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DEFINITIONS 
“Transgender,”

“cisgender” 
and “GNC”

Transgender refers to people whose gender identity, 
one’s inner sense of being male, female or something 
else, differs from their assigned or presumed sex at birth; 
cisgender refers to people whose gender identity is the 
same as their assigned or presumed sex at birth. Gender-
nonconforming or GNC people don’t meet society’s 
expectations of gender roles.

Q: Does federal law protect me as a transgender college 
student? 

A: Yes, Title IX of the 1964 Civil Rights Act prohibits discrimination 
on the basis of  sex. The U.S. Department of Education (DOE) has 
stated that Title IX’s prohibition of sex discrimination encompasses 
gender identity. The U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) and the 
DOE affirmed that transgender students should not be singled out 
to use a separate, designated restroom or made to room separately 
(see “The Federal Government Protects Trans Students” on page 4). 
They must be treated in accordance with the student’s gender identity 
for all purposes. That means transgender women should be treated  
like cisgender women, and transgender men must be treated like 
cisgender men.

This applies to transgender students in K-12 as well as at colleges and 
universities. 

Also, the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) is a 
federal law that protects the privacy of student educational records 
and also gives current and former students the right to amend those 
records to match their legal documents if they are “inaccurate, 
misleading, or in violation of the student’s rights of privacy.” Once a 
student reaches 18, their parents do not have access to these records 
unless the student grants permission. (For more information, see “A 
Transgender Advocate’s Guide To Updating and Amending School 
Records” at lambdalegal.org/know-your-rights/transgender/ferpa-faq 
and also see www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/fpco/faq.html.)

Q: What state or local laws protect me?

A: Some jurisdictions outlaw discrimination on the basis of sex 
and/or gender identity in public accommodations, which includes 
public schools and other educational institutions. Many states also  

 

have anti-bullying laws, such as the Dignity for All Students 
Act (DASA) in New York and California’s School Success and 
Opportunities Act.  These laws state that a student’s gender identity 
must always be respected, which is especially important in single-sex 
restrooms and single-sex sports. 

Two recent K-12 school victories in Maine and Colorado have set the 
stage for how students at all levels should be treated at all educational 
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“ ”
They kept looking at their records, 
then back at me, just trying to 
figure me out. I felt like I was 
naked. —LANDON “LJ” WOOLSTON

Q: Can a single-sex college reject my application based 
on the fact that I’m transgender?

A: Title IX allows certain kinds of educational institutions to admit 
students of only one “sex,” including all-women’s colleges. In December 
2014, the DOE issued its third official guidance on this issue, this 
time affirming that “All students, including transgender students and 
students who do not conform to sex stereotypes, are protected from 
sex-based discrimination under Title IX. Under Title IX, a recipient 
generally must treat transgender students consistent with their gender 
identity in all aspects of the planning, implementation, enrollment, 
operation, and evaluation of single-sex classes.” This applies to single-
sex institutions, as well. Some colleges, including Mills, Mount 
Holyoke and Simmons, have created policies that are specifically 
inclusive of transgender students. If you or someone you know has 
been rejected on the basis of gender identity, please contact Lambda 
Legal’s Help Desk at lambdalegal.org/help or (866) 542-8336.

Q: As a transgender student, do I have the right to 
be placed in campus housing according to my gender 
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Even before the U.S. Department of 
*}ēs[ĊÆÚÖ ë)?*ì sÍ[þÆµ§} ´Úþ ĊÃ§ ĊÃÆþ} ĊÆÑ§ 
in 2014 that discrimination based on gender 
identity in schools violates Title IX of the 
1964 Civil Rights Act, transgender students 
were successfully making that argument. 

On July 24, 2013, the U.S. Department of 
Justice (DOJ) resolved a settlement with 
a California school on behalf of a twelve-
year-old transgender boy who was told to 
ēā§ [ þ§āĊþÚÚÑ ÆÖ ĊÃ§ Öēþā§ûā Ú´µs§ ÆÖāĊ§[} 
of the boy’s restroom and locker room, and 
told he could not room with the cisgender 
iÚĜā ÚÖ [ µ§Í} ĊþÆéî LÃ§ ā§ĊĊÍ§Ñ§ÖĊ þ§óēÆþ§} 
the school district to take a number of 
steps to ensure that the student will 
be treated similarly to cisgender boys, 
including using the multi-stall restroom and  
locker room. 

The student had returned to middle school 
after transitioning from female to male and 
was forced to use a separate bathroom 
ĊÃ[Ö ÚĊÃ§þ āĊē}§ÖĊāî )ÆāĊþÆsĊ Ú´µsÆ[Íā [ÍāÚ 
separated him for other activities. This 
treatment made the student the target 
Ú´ [ĚÌĚ[þ} óē§āĊÆÚÖā [Ö} Ċ§[āÆÖ» ĊÃ[Ċ 
interfered with his ability to focus at school.

LÃ§ đĢáČ ā§ĊĊÍ§Ñ§ÖĊ þ§óēÆþ§ā ĊÃ§ ǀþs[}Æ[ 
NÖÆµ§} JsÃÚÚÍ )ÆāĊþÆsĊ ĊÚ »þ[ÖĊ ĊÃ§ āĊē}§ÖĊ 
access to the same facilities as any other 
male student; develop transgender-inclusive 
nondiscrimination policies; put its staff 
through antidiscrimination trainings; and 
undergo monitoring and reporting. The 
[»þ§§Ñ§ÖĊ [ÍāÚ ÆÖęÚÍę§} [ sÍ[þÆµs[ĊÆÚÖ ´þÚÑ 
the DOE and the DOJ that sex discrimination 
in schools includes discrimination based on 
“gender identity, gender expression, and 
nonconformity with gender stereotypes.” 

Then, on October 14, 2014, the federal 
?´µs§ Ú´ 'ÆęÆÍ IÆ»ÃĊā ë?'Iì [ééþÚę§} [ 
resolution agreement in another California 
case involving a transgender girl who 
had complained of gender-based peer 
harassment. Her settlement with the 
)ÚĚÖ§Ĝ NÖÆµ§} JsÃÚÚÍ )ÆāĊþÆsĊ [´µþÑ§} 
the student’s right to use sex-designated 
facilities “for female students at school…
consistent with her gender identity.” 

Both settlements are great examples of 
how transgender students, whether K-12 
or in college, can exercise their rights 
under Title IX to prevent their schools from 
discriminating against them. They also show 
that the government is receptive to these 
kinds of complaints.
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THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT PROTECTS TRANS STUDENTS
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While schools vary in their ability to implement all of these 
recommendations and in the resources that they can offer, these 
practices are what institutions should strive for in addressing the 
needs of transgender students.

GENERAL POLICIES
DEVELOP AND PUBLICIZE A TRANS-SUPPORTIVE POLICY 
THAT RECOGNIZES AND RESPECTS THE GENDER 
IDENTITY OF THE STUDENT. In addition to a general policy, 
each department (including, but not limited to: Admissions, 
Registrar, Residential Life, Campus Facilities, Health Center and 
Fraternities and Sororities) should adopt a trans-supportive policy. 
The policy should be easily accessible on the school’s website. The 
school and each department should designate an administrator as a 
point person responsible for enforcing these policies.                           




