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Executive Summary

Rationale

Access to education in a safe environment is a universal human right. However, the exercise of this right is often
compromised by the presence of violence and bullying in schools, making them unsafe. Given its often gendered nature,

bullying is considered a subtype of school-related gender-based violence (SRGBV; Leach & Dunne, 2013).

In particular, students who are lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT) tend to be disproportionately bullied at
schools (UNESCO, 2012). In many Western and Asian contexts, over half of LGBT students report having been bullied
because of their same-sex attraction or because of their transgender expressions (Takacs, 2006; Khan et al., 2005).
Thailand is often perceived as very accepting of sexual/gender diversity, but in fact LGBT people are usually only
tolerated, not accepted (Jackson, 1999). There was previous evidence of school bullying in Thailand (Sombat Tapanya,
2006), but only anecdotal evidence pointed at the presence of school bullying specifically targeting students who are or

are perceived to be LGBT, or on mechanisms to counter it in Thai schools.

Thus, research was needed to evaluate the issue in the Thai context. UNESCO, which has recently been addressing
homophobic school bullying on a global scale, together with Plan International, which has been operating a school safety
campaign “Learn Without Fear” in Thai schools, partnered with the Center for Health Policy Studies, Department of

Society and Health, and the Center for Health Law at Mahidol University to investigate the issue.

Objectives

The objectives of the study were as follows:

® To gather evidence on the nature, scale and impact of bullying targeting students who are or are perceived to be
same-sex attracted or transgender, attending general secondary schools in 5 provinces of Thailand;

® To study various aspects of the lifestyles of secondary school students that might be linked to bullying
behaviours;

® To document the availability of existing prevention and support interventions on bullying targeting students
who are or are perceived to be same-sex attracted or transgender, including accountability measures for those
perpetrating bullying; and

® To assess the support and educational needs of same-sex attracted and transgender secondary school students;

as well as the training needs of teachers in the area of effective bullying prevention.
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Methodology

Research Design. Mixed qualitative/quantitative methods were used.

Study sites and sampling: One province in each of Thailand’s four major regions (Central, Northeastern, Northern and
Southern), as well as the capital city Bangkok were selected as study sites. In each province, qualitative data were
collected in three general, non-vocational secondary schools and quantitative data in an additional three secondary
schools. Two of these schools in each province were private schools in central areas of the province, two were state
schools in central areas, and a further two were state schools in peripheral areas of the province. The provinces and
schools for qualitative data collection were purposively selected. The schools for the quantitative data collection were
randomly chosen through a multistage cluster sampling process.

Data collection methods and participants: The study was reviewed and approved by the institutional review board (IRB)
at the Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, Mahidol University. All data were collected within the participating
schools when convenient for them, with consideration for the privacy of the participants. Participants were briefed of the
objectives and process of the study, and informed consent was obtained. Qualitative data were collected through 67 focus
group discussions (FGDs) and 56 in-depth interviews (IDIs) with LGBT and non-LGBT students, teachers and
administrators. Quantitative data were collected using a custom-built, self-administered computerised survey that was
administered in the presence of the research team to 2,070 randomly selected students. Of the survey participants, 246
(11.9%) self-identified with various LGBT identities. All students who participated in this research were studying on
levels 1-6 of secondary education (grades 7—12) and their ages ranged from 13 to 20 years.

Data analysis. The qualitative data were content analysed using the data management program NVivo. The quantitative
data were described in terms of absolute numbers and percentages; differences between groups were assessed using Chi

Square.

Findings

Both students and teachers described a continuum of behaviours ranging from kan yok-lo (teasing), considered harmless,
through kan klaeng, used for less serious kinds of bullying or rough teasing, to kan rangkae, which is the academic Thai
term for “bullying,” and was used for the most severe cases of bullying. The students might perceive the same behaviours
as any of these, depending on perceived intent (hostile vs. friendly) and the relationship between those involved (friend,

enemy, or neither).

A range of behaviours were described, including verbal abuse (e.g. face-to-face and online name calling), physical abuse
(e.g. slapping, kicking), social abuse (e.g. face-to-face and online social exclusion), and sexual abuse (e.g. unwanted

touching of buttocks, breasts, penises). Among male students, placing victims into sexually humiliating positions and
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mimicking sexual intercourse and/or rape also emerged as a form of teasing/bullying. Toms (masculine girls) seemed to

be the least liked group in schools; some schools mentioned specifically anti-fom hate groups.

Overall, 55.7 per cent of self-identified LGBT students reported having been bullied within the past month because they
were LGBT. Nearly one-third of self-identified LGBT students (30.9%) experienced physical abuse, 29.3 per cent
reported verbal abuse, 36.2 per cent stated social abuse, and 24.4 per cent reported being victims of sexual harassment
specifically because they were LGBT. Even among students who did not indicate they were LGBT, 24.5 per cent
reported having been bullied in some way because they were perceived to be transgender or attracted to the same sex.
Overall, only one-third of those who were bullied because they were or were perceived to be LGBT did something in

response to such incidents — for example, consulted their friends, fought back, or told a teacher.

When compared to those who had not been bullied at all, a significantly higher proportion of those who had been bullied
on the basis of perceived transgenderism or same-sex attraction had missed classes in the past month, drank alcoholic
beverages, were depressed, had unprotected sex in the past 3 months, and had attempted suicide in the past year. They
were also significantly more likely to be depressed or have attempted suicide when compared to those who had been

bullied for other reasons.

Schools generally did not have specific anti-bullying policies, let alone LGBT-specific anti-bullying policies. The
schools’ responses mostly consisted in punishing perpetrators when bullying was brought to their attention. Even in these
cases, some male students with feminine gender presentation protested that the punishment other boys got for bullying
them was milder than if they had bullied girls. Many feminine male students reported being afraid of going to school
toilets or school camps, with some indicating that they were ridiculed and not welcomed in either male or female toilets.
In one school, group-specific sleeping arrangements had been provided for this group on a school camp upon their
request after they had experienced unwanted sexual advances from other boys. Many schools had guidance counsellors
that could provide individual support to victims of bullying, yet they were seldom being used. Some students complained

that they informed their teachers that they were being bullied, and the teachers responded that it was their own fault.

The study found that teachers need significantly more support to understand sexual/gender diversity issues, and integrate
this understanding into comprehensive sexuality education interventions. Many schools had negative attitudes about
sexuality. The sex education that was given emphasised stigmatising sexual behaviour and encouraging delayed sexual
debut beyond graduation. Teachers’ language about LGBT students was stigmatising. A common term used during FGDs
with teachers was biang ben thang phet (sexually deviant). Teachers seemed to use such terms even when they described
LGBT students in a positive tone of voice, suggesting that they did not intentionally condemn such students. In many

schools, teachers initially said they did not see any link between sexuality education and bullying prevention, but when
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the issue of anti-LGBT bias was discussed further, they expressed a wish to receive educational materials, presentations

and training related to sexual/gender diversity.

Recommendations
For schools

1. Develop and enforce clear anti-bullying policies covering students of all genders, emphasising
management of bullying perpetrators in a manner involving no discrimination on the basis of the sex,
sexual orientation or gender expression of either perpetrators or victims.

2. Integrate content and participatory activities increasing understanding of the extent and consequences of
bullying and teasing into various existing school subjects, for example into sex education, guidance, or
homeroom classes.

3. Build safe spaces for LGBT students, for example specific toilets, activity rooms or separate sleeping
arrangements (e.g.during school camps) as one way to prevent bullying targeting this group of students.

4. Build acceptance of sexual/gender diversity through activities that enable LGBT students to fully express
their identities and abilities.

5. Encourage participatory teaching of comprehensive sexuality education that emphasises acceptance of
diversity and mutual respect regardless of sex, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity or gender
expression.

6. Permit students of all genders to participate in all activities and to become student leaders (e.g. student
council president) both informally and formally.

7. Challenge myths about LGBT students (e.g. myths that view them as deviant, mentally abnormal, over-
emotional, or as prone to violate school regulations) among students, teachers, and parents by inviting
external agencies working on comprehensive sexuality education or sexual diversity topics to provide
information at the school.

For policy makers

1. Bodies responsible for educational and public health management must have policies on the prevention of
school-related gender-based violence in general, and on the prevention of bullying targeting students who
are or are perceived to be LGBT in particular.

2. Revise current educational curricula in each subject and remove biased terminology and explanations
related to sexual/gender diversity.

3. Provide channels of assistance to bullied students, e.g. hotlines, web boards, or mobile applications.

4. Build understanding of sexual/gender diversity by teaching related topics in teacher training programs at
universities so that future teachers will understand these issues and have readiness to teach about them.

5. Develop and enforce policies on bullying against students who are or are perceived to be LGBT, together
with clear indicators to measure progress, and rewarding mechanisms for schools that show progress in

reducing such bullying.
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Create collaboration agreements on the provision of knowledge on sexual/gender diversity and school
safety promotion between relevant agencies, for example between Educational Service Area Offices and
UNESCO or Plan International.

Create or identify existing manuals on the prevention of bullying targeting students who are or are seen to
be LGBT that teachers can use in their day-to-day work.

Develop and enforce policies providing more flexibility in the implementation of school regulations on
school uniforms and obligatory hairstyles to better match the gender identities of LGBT students.

Arrange inter-ministry meetings between the Ministry of Education and Ministry of Public Health to build

shared understandings of sexual/gender diversity, to bring an end to the use of the term “sexually deviant

and to understand that LGBT individuals are not mentally disordered.

For society at large

1.

Promote acceptance of sexual/gender diversity within society at large through public campaigns, popular
media, or activities of civil society organisations.
Create collaboration networks between schools and civil society organisations working on sexual/gender

diversity and gender-based violence.

For further research

1.
2.

Continued research on these topics is needed for up-to-date information about the situation.
These issues should also be studied specifically in the context of boarding schools, religious schools,

juvenile observation and protection centres, vocational colleges and centres for non-formal education.
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Tsignviwen | gnneende | gnvigende unds X P
fo undg upaa Saun | Szl
Faun NNIHAN H30gnNNeIN
(N = 401) gw] i 14 LGBT
(V=1086) (IV=1583)
INTAMGY (GPA) vounewi 182 439 197 142 0.001
1A2gan 3.0 (45.4%) (40.4%) (33.8%)
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