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Gender Ideology as State 
Education Policy
Daniel Buck and Jay W. Richards

At least 16 states in America explicitly 
compel teachers to inculcate gender ide-
ology in their students.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Gender ideology is the displacement 
of factual, ideologically neutral lessons 
about biological sex with “gender identity” 
and “sex assigned at birth.”

Parental pushback has stymied some 
state efforts to push gender ideology in 
school, but gender ideologues have cam-
paigns in every state.

The fruits of gender ideology seem to spring up 
almost everywhere. It seems routine when a 
conservative journalist uncovers yet another 

banner1 celebrating “Young Trans Joy” on school 
grounds. It is all too easy to find footage online of a 
school district hosting a drag queen event2 or of a 
rainbow-spangled teacher explaining how he, she, or 

“they” treat the teacher lectern as a pulpit for indoctri-
nating children with radical ideology. When parents 
complain about pornographic books and materials in 
school libraries and classrooms, the media uniformly 
attack them as puritanical book banners.

Of course, even if a social media account, such as 
Libs of TikTok, profiled an activist teacher every day 
since the onset of the pandemic that would total just a 
thousand teachers—compared to America’s 3 million 
teachers. So, are these stories representative, or are 
they outliers?

https://x.com/libsoftiktok/status/1806065795681624346
https://wgme.com/news/local/turner-community-members-weigh-in-high-school-controversial-book-gender-queer-a-memoir
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That is the question this Backgrounder seeks to answer. The authors 
scanned state-level policies in public K–12 education to see how many state 
health education frameworks and standards explicitly teach and endorse 
the concepts of gender ideology. The results are deeply troubling.

Gender ideologues encourage children to dissociate their identities from 
their bodies—to entertain the thought that they might be born in the wrong 
body. This is a falsehood akin to claiming that two plus two may or may not 
equal five.

Gender ideologues often target children—to judge from the countless 
picture books, drag queen story hours, and curricular materials that have 
flooded the market in recent years. As a result, this Backgrounder includes 
the introduction of controversial sexual topics at inappropriate ages as 
evidence of gender ideology.

The authors found 16 states that explicitly compel teachers to inculcate 
this ideology in students. Because several of these are populous states, such 
as California and New York, that amounts to roughly 37 percent3 of Amer-
ican students. And this is surely a lower bound. News stories and surveys 
reveal even more teachers, schools, and districts cover these concepts—
and not just in blue states. Diagnoses of gender dysphoria in minors have 
exploded in the U.S. in the past decade and a half, and no state is immune.

What Is Gender Ideology?

Gender ideology is the subordination or displacement of factual, ideo-
logically neutral lessons about biological sex with tell-tale notions such as 

“gender identity,” “sex assigned at birth,” and “cisgender.”
The origins of gender ideology4 are byzantine and include threads from 

critical theory, French postmodernism, and late-stage feminism. A simple 
way to get a handle on it is by tracing how the use of the words “sex” and 

“gender” has changed over time.
For centuries, English speakers used two words to refer to the natural 

difference between male and female, namely, “sex” and—less common-
ly—“gender.” Gender had a much wider semantic range and applied 
especially to words. Articles and endings in languages such as German 
and French are divided into masculine, feminine, and neuter forms.5 If 
English-speakers learn such a language, they will refer to a word’s “gender,” 
but never to its sex. Sex, in contrast, was the preferred term in biology, since 
the distinction applies to many organisms, and not just to human beings. 
Even now, it would seem odd to refer to the “gender” of, say, a fruit fly or a 
holly tree.

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_203.20.asp
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In the 20th century, English speakers began to use “sex” to refer to the 
sex act itself. This new sense created an incentive for speakers to use the 
less awkward term “gender” to refer to the natural differences between 
men and women.

In the 1950s and 1960s, feminists and other theorists began to distinguish 
these terms: “Sex” would be reserved for the natural, biological differences 
between men and women, whereas “gender” would refer to the psycholog-
ical, and especially the social, aspects of these differences.6 This distinction 
had no basis in the etymology of these words. But it allowed these theorists 
to critique the conventions and stereotypes associated with sex, which, 
they argued, had led to the subordination of women. Why should a matter 
of reproductive anatomy—“sex”—dictate a woman’s station in life or her 
choice of education or profession—“gender”?

This linguistic division of labor did not hold for long, however. For one 
thing, theorists using the distinction never made clear where the effects of 
biology leave off and mere convention begins. Over time, they treated more 
and more of the territory as mere convention.

What one can call gender theory emerged in the 1970s as a response to 
these “second-wave” feminists. Traditional feminism, these more radical 
theorists argued, erred by still treating sex, femininity, and womanhood 
as givens—as rooted in human nature. Sex, as an immutable characteristic 
of an individual, was, according to these gender theorists, a source of the 
continuing oppression of women and deserved to be disrupted. To make 
matters even more confusing, in the past few decades, the word “sex” has 
been almost entirely eclipsed by “gender,” even on medical forms.

Finally, the word “gender” has come to stand in for an even slipperier 
concept, “gender identity.”7

One need not follow all the threads of debates over “gender theory” and 
“queer theory,” since different thinkers have subtly different views, not all of 
which find their way into K–12 school curricula. Several theorists—Simone 
de Beauvoir, Donna Haraway, Helene Cixous, and Luce Irigaray among 
them—have become especially popular within academia. They have also 
wormed their way into the public conversation through the many consulting 
firms,8 training programs,9 and professional organizations that espouse 
their work.

None, however, is quite as prominent or influential as Judith Butler. 
Butler, a professor at the University of California–Berkeley, burst onto the 
scene in 1989 with the publication of Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Sub-
version of Identity. Therein, she argued that “there is no reason to assume 
that gender also ought to remain as two. The presumption of a binary gender 

https://ladysmithcollective.com/
https://ladysmithcollective.com/
https://www.concordia.ca/artsci/sdbi.html
https://www.anticipate.dk/futures-foresight-events/the-conference-2024
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system implicitly retains the belief in a mimetic relation of gender to sex 
whereby gender mirrors sex or is otherwise restricted by it.”10

For Butler, gender is not merely a social construct—an assumption 
already widely held by fashionable postmodernists in 1990. It is a perfor-
mance. Butler bit the radical existentialist bullet—in which “existence 
precedes essence.” No one is by nature a woman—a human female. Being a 
woman is a matter of radical self-determination.

Dense postmodern prose serves 
to camouflage a lack of good 
and persuasive arguments.

Butler has become famous for her wordy, obtuse, and award-winningly 
bad11 writing. She also courts controversy by criticizing prohibitions of 
adult-child incest12 and pushing for a Gender Trouble kid’s book. Never-
theless, she is nearly ubiquitous on syllabi13 within gender and feminist 
studies, sociology, philosophy, and many other disciplines. She also travels 
the speaker circuit, charging between $10,000 and $20,00014 for in-person 
engagements.

This fame extends to the field of education. Academics and practitioners 
alike have written countless books,15 articles,16 studies in classrooms,17 and 
training modules18 that place Butler on a pedestal. They rarely mention 
Butler directly, but her argument for gender performativity has become 
nearly ubiquitous in educational research, policy, and practice. As the title 
of an article by Molly Fischer put it,19 “it’s Judith Butler’s world”—and we 
are all living in it.

Butler’s ideas, however, and those of her acolytes, are deeply obscure, 
and likely not by accident. Dense postmodern prose serves to camouflage 
a lack of good and persuasive arguments. To see the arguments laid bare 
with nuance and aplomb, see the recent book Trouble with Gender by MIT 
philosopher Alex Byrne.20

Gender ideology draws inspiration from many sources, including Butler. 
But its most recent curricular form is distinct from Butler’s view. It is neatly 
captured by the Gender Unicorn,21 a popular catechetical aid that teachers 
use to reveal the deepest gender mysteries to elementary school students. 
This explanatory tool banishes sex as a biological reality altogether. What 
remains is an internal subjective “sense of gender”—a “gender identity”—
and a social imposition—“sex assigned at birth.” Wherever these concepts 

https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/03/judith-butler-whos-afraid-of-gender/677874/
https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/03/judith-butler-whos-afraid-of-gender/677874/
https://summer.ucsc.edu/courses/course-syllabi/2018/2018-socy-105b-murray.pdf
https://www.allamericanspeakers.com/speakers/451431/Judith-Butler?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=1376603968&utm_content=509644295203&utm_term=&hsa_acc=4971833360&hsa_cam=1376603968&hsa_grp=54884341883&hsa_ad=509644295203&hsa_src=g&hsa_tgt=dsa-529289089810&hsa_kw=&hsa_mt=&hsa_net=adwords&hsa_ver=3&gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAjwyo60BhBiEiwAHmVLJfxJxxpNwt6OnwHxInxAqltTPXC86m4OWq4u1JvwdYc5C6GpzhjAnhoCUTQQAvD_BwE
https://www.routledge.com/Judith-Butler-and-Education/Youdell/p/book/9780367584610
https://journals.uvic.ca/index.php/jcs/article/view/19142
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0742051X23000409
https://partnersinhealing.counselinginschools.org/activities/identity-and-gender-roles?gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAjwyo60BhBiEiwAHmVLJbJDBTak9q1OvgBglRXAf1ZDxQ9W3dt4roM8Ng9dqyGwL_o6MrncURoC9U4QAvD_BwE
https://www.thecut.com/2016/06/judith-butler-c-v-r.html
https://www.amazon.com/Trouble-Gender-Sex-Facts-Fictions/dp/1509560017
https://www.amazon.com/Trouble-Gender-Sex-Facts-Fictions/dp/1509560017
https://transstudent.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/genderunicornexample1-scaled.jpg
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crowd out all mention of objective sex differences, one can be sure that one 
has detected gender ideology.

It is only in this conceptual hall of mirrors that one can make sense of the 
idea that a man who “identifies as” a woman can somehow be a woman. For 
gender ideologists, being a woman is not a matter of biology, but of internal 
perception. If a person has an internal sense of being a woman, then that 
person is a woman. QED.

Yet no one has ever received a Nobel Prize in medicine or any other 
field for discovering that humans all have a “gender identity” that can be 
incongruent with, and so distinct from, the biological body. Indeed, a “trans” 
gender identity—where a male identifies as female, or vice versa—is only 
one option. There are many more supposed gender identities—including 
non-binary, agender, demiflux, two spirit, genderfluid, and genderqueer—
that correspond to no biological state.22 Their existence depends entirely 
on the testimony of those who have already converted to this peculiar faith 
and studied its lexicon.

For gender ideologists, being a 
woman is not a matter of biology, 
but of internal perception.

 “Gender identity” is always defined either circularly—as one’s “internal 
sense of gender”—or by appealing to sex stereotypes. No one has ever pro-
vided empirical evidence, or even a good reason, why something as poorly 
defined and gnostic should trump biology. It has no history in the English 
language and has no historical analogue or synonym. No one is credited with 
discovering that human beings have such a gender identity, let alone that it 
defines them. The term was coined by a few scholars in the mid-twentieth 
century and soon became an artifact of a radical anti-realist ideology.

It should be no surprise, then, that this ideology flatly contradicts basic 
biology. Human beings, like countless other members of the plant and 
animal kingdoms, reproduce sexually by fusing sex cells—gametes—of 
different sizes. Females, under normal development, have a reproductive 
system organized around the production of large, relatively immobile 
gametes—ova. Males, again under normal development, have a comple-
mentary reproductive system organized around the production of the 
smaller, more mobile gametes—sperm.23 These realities are not assigned 
or imposed.
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That is a minimal definition of what sex is. But it leads to all manner of 
differences between men and women that cannot be dismissed as mere 
social conventions.

Sex is binary—there is no third gamete and no spectrum from one gamete 
to the other. Many corresponding sex differences rooted in biology are 
distributed bimodally. While some men are smaller or shorter than some 
women, men and women differ—on average—along such metrics as weight, 
height, strength, bone density, and even brain function.24

For example, men often outperform25 women in tasks involving geom-
etry or mathematical problem-solving, while women outperform men 
in tasks relating to verbal fluency, memory, and articulation. The source 
for these discrepancies, according to the best research available,26 is not 
socialization or an oppressive culture, but the role of hormones on the 
brain and brain development, as well as greater brain asymmetry in men. 
And even where the precise biological mechanism is uncertain, the dif-
ferences remain.

Sex is binary—there is no third gamete and 
no spectrum from one gamete to the other.

Sex differences even appear in how boys and girls play,27 how they see 
color28—women, on average, can identify more subtle distinctions in color 
than men can—and how they learn29 and metabolize drugs.30

As a 2023 study31 published in Physiology & Behavior put it, biological 
differences between men and women alter “our life in adulthood and a wide 
spectrum of physical, psychological, cognitive, and behavioral characteris-
tics.” In other words, men and women are equal in worth and natural rights, 
but they “are not the same.” Some of the differences may be due to culture 
and convention, but biology plays a large, enduring, and immutable role. 
To deny this is to deny reality.

To reduce the reality of sex—of men and women—to a mere convention 
imposed by doctors at birth is scientifically dishonest. It is closer to belief 
in self-fulfilling astrological predictions.

Moreover, most parents reject this ideology when given a chance to do 
so.32 For instance, in Fairfax County, Virginia, just outside Washington, DC, 
school district leaders proposed33 a radical new sex education plan last year 
that, among other things, would introduce age-inappropriate, and simulta-
neous, sex ed to boys and girls, and introduce gender ideology in elementary 
school. There was a massive outcry among parents:34 84 percent said that 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3030621/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3030621/
https://www.thecut.com/2017/01/yes-biology-influences-how-kids-play.html
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/brain-babble/201504/when-it-comes-to-color-men-women-arent-seeing-eye-to-eye
https://www.webmd.com/parenting/features/how-boys-and-girls-learn-differently
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0031938422003420
https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/restoring-america/community-family/3011871/parents-dont-want-their-elementary-students-to-be-taught-gender-ideology-fairfax-county-doesnt-care/
https://x.com/FFXParentsAssoc/status/1672078301119094784
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they opposed co-ed sex ed. And discomfort with gender ideology was a 
common theme within the community review.

To reduce the reality of sex—of men and 
women—to a mere convention imposed by 
doctors at birth is scientifically dishonest.

These results did not matter to the district’s superintendent, who com-
mented, “Honestly, the majority doesn’t always dictate, right?” Apparently, 
according to this official, public schools should be unconcerned with public 
opinion. Although the outcry caused the district to postpone implementing 
the policy, Fairfax County implemented35 a modified version of the stan-
dards in summer 2024. Seventh graders will now learn all about gender 
ideology, despite fierce opposition from their parents.

The majority does not always dictate; but since these are public schools, 
why do entities like Fairfax County defy the people they are meant to serve? 
And why do school leaders, who are meant to teach the next generation of 
Americans how to be virtuous, productive citizens, chose instead to defend 
this pseudoscience?

Unfortunately, Fairfax County is no outlier. Many states have integrated 
standards rooted in gender dogmas into their school curricula.

Survey of States

“Gender ideology,” like “wokeness,” is hard to capture quantitatively. But 
some have captured the pervasiveness of “wokeness” in American education.

For example, Heritage Foundation analyst Jay Greene and Ian Kings-
bury of Do No Harm devised a “wokeness measure”36 to establish how 
progressive schools are by scanning student handbooks for ideologically 
coded buzzwords. Similarly, the Cato Institute’s Neal McCluskey searched 
public school library catalogs37 for the presence or absence of both progres-
sive and conservative books on various controversial topics, finding a clear 
left-leaning bias.

This Backgrounder takes a comparable approach. The authors scanned 
the state-level standards and frameworks of all 50 states to determine how 
many of them compel teachers to inculcate their students in the central 
tenets of gender ideology. Do they encourage a distinction between sex 
or sex organs, and gender, the latter of which is undefined or treated as a 

https://wjla.com/news/local/fairfax-county-public-schools-board-fcps-gender-identity-sex-education-class-elementary-middle-school-students-vote-7th-graders-parents-family-life-education-curriculum-advisory-committee
https://www.heritage.org/education/report/empowering-parents-school-choice-reduces-wokeism-education
https://www.cato.org/policy-analysis/are-public-school-libraries-accomplishing-their-mission
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social construct? Do they introduce concepts of “gender identity” and “sex 
assigned at birth”? Do they downplay or omit references to biological sex or 
sex differences? Do they employ terms such as “cisgender,” “transgender,” 
and “nonbinary”? These are simple questions. Affirmative answers are 
evidence that a curriculum pushes gender ideology on teachers and kids.

How and where this endorsement first appeared has varied across states. 
Not every state mandates sex education. But sex ed is only one vehicle for 
pushing gender ideology in schools. In some states, the ideology shows up 
in frameworks or standards. In others, a law compels the instruction of the 
topic. The language and strength of endorsement also vary. Many states 
are linked to national-level health education standards created by exter-
nal groups even when state agencies have not created or legislated specific 
standards themselves.

Table 1 shows a complete list of the states, the documents where the 
compulsion appears, and lines that include the distinction. Most sets of 
frameworks and standards contain several references to gender ideol-
ogy. The table includes only a sampling of the references. To list every 
reference made in California’s documents, for example, would make this 
Backgrounder comically long.

In many of these documents, explicit content strayed far beyond a simple 
division between sex and gender. An example is the National Sexuality Edu-
cation Standards, developed by the Future of Sex Initiative, a partnership of 
Advocates for Youth, Answer, and the Sexuality, Information and Education 
Council of the United States (SIECUS)—all activist groups committed to 
gender ideology.38 According to a survey by the Centers for Disease Control 
(CDC),39 this is the model framework for 41.3 percent of individual districts. 
It is a progressive wish list for human sexuality. Beyond teaching kinder-
garteners to distinguish their sex “assigned” at birth from their gender 

“identity,” it encourages teachers to instruct third graders about hormone 
blockers.

At the high school level, “reproductive justice” is a common topic of study. 
The glossary defines this as “a term coined by 12 Black women to define 
the human right to maintain personal bodily autonomy, have children, not 
have children, and parent the children we have in safe and sustainable com-
munities. In addition, reproductive justice demands sexual autonomy and 
gender freedom for every human being.” In other words, it is an explicit 
endorsement of abortion that treats one’s “gender” as entirely a matter of 
self-determination. Its only use of “sex” clearly refers, not to a biological 
reality, but to the “sex act.”40

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/shpps/pdf/shpps-results_2016.pdf
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TABLE 1

Sampling of State Curricular Standards and Guidelines: Pushing Teachers 
to Support Gender Ideology (Page 1 of 3)

State Source(s) Text

California Health education 
Frameworka, 
Assembly bill 2586b

“Some children in kindergarten and even younger have 
identifi ed as transgender or understand they have a gender 
identity that is diff erent from their sex assigned at birth.”

“When providing instruction on sexual and reproductive organs, 
teachers can introduce the concept that gender does not always 
match the sexual and reproductive organs described.”

“There is a need for medically accurate education that includes 
information on access to abortion care, rights, services and procedures, 
health eff ects and outcomes, resources, practical, [and] support.”

Connecticut Healthy and balanced 
Living curriculum 
Frameworkc 

“Diff erentiate among gender expression, gender identity and sexual 
orientation.”

“Defi ne and explain diff erences between cisgender, transgender, 
gender nonbinary, gender expansive, and gender identity.”

Delaware Lists National Health 
education Standards 
as the modeld

“Diversity: The diff erences among individuals and groups of people 
based on factors such as race, ethnicity, sex, gender identity and 
expression, age, socioeconomic status, class, language, culture, 
religion, sexual orientation, ability, and geographic area.”

Hawaii National Health 
education Standards 
in Hawai’ie

“Treat all people with dignity and respect with regard to their gender 
identity and sexual orientation.”

“Guidance on Supports for Transgender Students”

Illinois Public Act 102-0522f 
requires that schools 
align their curricula 
with the National Sex 
education Standardsg

“Describe the role hormones play in the physical, social, cognitive, and 
emotional changes during adolescence and the potential role of hormone 
blockers on young people who identify as transgender.”

“Distinguish between sex assigned at birth and gender 
identity and explain how they may or may not diff er.”

Maryland comprehensive 
Health education 
Instructional Programs 
for Grades Pre-K–12h

“maryland family life and human sexuality instruction 
shall represent all students regardless of ability, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, and gender expression.”

Massachusetts 2023 comprehensive 
Health and Physical 
education Frameworki

“Describe the diff erences between assigned sex at birth and gender 
identity and explain how one’s outward appearance and behavior 
does not defi ne one’s gender identity or sexual orientation.”

“explain how gender identity and sexual 
orientation can vary in each individual.”

“explain how assigned sex assigned at birth, gender identity, and gender 
expression are distinct concepts and how they interact with each other.”
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TABLE 1

Sampling of State Curricular Standards and Guidelines: Pushing Teachers 
to Support Gender Ideology (Page 2 of 3)

State Source(s) Text

Minnesota recommends the 
National Health 
education Standardsj

“Diversity: The diff erences among individuals and groups of people 
based on factors such as race, ethnicity, sex, gender identity and 
expression, age, socioeconomic status, class, language, culture, 
religion, sexual orientation, ability, and geographic area.”

New Jersey 2020 New Jersey 
Student Learning 
Standards— 
comprehensive Health 
and Physical educationk

“Gender Assigned at birth means the gender that someone 
was thought to be at birth, typically recorded on their [sic] 
original birth certifi cate. The gender someone was assigned at 
birth may or may not match their [sic] gender identity.”

New York A Guidance Document 
for Achieving the New 
York State Standards 
in Health educationm

“[Sexual orientation] is easily distinguished from other components of 
sexuality including biological sex, gender identity (the psychological 
sense of being male or female) and the social gender role (adherence 
to cultural norms for feminine and masculine behavior).”

Oregon 2023 Oregon Health 
Standardsn

“Defi ne gender identity, gender expression, gender roles, 
and sex assigned at birth, and sexual orientation.”

“Defi ne sexual and romantic orientations including heterosexual, 
bisexual, lesbian, gay, queer, asexual, two-spirit, and pansexual.”

Rhode Island curriculum 
Framework for Health 
education K-12o

“When students are able to identify persistent health disparities and 
learn skills to advocate for change on many issues, such as gender 
identity, gender expression, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity 
and/or socioeconomic status, they develop the confi dence to 
refl ect on their own values, social norms, and assumptions.”

Vermont Offi  cial websitep, 
Health education— 
Sample Profi ciency-
based Graduation 
requirements 
and Performance 
Indicatorsq

“Sexual Health education should address a variety of health-
related issues including but not limited to healthy relationships, 
consent, LGbTQ education, HIV/AIDS and Sexually Transmitted 
Infection (STI) education, and sexual violence prevention.”

Performance indicators list “gender identity” as topic for instruction.

Washington Washington State 
Learning Standards—
Health & Physical 
educationr

“Distinguish between biological sex, gender identity, 
gender expression, and sexual orientation.”

“Gender: A social construct based on emotional, behavioral, and cultural 
characteristics attached to a person’s assigned biological sex.”

Wisconsin State sites recommends 
the National Sexuality 
education Standardst 
as a model

“Diff erentiate between gender identity, gender 
expression and sexual orientation.”
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TABLE 1

Sampling of State Curricular Standards and Guidelines: Pushing Teachers 
to Support Gender Ideology (Page 3 of 3)
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State Source(s) Text

Wyoming Wyoming Health 
education content 
and Performance 
Standardsu

“SeXUALITY: the sum of the physical, functional, 
and psychological attributes that are expressed by 
one’s gender identity and sexual behavior.”
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State-level frameworks, such as New 
Jersey’s, insist that middle school 
students be able to differentiate 
between anal, vaginal, and oral sex.

Local documents and curricula are not only ideologically skewed, but 
they are also brimming with graphic and explicit content. For example, a 
recently adopted curriculum41 in Wauwatosa Public Schools in Wisconsin 
includes magnified depictions of adult genitalia, naked cartoon children, 
and a reminder for children that abortion is a “valid response to pregnan-
cy.”42 State-level frameworks, such as New Jersey’s, insist that middle school 
students be able to differentiate between anal, vaginal, and oral sex. In fifth 
grade, in Oakland, California, children learn about erections, ejaculation, 
and lubrication in a video43 that is not available for public review.

And, of course, none of this covers areas of school instruction where 
students may encounter gender ideology outside of health and sex edu-
cation courses. This includes the selection of books in English class or the 
lens through which they read them, units in social studies, diversions from 
standard content during gay pride month, school assemblies, the passing 
comments of teachers, school libraries, district events, pronoun policies 
and student handbooks, and decorations around the building. These are 
all mechanisms through which schools inculcate gender dogmas beyond 
health and sex education.

Conclusion

The evidence described here reveals the minimum number of students 
who encounter gender ideology through public schools. Combined with 
other reports, surveys, and investigations, it is safe to assume that instruc-
tion in gender dogmas is endemic in public schools.

As mentioned, 41.3 percent44 of local districts cite the National Sex Edu-
cation Standards as their model. Another CDC survey45 found that even 
states that do not compel the teaching of gender ideology still include it. 
For example, half of Michigan high school personnel report teaching about 

“gender identity or gender expression.” Even red states, such as Alabama, 
have similar numbers.

Moreover, many of the other institutions in American education pro-
mulgate gender ideology. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, one of the largest 
publishers of teacher, resources, textbooks, and other curriculum materials, 

https://www.maciverinstitute.com/2022/08/wauwatosa-proposes-sex-ed-curriculum-for-kindergarteners/
https://www.nationalreview.com/2023/05/progressives-push-abortion-messaging-into-the-classroom/
https://www.nationalreview.com/2023/05/progressives-push-abortion-messaging-into-the-classroom/
https://defendinged.org/incidents/oakland-unified-school-districts-sexual-education-curriculum-teaches-middle-school-students-that-gender-is-on-a-spectrum-with-genderbread-person-teaches-fifth-grade-students-about-ejaculation/
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/shpps/pdf/shpps-results_2016.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/profiles/pdf/2018/CDC-Profiles-2018.pdf


 December 18, 2024 | 13BACKGROUNDER | No. 3879
heritage.org

is just one example. Under the subheading “Pronouns in the Classroom,” it 
never mentions “sex,” but tells teachers46 that there is no such thing as a 

“gender binary.” It implores them to avoid anachronistic phrases, such as 
“boys and girls,” and provides a “pronoun survey” as a resource for students. 
Many teacher education programs47 include foundational works of gender 
ideology on their syllabi for prospective educators.

Finally, efforts to advance comprehensive sex education (and similar cur-
ricula in other content areas) are afoot. In Nebraska, for example, the board 
of education drafted a revised framework48 in 2021 that included many of 
the tenets of gender ideology. Parental pushback stymied that effort, but 
such policy initiatives from progressives are active in almost every state.

It would be absurd if schools taught children that two plus two could 
be four, but it could also be five, or any other number. So, too, it is uncon-
scionable that state-level policy in 16 states indoctrinates students in 
pseudoscientific gender ideology instead of basic biology.

Daniel Buck is a Senior Visiting Fellow at the Wisconsin Institute for Law and Liberty. Jay 
W. Richards is Director of the Richard and Helen DeVos Center for Life, Religion, and 

Family and William E. Simon Senior Research Fellow at The Heritage Foundation.

https://www.hmhco.com/blog/lgbtq-educational-resources-for-teachers
https://dc.claremont.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Making-Kindergarten-Teachers-Into-Radicals_Web-2.pdf
https://cdn.education.ne.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/NE-Health-Education-Standards-Draft-2.pdf
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