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hen the editorial collective at Radical Teacher
came up with the idea for soliciting pieces for this
issue, we imagined it as what we call a “"mini-
cluster”: a handful of essays that wouldn't fill a full issue
but would open a conversation on the topic. We wanted to
know: what are you planning to do on the first day of
school under a very new set of political conditions that are
constraining what we teach, how we teach it, and who we
teach it to. Little did we anticipate how many teachers at
every kind of institution, from K-12 to continuing
education, had something to say about how they’ve had to
rework, or at least rethink, their teaching to respond to the
massive changes educators have experienced since
Donald Trump took office for the second time.

Of course, the fallout of Trump’s re-election was not
the first time that teachers have had to grapple with
restrictions on their pedagogy: it's not like things have
been going well for educators in several states in the US
over the past five years. As of 2024, on the K-12 level,
close to twenty-five states, including Montana, South
Dakota, Utah, Texas, Tennessee, Virginia, and New
Hampshire, had already passed laws restricting the
teaching of issues around gender and sexuality in schools.!
More than twenty had passed similar legislation regarding
teaching about race except in the most general and
uncritical ways.

Tennessee was one of the first states out of the gate.
In 2021, it passed Public Chapter No.494. which banned
the teaching of “divisive concepts” in K-12. The law defined
“divisive concept” to cover not just the idea that "One (1)
race or sex is inherently superior or inferior to another race
or sex” but any claim that race, gender, or sexuality might
play a role in social relations. For example, Public Chapter
818 insisted that educational institutions were prohibited
from suggesting that “meritocracy is inherently racist or
sexist, or designed by a particular race or sex to oppress
another race or sex” or that “this state or the United States
is fundamentally or irredeemably racist or sexist,” even
though both arguments have been borne out by any
number of scholars over the past several decades.?

More remarkably, the law implicitly argued that these
“divisive concepts” were not simply inaccurate or anti-
American. Rather, they were by definition victimizing white
people; indeed, part of the law forbade the teaching of any
material that might cause “discomfort, guilt, anguish, or
another form of psychological distress solely because of
the individual's race or sex” (1).3 Also prohibited were any
hints that racial, gendered, and other inequities were in
any way systemic or structural, or that members of any
racial, gender, religious, or other group might act out of
engrained or unconscious bias. The following year,
Tennessee enacted Public Chapter 818, which expanded
these regulations into higher education.

At the same time, in response to rising conservative
complaints about what they identified as “critical race
theory,” but was in fact any teaching of US history that
acknowledged the nation’s legacy of enslavement of
Africans/African Americans and attempts to destroy
Indigenous peoples, several states restricted history
instruction in K-12 schools. The Kentucky state legislature
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approved State Bill 138 in March 2022, a law that enforced
a historical “understanding that the institution of slavery
and post-Civil War laws enforcing racial segregation and
discrimination were contrary to the fundamental American
promise of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, as
expressed in the Declaration of Independence, but that
defining racial disparities solely on the legacy of this
institution is destructive to the unification of our nation.”
The law went further, mandating that schools teach belief
in “personal agency and the understanding that,
regardless of one's circumstances, an American has the
ability to succeed when he or she is given sufficient
opportunity and is committed to seizing that opportunity
through hard work, pursuit of education, and good
citizenship.”

K-12 schools were not the only site of conservative
control over curriculum. Regulations restricting higher
education were already on the rise: Between 2023 and
2024 alone, Texas passed a law prohibiting public
institutions from having DEI offices or anyone from doing
that work; compelled state funded colleges and
universities to demonstrate compliance with that law or
lose funding; instructed the Texas A&M system to prohibit
faculty from advocating “race and gender ideology”;
instructed Texas Tech faculty to teach that there are “only
two sexes.” These curricular and administrative changes
were accompanied by the destruction of faculty
governance bodies, replacing them with toothless
“advisory councils.”

During that same time, Governor Ron DeSantis was
hard at work in Florida, remaking higher education through
both institutional and focused measures. Probably most
notorious was the wholesale restructuring of New College,
the small liberal arts campus of the state’s public higher
education system. DeSantis transformed the college by
closing its Gender Studies department, firing the college’s
president and most of the administration, reneging on a
collective bargaining agreement with faculty, replacing
most of the board of trustees, putting Christopher Rufo at
its head, and creating athletic scholarships (based on the
belief that athletes would be more politically conservative
and would soon outnumber politically progressive New
College students). But no less wide-ranging in its effects
was a raft of other legislation similar to that in Texas,
Indiana, Iowa, and other states that enforced “viewpoint
diversity” and prohibited pedagogy informed by theories
of race, gender, or sexuality.

So when Donald Trump returned to the White House
in January 2025, he faced a radically different educational
landscape from the one he left in 2021. Faculty were at
first astounded and then cowed into increasingly draconian
measures that would have seemed impossible even six
months earlier, and Trump saw an opportunity to turn
what had been a state-by-state movement to suppress not
just progressive but accurate education into a national
mandate. What followed was a tidal wave of Executive
Orders mostly affecting higher education - orders that
were mostly unenforceable, as courts later demonstrated,
but that announced the arrival of a new dispensation.
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These EOs covered a congeries of issues: closing DEI
offices; rescinding budgetary appropriations to increase
equity and economic opportunity for underrepresented
students, Tribal Colleges/Universities, and Hispanic
serving institutions; cancelling a Biden-era initiative aimed
at building educational capacity at HSIs; threatening to
“investigate” all universities with endowments above $1
billion. And the hits kept coming. Over the course of 2025,
the administration prohibited federal funding for projects
that “promote racial preferences,” reject “the sex binary,”
support unauthorized immigration, or “compromise public
safety and promote anti-American values.”®

Simultaneously, the Department of Education began
targeting mostly elite institutions by either cutting off
grants or extorting funds. A primary strategy was
weaponizing antisemitism: the administration activated
the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) to investigate claims of
antisemitism at universities that had seen pro-Palestinian
political activity, used Title VI policy to accuse and punish
colleges and universities, forced agreements that included
not just regulations about antisemitism but abrogated
academic freedom. As a penalty for these supposed
violations of Title IV, the federal government threatened
to withhold federal grant money if elite universities didn't
pay “fines” of up to millions of dollars (from a low of $50
million from Brown to a median of $500 million from
Harvard to a mind-boggling $1 billion from UCLA).”

Additional states jumped on the bandwagon. As the
box below shows, legislation restricting education in one
way or another exploded in 2025.

It was in this context that Radical Teacher launched
our call for submissions about how educators were
addressing these immense challenges. Were they

disguising supposedly “forbidden” topics in course titles
and descriptions that camouflaged what they were actually
teaching? How were teachers at all levels in states not
affected by these changes focusing on civic and political
education? And what were the intersections between
education and the Trump administration’s other
authoritarian measures, such as the violent intensification
of deportation of immigrants?

Once submissions started arriving via our submissions
portal, we realized that this was going to be more than a
mini-cluster. A few things stood out: authors were
concerned not just, or even primarily, about legislation
specifically concerning education. Other issues, ostensibly
not educational in nature, affected them and their students
- environmental degradation from the unregulated
network of AI data centers, the ongoing trauma from the
Covid pandemic and the anti-Black violence that led to the
revival of the Black Lives Matter movement, the violent
crackdown on immigrants (documented and
undocumented), and the pervasive feeling of
apocalypticism. Moreover, several of our authors focused
less on the crises facing them and their students and more
on strategies they had adopted to make their classrooms
safe havens. The word “love” came up again and again; in
an environment defined by hatred, fear, and distrust, how
might the practice of love itself be a radical political action?
And others addressed the need they felt to abandon formal
instruction in the wake of censorship and white
supremacy, to move education out of the classroom
altogether.

These ten short pieces cover a wide array of
educational institutions: community-based adult ed
classrooms, urban public university campuses, selective

Topline Numbers for State-Level Higher Education Censorship

« In 2025, state legislators introduced 93 bills across 32 states that would censor higher education.

« This includes 15 bills with educational gag orders, 56 with indirect censorship provisions, and 22

bills that include both.

« Of the 93 proposed bills, 21 bills - or 23% - became law in 15 states.

« 5 additional states policies restricting classroom teaching were issued or adopted in two of those

states.

« State legislatures set 3 new records in 2025: the highest number of new laws censoring higher

education enacted in a single year (21), the highest number of states enacting them (15), and the

highest number of states enacting their first higher education censorship law (8).

« 23 states have now enacted laws or policies censoring higher education since 2021, and over 50%

of university and college students in the U.S. are enrolled in a state that has enacted at least one

law or policy censoring higher education.

FROM PEN AMERICA, EXPANDING THE WEB OF CONTROL: AMERICA’S CENSORED CAMPUSES 2025 (JANUARY 2026).
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high schools, rural state universities, underfunded city
public schools, to name just a few. They explore
classrooms in New York City, Appalachian North Carolina,
Baltimore, Alabama, and beyond. I hope that they will
inspire you to reimagine your first day of classes when the
new academic year begins.

Notes

1. Information here about restrictions on teaching race,
gender, and/or sexuality in K-12 schools comes from
an excellent online article in the Washington Post from
June 13, 2024, “Which states are restricting, or
requiring, lessons on race, sex and gender.” Although
it's necessarily a little out of date, the article includes
maps identifying which states have either expanded
or restricted education on gender, race, and sexuality
in schools, as well as detailed charts of each specific
regulation state by state.

2. State of Tennessee, Public Chapter No.818, House Bill
No0.2670. Passed March 28, 2022 (1).

3. Conservative resentment about being labeled as racist
(and, to a lesser extent sexist) has been in public
discourse for more than a decade. In a 2013 blog post
in Mother Jones, Kevin Drum argued that the right-
wing taste for “outrage media” like the Rush Limbaugh
show originated in conservatives’ desire to operate in
a space in which they could say whatever they wanted
and not have to worry about defending themselves
from (not necessarily inaccurate) accusations of
racism.

4. For the final text of the law, as well as the various
amendments added to it, see the entry on the
Kentucky General Assembly webpage detailing the

legislative process:
https://apps.legislature.ky.gov/record/22rs/sb138.ht
ml.

5. Information about laws regulating DEI work and the
discussion of race, class, gender, and sexuality in
Texas and Florida come from the PEN America report
Expanding the Web of Control: America’s Censored
Campuses 2025 (January 2026).

6. These measures are detailed in the PEN America
report.

7. See Isabelle Taft, "How Universities Cracked Down on
Pro-Palestinian Activism” New York Times Nov 25,
2024, and AAUP, Discriminating Against Dissent: The
Weaponization of Civil Rights Law to Repress Campus
Speech on Palestine, 2025, for a full listing of various
governmental measures.
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