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eachers’ instruction is influenced by a multitude of factors, such as state standards, curricu-

lum materials, student needs, world events, and district or school policies. Since spring 2021,

teachers have experienced a new factor that could influence their instruction: state policies

that prohibit or limit instruction related to race, gender, or sexual orientation. The first set

of state restrictions prohibited the purported tenets of critical race theory and/or a set of concepts

KEY FINDINGS

Among the ten social and political topics the survey asked about,
teachers most frequently taught about social and emotional learn-
ing (SEL) (90 percent), stories or histories about people of color
(80 percent), and racial inequality (69 percent). Teachers least
commonly taught about gun control or gun rights (30 percent) and
pro-life or pro-choice positions (16 percent).

With the exception of SEL, when teachers addressed social and
political topics in class, they mostly did so infrequently.

Secondary school teachers—especially those teaching social
studies or English language arts—were more likely than elemen-
tary teachers and teachers of other subjects to address most of
the ten topics.

Teachers in states with restrictions were less likely to address SEL
and gender- and sexual orientation—-related topics than their coun-
terparts in states without restrictions, even after controlling for
other potential explanatory factors.

perceived as divisive related to race
and gender that are connected to cri-
tiques of critical race theory, such as
unconscious bias, the notion that “the
United States is fundamentally racist
or sexist,” or the idea that individu-
als should feel “discomfort, guilt, or
anguish” because of their race or sex,
among others (Friedman and Tager,
2021). In 2022, after the passage of
Florida’s Parental Rights in Education
Act—known colloquially as the Don’t
Say Gay law—some states enacted

a second set of restrictions that
explicitly prohibit classroom instruc-
tion related to sexual orientation and
gender identity (Young, Friedman,
and Meehan, 2023).


https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1108-14.html
https://www.rand.org/education-and-labor/survey-panels/aep.html

Abbreviations

AEP American Educator Panels

ELA English language arts

LGBTQ+ lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
queer, and questioning

SEL social and emotional learning

As of the writing of this report in late 2024, 20
U.S. states have enacted such restrictions: 13 states
have prohibited critical race theory and/or various
divisive concepts related to race and gender, two
states have prohibited instruction related to sexual
orientation or gender identity, and five states have
restricted both divisive concepts and sexual orienta-
tion or gender identity (PEN America, undated).!
Some teachers have expressed uncertainty about
how to interpret the broad concepts and language in
these policies and, as a result, have reported greater
hesitancy about addressing a wide set of topics related
to race and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer,
and questioning (LGBTQ+) people, such as slavery,
historical figures of color, or diverse family structures
(Pollock et al., 2022; Woo et al., 2023).2 In short, these
restrictions have thrust K-12 public school teachers
into a new policy environment.

In early 2022, we began regularly surveying edu-
cators across the United States to understand how
these state restrictions were influencing teaching and
learning. From these surveys, we learned that state
restrictions did appear to have an influence. That
is, about one-third of teachers in states with restric-
tions said that limitations on their instruction were
influencing their curriculum choices or instructional
practices (Woo et al., 2023; Woo et al., 2024). Our
data also suggested that state policies might have led
teachers to limit their instruction about a broader set
of topics not explicitly named in state restrictions,
such as social and emotional learning (SEL), climate
change, and election integrity (Woo et al., 2023).

However, we have little information on how
many teachers address these social and political
topics in their classrooms or which topics they do
and do not address. Moreover, we do not yet know
how the state policy context may be associated with

teachers’ instruction about different topics. This is
important because teachers’ instruction about social
and political topics may depend on the specific topic.
For instance, more teachers (and U.S. adults) support
teaching about race-related topics than such topics
as sexual orientation or gender identity, especially at
younger grade levels (Lin et al., 2024; Polikoff et al.,
2022; Saavedra et al., 2024).

In this report, we explore a central question:
How often are teachers addressing a set of ten dif-
ferent social and political topics in class, including
topics that are and are not explicitly subject to state
restrictions? We explore national patterns by school
grade level because prior work shows that support for
addressing social and political topics in public schools
varies significantly depending on students’ grade level
(Polikoff et al., 2022; Saavedra et al., 2024; Woo et al.,,
2024). We also explore patterns by the subject that
teachers taught because social and political topics are
more likely to arise in English language arts (ELA)
and social studies courses than in other courses,
such as math or science. Finally, we explore teachers’
responses by their state policy context—whether they
teach in a state with or without a restriction.3

We hope our findings will be useful to state and
local education leaders seeking to understand teach-
ers’ instruction about social and political topics.

Data Collection and Analysis

We use survey data from a nationally representative
sample of 1,479 K-12 public school teachers (48.3 per-
cent completion rate) drawn from RAND’s American
Teacher Panel. The survey was administered in Janu-
ary and February 2024. After the data collection was
complete, we weighted the survey to be representative
of the national population of teachers. Survey weights
are calibrated using a mix of person- and school-level
characteristics (e.g., years of teaching experience,
school grade level, enrollment size). For more detail
about the specific sampling and weighting processes
used for the survey, please see the accompanying tech-
nical documentation in Doan et al., 2024.
Throughout this report, we present weighted
descriptive means and proportions. When compar-
ing the responses of respondents in different groups




(e.g., state policy contexts, grade levels, or main sub-
ject), we discuss only the differences that are statisti-
cally significant at p < 0.05, unless otherwise noted.
Our findings should be interpreted as descriptive
characterizations of teachers’ responses. They are not
intended to suggest causality. However, as a robust-
ness check, we also conducted our analyses using
a regression framework. Specifically, we regressed
teachers’ likelihood of addressing social and political
topics on their state policy context, controlling for
a variety of other explanatory factors, including an
array of teacher-, school-, and community-level char-
acteristics. We did not make statistical adjustments
for multiple comparisons because the intent of this
report is to provide exploratory information.

How We Defined the Terms Used in
This Report

The survey items focused on a list of ten social and
political topics: (1) racial inequality, (2) stories or
histories about people of color, (3) election integrity,
(4) climate change, (5) gun control or gun rights,
(6) pro-life or pro-choice positions, (7) stories or
histories about people who identify as LGBTQ+,

(8) gender identity and expression, (9) SEL, and
(10) religion. We asked about these ten social and
political topics because prior studies suggest that
these are topics about which teachers experience
limitations and about which U.S. adults have, at
times, diverging opinions about including in public
schools (Polikoff et al., 2022; Saavedra et al., 2024;
Woo et al., 2023).

For this report, we sorted these ten topics into
two groups: topics that were explicitly subject to state
restrictions and topics that were not explicitly subject
to state restrictions. Topics that were explicitly sub-
ject to state restrictions were related to race, gender,
or sexual orientation:* (1) racial inequality, (2) stories
or histories about people of color, (3) stories or his-
tories about people who identify as LGBTQ+, and
(4) gender identity or expression.

In addition to examining teachers’ responses by
their grade levels and main subjects taught, we exam-
ine teachers’ responses by their state policy context—
that is, whether teachers work in a state with or with-

The surveyed topics
are topics about which
teachers experience
imitations and about
which U.S. adults have,
at times, diverging
opinions about
including in public
schools.

out a restriction. At the time we administered our
survey in January and February 2024, there were 20
states with restrictions: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida,
Georgia, Idaho, Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Mississippi,
Montana, New Hampshire, North Carolina, North
Dakota, Oklahoma, South Carolina, South Dakota,
Tennessee, Texas, Utah, and Virginia.®

We examine whether and how frequently teach-
ers addressed social and political topics. We describe
teachers as addressing the topics if they said that they
addressed or anticipated addressing the topics at least
once during the 2023-2024 school year. We catego-
rize teachers as addressing the topics rarely if they
said that they addressed or anticipated addressing the
topics “once a year” or “a few times per year” during
the 2023-2024 school year; regularly if they said
“approximately monthly” or “a few times per month”;
or often if they said “approximately weekly,” “a few
times per week,” or “at least daily.” Read more about
how to interpret our findings in the text box.




How to Interpret Our Findings

We acknowledge that our findings are subject to several caveats and urge caution in their interpretation. First,
our findings present teachers’ reports about their instruction of social and political topics rather than their actual
instruction. These reports represent teachers’ estimations and predictions about how frequently they did and
would address social and political topics over the course of the 2023-2024 school year. These reports may be

subject to imperfect recall or social desirability bias.

Second, we do not know how teachers addressed these topics in class. When asking about some topics

(e.g., pro-life or pro-choice positions, gun control or gun rights), we embedded both stances toward the topic in
the same survey item. Thus, even where we do or do not observe differences in the proportions of teachers who
addressed these topics, it is possible that there are substantive differences in how teachers discussed these
topics that are not captured by the quantitative survey data.

Third, when teachers in states with restrictions reported addressing race-, gender-, or sexual orientation-related
topics (that is, topics explicitly covered by such restrictions), readers should not interpret this as an indication
that the teacher necessarily violated the restriction. Many state policies contain broad language that may be
open to interpretation. Additionally, some restrictions, especially those relating to gender identity or sexual ori-
entation, only prohibit discussion of certain topics at lower grade levels.

Among the Ten Social and
Political Topics We Asked
About, Teachers Most Often
Addressed Social and Emotional
Learning and Race-Related
Topics

Among the ten social and political topics we asked
about, teachers most commonly reported teaching
about SEL (90 percent) (see Figure 1). After SEL, the
most common topic teachers reported addressing was
stories or histories about people of color (80 percent),
followed by racial inequality (69 percent). Roughly
one-half or fewer teachers reported addressing the
other social and political topics we asked about.
Teachers least commonly addressed gun control or
gun rights (30 percent) and pro-life or pro-choice
positions (16 percent). With the notable exception of
SEL, when teachers did address these topics in their
classroom instruction, they reported addressing them
relatively infrequently. For example, although 80 per-
cent of teachers addressed stories or histories about
people of color during the 2023-2024 school year,
only 18 percent of teachers addressed this topic often
(i.e., once per week or more). For all other topics
besides SEL, more than one-half of teachers who
addressed these topics at all said that they addressed
them rarely (i.e., once or a few times per year).

Secondary School Teachers—
Especially Those Teaching
Social Studies or English
Language Arts—Were More
Likely Than Their Counterparts
to Teach About Most of the Ten
Topics

We observed notable differences by grade and sub-
ject taught in teachers’ reports of addressing social
and political topics (see Figure 2). For example,
elementary teachers were more likely than their high
school counterparts to address SEL. They were also
especially likely to include stories or histories about
people of color in their classroom instruction. For
instance, 87 percent of elementary teachers reported
addressing stories or histories about people of color
in their classroom instruction compared with 78 per-
cent of middle school teachers and 70 percent of high
school teachers.

For most of the remaining social and political
topics, secondary school teachers—especially high
school teachers—were more likely to address these
topics than their elementary school counterparts.
For example, 60 percent of high school teachers
addressed gender identity and expression in their
classroom instruction—double the percentage of
elementary teachers who did so. These findings align




FIGURE 1

Percentage of Teachers Who Addressed or Anticipated Addressing Social and
Political Topics in Class During the 2023-2024 School Year, by Frequency of
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NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following survey question posed to teachers: “This school year (2023-24), how frequently
are you addressing, or do you anticipate addressing, each of the following social and political topics in class?” (n = 1,435). We defined
teachers as addressing the topic often if they responded that they taught about the topic approximately weekly, a few times per week, or at
least daily. We defined teachers as addressing the topic regularly if they responded that they taught about it approximately monthly or a few
times per month. We defined teachers as addressing the topic rarely if they responded that they taught about it once a year or a few times

per year. Bars may not sum to totals because of rounding.

with our prior research, which revealed that teach-
ers who supported limitations did so in part because
they said that these social and political topics, espe-
cially those relating to gender or sexual orientation,
were not appropriate for young children (Woo et al.,
2023). Teachers of all grade levels, however, were

just as likely to address racial inequality and climate
change.

As shown in Figure 2, secondary school social
studies and ELA teachers were particularly likely to
address social and political topics. We observed this
pattern for the race-, gender-, and sexual orientation-




FIGURE 2

Percentage of Teachers Who Addressed or Anticipated Addressing Social and
Political Topics in Class During the 2023-2024 School Year, by Grade and Subject
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NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following survey question posed to teachers: “This school year (2023-24), how frequently
are you addressing, or do you anticipate addressing, each of the following social and political topics in class?” (n = 1,404). Subject estimates
exclude teachers whose main subject taught is not general elementary or one of the core academic subjects at the secondary level. An
asterisk (*) indicates that the percentage of teachers who taught that subject or grade level who reported addressing or anticipated
addressing a social or political topic was statistically significantly different (p < 0.05) than the reference group (i.e., elementary teachers or
math teachers). We use math teachers as the reference group for the subject taught comparisons because math teachers were consistently
the least likely (or among the least likely) teachers to address social and political topics.

related topics explicitly covered by state restrictions.
For example, nine in ten social studies and ELA
teachers reported addressing the race-related topics
we asked about—two to three times the share of math
teachers who did similarly. This pattern extended to
social and political topics not explicitly covered by
state restrictions, including election integrity, gun
control or gun rights, and pro-life or pro-choice
positions. The fact that social studies teachers were
especially likely to report addressing these topics is
unsurprising because they might arise organically in
secondary school social studies courses, such as gov-
ernment, world history, or global issues. ELA teach-

ers also might naturally encounter these topics in
readings that are included in the curriculum.

Teachers in States with
Restrictions Were Less Likely
to Address Some, but Not All,
Social and Political Topics in
Class

Looking first at the topics explicitly covered by state
restrictions, we find that teachers in states with
restrictions were less likely than their counterparts




in states without restrictions to say that they taught
about racial inequality, stories or histories about
people who identify as LGBTQ+, and gender identity
and expression during the 2023-2024 school year
(see Figure 3).

The differences for the gender- and sexual
orientation-related topics were especially large.

FIGURE 3

Teachers in states with restrictions were 23 percent-
age points less likely to teach about gender identity
and expression and 24 percentage points less likely to
address stories or histories about people who identify
as LGBTQ+ than teachers in states without restric-
tions. These differences remained statistically signifi-
cant even after controlling for additional explana-

Percentage of Teachers Who Addressed or Anticipated Addressing Social and
Political Topics in Class During the 2023-2024 School Year, by State Policy Context
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NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following survey question posed to teachers: “This school year (2023-24), how frequently
are you addressing, or do you anticipate addressing, each of the following social and political topics in class?” (n = 1,431). An asterisk (*)
indicates that the percentage of teachers in states with restrictions who reported addressing a social or political topic was statistically
significantly different (p < 0.05) than the percentage of teachers in states without restrictions who said similarly without controls. Two
asterisks (**) indicate that the percentage of teachers in states with restrictions who reported addressing a social or political topic was
statistically significantly different (p < 0.05) than the percentage of teachers in states without restrictions who said similarly after controlling for

an array of teacher-, school-, and community-level characteristics.




The survey results
INdicate that teachers
are teaching about
social and political
topics In the subjects
and grade levels that
align with U.S. adults’
preferences.

tory factors, including an array of teacher-, school-,
and community-level characteristics. Notably, we
observe these differences even though only six of 20
states with restrictions explicitly prohibit instruction
related to gender identity or sexual orientation. All
together, these results provide stronger evidence that
state restrictions—perhaps regardless of their spe-
cific content—are influencing teachers’ likelihood of
addressing these topics in their classrooms.

In a contrasting pattern, teachers in states with
and without restrictions were equally likely to say they
taught stories or histories about people of color. This
finding is notable given teachers’ concerns that state
restrictions are reducing the representation of minori-
tized groups, including people of color, in students’
educational experiences (Woo et al., 2024). However,
we do not have information about the nature or con-
tent of teachers’ instruction—for instance, which
racial or ethnic groups they discussed or how they
discussed these stories or histories.

Prior research suggests that state restrictions
can even influence instruction about topics that
are not explicitly named in restrictions (Woo et al.,
2023). Using our data, we also examined teachers’
likelihood of teaching about other social and politi-
cal topics beyond those explicitly covered in state
restrictions. We observed that teachers in states with
restrictions were less likely than teachers in states

without restrictions to teach about climate change,
SEL, and pro-life or pro-choice positions. For exam-
ple, teachers in states with restrictions were 10 per-
centage points less likely than their counterparts in
states without restrictions to say that they addressed
climate change. However, with the exception of SEL,
these differences were no longer significant after we
controlled for other explanatory factors, suggest-
ing that state restrictions are not a primary driver
of teachers’ reduced instruction on these additional
social and political topics.

Implications

In this report, we present teachers’ reports of their
instruction about ten different social and politi-

cal topics. We explored the extent to which teach-
ers’ instruction varied by their grade level, main
subject, and state policy context. Our findings offer
two implications.

Teachers’ Reports of Their Instruction
About Social and Political Topics Align
Broadly with the Preferences of U.S.
Adults

In the 2023-2024 school year, we found that—with
the exception of SEL, stories or histories about people
of color, racial inequality, and climate change—a
minority of teachers addressed any of the other six
social and political topics we asked about in their
classrooms. When teachers did address any of these
topics, they typically addressed them infrequently
(although SEL was the exception). Secondary school
teachers, especially those who taught ELA or social
studies, were more likely to address social and politi-
cal topics than their elementary, math, and science
teacher counterparts.

These results indicate that teachers are teaching
about social and political topics in the subjects and
grade levels that align with U.S. adults’ preferences.
Public opinion polls show that a majority of U.S.
adults agree that elementary and high school stu-
dents should learn about the contributions of people
of color and racial inequality. By contrast, there is
less support from U.S. adults for teaching about




LGBTQ+-related topics, gun rights, gun control,
pro-life positions, or pro-choice positions at the ele-
mentary level, although there is majority support for
teaching about these topics at the high school level
(Polikoff et al., 2022).

Schools and Districts Should Provide
Teachers Guidance on How to Address
Social and Political Topics in an
Evidence-Based Manner

A majority of teachers did not teach about most of
the social and political topics we asked about. Never-
theless, it is important that when teachers do decide
to teach about these topics, they receive evidence-
based guidance to ensure that they teach these topics
well, factually, and in alignment with best practices
rather than their personal preferences. Ensuring that
teachers engage in instruction about these topics in
an evidence-based manner is also important because
discourse about controversial topics can help stu-
dents’ civic development (Kawashima-Ginsberg and
Junco, 2018; Levine and Kawashima-Ginsberg, 2017;
Pace, 2016).

Pace, Soto-Shed, and Washington (2022) provide
some research-based guidelines on how teachers can
teach about controversial topics—regardless of the
topic. These guidelines ask teachers to consider set-
ting ground rules to support engagement in respect-
ful dialogue, thinking through their position before
providing instruction to students, communicating
proactively about their instruction with families,
and including multiple perspectives to allow for the
development of students’ own critical thinking skills
(Pace, 2021; Pace, Soto-Shed, and Washington, 2022).
Similarly, Hess (2002), who studied the pedagogi-
cal strategies of teachers who were nominated as
experts in teaching about controversial public issues,
highlights how these teachers focused on helping
their students develop the skills necessary to engage
in civil discussion and ensured that discussions
remained student-led rather than teacher-led.

As educators continue to navigate how they
should approach social and political topics in the
classroom, we encourage state, district, and school
leaders, as well as teacher preparation program lead-

ers, to equip teachers with the appropriate resources
(e.g., instructional materials, professional learning,
pre-service training) to ensure that, when these
topics do arise in the classroom, teachers are able to
teach about them in a way that most benefits stu-
dents’ learning.

Limitations

Our findings are subject to several limitations.

First, the survey responses consist of self-reported
information. Although it is a limitation present

in all survey research, it is particularly salient for
this research because we have no way to verify the
accuracy of teachers’ reports about their instruction
of social and political topics. Moreover, we admin-
istered the teacher survey in January and February
2024, in the middle of the 2023-2024 school year,
which required teachers to estimate how often they
anticipated addressing each social and political topic
we asked about for the whole school year. It is pos-
sible that teachers’ recollection about how frequently
they actually did address social and political topics
or their estimates about how frequently they would

[t Is Important that
teachers receive
evidence-pbased
guidance to ensure
that they teach these
topics well, factually,
and in alignment with
Dest practices rather
than their personal
oreferences.




address these topics for the rest of the school year
may be imperfect.

Second, our survey questions about teachers’
instruction of social and political topics focused on
the frequency of their instruction of these topics
rather than on the nature or content of their instruc-
tion. As a result, we do not have information on
what teachers’ instruction entailed when they did
teach about social or political topics. In addition,
because of limited space on the survey, we asked
about topics broadly and, in some cases, included
opposing stances on the topic in the same survey
item (e.g., both pro-life and pro-choice positions).
This item construction makes it difficult for us to
know how teachers approached social and politi-
cal topics in their classrooms. Even when teachers
reported addressing the same topic (e.g., stories or
histories about people of color), we do not have infor-
mation on which stories or histories they empha-

Notes

1 Asofthe writing of this report, the 20 states with restrictions
are Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, Indiana, Iowa,
Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Montana, North Carolina,
North Dakota, Oklahoma, South Carolina, South Dakota, Ten-
nessee, Texas, Utah, and Virginia. Seventeen of these states
prohibit instruction on at least some divisive concepts. Among
the 17 states that prohibit divisive concepts, eight also prohibit
critical race theory. Only one state prohibits instruction on
critical race theory without mentioning divisive concepts. Seven
states have restrictions that explicitly focus on gender identity
and sexual orientation. Among these seven states, only two have
restrictions that focus on these topics, and five also have restric-
tions that prohibit divisive concepts. (This list is slightly differ-
ent from the list of states with restrictions when the survey was
administered. See note five.) To learn more about the specific
policies in each state, see PEN America (undated) and Woo et al.
(2024).

2 Scholars have raised similar concerns, noting that critical
race theory has become a catch-all term for teaching about race,
racism, or diversity broadly (Friedman and Tager, 2021; Pollock
etal., 2022).

3 Importantly, teacher’ responses are also likely shaped by other
factors beyond those that we explicitly examine in this report,
such as teachers’ own demographic characteristics and those

of the student populations they serve. An exploration of these
characteristics is beyond the scope of this report.

4 'We acknowledge that restrictions vary across states and
sometimes limit instruction on other topics, such as controver-
sial issues broadly, or include other identities when describing

sized, which groups of people they taught about, or
how they taught about these stories or histories. We
also do not have information on whether teachers
addressed social and political topics as part of their
formal classroom instruction or as part of informal
classroom discussions or interactions. For instance,
we are not able to differentiate between teachers who
taught about the concept of gender identity in their
classroom instruction or teachers who expressed sup-
port (or a lack of support) for transgender students
in their classrooms. These are all potential areas for
future research.

Third, because of limited space on the survey, we
could not ask teachers about all social and political
topics that might arise in their classrooms. Instead,
we tried to focus on a core set of topics that teach-
ers have raised in our prior research (Woo et al.,
2023) and on which other research has focused
(Polikoff et al., 2022).

divisive concepts in addition to race and gender, such as national
origin, religion, or disability (PEN America, undated).

5 We did not categorize Louisiana as a state with a restriction in
our analysis because Louisiana did not pass its restrictions until
after our survey administration (PEN America, undated). Simi-
larly, we categorized New Hampshire as a state with a restriction,
even though a federal judge struck down the New Hampshire
restriction, because this decision did not occur until after our
survey administration (Walsh, 2024). Among the 20 states that
had restrictions in place prior to our survey administration, 17
had restrictions that prohibited divisive concepts; nine of 17
states also prohibited the purported tenets of critical race theory.
One state had a restriction that prohibited critical race theory
but did not mention any divisive concepts. Six of the 20 states
had restrictions that explicitly prohibited instruction related to
gender identity or sexual orientation. Four states had both types
of restrictions—those that prohibited divisive concepts and those
that prohibited instruction about gender identity or sexual ori-
entation. We acknowledge that state restrictions are not uniform
and not all of the 20 states that we grouped together as states with
restrictions have the same types of restrictions. However, in our
initial analyses, we found that teachers in the 20 states with any
type of restriction, teachers in the six states with restrictions on
instruction related to gender identity or sexual orientation, and
teachers in the 18 states with restrictions on divisive concepts
and/or critical race theory had substantively similar responses.
Therefore, for simplicity, we present the results of teachers in the
20 states with any type of restriction on classroom discussions
about race, gender, or sexual orientation.
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