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NORTH KITSAP — For the past three years, North Kitsap School District has tried to

address the needs of transgender students, according to Assistant Superintendent Chris

Willits.

What restrooms and locker rooms will they use? On which sports teams will they play? And

how will the district protect students whose gender identity or gender expression make

them a target for bullying?

The district now has a policy — modeled after one drafted by state education officials — that

recognizes transgender students as a protected group. Now officially, students can use

restrooms and locker rooms of the gender with which they identify. Transgender athletes,

already protected under Title IX, can play whatever sport they choose if they qualify under

Washington Interscholastic Activities Association rules, the policy clarifies.

The Legislature in 2010 beefed up its civil rights laws by prohibiting discrimination in public

schools on the basis of gender identity — one’s internal sense of being male, female, both or

neither, regardless of gender assigned at birth — and gender expression — how a person

expresses gender through dress, mannerisms, interests or activities.

North Kitsap is among a growing number of Washington districts — and the first in Kitsap

and North Mason counties — to adopt the model policy, which the state’s Office of the

Superintendent of Public Instruction and the Washington State School Directors

Association drafted last year.
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NK’s transgender policy, approved in September, goes above and beyond the district’s anti-

discrimination rules. It’s not required under state or federal laws, but Willits says the policy

— and procedures that stem from it — help school staff navigate the sometimes confusing

issues that arise, including school records and how to handle name changes.

Confusion is understandable and easy to clear up, said Aiden Key of the Seattle-based

advocacy organization Gender Diversity. Key consulted with North Kitsap last summer and

has worked with schools since 2007. He praised the state as forward-thinking where

transgender students are concerned.

“What we encounter is a lot of fear that has to do with the fact that this is unknown,” Key

said. “The schools that took those early steps were just greatly relieved.”

Key helps school staffers understand the difference between being transgender and being

gay. The latter has to do with sexual attraction. Being transgender is simply how a person

feels inside.

In some cases, very young children state they identify as male or female, regardless of their

physiology at birth. In most cases, though, making the transition is a rough, rocky journey

that can last into adulthood, Key said.

Until recently, there was widespread lack of understanding about being transgender, which

made the journey downright dangerous. One national study of transgender people showed

that 41 percent had attempted suicide; the national average is 1.6 percent.

To address the logistics of working with transgender students, Key invites school staff to

bring up situations that might arise. Most districts, including North Kitsap, meet with

students and their parents to discuss individual preferences. According to Key, some

transgender students prefer to use private facilities; most districts are willing and able to

accommodate them.

“All these individual circumstances are very sensitive to the student and very sensitive to the

family. There’s a need for sensitivity,” attorney Lynette Baisch said at the Sept. 25 meeting

where the North Kitsap board discussed its policy.”



Baisch, an expert on schools and transgender issues, said having a policy in place could help

the district avert litigation.

“This is an area that can present a challenge to staff,” Baisch said. “There is a benefit to

ensuring that staff have some guidance on handling these issues when they come up.”

Board member Scott Henden questioned the practice of allowing transgender students into

the locker room of their choice.

“We have a person who identifies as a female but she still has male organs, and she’s going

to go in the females’ locker room and take showers with them?” he said. “Does that make

sense to anybody? I mean we talk about having a safe environment. I don’t think that’s safe.

I don’t think it’s appropriate.”

Baisch explained that to deny the student access would constitute discrimination, and, yes,

she said in response to another question from Henden, that applies to transgender adults, as

well.

“That does not mean you need to let anyone who wants to, wander into any locker room,”

she added. But that’s part of a broader question of campus safety, not rightly part of the

transgender discussion, Baisch said.

“When there’s a time of change it can be uncomfortable,” Key said. “But what I’ve witnessed

over and over is that it’s mostly resolved smoothly. These practices are in place because

they’ve been proven to work for the entire school community, not just the transgender

students.”

At Bremerton High School, restroom use by transgender students just seems to happen

naturally without any fuss or formal policy, said Patty Krisher, adviser to the school’s Gay

Straight Alliance.

“It feels like a nonissue right now to me,” she said. “I think most people just go, do their

business and get the heck out.”



While there might be “pockets of discrimination,” there’s a culture of acceptance at

Bremerton High, Krisher said. “We have a pretty open staff and student body. I ask my

students all the time, ‘What are the problems?’ The worst thing they have is the students are

confused or uneducated, and we simply educate them on the terms.”

Bremerton School District does not have a formal policy regarding transgender students and

no immediate plans to adopt one, spokeswoman Patty Glaser said.
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