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LEARNING TO BE AN ALLY 

The term "ally" is powerful. It means someone who has your back and is on your side, because she knows it's 
the right thing to do. In the LGBTQ movement, an "ally" describes someone who may not be LGBTQ himself, but 
who is committed to equality and who speaks out against discrimination.  An ally can be a straight classmate 
who sticks by a friend questioning his gender identity; a teacher who serves as an advisor, a parent who finds 
ways to promote respect for diversity in his child’s school; a social worker who is committed to making sure that 
LGBTQ issues are heard. An ally can play a critical role in the life of a LGBTQ youth.  

For youth involved with DCF, that ally can be the difference between a youth growing up heathy, safe, smart and 
strong or not growing up at all. Stark as that sounds, the reality is that LGBTQ youth seriously contemplate suicide 
at almost 3 times the rate of heterosexual youth and are almost 5 times as likely to have attempted suicide 
compared to heterosexual youth. The suicide attempts by LGBTQ youth are many times more likely to result in 
medical treatment for injury, poisoning or drug overdose, and 40% of transgender adults reported having made 
a suicide attempt, 92% of those individuals recounting that those attempts occurred before the age of 25. There 
are similar disturbing numbers reported around violence, sexual violence and bullying.  And those figures pertain 
to all LGBTQ youth. Now add the trauma of being a LGBTQ youth involved with DCF or in foster care.  Finally, 
add to those challenges being placed in a home that does not welcome you with open loving arms because you 
are LGBTQ.  

In my frequent dinners with members of the YAB, I hear about these challenges. I also hear that not only do some 
of our foster families reject the youth whose sexual orientation or gender identity may not conform to the foster 
family’s expectations, but that some foster families impose their religious beliefs on our youth. Often those beliefs 
do not always affirm the youth’s sexual orientation and gender identity. For religious reasons, these families do 
not truly accept their LGBTQ youth and end up promoting the shame from which these young people need to be 
rescued. In essence, they work against love even though they preach a message of love.  

The most devastating effect for children in non-affirming religious environments, in my opinion, is an identity 
distortion that teaches the child to feel valueless. When a child feels unwelcome, and concomitantly too damaged 
for relationships, we only add insult to the injury they have already suffered that brought them into care in the 
first instance. 

We have a lot of work to do. We are starting to have those difficult conversations with our families and our 
providers around race, culture and religious dogma. Not easy. But our youth deserve to have those 
considerations vetted if we are going to be affirming and supportive of who they are, including sexual orientation 
and gender identity, to help them overcome their prior trauma and to develop into much healthier and better-
functioning individuals who understand themselves and how they relate to the rest of the world. They also need 
and deserve to receive that same love and acceptance from us. Trainings are going on at the Academy for 
Workforce Development as well as in the Regions. We have many partners willing to help us on this journey as 
we learn to talk and listen to our youth, their bio families and the foster families we turn to so that we help our 
children feel loved and supported.   

I understand that by this message I have risked offending some of you.  But principles of social work mandate 
that we start where the client is and the client is our youth.  Moreover, our very own Principles of Partnership 
declare that “Judgements Can Wait”. In truth, I want our judgments to not merely take a back seat; I would like 
us to question any judgments or preconceived notions we have about race, culture, religion, or sexual orientation 
hoping that we can learn to walk together on this voyage as allies for our youth so that collectively we can help 
them grow up healthy, safe, smart and strong.  


