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Mental Health in Queer Youth
By Maggie Agee

LGBTQIA+ – for some people this may seem like a random 
assortment of letters, but to others it is a symbol of solidarity 
and freedom. The acronym refers to individuals who identify 
as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or as other non-hetero-
sexual or non-cisgender identities. But, over time, it has come 
to represent much more than a set of terms. Now, it describes 
a community of people who are fighting to live authentically 
without judgment or harassment. The LGBTQIA+ community, 
as it is recognized today, dates to June 28th, 1969; in Green-
wich Village, New York where a local gay bar, the Stonewall Inn, 
was raided by police. Raids of gay bars were common occur-
rence at the time because homosexual relations were deemed 
illegal in the city, however, during this night the patrons re-
taliated. Shouting in protest, they began to throw pennies, 
bottles, and bricks at officers who were arresting their friends 
and peers. As a crowd gathered around the inn to watch, 
many joined the fight. The riot would become the event that 
sparked the beginning of the modern gay rights movement. 
For the first time, queer people put aside their differences and 
came together, adopting a shared sense of identity, to combat 
the unlawful treatment of LGBTQIA+ individuals. Built upon a 
platform of love and acceptance, this new community would 
advocate for the equality, security, and validation of millions of 
people for years to come. As a member of the group, people 
were given the opportunity to live their lives openly and confi-
dently regardless of who they were, where they came from, or 
who they loved. This legacy holds true even to this day, and it 
serves as a beacon of hope for those who feel as though they 
do not belong (Kelly 4).
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Though the LGBTQIA+ community has made progress, 
many individuals still face stigma and discrimination for having 
an open identity. Homophobia remains a recurring nightmare. 
Every morning LGBTQIA+ individuals wake to face a world that 
treats them as second-class citizens because of characteris-
tics beyond their control. As a result, many people suffer from 
tremendous psychological distress, especially among younger 
LGBTQIA+ populations. According to the National Association 
of Mental Illness, LGBTQIA+ children are four times more likely 
to commit suicide than non-LGBTQIA+ children, and rates of 
suicide are even higher in areas that hold to more conservative 
values. Such areas can often be found in the Midwest. States 
like Kansas, Nebraska, Missouri, and Indiana are notorious 
for invalidating LGBTQIA+ identities, and this often can have 
severe consequences in terms of the mental health of kids 
who are in the process of coming to terms with their identity 
(Hasenbush 6). Proper advocacy and support from families and 
institutions should be prioritized in the Midwest as it is crucial 
for promoting the healthy development and acceptance of 
LGBTQIA+ youth.

When addressing the mental health concerns of queer 
youth, one of the most important things to consider is their 
relationship with family members. Families are characterized by 
unconditional love and warmth, yet this is not always the case 
for children who have come out. Many LGBTQIA+ kids face 
rejection from their parents, and some families express their 
disapproval through more extreme measures (Vanderwaal 73). 
One example of an extreme measure is the practice of conver-
sion therapy. Conversion therapy is a form of treatment, often 
based on psychodynamic theory or religious ideology, that is 
meant to rid a child of homosexual thoughts and to “cure their 
queerness” (Ross 317). The assumption that queerness can be 
cured may be seen in previous editions of the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Psychological Disorders, which labeled 
LGBTQIA+ individuals among the mentally ill, but such claims 
are outdated as scientific perceptions of LGBTQIA+ individ-



47

uals has been revised. In 1973, mention of homosexuality 
was removed from the journal’s pages, and transgenderism, 
diagnosed as gender identity disorder, followed forty years 
later. This change reflected a shift in perceptions regarding the 
connection these identities had with psychopathology (CNN). 
Today, the field of psychology views LGBTQIA+ as merely 
different expressions of identity and recognizes that there is no 
scientific basis for conversion therapy (APA). 

Though progress has been made, discreditation had little 
effect on ending conversion practices. In January 2018, the 
Williams Institute at the UCLA School of Law estimated that 
nearly 20,000 kids would undergo conversion therapy from 
medical professionals and another 57,000 would undergo 
conversion therapy from religious leaders before their eigh-
teenth birthday (Mallory 1). Currently, only 14 out of the 50 
states passed laws to protect minors from such practices, and 
most of those are coastal and often more liberal states. Illinois 
is the only state in the Midwest with laws that prohibit use of 
conversion therapies on children (Movement Advancement 
Project). The remainder of the nation has yet to act upon these 
concerns. 

Not only have conversion practices persisted, some indi-
viduals seek to improve the effectiveness of these practices by 
incorporating elements of severe psychological and physical 
abuse. According to a 2017 interview with an individual from 
Iowa who experienced these practices first-hand, Samuel 
Brinton, modern conversion therapies utilize aversive tech-
niques that are meant to redirect the associations a child makes 
regarding their sexuality or gender. In Brinton’s case, doctors 
strapped him to a chair while images of people holding hands 
or kissing were projected onto a screen in front of him. Nee-
dles were pressed into his hands and, whenever individuals 
in the images were homosexual rather than heterosexual, an 
electrical current would pass through the needles and shock 
him. The goal was to have him associate pain with same-sex 
intimacy, and for a while it worked. Months after the conversion 
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treatments, the touch of a man, even a friend or family mem-
ber, would cause him to scream. He felt disgusting and hated 
himself due to his sexuality – until a day came when he found 
himself standing on the roof of his apartment, leaning over the 
edge, wanting to end it all. Thankfully, his mother found him 
before he could jump, yet his near suicide and subsequent 
rescue did not change the relationship he had with his family. 
And, though she witnessed her son attempt suicide, Samuel’s 
mom continued to see him as an abomination. To this day, his 
parents rarely speak with him, and he does not feel welcome in 
his own home. As a result, he continues to struggle with de-
pression and his sense of identity (Manske).

The psychological effects of conversion therapy are exten-
sive. Recent research in queer studies and psychiatry suggests 
that individuals who experience conversion therapy tend to 
develop mental disorders such as PTSD, depression, and anxi-
ety which, as illustrated by Brinton’s experience, can influence 
suicidal ideation. These individuals can also exhibit paranoia, 
problems in relationships, and trust issues (Ross 318). The 
effects of these therapies persist for years, and they reveal the 
inhumanity of these programs.

In addition to conversion therapies, many LGBTQIA+ chil-
dren suffer from homelessness as a result of parental rejection. 
Kicking a child out of the house for opening up about their 
feelings may seem extreme, but it is more common than one 
might think. The True Colors Fund, an organization designed 
to aid homeless LGBTQIA+ people, states that of the 50% of 
queer children who receive negative reactions to their ‘coming 
out’, one in four will be thrown out of their home. It comes as 
no surprise that nationally, 40% of homeless youth identify as 
LGBTQIA+.  

Homeless children on the street face higher rates of malnu-
trition, substance abuse, and victimization than those who have 
the comfort and privilege of a home. Due to poor conditions, 
many homeless children resort to “survival sex,” or the act of 
trading sex for basic necessities. Increase of unprotected sexu-
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al activity carries the risk of pregnancy and sexually transmitted 
diseases and should cause concern for the psychological state 
of these children (Lambda Legal).

The mental health of homeless children in the LGBTQIA+ 
community is arguably poorer than other children due to the 
potential and likely increase of depression and anxiety. Han-
nah, a young lesbian, is a prime example. In a 2014 interview 
with Rolling Stone, Hannah revealed that, after being disowned 
by her mother, she frequently asked the universe “if my life’s 
always been horrible because I like girls” (qtd. in Morris 10). If 
she had only been straight, she thought, perhaps she would be 
tucked into a warm bed in a cozy suburban home rather than 
sleeping on a hard mattress in an underkept shelter where she 
would wake up to find maggots in her hair. Her life had be-
come cruel, something worthy of hate. She thought the world 
had cast her out, and now she was “burning in hell” (qtd. in 
Morris 10). Her thoughts fought against her self-esteem, and 
she began to question whether her identity was something 
that society could learn to love, or if she, and so many others, 
would be set to this life forever. It was a lonely life, and even 
among the homeless who surrounded her, Hannah felt she did 
not belong. The streets were filled with people who were just 
as homophobic as her family, and some violently so. Hannah 
had heard stories of kids being beaten up and robbed because 
of their identity, and fear of such rumors led her to sleep with 
a knife. The restless anxiety she experienced haunted her for 
years until she found a job and saved enough money to afford 
a home (Morris 10). 

Stories like Hannah’s are heartbreaking. No child should 
suffer what she went through. Her mother’s actions were cruel 
and might have cost Hannah her life, but she was one of the 
lucky ones. She had the strength to fight until she could es-
cape; for her story, a happy ending. Sadly, not all LGBTQIA+ 
children are as fortunate. Without a proper support network, 
many homeless children will become self-destructive as a way 



50

of coping with their pain. And, how many will take their lives to 
escape a world where they feel they are hated? 

Along with facing rejection from their families, many queer 
children suffer bullying from their peers. According to the 2017 
National School Climate Survey from the Gay, Lesbian, and 
Straight Education Network (GLSEN), 59.5% of US students 
reported feeling unsafe at school because of their sexual ori-
entation, and 44.6% felt unsafe due to their gender expression. 
These students said they were frequently targeted by bullies 
who would verbally abuse them. Of these students, 60.3% 
reported hearing homophobic remarks and 45.6% reported 
hearing transphobic remarks from classmates on a regular 
basis (GLSEN 18). Although the scars of verbal abuse may not 
be visible, their effects can be lasting. Verbal abuse may act as 
a persistent shadow that envelops a person wherever they go 
and in everything they do. Calling someone a “fag” or a “dyke” 
can affect their self-esteem, causing them to develop a nega-
tive view of themselves and the world. In other words, they can 
feel worthless and powerless as they begin to believe bullying 
and discrimination is an inevitable part of life (Heffernan 2). 

It is important to note, however, that not all verbal abuse is 
intentional. Sometimes what a person says can indirectly hurt 
someone because the abuser lacks the ability to recognize the 
effect certain words can have on an LGBTQIA+ individual. For 
instance, the word “gay” is commonly used to refer to some-
thing that is lame or effeminate. Young children and some 
adults often joke that things are “gay” without considering 
how their words affect people who identify with that term (Kort 
1). Regardless of one’s opinion of the LGBTQIA+ community, 
using terminology in certain contexts dehumanizes the identity 
of queer people and turns it into a joke or a reason to bully. 
Today, GLSEN’s state map shows only two Midwestern states 
with laws to defend LGBTQIA+ youth against bullying, and the 
consequences of this lack of protection are devastating. At a 
crucial time in a child’s social development, children tend to in-
ternalize and ruminate on negative views of their self-image. As 
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a result, negative personal comments can lead to higher levels 
of depression and feelings of despair (Kort 2). These issues that 
queer youth have with low self-esteem, depression, and feeling 
set apart can be compounded by a lack of role-models and 
understanding of LGBTQIA+ history. 

Many LGBTQIA+ youth experience challenges from not 
having LGBTQIA+ role-models to look up to for encourage-
ment and support. For example, few schools in the Midwest 
offer a queer-inclusive curriculum. Children sit in class and 
learn about history, yet they are not taught of Marsha P. John-
son, Christine Jorgenson, Harvey Milk, or other important 
figures because, regardless of what these historical figures 
did, they were queer. Many students are not taught about the 
Homophile movement in the 1950s, the Stonewall riots in the 
1960s, or the ACT UP campaign against AIDs in the 1980s – all 
of which are important events in LGBTQIA+ history as well as 
U.S. history. These people and movements shaped queer expe-
riences today, and without this information, queer children feel 
their history and experience is unimportant (Pino 2). LGBTQIA+ 
identities may be invalidated because nearly all of the famous 
people they hear about in class are presented as heterosexual, 
straight. The founders of our country were straight. War he-
roes are and were straight. Everyone to look up to is a repre-
sentation of heteronormative society. Without role models, 
LGBTQIA+ children can believe they are not able to succeed 
in life, damaging their will to pursue their potential. They may 
shy away from opportunity and give up their passions because 
they perceive that they do not have a chance of reaching those 
goals because of their sexuality. Furthermore, limiting history 
curriculums prevents straight children from learning the con-
tributions that LGBTQIA+ individuals have made for society. 
Some people will continue to stereotype and harass queer 
individuals because of ignorance. Many individuals do not 
know what it is like to live as LGBTQIA+, and they are unable to 
understand or empathize with queer youth because they are 
not given the information needed to challenge heteronorma-
tive assumptions (Pino 2). 
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Despite the obstacles these kids face, they are not without 
hope. There are a variety of ways people can help to improve 
the lives of LGBTQIA+ youth, and the responsibility for making 
those improvements rests with families and institutions.  

Beginning in the home, family attitudes play an important 
role in fostering a healthy self-image for queer youth. The way 
family members, specifically parents, interact with queer chil-
dren during the time when they open up about their sexuality 
can have a profound influence over the child’s self-image, 
so negative interactions can have significant consequences 
(Harvey 399). That said, if family members consider how they 
think, speak, and act during the coming out process, they can 
help build up the self-esteem of queer children and reduce 
the negativity and emotional strain during a psychologically 
vulnerable time. The key lies with how the family perceives the 
situation. The first step toward narrowing the divide between 
family members and their children is to ensure open, honest, 
and understanding communication. Upon coming-out, one 
of the most difficult parts for many families is processing the 
new information. An ideal situation would be for parents to 
react calmly while trying to be as understanding as possible. 
However, many parents, in the midst of anger and confusion, 
can instead lash out. Negative reactions to coming out can 
cause a queer child to feel scared and betrayed because the 
people who they love the most do not accept how they feel. 
In situations like these, family counseling has been shown to 
be helpful for families who need some guidance during this 
crucial and sometimes difficult period (Harvey 416). 

According to Rebecca Harvey and Linda Fish, family dy-
namics can be improved through the completion of three main 
stages: refuge, tolerance of difficult dialogs, and nurturing of 
queerness. For stage one, refuge refers to the process of creat-
ing a space where clients feel safe enough to be honest about 
their feelings. In this delicate phase, it is the therapist’s job to 
utilize compassion to encourage families to open up about 
their concerns regarding a child’s sexuality or gender identity. 
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Here, assumptions are challenged as families consider their 
own biases and how those biases are shaped by society. The 
purpose of this self-examination is to bring forward the barri-
ers that are preventing family members from supporting one 
another (Harvey 402). The next step is “breaking the ice” when 
it comes to tough conversations. During this stage, children 
are encouraged to share aspects of themselves that they have 
kept hidden from their parents. These aspects can range from 
negative things like body dysmorphia and feelings of inferior-
ity to more positive things like finding friends and developing 
crushes. Such dialogs can be difficult and even painful for both 
parties, but the goal is for parents to be able to put themselves 
in their child’s shoes and empathize with them. In many cases, 
this can be a wake-up call for parents that have neglected to 
follow up with how their kids have been feeling (Harvey 402). 
During the final nurturing phase, a transformation takes place 
as parents accept their child for who they are. Many parents be-
gin to see the beauty in being different and realize that it does 
not matter whether someone is gay or straight as long as they 
are happy (Harvey 403). This third and final step aims to heal 
any wounds cause by ignorance, and it gives families a chance 
to mend broken relationships. Those who participate in family 
therapies walk out with a deeper respect for one another, and 
this leaves them better equipped to deal with difficult situations 
down the road. Respect also guarantees a willingness to listen 
to one another which makes for a stronger bond between 
parent and child. The stronger the bond, the higher a child’s 
self-esteem will be, and this helps propel them forward on their 
journey to self-acceptance (Harvey 416).

Alongside therapy, further family support and develop-
ment can be gained through involvement with PFLAG organi-
zations. Established in 1973, PFLAG stands for Parents, Fami-
lies, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays, and its primary focus 
is to provide parents with guidance and resources during the 
coming out process. These organizations can help families feel 
comfortable with being part of their queer child’s new, open 
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identity. This process generally begins with a form of grief man-
agement. K.L. Broad, a professor of sociology and a researcher 
in gender studies at the University of Florida, noted that many 
parents will undergo a mourning period when their child 
comes out because they feel as if the person they knew and 
loved is gone forever (Broad 405). This sense of grief stems 
from fear that a child’s sexuality or gender identity will change 
who they are, and that they will become a stranger to their fam-
ily. Grief can arise from fear of the possible consequences their 
child may face with a queer identity. Often parents dread the 
notion that one of their children might identify as LGBTQIA+ 
because they worry for their child’s safety. In the 1990s, follow-
ing the AIDs epidemic, when PFLAG’s activism was at its peak, 
assaults of LGBTQIA+ people were a significant concern. To 
this day, queer individuals, especially transgender people, have 
to be careful to avoid becoming victims of physical violence. 
With these possible events in mind, it is reasonable for parents 
to be frightened, however the goal of PFLAG is to provide 
parents of queer youth with information to overcome those 
fears so these children can live authentically with the support of 
their family. Additionally, PFLAG facilitates support groups so 
these parents can talk with others in similar situations and work 
through their anxieties together. When parents see they are not 
alone, it may become easier for them to move past their grief 
and enter the learning and advocacy stages of their journey. 
This transition will help families to not only accept their child’s 
identity but to celebrate its expression as well (Broad 407).

PFLAG can be beneficial for parents who are looking to 
understand that queerness is not something to be feared or 
hated, but something to be admired – for it takes a lot of cour-
age to be honest about one’s identity. Those who join PFLAG 
often develop a deeper respect for their children, and many 
may get involved by participating in fundraisers, awareness 
programs, and protests on their child’s behalf. However, the 
shift from ignorance to acceptance does not happen overnight. 
It may take time to adjust, which is okay. For example, PFLAG 
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member Christy Flores, underwent a long and difficult journey 
before she was able to accept her son’s sexuality. A conser-
vative mother from Texas, Flores writes in PFLAG’s commu-
nity blog that, before joining the organization, she dreaded 
the idea of having a gay son. Like many other parents, she 
thought that she had done something wrong and that this was 
God’s way of punishing her for bad parenting. For months, 
she and her husband did everything possible to deny and 
hide their son’s sexuality from their family and community. His 
identity became a “dirty secret,” and it was not until he moved 
out that Flores realized she had made a huge mistake. Feeling 
lonely and guilty for pushing away her own son, she joined 
PFLAG with the hope of establishing a healthier relationship 
with him. At first, she was skeptical because, no matter how 
much she loved her son, she could not picture herself march-
ing in a pride parade nor being proud of that fact that her 
son was gay. It took time, but eventually she had a change of 
heart. After listening to other parents’ stories, she came to see 
that being gay was not a curse. In fact, it could be a blessing. 
Inspired by her PFLAG peers, Flores took it upon herself to 
learn all she could about the LGBTQIA+ community, and with 
their support, she reconnected with her son. Within a year, 
their relationship was stronger than it had ever been, because 
it was honest. Today, Flores has found herself not only march-
ing in pride parades but leading them, and she works to help 
other parents on their journeys toward acceptance. Her son, 
Nat, is incredibly proud of the progress she has made, and as 
a result of her efforts, he is much more confident in himself. 
The support he received from his mom and PFLAG changed 
his life, and he is grateful that he is able to live as the person 
he was always meant to be (Flores).  

Along with the positive effects of a strong family support 
system, LGBTQIA+ children can benefit from institutional 
support, specifically in the educational system. Schools ought 
to provide children with an environment that is safe for learn-
ing and growth, but such an environment often does not exist 
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for queer youth in Midwestern schools (Movement Advance-
ment Project). Homophobic victimization is a prevalent issue in 
many schools, and it is the responsibility of those institutions 
to provide protection for their students. While most school 
districts have anti-bullying policies in place, they are generic, 
and fail to provide explicit protections for those who identify 
as LGBTQIA+ (Kull 413). I believe school officials should focus 
on providing a safe space for individuals to go in the midst of 
bullying. One example of a safe space would be a Gay-Straight 
Alliance meeting area. 

An article in the Journal of Youth and Adolescence states 
that a Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA) is a student organization 
designed to give queer students a place to be “unapol-
ogetically themselves” while also giving them a chance 
to discuss important issues with other members of the 
community (Marx 1270). Clubs like these provide students 
with an opportunity to connect with queer youth so they 
can work together to help raise awareness for LGBTQIA+ 
issues. GSAs provide queer students with the opportunity 
to see that they are not alone, it can give them a sense of 
validation, and it may have an effect on their experience in 
school. Studies have shown that the presence of GSAs can 
help lower homophobic victimization by 30%, fear for safety 
by 36%, and reports of homophobic remarks by 52%, thus 
improving the educational environment (Marx 1278). Once 
a child feels safe and validated, their education would no 
longer be hindered by negative feelings associated with 
their self-image. As of today, nearly 4,000 schools across 
the United State have established such organizations, how-
ever, most of them are in coastal cities that have a reputa-
tion for supporting LGBTQIA+ rights (Lambda Legal). Rural 
areas and smaller towns in the Midwest tend to be more 
conservative, and fewer of those schools have queer organi-
zations and resources available to their students (Movement 
Advancement Project). In order to reduce victimization and 
ensure the wellbeing of LGBTQIA+ students, I believe GSAs 



57

should be offered in every school regardless of political or 
religious affiliation. 

Many students also suffer from poor representation in the 
classroom. Few teachers in the Midwest discuss LGBTQIA+ 
identity and history, and, as a result, many queer students are 
left feeling invisible and vulnerable to the ignorance of their 
peers. A solution to this problem may be to incorporate more 
queer material into the standard curriculum, but it is not always 
that simple. According to Tony Fenwick and Sue Sanders, mere 
exposure is not enough to validate queer experience and 
promote tolerance. Instead, schools should be focusing on 
integrating queer themes into existing lesson plans, a process 
called “actualizing”, so that queerness can not only be recog-
nized but normalized in society (Fenwick 66).  For example, if a 
class were discussing technology, teachers could include infor-
mation about Alan Turing, the father of computer science, and 
his struggle with his identity. Likewise, if a class were discussing 
literature, they could discuss the gay experience of author and 
poet Oscar Wilde. The possibilities are endless for LGBTQIA+ 
education and exposure. By acknowledging these historical fig-
ures’ sexuality, students can see that these identities are more 
than their stereotypes. People who are queer have emotions, 
talents, and goals like the rest of society. They are human, and 
their sexuality does not change that fact. These types of dis-
cussions open eyes to see the world from another perspective, 
and, once seen, people can begin to challenge the stereotypes 
they have been socialized to believe (Fenwick 66). With ste-
reotypes challenged, bullying rates are likely to reduce, and 
schools will be on the way to creating a more inclusive environ-
ment for all students (Fenwick 65).  

In addition to education, integration and normalization of 
LGBTQIA+ identities may be needed to improve the self-es-
teem of students who identify as queer. Open acceptance 
helps children understand that queerness is not something 
to be kept hidden but rather something that should be em-
braced as part of the human experience. Let us strive to love 
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the beauty of uniqueness and show children that regardless 
of who they are and no matter how tough life may seem, it can 
always get better.  

If we, as a community, take the necessary steps to better 
understand, validate, and normalize the queer experience, 
LGBTQIA+ youth will feel more comfortable with themselves 
and as a consequence their mental health may improve. I be-
lieve that the key is for us to put aside biases and consider what 
is best for our children. Queer or straight, every life matters. 
Every child deserves to be loved, appreciated, and accepted 
no matter who they are or who they love. It is up to us to make 
the changes necessary to ensure no child feels alone, scared, 
or neglected because of their identity. The journey to accep-
tance will be a long one, but we can get there. For the sake of 
our children, we must be willing to try.
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Please Touch: An Exploration of the Bloch 
Building as a Post-Museum in the Nelson-Atkins 

Museum of Art
By Sophie Jess

Introduction
From Emanuel Cleaver II Boulevard, you can view the 

south side of the nearly 90-year-old original building of the 
Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art in Kansas  City, Missouri (see 
Figure 1). Its ornate, neoclassical design juxtaposes the whim-
sical shuttlecocks and silver trees that decorate the south lawn. 
To the east, you can see the eleven-year-old Bloch Building, 
designed with marked minimalism in a way that is intended to 
complement but not mimic the original building (see Figure 2). 
The duality of this design personifies the duality between the 
classical and contemporary art the museum houses, as well as 
the duality between the purposes and concepts of both parts 
of the museum. The concepts of the modernist museum and 
the post-museum exist simultaneously within the Nelson-Atkins 
Museum of Art, and is most apparent when comparing the pur-
pose and concepts of the original Nelson-Atkins building and 
the museum’s recent Bloch addition. In this interdisciplinary 
study, I will define the post-museum concept and discuss how 
the Bloch Building blurs the boundaries between the post-mu-
seum and modernist museum, then analyze the purposes of 
the original Nelson-Atkins building and the Bloch Building. 
arguing that they embody the modernist and post-museum 
models, respectively. 


