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Abstract:



Trans people—and particularly trans youth—have come to the forefront of political and educational discussions, especially as legislation has aimed to ensure that school personnel act as enforcers of state-level policies targeting trans youth. For this reason, and because research demonstrates that youth in schools form attachments to and receive support from school personnel, our research looks at school personnel’s development as allies. By analyzing focus group data following a training workshop, we explore how participants understand their roles as allies to trans and gender non-conforming youth. We found that trans issues were salient and participants expressed new knowledge about and openness towards transgender youth, as well as care and concern for their wellbeing. Nonetheless, many participants retained frames of understanding that relied on trans people as Other and that situated their roles as allies through the frameworks of protection and care. We argue that these understandings of trans youth and the role of allies reinforces cisnormativity, and we push for a more nuanced understanding of allyship that moves beyond knowledge, beliefs, attitudes and intended behaviors as markers of allyship to ensure that allies do not reproduce cisnormativity even in their support of trans and gender non-conforming youth.
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1. Introduction


In reading the news over the past two years, one might be tempted to think that the most central aspect of trans people’s identities is bathroom use: debates have flared concerning bills that would either ensure that anyone could use the bathroom in which they feel most comfortable or that one can only use the bathroom that corresponds to one’s “birth gender” as found on their birth certificate [1]. In the American South, anti-trans bathroom bills in North Carolina, Arkansas, and Tennessee have pushed the conversation forward [2], as activists who might have focused on issues of police brutality, access to health care, or any number of other systemic injustices trans people face are instead arguing for the right to go to the bathroom without being singled out, surveilled, or put in danger.



This increased conversation about trans people and where they can and cannot go is now explicitly focused on trans youth; the proposed anti-trans bathroom bill in Tennessee, for example, targets students at public schools and universities [2], putting adolescents and youth in the crosshairs of political battles and public scrutiny. Because of these bills, public school students, teachers, counselors, and administrators who may not have otherwise considered their trans students’ experiences are now being explicitly asked to enforce a restrictive and harmful interpretation of gender politics. In this and many other debates about gender expression—for example, gender policing of homecoming and prom courts, school uniform enforcement, or extracurricular activities—school personnel function as judge and jury. Thus, they shape and foster a school environment that can either support or damage trans and gender non-conforming youth, one that can disrupt or reinforce cisnormativity, affecting all students.



1.1. Why School Personnel


Both because of the external pressures on school personnel and because of the continual interactions between school personnel and students, teachers, counselors, and administrators at public schools have begun to play increasingly important roles in trans students’ lives. Therefore, understanding if and how adults in schools see themselves as allies to their trans and gender non-conforming students is vital. Positive, supportive relationships between lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer (LGBTQ+1) students and school personnel have been shown to mediate negative outcomes for youth [3,4,5,6]. Therefore, understanding the ways in which these relationships may be formed and conceptualizing school personnel’s views of allyship could have potentially far-reaching consequences for youth.



Many LGBTQ+ training modules have demonstrated increased attitudes, knowledge, and expected supportive behaviors of teachers towards LGBTQ+ students [7,8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15], but they have not explicitly focused on teachers’ views of trans and gender non-conforming students. Trans and gender non-conforming students may rely on their teachers, counselors, and administrators to affirm their identities and model inclusivity—for example, by using their correct name and pronouns, providing gender inclusive bathrooms, or ensuring their safety in locker rooms when changing for physical education class. Therefore, it is imperative that we better understand the perspectives of adults in schools, especially their views of themselves as allies and their conception of what allyship entails. This increased understanding could help to create a cadre of allies who would proactively alter their own school climates to ensure that trans and gender non-conforming students were not systematically discriminated against and were free to learn, thrive, and grow. Moreover, a richer perspective on school personnel’s views of allyship and of their own self-conceptions of their roles in the enforcement of the gender binary and heterosexism might not only inform trainings and pre-service education, but would also give researchers greater insight into how to operationalize and quantitatively measure allyship, especially for trans and gender non-conforming students.



It may be useful to situate school personnel’s beliefs within a “queer school” [16] framework; that is, the notion that an ideal school does not reproduce traditional hegemonic binaries nor gloss over inequity by claiming that all students are equal, irrespective of their myriad differences. Core to the queer school model is the understanding that all people have a gender and sexual identity, rather than models of schooling that mark only LBGTQ+ members as having sexual orientations and relationships to gender. In order to better understand how to cultivate a school that undoes heterosexism and cisnormativity, we must first understand where school personnel currently are in their conceptualizations of gender identity and sexuality, and how these views may be in line with or run contrary to models of allyship.




1.2. Ally Development


Adult allies in schools are particularly important, as research suggests that relational dimensions such as perceived trust, support, and care positively impact students’ behavioral and academic outcomes [17,18]. The best practices in creating positive and supportive school climates recognize that LGBTQ+ students report feeling more supported and safer in schools where (1) gay–straight alliances or similar student groups exist; (2) staff actively disrupt LGBTQ+ harassment and bigoted language; (3) clear anti-bullying policies exist that explicitly protect against harassment based on sexual or gender identity/expression; and (4) school curricula include positive examples of LGBTQ+ figures and historical events [3]. Each of these best practices relies on the active support of school staff who understand themselves to be powerful allies who can meaningfully alter the school climate.



Much of the literature related to the formation of an ally identity establishes the central characteristics of an ally as one who has the knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and intentions to help promote change and care for those in need [19,20,21,22,23,24]. These fundamental aspects of allyship are undeniably important; indeed, who could argue that one could be an ally to a trans student without knowing what cisgender means, or believing that trans students should be addressed by the name they identity with, or intending to behave in ways that affirm and celebrate trans youth? Although these models may be essential, they limit our vision of allyship to one’s ability to care for and accept a non-dominant group. There is no room in these models to capture the need for an ally to understand their own role in societal structures that privilege their dominant position nor the need to move beyond knowledge and concern to a critical view of the systems in place that presuppose a dominant and subordinate group. In effect, these modes of allyship leave little room to assess the roles of allies in maintaining structural inequities on the one hand, or disrupting hegemonic assumptions such as cisnormativity on the other.



To that end, our understanding of allyship aligns with contemporary work that foregrounds the importance of social justice in the formation of allies. Edwards [25] offered a useful framework in which he posited three stages of allyship: self-interest, altruism, and social justice. He distinguished between allies who work because of personal connections to (self-interest) or concern for (altruism) marginalized groups and those who work for change because they see themselves implicated in and harmed by the oppression of others (social justice). His understanding, as well as the work of other scholars who put forth more nuanced notions of allyship, serve to demonstrate that an ally is more than a caring person who works to help troubled youth [26,27]. Our conception of allyship draws on this important distinction between those who simply care for others and those who are invested in social justice and a radical restructuring of society to work against systems of oppression.



We explicitly draw on previous researchers’ work with anti-heterosexist and anti-cissexist ally development models grounded in the destabilization of hierarchies that privilege heterosexual and cisgender identities and that attempted to render manifest, and therefore de-constructible, the gender binary [28,29]. Mohr posited a developmental model that brought about such awareness, as he documented the transition from democratic heterosexuality—a view focused on equality and sameness of all sexual identities—to integrative heterosexuality—a view that recognized the privilege inherent in a heterosexual identity and the ways in which all sexual identities are part and parcel of an oppressive, hegemonic system that is damaging for all, although unequally [30].



In this way, we were guided by the understanding that in order to dismantle the cissexist patriarchy, we must move beyond discussions that position one group as dominant and everyone else as Other, or as lesser, different, or marked. Maintaining trans and gender non-conforming youth as Other renders them legible only in their comparison to the dominant, cisgender youth and only serves to privilege and reinforce cisnormative structures [31,32,33,34]. This pattern is mirrored in divides that are often created between LGBTQ+ and heterosexual youth, as “queer- and heterosexual-identified youth often find themselves in untenable situations, increasingly defined by a dynamic that somehow manages to promote the utility of separating ‘queer’ and ‘normal’ young people” ([35], p. 2). Additionally, because youth at all ages are working through issues of gender and sexuality, we were especially attentive to work that centered discussions with teachers about gender and sexuality for youth often deemed ‘too young’ to understand such complex or mature issues [36].



Much of the research following LGBTQ+ ally training has documented the creation of heterosexual allies who had greater knowledge, lower levels of homophobia, and attainable goals for allyship [7,21,37,38,39]. However, more recent research has shown that careful examination of participants’ commentary following a highly intentional anti-heterosexist training demonstrated that although participants espoused increased knowledge and radical reformation, their words fit neatly into their previous paradigms and belied the progress they claimed [28]. This close attention to the intricacies of potential allies’ commentary, especially as it related to participants’ accommodation or transformation of their interpretive schema for allyship, provides an important lens for understanding participants’ ally development.



Notably, the literature on ally development has not spoken to the cultivation of cisgender allies to trans youth. Although much of the training evaluation and allyship development research has focused on LGBTQ+ ally development, to date, none has focused exclusively on the development of allies for trans youth.




1.3. The Current Study


This study aims to contribute to the knowledge base surrounding ally development, especially as it applies to adult allies of trans and gender non-conforming youth in schools. We conducted a qualitative analysis of existing focus group data that were collected following a full-day summer training workshop designed to support teachers and other school personnel as allies for youth who identified as LBGTQ+. Specifically, our analysis explored the following research questions: (1) How salient was the topic of trans students’ identities? (2) How did participants discuss their understandings of trans students’ identities and issues related to being trans in school? (3) What did participants see as their relationship to students, especially as related to trans students? (4) How did participants describe their own roles as allies, and what responsibilities did they perceive accompanied those roles? (5) What tensions or contradictions were present in participants’ conceptualizations of their roles as allies for trans youths? and (6) To what extent did participants’ comments demonstrate a disruption of the gender binary or an understanding of heterosexism and cissexism? We expected to find a range of participants’ understandings of allyship related to student identity and a variety of perspectives, all of which would inform our understanding of how school personnel conceptualize and discuss these issues in order to inform future professional development and school-level interventions, as well as research.





2. Methods


2.1. Design


This project is a secondary analysis of focus group data collected as part of a larger longitudinal evaluation of a full-day, summer workshop offered by a large, urban, southeastern district and its community partners to secondary school teachers and other K-12 support personnel (e.g., school counselors, psychologists). The evaluation was approved by Vanderbilt’s Institutional Review Board as well as the school district.




2.2. Context: Training Design and Content


As part of its ongoing school climate improvement efforts, the school district and its community partners offered two, eight-hour training workshops in the summer for teachers and other personnel to strengthen their skills as allies for marginalized students, particularly those who identify as LGBTQ+. These workshops were designed as a follow-up to an initial phase of training over the prior two years in which the district asked all secondary school teachers to attend a one-hour training designed to support LGBTQ+ students. Although the organizers conceived of the training as LGBTQ+ focused, the recruitment materials made no mention of queer topics specifically, as the program was titled Creating an Open and Affirming School: Navigating Student Safety in a Culturally Diverse Classroom, Part 2 and only referred to culturally diverse classrooms and open and affirming school climates.



The current training was designed to provide personnel with deeper knowledge and skills and particularly to cultivate active allies who work to undo heterosexist and cissexist practices present in the school environment and their larger social context. The first segment of the training offered participants space to reflect on their own multiple, intersectional identities and positionalities; to understand the cycle of socialization [40]; and to explore their own values as they relate to gender and sexuality, with particular attention to how their values enter into their professional work. The next segment focused specifically on the school district and debuted a locally-produced video featuring voices of the district’s students and personnel. We also included interactive discussions with trans youth to both increase participants’ knowledge of trans youths’ experiences and their openness to LBGTQ+ people. Over lunch, participants chose one of the following discussion groups: (1) religion, gender and sexuality; (2) trans and gender non-conforming youth; or (3) LGBTQ+ inclusive lesson planning. In the final training segment, participants learned in depth about the diversity of gender identity, gender expression, biological sex, sexuality, physical attraction, and romantic attraction. After an interactive discussion of micro-aggressions and interrupting hetero/cissexist behavior and hetero/cisnormativity assumptions, participants were given the opportunity to put their learning to practice with scenarios and role plays. In total, the interactive training aimed to provide an expansive understanding of sexuality and gender, the diversity of LGBTQ+ student experience, and the intersections of race, class, language, religion, gender, ability, and sexuality on student and educator experiences.




2.3. Participants


Training participants were recruited by district counseling personnel using emailed flyers and follow-up information. Attendance was voluntary and attendees received professional development credits and a daily stipend by the school district. Participants for the evaluation were recruited during each morning registration. During registration, participants were informed of the study and asked if they would like to know more. If so, a member of the evaluation team described all aspects of the evaluation in detail and obtained written informed consent if trainees agreed to be included in the evaluation. Evaluation participants were provided a $30 gift card to compensate them for their time. The decision to participate in the research did not affect professional development credit or payment from the school district. Forty-six of 49 trainees (94%) consented to participate in the evaluation. Because evaluation activities were embedded during the training day, non-participants were given alternative activities. The participants included one administrator, 22 teachers (one elementary, 21 secondary), and 23 certificated staff (14 school counselors, six school psychologists, three special education coaches). About half of the participants (52%) preregistered for one of the trainings. Eighty percent identified as female and 20% as male. Forty-five of the 46 participants self-identified as “straight/heterosexual,” and one participant self-identified as “not straight” (e.g., lesbian, bisexual, gay, queer, pansexual, asexual).




2.4. Data Collection Procedures


We conducted 10 focus groups of four to six participants each immediately following the end of training each day. Prior to the day’s training, researchers numbered blank nametags to assign participants to the 10 focus groups systematically and in an unbiased way. Groups were initially kept small in order to encourage participation. Trained university research assistants and faculty facilitated the focus groups using a semi-structured focus group guide that included questions and follow-up prompts organized around four primary topics: (1) reflections on the training (e.g., “What did you think of the training today?” and “What was the most challenging or difficult part of the training?”); (2) transfer of learning from training (e.g., “How do you plan to use what you learned today?”); (3) shifting perspectives/attitudes (e.g., “Did the experience make you feel differently about yourself, your classroom, or your school?”; and (4) capacity to serve as an ally to LGBTQ+ youth (e.g., “Do you feel more empowered to serve as an ally to LGBTQ students? Why or why not?”). Focus groups were audio recorded and then transcribed verbatim by a transcription service.




2.5. Data Analysis


Using the existing focus group transcripts, two of the authors (R.A.M. and L.M.R.) independently coded the transcripts using the constant comparative method to form codes and categories [41]. We met to compare coding and resolved all discrepancies to reach consensus. We sought to let themes emerge from the data in a grounded way, while also paying particular attention to (1) the ways in which participants understood gender; (2) moments that would be indicative of ally development including reference to: new knowledge, change in attitudes, openness towards trans and gender non-conforming youth, or intended behavior; and (3) moments that reinforced or challenged cisnormativity and gender policing. Additionally, we paid special attention in our analysis both to language and to the internal logics of the participants’ views on allyship and trans people and gender norms.





3. Results


Our final coding scheme highlighted three overarching themes: (1) new allies: trans salience and awareness; (2) maintaining cisnormativity; and (3) moments of resistance: cisnormativity challenged. In particular, the data suggested participants maintained cisnormativity primarily by (a) maintaining trans people as Other and (b) conceiving of themselves as "altruistic allies” [25]. In the following sections, we elaborate on each providing illustrative comments from focus group participants.



3.1. New Allies: Trans Salience and Awareness


Our data suggest that participants in our study saw themselves as new allies to LGBTQ+ youth, and trans youth in particular. Throughout the focus groups, they reflected on both the very general—today was “reinforcing of what we need to do for all children who may live within the margins”—and the highly specific—“we have kids that all day long every day don’t go to the bathroom”—aspects of what they learned and believed about trans people’s lives within classrooms and communities. As seen in the last quotation, themes related to the experiences of trans youth emerged as particularly salient in participants’ discussions. Each focus group reflected on, and often lingered on, trans issues as they processed the day’s training. Most notably, the focus group guide questions did not ask participants to comment, directly or indirectly, on any specific aspect of the training, nor did they ask directly about gender or trans students. Rather, in an attempt to give voice to participants, the questions gave participants wide latitude to comment on any aspect of the training or on their roles allies to LGBTQ+ youth. The frequency with which participants mentioned trans students serve to highlight how ripe educators and other school personnel in our study were for conversations about trans and gender non-conforming students’ experience.



Reinforcing the salience of trans issues, these focus groups highlighted the extent to which trans people have penetrated the public consciousness. Many participants brought in outside knowledge and examples of trans people with whom they were familiar, for example naming Laverne Cox, Jazz Jennings, Caitlyn Jenner, Chaz Bono, and other celebrities as entry points into the conversation about trans people’s lives. One participant also referenced the public discourse around trans people, saying, “I just watched an episode of Fatal Attraction about that.” This continued reinforcement that the main learning took place around issues of gender identity and expression served to underscore how salient trans issues are for this group, as it demonstrated their focus on and interaction with some aspects of gender.



Not only did participants find trans people and issues around gender identity and expression salient, but they also expressed new knowledge about and openness towards transgender people. Participants noted that the training was “informative,” “enlightening,” “challenging,” “surprising,” and “eye-opening” in relation to gender identity and issues that impact trans students such as pronouns, bathrooms, gender identity development milestones, and more.



Participants offered specific ways in which the training increased their awareness of and shifted their perspectives about trans people and their roles as educators. As one participant shared, “I didn’t, I really didn’t know anything about trans [sic], aside from what’s going on you know, publicly in the media and in Hollywood. So it was great to kind of hear some actual factual information.” Another participant elaborated, “I’ve been kind of blind and just thinking it’s [trans people are] just you know, the media Hollywood type of thing, and to see young people you know, and in [our] schools you know, dealing with that, is like okay...very eye-opening.” Another participant offered critical reflection on their2 behavior and potential mis-gendering of those they interact with, saying,


The pronoun, the personal pronoun usage thing. That’s just something I don’t think would have thought of and yet in, in moments maybe you, you’re not sure how to respond or react, but you don’t realize how many things that maybe, you just are offensive to someone or made someone feel uncomfortable when you certainly would not want to.







Their expressed understanding of the ways in which they may have hurt or offended others through an assumption of personal pronouns demonstrates a clearer understanding of the trans experience and a willingness to learn.




3.2. Maintaining Cisnormativity


The above section explored the ways in which participants were open and embracing of trans people, potentially signaling their allyship to trans youth. However, embedded within the overall positive reception of trans identities are several logics and ideologies that maintain and normalize cisgender and gender binary assumptions that many ally development frameworks might miss. To demonstrate this, this section will look closely at (1) how participants understood trans people and positioned them as Other and (2) how participants understood the criteria for allyship, which relied on a limited vision of care and protection for individual students, and an erasure of both the specific and general ways that gender norms impact students. In the following sections, we describe these findings in more detail.



3.2.1. Maintaining Trans People as Other


Despite the participants’ expressed desire to be allies to trans individuals as well as their awareness of and sensitivity to trans issues, many participants maintained trans people as Other rather than challenging the systems and practices that may perpetuate inequity and violence. In our data, participants most often understood trans people in contrast to cisgender and gender-conforming people and rendered them acceptable only through their approximation to normative gender standards. Participants maintained trans people as Other in two primary ways: (1) explicit articulations of trans people as Other or “strange,” especially when they did not conform to particular expectations of acceptability and (2) the use of narrative frameworks that represented trans youth through pain and victimization. These are elaborated in detail to follow.



Maintaining the Other: Trans People as Strange


One way in which participants maintained trans and gender non-conforming youth as Other was to label them as “strange” or to couch their acceptance of trans people by insisting or insinuating that (some) trans people are inferior. One participant expressed a particularly poignant example of how transgender youth, along with other LGBTQ+ youth, were maintained as Other, even as the participant purported to be an ally. He said, “my school already has a club...we’re more accepting of people who are, let’s say strange and different or diverse.” This conflation of diversity and strangeness, especially as it is juxtaposed against the “more accepting” nature of the school, makes apparent that he feels supportive, or at least tolerant, of queer and trans young people—and therefore could maybe be seen as an ally—yet he can only see them as outside of a perceived ‘normal’ group of students. Not only does this perpetuate divisions between trans and cis students, it also defines the norm through cis students’ experiences and realities which trans people then are compared to. Whether consciously or not, this respondent seems to believe that queer and trans students are "strange and different” rather than a welcomed expression of diversity, and that having a school club alone creates acceptance, as if a school merely needed to check such programs off a list in order to be accepting.



The presumed strangeness or otherness of trans people reinforces the idea that trans people are different than their cisgender peers in a problematic way. Some participants espoused the idea that as trans and gender non-conforming people approximate particular standards of normalcy they will be seen as more fully acceptable. These ideas further marked trans people as Other by only rendering them intelligible in contrast to their normal peers. In a conversation among several respondents who were working together to explain what they felt was a nuanced call for more positive trans representation, the respondents in truth exemplified their desire for trans people to conform to particular standards of acceptability. Their interchange demonstrated this:


R1: As far as breaking down barriers, when I was growing up my only association [with trans and gender non-conforming people] that I can remember…was like what you see on TV like RuPaul and things like that, people who are really showy and flashy and draw this attention you know I think that’s what’s led to the negative backlash with transgender [people] for a period of time like nineties and you know late eighties, you know so if we could get [pause] more [pause]



R2: Positive images.



R1: Yea, that’s what I’m trying to think of.



R3: Normalizing it a bit more.



R1: Well, I don’t want to say normal, but just not so...



R3: Dramatic?



R1: Yeah.







Although the respondents worked together to co-create a corrective narrative for trans people in popular culture and explore the “negative backlash” against trans people, they revealed several transphobic tropes: that trans people are seeking attention, flashy, dramatic, and abnormal. Even as Respondent 1 eschewed the labeling of ‘normal,’ he seemed to accept the notion that trans people should be less dramatic as a means of overcoming negative backlash. In other words, although these participants openly expressed their support for trans individuals, these positive perceptions only held for certain kinds of trans individuals—individuals who conformed to an ideal of acceptability. Later in this same focus group, participants explained that they wanted to see “good role models,” “individuals without the drama,” and more “subtle” versions of LGB people generally, and trans people specifically. Although an appeal to role models may seem innocuous, put in context, these coded statements potentially expose a desire to only accept transgender individuals as they approximate and blend in with cisgender individuals and otherwise conform to normalcy.



In a refreshing moment, one participant picked up on what she perceived to be the hypocrisy some of her fellow participants’ remarks. Offering direct feedback to her peers, she remarked


[she was surprised by] how many people were willing to say basically, “I’m fine with transgender people, they should just not use the bathroom. I just, I have to, I have to make some weird, complicated exception so I can talk about how uncomfortable I am having them in my bathroom”...we are willing to project a lot of our social fears about physical safety, sexual assault onto transgender people and bathrooms.




This statement shed light on the ways in which her peers were contorting themselves to simultaneously purport to be trans inclusive but also to espouse views that would exclude and inhibit trans people’s participation in daily life and schooling by making trans people’s needs, and therefore trans people, into something to be feared. This was certainly one of the more nuanced understandings of trans issues noted in any of the focus groups.




Maintaining the Other: Damage and Victimization


Respondents often framed trans existence as marginal, damaged, and marked by trauma. This stood in contrast to our intentional design of the program to avoid “damage-centered” [42] frameworks. For instance, one participant said, “this is a group that’s been marginalized as well and they need to be included in that bullying aspect because that’s an important piece as well.” While it is clear that trans students may face increased bullying and may be marginalized in schools [3], the respondent frames their understanding of trans youth only in terms of existing frames of marginalization and bullying, rather than in other, more positive frames associated with youth, such as joy, romance, or laughter, or in newly created frames that accommodate more aspects of trans existence. This singular framework of pain is further typified in one exchange between two respondents:


R1: I attended the struggling one, the first one. What was it called?



R2: The transgender, trans one.



R1: Yea, the first one.




Even after asking for the name of the session, the respondent resisted using the word trans to describe the session and instead conflated of the trans session with the “struggling” session.



Not only does this framing demand that trans young people are understood as separate from their cisgender peers, it also insists that their value as students is made possible through their trauma, thus “the complexity of queer [and trans] youths’ subjectivity, agency, sexuality, and cultural practices is flatted by a dominant framing of them in terms of danger and victimization” ([35], p. 7). This singular ‘at risk’ narrative positions trans young people as separate from their ‘normal’ and ‘healthy’ cisgender peers—a discursive pattern that reproduces a divide between trans and cis students, and maintains trans youth as Other [43]. Participants’ framings of the experience through pain and trauma may offer them readily accessible points of relationship with trans youth (as will be explored in the next section), but it also may limit the fullness and richness of experience that trans people can share, especially as they may be understood only in relation to a dominant, oppressive force. This focus on the pain and suffering that trans youth experience serves to present a singular and simplistic frame as oppressed Other through which all trans identities are understood. Further examples of the damage and victimization frames will be explored in the next section, as seeing trans youth in this way seemed to be essential to participants’ understanding of their roles as allies.





3.2.2. “Altruistic Allies”: Limits of Protection, Care, and Equality


In this section, we draw on the frameworks that participants used to position trans people as Other and we closely examine how participants’ frame allyship—what did it mean to these participants to be an ally? Our data suggest that participants saw their roles as allies as (1) a duty to protect and care for (victimized) trans individuals and (2) a generalized call to care equally for all students. We argue that these conceptualizations of allyship allow participants to position themselves as unbiased, caring allies, while leaving their perpetuation of cisnormativity unchallenged.



Allyship as Care and Protection


The damage-centered appeals of risk and victimization of trans youth that we explored above were taken up by the participants’ as they framed their roles as allies as supporters and protectors of trans youth. The framing of trans individuals as only intelligible through trauma, pain, and suffering led to an understanding of trans peoples as victims who are in need of protection and care [44]. For example, one respondent commented:


to hear the things that they were saying. And some of it, the trials and tribulations that they have gone through, and you as a mom to talk about the challenges that your child faced and you just want to make sure you know as an educator you want to provide, you know, a safe place for them to be, to feel supported and accepted.







This respondent articulated empathy and compassion for the difficult experiences that trans youth and their parents face. This understanding of what it means to be an ally might be understood as an “aspiring ally for altruism” [25] where allyship is viewed as a compassionate duty to help a victimized Other. This respondent, and the many others who offered similar insights about the difficulties associated with trans adolescence and the need for safety, support, and acceptance, serves to further frame trans youth as inherently damaged, troubled, and in need of shielding and safety, which maintains their position as Other, as we previously noted. The framing also uses this position of trans young people to claim the respondent’s role as protector, which is a limited view of allyship. We assert that one must be careful not only to assume the role of caretaker, as that presupposes that trans youth are always damaged or in need of protection.




Allyship as Reacting to Individual Students


Implicit in allies’ conception of their role as caregiver and protector is an understanding that allyship manifests itself only in relation to particular cases. To be an “aspiring ally for altruism” [25], participants conceptualized their capacity to act as an ally through their imagined responses to individual trans and gender non-conforming-identified students. This effectively requires an “out” student to be present in order to activate their allyship which ignores the way that gender is imbued into and reinforced in school culture, regardless of individual students’ identities. For example, another participant commented:


I haven’t had a student yet to tell me that they’re transgender, but making sure as a counselor that I deal with that, that I react to that appropriately, making sure that I’m being supported and not passing my own personal vices, if I have any, I hope I don’t, but still you want to make sure that you don’t want to, that you want to be supportive and you want to say the right thing.




This participant clearly expressed their concern to provide care for and to support any transgender young person that they may encounter, and at first blush it seems like a concrete example of a participant expressing allyship. However, this statement exemplifies the common assumption that the only time when conversations about gender are going to impact the young people that they work with is when a young person comes directly to them to discuss their gender identity and expression.



Additionally, this identity-based understanding of allyship prompted several comments about how about how the training was informative yet would not apply to their work because they did not anticipate trans students interacting in their spaces, as seen when the respondent commented “I haven’t had a student yet to tell me that they’re transgender.” In another example, one respondent said: “Part of me kind of felt like it wasn’t really helpful, because I’m an elementary person.” Assuming that gender and sexuality topics would be irrelevant for elementary students grossly misrepresents the notion that gender and sexuality always shape our social world, even if there are not ‘out’ trans people at school. The participant incorrectly assumes that elementary students do not think about, learn about, or confront gender and sexuality in their everyday lives (e.g., being teased for “acting like a girl,” reading a book about a family with heterosexual or cisgender parents which does not reflect their own family, or being split up for activities into ‘boys’ and ‘girls’).




Allyship as Equality for All


In addition to erasing the ways in which gender norms impact youth even when there are not ‘out’ trans students at school, participants additionally erased the complexities and particularities of being an ally for gender-justice by appealing to their roles as protector of ‘all students.’ Many respondents offered comments that their primary job is to care for all their students, to treat them equally, and to offer support to everyone. This equal care was seen as evidence for allyship. For example, one respondent said, “I feel like I’m an ally for probably any student who’s processing or needs an ally, not just one specific group but all groups.” This statement is presented as a reasoned example of ideal educators, who do not exclude, for example, transgender students from their care. Yet it also effaces important differences between people and represents allyship as a single, static construct. By offering, as one respondent did, that “people are just people at the end of the day,” or other representations of allyship as seeing everyone equally, participants effectively identify themselves as allies—or perhaps more appropriately, as people who are not guilty of bigotry or bias—yet evade any responsibility for gender or sexual inequities. When a participant says that she would treat all students the same or care for a trans student just like she would care for any other student, she willfully ignores the differences that may in fact require her to see and acknowledge a trans student as differently impacted by gender norms. Appealing to the ‘sameness’ of ‘all students’ reinforces cisnormativity by minimizing the particularities that are essential to trans and gender non-conforming students’ experiences. When differences are flattened, the dominant, normative conceptualization of gender goes unchallenged, allowing it to maintain its dominance even while difference is tolerated and anti-discrimination values are enforced.






3.3. Moments of Resistance: Cisnormativity Challenged


In contrast to the previous examples in which participants maintained cisnormativity through their reliance on understanding trans students as problematic Others, some participants challenged these assumptions and expressed a desire to disrupt cisnormativity. In these moments, participants gave concrete examples of practices that would challenge normative assumptions about the gender binary, while simultaneously affirming the experiences and identities of trans and gender non-conforming youth. One way that participants did this was by suggesting that they would introduce the practice of allowing people to claim the pronouns that they identity with in their classrooms and staff meetings. For example, one respondent stated, “I’m going to start by saying my name is and my pronouns are.” Another participant said:


I’m going to start the first day of school out with introducing myself and say which pronouns that I use and ask each student to introduce themselves and use the pronouns that they were, say the pronouns they’d like for us to use addressing them with the name they want to be called.




These practices have the potential to disrupt cisnormativity because they do not assume the gender identity of others, but do assume that everyone has a gender identity. However, in the latter case, the participant furthered his statement when he said, “I mean in my school it’s, that’ll be like oh wow, you know, the kids will be very relieved because most of the kids are part of that community.” This makes clear that although the practice of addressing names and pronouns with students in school for everyone has the potential to challenge norms about gender, this participant still sees the value of this process mostly for the benefit of his trans and gender non-conforming students. This belief is not inherently wrong, but it maintains the notion that disrupting normative assumptions about gender is only necessary when trans people are present.



In addition to challenging assumptions about what pronouns people will use, another participant challenged the ways in which bathrooms reinforce the gender binary by committing to advocate for all gender bathrooms in her school: “I plan to bring in the morning meetings [with other school personnel], bring in the unisex bathroom, where, you know, students have a choice that’s not pre-identified for them.” Importantly, in this example, the participant did not frame the concern for inclusive bathrooms solely in relation to protecting an individual student who needs a bathroom accommodation. Rather, she positioned this concern about bathrooms as problematic because it presupposes and attempts to manage where students will go to the bathroom, in a way that reinforces assumptions about the legibility of students’ gender expression.





4. Discussion


Our results indicate that the school personnel in our study would fit within several models of allyship. In this sense, they could be considered new allies to trans youth because they developed new knowledge and positive ideas about trans people and demonstrated considerable openness to learn and grow. Yet, our results also demonstrate that many participants continued to position trans youth as Other, even as they suggested that they were supportive of trans youth, and their ideas of allyship were generally limited to an “altruistic” [25] framework. The frameworks that the vast number of our participants used to understand trans people and allyship left cisnormativity unchallenged, a notion that many ally development models are not equipped to highlight or accommodate. Even so, we also noted encouraging moments where school personnel signaled intentions as allies that would actively disrupt cisnormativity.



Our findings have theoretical and research implications, as well as practice-based implications for the development of school personnel as allies for trans and gender non-conforming youth. As noted earlier, it is imperative that school personnel act as allies for LGBTQ+ youth, as these relationships can positively impact these youths’ experiences at school [3,4,5,6]. However, research that has examined the ally development in the context of LGBTQ+ youth has mostly focused on increased attitudes, knowledge, and expected supportive behaviors of teachers [7,8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15]. Our research suggests that these outcomes of interest are limited, as our data demonstrate that school personnel evidenced these characteristics even while they maintained cisnormativity.



Our findings additionally have practical implications for districts that are working to improve their school climates for those who identify as LGBTQ+, and most relevantly here, those youth who identify as trans or gender non-conforming. As mentioned previously, the school personnel training was a component of a comprehensive, ongoing effort by the school district to measure and intervene to intentionally improve all students’ perceptions of school climate within their schools. As more schools and school districts become interested in improving school climate and cultivating affirming environments for LGBTQ+ students and specifically trans and gender non-conforming youth, we believe that they will benefit from this research. Our findings have practical implications for how schools conduct future professional development trainings, how they evaluate their staff as allies for young people, and specifically the messages that they may send to staff about what it means to be an ally to trans and gender non-conforming youth.



We recognize, as many researches have before us, that adult learning happens experientially and contextually [45], through iterative processes [46], and that ally development is a process that may consist of stages [25,47] over time. As such, our concern is less that school personnel are imperfect allies to trans young people, but rather that their own understandings of allyship—which is reflected in much LGBTQ+ ally development literature which focuses on attitudes, knowledge, and expected supportive behaviors—limit their understanding of what an ally should be, and therefore allows cisnormativity to be perpetuated. Therefore, these findings suggest professional development needs to move beyond more traditional, one-time, content-heavy training sessions to incorporate experience, dialogue, and reflection, thereby providing more scaffolding to support meaningful development of allyship [48].



Our study had several strengths that distinguish its contribution to the literature. Firstly, to our knowledge, it is the first discussion of adult ally development focused specifically on school personnel’s understandings of trans and gender non-conforming students, rather than all LGBTQ+ students as a singular group. Because our work draws on qualitative, focus group data, it offers a rich and complex description of adult ally development and allows greater insight into the thoughts and perceptions of our participants. Additionally, as the focus group questions did not guide participants to discuss trans and gender non-conforming students, the salience of and interest in topics about trans students were not artificially induced by leading questions. Moreover, because it was grounded in several models of ally development, the study offers a unique opportunity to discuss the potential shortcomings of models that situate care and concern as the primary obligation of allies, and it allows us to push for models that interrogate the maintenance of cisnormativity through such limited, altruistic frames [25]. Finally, as our research was situated within the school and professional development environment, it provides natural commentary on future directions for such programs, especially as they target teachers, school counselors, and administrators.



However, this study has several limitations that are important to note as they relate to generalizability of our findings and their applicability in other spaces. Our work is based on focus groups following a single training in a large, urban, relatively diverse school district. Further, this district is located in a highly conservative, southeastern state, and the prevailing opinions and conceptions at work in our sample may not represent views or conceptualizations held in demographically different parts of the country, or even in more rural areas of our own state. Moreover, although we attempted to ask broad questions that allowed participants to offer their own interpretations and find their own voices, responses may have been influenced by the design of the focus group guide, which was primarily used to assess the effectiveness of the training, rather than school personnel’s views on trans students. It is also important to note the volunteer bias that may influence these findings; participants who signed up for a training addressing cultural diversity and affirmative classrooms may be qualitatively different from school personnel who did not. Nonetheless, while some volunteer bias may exist, it was likely mitigated by the inclusive and broad nature of the recruitment materials. Moreover, some participants attended at the requests of their administrators, unaware of the topic.



Future work should first expand its scope to other areas of the country and to school personnel who teach in different demographic and cultural environments. Moreover, research should examine the differences and similarities of perspectives along roles within schools to better understand if teachers, counselors, administrators, and other personnel approach these topics in importantly different ways. An additional avenue of study may include the examination of resistant school personnel; understanding how those who are unwilling to engage with LBGTQ+ topics or who actively espouse homophobic and transphobic beliefs may bring another important layer to this discussion. It may also be fruitful to link this expanded qualitative work to other data sources. For example, a mixed-methods study that incorporated measures of ally development, conformity to cisnormativity, and awareness of the ubiquity of gender roles would offer important new insights. Additionally, objective measures of participants’ homophobic or transphobic beliefs may be useful in the design of future trainings and interventions. This addition may help explain whether underlying phobic beliefs shape participants’ perceptions of themselves as allies, or if the limited conceptualizations of allyship that our findings highlight persist even in the absence of phobic beliefs. Further, the data from this study could inform revised conceptual models and frameworks of ally development, especially as it relates to LGBTQ+, and specifically trans and gender non-conforming students. Another natural next step for this research is for it to be utilized to redesign professional development supporting allyship development. Educational best practices demonstrate that adults need experiential, problem-centered learning opportunities that have immediate relevance to their own lives [45] and that adults benefit from repeated, iterative cycles of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation [46]. Bringing together this literature with our work on ally development would offer additional insight into the cultivation of adult leaders and provide additional resources for those interested in training and professional development.




5. Conclusions


In times where the bodily autonomy, human rights, and freedoms of trans people and trans youth are being violated nationally, and particularly in the South, we are heartened by the overall positive and supportive messages that focus group participants expressed after the training. We are particularly impressed by the salience of transgender issues among responses considering that our focus group questions were open-ended, and while the training certainly covered gender issues and transgender students’ needs and experiences, it was far from the only focus of our training. To us, these results signal the importance of discussing trans issues with school personnel, and their eagerness to think through how transgender issues impact their practice. Moreover, a few of the participants demonstrated critical awareness of the systems of oppression that reinforce the gender binary and cissexist privilege, a truly encouraging finding.



Nonetheless, it is important to couch this interest in and awareness of trans students’ lives in the context of the participants’ own understanding of their roles, which often demonstrated their maintenance of cisnormative systems of oppression and their understanding of an ally as one who cares for the trans student in front of them, rather than one who acts to dismantle the structure that allows the continued oppression of trans students. Indeed, cultivating a generation of allies who not only understand the gender binary but also recognize their own role in its reinforcement or subversion is a challenging, yet necessary goal as we seek to provide youth with affirming school environments in which to grow and thrive. It is our hope that this work helps us to move beyond the traditional models of allyship that focus on care, concern, and knowledge and enable us to actively interrogate how allyship undoes systems of oppression.
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1Throughout the paper, we use the term LGBTQ+ as opposed to LGBTQ to capture that many people who exist outside of the heterosexual and gender binary paradigms (e.g., asexual, aromantic, pansexual, or two-spirit) but who do not identify specifically with the terms lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer.



	
2We alternate between the singular they, she, and he as pronouns to refer to research participants. The gender pronouns used for participants do not necessarily match the focus group participants’ gender identities.
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