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AN INTRODUCTION
ON RESTROOMS

The subject of gender-inclusive restrooms often comes with a

multitude of questions regarding best practices, safety considerations,

legal implications, and parental concerns. Transgender, gender non-

conforming, non-binary, and queer students face a myriad of issues

related to school safety and support, resulting in disproportionate

rates of bullying, harassment, and victimization at school.

 

Restroom usage is often a source of anxiety and fear among K-12

students who identify as transgender, gender non-conforming, non-

binary, or queer. According to the GLSEN School Climate Survey,

42.7% of LGBTQ students avoided gender-segregated bathrooms out

of fear for their safety.

"PEOPLE STARE AT ME AND EVEN SAY
THREATENING THINGS TO ME NO MATTER
WHICH RESTROOM I USE. I USUALLY JUST

DON'T USE THE RESTROOM UNTIL I GET
HOME FROM SCHOOL."

1

Implementing gender-inclusive restrooms in schools creates better

conditions for learning for all students and is often the first thing that

transgender, gender non-conforming, non-binary, and queer students

notice when entering the building. Every student has the right to feel

safe and supported in their educational environment.

 

This guide provides a road map of strategies, definitions, and best

practices for implementing a more inclusive school culture.

1
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SCHOOL CLIMATE
School climate is a broad concept that refers to

the overall patterns, behaviors, and beliefs of the

students, educators, and administrators in a

school environment. It refers to the "feel" that a

school has. There are many factors that

influence school climate and culture, including:

 

Norms and expectations of how people are

treated physically, socially, and emotionally

The level of respect that people are given in

the school

How engaged students, educators, and

administrators in the learning community

WHAT IS SCHOOL CLIMATE?

The disciplinary policies and practices in the
school
What types of academic supports are in
place to help students achieve academically

 
Positive school climates are directly correlated
to student and overall school success. Clear
policies and expectations often contribute to a
more inclusive environment for all students,
educators, and administrators.
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RESTROOMS 
FOR ALL

All students deserve to feel safe and supported at school. This includes in classrooms, hallways,

and gendered facilities like restrooms. Students who do not feel safe using restrooms at school are

at heightened risk for health concerns and their ability to achieve academically. Staff and

administration teams should model expectations, behaviors, and attitudes that are supportive of all

students. 

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

Inclusive restrooms create safer learning environments for more than just transgender, gender

non-conforming, and non-binary students. Religion, culture, health issues, modesty, and ability

are just a few of the many different reasons that an individual may need to access a restroom that

does not align perfectly with their sex assigned at birth. No matter what the reason, every student

should feel that they have access to a restroom that supports them and their individual needs.

WHY ARE WE ONLY CHANGING RESTROOM POLICIES FOR
TRANSGENDER STUDENTS?
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GENDER 101

There are many different variables that have

influenced the concept of gender as we know it.

Gender is a social construct that identifies

certain things like behaviors, expressions,

careers, or activities as being inherently male or

inherently female. This could be as simple as

the idea that boys wear blue and girls wear

pink. 

 

Gender Identity is how a person navigates

living in a gendered society and world. Gender

identity is all about how you think about

yourself. It is sometimes described as a person’s

innermost sense of gender that is often

connected to names and gender pronouns.

Gender identity can either match a person's

biological sex assigned at birth or not, and

should be thought of as independent from

biological sex.

Gender is not the same as biological sex.

1 American Psychological Association, 2006

Actions, clothing choices, demeanor, and hair

styles are just a few of the many ways in which

a person can express their gender identity. This

is referred to as a person's gender expression.

Gender Expression is the way in which a

person projects their gender identity on to the

world within the context of how a culture

identifies masculine or feminine characteristics.

An example of this may be that women wear

dresses and men wear bow ties.

 

Sex Assigned at Birth (or biological sex) refers

to the physical traits or sex characteristics that

are associated with being male or female. Many

people fit in to the categories or either male or

female when born. Approximately 1 in 1,500

people are born with some sort of variation in

their development, where they no longer fit

perfectly into the box of male or female.  These

individuals are often referred to as Intersex.

 

Regardless of their gender identity, gender

expression, or sex assigned at birth, every

student must have access to a restroom that is

safe and affirming of who they are.

 

1

4



Having all gender restrooms or access to

gendered restrooms that align with a student's

gender identity sends a clear message of a safe

and supportive learning environment for all

students in school.

 

Every student deserves to feel safe and

supported. If a student is concerned about

sharing a restroom with a student who

identifies as transgender, gender non-

conforming, or non-binary, more private

accommodations may be made for that

student. 

 

Note: A transgender student accessing a

gendered restroom or locker room does not

violate policies concerning appropriate

behavior at school.

Barring a student from accessing a gendered

space simply because their presence makes

another student uncomfortable is discrimination.

Schools are
responsible for
ensuring ALL

students feel safe
and supported.

IMPORTANT POINTS TO
CONSIDER
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Appropriate behavior in restrooms includes

respecting the privacy of the people sharing the

space. If a student is making others feel

uncomfortable because of their actions or

behavior in the restroom, schools have an

obligation to address these occurrences with

appropriate disciplinary action. 

 

If there is a student who enters a gendered

restroom who is not transgender, gender non-

conforming, or non-binary (perhaps on a dare

from another student), this is considered

inappropriate behavior, and the school likely has

a policy in place to address that situation. The

number of instances that this occurs is not related

to the addition of an inclusive restroom policy. 

BEHAVIOR DOES
NOT EQUATE

IDENTITY

Each student is a unique individual, and there is no

one-size-fits-all model for working with a

transgender, gender non-conforming, or non-

binary individual. It may involve speaking

privately with the student about how the school

can be supportive as they access their education.

HOW SHOULD STAFF ADDRESS STUDENTS
USING A NEW RESTROOM?

If students or staff are caught off guard by seeing a student begin to use a gendered restroom that they

have not previously been seen using, administration should have a plan in place on how to respond.

This plan should be centered around respect and a desire to understand, rather than an investigation.
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Navigating
the Law

Providing all students with the ability to use a restroom

that aligns with their gender identity is the right thing to

do. In Iowa, it is also the law. A number of statutes and

policies in place at a state and federal level protect a

student's right to use a restroom without policing or

restriction.

The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA)

covers the subject of student privacy pertaining to

educational records. It states that the transgender status, sex

assigned at birth, and legal name (among other things) are

classified as medical information. These records must remain

confidential. This means that a school does not have the right

to discuss any matters concerning a student being 

transgender to anyone (including staff, other parents, or students) without the explicit permission of the

student. This is why it is strongly recommended to communicate with a transgender, gender non-

conforming, or non-binary student who is using a new restroom and find out what their wishes are for

disclosing (or not disclosing) their identity.

 

Title IX is a federal law that bans discrimination based on sex. This law pertains to all schools that receive

federal funding, and courts have clarified that Title IX covers transgender students and other students who

do not adhere to gender stereotypes. Title IX protects all students and states that all students have the right

to equal educational opportunities and resources in a non-hostile environment. This includes access to

gendered spaces like restrooms and locker rooms. This means that a student can't be barred from using a

specific gendered space simply because they may not look like they belong in that space.

 

State level protections vary around the country when it comes to gender identity, so it is important to look

at your state's civil rights code for clarification. In Iowa, the Civil Rights Act was expanded in 2007 to

include sexual orientation and gender identity. Iowa Code 216 states that it is against the law to

discriminate against a person because of their sexual orientation or gender identity. This means that any

individual has the right to access a gendered facility that aligns with their gender identity and must be

allowed to do so without being harassed or questioned.
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Every student, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity, has the right to a safe and supportive

educational environment, free from discrimination and harassment. This guide is meant to assist schools

in taking the first step in showing their support of all students. There are many other ways in which

schools can impact school climate, and be true allies to their LGBTQ students.

GAY/STRAIGHT ALLIANCES
Gay-Straight Alliances or Gender-Sexuality Alliances (GSAs) are student-run clubs or groups in schools

that serve as a safe space for all students, regardless of their orientation or gender identity/expression.

GSAs provide a place for students to meet, support and listen to each other about their experiences, talk

about issues related to orientation and gender identity/expression, and work to end homophobia and

transphobia in their school. The GSA Guidebook is a free tool available for any district interested in

support students as they create positive change in their school.

If you have questions about this guide, or how to create safer and more inclusive

schools for LGBTQ students, connect with us!

SAFE SCHOOLS FOR ALL
STUDENTS

SCHOOLWIDE PRIDE GUIDE
The Schoolwide Pride Guide is a curriculum set of interactive activities, age-appropriate conversations

starters, and assessment tools designed to integrate meaningful lessons about LGBTQ topics. It includes

lessons on appreciating diversity, understanding self-expression, cultivating equity, understanding

gender identity and transition, and developing allyship and openness in your schools and classrooms.

The book also includes strategies for creating a welcoming classroom for LGBTQ students, a glossary of

important terms, crafts that can help your students celebrate their pride, and printable student handouts

and reading guides in full color. Helpful tips and a checklist to evaluate your school’s climate and culture

is also included! 

CERTIFIED SCHOOL CULTURE ADVOCATE
The School Culture Advocate Certification recognizes educators who excel at research-driven best

practices for building a positive school climate and culture. Completing this coursework will provide you

the necessary tools to create welcoming spaces for underrepresented populations, engage students in

civic dialogue, and ensure that all students feel safe and support in school. You will be equipped to lead

purposeful professional development, form effective partnerships with community stakeholders, and

transform the culture of your district to prepare all of your students for their next steps.

www.IowaSafeSchools.org
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