
Authors: Mollie T. McQuillan, Erin K. Gill, Xue Gong, Benjamin A. Lebovitz, Brian Juchems, and Abby Swetz | Contact: Dr. Mollie McQuillan, mmcquillan@wisc.edu

Wisconsin Schools
Physical Activity & Trans Students in

Past research indicates the number of students identifying with transgender and other gender-expansive identities has
expanded with greater information, dialogue, and acceptance (Fish & Russell, 2022; McQuillan & Cimpian, 2025).
More than 4% of grade 9-12 students participating in Wisconsin’s 2023 Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) and 2024
Dane County Youth Assessment indicated they were transgender (trans) or questioning their gender identity. This
brief describes differences in the reported physical activity of trans and questioning youth with their cisgender peers.
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In our analysis of over 300,000 Wisconsin high school
students who took the 2019, 2021, and 2023 Youth
Behavior Risk Survey, trans and other questioning
youth are less likely to report being physically active
when compared to their cisgender peers. As illustrated
in Figure 1, trans youth report that they were physically
active for at least 60 minutes for an average of 2.7-2.8
days out of 7 days prior to taking the survey. Cisgender
youth report being physically active for 3.8-4.2 days,
depending upon the year. In sum, trans and questioning
youth report 1-1.5 fewer days of exercising per week
compared to cisgender youth. 

In an analysis of over 50,000 Dane County students who
took the Dane County Youth Assessment, we find
similar trends when examining physical activity for more
than 60 minutes in the 7 days before taking the survey.
Because the scale used to capture physical activity in the
Dane County Youth Assessment is different than the
statewide Youth Behavioral Risk Assessment, a direct
comparison of the exact number of days students were
physically active is not feasible. Still, Dane County
transgender and questioning students consistently report
less a physical activity than their cisgender peers in 2018,
2021, and 2024. 
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Leading medical, education, and health organizations have consistently highlighted the positive impact of transgender
youth's involvement in sports in position statements, including the American Academy of Pediatrics, National Federal
of Athletic Associations, American Medical Association, Association for Applied Sports Psychology, American
Academy of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, National Athletic Trainer’s Association, and American
Psychological Association. Research on the benefits of athletic participation for transgender K-12 students reveals that
sports play a significant role in enriching their educational experiences (Clark & Kosciw, 2021). In addition to
improving cardiovascular health, strengthening muscles, and enhancing overall fitness, regular exercise through
athletic participation can reduce stress, anxiety, and depression (see McQuillan, Eckes, et al., 2022 for review). High
school athletics foster greater school belonging, communication, cooperation, teamwork, and other valuable life skills.
Like other youth, transgender students who play sports also report a stronger sense of school belonging and improved
well-being compared to peers who don’t play school-based sports (Clark & Kosciw, 2021).

The Importance of School-Based Athletics for Wisconsin Trans Youth

Further, the difference between trans and questioning and cisgender youth participation in sports grew from a 25
percentage point difference in 2018 to a 37 percentage point difference in 2024. By 2024, cisgender youth participated
in sports 2.16 times more than the rate of their trans and questioning peers. This decrease in the frequency of
transgender and questioning students reporting athletic participation could be due to the political and social pressures
dissuading transgender and questioning youth from organized sports. For instance, starting in 2021, Wisconsin
legislators have considered statewide athletic bans for transgender youth participating in school-based sports in each
legislative session. State and national policy conversations targeting transgender students’ access to healthy, school-
based programming, like school sports teams, could be influencing students’ willingness to engage in athletics rather
than a lack of interest among transgender students or not wanting to be physically active.
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The Dane County Youth Assessment also
assessed the number of students participating in
various organized activities, both before and after
school, including school-sponsored and club
sports. In 2018 and 2021, cisgender youth
reported participating in sports when these
activities were available 1.6 times more than the
rate of trans and questioning youth. Between
2018 and 2024, trans and questioning students’
sports engagement decreased from 44% to 32%.


