1 1.7 1.7 3.4 59 

Transgender 

woman 
10.0 25.0 10.0 10.0 25.0 0.0 0.0 15.0 0.0 5.0 20 

Nonbinary 3.0 12.0 19.9 15.4 25.5 7.9 3.0 3.4 3.4 6.7 267 

Gender diverse/ 

questioning 
1.4 9.9 19.7 16.9 31.0 8.5 1.4 1.4 5.6 4.2 71 

Prefer not to say 5.0 19.3 18.6 12.9 17.9 9.3 2.9 2.1 3.6 8.6 140 

N 749 1,211 1,220 920 852 1,106 262 255 360 564 7,499 

Note. Each cell represents the row percentage. 
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Students also indicated the highest degree they planned to complete (Figure 12). Across 

all respondents, over half (54.9%) planned to earn an advanced degree. Additionally, we find 

that more trans and gender expansive students indicated plans to earn a master’s or doctorate 

at higher rates compared to cisgender students. Among transgender women, of the 55.0% that 

planned to complete an advanced degree, 72.7% intended to earn a master’s degree—higher 

than any other gender identity we surveyed. Comparatively, transgender women, gender 

diverse/questioning students, and cisgender men were more likely to pursue an associate or 

vocational degree compared to other students, although transgender women and cisgender 

men appear to be outliers overall.  
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Figure 12. Plans for Degree Completion by Gender Identity

 

Note. Bars represent percentages (n = 7,497). 
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To examine whether descriptive differences in postsecondary plans persist after 

accounting for student demographics, we estimated logit models for intent to attend a four-year 

college and ordered logit models for highest degree aspirations by both gender identity and 

sexual orientation. Here, we report odds ratios, where values greater than one indicate higher 

odds relative to the reference category. We also report predicted probabilities from the ordered 

logit models as stacked bar charts evaluated at sample means in Appendix H. 

For four-year enrollment by gender identity (Table 6), nonbinary students were 

significantly more likely than cisgender men to plan to attend a four-year institution, and this 

difference was robust to the inclusion of demographic controls. Cisgender women were also 

significantly more likely to plan to attend a four-year college in both specifications. Additionally, 

for gender diverse/questioning students, the odds ratio was less than one in both specifications, 

consistent with the descriptive finding that this group was roughly equally split between two- 

and four-year enrollment plans. For both transgender men and transgender women, the odds 

ratios were greater than one; however, estimates may be imprecise due to smaller sample size. 

In this case, we refrain from drawing conclusions about four-year enrollment for these 

categories based on the regression estimates alone and instead direct readers to the descriptive 

results reported in Figure 11. 
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Table 6. Logit Models: Intent to Attend a 4-Year College (Odds Ratios) by Gender Identity 

 (1) (2) 
Cisgender woman 1.196*** 1.282*** 
 [1.084,1.319] [1.154,1.424] 
   
Transgender man 1.676* 1.481 
 [0.958,2.933] [0.816,2.686] 
   
Transgender woman 1.717 1.516 
 [0.658,4.482] [0.549,4.190] 
   
Nonbinary 1.400** 1.341** 
 [1.075,1.822] [1.015,1.771] 
   
Gender diverse/questioning 0.757 0.681 
 [0.472,1.213] [0.412,1.125] 
   
Prefer not to say 1.117 1.100 
 [0.790,1.579] [0.754,1.603] 
Observations 7522 7498 

Demographic controls No Yes 

Note. Exponentiated coefficients; 95% confidence intervals included in brackets. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

 Results by sexual orientation were broadly consistent. For four-year enrollment (Table 

7), gay or lesbian students and bisexual/pansexual/omnisexual students were significantly more 

likely to plan to attend a four-year college, and these differences persisted after controlling for 

demographics. The odds ratios for asexual/aromantic/demisexual and other/queer/questioning 

students were greater than one and significant in the unconditional models, but no longer 

significant with the inclusion of demographic controls. This suggests that some of the 

descriptive differences for these groups may reflect compositional variation in race/ethnicity or 

parental education. 
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Table 7. Logit Models: Intent to Attend a 4-Year College (Odds Ratios) by Sexual Orientation 

 (1) (2) (3) 
Gay or lesbian 1.692*** 1.498*** 1.496*** 
 [1.327,2.156] [1.159,1.935] [1.157,1.935] 
    
Bisexual/pansexual/ 
omnisexual 

1.410*** 1.347*** 1.264*** 

 [1.233,1.614] [1.169,1.553] [1.093,1.462] 
    
Asexual/aromantic/ 
demisexual 

1.608*** 1.190 1.116 

 [1.168,2.213] [0.845,1.675] [0.790,1.575] 
    
Other/queer/ 
questioning 

1.413* 1.186 1.121 

 [0.979,2.039] [0.803,1.750] [0.758,1.657] 
    
Prefer not to say 1.001 0.899 0.863 
 [0.832,1.204] [0.737,1.096] [0.707,1.054] 
Observations 7481 7456 7446 
Demographic controls No Yes Yes 
Assigned sex at birth No No Yes 

Note. Exponentiated coefficients; 95% confidence intervals included in brackets. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

For degree aspirations (Tables 8 and 9), ordered logit results reported as odds ratios 

indicate that nonbinary students had significantly higher degree aspirations than cisgender men 

(OR = 1.80, 95% CI [1.43, 2.26]), with the largest and most precisely estimated odds ratio among 

the trans and gender expansive categories, a difference that remained robust with demographic 

controls (OR = 1.83, 95% CI [1.45, 2.30]). Transgender men also reported significantly higher 

degree aspirations in both the unconditional (OR = 1.74, 95% CI [1.10, 2.75]) and controlled (OR 

= 1.66, 95% CI [1.03, 2.67]) models. Gender diverse/questioning students had 1.58 times the 

odds of aspiring to a higher degree category in the unconditional model (95% CI [1.02, 2.45]), 

though this attenuated to marginal significance with controls (OR = 1.54, 95% CI [0.99, 2.41]). 

For transgender women, the small sample size (n = 20) produced estimates that were too 

imprecise to support meaningful inference (OR = 1.19, 95% CI [0.55, 2.61]); while the 

descriptive patterns suggest transgender students as a whole report lower rates of certificate 

and associate degree aspirations and comparable or higher rates of master’s degree aspirations 

relative to cisgender men, the regression models lack the statistical power to confirm these 

35  |  LGBTQ+ Students’ High School Experiences and Academic Plans 



Informing Policy, Improving Practice for California Students 

patterns. We therefore direct readers to the descriptive results presented in Figure 12 rather 

than interpret these coefficients substantively.  

Table 8. Ordered Logit Models: Highest Degree Plans (Odds Ratios) by Gender Identity 

 (1) (2) 
   
Cisgender woman 1.627*** 1.734*** 
 [1.489,1.777] [1.585,1.896] 
   
Transgender man 1.738** 1.661** 
 [1.098,2.750] [1.032,2.674] 
   
Transgender woman 1.194 1.050 
 [0.548,2.605] [0.477,2.311] 
   
Nonbinary 1.798*** 1.829*** 
 [1.432,2.257] [1.451,2.304] 
   
Gender diverse/questioning 1.584** 1.541* 
 [1.023,2.453] [0.985,2.411] 
   
Prefer not to say 1.368** 1.296 
 [1.005,1.863] [0.945,1.778] 
Observations 7497 7475 
Demographic Controls No Yes 

Exponentiated coefficients; 95% confidence intervals in brackets 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

In terms of sexual orientation, gay or lesbian students (OR = 1.53, 95% CI [1.25, 1.87]) 

and bisexual/pansexual/omnisexual students (OR = 1.64, 95% CI [1.45, 1.84]) consistently 

reported higher degree aspirations across both specifications. Additionally, the odds ratios for 

asexual/aromantic/demisexual students (OR = 1.52, 95% CI [1.17, 1.98]) and 

other/queer/questioning students (OR = 1.44, 95% CI [1.06, 1.96]) were found to only be 

significant in our unconditional models. 
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Table 9. Ordered Logit Models: Highest Degree Plans (Odds Ratios) by Sexual Orientation 

 (1) (2) (3) 
    
Gay or lesbian 1.527*** 1.388*** 1.353*** 
 [1.250,1.867] [1.130,1.704] [1.101,1.663] 
    
Bisexual/pansexual/omnise
xual 

1.636*** 1.587*** 1.386*** 

 [1.454,1.840] [1.408,1.788] [1.226,1.566] 
    
Asexual/aromantic/demise
xual 

1.522*** 1.251 1.079 

 [1.168,1.983] [0.955,1.638] [0.822,1.416] 
    
Other/queer/questioning 1.440** 1.293 1.117 
 [1.056,1.963] [0.941,1.777] [0.811,1.537] 
    
Prefer not to say 1.162* 1.049 0.957 
 [0.986,1.370] [0.887,1.240] [0.808,1.132] 
Observations 7456 7433 7423 
Demographic controls No Yes Yes 
Assigned sex at birth No No Yes 

Exponentiated coefficients; 95% confidence intervals in brackets 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Qualitative Findings 
The survey also asked respondents about challenges they anticipated as well as what 

they were the most excited about ahead of the transition to college. Although a full qualitative 

analysis of these data is beyond the scope of this paper, we highlight the social concerns and 

hopes raised by transgender, nonbinary, and gender diverse/questioning students in their 

responses.  

Social Challenges and Discrimination  
In open-ended responses, nearly one-quarter of trans and gender expansive students 

identified social challenges as a concern, as many worried about making new friends or whether 

they would make friends at all. A nonbinary student described, “Making friends has been a 

challenge for me in the past when I had to go somewhere new and didn’t know anyone, so it 

might take a little while to get close with people.” Transgender students also expressed 

concerns over finding community once they entered college, including worries they may not fit 
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in, or may feel alone or overwhelmed in a new social environment. These worries also included 

fears of discrimination; multiple students noted concerns about transphobia, coming out to 

others, and seeing kids from their high school. Moreover, the most intense social concern came 

from one nonbinary student who shared: “I could die from hate crimes.”  

Finding Friends and Community 
In contrast, over 36% of trans and gender expansive students were excited about the 

social aspects of college, as students anticipated meeting new people and building new 

friendships despite some apprehension. One nonbinary student expressed, “I will be making 

friends on my own, which is scary, but something to look forward to.” Several students looked 

forward to finding community, with one gender diverse student writing: “[I am excited] to be 

able to build a community for myself where I truly feel that I belong.” Additionally, students 

anticipated meeting other students like themselves. One nonbinary student explained, “I’m 

most excited about the friendships I will form with people who share the same mindset as me.” 

Students also wanted to meet people with similar academic interests. As one gender 

diverse/questioning student noted: “I’m really excited to be part of a supportive and engaging 

community… [and] be around people with a similar drive for learning and an appreciation of 

education.”  

Several students were also excited to attend a college where they could access 

gender-affirming healthcare and housing. One gender diverse/questioning student mentioned, 

“I’m also going to be downtown for college and I know that the college I’m going to is very 

LGBTQ+ friendly.” Another nonbinary student explained, “I’m also looking forward to receiving 

certain medical treatment at my college’s health center that I currently don’t have access to.” 

​ Additionally, some trans and gender expansive students looked forward to the 

opportunity to leave their home environment. Students described a desire to “[get] away from 

home and a community that I was almost constantly harassed in,” “leave my abusive 

household,” and “be away from home… [and] finally hav[e] my own autonomy.” One trans 

woman added that leaving home and entering college explicitly offered “the ability to transition 

my gender identity, as my parents are opposed to it.” Together, these responses illustrate a 

pattern consistent with our quantitative findings: even as trans and gender expansive students 
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report elevated concerns about discrimination and less positive high school experiences, they 

simultaneously express hope that college will offer safer, more affirming environments where 

they can build community and access the support they need. 

Limitations 
An important limitation to consider in this work is that our sample is self-selected and 

restricted to students that indicated plans to enroll in college in the fall after their senior year. In 

this case, our results speak to a group of students that made it to the 12th grade, filed a FAFSA or 

CADAA, and volunteered to participate in our survey. As such, results do not include students 

who dropped out prior to 12th grade, had other plans, or for whom college seemed out of 

reach—a population future research should examine in more detail, particularly for LGBTQ+ 

students. It is also important to consider that students’ plans can change—some students, 

despite their survey responses, may not enroll in college after all, underscoring that 

expectations to enroll do not always lead to enrollment (Klasik et al., 2025). Thus, these results 

reflect a unique sample of intended college-goers captured at one point in time. Future 

research on high school completion as well as college enrollment and retention by gender and 

sexual identities is needed. 

Discussion and Conclusion 
As high school experiences can influence students’ educational aspirations and later 

attainment, it is important to examine the extent to which these may differ by gender identity 

and sexual orientation. Our findings indicate that identity-based bullying explains a meaningful 

share of the observed disparities in the high school experiences of LGBTQ+ students. In fact, 

while controlling for bullying attenuates gaps in gender identity and sexual orientation, 

significant differences persist, suggesting that the challenges LGBTQ+ students face extend 

beyond victimization alone, consistent with prior research on gender-related victimization in 

high school (Hatchel et al., 2018; McBride, 2021). 

Given these experiences, we examined students’ concerns ahead of college enrollment 

by gender identity and sexual orientation. Overall, trans and gender expansive students worried 
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more about discrimination compared to cisgender students. Notably, these concerns persisted 

after controlling for bullying in high school, indicating that worries about discrimination in 

college may represent anticipatory concerns about future discrimination. Research indicates 

that the energy LGBTQ+ students expend navigating school and trying to avoid adverse 

experiences often detracts from the quality of their educational experience and ability to create 

community (Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018; Kersey & Voigt, 2021). Our findings suggest that this 

burden may extend into the college transition more broadly, particularly for trans and gender 

expansive students. In contrast, general worries about college (e.g., academic performance, 

finding community) and worries about financial burdens (e.g., tuition, living expenses) showed 

little association with bullying in high school, suggesting these concerns are driven by different 

factors.  

However, despite any concerns, LGBTQ+ students still planned to pursue postsecondary 

schooling at significantly higher rates than their cisgender heterosexual peers. While these 

results differ from prior research (Feldman et al., 2022; Sansone, 2019; Wilkinson et al., 2021), 

the schooling experiences of LGBTQ+ students in our sample may include supports (whether at 

school or at home) potentially absent to students documented in other studies. For example, 

students may have had access to resources that can promote the well-being of trans and gender 

expansive students, such as social support from peers, family, and the community; 

school-inclusive policies; and extracurricular activities, among others (Fernandes et al., 2023). 

Moreover, barriers students might encounter (e.g., financial constraints, a lack of information) 

can drive them toward various degree pathways. For example, a student may perceive a 

mismatch between their ability level and certain colleges (Dillon & Smith, 2013), or have 

concerns about college (e.g., campus climate) (Dugan et al., 2012), driving them to select or 

avoid selecting a particular institution or pursuing a more advanced degree. 

Results also indicated differences in students’ planned fields of study. While most 

students, regardless of gender identity, planned to study various STEM fields (e.g., engineering, 

natural sciences), trans and gender expansive students often selected these fields at higher 

rates. Moreover, trans and gender expansive students were more likely to pursue humanities 

and the arts, aligning with prior research that suggests LGBTQ+ students often select these 
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fields as they believe they are more affirming (Linley et al., 2018) and inclusive than STEM or 

business (Forbes, 2022; Kersey & Voigt, 2021). These findings offer important insight into the 

majors and careers trans and gender expansive students plan to pursue and may be of interest 

to deans, department chairs, and other personnel involved in outreach and career 

opportunities. 

Moreover, our findings carry several implications for education policy in California. First, 

the stark disparities in bullying rates and identity-based victimization documented in this study 

suggest that generic anti-bullying programs may be insufficient to address the experiences of 

LGBTQ+ students. For example, that 100% of transgender students that experienced bullying 

attributed their victimization to their gender identity or sexual orientation points to the need 

for targeted interventions that specifically address identity-based harassment, including 

expanded support for gender-sexuality alliances (GSAs) and professional development for 

school personnel on the needs of LGBTQ+ students. While California’s Seth’s Law (AB 9, 2012) 

already requires schools to adopt anti-bullying policies that enumerate sexual orientation and 

gender identity as protected categories, these findings indicate that substantial identity-based 

victimization persists, suggesting school districts may benefit from additional resources and 

accountability mechanisms to ensure policies are actively implemented. 

Second, the patterns documented here, in which trans and gender expansive students 

report less positive high school experiences and elevated rates of identity-based bullying yet 

maintain elevated educational aspirations, are consistent with the social ecological theory of 

resilience framing this study (Ungar, 2011, 2012). In this case, the persistence of elevated 

educational aspirations in the face of documented adversity reflects the resilience and 

navigational capital LGBTQ+ students develop through experience in cis-normative 

environments (Pennell, 2016). This is underscored by our qualitative findings; even as students 

described fears of discrimination and hate crimes, they simultaneously expressed excitement 

about finding community and accessing gender-affirming resources in college. Policymakers and 

institutions should therefore ensure that students are supported with resources that address 

these concerns, which may include investments in bridge and/or mentoring programs at the 
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high school and college level, as well as campus resources that are responsive to the needs of 

incoming LGBTQ+ students. 

Third, this study highlights the critical need for the state to collect and disaggregate 

detailed data by gender identity and sexual orientation. The richness of the present data 

allowed us to identify disparities that would otherwise be invisible in datasets that treat LGBTQ+ 

students as a singular group or omit gender identity measures entirely. Presently, the California 

Healthy Kids Survey (CHKS) collects some information on gender and sexual identities; an 

anonymous survey of school climate, safety, and student wellness, the CHKS is administered 

biennially in grades 5, 7, 9, and 11 to students in schools that opt in with modules that collect 

gender identity (male, female, transgender) and sexual orientation data (gay/lesbian/bisexual, 

straight, not sure).10 However, our findings reveal distinct differences by gender identity and 

sexual orientation beyond these measures. This heterogeneity reinforces the importance of 

detailed data collection across gender and sexual identity subgroups, underscoring that LGBTQ+ 

students should not be treated as a monolith in terms of their college aspirations and broader 

academic plans (Feldman et al., 2022). As the state considers how to monitor school climate and 

student well-being going forward, broadening the identities captured in the CHKS as well as 

mandating its administration statewide would offer opportunities to further understand and 

address the needs of this population. However, we also recognize that in the current political 

climate, students may have legitimate concerns about disclosing their identities in institutional 

surveys. In this case, efforts to build this kind of evidence base will need to balance the analytic 

power of detailed identity data with robust protections for student privacy and confidentiality.  

The present findings take on added significance in the current policy landscape. Since 

survey administration in 2023, federal policy for LGBTQ+ students has shifted considerably, 

including executive orders withdrawing the federal recognition of transgender identities; 

restrictions on Title IX protections; and efforts to curtail access to gender-affirming care for 

minors (Exec. Order No. 14168, 2025; U.S. Department of Education, 2025). At the same time, 

several states have enacted laws that limit the discussion of gender identity and sexual 

orientation in schools (Movement Advancement Project, 2025). In contrast, California has 

10 For more information about the California Healthy Kids Survey, see https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/he/at/chks.asp 
and https://calschls.org/about/the-surveys.  
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continued to strengthen state-level protections, including AB 1955 (the SAFETY Act), which 

prohibits school districts from requiring staff to disclose a student’s gender identity or sexual 

orientation to parents without the student’s consent (California Legislative Information, 2023; 

Equality California, 2025). This divergence underscores the importance of state-level data and 

state-level action. Our results suggest that, even within California’s comparatively protective 

policy environment, LGBTQ+ students experienced significant disparities in high school climate 

and identity-based victimization at the time of survey administration. As federal protections for 

LGBTQ+ students are rolled back, the role of state and local policy in addressing these disparities 

becomes even more critical. More broadly, our findings underscore the importance of 

California’s continued commitment to fostering safe, affirming educational environments and 

ensuring that all students, regardless of gender identity or sexual orientation, are supported in 

realizing their educational aspirations. As California approaches a new chapter of its education 

policy, we hope these findings will offer a foundation for evidence-based action on behalf of 

some of the state’s most vulnerable students. 
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Appendix A: Additional Demographics 
 
Table A1. Gender Identity and Sexual Orientation of 12th Grade Survey Participants (n = 7,462) 

Gender identity 

Sexual orientation categories 

Straight/ 
heterosexual 

Gay or 
lesbian 

Bisexual/ 
pansexual/ 
omnisexual 

Asexual/ 
aromantic/ 
demisexual 

Other/ 
queer/ 

questionin
g 

Prefer not to 
say 

Total 

  Cisgender man 85.0 4.0 5.1 0.8 0.6 4.5 100.0 
  Cisgender woman 68.0 3.0 17.9 2.3 1.5 7.3 100.0 
  Transgender man 6.9 32.8 32.8 6.9 12.1 8.6 100.0 
  Transgender woman 20.0 40.0 25.0 10.0 0.0 5.0 100.0 
  Nonbinary 1.9 18.8 50.2 13.4 9.6 6.1 100.0 
  Gender 
diverse/questioning 

2.9 13.0 50.7 14.5 18.8 0.0 100.0 

  Prefer not to say 7.9 6.5 33.1 10.1 4.3 38.1 100.0 

  Total 69.5 4.4 15.2 2.4 1.7 6.8 100.0 

Note. Each cell represents row percentages—that is, the percentage of students within each gender category of the corresponding sexual orientation. 
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Table A2. Demographic Characteristics of California Students Enrolled in 12th Grade in the 

2022-2023 Academic Year  

  n Percent 

Panel A. Race/ethnicity   

American Indian or Alaska Native 2,349 0.5 

Black/African American 23,852 4.9 

Hispanic or Latino 272,323 55.7 

Pacific Islander 2,205 0.5 

Filipino 13,231 2.7 

Asian 46,278 9.5 

Two or more races 17,435 3.6 

White/non-Hispanic 103,787 21.2 

Not reported 7,476 1.5 

Panel B. Gender   

Male 252,390 51.6 

Female 235,802 48.2 

Nonbinary 744 0.2 

Total 488,936  

Note. Data accessed through DataQuest (https://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest), which is managed by the California 
Department of Education.  
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Appendix B: High School Experience Items and Construct 

  N Mean 

Items:   
  How would you rate your academic performance in high school? 7,847 0.7 
  How would you rate your social experience in high school? 7,825 0.1 
  I feel that I belong in my high school community. 7,711 0.6 
  Teachers and staff at my high school care about my future. 7,711 1.1 
  I received good advising from my high school about my college plans. 7,713 0.7 
  I feel prepared for college. 7,709 0.7 

Construct:   
  General high school experience 7,687 3.8 

Note. The first six rows include the Likert-scale survey items that relate to a student’s high school experience. All 
items range from -2 to 2, with -2 indicating a very negative experience, 2 indicating a very positive experience, and 
0 indicating a neutral experience. The final row summarizes the general high school experience construct, which 
includes all six aforementioned high school experience items. The construct is only created for students who 
reported non-missing values for all six high school experience items. 
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Appendix C: Summary Statistics of Individual High School Experience Items 
 
Table C1. High School Experience Items by Gender Identity 

 
Cisgender 

man 

Cisgend
er 

woman 

Transgen
der man 

Transgend
er woman 

Nonbin
ary 

Gender 
diverse/ 

questionin
g 

Prefer 
not to 

say 

Tota
l 

How would you rate your academic performance in high school? 

Mean 0.6 0.7 0.9 0.3 0.7 0.4 0.5 0.6 

N 2,675 4,289 59 20 267 71 141 
7,52

2 

 

How would you rate your social experience in high school? 

Mean 0.3 0.1 -0.4 -0.5 -0.3 -0.4 -0.3 0.1 

N 2,673 4,286 59 20 267 71 140 
7,51

6 

 

I feel that I belong in my high school community. 

Mean 0.7 0.6 0.0 0.0 0.1 -0.1 0.2 0.6 

N 2,667 4,280 59 20 267 71 139 
7,50

3 

 

Teachers and staff at my high school care about my future. 

Mean 1.1 1.1 1.0 1.1 1.0 0.9 0.9 1.1 

N 2,667 4,281 59 20 267 71 139 
7,50

4 
 

I received good advising from my high school about my college plans. 

Mean 0.8 0.7 0.3 0.8 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.7 

N 2,667 4,282 59 20 267 71 140 
7,50

6 
 

I feel prepared for college. 
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Mean 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.9 0.4 -0.1 0.4 0.6 

N 2,667 4,281 59 20 267 71 139 
7,50

4 
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Table C2. High School Experience Items by Sexual Orientation 

 
Straight/ 

heterosexu
al 

Gay or 
lesbian 

Bisexual/ 
pansexual/ 
omnisexual 

Asexual/ 
aromantic/ 
demisexual 

Other/quee
r/ 

questioning 

Prefer not 
to say 

Total  

How would you rate your academic performance in high school? 

Mean 0.6 0.8 0.6 1.0 0.7 0.6 0.6  

N 5,190 330 1,139 182 131 509 7,847  

 

How would you rate your social experience in high school? 

Mean 0.2 0.0 -0.1 -0.2 -0.1 -0.1 0.1  

N 5,186 330 1,138 182 131 508 7,825  

 

I feel that I belong in my high school community. 

Mean 0.7 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.6  

N 5,174 330 1,138 182 131 507 7,711  

 

Teachers and staff at my high school care about my future. 

Mean 1.1 1.2 1.1 1.2 1.2 1.0 1.1  

N 5,176 329 1,138 182 131 507 7,711  

 

I received good advising from my high school about my college plans. 

Mean 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.7  

N 5,179 329 1,138 182 130 507 7,713  

 

I feel prepared for college. 

Mean 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.5 0.5 0.7  

N 5,177 330 1,137 182 131 506 7,709  
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Appendix D: Summary Statistics of Individual College Concern Items 
 
Table D1. College Concern Items by Gender Identity 

  
Cisgender 

man 
Cisgender 

woman 
Transgender 

man 
Transgender 

woman 
Nonbina

ry 

Gender 
diverse/ 

questioning 

Prefer 
not to 

say 
Total 

How worried are you about… 
 

Affording tuition fees? 
Mean 1.6 1.9 1.7 1.6 2.0 2.2 1.9 1.8 

N 2,664 4,278 59 20 266 70 139 7,496 

 
Living expenses? 

Mean 1.5 1.8 1.5 1.9 1.9 2.0 1.8 1.7 

N 2,662 4,279 59 20 267 71 139 7,497 
 
Performing well academically? 

Mean 1.4 1.6 1.5 1.1 1.7 1.8 1.7 1.5 

N 2,662 4,279 59 20 267 71 139 7,497 
 
Balancing work obligations? 

Mean 1.4 1.6 1.5 1.7 1.8 2.1 1.8 1.6 

N 2,659 4,272 58 20 265 71 139 7,484 
 

Balancing family obligations? 
Mean 1.0 1.1 1.2 0.8 1.2 1.3 1.3 1.1 

N 2,656 4,273 59 20 266 70 138 7,482 

 

Finding community? 
Mean 1.1 1.4 1.6 1.0 1.6 1.7 1.6 1.3 

N 2,655 4,274 59 20 263 71 139 7,481 

 

Living away from home? 
Mean 0.8 1.0 0.8 0.5 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.9 
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Cisgender 

man 
Cisgender 

woman 
Transgender 

man 
Transgender 

woman 
Nonbina

ry 

Gender 
diverse/ 

questioning 

Prefer 
not to 

say 
Total 

N 2,660 4,273 59 20 266 71 139 7,488 

 

Having adequate support for emotional and mental health needs? 

Mean 0.8 1.2 1.6 1.6 1.7 1.6 1.6 1.1 

N 2,660 4,273 59 20 267 71 139 7,489 
 

Discrimination based on gender? 
Mean 0.1 0.5 2.9 1.8 1.6 1.4 1.1 0.4 

N 2,665 4,260 59 20 267 71 138 7,480 
 

Discrimination based on sexual orientation? 
Mean 0.2 0.3 1.5 1.4 1.4 1.3 1.1 0.3 

N 2,656 4,258 59 20 267 71 138 7,469 
 

Discrimination based on race? 
Mean 0.4 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.5 

N 2,660 4,274 59 20 267 71 139 7,490 
 

Discrimination based on religion? 
Mean 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.3 0.2 

N 2,658 4,273 59 20 267 71 138 7,486 

Note. The rows include survey items related to college worries. Each item ranges from 0 (not worried at all) to 3 (very worried). 
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Table D2. College Concern Items by Sexual Orientation 

 
Straight/ 

heterosexual 
Gay or lesbian 

Bisexual/ 
pansexual/ 
omnisexual 

Asexual/ 
aromantic/ 
demisexual 

Other/queer/ 
questioning 

Prefer not to say Total 

How worried are you about…       
       

Affording tuition fees? 
Mean 1.8 1.8 1.9 1.7 2.0 1.9 1.8 

N 5,173 330 1,136 181 130 507 7,957 
       
Living expenses?       

Mean 1.6 1.8 1.8 1.5 1.8 1.8 1.7 
N 5,173 330 1,137 182 130 506 7,956 

     
Performing well academically?     

Mean 1.5 1.6 1.6 1.5 1.6 1.6 1.5 
N 5,171 330 1,137 182 130 507 7,958 

      
Balancing work obligations?      

Mean 1.5 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.6 
N 5,167 329 1,133 182 130 505 7,943 

       
Balancing family obligations?       

Mean 1.0 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.2 1.2 1.1 
N 5,166 328 1,134 181 129 505 7,941 

       
Finding community?       

Mean 1.2 1.5 1.5 1.5 1.5 1.5 1.3 
N 5,166 330 1,133 180 129 505 7,934 

      
Living away from home?      

Mean 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 
N 5,169 329 1,134 182 130 505 7,948 

     
Having adequate support for emotional and mental health needs?     

Mean 1.0 1.5 1.5 1.5 1.5 1.3 1.1 
N 5,167 330 1,137 181 129 506 7,944 
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Discrimination based on gender?      

Mean 0.3 0.8 0.8 1.0 1.1 0.7 0.4 
N 5,157 330 1,136 181 131 506 7,886 

      
Discrimination based on sexual orientation?      

Mean 0.1 1.3 0.8 0.8 1.1 0.6 0.3 
N 5,147 328 1,138 182 131 504 7,876 

      
Discrimination based on race?      

Mean 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.5 
N 5,164 330 1,139 182 130 506 7,895 

      
Discrimination based on religion?      

Mean 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.2 
N 5,158 330 1,139 182 131 506 7,891 

Note. The rows include survey items related to college worries. Each item ranges from 0 (not worried at all) to 3 (very worried). 
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Appendix E: Additional Demographics 
Demographic Characteristics of LGBTQ+ Qualitative Response Participants (N = 346) 

 n Percent 

Panel A. Gender identity   
  Transgender man 50 14.5 
  Transgender woman 17 4.9 
  Nonbinary 215 62.1 
  Gender diverse/questioning 64 18.5 

  Total reported gender identity 346 100.0 

Panel B. Sexual orientation   
  Straight/heterosexual 12 3.5 
  Gay or lesbian 69 19.9 
  Bisexual/pansexual/omnisexual 166 47.9 
  Asexual/aromantic/demisexual 41 11.9 
  Other/queer/questioning 38 11.0 
  Prefer not to say 20 5.8 

  Total reported sexual orientation 346 100.0 

Panel C. Race/ethnicity   
  American Indian/Alaskan Native 13 3.8 
  Black/African American 27 7.8 
  Hispanic/Latinx 143 41.3 
  Pacific Islander 5 1.5 
  Filipino 18 5.2 
  Asian 43 12.4 
  Other 3 0.9 
  White/non-Hispanic 94 27.1 

  Total reported race/ethnicity 346 100.0 

Panel D. Highest level of education among parents   
  Did not complete high school 42 12.1 
  High school diploma 63 18.2 
  Some college, no college degree 59 17.1 
  Associate degree 25 7.2 
  Bachelor’s degree 57 16.5 
  Graduate/Professional degree             86 24.9 
  Don’t know 14 4.0 

  Total reported parental education 346 100.0 
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Appendix F: High School Experience by Sexual Orientation 

Robustness 

Regression of High School Experience Index on Sexual Orientation 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,483. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education), n = 7,464. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parental 
level of education) and sex assigned at birth, n = 7,412. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the 
sample frequency and mean index of each sexual orientation are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 
represents the coefficient for the reference group (straight/heterosexual). 
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Appendix G: College Worries by Sexual Orientation Robustness 

Figure G1. Regression of Composite Index for General College Worries on Sexual Orientation 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,283. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education), n = 7,263. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parental 
level of education) and sex assigned at birth, n = 7,254. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the 
sample frequency and mean index of each sexual orientation are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 
represents the coefficient for the reference group (straight/heterosexual). 
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Figure G2. Regression of Composite Index for College Worries about Discrimination on Sexual 

Orientation 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,283. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education), n = 7,263. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parental 
level of education) and sex assigned at birth, n = 7,254. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the 
sample frequency and mean index of each sexual orientation are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 
represents the coefficient for the reference group (straight/heterosexual). 
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Figure G3. Regression of Composite Index for College Worries about Financial Burdens on 

Sexual Orientation 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,283. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education), n = 7,263. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parental 
level of education) and sex assigned at birth, n = 7,254. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the 
sample frequency and mean index of each sexual orientation are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 
represents the coefficient for the reference group (straight/heterosexual). 
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Appendix H: Predicted Probabilities of Degree Aspirations 

Figure H1. Predicted Probability of Degree Aspirations by Gender Identity, Evaluated at Sample 

Means 

 

Note. Controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parent education). 
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Figure H2. Adjusted Predicted Probability of Degree Aspirations by Sexual Orientation, 

Evaluated at Sample Means 

 

Note. Controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parent education). 
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Figure H3. Adjusted Predicted Probability of Degree Aspirations by Sexual Orientation, 

Evaluated at Sample Means, Controlling for Assigned Sex at Birth 

 

Note. Controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parent education) and assigned sex at birth. 
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Appendix I: Bullying as Mediator for High School 

Experience 
Figure I1. Regression of High School Experience Index on Gender Identity, Controlling for 

Bullying 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,483. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education), n = 7,464. For the model controlling for demographics and frequency of bullying, n = 
7,456. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean index of each gender 
identity are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference group 
(cisgender man). 
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Figure I2. Regression of High School Experience Index on Sexual Orientation, Controlling for 

Bullying 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,442. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education), n = 7,422. For the model controlling for demographics and frequency of bullying, n = 
7,414. For the model additionally controlling for assigned sex at birth, n = 7,404. The lines indicate 95% confidence 
intervals while the sample frequency and mean index of each sexual orientation are reported in parentheses. The 
vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference group (straight/heterosexual). 
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Appendix J: Bullying as Mediator for College Worries 
 
Figure J1. Regression of Composite Index of General College Worries on Gender Identity, 
Controlling for Bullying 

 
Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,319. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education) and the high school experience index, n = 7,276. For the model additionally controlling 
for frequency of bullying, n = 7,269. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and 
mean index of each gender identity are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for 
the reference group (cisgender man). 
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Figure J2. Regression of Composite Index of General College Worries on Sexual Orientation, 
Controlling for Bullying 

 
Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,283. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education) and the high school experience index, n = 7,239. For the model additionally controlling 
for frequency of bullying, n = 7,232. For the model additionally controlling for assigned sex at birth, n = 7,223. The 
lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean index of each sexual orientation are 
reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference group 
(straight/heterosexual). 
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Figure J3. Regression of Composite Index of College Worries about Discrimination on Gender 
Identity, Controlling for Bullying 

 
Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,319. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education) and the high school experience index, n = 7,276. For the model additionally controlling 
for frequency of bullying, n = 7,269. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and 
mean index of each gender identity are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for 
the reference group (cisgender man). 
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Figure J4. Regression of Composite Index of College Worries about Discrimination on Sexual 
Orientation, Controlling for Bullying 

 
Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,283. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education) and the high school experience index, n = 7,239. For the model additionally controlling 
for frequency of bullying, n = 7,232. For the model additionally controlling for assigned sex at birth, n = 7,223. The 
lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean index of each sexual orientation are 
reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference group 
(straight/heterosexual). 
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Figure J5. Regression of Composite Index of College Worries about Financial Burdens on Gender 
Identity, Controlling for Bullying 

 
Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,319. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education) and the high school experience index, n = 7,276. For the model additionally controlling 
for frequency of bullying, n = 7,269. The lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and 
mean index of each gender identity are reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for 
the reference group (cisgender man). 
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Figure J6. Regression of Composite Index of College Worries about Financial Burdens on Sexual 
Orientation, Controlling for Bullying 

 

Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,283. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and 
parental level of education) and the high school experience index, n = 7,239. For the model additionally controlling 
for frequency of bullying, n = 7,232. For the model additionally controlling for assigned sex at birth, n = 7,223. The 
lines indicate 95% confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean index of each sexual orientation are 
reported in parentheses. The vertical line at 0 represents the coefficient for the reference group 
(straight/heterosexual). 
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