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Gender has always been a part of the official and hidden 
curriculum in schools and is the subject of this article 
designed to conceptualize and provide historical context 

for this special issue on transgender studies in education. Gender 
is taught in explicit and implicit ways from preschool through 
postsecondary education, and transgender studies provides rich 
frameworks for analyzing how gender and cisnormativity, prac-
tices that reinforce the hegemony of the gender binary, are 
embedded throughout the PK–12 education system. While chil-
dren learn about gender through many institutions, including 
family, religion, language, and culture, schools are places where 
this gender socialization can be interrogated and transformed. 
Procedures, routines, curriculum, and pedagogy often teach and 
reinforce narrow gender norms unless educators and institutions 
carefully work to question and disrupt the binaries and hierar-
chies embedded in dominant culture. In the case of U.S. schools, 
this socialization centers White, Christian, settler, cisheteronor-
mative, patriarchal worldviews as natural, normal, and the most 
valued (Grande, 2004/2015). Cisheteronormativity is a term used 
to describe how the hegemony of the gender binary works along-
side expectations for heterosexuality to produce a culture that 
recognizes only cisgender, heterosexual people as normal and 
natural while simultaneously erasing and derogating the experi-
ences of people who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-
der, queer, intersex, or asexual (LGBTQIA). The prefix “cis” 

comes from Latin and means “on this side” and is used to describe 
people who do not identify as transgender. As leading transgen-
der studies in education, scholar Z. Nicolazzo (2017a) points out,

White supremacy, colonization, racism, and sexism operate to 
erase—figuratively and literally—people and experiences from 
our shared past/present/future. By doing so, those of us with 
marginalized identities are imagined to have had no past, are 
deemed remarkable when we are recognized in the present 
moment, and our future . . . is always already positioned as being 
impossible. (p. 513)

This article situates transgender studies in education within 
existing bodies of education research in K–12 schools to high-
light this field as an important emerging area of scholarship for 
education researchers. It is important to understand and engage 
with transgender epistemologies in order to add strength, 
nuance, and criticality to research that centers gender and libera-
tory learning environments as priorities. Transgender studies in 
education invites us to welcome people in our full humanities 
(Keenan, 2017), value polyvocality (Nicolazzo, 2017a), 
understand trans* oppression as intersectional, situate trans* 
oppression as part of all projects seeking liberation (Kean, 2020; 
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Snorton, 2017), and center trans experiential knowledge (Kean, 
2020; Keenan, 2017; Nicolazzo, 2017a). These five concepts are 
central themes in transgender studies in education and will be 
used as frames throughout this article and special issue.

Public schools in the United States serve many important 
roles. They are tasked with preparing citizens for active partici-
pation in government, educating workers to be able to contrib-
ute to the economy, providing academic development to support 
creative and scientific innovation, and teaching language, values, 
and norms to create a shared culture and identity among a coun-
try’s residents. In creating this shared culture and identity, 
schools carefully and intentionally select and prepare curriculum 
materials that communicate the values of the dominant culture 
(Apple, 2004). Educational systems also carefully prepare and 
select professionals who embody notions of a “good role model” 
to pass on key lessons about who and what matters in addition 
to traditional academic and vocational skills. The consequence 
of valuing cisheteronormative, patriarchal, White, settler, colo-
nial gaze is the erasure of queer, trans, and BIPOC (Black, 
Indigenous, people of color) people in educational institutions 
(Nicolazzo, 2016, 2017b). Similarly, research on educational 
systems also emphasizes what is prioritized as areas of study in 
K–12 schools. As Django Paris (2019) notes, the “goal of research 
is fundamentally about who is and can be valued through the 
work” (p. 218).

This article will present the early evolution of research that 
examined “sex differences” in educational environments and the 
role of feminist scholarship in shaping this knowledge base. I will 
then discuss the emergence of studies on homophobia and trans-
phobia in schools and how the examination of normativity 
through queer theory has influenced this body of research and its 
connections to transgender studies in education. The ideas here 
are enriched by Paris’s (2019) understanding of the White settler 
gaze. He points out how marginalized communities are often 
named by White people as a tool to reinforce “White, middleclass, 
monolingual, cis-hetero-patriarchal-ableist” superiority (p. 218). 
Nicolazzo (2017a) also points out that “because of the way the 
cisgender public continues to dominate the shaping of the dis-
course on trans* people, there has been a lack of conversation 
about a truly transgender epistemology that is for us and by us” (p. 
514). This “for us by us,” or FUBU, perspective calls on research-
ers to center trans experiential knowledge—a methodological 
issue taken up by Harper Keenan in this issue. In this article, I aim 
to offer evidence and frameworks to continue building and ampli-
fying the knowledge generated by and for trans, gender noncon-
forming, and nonbinary (TGNCNB) youth and educators to help 
other education researchers learn from and expand on the con-
cepts and research developed in the area we are calling “transgen-
der studies in education.” I include gender nonconforming and 
nonbinary individuals explicitly here to attend to all the forms of 
gender diversity that are often excluded, surveilled, and affected by 
the cisheteronormative cultures of K–12 schools. Nonbinary is a 
term used to refer to individuals whose gender identity goes 
beyond the binary categories of man and woman. While some 
trans people identify within the gender binary and use he or she 
pronouns, some do not. Nonbinary individuals often use gender 
neutral pronouns such as they, ze, or xim.

To avoid repeating the hegemonic perspectives and the “gaz-
ing cisgender eye” (Nicolazzo 2017a, p. 513), I aim to help read-
ers recognize the differences between studying transgender 
people and centering transgender epistemologies as a lens in 
research. I will also share exemplar scholarship that presents 
transgender-affirming and gender expansive pedagogies (Keenan, 
2017) and epistemologies (Kean, 2020; Nicolazzo, 2017a). As a 
White, settler, cisgender, queer woman, I engage in this work as 
part of the greater project of liberation and radical transforma-
tion of learning environments. While I do not identify as trans-
gender, my own scholarship has been improved by learning from 
trans*1 epistemologies and I hope to make a contribution to the 
field of education research by amplifying and sharing these les-
sons with others. I seek to help other scholars of all gender iden-
tities find ways to do theoretical and empirical work that is part 
of ongoing projects of liberation and transformation that is 
informed and strengthened by knowledge generated by the field 
of transgender studies. I am always aiming to do this work with 
humility and in solidarity with trans youth and scholars in order 
to create schools and communities that are safer and more 
affirming for all—but with particular attention to TGNCNB 
youth. I will now turn to an exploration of the early questions 
that established the concept and the field of “sex differences” in 
education research.

How Did We Get Here? Studying (and Creating) 
Binary “Sex Differences”

Sex and gender have been the subject of scholarly examination 
for the past century or so—since the field of psychological 
research established the study of “sex differences” (Hollingworth, 
1918; Woolley, 1914). Most early examinations of gender in 
education compared the performance of girls and boys on vari-
ous measures, including literacy and math skills, self-esteem, 
leadership, and aggression, and school discipline gained popular-
ity in the 1960s and 1970s as documented in several meta-anal-
yses (Hyde, 1981, 2005) and reviews of the research (Delamont, 
1984; M. P. Sadker et al., 1986). Much of the research used the 
terms sex and gender interchangeably and treated both as biologi-
cal facts that are binary, unchangeable, and determined by medi-
cal professionals at birth. This body of work helped strengthen 
the hegemony of cisnormativity. In Glasser and Smith’s (2008) 
article, “On the Vague Meaning of ‘Gender’ in Educational 
Research,” they outline multiple examples in popular media and 
research articles to provide the history and impacts of this meth-
odological problem. In their review of 886 articles from the 
Journal of Research in Science Teaching published between 1990 
and 2005, they found 104 articles that focused on sex, gender, or 
both. The analysis of these 104 articles found only one that 
explicitly addressed the definitional problems related to the syn-
onymous use of these terms in education research. In their con-
clusion, they assert,

The practice of using the term gender to refer to a vague, ill-
defined aspect of men’s and women’s experience or as a synonym 
for sex is widespread in everyday and academic writing . . . but 
understanding gender and its educational effects will not be 
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possible without additional focused efforts to clarify its meaning 
in educational research. (p. 349)

Even this definition reinforces cisnormativity by reducing gen-
der to describing only “men’s and women’s experience.” However, 
in Luis Leyva’s 2017 study on math education, he reported that 
“several achievement studies conceptualized gender and sex as 
the same construct and did not take into consideration intersex 
and gender nonconforming people, thus reifying the idea that 
there are two distinct biological groups of people” (p. 401). 
Leyva’s analysis disrupts cisnormativity and also points out that 
“Whiteness is excluded across the sex-based and gender-based 
participation studies’ analyses of mathematics practices and 
identities” (p. 418). This is a trend through much of the scholar-
ship on sex and gender in education that transgender studies 
seeks to expand by drawing from Black feminist theory, critical 
race theory, and queer of color (QOC) critique (Ferguson, 2004; 
Gill-Peterson, 2018; Snorton, 2017; Spade, 2011; Travers, 
2019).

In this article, I use the term sex to refer to a medico-legal 
category that is assigned at birth and has been socially con-
structed using the binary concepts of male and female (Fausto-
Sterling, 2000; Meyer, 2010) and “gender” as both an identity 
and a set of social relations that interact to produce a set of 
expectations and behaviors that are linked to the sex category 
assigned at birth (Bem, 1993; Butler, 1990). Gender can be 
expansive and empowering when viewed as an identity con-
structed by the individual to express who they are and how they 
want to be seen in the world. It can, at the same time, be restric-
tive and harmful when examining the set of social relations and 
expectations that one is expected to conform to or pay the con-
sequences for nonconformity. These sets of rules and expecta-
tions have been referred to as the “gender binary discourse” 
(Nicolazzo, 2016). This discourse is also connected to “compul-
sory heterogenderism,” which describes how nondominant gen-
der identities and expressions are often conflated with queer 
sexual identities and can render trans* identities invisible 
(Nicolazzo, 2016, 2017b). This early framing of sex and gender 
continues to shape educational practice and research; however, 
there have been several more recent approaches to understanding 
these phenomena that have started to push against this narrow 
and dated understanding of sex and gender that was established 
in the questions, methods, and thus the results and recommen-
dations of studies of “sex differences.”

Interrogating Gender Norms in Education 
Research: Feminism and Critical Masculinity 
Studies

The second wave of the feminist movement informed a shift to 
a more critical and comprehensive examination of gender in 
schools. This shift encouraged new methods and questions to 
emerge in education research. The scholarship, informed by 
feminist theories, examined the underrepresentation and stereo-
typing of girls and women in texts (M. P. Sadker, 1980; Zittleman 
& Sadker, 2002), the construction of gender in school (Thorne 
& Luria, 1986), as well as the broader theme of “sex equity” in 
education (Fleming, 2000; Powers, 1981; D. Sadker, 1999; M. 

P. Sadker et al., 1986; Tittle, 1985; Wirtenberg, 1981). These 
studies and related theoretical work pushed back at the domi-
nant and stereotypical notions of what was “appropriate” or 
“acceptable” for girls and helped make space for women to enter 
and transform the cultures of historically male-dominated spaces 
(Frary, 1985; Martin, 1981). This body of research evolved to 
draw from third-wave feminism that introduced the concept of 
gender as a social construction (Bem, 1993), an important part 
of identity (Golombok & Fivush, 1994), and led to poststruc-
tural analyses of gender that described it as a set of repeated per-
formances (Butler, 1990) and interactions (West & Zimmerman, 
1987) that is contextual, malleable, and distinct from the 
medico-legal category of sex assigned at birth.

An important contribution of black feminism to education 
research was the concept of intersectionality (Combahee River 
Women’s Collective, 1977/1997; Crenshaw, 1991). 
Intersectionality brings attention to the multiple modes of 
oppression experienced by minoritized bodies for reasons of 
race, ethnicity, disability, language, and culture as well as gender. 
Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) and bell hooks (1984, 1994) greatly 
affected how scholars took up these ideas by showing how all 
oppressions are interconnected and, therefore, must be studied 
and addressed simultaneously. These scholars, among others, 
argue that ending sexist oppression also means addressing the 
racial, sexual, cultural, and linguistic oppressions due to their 
intersecting forces on people’s lives. The concept of intersection-
ality is foundational to four of the central concepts in transgen-
der studies in education presented in the introduction: to 
welcome people in our full humanities (Keenan, 2017), to value 
polyvocality (Nicolazzo, 2017a), to understand trans* oppres-
sion as intersectional, and to situate trans* oppression as part of 
all projects seeking liberation (Kean, 2020; Snorton, 2017).

This feminist and poststructuralist research was followed by a 
backlash (Weaver-Hightower, 2003) that gave rise to a new body 
of research exploring how boys and men have been shortchanged 
by the “feminization” of schooling. Critical masculinity scholar-
ship presented research and theorizing that deployed the concept 
of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1989, 1995). Critical mas-
culinity scholars argued that this hierarchy of masculinities, 
which privileged heteronormativity, was the problem in boys’ 
education, not the so-called “feminization” of schooling (Frank 
et  al., 2003; Kehler et  al., 2005; Martino, 1995; Martino & 
Berrill, 2003; Mills, 2001). These studies rarely considered how 
schools affected TGNCNB students. The related fields of gay 
and lesbian studies and queer studies in education helped change 
this trend.

Exposing Homophobia in Schools: Gay and 
Lesbian Studies

Although gay and lesbian studies in education focuses primarily 
on sexuality (identities and orientation) and not gender, it is 
important to name here as this body of work expanded what 
kinds of questions could be taken up in education research. By 
creating space to talk about the homophobia experienced by gay 
and lesbian youth in schools, researchers slowly expanded ques-
tions and projects to include understanding transphobia in 
schools as well. As Jules Gill-Peterson (2018) argues in her book 
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Histories of the Transgender Child, “the fact that trans life could 
fall under the sign of ‘homosexuality’ is actually an important 
clue for how to read the early twentieth-century medical archive, 
for the wider category of sexual inversion regularly mixed gay 
and trans connotations” (p. 61). This medical conflation of sex/
gender/sexuality elucidated throughout her book is repeated 
throughout many disciplines and is important to understand the 
histories of these bodies of research together although queer and 
trans theorists generally understand sex, gender, and sexuality as 
interconnected, yet distinct aspects of identity.

There was little published empirical research or peer-reviewed 
scholarship on homophobia in schools in educational journals 
before the mid-1990s (Grayson, 1987; Jackson, 2001; Rofes, 
1989; Sears, 1991). These early publications provided research 
evidence that would start a wave of policy changes to provide sup-
port for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender youth in schools. 
The primary focus of these studies was on homophobia experi-
enced by gay and lesbian youth, with bisexual and transgender 
youth being considered more carefully as this field evolved. In 
1999, the Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network, now 
known simply as GLSEN, started systematically studying school 
climate in the United States in their biannual surveys of LGBT 
youth. These studies primarily focused on homophobia in schools 
that other researchers have made clear was often directly linked to 
gender expression (Martino & Berrill, 2003; McCready, 2004; 
Meyer, 2006, 2008; Pascoe, 2005). More recently, GLSEN’s 
research team added questions and conducted more in-depth 
analyses on the particular and diverse experiences of transgender 
youth as well as how they are different from those of LGB youth 
(Kosciw et  al., 2018; Movement Advancement Project & 
GLSEN, 2017), as well as focusing their analyses on the intersec-
tional identities of LGBTQ youth of color (Diaz & Kosciw, 
2009; Zongrone et  al., 2020). These shifts are important to 
attend to as they provide more robust data on the variation of 
experiences in schools through more nuanced and intersectional 
lenses. A detailed discussion of what these shifts have revealed is 
beyond the scope of this article and is available in the forthcom-
ing volume, Transgender Studies in K-12 Education: Mapping an 
Agenda for Research and Practice (Mangin & Suarez, in press). The 
field of queer studies in education has some overlaps with gay and 
lesbian studies by exploring and challenging concepts of norma-
tivity in schools that allowed research about homophobia and 
transphobia to evolve and expand.

Queering Norms in Education

Queer studies differ from gay and lesbian studies as it doesn’t 
focus solely on the experiences and identities of gays and lesbi-
ans; rather, it examines and critiques the structures of heteronor-
mativity, and later cisnormativity, and how they affect everyone 
as they experience their culture’s sex/gender system. Deborah 
Britzman’s (1995) influential article, “Is there a Queer Pedagogy? 
Or, Stop Reading Straight,” draws from gay and lesbian studies 
and argues for the importance of critically interrogating “repeti-
tions of normalcy” (p. 152) in pedagogies of sexuality. Kevin 
Kumashiro (2001) centered queer theory in his intersectional 
project of anti-oppressive education. He explains his use of the 
term queer as follows:

Although I mainly use “queer” to refer to sexual orientation, I do 
not limit its definition to “gay, lesbian, or bisexual,” partly 
because of the interconnectedness of sexuality and sex/gender 
(Butler, 1990) and partly because of the interconnectedness of 
heterosexism and gender oppression (Wilchins, 1997). The term 
“queer,” after all, like “fag” and “dyke,” derogates and polices not 
only people who feel attraction for members of the same gender, 
but also people who exhibit physical and behavioral traits that 
society deems appropriate only for those of a different gender 
(e.g., boys who act “like girls” and girls who look “like boys”). In 
addition to its inclusiveness, I choose to use the term “queer” for 
its pedagogical effect and political significance. (p. 26)

Kumashiro explicitly includes gender expression and cisnorma-
tivity (though the term wasn’t in use at the time) into the project 
of queer pedagogy, which created space and opportunity for 
scholars studying gay and lesbian topics in education to expand 
and consider gender normativity as part of this field of study. 
Britzman (1995) and Kumashiro (2001) along with Connell 
(1995) and Martino (1995) influenced my own research on gen-
der, bullying, and harassment in schools that included harass-
ment for gender nonconformity or transphobic harassment 
(Meyer, 2006, 2008, 2009) and the development of gender and 
sexual diversity studies (Bryan, 2012; Meyer, 2010) as a lens to 
bring queer theory and queer pedagogy into more educational 
spaces in order to disrupt harmful gender binary discourses in 
schools.

More nuanced and complex studies informed by queer the-
ory began to emerge as scholars paid closer attention to the 
silenced voices in existing bodies of research, including those of 
students of color (Brockenbrough, 2015; Cruz, 2001; McCready, 
2004) and transgender youth (Greytak et al., 2013). Publications 
started focusing on “LGBT” people in schools rather than just 
gay and lesbian students (Kosciw, 2004; Mayo, 2007). However, 
this was often inclusion in name only since transgender people 
were often lumped into analyses with LGB students despite 
some very different challenges and experiences in schools includ-
ing access to proper facilities, participating in sex-segregated 
activities, and being recognized as their affirmed gender with the 
correct name and pronouns in all aspects of school life. This has 
shifted with more recent research examining carefully the experi-
ences of transgender and gender nonconforming students as dis-
tinct from those who identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual (Luecke, 
2011; Meyer et al., 2016; Movement Advancement Project & 
GLSEN, 2017; Slesaransky-Poe et al., 2013). However, as lead-
ing transgender studies scholar Susan Stryker (2004) points out, 
“queer theory hasn’t realized its potential for radical restructur-
ing of gender . . . such as transsexuality” (p. 214). While there 
has been much evolution in the area of gender theorizing within 
queer studies in education since the early 1990s, the necessity for 
a transgender-informed perspective is clearly presented within 
the field of transgender studies.

Centering Trans* Experiential Knowledge in 
Education Research

The field of transgender studies in education is slowly emerging 
from the larger field of transgender studies that draws from and 
speaks back to work in the fields of women’s and gender studies, 
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feminist theories, critical race theory, and queer theory. One of 
the earliest dedicated publications to transgender studies was a 
special issue of Women’s Studies Quarterly titled “trans.” This  
volume included an exploration of the terms trans, trans-, and  
transgender (Stryker et  al., 2008) and introduced the term  
transpedagogies into the lexicon (Galarte, 2014; Muñoz & 
Garrison, 2008). This concept, which was situated in the higher 
education context, argues that “centering the transgender body 
as a site of knowledge production is a crucial transpedagogy” 
(Galarte, 2014, p. 147). This assertion that gender is real and 
embodied pushes against the postmodern and poststructural 
approaches in feminist and queer studies that argued that gender 
is merely a social construction and a set of social relations that 
are not inherently “real” (Butler, 1990; West & Zimmerman, 
1987). However, in his book, Black on Both Sides: A Racial 
History of Trans Identity, Snorton (2017) argues that “there is a 
growing consensus in transgender studies that trans embodi-
ment is not exclusively, or even primarily, a matter of the mate-
riality of the body” (p. 175). This polyvocality, or divergence of 
trans theorizing, is central to trans* epistemologies, which 
Nicolazzo (2017a) sees as “a group project” that invites “future 
changing, challenging, and amending” (p. 515).

TGNCNB people were structurally invisible in schools and 
education research until relatively recently; trans people have 
“become increasingly socially visible, [however] we remain 
highly invisible throughout educational research” (Nicolazzo, 
2017b, p. 42). Nicolazzo (2017b) refers to this as the “trans* 
paradox” (p. 42). Most research about trans people tells a dismal 
tale of how the world, including schools, is a dangerous and 
damaging place for people who don’t conform to gender norms 
and/or binaries (Gill-Peterson, 2018; Mangin & Suarez, in 
press; Spade, 2011)—particularly trans folks of color (Singh, 
2012; Snorton, 2017). Early examples of harm-focused research 
in education asked students about the issue of harassment for 
“gender nonconformity” and how that was related to homopho-
bia and other forms of school violence (O’Shaughnessy et al., 
2004) and reported on violence experienced by gender noncon-
forming youth in high school (Wyss, 2004). There has been 
other scholarship that has documented the harms experienced 
by transgender youth (McGuire et al., 2010; Murchison et al., 
2019) that provide important data about the toxic environment 
in schools; however, these studies may be used to perpetuate 
harmful deficit-based stereotypes that being trans is dangerous 
or stigmatizing rather than focusing on the strength and creativ-
ity of trans youth.

More recently, scholars have focused on the benefits of envi-
ronmental supports (Olson et  al., 2016; Roberts et  al., 2012) 
and resilience trans youth demonstrate in the face of often hos-
tile and oppressive school and family environments (Grossman 
et al., 2011; Singh, 2012). These studies offer a starting point for 
learning more about the experiences of transgender youth but 
didn’t explicitly draw from a transgender studies–informed lens: 
They are about transgender youth, but not analyzed or presented 
through a theoretical lens informed by transgender studies.

Contributions from scholars that center transgender episte-
mologies and trans experiential knowledge in the field of K–12 
education were particularly scarce until recently. Lee Airton, a 
scholar who identifies as nonbinary, helped inform this evolving 

area of research with their work on “genderism” in schools (Airton, 
2009) and the importance of respecting the use of pronouns in 
educational spaces, particularly the gender neutral “they” (Airton, 
2018). In 2017, Harper Keenan introduced the concept of a 
“Critical Trans Pedagogy” in his Harvard Educational Review arti-
cle. Drawing from his own experiences as a transgender educator 
and reflecting on his lifetime of experiences in schools as student 
and as an elementary teacher, he reminds us that,

We need pedagogies that concentrate more of our efforts on 
inviting people to be with each other in our full humanity. We 
need pedagogies that deeply examine how our current gender 
system confines us all and how that interacts with other systems, 
like race, class, and ability. We need pedagogies that aim toward 
the immediately necessary projects of preventing the murders 
and suicides of trans people in addition to preventing our slower 
deaths at the hands of inadequate medical and legal systems. We 
need pedagogies that listen to transgender experience in all its 
forms (p. 553).

This call echoes Z. Nicolazzo’s (2017b) work that challenges 
education researchers to take on an “epistemology of love,” 
which she describes as

seeing and hearing each other for who we are, which requires 
giving each other the agency to define who we are for ourselves as 
well as allowing each other to change and amend who we are or 
could be in the future. It is my contention that were we 
educational scholars and practitioners to embrace such an 
epistemology of love, we may very well be able to do research and 
create educational environments that increase possibilities (Butler, 
2006) and life chances (Spade 2015) for trans* students. (p. 153)

The importance of humanizing and loving approaches to work 
that centers transgender experiential knowledge is a common 
theme in the emerging field of transgender studies in education. 
For example, Eli Kean’s (2020) work, “Advancing a Critical Trans 
Framework for Education,” explicitly advances a transgender 
studies–informed lens for research in education. In this article, they 
present three principles for educators and researchers to consider in 
their work to “celebrate gender diversity and center transgender 
experiences” (p. 262). First, that gender operates on individual, 
institutional and cultural levels. Second, genderism interacts with 
all other systems of oppression and epistemic injustice. Finally, the 
importance of centering trans experiential knowledge. These 
principles, taken together, are helpful for scholars and researchers 
to consider and apply in any scholarship that seeks to attend to 
issues of justice and the intersections of identity and social experi-
ence in schools. In a similar vein, Nicolazzo (2017a) shares six 
tenets that shape her conception of a trans* epistemology:

1.	 Trans* people may be from oppression, but we ourselves 
are not of oppression.

2.	 We all experience our trans*ness differently as a result of 
our varied, intersecting identities.

3.	 In and through community with each other, we have the 
power to heal and remake ourselves as trans* people.

4.	 Our continued de/re/construction of our trans* subjec-
tivities spans material and virtual environments.
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5.	 “Trickle up activism” and grassroots coalition-building are, 
and will remain to be, orientations for our community.

6.	 In/visibility and its varied meanings are central to our 
senses of self, community, and kinship. (pp. 517–518).

These tenets offer researchers a starting point to build from in 
order to carefully consider their assumptions, questions, and other 
methodological and theoretical decisions when designing and 
executing projects that center understandings of gender, equity, 
and liberation in education as key goals. For example, in my own 
work, I have prioritized working in collaboration with TGNCNB 
scholars, graduate assistants, and community advisory boards to 
ensure that the questions and methods I am employing minimize 
the “cisgender gaze” and are aimed at understanding issues and 
solutions that center trans experiential knowledge.

There is a growing body of research that focuses on educators 
learning about (Smith & Payne, 2015) and working to support 
transgender students (Leonardi & Staley, 2018; Mangin, 2019) 
that indicate that some educational scholars are building on 
these important foundations. For example, Leonardi and Staley 
(2018) write about how school administrators “muddled 
through” the challenges of supporting trans youth in their 
schools—specifically working with parents who were supportive 
or resistant to supporting their children who told their teacher 
that they were transgender (pp. 767–768). Their work links to 
Kean’s trans framework by acknowledging how gender operates 
on individual, institutional, and cultural levels. Mangin’s (2019) 
work also studied the practices of school administrators who 
affirmed transgender youth in their schools and reported that 
these leaders employed a “child-centered approach” that fore-
grounded transgender experiential knowledge.

A growing number of articles have also applied critical race 
theory, QOC critique, and centered the knowledge and experi-
ences of BIPOC trans and queer youth. This body of literature 
brings attention to the resilience of BIPOC people in PK–12 
schools and provides an alternative approach to the colonized and 
Whitewashed understandings of gender in schools. In 2020, 
Equity and Excellence in Education published a special issue that 
focused on “queeruptions” and centering QOC critique. In Kia 
Darling-Hammond’s (2020) contribution to this issue, she calls 
out several common elements across the articles that include “ele-
ments of a FUBU sensibility; application of mutuality, collectivity, 
and activism as community practices; critical consciousness; and 
disruptive modes of self-assertion and refusal that promote relief, 
pleasure, and healing” (p. 425). This QOC analysis shares strong 
theoretical roots and commitments with the field of transgender 
studies, and the bodies of work are strengthened when scholars are 
able to draw from them both by addressing how genderism inter-
acts with all other systems of oppression, and epistemic injustice 
(Kean, 2020). As bell hooks (1984) reminds us, “our emphasis 
must be on cultural transformation: destroying dualism, eradicat-
ing systems of domination” (p. 165). More recently, trans legal 
studies scholar Dean Spade (2011) wrote,

A critical trans politics is emerging that refuses empty promises of 
‘equal opportunity’ and ‘safety’ underwritten by settler colonialism, 
racist, sexist, classist, ableist, and xenophobic imprisonment, and 
ever-growing wealth disparity. This politics aims to center the 

concerns and leadership of the most vulnerable and to build 
transformative change through mobilization. (p. 41)

The five core principles from transgender studies in educa-
tion that have broad applicability in many areas of education 
research are to welcome people in our full humanities (Keenan, 
2017), value polyvocality (Nicolazzo, 2017a), understand trans* 
oppression as intersectional, situate trans* oppression as part of 
all projects seeking liberation (Kean, 2020; Snorton, 2017), and 
center trans experiential knowledge (Kean, 2020; Keenan, 2017, 
Nicolazzo, 2017a). Education researchers and practitioners alike 
must work to better understand the role of gender when study-
ing and addressing systems of power and oppression.

Discussion

The topics of sex and gender have been of great interest to educa-
tion researchers for over a century. Many of these studies shared 
similar goals: to document differences and provide evidence of 
obstacles in order to improve access and opportunities for stu-
dents who have been systematically denied safe, affirming, equi-
table, and robust learning environments. However, we still have a 
long way to go in ensuring that all students have educational 
experiences free from toxic messages about sex and gender, par-
ticularly for TGNCNB youth and educators. This includes an 
overemphasis on how poor school environments harm TGNCNB 
students while de-emphasizing or erasing how TGNCNB youth 
are leading and succeeding. Education researchers have an oppor-
tunity to learn from terrain established in other disciplines while 
incorporating new understandings of gender, education, power, 
and liberation through transgender studies.

While the fields of gay and lesbian studies and queer theory 
started to create spaces for trans-informed understandings of 
educational and youth spaces, they have repeated certain silences 
and deficit narratives and often colonized and Whitewashed 
understandings of schools and youth experiences. What a 
transgender-informed lens affords education researchers is a rad-
ical rethinking of gender and power and how to approach 
research projects that include gender and liberation as a central 
or related elements of the study. As Keenan makes clear in his 
article (this issue, pp. 307–314), theoretical and methodological 
choices are central to shaping what we know and how we know 
it. They frame what we understand as the “problem” we are try-
ing to solve. If we frame the transgender student as the problem 
in schools rather than the institutional structures that reproduce 
White, settler, cisheteronormative, patriarchal ideals, we will col-
lect very different data and come to very different conclusions 
about how to fix the “problem” (Loutzenheiser, 2015; Walton, 
2010). Thus, it is essential for education researchers to begin to 
reframe their examinations of gender in schools to help build a 
more developed field of transgender studies in education. To 
repair the harm created by decades of deficit-based studies that 
talk about transgender people, I call on education researchers to 
engage with transgender theory and epistemologies to help add 
nuance, depth, criticality, and humanizing lenses to their own 
research on school climate, learning, diversity, equity, and youth 
development.

There are dangers in cisgender scholars approaching this 
work who have not reflected on the limits of their knowledge 
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and imposing the “cisgender gaze” on how they frame their stud-
ies and the “problem” they are interested in studying. I continue 
to work through these tensions as I remain committed to work-
ing in solidarity with diverse communities to improve schools 
and education research. I have experienced critiques for being a 
cisgender woman leading research with and for TGNCNB 
youth as I cannot enact the principle of “FUBU” in my projects. 
However, I remain committed to this line of work and seek to 
always reflect critically on the limits of my knowledge and ensure 
that the work I do always centers the knowledge, needs, voices, 
and priorities of TGNCNB youth and educators. I am informed 
by the position offered by Travers (2019) in their book, The 
Trans Generation: How Trans Kids (and Their Parents) Are Creating 
a Gender Revolution: “thinking in terms of the most precarious 
transgender kids is a powerful orientation for a vision of a more 
just and equitable future for all of us” (p. 201). Understanding 
the secure and successful transgender kids also helps us envision 
what already exists in educational spaces and the changes that 
need to be made in school structures in order to support all stu-
dents (Meyer et al., 2016).

The field of education research has historically been some-
what more conservative and, thus, slow to adopt knowledge and 
theories from more critical and radical disciplines in the social 
sciences. Critical race theory (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995), 
decolonial theories (Grande, 2004/2015), and queer theories 
(Bryson & De Castell, 1993) have all taken some time to migrate 
from other disciplines in the social sciences to be taken up by 
more than a handful of education researchers, as noted by 
Brockenbrough (2015). However, these lenses, much like trans-
gender studies in education, all have crucial insights and per-
spectives that disrupt hegemonic patterns in our scholarship that 
attend to historical silences and can strengthen our empirical 
and theoretical projects that aim to create truly liberatory educa-
tional environments. I want to conclude with another nod to 
Keenan’s (2017) call for welcoming us in our full humanities and 
Nicolazzo’s (2017a) invitation to engage in epistemologies of 
love. It is my hope that the work presented in this special issue, 
along with the scholarship cited here, will support the develop-
ment of a more robust and expansive field of transgender studies 
in education research.

ORCID iD

Elizabeth J. Meyer  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1974-1576

NOTES

This article was completed as part of The Transgender Studies 
in Education Learning Community supported by the Spencer 
Foundation. I would like to thank Melinda Mangin, Harper Keenan, 
Mollie McQuillan, Mario Suarez, and Lance McCready for their sup-
port and feedback on earlier versions of this article.

1I use trans* or trans-asterisk to honor the writing of Z. Nicolazzo 
on this topic. While the use of the asterisk is seen as both inclusive of 
multiple trans identities and controversial because it is seen as replacing 
or erasing some trans identities, I will use both “trans*” when referring 
to Nicolazzo’s work on trans* epistemologies and “trans” when speaking 
generally about the transgender community. I draw from the notion of 
polyvocality in using both of these terms in this article.
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