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Background and Significance
School nurses are the cornerstone 
of school health, fostering a safe and 
healthy school environment so students 
may thrive academically. However, the 
responsibilities of a school nurse extend 
far beyond routine nursing care. School 
nurses provide critical health services, 
including care coordination, health 
screenings, immunizations, medication 
administration, emergency response, 
and behavioral health support. They also 
serve as educators, communicators, and 
advocate for students’ health needs and 
rights (“Chapter 1: Coordinated School 
Health Program,” 2023; Ramos et al., 2024; 
Daniel Shattuck et al., 2024; D. Shattuck 
et al., 2024). As one school nurse de-
scribes, “It’s more than Band-Aids and ice 
packs.” 

More than caregivers, school nurses 
are pivotal in advancing health equity. 
They serve as frontline providers for 

students from diverse backgrounds, in-
cluding those who face disproportionate 
health risks due to systemic and struc-
tural barriers to healthcare. Among these 
populations are youth who identify as 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
queer/questioning (LGBTQ+), a group 
that has historically been overlooked in 
healthcare. The scope of health concerns 
for LGBTQ+ youth is poorly understood, 
in part because until recently, popula-
tion-level data has not adequately cap-
tured their experiences, concerns, and 
needs.

The New Mexico Youth Risk and Resil-
iency Survey (NM-YRRS) has been instru-
mental in shedding light on the health 
needs of LGBTQ+ students. The NM-YRRS 
is the state-specific extension of the Cen-
ter for Disease Control and Prevention’s 
Youth Risk Behaviors Surveillance
System, a collection of surveys that 
gather health and risk information 

about school-aged youth across the 
United States. Since 2013, the survey has 
included a question about sexual orien-
tation in its high school questionnaire, 
and since 2017, it has included a gender 
identity question. In 2021, New Mexico 
became one of only four states to ask 
about sexual orientation in the middle 
school survey (along with Hawaii, North 
Dakota, and Vermont). These data help 
researchers and school health profes-
sionals, including school nurses, identify 
trends and risk factors affecting LGBTQ+ 
students, allowing for targeted interven-
tions and more relevant training. 

According to the 2023 NM-YRRS, 6.5% 
of New Mexico high school students 
identified as transgender, nonbinary, or a 
gender other than (male/man/boy) and 
(female/woman/girl). In this same survey, 
18.5% identified as lesbian, gay, or bisex-
ual, and 3.4% described their sexuality in 
another way (e.g., demisexual, asexual, 
aromantic, pansexual), and 78.4% identi-
fied as straight (table 1). These numbers 
translate into thousands of students 
across the state – and present in every 
district – who identify as LGBTQ+. 

LGBTQ+ high school students in New 
Mexico report high rates of experiencing 
bullying, sexual assault, absenteeism due 
to safety concerns, homelessness, and 
suicidal ideation and attempts (table 2). 
Recent analyses of 2021 NM-YRRS data 
show that these risks begin as early as 
middle school, if not earlier (Kuhlemeier 
et al., 2024). 

The compounding effects of these 
experiences – combined with a poten-
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tial lack of protective factors such as 
supportive adults, affirming peers, and 
engagement in school activities – can 
lead to serious consequences. In the 
short term, LGBTQ+ students may face 
increased risks of academic struggles, 
substance use, risky sexual health behav-
iors, and mental health crises. Over the 
long term, these students are at greater 
risk for chronic health issues, housing in-
stability, social isolation, and diminished 
career opportunities (Blosnich & Ander-
sen, 2015). 

2024 New Mexico School  
Nurse Survey
The web-based survey was implemented 
in the fall of 2024, recruiting participants 
through the NMDOH 2024 School Nurse 
Directory. The 2024 New Mexico School 

Nurse Survey gathered insights into vari-
ous topics including their overall respon-
sibilities, work environments, educational 
backgrounds, and training priorities. Par-
ticipants included nurses working in pub-
lic, charter, Bureau of Indian Education, 
Tribal, and private schools in the state. 
The web-based survey was implemented 
in the fall of 2024, recruiting participants 
through the New Mexico Department 
of Health (NMDOH) 2024 School Nurse 
Directory. The anonymous survey had 
an overall response rate of 67%, with 
358 completed surveys representing 72 
school districts across New Mexico. The 
survey was conducted by an indepen-
dent evaluation firm (the Pacific Institute 
for Research and Evaluation) contracted 
by the NMDOH Office of Student and Ad-
olescent Health. 

Results
Most of the school nurses who re-
sponded to the survey were registered 
nurses (95.9%) with more than half 
earning a bachelor’s degree (56.1%) 
and 14.4% having earned a master’s or 
doctoral degree. The survey included 
questions about training received and 
training desired. When asked about sui-
cide risk screening, 61.1% of respondents 
stated that their school participates in 
such training, and 60% of respondents 
reported participating in suicide pre-
vention training themselves. Nearly half 
(48.8%) had received supplementary 
training on lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
student health, while 36.8% expressed 
a need for further training on this topic. 
Notably, the percentage of school nurses 
who have received LGBTQ+ health 
training has not changed in recent years 
(50.8% in 2019), despite the ongoing 
relevance of these issues (Sebastian et al., 
2021). 

In addition to this training gap, practi-
cal barriers limit school nurses’ ability to 
address students’ needs, including those 
that identify as LGBTQ+. Staffing short-
ages and high workloads prevent school 
nurses from fully taking on leadership 
roles in shaping broader school health 
policies. Without sufficient resources, 
school nurses often struggle to imple-
ment systemic changes that promote 
health equity (Daniel Shattuck et al., 
2024) The full results of the 2024 New 
Mexico School Nurse Survey will be re-
leased later in 2025 through the NMDOH 
Office of Student and Adolescent Health.

Conclusion
Providing comprehensive health care 
for LGBTQ+ students in school-based 
settings is both an urgent necessity and 
a developing field of practice. While 
significant progress has been made in 
understanding the unique challenges 
LGBTQ+ students face, much remains 
to be learned and translated into evi-
dence-based strategies. Data from the 

Table 1. Demographics of YRRS

Sex % sample size

female 50.2 8809

male 49.8 8996

Race/ethnicity

American Indian/Alaska 
Native

14.3 4097

Asian or Pacific Islander 2.7 483

Black/ African American 4.3 643

Hispanic/Latino 55.4 8325

White 23.3 4059

Grade

9th 27 5089

10th 27 4742

11th 25.8 4497

12th 20.2 3491

Disability Status

No disability 83.7 11604

Disability 16.3 2237

Gender identity

Transgender 6.5 894

Sexual orientation

Gay, lesbian, bisexual, or 
questioning

18.5 2823

Straight 78.4 12419

Describe their sexuality in 
another way

3.1 493
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NM-YRRS and the New Mexico School 
Nurse Survey underscore the pressing 
need for increased training, resources, 
and systemic support to ensure that 
LGBTQ+ students receive the care they 
need.

The National Association of School 
Nurses (NASN) position statement is 
unequivocal in its support for LGBTQ+ 

youth, stating that school nurses are “...
uniquely positioned to help LGBTQ youth 
by creating LGBTQ-affirming spaces, 
guiding youth towards resources, ad-
vocating for school-wide protections, 
and assuring youth that their identities 
and feelings are normal and appropri-
ate. … NASN supports comprehensive 
care, guided by the principles of cultural 

humility, in safe, inclusive, and affirming 
school environments for LGBTQ youth… 
To reduce these health disparities and 
to provide comprehensive care, school 
nurses should collaborate with edu-
cational teams to create welcoming, 
healthier, and thus safer environments 
for all students, while addressing stigma, 
discrimination, and marginalization of 

Table 2. 2023 YRRS Risk Factors

Transgender Female Male LGBTQ Describe their 
sexuality in 
another way

Straight

% N % N % N % N % N % N

During the past 12 
months, ever bullied 
on school property

29.9 891 19.3 8732 14.1 8903 26.8 2810 28.2 490 13.8 12391

During the past 12 
months, was in a 
physical fight

20.5 891 14.4 7672 24 7785 18.5 2448 22 454 18.3 10768

Experienced sexual 
assault

20.3 879 14.3 8676 4.8 8926 19.3 2773 18.5 481 6.9 12343

Skipped school 
because of safety 
concerns

20.6 889 18 8765 12 8950 20.3 2812 16.2 491 12.9 12377

Homeless- during 
the past 30 days, did 
not sleep in a parent 
or guardian's house

10.7 858 2.8 6910 3.6 6867 5 2355 7.7 447 2.4 10302

Seriously considered 
a suicide attempt in 
the past 12 months

39.8 865 18.8 8565 10.7 8801 34.1 2755 35.2 471 10.1 12323

During the past 12 
months, attempted 
suicide at least once

19.8 770 11 7653 5.5 7538 19.6 2532 16.1 453 10.1 12323

During the   past 
12  months, felt so 
sad or hopeless 
almost every day 
for 2 weeks or more 
in a row that they 
stopped doing some 
usual activities

61.6 879 47.1 8627 25.8 8825 60 2786 61.7 483 31 12343
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LGBTQ students (LGBTQ Students [Position Statement], 2021).” 
As school health leaders, school nurses can make meaning-

ful interventions – whether through direct care, advocacy, or 
the development of inclusive school policies. However, school 
nurses need adequate staffing, professional development, and 
institutional support to fully embrace this leadership role.

Recent federal Executive Orders will likely impact the types 
of information we have about the specific needs of LGBTQ+ 
populations in the future. This means that schools and school 
nurses will need to pay even closer attention to the needs of 
their communities without the assistance of many of their typi-
cal data sources. To move forward, school health systems must 
prioritize ongoing education on LGBTQ+ health, strengthen 
partnerships with community resources, and address systemic 
barriers that hinder inclusive care. By doing so, New Mexico 
school nurses can ensure that all students—regardless of gen-
der identity or sexual orientation—can thrive in a safe and sup-
portive school environment. ■
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