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While we found widespread policy protections for sexual orientation and gender identity, the comprehensiveness of protections
differ across the state. The maps below show coverage of specific protections grouped across Wisconsin’s twelve Cooperative
Educational Service Agencies (CESA). CESAs are an important organization as local districts modify their district policies because
they "serve educational needs in all areas of Wisconsin by serving as a link between school districts and between school districts
and the state. Cooperative Educational Service Agencies may facilitate communication and cooperation among all public and
private schools, agencies, and organizations that provide services to pupils" (Wisconsin State Statute, Chapter 116, 1983).

While federal policies may shift, local school districts have policies specific to LGBTQ+ youth that
school community members need to abide by. This policy brief describes local school board policies
concerning LGBTQ+ youth from all 421 Wisconsin public school districts’ board policies between
2021 and 2024. Additional information about the policy collection and analysis process is available in
the Methods and References addendum linked at the bottom of this page.

Wisconsin was the first state to adopt a student nondiscrimination law in 1985 (Wisconsin Pupil
Nondiscrimination Law). To date, the state legislature has not updated its nondiscrimination law to
include gender identity, but a number of federal guidance documents and legal opinions (Bostock v.
Clayton County, 2020; Nondiscrimination on the Basis of Sex..., 2024; Whitaker v. Kenosha Unified
School District, 2017) provide direction about school district obligations concerning protections from
discrimination and bullying based on gender identity (McQuillan et al., 2024). 

Wisconsin School Board Policies
Concerning LGBTQ+ Youth

In Wisconsin, nearly all school districts
in the state (n = 421) provide clear
protections for students on the basis of
their sexual orientation in both equal
educational opportunity and
nondiscrimination policies (99%).
Almost 80% of districts protect
students and employees from
discrimination based on gender
identity, and less than 10% provide
specific protections for gender
expression. Bullying and harassment
policies provide similar rates of
protections. 
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Very few school district policies describe specific protections for sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression
outside of nondiscrimination policies. However, one in ten districts also have administrative guidance about transgender and
nonbinary  students’ right. Additionally, districts often have parents’ rights and controversial issues policies, which can
disproportionately be used to marginalize LGBTQ+ students and students of color. These policies also can have a chilling effect
on discussions about gender and sexuality. 

Wisconsin School Board Policies

Wisconsin school districts have a number of
policies that include a wide range of additional
guidance about how parents can participate in
specific school activities. School board policies
allow parents to opt their student out of third-
party surveys (89%), review aspects of their
school’s curriculum (81%), opt their student out of
sexual health curriculum (14%), opt their student
out of other curriculum (13%), and opt their
student out of state assessments (9%). 

School districts also have policies that discuss
handling “controversial issues” in the classroom.
These policies often use broad definitions of
controversial issues, such as “sensitive matter of
contemporary public debate” without providing
more specific information about what issues should
be considered sensitive and which are not. Policies
also state teachers should ensure “all sides” of an
issue (72%), that discussions about controvertial
issues should only “student-initiated” (72%), and
may when relevant to the curriculum (80%). A
minority of school board policies restrict teachers
from sharing their opinions on “controversial
issues” (16%).

Parents’ Rights

Controversial Issues

Administrative Guidance

Approximately 10% of Wisconsin school districts
share publicly available administrative policies,
procedures, or other guidance documents concerning
transgender and gender diverse (TGD) youth. These
documents (n = 45) clarify how broader
nondiscrimination policies apply specifically to
transgender and nonbinary students. The text
frequently includes descriptions of nondiscrimination
statements (87%) and key reforms, including names
and pronouns (89%), confidentiality concerns (87%),
athletic participation (87%), facilities access (82%),
official records (79%), student dress codes (76%), staff
training (20%), and field trips issues (13%).

Nearly all the policies and guidance documents rely on a case-by-case approach, leaving important decisions to individual
school or district leaders. This approach can lead to inconsistent and inequitable experiences for TGD youth (McQuillan, 2022).
In many cases, students’ rights depend on the policy interpretations and beliefs of school district leaders (McQuillan et al.,
2025). The limited availability of TGD-specific guidance also raises critical questions about equity, access, and the role of local
school districts in safegaurding protections for TGD students. As school districts navigate evolving legal and social landscapes, a
more consistent and transparent approach to policy implementation could ensure equitable protections for TGD youth are
understood by school staff, parents, and other community members.

Frequency of WI Districts with Parental Rights
Policies that Include the Ability to:

Frequency of WI Districts with Policies that Indicate..

Frequency of Administrative Guidance Documents
that Include ...
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Interpretations of Title IX and whether this law protects TGD students have been litigated and
discussed in the federal policy sphere for the last decade. In April 2024, the Biden Administration’s
Department of Education adopted new regulations that provided additional guidance about
handling sex-based harassment and reforms to meet the needs of pregnant, parenting, and
LGBTQ+ students. After an extensive public feedback process, these regulations went into effect on
August 1, 2024. However, a federal district court issued a nationwide ruling that vacated the
enforcement of the updated regulation, and new regulations have not been recommended (US
Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2025). 

Most Wisconsin school districts (85%) maintain publicly accessible Title IX policies. In the spring
of 2025, more than half of Wisconsin school districts (58%) maintained policies that met the 2024
Department of Education statutory requirements. However, 41% of school districts failed to adopt
updated Title IX policies by the original August 1, 2024 deadline. 

Wisconsin School Board Policies

Wisconsin school districts commonly maintain Title
IX Policies consistent with 2020 Department of
Education (ED) regulations (83%). For school
districts that also adopted the 2024 ED regulations,
earlier policies were generally updated to provide
more specific directions about handling incidents.

Most school board policies protect both sexual
orientation and gender identity under Title IX, often
defining such protections under sexual harassment
rather than sex (or sex-based) discrimination. Most
policies did not require Title IX training for all
employees, and only required a smaller group of
school-based officials to be trained if they were also
responsible for responding to Title IX- related
incidents or complaints.

Title IX Policies 
Prior to August 2024

Title IX Policies 
August 2024 and Later

Of the school districts that adopted updated their Title
IX policies in 2024 (59%), nearly all (96%) adopted a
new policy taking effect on August 1, 2024 while also
maintaining their previous policy for incidents that
occurred prior to that date.

These updated Title IX policies almost always maintain
protections for both sexual orientation and gender
identity, but define such protections under sex
discrimination instead of, or sometimes in addition to,
sexual harassment.

These policies also reflect new requirements for
pregnant and parenting students, and require Title IX
training for all school employees.

Percent of Wisconsin School Districts with any Title IX Policy that...

Whether Title IX policies reflect the 2024 U.S. Education Department regulations or earlier Title IX requirements, Wisconsin
school districts provide significant protections for students under school board-approved Title IX policies. Wisconsin school
districts most commonly enumerate protections for sexual orientation (79%) and gender identity (78%). Fewer districts have
policies that protect pregnant or parenting students (62%) or require Title IX training for all employees (60%). More school
board Title IX policies include protections when discussing sexual harassment (84%), rather than sex discrimination (60%).

https://bit.ly/WIpolicyref

