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Abstract

Purpose — Recently, the nation has seen intensive adult efforts to regulate and limit race- and LGBTQ-related
student learning, discussion, and support in US schools, calling such education harmful to youth. This study
aims to investigate: What do youth say themselves? The authors delve here into six youth interviews from five
states with new, explicitly restrictive state legislation and policy. The authors put youths’ voices describing
education they found helpful directly in conversation with their states’ policies, which targeted related
education as harmful.

Design/methodology/approach — In spring 2023, researchers invited interviews from all recent
participants in a national youth “anti-hate” program who had offered emails for research participation (29
students), interviewed all willing students (10) and selected those (6) from “restriction states” — states with
recently passed or pending legislation and state policy to restrict race- and/or sexual orientation and gender
identity-related learning and support. The final total included two youth interviews from Florida, one from
Tennessee, one from Texas, one from Montana and one from Missouri. The interview respondents were high
school students, with one middle schooler; four were white, one also Latinx/Hispanic and one Black. Four of
the six described themselves as queer or LGBTQ.

Findings — While youth respondents were drawn from an “anti-hate” program that their states’ politicians
might caricature as “woke,” youth described extremely basic learning and support they wanted in school —
desired talk about experiences, facts, history and diverse perspectives. Youth also indicated how already
minimal such support would be limited or was being limited further by state and local adult efforts to restrict
school talk. That is, state and related local restriction pressure threatened to further limit youths’ already-
limited opportunities to experience inclusion, critical thinking and belonging — opportunities that youth wanted
increased in schools and that researchers call for increasing as well. The authors came to view restriction
efforts as attempting to limit students’ school access to the very conversation realms and learning supports they
craved.

Research limitations/implications — The authors leverage Angela Valenzuela’s concept of “subtractive
schooling” (1999) to reference how today’s restriction efforts pressure and essentially demand that schools subtract
access to extremely basic learning and belonging efforts desired by some youth — and by researchers. The authors
conclude by asking how schools today can be supported to improve on such work in schools, not subtract it. Future
research needs to explore youth perspectives on how restriction efforts are playing out in US states and localities.
Originality/value — With the quickly changing educational context and political climate, there has not been
enough research devoted to the experiences of students from restriction contexts. It is important to centralize
the voices of students and their experiences in the midst of restriction policies.

Keywords Education, Youth, Diversity, Race, LGBTQ+, Inclusion, Restriction, Gag orders,
Conflict campaign

Paper type Research paper

Recently, the nation has seen intensive adult efforts to regulate and limit race- and LGBTQ-
related learning, discussion and support in US schools, calling such education harmful to
youth. Since fall 2020, in what we have termed a “conflict campaign” (Pollock et al., 2022a),

Journal for
Multicultural
Education

Received 12 March 2024
Revised 26 November 2024
Accepted 20 January 2025

Journal for Multicultural
Education

© Emerald Publishing Limited
2053-535X

DOI 10.1108/JME-03-2024-0032


http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/JME-03-2024-0032

JME

highly conservative organizations, politicians and media have critiqued and purposefully
caricatured K12 efforts in nationally networked efforts to restrict discussions, learning and
student support related to race, gender and sexual orientation in educational settings. Both
local and state demands have sought to limit or “ban” targeted curricular discussions,
available books and student supports, purportedly in the name of children’s welfare.

Such restrictions operate largely through targeting, threatening, and constraining school
talk about racial inequality and LGBTQ diversity (Pollock et al., 2022a, 2023; Pollock et al.,
2024; Rogers et al., 2022; Woo et al., 2024). Agitators have, for example, collectively
caricatured the term “Critical Race Theory” to demand limits on basic discussions of race,
racism and racial inequality emerging in more schools since the 2020 protests of police
brutality. ITn 2021, we and partner researchers found nearly 900 school districts — serving
35% of all K-12 students — had recently experienced networked local efforts to ban purported
“CRT” from K12 schools (Pollock et al., 2022a). Also since 2021, PEN America tracked
nearly 6,000 book ban cases in at least 41 states by spring 2023, as activists from newly
formed groups like “Moms for Liberty” attempted to remove shared lists of books
acknowledging racism, with protagonists of color or with LGBTQ characters (in addition to
anything “sexual”). Removals have affected millions of students (Meehan et al., 2023).

Recent restriction efforts have also taken shape as state policy. PEN America has
documented over 370 “educational gag order” bills in 46 states filed by GOP politicians since
January 2021 (table link in Young et al., 2022 and PEN America, 2025). Over 30 laws or
policies have been enacted in 22 states, with the majority focusing on restricting discussion
of/instruction on race, racism and history (often again called “CRT”; Alexander, 2022), sex,
and sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI) — often repeating model language from
conservative organizations and politicians (Pollock et al., 2022a; Watson, 2023). In addition,
PEN America has catalogued 19 states with new “educational intimidation” policies inviting
local adults to help restrict education they dislike ideologically (Friedman et al., 2023).
Researchers have started to show how such policies in combination with local reactions can
in fact limit students’ access to basic opportunities, information, ideas and supports by
threatening to punish educators talking in ways politicians or local individuals disfavor
(Pollock et al., 2024; Woo et al., 2024).

Throughout these restriction efforts led by a subset of adults, we have not heard nearly
enough from youth themselves.

We run a youth-voice program called #USvsHate (us versus hate) that invites K-12 youth
to make public pro-diversity messages for school communities promoting inclusion for all as
“equally valuable” (usvshate.org). Our 2022-2023 #LetUsLearn Special Call additionally
asked youth to submit perspectives on what they want to learn in school amidst the national
wave of efforts to restrict. As part of our ongoing research on #USvsHate implementation
(Pollock et al., 2021, 2022a, 2022b, 2022c), in Spring 2023, we interviewed youth who had
participated that year to learn more about their recent school experiences and learning hopes.

In this article, we offer portraits of six such youth voices from five “restriction states” —
three states where politicians and officials had recently restricted race- and/or SOGI-related
learning and support via state law and policy (Florida, Tennessee and Texas), one state with
such learning targeted by an Attorney General’s opinion (Montana) and one state with
politicians consistently pursuing such bills (Missouri). Our summaries of states’ legal
situations below came from PEN America’s authoritative index, as of spring 2023
(PEN America, 2025), plus public state language. We put youth desires for learning directly
in conversation with their states’ legislation and policy.

Youth respondents were drawn from a program that their state’s politicians might
caricature as “woke,” as the program acknowledges societal injustices and stereotypes and



suggests people should be treated better. Florida’s 2022 race-related restriction law, with text
mirrored in, e.g. Texas’ and Tennessee’s, was literally entitled “Stop W.O.K.E.” Asked to
define “woke” in a courtroom in December 2022, Florida governor Ron DeSantis’s general
counsel stated, “the belief there are systemic injustices in American society and the need to
address them” (Rohrer, 2022).

Yet as shown below, #USvsHate students’ calls for learning and support were strikingly
basic — and in fact, mirrored in education research. Youth described basic learning and
support they wanted in school, specifically describing desired talk about realms of
perspectives, experiences, facts and history often being directly targeted by their states.

Furthermore, while the conflict campaign purports to crush presumed-pervasive and
militant “woke” work in K-12 schools, these youth indicated that the basic educational
elements they wanted were already minimal in their schools. In 2023, they indicated, state
policy and increasingly restriction-oriented school and district climates risked further
limiting student access to the already-limited basic learning experiences youth wanted added
to schools.

We thus call recent restriction effort subtracting school support. In this, we leverage
Angela Valenzuela’s (1999) framework on “subtractive schooling,” which analyzes how
schools often subtract resources from minoritized youth particularly by rarely building on
the assets youth bring to school (languages, cultures, experiences) and, more our focus here,
by failing to care for youth in basic ways youth long for in schools. We adapt the term here to
reference how today’s restriction efforts pressure and openly demand that schools subtract
access to the extremely basic learning and diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging efforts
some youth, across group lines, desire for their own success — efforts advised by researchers
as well.

We first note such additional related literature.

Prior literature

Researchers have long argued that to support all students’ learning and basic belonging in
school, educators should listen to youths’ take on their own educational needs (e.g.,
Valenzuela, 1999; Yonezawa and Jones, 2009; Emdin, 2017). In addition, longstanding
research traditions and broad collaboratives of contemporary researchers call for improving
basic discussion of diversity and inequality in schools as one such essential aspect of caring
for all students (Valenzuela, 1999; Pollock, 2017), toward accurate, inclusive and empathetic
engagement of complex information, perspectives and experiences (see below). As shown in
Findings, this was the type of basic education the youth here said they wanted and that they
said was starting to be both threatened and directly subtracted from their schools.

As recent summations of such literature, nonpartisan and purposefully bipartisan research
reports have called for public schools to support the nation’s youth by developing all
students’ critical thinking about major American issues, including our inequalities; “include
diverse narratives” exploring all American lives; and develop school climates of belonging
so all students can thrive and engage in all subjects (Darling-Hammond and McGuire, 2023;
EAD, 2021; Gonzales et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2021; Lopez et al., 2024; Sleeter and Zavala,
2020). More specifically, such research syntheses urge teachers to equip all young people
with skills “to understand complex social issues, respect multiple points of view, and
dialogue across differences,” “using rigorous inquiry skills and methods to weigh different
points of view and examine available evidence” (Lee et al., 2021), toward development of
critical thinking about complex questions of history, inequality and society. A National
Academy report (Lee et al., 2021) argues that “wrestling with complex social challenges is
critical to the development of civic reasoning for young people” and brain development (55),
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calling for schools to “value the sociocultural identities of students and ask them to leverage
as well as challenge their beliefs” (64). A recent bipartisan report on “Educating for
American Democracy” [EAD, 2021] (purposefully engaging researchers with diverse
political leanings) notes that “Through the intentional inclusion of diverse narratives and
perspectives, EAD teachers design learning opportunities that allow students to learn and
reflect upon core constitutional principles, achievements, and conflicts.” For everyone,
marginalized students specifically, “research points to the importance of providing learning
experiences that recognize diversity and promote empathy, belonging, collaboration, and
intellectual curiosity” (Gonzales et al., 2021; see also Darling-Hammond et al., 2020).

Research syntheses have clarified more specifically how skilled school discussions about
race, racism and diversity can be crucial to students’ curiosity, self-competence, belonging,
empathy, identity and school success, supporting the development and positive academic
outcomes of both students of color and white students (Gonzales et al., 2021; Sleeter and
Zavala, 2020). Research syntheses also argue that: “The study of the social, political,
economic and historical perspectives of our nation’s diverse racial and ethnic groups, help[s]
foster cross-cultural understanding among both students of color and white students and aids
students in valuing their own cultural identity while appreciating the differences around
them”; e.g. “students who participate in ethnic studies are more academically engaged,
develop a stronger sense of self-efficacy and personal empowerment, perform better
academically and graduate at higher rates” (Sleeter and Zavala, 2020).

Researchers summarizing the evidence have thus found thoughtful engagement with the
nation’s racial inequality and diversity — including our history and current dynamics of
racism — beneficial for all students, including white students, and particularly necessary to
better support minoritized students. Research also shows that exposure to curriculum that
regularly includes information about LGBTQ people is associated with greater school
belonging (Poteat et al., 2024).

Regarding broader school environments that support student success, research syntheses
also clarify that “Outcomes improve for all students when schools foster belonging” for
every student (Gonzales et al., 2021) and urge that schools foster student belonging “so every
student feels valued, understood, and connected” (Lépez et al., 2024). A national report on
“Policy for Civic Reasoning” (Darling-Hammond and McGuire, 2023) calls for building on
what “the science of learning and development suggests about strategies for student well-
being and academic success,” noting, “We need to take advantage of that knowledge to
design and enact approaches for creating hospitable and welcoming school environments.”

To these ends, researchers ask that “teachers engage in continuous improvement of their
instruction” as well as school environments more broadly (EAD, 2021).

Yet state laws since 2021 have directly targeted these basic practices core to researchers’
recommendations, particularly promising punishment to educators for talking in ways
disliked by conservative politicians. Analysts have noted that restriction efforts today
specifically attempt to limit talking about diverse perspectives, selves and society in schools
by threatening and restricting discussion of specific realms of ideas and information about
race, inequality and human diversity. PEN America, a free expression organization, calls
restriction laws “gag orders” (2022); ACLU lawyer Leah Watson (2023) calls them
“classroom censorship bills.” Often by caricaturing, imagining and then demanding
restrictions on the K12 talk occurring in schools (e.g. imagining educators “indoctrinating”
youth in cartoonish claims about groups), states have sought to legally restrict discussions of/
instruction on racism, of inequality’s causes and remedies, discussions of our own
responsibility for addressing history’s consequences today and specific talk of “groups,”
saying it harms youth. Florida, Tennessee and Texas now restrict a list of specific



instructional discussions of race-group experience, for example, signaling “viewpoints that
the legislature agree[s] with” (Watson, 2022)- and Montana’s Attorney general calls
“antiracism” largely “discriminatory.” Increasingly, most notably in Florida, state laws target
K12 discussion of sexual orientation and gender identity at all. Meanwhile, research asks
educators to discuss, engage, grapple with and build on collective experiences as well as
individual ones, to help students “wrestle” knowledgeably with contested national issues and
to engage diversity directly as a core aspect of supporting student learning and success.

Restriction efforts openly seek to subtract, or restrict engagement with, the very
discussion realms that researchers call for improving to benefit youth.

As seen below, our respondents’ learning desires aligned with researchers’
recommendations. The school support they wanted required talking comprehensively with
adults and peers about information, perspectives and experiences related to diversity and
inequality — in dialogues in classrooms, assemblies and clubs, through exploring
perspectives in books, and in activities in school climates so students felt “loved for who they
are.”

We thus analyzed data by coding for concrete mentions of school talk youth desired and
deemed absent. We also explored how each youth’s state’s policy directly targeted such talk.

Methods

The youth interviewed here were diversity-supportive generally, having submitted “anti-
hate” messages for schools to #USvsHate in the first place. One was a #USvsHate Youth
Board member from a small group meeting sporadically with an #USvsHate graduate student
leader (one author). Other than their specific extra desire to participate in #USvsHate related
research, their takes on diversity represented typical #USvsHate participants’ previously
gathered in voting forms and project assessments (Pollock et al., 2021, 2022a, 2022b,
20220).

We invited interviews from all recent #USvsHate participants who had provided an
e-mail address, prioritizing communications with 29 students who had indicated on
submission forms or public voting forms over the past two years of the project that they were
willing to be contacted for research. We also contacted teachers from the current project year
who had offered their own e-mail addresses for research when submitting for students and
asked if they might forward our invitation to their students; two teachers did. We sent each
willing participant an email invitation, indicating that we were conducting confidential
follow-up interviews about their #USvsHate experiences and overall current learning
experiences in their state. If participants were interested in an interview, youth were sent
forms for family permission and personal assent. Youth then were asked to choose from
several potential interview dates and times. We sent multiple follow-up e-mails to each
participant. We interviewed all willing respondents on Zoom in Spring 2023, a total of 10,
plus one middle schooler who answered interview questions via e-mail.

For this paper, we selected all of the Zoom interviews from “restriction states” — states
with recently passed or pending legislation and state policy to restrict race- and/or SOGI-
related learning and support. This final total included two youth interviews from Florida, one
from Tennessee and one from Texas, all states with new restrictive state laws; one from
Montana, with a restrictive state Attorney General’s opinion and one restriction bill filed/
pending; and one from Missouri (many restriction bills filed/pending). These interview
respondents were high school students, with one middle schooler; four were white, one also
Latinx/Hispanic and one Black. Four of the six described themselves as queer or LGBTQ.
Notably, several were currently attending private schools and still mentioned state restriction
contexts threatening student learning, even as the laws target public schools particularly.
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We use pseudonyms and label youth by state:

+ Tennessee (restrictive state law): Edwina, a white transgender girl at a public school
who had experienced home schooling for multiple earlier years;

+  Texas: (restrictive state laws; district-level restriction policy): Finn, a white high
school junior who spoke about her desire to read diverse books in public school;

*  Montana (restrictive state Attorney General’s opinion, another restrictive bill): Kit, a
white gender-Queer eighth grader who has lived in multiple states and experienced
much diversity in their experiences and friendships in differing public schools;

* Florida (restrictive state laws/policies): Addie, a white/Latina Hispanic junior who
has navigated coming out as Queer during her time in a private high school;

+ Florida: Avery, a white 11th grade girl who attends a private high school and noted
its diversity as one of her favorite things about it; and

*+  Missouri (restriction bills filed/pending): Nina, an African American 11th grader
who spoke of her desire to support all students’ learning as well as Black students’
specifically after years in public, then private school.

In our unstructured interviews, which typically lasted up to one hour on Zoom, we asked a
combination of informal questions to explore their participation in #USvsHate, dynamics of
diversity at their schools, learning and support experiences they desired in schools and their
general take on adult efforts to restrict learning officially in their state. For the last, we invited
reactions to language from our Special Call (we took care not to presume that restriction was
happening locally). During interviews, we responded to youths’ comments on school
diversity issues, learning desires or restriction experiences with invitations to say more or
share stories of interest to them that might illuminate specific past and current experiences in
their schools. We sought to explore the specifics of young people’s experiences and hopes
regarding learning about and from diversity in school and to gather palpable data (Small and
Calarco, 2022), meaning detailed stories that respondents felt illuminated various
experiences of learning, support or (if applicable) restriction.

In initial open coding (Lofland and Lofland, 1995), we coded for themes in youths’
named desires for learning in school. We noted that all described such desires as talk they
wanted in their schools. We next coded more specifically for shared desires youth were
naming to belong — to be treated with respect so that learning could be possible. Youth
describing these desires also typically named desired school talk. We then analyzed our data
for themes in restriction experience, coding for talk targeted or deleted, and also gathered
restriction language directly from state policy.

As one student from Texas, Finn, put it of this article, “The most important thing” is to
“amplify” student voices so “more people actually hear about issues from the perspective of
the students.” We thus emphasize individual “characters” below to humanize their voices as
real young people, even while we focus on shared learning desires and experiences and
situate youths’ experiences within their state contexts.

We share themes in youth learning and belonging desires first below while putting those
desires in the overall context of their state’s restriction policy [1]. We then detail their
experiences with restriction specifically.

Findings
The six students from restriction states described desired instructional efforts in classrooms
and schools (Subsection 1) and belonging efforts in schools (Subsection 2) via describing



additional desired talk in dialogues, books and messaging in schools. Students also described
specific forms of such talk being threatened and subtracted in the era of restriction policies
(Subsection 3). Throughout, we put students’ desires for schooling in conversation with their
states’ prohibitions.

Students’ desires for instruction

A desire to discuss diverse perspectives, experiences and ideas

All six students’ states had passed laws or promoted policies restricting specific “sides” of
race debates in instruction, specifically targeting ideas about race-group experiences amidst
inequality (and, lawyers have argued, chilling discussion not aligned with the state’s
preferred “side”; Watson, 2022). The students made clear that they wanted to learn from
multiple “sides,” including “marginalized” voices rarely heard.

Edwina (she) spoke from Tennessee, a state that since May 2021 has forbid public schools
from “including or promoting” a list of “race and sex”-related concepts adapted from a 2020
Trump executive order (PEN America, 2025; Watson, 2023). As in other states, Tennessee’s
restriction list caricatures anticipated teaching, e.g. mandating that teachers not teach that
“One race or sex is inherently superior to another race or sex” and imagining educators
enforcing rigid ideas about group experience (Senate Bill No. 623, 2021). Yet, it also
threatens to punish real conversation about core American issues “included” in classrooms
and “instructional materials.” Law restrains, e.g. educator engagement with the idea that
racism is a “fundamental” aspect of the nation, or that we experience “inherent” “privilege”
as members of groups. Even while targeting specific ideas, law also vaguely demands the
“impartial discussion of controversial aspects of history” and “mandates the withholding of
at least a portion of state funds for schools not in compliance” (PEN America, 2025).

Far from demanding one-sided treatment of complex issues of race, class, gender and
history as the law caricatures, Edwina said she wished teachers would explore such issues
deeply via “class discussion” while “allowing” and “encouraging” multiple voices and
perspectives:

[Teachers should be] encouraging class discussion about these things and allowing a wide variety
of voices [to] be heard on the subject at hand [...] and you know not just dismissing students if
they disagree with what the curriculum is trying to say, but encouraging, you know, challenging
the prior assumptions.

Finn (she/they) also called for diverse perspectives from Texas, a state that has restricted
discussion of (or “inculcation in”) a similar GOP list of targeted “concepts” related to race
and sex (Senate Bill No. 3, 2021). Texas law restricts professional development similarly and
also “bars teachers from being ‘compelled to discuss a particular current event or widely
debated and currently controversial issue’” at all (PEN America, 2025), while insisting that
teachers who do discuss such “debated” topics must “explore that topic from diverse and
contending perspectives without giving deference to any one perspective.” Signaling its own
“perspective,” however, Texas has also restricted K12 use of The New York Times’ The 1619
Project, Black scholars’ effort to examine US racial history and slavery’s legacy.

Finn indicated how educators could hear minoritized perspectives targeted by such policy.
Finn said she was not certain exactly what had been “signed into law” in Texas. Yet in
mentioning “some sort of curriculum ban, or like something to the effect of that”, Finn
described how their teacher was now clearly afraid of ever sharing out “the perspective of a
marginalized person”:

From the conversation I had with my English teacher, it definitely made it sound like she was
pretty scared to actually teach us things that were written from the perspective of a marginalized
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person, because she was worried about getting fired. And I kind of had to just be, like, “hey? But
maybe, like, we should learn about that.” And she was like, “Well, you’re probably right about
that.” [...] We did read some things that were more from the perspective of a marginalized person,
but [...] it definitely seems like a lot of teachers are more worried about that now.

Finn, a white student, wanted to learn from “marginalized” voices alongside others.

Kit (any pronoun), a Montana LGBTQ-identifying student, spoke from a state whose
Attorney General in May 2021 targeted “antiracist” work in schools as “discrimination”
(Montana Department of Justice, 2021; Singh, 2021). The AG’s opinion imagines school
instruction “forcing students [...] to admit, accept, affirm or support controversial concepts”
or “forcing an individual to admit privilege or punishing them for refusing to do so,” through
“forcing individuals” to “reflect,” “deconstruct” or “confront” their racial identities.” Kit
offered a much more basic view of actual antiracist and diversity work encouraging diverse
perspectives on such issues: Kit wanted more dialogues showing youth “that there’s so many
different kinds of people out there, and there’s so many different things. And we don’t need
to hate someone because of it.” Recalling a challenging situation with a Montana school peer
who had “decided to hate me because of who I was [...] just because he was uneducated,” Kit
underscored the basic importance of “talking about diversity” in school:

[I’d] love for you know, teachers and schools to [...] just talk about all the kinds of diversity that
there is. And how, you know, just because of who someone likes, or what someone’s gender is, or
what their religion is, or the color of their skin [...] the fact that their personality can be one of the
best in the world.

Students repeatedly indicated that they wanted multivocal conversations about diversity,
even as their states’ laws have targeted such conversation as one-sided “woke
indoctrination.” Florida’s “Stop W.0.K.E.” law (Individual Freedom, 2022) has mandated
restriction on instruction “espousing” essentially the same list of “concepts” engaging group
experience as Tennessee and Texas, while the state has also prohibited “the teaching of
Critical Race Theory,” and has mandated adherence to counter-principles of “individual
freedom” in both instruction and materials. Speaking from Florida, Addie, a white/Latina
student, instead described the importance of letting people share their own perspectives,
stories, ideas and experiences:

Yes, your classmates may not look like you, or they may not believe the same things you believe.
But that doesn’t make them any less of a person. If we could just teach that more, I think that
would do a whole lot for society as a whole, and I think that should be a big part of the curriculum.

Avery, a white Florida student, summed up what she saw as her state’s effort to “stop” race-
and diversity-related “discussion”: “what’s happening today is like, they’re trying to stop that
discussion. And I think that that’s very dangerous. And I think it’s important to understand
different perspectives, on different things.” Some class discussions had offered this benefit in
the past, and she wanted more:

So I love class discussions [...] I think nothing is more important [....] I write a million essays and
it’s not going to get me as far as hearing what my peers have to say about something and
responding [...] I’ve gotten so much insight from people [...] like understanding [and] feeling
what everybody feels. [....] I think [...] that is just the best thing you could do, is to hear somebody
say, “Well, T understand that that works for you. But here’s why that doesn’t work for me.” And be
like, “well then, we are going to figure out something that works for both of us.”

s

Students wanted more dialogues opening the door to “insight from people” both as
individuals and as group members (people who do not “look like you”). Such class



discussions affording basic access to “what my peers have to say” now felt under threat by
their states.

Nina spoke from Missouri, a state where lawmakers have also filed and refiled legislation
that (e.g.) “Prohibits K-12 schools from requiring teachers or students to adopt or affirm [or
in some bills, even include] certain concepts related to race, ethnicity, color, or national
origin” and advanced bills attempting (e.g.) to prohibit “K-12 schools from including any
classroom instruction on sexual orientation or gender identity at any grade level,” a
restriction form passed into Florida law (PEN America, 2025). Nina, a young Black woman,
called instead for classroom and club discussions supporting “diversity of thought,” multi-
perspective learning she had wanted in public school and that was somewhat offered in her
private school:

To me it means that [ideally in class], people are kind of able to hold different opinions, like, a lot
of people have different [...] political opinions. We [also] have a lot of different clubs at our
school, for different, like, political opinions and outlooks, which all have a lot of different
members. So people really do participate. And yeah, try to share their opinions in a multitude of
ways.

Discussing history, combining celebration and critique

Today’s state restriction policies particularly target history teaching as likely harmful to
students, often demanding more celebratory history. PEN America notes that “Another set of
ideas targeted frequently by lawmakers [recently] is speech deemed unduly critical of
American history and of the USA today” (https://pen.org/report/americas-censored-
classrooms/). Policies also envision teachers harming students by imposing contemporary
responsibility for past actions taken by members of their “group,” or forcing support for
group-conscious remedies for inequality.

Students instead described wanting more critical history — more comprehensive, inclusive
and complex dialogues in school about historic events, patterned inequalities and
contemporary responses. In states trying pointedly to restrict critical takes on history,
students also said they valued a combination of critical and celebratory discussion,
combining analysis of harm and contribution in history.

For one, students said they wanted to talk more in school about societal contributions
from their communities and others’ communities and the power of their own possible
contributions today. Speaking from Montana, Kit, a white student, wanted to have classroom
dialogues about “all of these people who have done amazing things”:

[...] how like a lot of people who are from diverse backgrounds, have really come and helped like
this country, become what it is. And how you know a lot of people who maybe don’t look like us,
or don’t think like us, have become such a vital part of what the world looks like today.

Far from feeling harmed as a white student by discussions of fighting racism, Edwina, from
Tennessee, called to be inspired by discussing historical figures beyond “Rosa Parks and
MLK Junior.” She advised “looking at the power of like the populace [...] a group of
motivated people working in unison” to improve the country. Nina, speaking from Missouri,
emphasized relatedly that learning all people’s history at school could inspire by showing
that anyone could contribute to “society”:

I just would want [peers] to know that they always have a place in society, even if people are trying
to erase their history or trying to, you know, kind of remove their understanding of this complex
world that we live in.
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Students also wanted to discuss the history of inequality and how the past shaped the present,
a specific target of state policies. Florida policy, for example, has prohibited “the teaching of
Critical Race Theory, meaning the theory that racism is not merely the product of prejudice,
but that racism is embedded in American society and its legal systems to uphold the
supremacy of white persons.” (6A-1.094124, 2024 [2021]). Avery, a white Florida student,
instead emphasized the need to understand societal patterns of group experience from the
past to understand and improve the present. She stated that “it’s important to know why
certain groups of people struggle more than others,” noting that if one’s group “has been up
here for hundreds of years, and there’s a group of people that have been down here [...]. like,
it’s important to understand that those inequalities are real and why they’re real.”

Like Florida and Texas, Tennessee too has officially limited engagement with the idea
that “An individual, by virtue of the individual’s race or sex, bears responsibility for actions
committed in the past by other members of the same race or sex.” Edwina, a white student in
Tennessee, hoped explicitly to learn and dialogue more about “racial injustice, and how it
linked to slavery in America’s past.” She called for history class to help her understand and
discuss how past racism affects the current day and potential “measures” to remedy this,
exactly the topics under fire by law:

[students should be] understanding how past expressions of racism can directly affect the
current day [...] [like], If people start out at a lower point, they’re not going to be able to fully
equalized until some other alternative measure is put forward. So kind of like the idea of
systemic racism.

Students noted that such historic analysis was lacking already in schools — and possibly,
muted further under current restriction policy. Texas (like Florida) has legally restricted K-12
engagement with The New York Times’ 1619 Project, written by Black scholars exploring
slavery’s legacy in the USA. Teachers also are now required by law to emphasize that slavery
contradicted the “authentic founding principles of the United States” and are barred from
instructing students to feel “discomfort, guilt, anguish or any other form of psychological
distress” based on their own race, when considering such history. Finn noted with frustration
how some teachers in their Texas school taught shallow “revisionist history about like what
really happened” when discussing national experiences of racism. She recalled one teacher
recently discussing slavery:

I don’t think she really necessarily taught about like how horrible slavery was [...] really went into
that, or like really much at all. And to some extent, I think she really like glossed over and kind of,
whether intentionally or unintentionally, made it seem more okay than it was.

Such “glossing over” was itself promoted by restriction policy. Missouri too has had many
bills trying to restrict instructional dialogue on historic racism, particularly the idea of
collective and personalized responsibility for improving on such a past (especially in any
race-conscious way). One concept targeted in Missouri and the other states is the idea “That
individuals, by virtue of their race, ethnicity, color or national origin, bear collective guilt and
are inherently responsible for actions committed in the past by others.” Our student
respondents of all racial groups wanted to explore the facts of inequalities past to help
address contemporary and collective problems. For example, Nina noted that facts about
historic redlining [banks and policies denying mortgages in non-white communities] were
“one important thing that students need to learn about that I think currently isn’t really being
taught.” She said that such a hole in basic history knowledge limited students’ understanding
of how inequality of the past led to inequality now, including current segregation. She wished
her history class would talk more about history’s impact on the present and about potential



actions to treat one another better today, again precisely the discussions targeted by
restriction bills:

We don’t really learn about [...] the impacts that this history has on us today. I think that can be
very important, and we could relate the things in the past to our current social situations, and that
could help promote a better understanding and better empathy and allies to probably better
inclusion and respect for other groups as well.

Although state policies have often implied loudly that white students are harmed by
discussion of racial inequality, from Texas, Finn, a white student, noted that “I think it’s
important to learn about like different disparities in society.” Finn matter-of-factly framed
such dialogue as important for devising collectively beneficial solutions:

[...] and especially if you’re like a white person, to kind of learn about how other people’s
experiences might be different than yours. And like [....] I think it’s important to learn about
differences like identities, and not like, just center yourself and like whatever problem or issue
you’re thinking about. So that, [when] you’re coming up with it [a solution], it’s important to come
up with a solution that actually works for everyone, not just yourself.

Students thus noted how comprehensive K-12 discussions of racism, race-group
experiences, inequality and contemporary solutions would benefit “everyone” — despite
laws’ targeting of such discussions as somehow harmful to youth.

As we describe next, students also stressed the importance of supportive school climates
to be able to learn at all. We coded these wishes as hopes for belonging and inclusion. These
student desires also hinged on talk threatened by policy — classroom dialogues, school
activities and messaging and teacher—student support talk. Policy targeting talk of SOGI
threatened such belonging particularly explicitly.

Desires for belonging

Discussing belonging and inclusion for all

Students called for schools to “encourage” and “embrace” diversity. They also envisioned
replacing hateful behavior or silencing of diversity in school with desired “affirmation” of all
people. Such talk about diversity and inclusion for all was under fire in their states’
restriction efforts.

Edwina, a transgender student, spoke from Tennessee, where lawmakers have restricted a
list of instructional discussions of “race or sex” and also targeted transgender supports broadly
(HRC Staff, 2023). Indicating another form of school communication — inclusive posters and
flags —under fire in many places, Edwina noted the need for schools to at least message
publicly that “everyone belongs,” then more proactively “affirm” diversity and “self-esteem.”
She noted the importance of “teachers showing their individual support for students in those
marginalized categories”:

You know, posters, a little decoration stuff throughout the classroom, can make a really big
difference. I know they’re small trinkets and stuff to other people. [But for] lots of people
belonging to those cultures and groups from which those symbols originate, it can be a really big
difference. So it could mean a lot for a teacher to show their support.

Edwina also called for more active discussion “encouraging diversity,” facilitated by
educators:

[...] actually going into how to build empathy and encouraging diversity would go a long way, [
think, towards promoting a healthier school environment for people of marginalized groups and by
extension, those who aren’t in marginalized groups.
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She suggested that schools could go beyond “childish programs” that just say “don’t bully”
(“No bully is going to listen to that,” she noted), to more thoughtful dialogue. Schools could
offer more rigorous “ethics classes,” and overall “use” the diversity present in a place to
“show each other they should be kind to build a more healthy and inclusive environment”
versus leaving “groups of people at odds with each other.” She emphasized that such
discussions would benefit all students, as “actions that benefit marginalized groups have been
shown to benefit those not in marginalized groups as well”.

In their calls for diversity-supportive talk and messaging that would benefit all students,
students critiqued preexisting talk in school climates — some seemingly predating restriction
policies and some under these policies. School adults remained silent about peer “humor that
beats down on marginalized groups” (Edwina), failed to “shut down hatred” (Kit) or allowed
public symbols that themselves denigrated people (as Finn noted of their Texas school
mascot, “essentially, it’s like a caricature of a Native American”). Edwina, from Tennessee,
critiqued “administration itself” for blocking needed communications in her school, saying
administration “doesn’t really take any action to prevent [harassment] from happening and
actively resists attempts to try and educate the people at the school.” Kit noted how diversity-
supportive effort was often already “shut down” in their Montana school.

In a more recent experience, Kit shared an example where adults made a trans student use
a bathroom “like underneath the school” (bathroom restrictions are another version of anti-
LGBTQ policy and practice underway in many states) and allowed the student no one to
“confide in.” “She was looking for somebody to kind of confide in, and just kind of be like,
‘hey, can you help me out here?’” And the school just totally shut her down and just made her
feel like absolute crap,” Kit said. Kit critiqued a broader schooltalk climate of enforced
silence, where students had to stay invisible about their full selves and could not “question”
or learn about themselves or others, adding, “it’s like, if you’re questioning anything like it’s
not normal.”

Belonging efforts would be attempts to remedy such exclusion. School climates already
had students like Kit hiding their full identity even from close friends, saying, “like, you
know what, Il just sit on all my stuff. Kind of sweep it under the rug.” Kit compared their
Montana school to a prior school in Washington state that was “Booming with inclusivity,”
where “I’ve seen people, you know, be loved and accepted.” Outside of such ideal
environments, Kit explained, there generally were “very few teachers that really hold that,
you know, viewpoint that everybody deserves love” and will “accept you and love you.”

In discussing such current school support inadequacies, students indicated how restriction
efforts targeting specific forms of student support and instruction threatened to subtract
already-limited supports for belonging often offered by just a few rare teachers, including by
banning specific forms of school talk. Florida, for example, has prohibited all “instruction”
on “sexual orientation or gender identity” K-8 (other than state-approved health curricula
that must emphasize binary gender and heterosexual marriage) and 9-12 outside of
standards-required instruction. Florida law by spring 2023 would also start newly limiting
use of students’ preferred pronouns, by banning educators “asking” students about pronouns
they prefer (PEN America, 2025). Florida’s Governor has caricatured K12 efforts as
“pornographic and inappropriate materials that have been snuck into our classrooms and
libraries to sexualize our students” (Governor Ron Desantis Debunks Book Ban Hoax,
2023). From within this state, Addie noted how typical school culture had already kept
sexual orientation not “visible” or talked about, leading her to “hide” in classrooms of single
supportive teachers who let her talk about her identity.

Amidst policy efforts to restrict educator talk further, students also noted how in their
schools, it was youth, not educators, who were often the ones more actively affirming and



discussing diversity. Edwina described starting her own Gender and Sexuality Alliance
(GSA) at her Tennessee school since none existed, noting, “A couple of the conversations
have been facilitated by the teachers, but most of them are among the student population.”
Nina, from Missouri, described the school’s Jewish student union teaching peers after a
swastika was scrawled on the school. Addie, from Florida, described students holding peers
accountable for hateful speech, noting, “I think the students do probably a better job, even
than the school itself, at like holding other people accountable.” Kit noted some peer groups
fostering safety in their Montana school, as “the school has done absolutely nothing to
support kids or kind of create a safe space for kids, even though they are well aware that it is
not completely safe.”

Into these imperfect yet ideally improvable educational environments, students’ states
introduced official restriction policy to reduce supports further. As we show in our final
subsection, students as of 2023 described state contexts and local responses both seeking and
starting to limit the already-limited classroom and school learning and dialogue youth
desired. Far from shutting down widespread “woke” teaching or imagined “gender ideology”
enforcement in schools (as restriction efforts themselves distort), students gave glimpses of
how both state and locally aligned restriction efforts were targeting and starting to squash
extremely preliminary efforts at basic learning and belonging. Some such efforts showed
local educators reacting fearfully to state policy. Other glimpses showed local restriction
energy aligned with such restriction policy.

Limiting already-limited learning and belonging: students weigh in on restriction
efforts’ effects

Speaking from Tennessee, Edwina indicated awareness of new state efforts to “ban” already-
limited teaching about the basic facts of “injustice” related to race. “In public school I would
say that T have not really encountered any like educational content revolving around
injustice,” she said, adding, “that’s gradually being banned in my state.” In Tennessee, a
proposal had been filed in 2021 to also prohibit schools “from adopting or using textbooks
and instructional materials or supplemental instructional materials that promote, normalize,
support or address lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender issues or lifestyles” (PEN America,
2025). Now, state legislation sought generally to redefine “sex” and strip legal protections
from transgender individuals — amidst a recent law banning gender-affirming care itself for
minors (Reed, 2023; Stockard, 2024). Edwina indicated how even proposed or pending state
legislative efforts (which she called “banned”) seemingly gave her principal warrant to
bluntly forbid a GSA poster even explaining the meaning of “transgender” to peers:

Educational materials pertaining to sexuality or gender identity are banned in Tennessee. So when
our student organization—I run the GSA this year — tried to create a poster like [...] giving the
definition of what transgender means, the school rejected it [...] the principal originally said it was
political. And then, when we started raising a fuss about it, he contacted the school’s lawyer who
told him about the law, and that gave him the legal reason to stop it from going out.

In Texas, Finn — who had mentioned teachers newly afraid to teach the perspectives of
“marginalized” people — described further how local school board actions aligned with
and accelerated state-level restriction on learning and belonging. Even if “individual
teachers [...] make an effort to like, reach out to students and make them feel accepted,”
Finn said, overall “policies” of the district shaped climate for all through “like the policies
that come down from the top.” In Finn’s district, new school board members backed by
monied religious groups (a dynamic in Texas and nationally; see Hixenbaugh, 2024) were
considering banning basic children’s books if even single local residents complained.
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restriction bills and laws, including in these students’ states (Pollock et al., 2024, PEN
2023):

When books get banned in my school district, they get taken off the shelf for 10 years [....] [ know
one of the books that was on the list to be reviewed potentially for a ban. [...] Basically like books
get submitted for review. Like — if only one parent complains about them, and submits a form and
says it’s not appropriate, or whatever, it has to be reviewed by the school district. And I think to
some extent this committee, they have to determine if books are appropriate, which is a little
ridiculous. But there was one book called My Feet is Fresh, which is literally just about a black girl
getting a haircut that she likes, and she’s like 5years old. And for some reason someone thought
that was bad because they were like racist. And so they decided to like, report that book. Yeah, it’s
weird.

Finn added that even single “bigots” could ban Black voices from schools and districts:

I mean, it just kind of seems like the school district is giving far too much [...] I guess the word
would be, leeway to bigots, essentially. Because it literally only takes one bigot for [a book] to be
banned.

Finn said their Texas district’s new “ban”-oriented School Board did not seem to represent
the local majority supportive of basic learning and dialogue, with even a former local
“conservative” school board member ousted by the new Board (“she was actually a
conservative Trump supporter. She just didn’t support the book bans.”). New members were
deleting LGBTQ voices from school book collections, too, also amidst state-level anti-
transgender policy pressure. Finn described how the new “School Board passed this policy
that [bans] any mention of like gender fluidity, so like basically, people being transgender.”
The policy was turning into “an excuse to ban books that, like, surround like LGBTQ people,
an identity, and just like that sort of lived experience”:

In November they passed the policy that was essentially getting rid of any books that mentioned
gender fluidity. And there were I think, like [...] 70 people that signed up to speak at a school board
meeting, [and] most of them were against [the book bans]- there were like a few people who were
actually for that. But [...] a lot of the people that are on the school board were elected by like this PAC
that has dumped like hundreds of thousands of dollars into local school board races near where I live,
and they did a lot of the work to make sure that those people got elected. So the school board, it’s not
necessarily responsive to things that the people in the community say. They’re probably just responsive
to like whoever pays for their campaigns.

Finn thus noted the role of vocal minority complainers in subtracting student support for all,
a pattern in other states and localities bending to the national “conflict campaign” (Pollock
etal., 2023, 2024; Meehan et al., 2023). Describing the PAC further, Finn said explicitly that
Board members sought to align learning only with “conservative Christian” values versus
“the opinions of students” on what would support their learning:

It’s called Patriot Mobile [....] it’s like a Christian cell phone company. And [...] they advertise
essentially that they support, like conservative Christian values. And [...] some of their proceeds
go to this PAC that pays for these people’s school board campaign. It’s really weird, like [....] I
mean, honestly, it kind of just seems pretty clear that the school district [now] just like doesn’t
really care that much about the opinions of students. Because, like, there used to be [...] people in
leadership that were like actually pretty decent.

Finn noted that local critics also were saying “mean things online” about students speaking at
school board meetings. In this climate of fear, few teachers wanted to “speak out publicly”:



There’s not a lot of teachers that are really willing to like speak out publicly. Because it’s basically
understood that if they say anything like, really that impactful about how they don’t want the
district to do it, they’ll probably get fired.

Finn concluded, “Tt definitely does create sort of an atmosphere towards people who do
actually speak out — that they like, really should just shut up.”

State policy plus local restriction effort (here, fueled by an externally funded ideological
subgroup) were thus contributing to subtracting some of the very supports for learning,
inclusion and belonging that students said they wanted.

In Florida, Addie spoke relatedly of new threats to her own wish to learn directly in
school about pronouns, a form of “instruction” now threatened by her state’s expanding ban
on any instruction about sexual orientation or gender identity and in spring/summer 2023, a
support directly limited by new state regulation that “students, teachers, and employees may
not be required to use pronouns that do not align with someone’s biological sex” (PEN
America Index of Educational Intimidation Bills). Such laws apply directly to public schools,
but Addie described how a school administrator had further shut down students’ efforts even
to wear rainbow masks in protest of the legislation even in her private school, forbidding
students’ personal expression of beliefs as too “political.” Addie noted of this blocking of
student speech, “we just wanted to do something so simple. And we couldn’t.”

Addie had described her own coming-out journey as reliant on just a few caring school
staff offering 1-1 support dialogue. Speaking of her elective teacher’s classroom, she stated,
“He made sure that there was always a place that I could go to.” New regulations in Florida
mandate that educators must notify parents of any “change in the student’s services or
monitoring related to the student’s mental, emotional, or physical health or well-being” (HB
1557, 2022). But Addie described wishing that more students could experience teacher—
student confidentiality and trust, describing a type of student—teacher dialogue directly
targeted in Florida laws:

[...] the trust that I have with him, and that I know that everything he would do for me would be in
my best interest, and that he’s not gonna divulge any of the secrets that I tell him, or any of the
things that a normal teacher would. It definitely makes me feel a lot safer. And so I just think, if
that could be somehow made universal, I think that would really help.

Students also described subtraction (and prevention) of race-related dialogues desired by
students. In Florida, the state rejected an AP African-American Studies pilot course in 2023,
saying it did not comply with new state restriction policies on discussing race and racism.
Addie, a white/Latina student, summed up that “Supporting equality” is “very much
outlawed here.” Noting that “if you don’t study the past it repeats itself,” Avery, a white
student, argued that Florida students were being blocked from considering thoughtful “new
solutions” to shared issues:

I think banning the AP curriculum is not the way to go. We need smart, sharp minded people that
are going to find new solutions, that are going to redo things. Everybody is scared of kicking up
the dust [...] but I think that that’s what we need to do. Sometimes it’s important to, to build new
things that hadn’t been done before. That’s how we’ve gotten anywhere ever, is by challenging
what we already know.

Addie anticipated the likely consequences of “ignoring every bad thing that has happened” re
inequality. Addie’s take was far from Florida’s caricature of history education as “subjective
indoctrination that pushes collective guilt” (Florida Department of Education, 2023):

I think what we need to [...] teach people and future generations is, like, to acknowledge
everyone’s differences and appreciate them instead of just ignoring them. To understand that there
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is inequality in the world, not just [....] ignore the problem. Because if you ignore the problem, it’s
only going to get worse.

Avery added that Florida had put educators in a “sticky spot” re discussing race, gender and
sexuality, with many fearing “being called out.” The ultimate victims of such policy would
be undereducated Florida students, Avery argued. Avery shared another example of
punishing a teacher’s attempt to include a LGBTQ character in a film:

There’s a lot of like, restrictive legislature, in Florida right now [....] [saying] like, legally, you
cannot talk about that. [....] There was like a teacher that showed a PG Disney movie or
something. And there was like, a gay couple with two guys. And [....] they tried to, like, sue her.
And [...] I think most of it comes out of fear for getting caught up [...] It’s kind of stopped people
from wanting to say what they think, [which I] think is very harmful.

Avery described subtracting “conversations” from school, as harming students:

[...]Tdon’t know what they’re trying to make students [be]. Like, at the end of the day, I think it’s
gonna make students less fluid on like, a national scale. [...] Like, a global scale. It’s hard to
compete with people when you’re not properly educated on certain things. [...]

I just think that you need to have that kind of awareness. You need to hear those conversations.
And stopping certain [learning] from happening is dangerous in a lot of ways. [...] there are a lot
of classes that are [...] like being proposed to be banned and stuff. And I think it could just be
really damaging to, like, our future.

Nina also added how efforts to restrict learning in Missouri threatened to subtract necessary
student supports. Failing to study history “comprehensively” would create a “warped
perception” of both history and peers among students, she said, because if students did not
“understand, like, what happened to create [...] like the social structure we have today,” they
could not “try to create one that is more equal”:

It kind of scares me a little bit, because I’'m like, you know [...] What is the point to this? Where is this
going? I honestly don’t really understand why people are doing [this] [...] Like it kind of scares me,
because I feel like students and children who are going throughout the education system here, they
should have a comprehensive understanding of our history, and current social issues as well. Because if
children have, like a warped perception of [...] what happened historically, like historical events, it
could cause them to develop like a warped perception also of [...] the people they see. So I think it can
kind of perpetuate a lot of kind[s] of bias, and a lot of bad things can stem from that.

Nina described book bans and deletions of dialogue she had heard of in her state that were
taking necessary opportunity from students:

Honestly [banning] The Color Purple was really concerning to me. [...] like Alice Walker is a
really acclaimed writer, and the book [....] It has a very important message. And kids aren’t able to
understand, or like, see that message now. And with To Kill a Mockingbird, which kind of shows
like the historical backdrop of like the South. And when we ban things like this, it kind of just
takes away the opportunity for children to learn about it. And when we see that things [that are] to
be taught in history [are] being banned as well, like certain historical events, or like things that
could make students uncomfortable — it’s just not a good look. Because whenever things like this
are banned and children aren’t able to like, understand this, or like, really know what happened in
history, they won’t really understand the events that kind of led up to today [....] And [...] if you
want to like, move forward in society?— I think moving backward in education is probably not the
way to do that.

From Montana (where the state Attorney General’s active opinion “finds that certain
educational practices associated with” “Critical Race Theory” or “Antiracism” violate the



Civil Rights Act and are subject to prosecution” [PEN America, 2025]), Kit suggested that
subtracting “different viewpoints” would blunt students’ development in critical thinking, a
point made by researchers as well (Lee et al., 2021):

The banning of the books is just a way to kind of hide a part of the world [....] Whether that be like
Black history, books, or anything like that. Something that shows a different viewpoint is being
banned. And without that different viewpoint we can't truly make our own opinions, and we can't
really make up our minds for ourselves. Other people are making our minds up for us.

From Tennessee, Edwina mused at length on the distortions behind the energy to “ban”
“certain ideas” and the consequences of such restriction for student development. With
“ideas” taken out of schools, students would be blocked from becoming “well-rounded
individuals” able to think critically, and limited in developing values of “treating other
people with [...] respect”:

The idea that certain ideas are too dangerous for students to come into contact with is
preposterous, especially when you’re talking about high school age students. Like, do I think that
literal pornography shouldn’t be in elementary school libraries? Yes. But is that happening? No.
[...]it’s restricting our ability to access materials that we want to see in the classroom. And it’s
also [....] restricting like our ability to help the student populace grow and understand better.
School is about learning. It’s not about enforcing.

And I think [....] The battle that we're fighting right now [...] that’s always been [...] fought in
public schools ever since [they were] made, really—is, you know, is school a place where people
learn and become more well rounded individuals? Or is it a place where we become workers?
Because that’s really what these kinds of book bannings and material restrictions are doing. It’s
eliminating the kind of conscience that’s required to understand why what the politicians who are
advocating for the banning [are] doing, is bad.

[...] And it’s just part of a power play, obviously. But it’s also part of an effort to mold children
into exactly what they want to see, rather than allowing them to grow and change of their own
accord, to have access to the information and to make their own decision about it [....] If you’re
introduced to books that promote diversity and kindness, and other core values of a healthy
childhood, at a young age, you’re going to start growing up kind of understanding those values and
treating other people with that same respect.

Finally, from Texas, Finn described a final potential subtraction exacerbated by restrictions:
students were literally losing peers who felt targeted by policy and teachers who felt unable
to support students. Finn noted of district bans on learning about “gender fluidity,” within a
restriction-oriented state:

A lot of people I know are like [...] that have that experience, are essentially, just like moving out
of state for college because they don’t want to really be around, like, TX and its policies. [...] Like
the vast majority of people I know are just like moving out of state because of those kinds of
policies.

Finn hinted at potential outcomes for schools overall:
I do know that there’s like a decent number of teachers that are planning to leave, like either this
year or within the next couple of years. Because of a lot of the stuff that the district has done.

We conclude by asking how in a subtraction-oriented context, energy can be reoriented to
improve on and increase such basic dialogue in schools as students here desired — and
researchers suggest.
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Discussion

Angela Valenzuela’s (1999) work on subtractive schooling raises a fundamental question:
should not systems pivot to add supports that both youth and researchers say would support
everyone’s success?

In describing their recent experiences in schools inside restriction-oriented states and
localities, youth indicated how both state regulation efforts and local adult actions were
threatening and starting to subtract from schools even incipient and potential dialogue for
learning and belonging. That is, these youth in 2023 noted that their schools’ existing efforts
to support learning and belonging had already been too minimal, with new restrictions now
removing strikingly basic work (a marginalized perspective, a book with Black characters, a
basic definition of the word “transgender”). State and related local restriction pressure
threatened to further limit youths’ already-limited opportunities to experience inclusion,
critical thinking and belonging that youth wanted added to schools — and researchers call for
as well.

Conflict campaigners and state politicians have sought openly to constrain and even
delete, from schools, targeted realms of diversity- and inequality-related talk — often through
caricaturing educators’ actual efforts and then chilling real dialogue about facts, experiences
and perspectives (Pollock et al., 2022a, 2023, 2024). At this writing, federal actors — a new
President and Education Department — are ramping up demands for such deletion nationally
(e.g. Trump, 2025; U.S. Department of Education, 2025), adapting the targeted “concepts”
from state laws and seemingly targeting all race-conscious activity, transgender supports or
work on “diversity, equity, and inclusion” (“DEI”). But youth indicated how such restriction
efforts would stunt and were stunting access to basic educational improvements that could
support their success.

Far from demanding caricatures of “woke” instruction, importantly, students here
expressed very basic desires for school talk engaging with multiple perspectives and
experiences; analyzing inequality past and present; and conveying equal human value,
desires that are supported by research, by long-established goals for public education
(Rogers, 2025), and actually, by most US parents. Recent studies show that the majority of
parents want their children engaged in inclusive inquiry and critical thinking about our
diverse nation, K12 and particularly at the age of the youth interviewed here (Polikoff et al.,
2022).

Such aspirations hinge on talk being allowed, encouraged and improved on in
schools — on educators themselves learning to facilitate richer dialogues about
accurate history, to engage more diverse voices and perspectives in books and
classrooms, to welcome diverse experiences and identities more explicitly and to
invite both celebratory and critical analyses of society past and present. Along these
lines, few students here were satisfied yet by the schools they attended: students
wanted their schools to improve on diversity and inclusion work, not remove it. In
sharing their basic desires for learning, belonging and student support, these students
made clear that the basically inclusive schools they wanted did not yet exist. With such
work barely starting, students indicated how new efforts to restrict ideas, instruction
and inclusion efforts threatened to subtract necessary and desired support from
students — or were already doing so. Proposed or actual “bans” on such learning were,
they indicated, simply blunting schools from improving toward the basic goals youth
and researchers have for them.

Educators in restriction states and localities are themselves thus left in the bind of refusing
students basic improvements to learning, skill-building and belonging to comply with policy
threat (Pollock et al., 2024). Advocates for students, from parents to lawyers to youth



themselves, might instead support education improvement by holding states to their
purported intention: to protect students from harm. With evidence mounting that restriction
efforts deny students opportunity and belonging instead of protecting them as purported
(Woo et al., 2024; Pollock et al., 2024), policymakers must be asked to consider head-on the
effects of “bans” and to focus instead on supporting educators to improve the realms of work
they target, heeding both researchers’ and students’ own calls for supporting the success of
youth versus politicians’ ideological preferences. We have argued elsewhere that local
leaders, educators and public school supporters alike need to stand firm in proactive
explanations for diversity-related work and talk in schools (Pollock et al., 2023), clarifying
why it benefits students. Especially as federal actors caricature and threaten K12 work using
federal levers, a focus on ongoing efforts to improve engagement of diversity and inequality,
as youth and researchers suggest, could help advocates turn a focus on opportunity
subtraction toward opportunity addition.

Conclusion

We came to view restriction efforts as attempting to limit students’ school access to the very
conversation realms and learning supports they craved. As shown here, students offered
basic aspirational takes on the school-based talk, learning and support they thought would
help them and their peers develop into skilled and compassionate participants in a diverse
society. Students called for learning about and from each other, learning about the
complexities of our society and feeling a sense of belonging at school. They asked to learn
from a diversity of perspectives and experiences, to learn about contributions from all
communities and to learn about the history of inequality and the past shaping the present, to
improve the country collectively today. Students also described the supportive school
climates they wanted to be able to learn. They called for building school climates of
belonging, where students could learn to appreciate and listen to other people and where
people communicated they “love who you are” — and at the very least, you are “allowed to
exist” as yourself.

All goals hinged on a desired ability to talk freely inside schools — the very freedom that
“gag orders” seek to limit (PEN America, 2022). While restriction policies purport to
improve schools, current restriction efforts actually seek and function to stunt and cease,
rather than improve, the basic school talk and dialogue that both youth and researchers too
have said would support student success.

Public education thus finds itself in a key moment to replace the subtraction of student
support with addition of it. Students made clear that their basic desires for learning and
inclusion were not yet realized in schools and that further subtraction would limit and was
limiting already-limited supports for students. While advocates continue to challenge the ways
education restriction policies are abridging both free expression rights and learning opportunity
itself (Watson, 2023), researchers of US education need to explore — and quickly — whether and
how such schooltalk is being subtracted in restriction states and districts and to make the
additive case far more loudly for improving student support instead.

Note

1. We urge readers to view PEN America’s index at https:/airtable.com/appg59iDuPhlLPPFp/
shrtwubfBUo2tuHyO/tbl49yod710100TCk/viw6VOxb6SUYd5nXM?blocks=hide for a detailed
list of regulations in each state, and direct links to laws. Summaries of laws, bills, and state
policies in this article come from this index and are referenced as “PEN America, 2025”.
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