March 31, 2016

TO:

All North Carolina Public School Administrators, Local Boards of Education, and Public
Institutions of Higher Learning and their Counsel

RE:

Potential Legal Liability Arising from Failure to Follow Federal Law Regarding
Equal Access to Sex-Specific Facilities for Transgender Students, Notwithstanding
House Bill 2

On March 23, 2016, North Carolina Governor Pat McCrory signed into law House Bill 2
(“H.B. 2”), also known as the “Public Facilities Privacy & Security Act.” The law purports to
require access to all sex-specific public restrooms and changing facilities, including facilities in
public schools and public institutions of higher learning, to be based only on “biological sex,”
which is defined by the gender marker on a person’s birth certificate.
We are making this open letter available to all administrators of public schools and higher
education institutions in North Carolina, as well as counsel who advise them, to inform them that
compliance with H.B. 2’s provisions concerning access to facilities violates federal law and puts
school districts at risk of loss of federal funding as well as lawsuits by federal agencies and
private parties.
Because this provision of H.B. 2 directly conflicts with federal law, it is legally
invalid. Public educational institutions have no obligation to comply with this provision of
H.B. 2, and any attempt to comply with it is a violation of federal law. For this reason, the
best course for any public educational institution considering its legal obligations under
H.B. 2 is to allow all students to access facilities based on their gender identity, as federal
law requires.
NCLR is a national non-profit legal organization dedicated to protecting and advancing
the civil rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people (“LGBT”) and their families
through litigation, public policy advocacy, and public education. NCLR’s Transgender Youth
Project represents transgender students in cases involving discrimination by educational
institutions throughout the country. We offer this advice to North Carolina’s public education
community based on decades of experience working with the United States Department of
Education (“Department of Education”) and other federal agencies and litigating cases involving
discrimination in education.
LEGAL ANALYSIS
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Discriminatory policies that fail to treat transgender students consistent with their gender
identity, such as the policy H.B. 2 purports to require, violate federal nondiscrimination laws. All
students, including transgender students, are protected against sex-based discrimination under
federal law. Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 (“Title IX”) prohibits discrimination
“on the basis of sex” in any education program, such as a public school, that receives federal
financial assistance.1
Binding guidance issued by the U.S. Department of Education and rulings from
numerous federal courts have made clear that Title IX protects students from discrimination
based on their gender identity, gender nonconformity, or transgender status, and that transgender
students must be treated consistent with their gender identity for all purposes, including in the
use of facilities, programs, and activities.2 The Office for Civil Rights (“OCR”) of the
Department of Education, which enforces Title IX, has published guidance making explicit that
“Title IX’s sex discrimination prohibition extends to claims of discrimination based on gender
identity . . . and OCR accepts such complaints for investigation” and resolution.3
The U.S. Department of Education has clarified that Title IX requires schools to treat
transgender students consistent with their gender identity with respect to single-sex facilities.4
The U.S. Department of Education and U.S. Department of Justice have entered into several
binding settlement agreements requiring school districts to allow transgender students to use
restrooms and other sex-specific facilities that correspond to their gender identity—just like all
other boys and girls.5 While Title IX permits schools to maintain gender-segregated facilities, it
requires schools to give students access to those facilities on the basis of their gender identity,
and schools may not determine access based solely on the gender marker that appears on a
student’s birth certificate. The Department’s interpretation is also consistent with the vast
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number of federal courts and agencies that have likewise ruled with near-unanimity in the past
15 years that discrimination against transgender people is sex discrimination under federal laws.6
Federal agencies, including the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development,7
the U.S. Department of Justice,8 the U.S. Department of Labor,9 the U.S. Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission,10 and the Occupational Health and Safety Administration,11 all have
concluded that transgender people must be allowed to use sex-specific facilities that are
consistent with their gender identity and that to deny access is a form of sex discrimination.
School districts that fail to provide equal opportunity to transgender students in their
programs, activities and facilities are vulnerable to civil liability and the loss of federal funding.
Lawsuits and investigations may be instituted by the U.S. Department of Education, U.S.
Department of Justice, other federal agencies, or private parties. Public institutions that
discriminate in this manner also face liability under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 for violation of transgender
students’ constitutional rights, including their right to equal protection of the laws.12
The existence of a state law that purports to require North Carolina public schools to
discriminate against transgender students will not insulate schools or school officials from
liability under federal law, and schools are not required to comply with any state law that
conflicts with Title IX. When a state law conflicts with federal law, the state law is invalid and
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may not be followed.13 This includes, but is not limited, to cases where “compliance with both
federal and state regulations is a physical impossibility.”14 H.B. 2 is such a law. Compliance with
the law is impossible without putting public higher education institutions and school districts that
receive federal funding in violation of Title IX and the U.S. Constitution.
For all of these reasons, the best course of action for North Carolina public educational
institutions that wish to minimize their legal risk of federal investigations, loss of funding, and
lawsuits is simply to ignore H.B. 2 and allow all students to access facilities based on their
gender identity, as federal law requires. In addition to avoiding liability, supporting and
affirming transgender students in school is essential to their overall health and well-being,
including their ability to grow academically.
OFFER OF ASSISTANCE
NCLR has decades of experience helping schools and universities implement strong
policies that protect all students, including LGBT students, against all forms of discrimination,
including with respect to sex-specific facilities. Such policies provide a safe and supportive
environment for all students and ensure compliance with federal laws and regulations.
We encourage all administrators to consult Schools in Transition: A Guide for Supporting
Transgender Students in K-12 Schools for more information.15 For additional assistance in
implementing policies that comply with federal law and enhance all students’ safety and
potential for success, please also feel free to contact our legal helpline at 1.800.528.6257.
Sincerely,

Asaf Orr
Transgender Youth Project Staff Attorney
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