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School-based extracurricular settings could promote dialogue on sociopoliti-
cal crises. We considered immigration discussions within gender-sexuality
alliances (GSAs), which address multiple systems of oppression. Among
361 youth and 58 advisors in 38 GSAs (19 in 2016–2017/Year 1; 19 in
2017–2018/Year 2), youth in Year 1 reported increased discussions from
baseline throughout the remaining school year; differences were nonsignif-
icant in Year 2. In both years, youth reporting greater self-efficacy to promote
social justice, and GSAs with advisors reporting greater self-efficacy to
address culture, race, and immigration discussed immigration more over
the year (adjusting for baseline). In interviews, 38 youth described circum-
stances promoting or inhibiting discussions: demographic representation,
open climates, critical reflection, fear or consequences of misspeaking, dis-
comfort, agenda restrictions, and advisor roles.
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Multiple factors leading up to and following the 2016 election of Donald
Trump have increased the anti-immigrant climate in the United States.
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Policies affecting immigrant communities shifted following Trump’s inaugu-
ration in January 2017 (Pierce & Selee, 2017). A proposed temporary ban on
legal immigration from eight countries with large Muslim populations was
imposed in the month after the inauguration. Since early 2017, detention
and deportation of undocumented individuals in the U.S. interior increased.
Youth who are undocumented, or with at least one undocumented parent,
make up 28% of all first- and second-generation immigrant youth
(Yoshikawa, Suárez-Orozco, & Gonzales, 2017). The Trump administration
cancelled the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program in
September 2017, which had provided temporary reprieve from deportation
to undocumented youth. In January 2018, efforts to exclude legal immigrants
from U.S. safety-net programs began, culminating in federally proposed reg-
ulations in the fall (Perreira, Yoshikawa, & Oberlander, 2018). In April 2018,
the Department of Justice (2018) enacted a policy where children were
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separated from their parents in families crossing the U.S. southern border.
Emerging findings suggest that these policy shifts and Trump’s rhetoric
have led to an increased climate of fear among immigrant families, with evi-
dence of harmful effects on the well-being of children and youth, particu-
larly, those in mixed-status families (Cervantes, Ullrich, & Matthews, 2018;
Williams & Medlock, 2017).

Given the increased hostility against immigrant communities and the
heightened public discourse on immigration policies, it is important for
youth to have spaces and opportunities to discuss, learn about, and raise
their own and others’ awareness of these issues. Schools are a central setting
where youth can discuss a range of social and cultural issues (Parker, 2006).
Issues of immigration likely have been part of these discussions, as much of
the discrimination targeting immigrant-origin youth during and after the
election has occurred in schools (Costello, 2016; Southern Poverty Law
Center, 2016).

Extracurricular groups in school may be important, as they can provide
opportunities for meaningful and sustained discussions of cultural and socio-
political issues (Pollock, 2017; Poteat, Yoshikawa, Calzo, Russell, & Horn,
2017; Seider et al., 2018). These groups promote civic involvement in general
(e.g., community service; Eccles & Gootman, 2002). Less is known about
whether they serve as settings for dialogue during sociopolitical crises or
how they can support youth who want to act on urgent issues affecting their
communities. This function of extracurricular settings may be increasingly
important in the ongoing sociopolitical climate. Also, there has been limited
attention to groups oriented around issues of social justice, yet some groups,
including those in schools, have awareness-raising and advocacy explicit in
their mission (Ginwright, 2007; Poteat et al., 2017; Seider et al., 2018). These
functions warrant greater consideration. We focus on gender-sexuality alli-
ances (GSAs; also referred to as gay-straight alliances) as one group orga-
nized around social justice and multiple systems of oppression where
relevant discussions on discrimination faced by immigrant-origin youth
and their communities may take place.

GSAs and Interlocking Systems of Oppression

GSAs are youth-led, adult-supported groups at school offering youth
a setting for support and opportunities to engage in advocacy related primar-
ily to sexuality and gender issues (Griffin, Lee, Waugh, & Beyer, 2004). More
than 37% of U.S. high schools have GSAs (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2015). Generally, they meet once weekly for 30 to 60 minutes
at school and advisors are often teachers, nurses, or counselors. Time can
be allocated to providing emotional support, learning about and discussing
topics such as discrimination, or planning advocacy efforts (Griffin et al.,
2004; Poteat et al., 2017). Their structure aligns with youth program models
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that emphasize safe environments, opportunities for peer connection and
leadership, and adult role models (Eccles & Gootman, 2002).

In addition to their focus on sexuality and gender, many GSAs aspire to
address interlocking systems of oppression (GSA Network, n.d.). Some GSAs
may partner with other clubs to host joint events or to show solidarity over
shared concerns (e.g., a partnership with the Black Student Union to address
discrimination faced by members of both groups). Immigrant-origin youth
constitute important segments of the LGBTQ population (Munro et al.,
2013). Consequently, issues of immigration may arise in GSA discussions
of topics such as the UndocuQueer movement (Seif, 2014; Terriquez,
2015). GSAs may provide favorable conditions for these conversations
because they emphasize mutual respect, safety, and they aim to promote
social justice for all individuals (Griffin et al., 2004; Poteat et al., 2017).

We aimed to understand the frequency with which youth discussed
immigration in their GSA, and to identify factors that predicted which mem-
bers discussed immigration more over the school year, adjusting for baseline
levels. We focused on youth’s frequency of discussions for several reasons.
Intergroup dialogue research has shown that having conversations on issues
of diversity can strengthen support for members of marginalized groups
(Dessel & Rogge, 2008). Peer discussions also can empower youth to act
on social issues (Pollock, 2017). Moreover, repeated conversations—as
opposed to single, isolated conversations—offer opportunities for individu-
als in both privileged and marginalized groups to develop a richer under-
standing of an issue and can carry greater benefits (Shipherd, 2015).

We also examined youth’s descriptions of these discussions and the cir-
cumstances that shaped these discussions. In doing so, we aimed to further
elucidate conditions that promoted or impeded these conversations and to
consider not only how youth might have had more frequent conversations
but also meaningful and constructive ones. We used quantitative data from
youth members and advisors as well as qualitative data from interviews
with youth members to examine how topics of immigration were discussed
in GSAs over the school year.

Predicting Discussion Frequency Based on Youth,

Advisor, and Contextual Factors

Recent GSA research has considered variability among members in their
experiences in GSAs (Poteat et al., 2017). In this manner, individual members
and GSAs as a whole may vary from one another in how frequently they dis-
cussed immigration issues during the 2016 U.S. presidential election and the
subsequent Trump administration. Several factors may distinguish which
members and GSAs were more likely to do so with greater frequency.

Youth’s self-efficacy to promote social justice could be one attribute dis-
tinguishing GSA members who discussed immigration issues with greater
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frequency during the school year. This attribute can be understood as one’s
perceived ability to take action to promote equity in society, to empower
individuals from marginalized groups, and to oppose institutional policies
and practices that perpetuate inequality (Torres-Harding, Siers, & Olson,
2012). The intergroup dialogue literature has shown that conversations on
diversity and inequality can be challenging (Nagda, 2006; Zúñiga, Lopez,
& Ford, 2016). Youth with greater social justice self-efficacy may feel more
equipped to participate in these conversations. Thus, when certain sociopo-
litical issues come to the fore, youth in GSAs or similar groups who initially
feel more confident in their ability to promote social justice may be more
likely to discuss them.

Advisors also can play important roles in promoting youth’s efforts in
GSAs. Successful youth programs have adults who provide support, scaffold
decision making, and serve as models (Rhodes & DuBois, 2008). Yet this lit-
erature has not considered adults’ efficacy to address issues of diversity or
oppression, despite many youth in such programs coming from socially mar-
ginalized populations. In GSAs, advisors often provide emotional support,
advocate on behalf of their members, and help facilitate discussions
(Graybill, Varjas, Meyers, & Watson, 2009; Poteat et al., 2015). At the same
time, advisors vary in how equipped they feel to address issues relevant
to students with various intersecting identities, such as those for LGBTQ
youth of color (Poteat & Scheer, 2016). GSAs whose advisors feel more
equipped to address cultural issues and issues of immigration may discuss
immigration more frequently than other GSAs because their advisors might
be able to offer more support and scaffolding for these discussions.

Open, respectful climates may set apart some GSAs that came to more
readily discuss immigration issues across the school year from other GSAs.
In classrooms, open respectful climates (i.e., where youth can share opin-
ions and express different beliefs in a respectful manner; Flanagan,
Syvertsen, & Stout, 2007) are connected to greater youth civic engagement
(Brock, Nishida, Chiong, Grimm, & Rimm-Kaufman, 2008; Campbell,
2008). Youth program models highlight the importance of prosocial norms
in these settings (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). Open and respectful group
norms reflect not only prosocial behavior (e.g., showing respect) but also
the ability to voice disagreements and contrasting views. Open, respectful
group norms may be important to promote conversations where youth
hold different views. Intergroup dialogue research has shown that safe
and respectful norms need to be established prior to engaging in conversa-
tions on sociopolitical issues (Dessel & Rogge, 2008; Godfrey & Grayman,
2014; Zúñiga et al., 2016). Thus, GSA members may be more likely to partic-
ipate in these discussions when they know their GSA is open to and respect-
ful of different views.

Finally, we consider whether youth differed in their frequency of discus-
sing immigration based on their immigration background. We consider this
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an exploratory question because there are competing arguments for why
first- or second-generation immigrant-origin youth might be more or less
likely to discuss immigration than their peers, given the current sociopolitical
climate. On one hand, immigrant-origin youth may be less likely to discuss
immigration due to fears of discrimination or deportation of family or net-
work members (Gonzales, Suárez-Orozco, & Dedios-Sanguineti, 2013). On
the other hand, they may be more likely to discuss immigration, at least
within GSAs, as GSAs may serve as a setting for social and emotional support
from their peers (Griffin et al., 2004). We also consider this question at the
group level: Were immigration discussions more frequent in GSAs with
a greater proportion of members from immigrant-origin backgrounds?

Current Research Questions and Hypotheses

The current study uses quantitative and qualitative data from a larger
GSA project. The project was not planned in advance to coincide with the
election; however, it provided a unique opportunity to consider how
some youth and GSAs may have reacted to the election and subsequent
actions taken by the Trump administration. Due to the design of the larger
project, 19 GSAs participated in one school year (2016–2017) that covered
the election, inauguration, and start of the Trump administration. A separate
set of 19 GSAs participated in the subsequent school year (2017–2018) that
covered a period during which anti-immigrant policies intensified (Pierce
& Selee, 2017). In both years, baseline data were collected toward the begin-
ning of the school year (Wave 1) and again at the end of the school year
(Wave 2).

Preliminary Questions

We considered several preliminary descriptive questions prior to address-
ing the primary quantitative and qualitative aims of the study. What was the
average frequency with which youth discussed immigration within their
GSAs? On average, was there an overall change in youth’s reported frequency
of discussing immigration issues over the school year relative to baseline lev-
els (i.e., as youth settled into their first several GSA meetings)? Furthermore,
did this pattern differ for youth in Year 1 (2016–2017) or in Year 2 (2017–
2018)? For instance, did GSA members report discussing immigration more
frequently over the school year than at baseline for those who participated
in Year 1 (during the immediate election period) but not for youth who par-
ticipated in Year 2 (further into the Trump administration)?

Primary Quantitative Aims

We considered several hypotheses in testing our multilevel model of fac-
tors that could predict residualized change in youth’s reported frequency of
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discussing immigration over the school year (i.e., controlling for youth’s
baseline reported frequency of these discussions). First, at the individual
level, we hypothesized that youth with greater self-efficacy to promote social
justice would discuss immigration issues with greater frequency over the
school year. Second, without a priori expectations, we examined whether
first- or second-generation immigrant-origin youth discussed immigration
issues with greater frequency than others. Third, at the group level, we
hypothesized that GSAs with a more open, respectful climate and, fourth,
GSAs whose advisors reported greater efficacy to address issues of race, cul-
ture, and immigration would have members who collectively discussed
immigration more frequently over the school year. At the group level, we
controlled for GSAs’ collective baseline frequency of discussing immigration.
Fifth, without a priori expectations, we examined whether GSAs with
a greater proportion of first- or second-generation immigrant members dis-
cussed immigration more frequently over the school year. Finally, we con-
sidered whether GSAs in Year 2 discussed immigration with greater or
lesser frequency over the year than GSAs in Year 1.

Primary Qualitative Aims

We considered several questions from our interviews with youth. What
was the substance of immigration discussions within GSAs, which youth
tended to raise these issues, what circumstances promoted or inhibited
them, and what roles did advisors play? We also anticipated that the qualita-
tive data would help contextualize why some of the factors in the quantita-
tive data predicted increases in discussions of immigration.

Method

Participants

Participants included 361 youth members (Mage = 15.53 years, SD = 1.38
years; range = 10–20 years) and 58 advisors (Mage = 43.58 years, SD = 10.50
years; range = 27–62 years) in 38 high school GSAs across the state of
Massachusetts who completed surveys at both waves, as well as 38 of these
youth members who participated in individual interviews (Year 1 n = 25,
Year 2 n = 13). There were 21 GSAs with one advisor and 17 GSAs with
more than one advisor (15 had two advisors, one had three advisors, and
one had four advisors). Of the initial 594 youth who completed Wave 1 sur-
veys, 85 youth (14.3% of the original sample) had discontinued their involve-
ment in the GSA earlier in the year (as reported by some advisors). The
remaining 143 youth who did not complete the Wave 2 survey (24.1% of
the original sample) either were not present at the Wave 2 data collection,
did not complete the survey that was left for them prior to the end of the
school year, or were in GSAs whose advisors did not provide feedback on
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whether they had discontinued their involvement in the GSA. Thus, 71.9% of
the original youth sample who were potentially still active GSA members at
the end of the year completed Wave 2 surveys.

When comparing youth who participated at both Waves with youth lost
at Wave 2 who were still potential GSA members, youth lost at Wave 2
reported more frequently discussing immigration at Wave 1 than youth
who participated at both Waves, F(1, 490) = 11.22, p = .001, h2

p = .02 (retained
participants: M = 1.43, SD = 1.08; lost participants: M = 1.80, SD = 1.19), but
they did not differ in their reported social justice self-efficacy, F(1, 490) =
2.69, p = .10. There was no differential attrition based on immigration back-
ground (x2 = 0.16, p = .69) or gender (x2 = 0.48, p = .79), but there was
greater attrition for heterosexual than sexual minority youth (x2 = 13.72,
p \ .001; 43% vs. 24%) and racial/ethnic minority youth than White youth
(x2 = 11.49, p = .001; 43% vs. 23%). Demographic data for the final youth
and advisor sample are in Table 1.

Procedures

We purposively sampled GSAs across Massachusetts for geographic
diversity and diversity in the size and racial and socioeconomic composition
of the schools. We identified GSAs in consultation with the Massachusetts
Safe Schools Program for LGBTQ Students. Among the schools were tradi-
tional public schools, charter public schools, and vocational schools. We
secured permission from GSA advisors and principals to work with their
GSA. We asked youth members to participate in a study to explore their
experiences in the GSA. We stated that their answers would be confidential
and that we would not share their individual responses with their peers,
parents, or other adults. Advisors gave consent for all youth to participate
and 100% of youth attending at the baseline recruitment session gave their
assent. We used advisor adult consent over parent consent to avoid risks
of inadvertently outing LGBTQ youth to their parents. This consent method
is common in research with LGBTQ youth to protect their safety (Mustanski,
2011). All advisors also consented to complete their own survey. Procedures
were approved by the primary institution’s institutional review board and
each school.

Data collection was planned over a 2-year period, wherein 19 GSAs par-
ticipated in Year 1 and a separate set of 19 GSAs participated in Year 2. We
adopted this approach for issues of feasibility: This ensured that we could
visit all GSAs within a close time frame at each wave, given that they were
located across the state and some met on the same days. We coordinated
three visits with identical protocols in both years. Advisors sent reminders
to youth prior to each visit. At our first visit, we distributed and collected
Wave 1 baseline surveys during a GSA meeting. The survey took 30 minutes
to complete and proctors were present to answer questions. Youth and
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advisors returned their surveys to the proctors at the end of the meeting.
Each participant received a $10 gift card for completing the survey. The first
visit occurred between mid-September and late-October of 2016 (Year 1)
and 2017 (Year 2).

In Year 1, we identified one to three youth per GSA who completed the
Wave 1 survey to participate in an interview between late-December 2016
and late-February 2017 (n = 25). In Year 2, we identified one to three youth

Table 1

Youth and Advisor Demographics

Youth, n (%) Advisors, n (%)

Sexual orientation

Bisexual 80 (22.2) 2 (3.4)

Pansexual 75 (20.8) 2 (3.4)

Heterosexual 52 (14.4) 31 (53.4)

Gay or lesbian 61 (16.9) 14 (24.1)

Questioning 26 (7.2) 1 (1.7)

Queer 18 (5.0) 4 (6.9)

Asexual 14 (3.9) 1 (1.7)

Other written-in response 32 (8.9) 1 (1.7)

Not reported 3 (0.8) 1 (1.7)

Gender identity

Cisgender female 200 (55.4) 38 (65.5)

Cisgender male 57 (15.8) 15 (25.9)

Nonbinary 21 (5.8) 1 (1.7)

Transgender 31 (8.6) 1 (1.7)

Genderqueer 8 (2.2) 1 (1.7)

Gender fluid 7 (1.9) 1 (1.7)

Other written-in response 36 (10.0) 1 (1.7)

Not reported 1 (0.3) 0

Race or ethnicity

White, non-Hispanic 261 (72.3) 51 (87.9)

Biracial or multiracial 37 (10.2) 0

Latino/a 38 (10.5) 0

Asian or Asian American 10 (2.8) 0

Black or African American 8 (2.2) 0

Middle Eastern, Arab, or Arab American 1 (0.3) 0

Other written-in response 4 (1.1) 1 (1.7)

Not reported 2 (0.6) 6 (10.3)

Immigration generation background

Not first- or second-generation immigrant 266 (73.7) 48 (82.8)

First- or second-generation immigrant 95 (26.3) 4 (6.9)

Not reported 0 6 (10.3)

Note. Total youth N = 361. Total advisors N = 58.

Poteat et al.

2270



in eight of the GSAs in schools that were predominantly youth of color for an
interview between late-January and early-March 2018 (n = 13). We focused on
these eight GSAs to ensure a robust representation of youth of color in the
interviewee sample. We used a purposive sampling strategy to ensure an over-
representation of youth of color and the inclusion of immigrant-origin youth,
and we aimed to achieve a balance between LGBTQ youth and heterosexual
cisgender youth. We arranged a time to interview youth during a GSA meeting.
All youth who we identified as potential interviewees assented to participate
after advisors provided adult consent. Interviews were conducted by master’s-
or doctoral-level graduate students who completed a multicomponent training
in interview techniques led by research team members with qualitative
research expertise. Interviews were held in a separate and private location
at the school (e.g., a classroom). The interviews were digitally recorded and
lasted 30 to 60 minutes. All recordings were uploaded onto a secure server
and were transcribed. Each interviewee received a $25 gift card.

At our third visit, we collected Wave 2 surveys for youth and advisors
following identical procedures as those for Wave 1. Each participant
received a $20 gift card. The Wave 2 visits occurred between late-April
and late-May of 2017 (Year 1) and 2018 (Year 2).

Quantitative Measures

Individual Member and GSA Group Demographics

At Wave 1, youth reported their sexual orientation, gender identity, race/
ethnicity, whether they were born outside of the United States, and whether
either of their parents was born outside of the United States (the latter two
items were coded to identify first- and second-generation immigrant-origin
youth). Because of the small representation of youth within some of the spe-
cific sexual minority, racial/ethnic minority, and gender minority subgroups,
we used binary indicators of sexual orientation (heterosexual or sexual
minority), race/ethnicity (White or racial/ethnic minority) and three catego-
ries for gender identity (cisgender female, cisgender male, and gender-
expansive) in our analyses. In addition to the identity options from which
youth could select (see Table 1), we also reviewed and found that written-
in responses (which youth could instead elect to provide) for demographic
variables reflected sexual, racial, or gender minority identities and we coded
them as such for these analyses.

For each GSA we calculated the proportion of members who were first-
or second-generation immigrant-origin youth and racial/ethnic minority
youth (based on youth’s self-report data). Also, we recorded whether the
GSA had one advisor or more than one advisor. At Wave 1, advisors reported
the number of youth members in their GSA. At Wave 2, advisors reported the
number of meetings held by their GSA since November (i.e., since the Wave
1 survey).
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Youth Social Justice Self-Efficacy

At Wave 1, youth reported their efficacy to promote social justice using
the five-item perceived behavioral control subscale of the Social Justice Scale
(e.g., ‘‘I feel confident in my ability to talk to others about social injustices
and the impact of social conditions on health and well-being’’ and ‘‘I am cer-
tain that I possess an ability to work with individuals and groups in ways that
are empowering’’; Torres-Harding et al., 2012). Response options ranged
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), and higher average scale
scores represented greater confidence in one’s ability to promote social jus-
tice. The coefficient alpha reliability estimate was a = .91.

GSA Advisor Self-Efficacy on Race, Culture, and Immigration

At Wave 1, advisors completed a five-item assessment of their perceived
competence to address issues of race, culture, and immigration. The items
were preceded by the stem, ‘‘How competent do you feel to do the follow-
ing:’’ (a) talk about unique experiences that LGBTQ students of color face,
(b) address issues related to the intersection of race and sexual orientation,
(c) talk about experiences of racism that students of color face, (d) talk about
immigration or experiences of anti-immigrant discrimination, and (e) talk
about students’ experiences in different cultures. Response options ranged
from 1 (not at all competent) to 5 (very competent), and higher average scale
scores represented greater confidence in one’s ability to address issues
related to race, culture, and immigration. For GSAs with more than one advi-
sor, their scores were averaged and that score was used in the analyses
(when we conducted the analyses using the score from the advisor who
reported the highest self-efficacy, results were identical in statistical signifi-
cance). The coefficient alpha reliability estimate was a = .89.

Open Respectful GSA Climate

At Wave 1, GSA advisors completed the four-item Open Classroom
Climate Scale (Flanagan et al., 2007) to report their perceptions of an
open respectful climate in their GSA. The items were preceded by the
stem, ‘‘Up to this point this year, in our GSA, students:’’ (a) have a voice
in what happens; (b) can disagree with the advisor, if they are respectful;
(c) can disagree with each other, if they are respectful; and, (d) are encour-
aged to express opinions. Response options ranged from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher average scale scores represented
a more respectful GSA climate. For GSAs with more than one advisor, advi-
sors’ scores were averaged and that score was used in analyses (as a sensitiv-
ity analysis we used the score from the advisor who reported the highest
open, respectful climate for their GSA. Results were identical in statistical sig-
nificance). The coefficient alpha reliability estimate was a = .66.
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Immigration Discussions

At Wave 1, youth reported the frequency with which they had personally
participated in discussions in their GSA on immigration up to that point in
the school year (i.e., September to October). The preceding stem was,
‘‘How often do you talk about these topics in your GSA meetings up to
this point this year:’’ (a) issues of discrimination or inequality related to
immigrants, (b) experiences of students who are from immigrant back-
grounds, and (c) LGBTQ issues within different immigrant groups.
Response options were never, rarely, sometimes, often, and very often
(scored 0 to 4). Higher average scale scores represented more frequently dis-
cussing immigration. At Wave 2, youth responded to the same items, pre-
ceded by the stem, ‘‘From November until now, how often did you talk
about these topics in your GSA meetings.’’ The coefficient alpha reliability
estimate at Wave 1 was a = .93 and the estimate at Wave 2 was a = .94.

Qualitative Interview Questions

Participants took part in a semistructured interview that focused on spe-
cific instances in which they experienced discussions of immigration in their
GSAs. Interviewers began their inquiry with the question, ‘‘Has your GSA
ever talked about what it’s like to be an immigrant (if necessary, clarify:
that is, someone who came from a different country)?’’ The interviewer
then probed for specific examples and details. In addition, the interviewer
inquired into participants’ recommendations for how immigration could
be broached in GSAs, with probes to identify concrete suggestions and fac-
tors that might prevent or impede discussion of immigration topics.

Analytic Approach

Preliminary Questions

We conducted a repeated-measures analysis of variance (r-ANOVA) to
test for differences in youth’s reported frequency of discussing immigration
from Wave 1 to Wave 2 with attention to a Wave 3 Year interaction. We fol-
lowed this with r-ANOVAs separately by Year to probe the interaction.

Primary Quantitative Aims

We tested our primary research questions using multilevel modeling
with maximum likelihood estimation in Mplus 8.1. Our dependent variable
in the model was the frequency with which youth discussed immigration
issues over the school year (as measured at Wave 2). The model is presented
below:
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T2 Discussionsij5b0j1b1j T1 discussionsij

� �
1b2j T1 SJ self-efficacyij

� �

1b3j imm: generationij

� �
1b4j s:minorityij

� �
1b5j r:minorityij

� �

1b6j maleij

� �
1b7j gender-expansiveij

� �
1rij:

b0j5g001g01 T1 collective discussionsð Þj1g02 T1 advisor self-efficacyð Þj
1g03 T1 climateð Þj1g04 immigrant percentð Þj1g05 Yearð Þj
1g06 GSA sizeð Þj1g07 number of advisorsð Þj
1g08 number of meetingsð Þj1g09 r:minority percentð Þj1u0j:

At the individual level, we included our two focal variables—youth’s
social justice self-efficacy at Wave 1 and generation of immigration back-
ground—to predict any residualized change in discussing immigration issues
over the school year while controlling for their frequency of discussing
immigration issues at Wave 1. The continuous variables of social justice
self-efficacy and immigration discussion frequency at Wave 1 were grand-
mean centered. We also included three other covariates: sexual orientation
(0 = heterosexual; 1 = sexual minority), race/ethnicity (0 = White; 1 =
racial/ethnic minority), and gender identity, which was represented by
two dummy variables to indicate whether youth identified as cisgender
male (1 = cisgender male) or gender-expansive (1 = gender-expansive), mak-
ing cisgender females the referent group.

At the group level, to predict the Level 1 intercept we included our four
focal variables—advisor self-efficacy to address issues of race, culture, and
immigration; open, respectful GSA climate at Wave 1; proportion of first-
or second-generation immigrant-origin youth in the GSA; and year the
GSA participated—to predict any residualized change in GSAs’ collective
immigration discussion frequency over the school year while controlling
for GSAs’ baseline frequency of discussing immigration issues at Wave 1
(the composite average scores of members in the GSA). GSA interrater agree-
ment for youth’s frequency of immigration discussions at Wave 1, calculated
using the average deviation index for medians (Burke, Finkelstein, & Dusig,
1999), was strong (average ADMd(j) = .82), suggesting that the aggregation of
these data at the individual level (i.e., youth’s own frequency of discussions)
could be used as an indicator of a GSA-level construct (Chan, 1998). We also
included four other covariates: number of GSA members, whether the GSA
had more than one advisor, number of meetings held since Wave 1, and pro-
portion of racial/ethnic minority youth in the GSA. For diagnostic purposes
we tested interactions between year of GSA participation and our focal var-
iables at Levels 1 and 2; none were significant.
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Primary Qualitative Aims

We analyzed audio files and transcripts using an iterative combination of
the template organizing style of interpretation (Crabtree & Miller, 1999) and
immersion/crystallization analyses (Borkan, 1999). The template organizing
style utilizes the theoretical framework for the study as the start for protocol
design and analysis. Based on prior research and theory, we constructed an
interview protocol to explore aspects of the GSA context that enable or
impede immigration discussions (e.g., their climate; member demographics;
advisor and student roles). These themes served as the foundation of the ini-
tial codebook. To edit and refine themes and topics, and to identify addi-
tional themes and topics within and outside of those we anticipated, we
incorporated immersion/crystallization techniques during the audio file tran-
scription. The immersion/crystallization process involved repeated cycles in
which the coders (5 cisgender females: 2 queer, 3 heterosexual; 3 Asian
American, 2 White; 3 second-generation immigrant-origin, 2 third-generation
immigrant-origin or later) and co-investigator (cisgender male, gay, Asian
American, second-generation immigrant-origin) immersed themselves in
qualitative text, identified emergent themes (i.e., crystallization) after critical
reflection, and engaged in group discussions to critique and refine themes.
This process produced the final codebook used for the qualitative data
analysis.

Results

Youth responded along the full range of how frequently they discussed
immigration issues at both Waves, from 0 (never) to 4 (very often; Wave 1:
M = 1.42, SD = 1.08; Wave 2: M = 1.56, SD = 1.12). Also, advisors’ self-efficacy
scale scores covered a broad range from 1.60 to 5 (M = 3.40, SD = 0.83). In
contrast, their scores for open, respectful GSA climates were restricted in range
and were strongly positive, ranging from 3.50 to 5 (M = 4.66, SD = 0.42).

Average Change From Waves 1 to 2, Moderated by Year

In our r-ANOVA, there was a significant Wave 3 Year interaction for dif-
ferences in youth’s frequency of discussing immigration from baseline (Wave
1) to the remaining school year (Wave 2), Wilks’s L = .97, F(1, 345) = 12.18,
p = .001, h2

p= .03. Follow-up r-ANOVAs conducted separately by year indi-
cated that youth in Year 1, on average, reported significantly more frequent
discussions of immigration over the remaining school year relative to their
baseline levels, Wilks’s L = .93, F(1, 208) = 16.29, p \ .001, h2

p= .07. For
youth in Year 2, on average, this difference was not significant, Wilks’s
L = .99, F(1, 137) = 1.53, p = .22, h2

p= .01.
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Predicting Residualized Change in Immigration Discussions

Results from an initial null model indicated that GSAs varied significantly
in the average frequency with which their members reported discussing
immigration issues over the school year (Z = 1.95, p = .05; Level 1 variance
component = 1.14, Level 2 variance component = 0.10, intraclass correlation
coefficient = .08). Thus, some GSAs collectively discussed immigration issues
more than other GSAs over the school year.

Our multilevel model results are presented in Table 2. As hypothesized
at the individual level, while accounting for individual members’ initial fre-
quency of discussing immigration (b = 0.502, p \ .001) and all other factors
at Level 1, members who reported stronger self-efficacy to promote social
justice discussed immigration more frequently than others over the remain-
ing school year (b = 0.088, p = .05). As hypothesized at the group level, while
accounting for the initial collective frequency of discussing immigration
issues among members in each GSA (g = .956, p \ .001) and all other factors
at Level 2, GSAs whose advisors reported greater efficacy to address issues of
culture, race, and immigration (g = 0.199, p = .003) went on to discuss immi-
gration more frequently over the remaining school year than individuals in
other GSAs. The associations between open, respectful climates (g =
20.216, p = .36), proportion of immigrant-origin youth in the GSA (g =
0.173, p = .80), and the frequency with which GSAs discussed immigration
issues over the year were not significant when accounting for other factors.
Finally, while adjusting for all other factors, youth in GSAs in Year 2 dis-
cussed immigration less frequently over the remaining school year than
youth in GSAs in Year 1 (g = 20.357, p = .001). The model accounted for
29% of Level 1 variance and 98% of Level 2 variance.

The Focus and Dynamics of Immigration Discussions

Overall, the qualitative results provided complementary insight into the
substance and circumstances of discussions about immigration in GSAs.
Themes from the template analysis with illustrative examples are in Table
3. At times, immigration was discussed in different ways for GSAs in Years
1 and 2, which we note in specific themes.

President Trump and Immigration Policies

One theme to emerge was the election of President Trump and His
Administration’s Immigration Policies. This topic generally arose in the con-
text of meeting time allocated to discussing current events. Given the time in
which many interviews were conducted in Year 1 (i.e., immediately follow-
ing the 2016 election and presidential inauguration), the sociopolitical cli-
mate likely provided a source of discussion of immigration in GSAs. Year
2 interviews had fewer explicit references to the election or ongoing
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implications of immigration policies. The election and immigration topics
related to the Trump administration were referenced by only one inter-
viewee in Year 2, and only in the context of ways to potentially introduce
discussion about immigration.

Discussions focused primarily on (in participants’ words) ‘‘the Muslim
ban,’’ and implications of Trump’s election on U.S.-Mexico relations, specif-
ically regarding the border wall. On ‘‘the Muslim ban,’’ participants discussed

Table 2

Predicting Gender-Sexuality Alliance (GSA) Members’ Frequency

of Immigration Discussions Over the School Year

Coefficient SE 95% CI

Level 1: Individual level

Sexual minority –0.025 0.130 [–0.280, 0.231]

Racial/ethnic minority –0.073 0.161 [–0.389, 0.243]

Cisgender male 0.157 0.178 [–0.193, 0.506]

Gender-expansive 0.085 0.137 [–0.183, 0.353]

First-/second-generation immigrant-origin

youth

–0.028 0.162 [–0.346, 0.290]

T1 individual immigration discussion

frequency

0.502*** 0.052 [0.400, 0.604]

T1 social justice self-efficacy 0.088* 0.045 [0.000, 0.177]

Level 2: GSA level

Number of students 0.004 0.007 [–0.009, 0.017]

Proportion racial/ethnic minority –0.442 0.460 [–1.344, 0.460]

Proportion first-/second-generation

immigrant-origin

0.173 0.670 [–1.140, 1.487]

More than one advisor –0.119 0.096 [–0.308, 0.070]

Number of meetings 0.015 0.008 [–0.001, 0.030]

Year 2 of study –0.357** 0.107 [–0.567, –0.147]

T1 advisor efficacy on race, culture,

immigration

0.199** 0.068 [0.066, 0.332]

T1 collective immigration discussion

frequency

0.956*** 0.273 [0.420, 1.492]

T1 open, respectful climate –0.157 0.178 [–0.505, 0.191]

Note. Values are unstandardized coefficient estimates, their standard errors (SEs), and 95%
confidence intervals (CIs). Sexual minority is dichotomized 0 = heterosexual; 1 = sexual
minority; racial/ethnic minority is dichotomized 0 = White; 1 = racial/ethnic minority; cis-
gender male is dichotomized 0 = not cisgender male; 1 = cisgender male; Gender-expan-
sive is dichotomized 0 = not gender-expansive; 1 = gender-expansive; first-/second-
generation immigrant-origin youth is dichotomized 0 = not first-/second-generation immi-
grant-origin youth; 1 = first-/second-generation immigrant-origin youth; more than one
advisor is dichotomized 0 = 1 advisor; 1 = more than one advisor; Year 2 of study is dichot-
omized 0 = Year 1; 1 = Year 2.
*p < .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001.
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how immigration rights were social justice issues, which fit under the collec-
tive mission of the GSA. As one student noted,

. . . we’re big advocates but it’s just like, human rights in general . . .
the GSA as a whole like, we strongly . . . you know like, go against
like Trump and a lot of his executive orders um especially the immi-
gration ban um, the Muslim ban, like we definitely feel very strongly
about that, and we talk about it all the time.

Discussions about the border wall tended to take on a more personal tone,
with some students noting a more direct connection to the effects of Trump’s
proposed immigration policies. One student discussed a GSA member
affected by border policy:

he was talking about how he could learn more than just two lan-
guages and he thought that was fantastic and then with Trump’s inau-
guration and stuff, we were talking about how he felt and the impact
of his family because he’s up going eighteen. He’s becoming an adult
and he is a citizen here, but some of his family isn’t and he wouldn’t
know if he would be able to see his family outside of the state if they
were to move or something like that.

The contrast in framing of the discussions, with issues of ‘‘the Muslim
ban’’ being discussed collectively and issues of the border wall being dis-
cussed on a more personal level, may reflect that issues related to U.S.-
Mexico relations were more directly relevant to the students, some of
whom self-identified as Latinx. Issues related to ‘‘the Muslim ban,’’ may
not have directly affected students if students with Muslim backgrounds
were not present in the GSA. In some ways, this would tie into the theme
below on representation within GSAs.

Representation

Frequently, the theme of Representation co-occurred with the theme of
President Trump (e.g., in the context of seeking emotional support or discus-
sing how the election might affect one’s family). Under both themes, partic-
ipants’ discussions focused predominantly on immigrant identity and the
immigrant experience, not explicitly on the intersections of immigrant iden-
tity with sexual orientation or gender identity. In contrast to Year 1 interview
participants, Year 2 participants described discussions of immigration based
on experiences that were personally relevant to their lives as first- or second-
generation immigrants (e.g., ‘‘there are several like, first-generation students
who like, talk about, kind of like, struggles with their parents’’). The
Representation theme also included instances in which students noted that
the absence of GSA members who were first- or second-generation immi-
grants impeded discussion of immigration (for an example, see Table 3).
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Critical Reflection

In addition, Year 2 participants described discussions of immigration in
the context of educational experiences and activities on Critical Reflection,
in which students and advisors focused on learning about social hierarchies
and structures that lead to inequality and marginalization of groups of peo-
ple. This is consistent with the function of GSAs as a setting for information
and education. One participant described an instance in which the topic of
immigration arose in the context of an activity focused on teaching about
microaggressions:

P: There was this thing helping educate teachers about how [inaudible] minority
experiences and GSA was contributing and we got to see some of the examples
of other minorities’ experience and [inaudible] microaggressions and that was
pretty cool. We got to see some examples of the immigrant side and the racial
minorities’ side and as like the examples that were already there and then we
provided the queer examples.

I: So what did the meeting look like?
P: [inaudible] wrote them down on signs and held them up and they took a picture

of us without our face in it and it was pretty cool. A microaggression you have
experienced . . . or seen others experience.

The above example describes an instance in which students could
broach the topic about intersectional oppression (i.e., connections between
xenophobia, homophobia, transphobia). Another participant described
a concrete example in which a GSA member spoke in a student assembly
related to their school’s Black Lives Matter chapter. In this example, the par-
ticipant also pointed to how LGBT identities can intersect with racial and
immigrant identities:

we had a recently um, an assembly that had to do with, um, Black
Lives Matter. And um, there was a girl on stage, she was non-
African American, her culture and her heritage, she felt some of the
pain that they felt, so she wrote a poem and displayed it on the stage.
So, she and her family has a, like a very, long line of immigration, so it
kinda popped up in that type of way, but for instance, um you don’t
have to be technically from this country and a nonimmigrant to be
a part of the LGBT community. You can be out of—you can be an
immigrant—you can be a person of color, you can be anything else
besides that and still identify as LGBT so it—like I said, it all incorpo-
rates together in some sort of way.

Open-Mindedness

Students tended to emphasize the potential for their GSA to address
immigration topics due to the Open-Mindedness of the setting. Often this
point would be raised by students who could not recall when—or who
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did not have specific examples in which—their GSA discussed immigration.
As one student noted,

I think the um GSA that we have here is pretty open to be learning
about pretty much anything that has to do with LGBT issue and
race issues. Um, just like human rights issues in general, so um I
don’t think anyone would be against . . . learning anything new.

In contrast to the nonsignificant association in the quantitative findings, this
theme of Open-Mindedness suggests that respectful and open climates may
be essential to facilitate dialogue about immigration.

The Agenda

Some participants in both years indicated that immigration did not come
up in the GSA (Not on the Agenda). In some cases, the topic was perceived
as not meriting attention or the same degree of focus as topics of gender and
sexuality. One participant noted:

We don’t really mention the word immigration, but when it comes to
like watching that have to do with it, that are around the world, obvi-
ously that’s from immigration and stuff like that, places that are not
from here, anything like that, so like it pops up, like I said, once in
a while, . . . Like it’s not gonna be like ‘‘OK, so today we’re gonna
talk about immigration stuff’’ . . . it’s mostly like, like I said, mostly
about LGBT and GSA in general, but like I said, it pops up like
once in a while so . . .

This lack of focus on the topic of immigration can potentially impede
exploration or recognition of key aspects of individual members’ experien-
ces. In another example (see Table 3 for full quote), a Latinx student ques-
tioned the relevance of topics concerning her immigrant identity and history,
potentially in part due to the lack of attention her GSA gave to these topics.

Discomfort

Predominantly in Year 1 interviews, some participants noted a general
Discomfort with the topic of immigration, either personally felt or anticipated
among the members, which could stifle discussion. In these instances, par-
ticipants described the topics of immigration and people who are undocu-
mented as ‘‘touchy’’ subjects that could upset the safe space climate of the
GSA. One participant described,

I know that there are different or differing views where it comes to
immigration, and stuff like that, and so, I mean, I personally, wouldn’t
really feel too uncomfortable talking about it . . . but other people
might. . . . It’s so controversial that people might not want to be spe-
cific when talking about it because they might be afraid of revealing

Poteat et al.
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what their views are on it and then creating kind of a rift in a way. I
don’t—not a rift, but um . . . just showing what you believe in, and
that may cause conflicts in itself.

Fear of Consequences

There was also Fear of Consequences from discussions that emerged in
Year 2 interviews. Participants described a reluctance to discuss immigration
because it could lead to potential identifying information with risk of
deportation:

I feel like it’s also because it’s a touchy subject . . . like some people
from the families have someone who like isn’t written down and like
maybe they could be scared to like oh what if like I accidentally say
something and they get like sent back so I feel like that’s like a bit of
a touchy subject for some people.

This fear of repercussions for the GSA members who might place themselves
or their families in precarious positions by discussing immigration was
expressed primarily by GSA members who themselves were not in danger
of such consequences. Thus, while the theme of Discomfort referenced
a fear of conditions within the GSA, Fear of Consequences referenced
a fear of conditions external to the GSA.

Fear of Misspeaking

Participants described that a lack of discussion also was due to a Fear of
Misspeaking. This was manifested as fear of seeming ignorant (e.g., not
knowing enough about the issue; fear of making mistakes), or reluctance
to speak for another person’s or group’s experience. In contrast to
Discomfort with the topic in general, Fear of Misspeaking did not represent
an aversion to immigration being discussed, but rather represented youth’s
fear of making assumptions—or fear that peers would perceive them to
make assumptions—in these discussions. As one student indicated, ‘‘I
want to think before I speak so I don’t accidentally speak for other people
who I don’t actually know what they’re speaking, you know, who I don’t
actually know what their experience is because I haven’t lived it.’’

Suggestions for Encouraging Immigration Discussion

Many students identified concrete methods to stimulate discussion. Two
nearly universal recommendations were (a) discuss current events (e.g., ‘‘we
could . . . find some sort of current news about it, maybe? Since we already
talk about current news, we could just find something that has to do with
race or immigration. Something that’s going on, somewhere’’), and (b)
have the GSA advisor broach the topic (e.g., ‘‘I think the advisor should
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bring it up first’’). Current event topics, such as those on immigration poli-
cies, could provide a more open entry-point to discuss these issues than per-
sonal testimony, which may be more difficult for others to follow with
a differing perspective. This focus could mitigate some members’ discomfort
or fear of misspeaking. As youth described, students broached these topics
in discussing current events, documentaries, or in presentations. The sugges-
tion to have an advisor raise the topic aligns with the quantitative results that
having advisors with greater self-efficacy to address issues of race, culture,
and immigration was related to having more discussions about immigration.

Discussion

There has been limited attention to how school settings promote dia-
logue on current sociopolitical crises. Our findings showed that GSAs
were one space in which members discussed current events, policies, and
discrimination related to immigration. With quantitative and qualitative
data, we identified predictors of which youth and GSAs discussed immigra-
tion with greater frequency than others over the school year, and dynamics
that promoted or inhibited these discussions. The results underscore the
need to consider how settings outside the classroom also could serve youth
during times of sociopolitical crises and promote their civic discourse.

Overall Frequency and Content of Conversations on Immigration

A number of GSA members reported discussing discrimination faced by
immigrant communities with some frequency, aligning with the aspiration of
GSAs to address interlocking systems of oppression (GSA Network, n.d.).
Still, although responses covered the full range, average scores fell between
the anchors of ‘‘rarely’’ and ‘‘sometimes.’’ This suggests that immigration tended
to be a peripheral focus of these groups. In some ways, this was evident in the
theme of Not on the Agenda in youth’s interviews. In the interviews, youth
noted that conversations on immigration focused overwhelmingly on current
events related to President Trump and his administration’s policies (e.g., the
U.S.-Mexico border wall), particularly in Year 1. In Year 2, however, youth
did share that topics focused on students’ own experiences as first- or
second-generation immigrants. Intersectionality issues were not discussed as
explicitly, though, despite areas where such overlap would have been relevant
in the GSA (e.g., discussing unique concerns for undocumented LGBTQ youth;
Seif, 2014; Terriquez, 2015). It is possible that youth tended to consider their
social identities in isolation as opposed to their intersection with one another.
Students also may have viewed discussions about sexuality and gender and dis-
cussions about race and racism as being siloed to specific spaces (e.g., GSA vs.
Black Lives Matter), which arose in the Critical Reflection theme. Because most
GSA members in this study were not first- or second-generation immigrants, this
overlap may not have been immediately evident to them. At the same time,
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having these discussions in GSAs—which focus on sexual orientation and gen-
der identity—raises the potential for youth to develop an understanding of
intersectionality (Terriquez, 2015). Our findings suggest that GSAs and similar
groups could use activities such as current event discussions, documentaries,
and student presentations to introduce topics that are more peripheral to their
focus. However, advisors or student leaders may need to make deliberate efforts
to deepen these conversations to go beyond simply voicing opposition or sup-
port for certain actions or policies.

Youth Factors Related to Immigration Discussions

As hypothesized, youth who felt more self-efficacy to promote social
justice discussed immigration issues with more frequency over the school
year, controlling for their baseline frequency levels. We expected that this
specific type of self-efficacy (i.e., social justice self-efficacy; Torres-Harding
et al., 2012) would be an important predictor of a youth’s increased discus-
sion of immigration because such dialogues can be challenging (Nagda,
2006; Zúñiga et al., 2016). Some youth pointed to these challenges in their
interviews. They noted that immigration discussions could raise a general
Discomfort for themselves or others in the GSA. In the Fear of
Misspeaking theme, some youth also shared a fear of appearing ignorant.
Thus, youth may have needed to feel confident in their ability to address
issues of social justice in order to engage in greater dialogue with their peers.
Youth with greater social justice self-efficacy may have felt more informed
and better able to address a broader range of social injustices. This confi-
dence may have enabled them to discuss immigration issues with greater fre-
quency as several crises arose during the election and ensuing Trump
administration. This might be tied in some ways to the Critical Reflection
theme that emerged where some youth reflected on how, in their GSA,
they learned about social hierarchies that perpetuated inequality.

Building on these findings, when certain social issues come to the fore-
front, GSAs and similar groups might encourage youth with greater social
justice self-efficacy to lead dialogues on these specific issues or to facilitate
critical reflection more broadly. This approach would align with youth pro-
gram models that aim to place youth in leadership positions (Eccles &
Gootman, 2002) and an aim of GSAs to address multiple forms of oppres-
sion. GSAs and other groups also might work with more efficacious youth
on strategies to bring less confident members into these dialogues.

Our findings were nuanced in identifying differences among youth in their
discussion of immigration based on their first- or second-generation immigra-
tion status. Differences in discussion frequency were not significant in the quan-
titative data. However, Representation emerged as a theme in our qualitative
data where youth reported that immigrant-origin youth played an important
role in raising these issues in the GSA. It may be important to distinguish

Discussing Immigration in Gender-Sexuality Alliances

2287



between initiating versus joining in these conversations: Our qualitative data
suggest that immigrant youth were key initiators of conversations in which
others could then participate. At the same time, the Fear of Consequences theme
highlighted at least one serious reason why initiating these conversations should
not fall entirely on immigrant youth (e.g., risks of discrimination).

Advisor and Contextual Factors Related to Discussions of Immigration

Youth in GSAs whose advisors felt more equipped to address issues of
race, culture, and immigration discussed immigration issues more frequently
over the school year. Some advisors feel more prepared than others to discuss
issues of race and culture in their GSA (Poteat & Scheer, 2016), and the current
findings further show that this carries implications for discussing such issues,
specifically immigration, over time. Our findings add to the general youth pro-
gram literature emphasizing the role of adults in supporting and scaffolding
youth’s efforts in these groups (Rhodes & DuBois, 2008). This finding under-
scores a key issue that has been overlooked in this literature, which has exam-
ined the general scaffolding role of advisors but not specifically in terms of
working with youth from diverse backgrounds or addressing issues related
to social inequity. This could be a critical skill for advisors, given the growing
number of extracurricular settings that aim to address these issues and with
the increasingly diverse population of youth in schools overall. GSA advisors
may have been important in fostering ongoing discussions on immigration, as
some youth feared misspeaking or were unfamiliar with the intricacies of the
topic. Youth shared in their interviews that their advisors could play a role by
raising this issue in their GSA. Youth may have seen advisors as trusted sour-
ces of information or as being able to legitimize immigration as a relevant
issue in the GSA. Our combined findings for youth and advisors suggest
that a sense of efficacy among both may be essential for elevating and sustain-
ing discussions during times of sociopolitical crises.

We documented mixed support for the role of open, respectful climates.
The quantitative data indicated that this climate, at least as we measured it,
did not predict greater discussion of immigration over the school year. This
could have been due to the restricted range of responses provided by advi-
sors, which were positive across GSAs. Also, given the nuance that emerged
in the qualitative data, it may be important to consider each member’s per-
ception of their GSA’s climate, not a global assessment from the advisor.
Youth emphasized the importance of this type of climate in the Open-
Mindedness theme. Some youth positively described their GSA as a space
where they could have conversations with peers that would challenge their
own ideas and beliefs. This description largely aligns with the definition of
open, respectful climates (i.e., where youth can share differing views in
a respectful manner; Flanagan et al., 2007). Reflecting some possible tension
inherent to this, however, youth also voiced a Fear of Misspeaking when
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having these conversations due to risk of judgment from their peers. Youth
shared their struggle in maintaining a supportive space when members
might disagree and creating a safe space that would not restrict conversation
to avoid conflict (reflected in the Discomfort theme). Some of these tensions
have been raised in the adult intergroup dialogue literature (Zúñiga et al.,
2016), yet the literature on youth programs and extracurricular groups has
given them limited attention (Eccles & Gootman, 2002).

Ongoing research should further attend to the role of the GSA climate,
given that group discussions comprise a major part of GSA meetings
(Poteat et al., 2017). Our qualitative findings do underscore the importance
of setting a tone that encourages diverse views expressed in a respectful
manner. Although GSAs strive to provide a supportive climate for LGBTQ
youth (Griffin et al., 2004), they may need to make deliberate efforts to
ensure that this is inclusive of members who are marginalized in other
ways as well. Also, members may need to discuss their understanding or
expectations of safety when having challenging dialogues. For instance,
how can a space be safe or nonjudgmental even when members disagree?
How can discomfort or misspeaking be tolerated as part of grappling with
these topics at a deeper level?

Youth in GSAs who participated during the election year (Year 1) discussed
immigration more over the school year than youth in GSAs in the ensuing year
of the Trump administration (Year 2). Also, on average, there was more frequent
discussion of immigration at Wave 2 than Wave 1 for youth in Year 1, but not in
Year 2. Still, our predictors of increased discussions over the year applied to
youth in both years of the study (as there was no significant interaction effect
with year of participation). It is possible that, on average, GSAs in Year 2
may have had less frequent discussions due to election fatigue or other pressing
sociopolitical issues that arose—even in a year in which anti-immigration poli-
cies actually intensified (Perreira et al., 2018; Pierce & Selee, 2017). Although we
controlled for various other factors, because the GSAs differed between years,
we consider these findings important but nonetheless tentative and in need
of closer attention in future work. Our qualitative data further suggest that
the content of discussions differed for GSAs in Years 1 and 2. The election
may have been a primary factor that prompted heightened immigration discus-
sions among Year 1 participants, whereas Year 2 participants tended to focus
less on Trump or specific policies and more on personal experiences. This
could have carried a greater sense of vulnerability, which could have limited
the frequency with which youth discussed these issues.

Limitations, Strengths, and Implications

We note several limitations to the study. Although we recruited 38
diverse schools across Massachusetts, the nature of youth’s immigration dis-
cussions could vary in different parts of the United States. For instance,
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Massachusetts has an established network of GSAs (Massachusetts
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, n.d.), and
Massachusetts is considered relatively more progressive as a state, on aver-
age, than others. In other states, GSAs may be more isolated from one
another (geographically and socially), and some GSAs may be located in
more politically conservative states or school districts. Each of these factors
may place unique challenges or restraints on the ability of GSAs to discuss or
act upon immigration and other sociopolitical issues and events. At the same
time, the immigration enforcement policies under the Trump administration
have spread beyond traditional ‘‘sanctuary’’ type contexts to the entire nation
(Cervantes et al., 2018). Also, although we utilized data from two time
points, more time points would have allowed us to consider nuanced trajec-
tories of change in dialogue. Similarly, because of the study’s design, differ-
ent GSAs participated in each year; thus, despite accounting for many
covariates, year-based comparisons should be interpreted with caution.
Further, we cannot make attributions that the 2016 election actually caused
increases in youth’s immigration discussions, although the qualitative data
suggested that this was very much a driving force. Finally, our interview
data provided a richer sense of youth’s perceptions of these discussions
and group dynamics, but we could not capture specific dialogue and actions
as they occurred. Other methods such as meeting observations could pro-
vide such additional data. Other methods (e.g., observations) also could
potentially mitigate participant reactivity to being asked about their discus-
sions directly (e.g., by influencing subsequent behavior). Still, because our
questions were embedded within a much broader project, we suspect that
asking these questions in the survey or in interviews with some youth did
not have a large or prolonged effect on the collective behaviors of GSA
members or advisors.

The current study also had several strengths. It is one of the few GSA
studies to go beyond cross-sectional comparisons to look at longitudinal
associations; it capitalized on quantitative and qualitative data to gain a fuller
understanding of the frequency, focus, and interpersonal dynamics of con-
versations on immigration; it utilized multi-informant data from youth and
advisors; it accounted for variability at the individual and group levels;
and it included a diverse representation of schools. Further, although
GSAs aspire to address interlocking systems of oppression, this has been
given limited consideration in GSA research; our study did so by focusing
on how immigration was discussed in this context. Finally, our study added
to the broader youth program literature in several important ways. We
moved beyond traditional indicators of civic engagement (e.g., volunteering,
voting) and gave explicit focus to how these settings could serve as a place
for dialogue during immediate sociopolitical crises so as to support youth to
engage with one another on urgent civic issues. Also, our study highlighted
several variables largely unexamined in the general youth program literature
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that could have implications for many youth’s experiences in such settings
given the increasingly diverse youth population: advisors’ self-efficacy in
addressing issues explicitly on race, culture, and immigration, as well as
open, respectful group climates.

Future research on GSAs and similar groups also should consider several
interrelated questions that build on the focus of the current study. For
instance, to what extent do such groups discuss varying forms of inequity
outside the immediate occurrence or coverage of a major event related to
that form of inequity? Also, whether in direct response to an immediate crisis
or not, how do their discussions compare to discussions that may occur in
other school settings (e.g., in classrooms or in groups not focused on issues
of equity and justice)? Finally, whereas our study relied on two waves of data
to consider residualized change in youth’s discussions over the school year,
it would be informative to collect multiple successive waves of data on
youth’s conversations as they occur in closer proximity to the occurrence
of specific events. Doing so would help determine the potential sustained
or differential impact of specific events on discussions and ultimately any
larger actions taken among youth.

As the United States becomes increasingly diverse across myriad demo-
graphic indictors, schools must be equipped to address the needs that are
relevant to diverse student populations. To this end, outside the immediate
classroom a growing number of extracurricular groups are incorporating
advocacy into their work. It will be important to identify how these groups
can engage their members in these efforts effectively. For instance, materials
might be developed to help facilitate discussions of diversity in a more inter-
sectional way, and programs might identify ways to increase youth’s critical
awareness of interlocking systems of oppression (e.g., Watts, Abdul-Adil, &
Pratt, 2002). Also, collaborations across extracurricular groups focused on
different forms of diversity could be encouraged for larger responses to
major sociopolitical crises—the ramifications of which are often experienced
in schools (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2016). Our study began to address
these issues by identifying specific factors that could inform the way in
which GSAs and other similar groups in schools may promote discussions
of discrimination against immigrant communities when pressing sociopolit-
ical crises emerge for these, and potentially other, communities.

Note
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