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Abstract Trans*formative pedagogies are explored through dialogue between two trans* teachers

working in Madrid public schools. The queer methodological approach of personal dialogue and

reflection provides an inside perspective into the emergent development of trans* pedagogy in public

school classrooms. The authors’ divergent positionalities raise challenging questions for trans*

teachers: How are gender and sexuality still perceived as dangerous topics in education, and how can

these issues be addressed with students? Can we move beyond chicos y chicas identity politics? Is the

presence of a trans* teacher in the classroom enough to create transformative pedagogy? How does

this work connect to, uphold, and challenge the neoliberal economic paradigms that shape public

education? The specificity of the Spanish educational context is emphasized, with attention to the

complexities of bilingual education and cultural imperialism.
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Em: This dialogue took place over the spring and summer of 2014 in numerous

places in Madrid, from the cozy familiarity of our homes to queer bars and cafés

in our neighborhood of Lavapiés. Lucas and I are two trans* identified friends in

Madrid. We met because of a chance encounter at a photocopy store and con-

nected over our experiences as trans* teachers in the Spanish public education

system. While our positionalities are quite different, our friendship transcends

nationality, age, and education. Lucas is a Spanish scholar with a PhD in sociology

who, due to the precarious economic situation in Spain, combines research work

at the university with teaching in an adult vocational training school. I am a recent

college graduate from the United States with a BA in ethnic studies who works as

an English teaching assistant in a bilingual public elementary school in Madrid.

The choice of a dialogic approach as opposed to a traditional academic essay

illustrates the need not only to talk about queer pedagogies but also be immersed

in those pedagogies, queering our work. Since queer methodologies help to

“highlight the instability of taken-for-granted meanings and resulting power
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relations” (Brown and Nash 2010: 4), we chose to have an ongoing conversation

because it allows for a more reflexive and horizontal work analyzing what

trans*formative pedagogies could look like, based on our daily lives as teachers as

well as our theoretical backgrounds as teachers. Our choice is not original; we are

following the long tradition of using dialogues as transformative pedagogies,

seeking to empower students and teachers as radical agents of change (among

others, see Freire 1970; Wells 1999; Habermas 1984; Bakhtin 1981; Koschmann

1999).

Lucas: I have been a queer activist in Spain for over twenty years, traveling abroad

often because of my research on LGTBQ studies, but meeting other trans*

teachers is new to me. Although I have lived the majority of my life in Madrid and

have developed an extensive queer network, before meeting Em I knew only one

other trans* teacher in the entire community of Madrid. I have often longed for

the opportunity to discuss how to better deal with trans* and queer issues in the

classroom and also reflect on my own gender performance as a trans* teacher. As

a researcher, I am aware of the subjective feeling of isolation that many trans*

professionals face, while at the same time, many of us are trying to innovate how

to make trans* issues a part of our teaching (Platero 2013). When I first met Em

Harsin Drager Iwas so happy to find out that we share somany common grounds:

a masculine presentation, while being hired as a female worker; teaching in the

Spanish public education system in Madrid, in a period in which teaching is a

job that the conservative government is presenting as suspicious; having done

similar queer readings; and most important, sharing an experience of research

on queer and trans* youth. Em is a young trans* activist, writer, and educator,

who researches trans* youth cyber communities. I feel lucky that our lives have

coincided in Madrid.

We started to have a series of conversations on critical pedagogy, some-

times based on how students perceived us, breaking not only what is expected in

regards to the gender binary, but also being able to discuss topics that often are

not included in the classroom, such as gender and sexuality. We thought that by

bringing these discussions into the article we could better reflect not only on our

personal experiences as trans* teachers in an open dialogue with other profes-

sionals but also frame them in a dynamic context of Spain—a country that is

often infra-studied—and also within the context of bilingual education, spe-

cifically, the rise of English bilingual education. For this reason, we would like to

start by introducing some brief notes on the current cultural and political context

of Spain.

Firstly, it is important to note the impacts of the economic crisis, a crisis

that is strongly linked to corruption (Kassam 2014a) and the criminalization of

protests (Kassam 2014b). Spain has the highest unemployment rate in Europe
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(Sedghi and Burn-Murdoch 2013) with thousands of young, educated people

emigrating, creating a conservative backlash that threatens the notion of democ-

racy. This affects civil rights and sexual citizenship, challenging how Spain is often

portrayed internationally as being at the forefront of sexual minority rights.1 To

give a recent example, in April 2014, the Pew Research Center’s Global Views on

Morality poll showed that “Spain was the least homophobic country of the 40

surveyed,” based on legal rights, which don’t reflect the homophobia and trans-

phobia experienced daily by the queer community. The approval of same-sex

marriage in June 2005 and the recognition of transgender rights in the Gender

Identity Law of 2007 (Act 3/2007) sets a “horizon of equality,” a rhetoric of

progress challenged as relevant civil rights (such as abortion, same-sex marriage,

or access to universal health care) are under threat by the conservative govern-

ment of President Mariano Rajoy.

Focusing on trans* people, the current legislation (Act 3/2007) recognizes

the right of Spanish citizens (age eighteen and above) to identify a name and

sex of choice on all documents if they have been diagnosed as “gender dys-

phoric”—but without “other mental health disorders”—by a doctor or psy-

chologist and have undergone two years of medical treatment (usually interpreted

as hormone treatment). Interestingly, gender reassignment surgery is not man-

datory, and being sterile is not a requirement, though it can be argued that after

two years of hormonal treatment, fertility is affected. Inspired by a notion of

gender identity as irreversible, the new name must be unambiguous with respect

to gender. The approval of Act 3/2007 can be credited to several factors, including

the existence of an active trans* movement since the beginning of the democracy

in the seventies, European and international influence on domestic legislation,

and the recognition of new rights for women and same-sex couples in Spain,

along with the implementation of gender equality policies. The national identity

card has been the locus of transgender activism, since it is the most relevant form

of legal documentation and is constantly used to establish a person’s identity,

including their gender identity.

Em: This is the dynamic context in which we live and our conversations have

taken place. Our goal is to engage wider debates with other scholars, activists, and

educators on what trans*formative pedagogies are and have the potential to be.

We follow Frank Galarte, when he states (2014: 145–47), “Transpedagogies should

offer students the tools they need to participate in the political and economic

power structures that shape the boundaries of gender categories, with the goal of

changing those structures in ways that create greater freedom.” Trans*formative

pedagogies imply a critical approach that goes beyond inclusion and assimilation

of minoritized groups, that takes into account the social conditions and power

relations involved in knowledge production (Elenes 2013: 343). As trans* teachers,
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we embody an interruption to the norm. For us, being invested in trans*formative

pedagogies is about disrupting notions of how the teaching-learning relationship

takes place through fostering curiosity and providing students with skills for

critical thought and inquiry. This dialogue is an exploration of trans*formative

pedagogies.

Lucas: Since 2008, the Madrid government has been inviting native speakers

to become English “language assistants” (auxiliares de conversación) in public

schools, to promote bilingual education. This entrance of foreign teachers in the

Spanish education system has been controversial, since they are hired outside the

regular civil servant hiring procedure; meanwhile, there are increasingly severe

cuts in hiring Spanish teachers. Em, how has your experience been as a teacher,

and more importantly, as a trans* teacher from the United States?

Em: My experience has been overwhelmingly positive, but not without chal-

lenges, especially in regard to my relationships with other teachers in my school. I

find that in a lot of the trans* authors I read, a common shared experience of

trans* folks is the constant need to be aware and alert of one’s surroundings to

navigate spaces. Trans* survival is about reading signals of those around you and

adapting.2 It brings to mind an S. Bear Bergman quote from Butch Is a Noun in

which he says, “I am constantly scanning people to see how they are identifying

me, how close it is to my actual identity, and making decisions on the fly about

how to deal with that information. I read and respond in the same instant, a

response determined by where I am, who I am with, and what I am doing”

(Bergman 2006: 25). For years of my life I have been refining my skills of

observation and navigation, but the process of moving outside my home country

and working in a school where the primary language is not my own has really

tested my ability to adapt and perform.

But as you mentioned, my gender performance is not the only thing that

requires navigating. The position of an English language assistant in Spain has

been extremely controversial for a variety of reasons. I have encountered a lot of

Spanish teachers who have lost their jobs teaching English because of the

increased certification levels they have to obtain; and US and British language

assistants fill a lot of English positions in public and bilingual schools. The issue

becomes more complicated by the fact that the language assistants are not

required to meet the same standards of a civil servant in Spain. We enter the

classroom with none of the certifications that the other teachers have. Given the

current economic crisis in Spain, foreign English teachers are a cheap alternative

to paying certified Spanish teachers. For the governing political party, the con-

servative Partido Popular (PP), foreign workers are also considered to be less

threatening because we are nonpoliticized workers in that we do not belong to
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teacher unions and we do not vote. I do, however, also have to mention that the

expansion of the bilingual education program throughout public schools in

Madrid, which has only been economically possible because of the relatively cheap

cost of the language assistant program, has allowed for many young people of

working-class and immigrant backgrounds to receive a bilingual education, when

they would not have in the past. Because of the opportunities that English lan-

guage proficiency provides, not only in Europe, but also globally, I find myself

in favor of making bilingual education something that is free and accessible for

all.3 So in this regard, I see the benefits of the language assistant program, despite

the complicated context of the economic crisis and conservative political climate

in Spain.

The disagreements are not just limited to Spanish jobs; they also extend

into the school and school programming in terms of how cultural activities

become divided in a bilingual school. At Halloween, a holiday not traditionally

celebrated in Spain, many teachers in my school made it clear to me that they felt

as if US teachers serve as extensions of US cultural imperialism by (among other

things) bringing US holiday celebrations into the classroom. It was really inter-

esting to me that this discussion came up when it did because just days prior was

the Spanish Columbus Day celebration, a holiday that brings up tensions for me

as someone from the US Southwest, a region that has many remaining open

wounds from Spanish colonialism. In the Madrid public schools, we serve a high

number of students with one or more immigrant parent(s), and dialogues about

cultural activities in the classroom should focus on how to serve all our students.

The response to US cultural imperialism in Spain should not be to glorify Spanish

imperialism and thus alienate and isolatemore students. How dowe push back on

Anglo-centrism while simultaneously decentering European colonial narratives? I

think these different tensions are really important for understanding how com-

plex public education is in Spain right now.

Lucas: Often I feel that the Spanish context is difficult to understand for people

outside the country. Spain is in constant change since the transition to democracy

in the 1970s, not always for the best. Nowadays, challenges in education concern

the impact of neoliberal policies and privatization. A key component is the

political role played by teachers both as civil servants and activists. I became

a vocational training teacher almost by accident. In 2004, I was working as a

researcher at a European-funded project on gender equality in the Complutense

University when an older gay friend of mine told me his school was looking for a

teacher who could teach Spanish Sign Language. He advised me to try to find a

more stable job teaching outside the Spanish public university system, where jobs

and funding are rapidly disappearing. I applied for the job in vocational training.

Although some people think it is odd that I do research and teach young adults, I
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really like doing these two jobs, while at the same time remaining an activist. It is a

way to introduce an “academic activism perspective,” a task developed simulta-

neously within social movements and within the academy. I strongly identify

myself with this position, one that requires a proactive attitude in questioning

how knowledge production takes place. I agree with Ana Cristina Santos that this

choice requires “double agency”—understood as the politically engaged role of

scholar-activists within academia—which offers the opportunity to build and

disseminate empirically grounded knowledge while maintaining a sense of social

responsibility and political engagement (Santos 2012, 2013).

Nonetheless, my jobs are quite different from yours. Teaching young

children requires a different set of skills than teaching young adults, along with

different societal concerns, for instance, the ways in which children are perceived

as vulnerable and innocent subjects that require protection. Claudia Castañeda

talks about how the gender expressions of children are constantly scrutinized

throughout their “process of becoming.”4 I wonder, how is your relationship with

students, parents, and teachers? Does your gender presentation become an issue

for your teaching practices?

Em: My students are all between the ages of six and nine years old, so they are very

young and still at an early point in their socialization process. Being a gender-

nonconforming teacher with young students is no problem; the challenge is their

parents and other teachers in the school. Obviously, when I say that working with

young children is no problem, it doesn’t mean that they aren’t full of questions

and I don’t have to come well prepared to talk about my gender; it just means that

they are more open to my answers.

Children are naturally very curious. My students will comment about

every component of my gender performance, frommy clothes to my mannerisms

to the ways I play with them. One day during story time, all the children were

sitting on the floor, gathered around my feet, and a first-grade student rolled up

my pants to feel my leg. Mid-story she turned around and declared to the other

students, “I told you Teacher Em is a boy! He has hair on his legs!” This curiosity is

never-ending, but because what manifests in children as curiosity often manifests

as fear in adults, my colleagues and my students’ parents silence these questions

and comments, trying to move away from what they perceive as uncomfortable or

inappropriate.5 Trans*formative pedagogies are about fostering this curiosity and

allowing space for it in and out of the classroom so the unknown can be some-

thing that is discussable and sometimes even playful, rather than fearful or

threatening.

Generally, to answer their questions we dialogue about gender and dif-

ference through storytelling, analogies, and role playing. For example, we read the

children’s picture book Elmer (McKee [1968] 1989), a story about a patchwork
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elephant who feels self-conscious for not being gray like the other elephants. By

the end of the story, he realizes that he is loved and appreciated by the other

elephants not despite his differences, but because of his differences. I asked the

students how they would describe Elmer, and they decided on “Elmer is special

and different.” A few students even made the connection, “Elmer is special and

different like Teacher Em.” The book served as a frame of reference for their

understanding me and my differences.

I think that for me, dealing with parents and teachers in my school is a

process of dealing with my own internalized homophobia and transphobia.

Because of the historical construction of queer sexualities as deviant and perverse,

along with the social construction of elementary school teachers as feminine,

heterosexual, moralistic, pure, motherly, and so forth, I am always concerned as

to how I am being perceived (Weems 1999). I find myself being hyperalert to how

students express affection with me, while also always trying to avoid situations

that other teachers could potentially consider problematic, such as being in the

student restroom or being alone in the classroom with only one student. And

while I am not sure how much my fears of surveillance are warranted because my

gender has never been under direct scrutiny by parents and teachers at my school

(at least to my knowledge), it is something that is always on my mind.

To return to what I was saying about the role of curiosity in fostering

trans*formative pedagogies, I wonder how much fear of the unknown plays into

my relationship with teachers and parents. While it has been nice to never be

directly challenged about my gender, I have also never been directly asked about it

either. Adults have a lot of ideas about manners and difference, and I find that it is

generally considered polite to not comment on difference. Because of these ideas

about what is polite or appropriate, my gender becomes something to be ignored,

rather than discussed. For me, ignoring identity and difference can be equally as

troubling as scrutinizing it.

Lucas: My own identity has changed over time, meanwhile Iwas already teaching,

so my own understanding and how others perceived me have evolved. Also, the

Spanish social context has changed so much over the past ten years, with a greater

amount of acceptance and visibility of same-sex unions, although this does not

always translates to less transphobia or discrimination against gender-non-

conforming people. At first, because my masculine presentation and how I was

teaching my classes—connecting disability to gender and sexuality—other

teachers and students said that I had to be a lesbian. It was my political identity,

being amember of theMadrid Lesbian Feminist Collective in the 1990s, a leader of

the first LGTBQ college organization in Spain (Rosa que te quiero Rosa; RQTR),

and also the author of the 2008 book titled Lesbianas. Discursos y representaciones

(Lesbians: Discourses and Representations). Over the years, I found out that “trans”
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described better how I felt, so not only my politics became more involved with

trans* issues but also my research. My whole process has been public; any student

or teacher can watch a video or find a text online in which I talk about it.

This shift shows in daily life, for instance, in how I name myself at school

using my last name, Platero. I explain to students that my ID says Raquel, but that

those who care about me use my chosen name, Lucas, and that at work it is

appropriate to call me Platero. It is not as difficult as it sounds (laughing), and

students are better at it than teachers. The more students that engage with me

using Platero or gender-neutral andmasculine terms, the more teachers do as well.

This choice can be seen as risky at a sensitive place such as a school, but certainly

it is not enough; as Valeria Flores states, as teachers we need to reflect on “how

our own identities are articulated in the dynamics that can be developed in the

classroom” (Schüller G. 2014). So, just announcing ourselves differently can create

some ruptures in the norm, but transformation implies acting on the political

dimension of being trans* in the classroom and becoming part of the education.

Em: I agree with you Lucas, while simply the act of having trans* folks in class-

rooms as teachers is important, that is not enough. Trans*formative pedagogies

are active and don’t simply happen on their own; however, I do have a hard time

bringing my political self to school and having conversations about queer and

feminist politics in a way I have never experienced in the United States. I feel more

vulnerable as a foreigner, perhaps because of language barriers or perhaps because

I am less familiar with the political terrain. On the other hand, Lucas, we have

discussed how not being a Spaniard works tomy advantage because it means I can

slip by the attention and criticism of colleagues. I think it is important to put that

observation in conversation with Jasbir Puar’s work on US exceptionalism (Puar

2007). Because of my US citizenship, my gender is accepted and respected in a way

that is not granted to all foreigners, especially nonwhite foreigners. In what ways

do you think it is both beneficial and challenging to be a trans* teacher in your

home country and native language?

Lucas: I think that in your case, you often “get away with” the possible disruption

that your gender presentation causes because it is attributed to being a foreigner,

which is great (in a way). But as you mention, not all foreigners are given that

same privilege. My daily strategies as a Spanish native speaker include being able

to use words and phrasings that avoid gender, which is a difficult task, since every

word in Spanish is gendered; for example, el vestido (the dress) or el agua (the

water) are masculine terms, for no particular reason. On the other hand, my

training as a feminist included the awareness that women need to be visible in

language rather than hidden in a general masculine term that obscures their

contribution. So, I often say chicos y chicas (boys and girls) to name all students,
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or try to use general feminine terms for students (by saying chicas, the feminine

rather than the masculine, to refer to all of them), which comes in conflict with

how I name myself in the masculine or the strategy of avoiding gender while

talking about myself. My way out of this trouble is to use terms like alumnado or

infancia (general terms for students and children, that are shorter and include the

full spectrum of genders in a nonsexist way) while talking about myself in gender-

neutral or masculine terms, if possible. It sounds confusing and requires some

degree of consciousness, but it is my only way to remain political and still fair to

my own feminist and queer choices. I am aware of the different efforts to use new

pronouns in English, Swedish, and other languages, but so far, it has not been

possible in Spanish beyond the attempt to use chicos, chicas y chiques, although

this approach never gained much traction. When I speak English, using male

pronouns feels easier for me, but that may be because I am not used to other ways

of doing it.

Em: Working in two languages is interesting because of what gets lost. It is

interesting because even though, in theory, you have two times the number of

words to choose from, it often feels like you are very limited in terms of language

because of misunderstandings and ambiguity. But really I think that there is a lot

of possibility or potential in ambiguity. What interests me is howmy students use

English and Spanish. For example, because they hear other teachers talk about me

in English using the pronouns she and her, they mimic this format for describing

me. English is also a far less gendered language, so when they want to choose

adjectives to describe me in English, those adjectives don’t end with an a or o as

they would in Spanish, denoting the gender of the person being described. When

speaking in English, it is easy for them to stick to the feminine and align with how

other English teachers expect them to talk about me.

In Spanish though, because for most of them it is their mother tongue (or

at least a language they are more familiar with than English), they use language to

gender me as they see me. While in English they consistently use she and her, in

Spanish they almost exclusively use the masculine o to describe me. I have tried to

figure out why this happens, and the best answer I have is that for them, English is

a learned formula; it isn’t the language to which they have any form of emotional

attachment, so they can follow the format that is given to them. But then, in their

own language, they use their own words to describe me as they see me. It’s all very

interesting and I haven’t quite figured it out. But I do hear them get scolded quite

often by their parents, grandparents, older siblings, and others for the ways in

which they will gender me in Spanish, because it is intermittent and random.

Forme, I prefer to use they, them, and theirs in English, which is impossible

in Spanish. There is not this gender-neutral option, except for the innovative ways

folks have used x’s, asterisks, and “at” symbols (@) to queer written Spanish. So
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for me, I haven’t found pronouns that feel really comfortable in conversational

Spanish. This is why I often enjoy the irregularity of how my students gender me,

because it changes from situation to situation; the randomness of it feels very

queer. But, as I previously mentioned, because of the age of my students, most of

our conversations about gender and difference happen through storytelling and

role playing, not direct conversation about gender-neutral pronouns. They gen-

erally get very bored when I do try a direct approach [laughing].

Lucas: Teaching young adults is different. The subject I teach is quite broad; it

tackles disability, communication, and different strategies to reach out to people

with problems speaking, so intersectionality comes up all the time. I could just

follow a more strict understanding of speech disorders, but for me it is impossible

not to understand individuals and their needs in a complex and intertwined way,

especially because teaching is a task that becomes personal (and political). We are

not robots while teaching—students look at us all the time, judging our per-

formance as we embody gender, sexuality, class, accent, and many other aspects

that are not under our conscious control all of the time. My biography becomes

(evenmore) relevant for my classes, since my parents are deaf, so I have a personal

investment in fighting against ableism and the tyranny of “normalcy.” Even

today, the Deaf community in Spain still faces discrimination, especially in regard

to access to the labor market and higher education.

My approach to trans*formative pedagogies includes discussing differ-

ence, not only by the content I teach but also through taking into account the

personal experiences of students, myself, and the participants they will be working

with in the future. We discuss the false dichotomy between public and private,

something that is challenged with the direct experiences of people who are per-

ceived as a minority, people with disabilities for instance. My students are aware

that in my class they can discuss more openly these issues of difference, assimi-

lation, and normalization. Other teachers wonder why this is and often say things

like “you get all the gay students” or “they tell you more things,” as if they

themselves do not act in ways that may be discouraging the students from using

their personal experiences by enacting heterosexism and ableism in the classroom.

Bringing alternative pedagogies also implies cooperation with other teach-

ers. In your case, there are always two teachers in the classroom, a Spanish teacher

and an English language assistant. How important is your alliance with Laura

Martı́nez Madroño, a feminist teacher you work with, for you? How does it

influence and/or mediate your gender presentation in the classroom?

Eucas: I think one of the biggest challenges of my job is sharing a classroom with

another teacher and learning how to work in tandem. I have been really fortunate

in that one of the main people I coteach with is someone who is highly committed
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to feminist pedagogies. Working with her has been insightful because I get to

experience her feminist praxis in the classroom. With that being said, though, it

can also be complicated and challenging.

It is interesting that you mentioned the example of chicos y chicas earlier,

because one of the first conflicts Laura and I had was about how to address the

students in the classroom. I was really troubled by how she would always refer to

the students as chicos y chicas. To me, it felt like an entirely unnecessary rein-

forcement of the gender binary. I was approaching the topic from my native

language and my preference to avoid any “boys and girls” or “ladies and gen-

tlemen” binary-type language. When I brought it up with Laura, she was adamant

about how, for her, using chicos y chicas has been and is a very deliberate choice.

For her, it is a validation of the feminine in a language in which the feminine gets

enveloped by the masculine anytime you talk about/to a group of people with

varying genders. In English we don’t have this same conflict because words like

kids and students don’t denote any specific gender. For me, addressing the stu-

dents as chicos felt more comfortable because it was not enforcing any binary. As a

nonnative speaker, I wasn’t fully aware of the feminine erasure that that perpet-

uates. However, I do have a problem with the idea that naming the feminine or

privileging the feminine in the classroom is an effective strategy for combating

sexism and cissexism.While I think that naming the feminine is important, it isn’t

the solution. Trans*formative pedagogies are about presenting a multiplicity of

ideas about how one can live in this world, not just two.6 Laura and I try our best

to do that. I feel fortunate to work with someone whom I have a symbiotic

relationship with though, someone who pushes me to be a better teacher and

critically examine my pedagogies.

I spend a lot of time reflecting back on my experiences in elementary

school, thinking about what memories have stuck with me. I am always won-

dering what my students will remember from their time with Laura and me. Do

you think about this, Lucas? What do you hope your students take away from

their experiences of having you as a trans* teacher?

Lucas: One direct outcome of having a trans* teacher is getting to know us

personally, and therefore, I believe in helping to reduce students’ prejudice by

challenging wrong ideas and confronting stereotypes (Berry 1984; Brewer and

Brown 1998; Cook 1978). But as I said earlier, this is not enough; in order to

become transformative, a contribution to critical thinking must be enacted. This

includes, for instance, showing the intersectional connections between ableism,

sexism, classism, and other inequalities that are present in our society. It involves

addressing different ways to express gender identity, as well as presenting het-

erogeneous representations of trans* lives that are raced, classed, and embodied

differently. In regard to the embodiment of gender identities, I feel closer to Susan
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Stryker’s idea of trans as being defined by departing from the gender assigned

at birth, rather than having a precise transition from one gender to another

(Stryker 2008).

Since we are writing this conversation, on the last day of school in June I

asked my students about what it was like for them to have a trans* teacher. I asked

them to write some ideas and drop them anonymously in a box, while others

wanted to actually talk about it. One eighteen-year-old girl said, “The first weeks

of school we googled you and we found out a lot of things. First, we were sur-

prised you were teaching us, since you were at the uni and so on. Later, we were

concerned with not knowing how to talk to you, despite the fact you told us to call

you Platero, because we saw other teachers address you differently. We were

concerned about not offending you.” Often, this kind of conversation does not

take place with us, as teachers, but behind us and amongst the students. This

discussion made me aware that my young adult students may feel trapped and

unable to ask questions or be curious. I learned that my role needs to be more

active in the future. Usually my approach is to provide a bit of information on

how I would like to be addressed and move on, rather than focus on me or my

own identity.

When I think about how could we make schools more trans*formative,

what that process would involve, my dream begins at the grassroots level with

schools, families, trans* experts, and so forth but also extends to the policy-

making level. It requires a coalition, since the initiatives that are perceived as

“from outside” the school, or that take place as a top-downmandate, can easily be

boycotted or simply not implemented at all. Often, teachers, students, and par-

ents have different needs in terms of deciding “what is the problem” and how to

resolve it. Lastly, it is relevant to acknowledge that there are new social agents

emerging, such as organizations that gather parents of trans* children, as we are

seeing surface in Spain.

This kind of coalition strategy based on the need for consensus may seem

too difficult, but there are great examples that show it can be done, for example,

with the revolutionary 2011 Chilean high school students’ protests. They challenged

the whole education system, successfully transforming the role of the state in public

education (see the 2013 documentary Three Moments, a Shout by Cecilia Barriga).

At first, these underage students lacked social support for their demands, but

surprisingly, they were able to create massive mobilizations and stopped a whole

educational reform, along with starting discussions that included gender and

sexuality. Using different channels, very young students introduced new conver-

sation topics that became part of the political and social agenda. There are many

ways in which trans*formative pedagogies can take place, not only using coalitions

promoted by adults and administrations but also by granting opportunities to
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young people to speak up. In my opinion, we have to take into account the current

social movements that are demanding radical changes in education, such as the

Marea Verde movement that fights for public education in Spain. TheMarea Verde

movement was started in 2011 by teachers, students, and families protesting against

the cuts and reforms in education; the name comes from the green t-shirts with the

slogan “Public school for everyone” (Escuela pública de tod@s para tod@s). These

movements can address trans* rights and an integral trans*formation of educa-

tion. How do you envision such schools and pedagogies?

Em: You know, it is really hard for me to answer this question in any sort of

definitive or succinct manner. When I was writing my undergraduate thesis on

trans* youth cyber-communities, I spent a lot of time thinking about different

ways of envisioning trans* liberation outside an assimilationist framework. I am

always thinking of different utopian scenarios of what a trans* positive world

could look like, but with that being said, I don’t really think there will ever be

an end point to this process of imagining and striving, and in this way, I have

been highly influenced by Jose Esteban Muñoz’s work on utopia. Muñoz says,

“Queerness is the thing that lets us feel that this world is not enough, that indeed

something is missing. . . . Queerness is essentially about the rejection of a here and

now and an insistence on potentiality or concrete possibility for another world”

(Muñoz 2009: 1).

Truthfully, working in a classroom and teaching children is hard. I think

most teachers would tell you that. Most days I leave the school thinking about

some of the interactions I had with students and how I could have done better.

And in that regard, I think teaching and being someone who is committed to

education is quite similar to how Muñoz describes queerness—it is a constant

striving and pushing for a future and/or different world.

So what doesmy utopian, trans*formational, trans* positive classroom look

like? It is a space where children and teachers are free to experiment with who they

are, trying on a variety of different identities and roles, feeling like they are sup-

ported and respected and affirmed throughout this process of self-exploration and

formation. But how do we get there? That’s the striving component. That is the

pushing and correcting and self-evaluating. Andwhile this is very utopian and hard

to tangibly imagine, I think that there are somany very tangible things we can do to

begin this process. For example, I have mentioned the importance of fostering

curiosity from a young age. I believe in creating learning environments in which the

unknown is exciting and fun and open for conversation. Trans*formative peda-

gogies are about providing students with a multiplicity of narratives and possi-

bilities, along with the tools to critically assess these narratives. Debunking the idea

that young people (even very young people) are incapable of talking about gender
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and difference allows for us to move beyond societal concerns about innocence and

protection and begin to foster beautiful, beloved learning environments.

Lucas: As a final thought and connecting with your last comment on challenging

the childhood innocence, I remembered Paul Amar’s work, describing the heg-

emonic project of global governance and state administration that we face

nowadays. In Amar’s perspective, such a project requires social subjects, like

children or women, who embody the typical global humanitarianism of someone

that has to be protected, with or without their consent. These subjects are gen-

dered, sexualized, aged, racialized, and class stratified as “victims,” in order to

justify a governance regime that “aim[s] to protect, rescue, and secure certain

idealized forms of humanity,” while imposing “security” as a justification for

repression (Amar 2013: 6). Somehow, children become “queer subjects” who are

difficult to control and are kept under surveillance while used as an argument in

all moral and sexual panics.

Em: That brings us back to José Esteban Muñoz when, in Cruising Utopia he said,

“Racialized kids, queer kids are not the sovereign princes of futurity” (Muñoz

2009: 95). There is so much rhetoric about protecting the innocence of some

children that a whole bunch of other children are forgotten. And so for me, that is

the goal of trans*formational pedagogies: to serve all children and eliminate the

monitoring and shaming and reforming of queer and trans* kids in the name of

innocence and protection.

Em Harsin Drager is a trans* activist, writer, and educator from the US Southwest. They are

currently living in Los Angeles and pursuing a PhD in American studies and ethnicity at the

University of Southern California.

Raquel (Lucas) Platero is a secondary school teacher and researcher in queer studies and is

the author of Trans*exualidades. Acompañamientos, factores de salud y recursos (Trans*gen-

derisms: Accompaniment, Health Factors, and Educational Resources; 2014).

Notes

1. The universal understanding of citizenship first introduced by Thomas H. Marshall

(1950) has been challenged by feminist and queer perspectives through critically exam-

ining the binary of public versus private. Sexual citizenship has been presented as a tool to

study the role that sexuality and gender play when one is trying to access the rights that

are linked to citizenship. Bell and Binnie (2002: 443–45) highlight how citizenship is taken

up again in the 1990s, especially around “minority groups,” generating debates around

equality, different forms of families, and the denaturalization of sexuality (Weeks 1995).
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Sexual citizenship is not only a critique of heterosexism, but it also poses the question of

who is the citizen subject that is granted rights and duties (Evans 1993: 64). The concept of

sexual citizenship is used when studying how people act out their identities and rela-

tionships, stating that citizenship contains gender, sexual and racial bias, among others

(Richardson 2000).

2. The ability to observe and adapt to the world is commonly written about as a key

component of trans* identity, but the experience of reading signs andmodeling behavior

to match people’s expectations and assumptions is not limited to gender-nonconforming

people. The concept of “code switching,” which was originally coined as a way of

describing the linguistic ways that bilingual or bicultural people are able to change and

adapt their language for various situations, has expanded as a more general term for

describing the performative survival skills of people of color (Anzaldúa 1999; Auer 1998;

Nelson 1990). There are many similarities between linguistic code switching and the ways

in which trans* people observe and navigate the world.

3. My decision to teach English abroad has been a constant process of evaluating and

reevaluating the global reality of not only English linguistic imperialism but also US

cultural imperialism. For me, I have come to find that English dominance is the outcome

of continuing legacies of colonialism, US militarization, and capitalism. However,

another reality of the situation is that linguistic imperialism is not going away anytime

soon. For me, one of the main concerns becomes asking the question, “How do we make

English language learning accessible to people of all races, classes, genders, and so forth?”

This is something I am still figuring out, but I think that the answers fall somewhere

within the trans*formational pedagogies framework.

4. Claudia Castañeda (2014: 59–61) underlines that children are always in the “process of

becoming,” as unfinished entities that undergo a development process, in which their

gender identification and expression are central. Therefore, there is an ongoing suspicion

of the possible influences children may receive, especially from those that embody

queerness and transgression.

5. In “Questioning Safe Spaces: An Introduction,” Barbara Stengel and Lisa Weems discuss

the necessity of uncomfortable moments in learning: “Learning is necessarily dangerous:

but humor facilitates the learning process by displacing fear with curiosity that feels safe”

(2010: 506). For me, the combination of being open to all questions students have, along

with using humor and storytelling as a way of discussing things that many teachers and

parents find uncomfortable, allows for curiosity to be something that is not only allowed

but also encouraged. When we make room for curiosity, we combat fear.

6. In Kevin Kumashiro’s article, “Toward a Theory of Anti-oppression Education” (2000),

he questions the notion that radical pedagogies should privilege the feminine in class-

room spaces to challenge the reign of masculine methods of teaching and learning.

Kumashiro poses the following questions: “When implementing feminist pedagogies that

strive to teach in feminine ways or empower girls to enter non-traditional fields, one

might ask, is the goal of these pedagogies to challenge gender oppression? If so, who is the

Other that these pedagogies are targeting? Only girls, and perhaps non-hegemonically

masculine boys as well? What about other people oppressed on the basis of their gender,

such as transgender and intersexed people?” The questions that Kumashiro poses reflect

the conflict that Laura and I have had in the classroom. By acknowledging and naming

the girls in class, how are those methods further contributing to the oppression of

students with nonnormative genders?
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