NYCLU Analysis Shows Gaps in Sex-Ed
in New York Leave Trans Students
Vulnerable to Trump’s Attacks

PURPOSE

This white paper summarizes key findings from documents revealed through a Freedom of Information Law
request by the NYCLU designed to assess the quality of sex education across New York public schools. Our
analysis reveals troubling gaps in sex education related to topics like gender identity and gender expression.
These gaps are especially concerning at a time when President Trump and his allies have waged a full-scale
assault on trans people in general and trans children in particular.

BACKGROUND

Despite progressive policies designed to protect LGBTQ+ students, New York is behind many states when

it comes to teaching potentially life-saving education. While schools are required to provide instruction on
HIV/AIDS prevention and general health education, there is no statewide mandate that students receive age-
appropriate, medically accurate, or inclusive sex education.

This gap in policy especially harms trans and gender nonconforming young people, who are living through a
terrifying time. Since returning to office in January, President Trump has signed executive orders that attempt to
redefine “sex” in federal law, ban transgender people from serving in the military, prevent trans women and girls
from playing sports, and |imit health care for transgender children.

The president is set on dismantling clear Supreme Court precedent that protects transgender people from
discrimination and infecting the entire country with his transphobia.

Now, Trump has his sights set on New York. In September 2025, the US Department of Education (USDOE)
threatened to pull $47 million in federal grants for magnet schools in New York City unless the district changed
its policies regarding bathroom access for transgender students.

Amid these attacks from Trump and his enablers in New York, our state leaders must do everything possible to
protect our LGBTQ+ community. One of the most critical places to wage this defense is in our public schools

- places where all students deserve to feel safe, welcome, and appreciated for who they are, regardless of
who is in the White House. But New York is failing in important ways to make sure our schools are as inclusive
as possible. One of the clearest examples of this failure is our schools’ woefully inadequate sex education
policies and curriculums. New York has a patchwork system that could leave thousands of students feeling
marginalized, stigmatized, and isolated.

Fixing these problems is critical and even life-saving. A supportive environment can play a pivotal role in the
academic success, emotional wellbeing, and overall safety of transgender and gender nonconforming students.
These students experience significant benefits when schools actively create climates where all students,
irrespective of gender identity or expression, feel supported and respected.
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New York is Commonly Regarded as a Haven for LGBTQ+ People

New York State and several localities have adopted good laws and policies to protect trans people. In 2019, the
state’s Human Rights Law was amended to ensure its protections, including those extending to trans and gender
nonconforming youth, would apply to students in public schools. Then, with the passage of the Equal Rights
Amendment in 2024, these protections were enshrined in our state constitution.

And New York’s Dignity for All Students Act (“DASA”) directs schools to protect students from bullying and
harassment, including on the basis of gender expression and identity. The state has also issued guidance to
school districts clarifying their obligations under the Dignity Act and the Human Rights Law and offering best
practices for creating safe environments for trans and gender nonconforming students. Importantly, that guidance
reminds schools that “if offered, sexual health curriculum must be inclusive of all identities.”

But what students actually see in their classroom often does not reflect what these laws and guidance require.

The Reality of Sex Education in New York

The absence of a statewide requirement to teach sex education has led to significant disparities among school
districts. Each district and furthermore each school in that district (if there is no district-wide policy) gets to
determine what, if any, sex education is provided.

This patchwork system means that a student’s access to essential information about their body, relationships,
and rights depends entirely on where they go to school. To better understand how these statewide gaps appear
in practice, more than a decade ago, the NYCLU requested sex education documents using the Freedom of
Information Law (“FOIL”) from over 100 New York school districts and released our findings.

In 2012, we published Birds, Bees & Bias: Sex Education Policies and Practices in New York Public Schools, a
comprehensive review of how sex education was being taught across the state. The report made clear that New
York’s approach to sex education was inconsistent, inequitable, and failing many young people.

Today, the NYCLU is conducting a new review to update Birds, Bees & Bias. Our report will assess 50 school
districts in New York to see what has changed since 2012. So far, we have analyzed over 50,000 pages

of documents to assess the current state of sex education in New York and our initial findings are deeply
concerning. There are persistent gaps in sex education, with many schools leaving out key topics such as the
prevention of sexually transmitted infections, abortion, and methods of contraception. Materials also often do not
include any discussion of transgender and gender nonconforming people at all.

KEY FINDINGS

Nearly 70 percent of districts either failed to mention transgender people at all or used stigmatizing language to
describe them.

We received only 154 documents - just three percent of all documents provided to us - that mentioned
transgender identity. The word “transgender” was used only 168 times in curricular materials that are intended
to be used in classrooms, such as worksheets, textbooks, tests, and instructional guides. In a particularly stark
example, one district’s sexual health curriculum materials mention “trans fats” nearly four times as often as
“transgender.”
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CURRICULUM CATASTROPHE

Even when transgender identity was mentioned, it was often limited to asking students to define terms and did not
include discussion of the experiences of transgender people.

The definitions themselves also ranged from inaccurate to outright stigmatizing. Three districts presented
definitions misrepresenting transgender identity as a sexual orientation rather than a gender identity. Gender
identity is one’s innermost concept of how they identify within the social construct of gender. Sexual orientation,
on the other hand, refers to one’s patterns of romantic, emotional, and sexual attraction towards others in relation
to their own gender identity.

While LGBTQ+ is used as an umbrella term that is inclusive of differing sexual orientations and gender identities,
adequately defining these identities is essential to ensuring students are presented with non-stigmatizing,
inclusive information so they can better support their communities and make informed decisions about their own
sexual health and relationships. Conflating gender identity with sexual orientation gives students limited and
incorrect information about themselves and others, potentially causing confusion, anxiety, and social withdrawal in
kids who are already managing tough questions about their identity.

These conflations can contribute to serious consequences. Because of stigma and a lack of accurate information,
students are more likely to engage in risky behavior such as drug use and unprotected sex.

Some curriculums included troublesome language. Two districts provided documents using the outdated and
disparaging term “transsexual” in official correspondence and in classroom materials. And one of these districts
used presentation slides where the derogatory term “transvestite” was used synonymously with the terms
“transsexual/transgender.”

Out of all 50 districts in our review, only six explicitly used terms for discrimination against LGBTQ+ people such as
transphobia, homophobia, and heterosexism. It is important for students to learn about these terms to protect their
rights and the rights of their classmates and friends, and to examine their own behaviors and beliefs.

Young people need to be able to recognize harassment that is prohibited by law, to understand why identity-
based harassment is specifically prohibited, and to accurately describe what they are experiencing - without
shame - to the administrators and agencies charged with protecting them. Homophobia, transphobia, sexism, and
heterosexism have been determined by New York’s voters and leaders to be as toxic to our society as racism, yet
there is a lack of education about what constitutes these types of discrimination and why it is so harmful.

Four districts used curricula in their sexual health education courses which did go into depth about transgender
identity and presented an accurate definition (“...people whose gender identity is different than the sex they were
assigned at birth by a health care provider.”)

But these same modules also presented a cisnormative definition of gender identity, where the experiences of
cisgender individuals (those whose gender identity aligns with the sex they were assigned at birth) are presented
as the “default” or “norm.” This stigmatizes those whose gender identity does not conform to a socially constructed
“male” and “female” gender binary.

For example, the materials in these four districts describe gender identity as how someone sees themselves
relative to being a “man/boy, a woman/girl, a blend of both or neither.”
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These materials continuously referenced gender identity as existing within a male and female binary, with
minimizing language used while describing gender nonconforming identities. These materials described straight,
cisgender experiences as common for “most” people’s experiences while referring to LGBTQ+ identities and
experiences as common for only “some.” This can contribute to further ostracization of already vulnerable kids in
these classes.

While they were the exception to the rule, 11 districts had strong curriculum surrounding gender identity, gender
expression, and other related topics. These curricula include lessons regarding gender identity and expression
with teachers guiding a meaningful and inclusive discussion of respect for all people. In these districts, students
were taught the difference between gender identity, gender expression, and sexual orientation. Their classroom
curriculum material regarding transgender people primarily centered the importance of respect and ways
students can support their transgender peers facing discrimination. This is primarily done through understanding
the perspectives and experiences of transgender and gender nonconforming people, such as discussing tolerance
versus acceptance and how changes during puberty impact transgender people. For example, two districts
provided curriculum materials discussing the impact of misgendering and the importance of respecting one
another’s pronouns. Additionally, in a few districts, students were given example scenarios where they were
asked their perspectives on challenges transgender people face (e.g. having a partner who isn’t supportive of
their identity, coming out, etc.).

*We are not disclosing the names of individual districts, to protect districts with good policy or curricula and their
students from being targeted by transphobic activists.

Policy is Not Enough

Some districts have good policies related to protecting the rights of trans students. But those policies often

do not appear to trickle down to what students actually learn. Eight districts have policies aimed at protecting
transgender and gender nonconforming students from bullying, discrimination, and violations of privacy, as well
as making sure they have access to restrooms/locker rooms that align with their gender identity. Good policy,
however, did not translate into meaningful curriculum for some of these districts. Four of the eight districts

with strong policies entirely omitted transgender and gender nonconforming identities from their sexual health
education curriculum material. Similarly, other districts indicated they were using the most recent New York State
Department of Education guidance for protecting transgender and gender nonconforming students to guide their
district policy. But these districts simultaneously excluded transgender and gender nonconforming people from
their sexual health curriculum.

WHY COMPREHENSIVE SEX ED MATTERS

The Impact of a Positive School Climate for Transgender and Gender
Nonconforming Students

Having a positive school climate can play a pivotal role in the academic success, emotional wellbeing, and overall
safety of transgender and gender nonconforming students, who experience significant benefits when schools
actively create environments where all students, irrespective of gender identity or expression, feel supported and
respected.

Academic and Mental Health Outcomes

Research has shown that transgender and gender nonconforming students who attend schools with supportive
staff and inclusive policies are more likely to report better mental health outcomes and greater academic interest.
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The Gay, Leshian & Straight Education Network’s (GLSEN) 2021 National School Climate Survey found that
transgender and gender nonconforming students in supportive schools were less likely to attempt suicide or be
absent from school, and were more likely to plan for higher education. On the other hand, hostile or unsupportive
environments were linked with increased symptoms of depression and anxiety, lower grades, and higher rates of
transgender and gender nonconforming students missing school because they felt unsafe.

The Role of Inclusive Policies and Practices

Policies that support transgender and gender nonconforming students, such as honoring chosen names and
pronouns and ensuring access to gender-affirming facilities, play a powerful role in shaping a positive school
climate. Students that went to schools that implemented anti-bullying policies inclusive of gender expression and
identity were more likely to report feeling safer in their schools than students whose schools did not have these
policies in place. These policies and practices show respect for all students and help to reduce stigma.

Social Belonging and Peer Relationships

Beyond policy, transgender and gender nonconforming students’ ability to thrive is also impacted by educators,
school staff, and their peers. Inclusive and affirming representation in curriculum, visible staff support, and access
to groups such as Gender and Sexuality Alliances (GSAs) all contribute to a sense of belonging for students.
Students are more engaged when they see themselves reflected in lessons and curriculum. Those who have
participated in sex education that covers LGBT and gender nonconforming content are more likely to report a
positive and supportive school climate.

CONCLUSION

For many years, New York schools have failed to fully implement the Dignity for All Students Act, allowing gaps
in education to persist. These gaps are being exploited by those, like the Trump administration, who wish to tear
apart our values—using ignorance and misunderstanding about trans kids to sow manufactured fear and anger,
villainizing children in an attempt to distract from unpopular policies, and plummeting quality of life.

The New York State legislature has also repeatedly failed to act on legislation that would require sexual health
education to be both medically accurate and inclusive of all kids. This leaves school districts largely on their own
to navigate curricula. As we’ve seen, the result can be painfully outdated, inaccurate, and even harmful lessons
taught in classrooms across the state. And it can mean the absence of transgender and gender nonconforming
people altogether, or the outing and othering of them through mistake, misunderstanding, or even misdirected
anger. We have to do better.

Transgender and gender nonconforming young people—a group of people with little political power—are being used
as pawns in an effort to fracture communities. Sadly, those efforts are working in many places. And while New York
has laws on the books that should shield these young people from attacks on their right to learn, to live happily,
and to fully participate in their communities, we have a long way to go to actually make this a reality.

With the Trump administration doing everything it can to try to stigmatize, belittle and even erase trans and gender
nonconforming people from our country, it has never been more important for New Yorkers to fight for our values of
diversity and inclusiveness. We must make sure New York’s public schools are truly for everyone.
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