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1

Introduction
Why Does Gender Identity Justice Matter?

When you are born in a world you don’t fi t in, it’s because you were 
born to help create a new one.

—Anonymous

Imagine for a second, if you will, that tomorrow is the fi rst day of 4th grade 
and you are about to teach for the fi rst time in your career. You are a re-
cent graduate of a mid-sized teacher education program and have taken the 
typical necessary preservice teacher preparation courses, along with those 
“token” ones that emphasize equity, cultural relevance, and social justice, 
and are unaware that these terms are interpreted diff erently by each of your 
professors.

You sit down on your living room couch and look over your class roster 
for the new school year. You glance down at their names; presume their 
genders, ages, and ethnicities; and gain a sense of who you will see Monday 
morning at 7:50 a.m. You take note of these identifi ers, and start to think 
about each new, incredulous face you will greet; the types of icebreaker ac-
tivities you plan to do; and how you will group students into pods in the 
morning. 

You go to your computer and create a “get to know me” form for them 
to fi ll out. You refl ect on some of the best practices you’d learned about 

Guiding Points

• Understanding How Cisgender and Cisnormative Privilege Impact 
Students with Non-Binary Gender Identities

• We Are All on a Continuum of Awareness
• How to Enter Into This Work 
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2 about GENDER IDENTITY JUSTICE IN SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITIES

student development. You then cut and paste callout stars and squiggles 
and paste little sayings like “hello,” “welcome,” and “nice to meet you.” You 
create a checklist that reads:

My name is: __________
My gender is:_________
My age is: ___________
My ethnicity is: _______
My favorite subject is:_______
I’m really good at: ________
My favorite food is: _________

Satisfi ed with your form, you hit save and label it “Caring for my students.” 
Th en you shut down the computer and move into the next stage of your 
preparation.

You then lay out your pantsuit, your new Victoria’s Secret silk bra, sil-
ver rings and watch, and snazzy Gucci shoes. You open the fridge to be sure 
your lunch is easy to grab, then double- and triple-check your book bag to 
be sure everything is set to go. You walk by the mirror and see askance a 
confi dent smile refl ect back that says, “You got this.” You have no reason to 
otherwise doubt. You go to sleep, but it is restless. You think it’s just proba-
bly anxiety about the fi rst day of school tomorrow.

Your alarm goes off  at 6:30 a.m. You don’t spring out of bed as you’d 
rehearsed a number of times in your head. You shower; grab your lunch, 
your book bag, coff ee mug, and keys; and leave. Th e door shuts and your 
world is about to enter into a new chapter.

You arrive at school with plenty of time to ease into the morning. You 
move your students’ desks into pods of fi ve, and at each seat place pencils 
and pens, as well as your “caring for my students” form. You look up to-
ward a bulletin board you’d assembled with a self-congratulatory air. You 
admire your masterpiece, labeled “OUR AMAZING SCHOLARS,” that 
is fi lled with categories like “outstanding work,” “expert list,” “days of the 
week,” “class jobs,” “notes,” and “extra handouts.” Th e bulletin board fea-
tures a border fi lled with all kinds of students. Some of these students are 
Black, Brown, White, light-skinned, dark-skinned, mixed ethnicity. Some 
are short, some tall, some medium height, and all with varying body types. 
Some pictures show students in wheelchairs, some with walking sticks, and 
some with hearing aids. Th e pictures show students with diff erent hair col-
ors, eye colors, types of clothing. Th e images appear to have a mix of boys 
and girls and diff erent confi gurations of families—some with a mom and © H
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Introduction : Why Does Gender Identity Justice Matter? 3

dad, some with one parent, some with an elder, some with an image of 
someone who looks like a sibling, some with two moms and some with two 
dads. You smile again and feel self-satisfi ed, return to some last-minute fi n-
ishing touches, and then go outside to meet your class; then, each begins to 
arrive with brimming grins at the front door of Crow Elementary.

Th ere is a frenzied, unsettled buzz of energy as you welcome your stu-
dents with a soft , friendly smile. Th ey incredulously fi le into desks arranged 
in pods of fi ve. You go through the roster and call names, and students raise 
their hands when they recognize themselves and smile with that “fi rst day, 
everything is great” smile. You then ask them to fi ll in their form with the 
pencils at their desks so they can introduce themselves to their neighbors 
through a jigsaw activity. 

As you walk around saying hi to each one, you notice a student who 
looks confused and is just staring at the form. You see that they have fi lled 
in everything except “my name is,” and “my gender is.” Th e sweet, innocent 
face looks up at you; you crouch down and say “How can I help you? Do 
you have a question for me?” 

Th ey say, “You called me Brighton when you called roll, but my name 
is Emily and I am a girl.” You pause. You listen to Emily say a bit more about 
themselves, and you take a deep breath, furiously rewinding in your mind 
back to when you were sitting on your couch planning for class, and are 
overwhelmed about all of the presumptions you’d made. 

Your pause gives you a moment to refl ect, and you muster the courage 
to ever-so-gently respond with, “Emily, it’s so nice to meet you. Welcome to 
the fi rst day of 4th grade. I am so glad you’re here.” She smiles and returns 
to their form with a seemingly relieved ease, and writes “Emily” and “girl.”

EMILY, THE EVERY STUDENT

Emily is the every student who is trying to come to terms with a gender 
identity that may be perceived in confl ict with what has been normalized as 
the appropriate way to dress, act, behave, and express oneself. 

Emily is the every student who wakes up Monday through Friday at 
6:30 a.m. to come to school, ride the bus, sit in your classes, and roam the 
hallways. Emily has friends, plays games, goes to school meetings, eats 
lunch on the same bench every day, scribbles in class, sings in the school 
choir, sometimes stays home sick, talks about their guinea pig incessant-
ly, sharpens pencils while everyone is reading silently (and then laughs at 
themselves), and occasionally drift s during your amazing lessons but then © H
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4 about GENDER IDENTITY JUSTICE IN SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITIES

a few minutes later twists a pen around their fi ngers, processing a new idea. 
Emily cries in your class when they read the deer was killed or sacrifi ced 
for a cultural practice. You say hello and goodbye every day to Emily and 
even give the occasional sideways hug, but they have another story that you 
don’t visibly see.

But, though it might not seem this way, Emily is the every student 
forced to live a double-consciousness. Bathroom use poses confusion, not 
seeing themselves refl ected on your forms or in your curriculum makes 
them feel invisible, and when they do see themselves, it usually takes the 
form of meanness or being bullied. Even when their parents are supportive 
of Emily’s gender presentation choice, Emily’s parents see that the school 
policy doesn’t protect them if and when they experience violence while 
on school property. Because of these reasons and too many more to name, 
without a powerful disruption of these harmful enactments, Emily is likely 
to separate, struggle, and slip away into a despair and darkness most of us 
can never even imagine, and quietly suff er. Alone. 

Many of us are not even attuned to recognize that Emily might suff er. 
If we did, we know that that we would prepare ourselves to respond diff er-
ently. So, how do we learn to recognize what we don’t even know we should 
know? You see, Emily is my student, your school’s student, your student, 
someone’s friend, grandchild, cousin, sibling: someone else’s child; your 
child. And, all Emilys deserve to be treated with the same dignities as any 
other student who sits in your classes. But when we don’t teach, affi  rm, or 
recognize the social, emotional, or academic aspirations of our Emilys, they 
are erased, they disappear, and they can add to the ever-growing suicide 
statistics. 

WHY GENDER IDENTITY JUSTICE MATTERS

Consider what it might be like to have a complex relationship with yourself. 
Consider knowing that there aren’t many people or role models who can 
help you recognize or understand your identity. How can you help yourself 
when there are few, or no one, to support you? Th is is an all-too-common 
reality for people with gender identities that are positioned as question-
able when pitted against that which is perceived as socially acceptable. As 
human.

Daily, people with gender identities that appear unrecognizable, or who 
are misrecognized, face the real possibility that they may be threatened, in-
timidated, and experience violence or even death. Th ese microaggressions © H
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Introduction : Why Does Gender Identity Justice Matter? 5

are pervasive and derive from intentional prejudice, unchecked bias, and a 
lack of awareness or information and/or misinformation. To help this make 
more sense, I want to share a personal story.

I don’t identify with a gender; I identify as trans*+ (a)gender. Th is means 
that in the way I think about myself, gender is not present. In this case, the 
use of “trans” means a few things that exist simultaneously: It means de-
parted from (think Star Wars, and the Millennium Falcon shooting away 
from the Death Star at warp speed), moved away from (think about your 
reaction to rotting meat that became stuck under your refrigerator), while 
also recognizing that there is a continuum of gender identities (think turn-
ing a handle while looking through a kaleidoscope). Th ough I disidentify as 
female, male, transgender, and non-binary, when others see me they posi-
tion me as male and use male pronouns. Th is is quite common. 

In order for me to disidentify from female, which is my birth sex, I had 
to go through a long, long, long process. In fact, it is ongoing. I am oft en 
asked why I want to change my legal documents to male if I do not identify 
as female. Th is is such a great question—and one that even I have had to 
think deeply about. I have never felt female, though what does it even feel 
like to feel gender? I have also never felt male for the same reason, but I 
want to be read not as female. Does that mean I want to be read as male? 
Well, not necessarily. Yet there were many other people, born in the 1970s 
like myself, who felt constrained to choose either male or female because 
those were the only known options that would legitimize our identities. In 
the recent past, youth and 20- and 30-somethings seem to live in a world 
where there is more freedom to live in the between-of-genders or in gender-
fl uid ways. Th is was not the case for those born in the ’70s because gender 
identity wasn’t yet discussed, let alone refl ected on in any context. Left  with-
out understanding ourselves, we were coercively assigned a gender. Th ough 
it might not make sense to some, I would rather be read as not female—but 
this does not mean I want to be read as male. Due to this chosen identity 
preference, I have changed my paperwork so that I can pass through legal 
gates that want me to choose a gender. 

Such coercion has required me to spend well over $125,000 for sur-
geries (that I opted to have) and for changes to my federal, national, and 
state identifi cations. I recognize that having healthcare is a privilege and 
provides me access to services that others may be denied. Th is is why dis-
cussions around gender identity justice are critical, because the fulfi llment 
of rights are uneven and inequitable. Each of these changes has required 
massive time, eff ort, and a huge audit of legal paperwork. Here is just one 
example. In order for me to change my birth certifi cate (to disidentify as © H
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6 about GENDER IDENTITY JUSTICE IN SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITIES

female), I had to go through a humiliating process. Now, I did not have to 
do this; this was a choice that felt important and not necessarily rational. 
It is not likely that I will have to show anybody my birth certifi cate in the 
future, but I did this for peace of mind just in case I ever do. 

Th e process of changing my assigned sex on my birth certifi cate was ar-
duous. I am from Louisiana, where draconian laws still exist and are strin-
gent (each state has its own regulations to have legal documents changed). 
First, I had to travel to New Orleans and see a doctor who the state autho-
rized to confi rm any gender changes. In his offi  ce, I had to strip my clothing 
off  to prove I had top and bottom surgery. Th en he had to write and cer-
tify these changes with a letter. Next, I had to gather notarized documents 
from my doctor, my therapist, and my surgeons that also attested to these 
changes. Next, I had to obtain medical releases and what is called operative 
reports of all of my surgeries. I then had to provide before-and-aft er copies 
of pictures from my surgeries, my driver’s licenses, and my passports. And I 
had to have notarized evidence of my legal name change. Lastly—yes, there 
is a lastly, unless I have something else to do that may still catch up with 
me—I had to hire an attorney and pay $2000 for fi ling fees, court costs, and 
attorney fees. 

My body is, to some degree, not entirely my own. My body is a living 
audit of this country’s prejudice and ignorance, and although it is my body, 
think about what that means. Th ink about what it means to not own your 
body. Th ink about how such bodies are national and state subjects, vul-
nerable to shift ing policies, and how they can be made disposable. Th ere is 
indeed a cost, and literally a high price, to living one’s truth. 

As subjects of the state, bodies like mine are exposed to diff erent man-
ifestations of political and social humiliation, and to being diagnosed as 
mentally ill by psychological and medical establishments. Th is exposure can 
be put to rest only when such individuals no longer have to prove their legit-
imization. What would this look like? Th is would mean ceasing to complete 
paperwork to change a name or gender on a birth certifi cate, Social Security 
card, or driver’s license. It would mean not having to stand in front of a judge 
to prove an identity or being coercively diagnosed by a therapist with gender 
dysphoria—a mental illness (which became fi rst diagnosed as gender identi-
ty disorder in 1980)—in order to have access to certain types of medical care 
and surgeries that “prove” to insurance companies that surgeries are neces-
sary as well. It would mean not being treated or counted as a third-, fourth-, 
or fi ft h-class citizen, whose rights are always in fl ux and vulnerable to the 
shift ing whims of hostile politicians. It would mean such bodies would exist 
in society without having to prove or expose our existence.© H
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Introduction : Why Does Gender Identity Justice Matter? 7

With a visual survey during any given minute, hour, half-day, or twenty-
four hours, dozens, if not more, microaggressions are targeted at people 
with unfamiliar gender identities. Consider the broader reach of impact 
of this over the course of any day, whether in or out of school, and how it 
leaves individuals with thickening scar tissue. Consider how across a week, 
a month, or a year, the aggregate of microaggressions can become debili-
tating and lead to dangerous psycho-social-academic consequences. Th is 
is altogether too much to tolerate. Yet even more intolerable is when that 
same person is a student and they have to wake up in the morning to go to 
school with these norms condoned and, sometimes, sanctioned. Consider 
how even my own story has left  tendrils nearly everywhere I have gone and 
will still continue to go. 

Imagine Emily or any other student sitting (or standing) in a subway 
and hearing the announcement that begins with “Ladies and gentlemen”; 
or, when in an academic context, not having access to a bathroom that feels 
safe to enter because it is designated as male or female; or not being named 
in or by a school policy that should otherwise protect them when they are 
bullied or harassed; or being forced to fi ll out a form on which there are only 
two categories for gender or gender identity. Consider, too, that when stu-
dents hear comments by others—especially by educators who say, “Why do 
I have to change my language if it’s only for one student?,” or “Th at student 
needs to settle on one identity or the other,” or “It’s just a phase”—it sends a 
clear message that they don’t matter and impacts their motivation to stay in 
school. In fact, once something biting leaves lips, the imprint on the psyche 
may last a lifetime. 

When we don’t attend to their vulnerabilities, these students are made 
vulnerable. For them, statistics show high rates of bullying, harassment, 
dropping out, lowered grade point averages, truancy, mental health and 
substance abuse issues, homelessness, presence in foster care and group 
homes, pushout into the school-to-prison pipeline, and suicidal ideation. 
For these students of color, statistics are even worse. Failing to attend to 
these students’ vulnerabilities sanctions and strengthens forms of in-
stitutional violence that can lead to gender identity-based violence and 
social marginalization among other potentially damaging psycho-social-
emotional and academic disparities. It reinforces dangerous rationales and 
ideologies that produce diminished capacities for opportunities and suc-
cess while perpetuating stereotypes and bullying behavior. But, as a collec-
tive, we can disrupt dangerous mindsets, gaps in schooling contexts, and 
personal and structuralized violations. We must all attend to gender iden-
tity in our classrooms, curriculum, pedagogies, policies, and discussions. © H
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