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“Just Go In Looking Good”: The Resilience, 
Resistance, and Kinship-Building of Trans* 
College Students
Z Nicolazzo

This article explores the strategies transgender 
college students use to navigate gender-dicho-
tomous collegiate environments. Using a critical 
collaborative ethnographic methodology (Bhatta-
charya, 2008), this 18-month ethnographic 
study alongside 9 transgender students elucidated 
how gender operates as a discourse to regulate 
the collegiate life as well as the various spaces 
through which the participants traversed. Study 
data also highlight the pervasive intersections of 
participants’ various social identities as well as 
speak to the importance of developing kinship 
networks among transgender students as a strategy 
to remain resilient and successful in college.

Fifteen minutes after the official start time of 
the event, students were still talking eagerly 
with their friends. The auditorium seating 
had filled up, and still more people came 
in, standing against the walls for what had 
become a tradition at City University: the fall 
semester drag show. Finally, the house lights 
went down, loud, thumping music poured 
out of the speakers, and the stage lights came 
up, focused on Silvia. Dressed in high black 
heels studded with metal spikes on the heels 
and a vibrant red dress that stopped mid-
thigh, she beamed a bright smile as she walked 
forward on the catwalk. As the evening’s 
MC, Silvia began introducing the audience 
to what they could expect to witness in the 
coming hours. In closing her introductory 
remarks, she mentioned that TransActions, 
the gender activist student group on campus, 
had transformed several restrooms into gender-

inclusive spaces for this event. “Tonight 
is about awareness,” Silvia stated into the 
microphone. “Tonight, we play with gender 
roles: we fuck it all up!” Loud applause rang 
out as Silvia exited stage left and the lights 
faded in anticipation of the first act.
This story—written in a style consistent with 
Geertz’s (1973) notion of thick description 
and previous educational research (e.g., Abes, 
2011; Magolda & Ebben, 2007)—was one 
of many throughout my fieldwork in which 
Silvia and her fellow trans* students at City 
University (CU, a pseudonym) resisted the 
gender norms that pervaded their collegiate 
culture. Moments like this, where Silvia 
invited others to join her in defying the gender 
dichotomous expectations of CU’s campus, 
highlighted how she was able to construct 
spaces on campus where she could bend gender 
norms. In doing so, Silvia engaged in a practice 
I discuss as doing resilience, or the process by 
which participants actively created resiliency-
based strategies that allowed them to navigate 
CU successfully.
 The purpose of this 18-month critical 
collaborative ethnographic study was to 
explore how transgender college students—
herein referred to as trans* college students as a 
way to signal the capaciousness of the identity 
category itself (Tompkins, 2014)—navigated 
their gendered educational context, paying 
particular attention to narratives of success 
and resilience. Focusing on resiliency allowed 
me as a researcher to honor the agency 
of trans* college students by providing a 
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platform from which they can “talk back” 
to the genderism in their environment. It 
also allowed me to resist the use of deficit 
studies and rhetoric to understand trans* 
lives. Thus, the study problematized the 
gender-dichotomous college environment 
while simultaneously framing trans* students 
as resilient individuals capable of creating 
supportive communities and developing 
strategies to promote their own success.

GENDERISM ON 
COLLEGE CAMPUSES

Genderism, or the cultural enforcement of a 
rigid masculine/feminine gender binary (Hill, 
2003), is pervasive throughout institutions 
of higher education (Bilodeau, 2005, 2009). 
Moreover, the effects of genderism are parti-
cularly salient for trans* college students, 
having a negative impact on their health 
(Mulé et al., 2009); safety (Grant et al., 2011; 
Rankin, Weber, Blumenfeld, & Frazer, 2010); 
personal well-being (Haper & Schneider, 
2003); how they experience their campus 
cultures and environments (Bilodeau, 2009); 
and their persistence in higher education 
(Rankin et  al., 2010). As such, one can 
begin to understand that colleges are not safe 
places for trans* individuals. Additionally, 
while adding the term “gender identity and 
expression” to a university nondiscrimination 
policy may be important symbolically, it will 
not make campuses safer (Spade, 2011). What 
educators do not know, and what participants 
and I explored in our study, was how trans* 
students remained resilient despite pervasive 
genderism and, as a result, continued to be 
successful on their own terms.

RESILIENCY THEORY AND 
TRANS* COLLEGE STUDENTS

With roots in psychopathology and psychology, 

resiliency theory emerged from the study 
of children who overcame the undesirable 
conditions of their specific environments 
(Greene, Galambos, & Lee, 2003). Recently, 
educational researchers have used resiliency 
theory in studying underrepresented popu-
lations, such as members of subordinated 
racial and ethnic identities (e.g., Perez, 2014). 
Although there have been studies focused on 
the resilience of trans* people (e.g., Singh, 
Hays, & Watson, 2011), these studies make no 
mention of trans* college students. Combined 
with the prevalence of genderism in collegiate 
environments, higher education becomes 
an important location in which to stem 
the gap in the literature regarding trans* 
student resilience.
 Although researchers often link the 
notion of resiliency to that of retention (e.g., 
Sanlo, 2004), it is important to develop 
a fuller understanding of what resiliency 
means (Stieglitz, 2010). Understanding 
trans* student resilience in terms other than 
persistence and retention is important for 
several reasons. First, trans* students remain 
largely invisible through college records, as 
no data are collected consistently on their 
enrollment. This mirrors the invisibility 
students with diverse sexualities face (Sanlo, 
2004) and makes the tracking of resilience 
due to persistence hard, if not impossible. 
Furthermore, focusing solely on retention 
as a measure of resilience overshadows the 
complex negotiations trans* students need 
to make regarding microaggressions (Nadal, 
2013), genderism (Bilodeau, 2005, 2009), 
and minority stress (Hayes, Chun-Kennedy, 
Edens, & Locke, 2011) they may experience.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study was rooted in a theoretical perspec-
tive called Critical Trans Politics (CTP; Spade, 
2011). A branch of critical theory, the three 
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central tenets of CTP are the resilience of 
trans* people, trans* people’s resistance to the 
pernicious effects of genderism, and coalition-
building as a strategy for achieving wide-scale 
liberation (Spade, 2011). Consistent with 
other forms of critical inquiry, CTP centers the 
voices, stories, and narratives of those on the 
margins (e.g., trans* people). CTP also speaks 
to the reality that genderism and transphobia 
(i.e., the irrational fear of trans* individuals) 
are omnipresent forms of violence that 
continually reify the gender binary through 
social discourses and practices.
 Although CTP was first written to high-
light legal practices that furthered systemic 
genderism and transphobia, it is highly 
transferable to institutional college settings. 
For example, Spade (2011) discussed the 
genderism implicit in sex-segregated facilities, 
personal identification documents, and access 
to health care. Admittedly, there are some 
colleges and universities that offer gender-
inclusive housing (Nicolazzo & Marine, 2015), 
are working to provide flexible gender markers 
via administrative systems (Scelfo, 2015), and 
are invested in increasing trans*-inclusive 
health care (Pérez-Peña, 2013); however, 
these institutions are in the extreme minority. 
As a result, CTP serves as an important and 
necessary theoretical framework to uncover the 
ongoing pernicious effects of genderism that 
pervade the vast majority of higher education 
environments. Although, CTP has yet to be 
widely used in higher education research, there 
are several scholars who have employed this 
perspective (e.g., Catalano, 2014; Jourian, 
Simmons, & Devaney, in press; Pitcher, 2015).

RESEARCHER POSITIONALITY

As a gender nonconforming individual 
who came out as trans* seven years after I 
com pleted my undergraduate degree, I did 
not have to think about how I navigated 

college environments as a trans* collegian. 
Furthermore, even though I identified as trans* 
when I began my doctoral education, the 
realities of being a doctoral student are markedly 
different than that of an undergraduate. For 
example, I did not need to be on campus 
nearly as much as undergraduates, and the 
spaces in which I spent time on campus 
were limited to fewer buildings and public 
spaces, allowing me more control over my 
immediate environment. Furthermore, as a 
White individual, my racial privilege allowed 
me to negotiate my environment in ways that 
trans* people of color may not be afforded. 
Therefore, my interest in this study, and in City 
University as a research site, stemmed from my 
interest in learning about the experiences of 
trans* undergraduate students—an experience 
I myself did not have—as well as my desire 
to work alongside a trans* population with 
a wide range of divergent social identities to 
provide a more complex understanding of 
trans* collegians.
 Additionally, when I first came out, I did 
not have much access to people who were 
interested, willing to engage in, or thinking 
about gender beyond a binary perspective. 
Therefore, I began learning about myself and 
other trans* people through literature, where I 
found counternarratives to pervasive depictions 
of trans* lives as short, lonely, and tragic. As a 
result, I conceptualized this study as one that 
focused on resilience and success, thereby 
pushing back on the negative portrayals of 
trans* people in popular media (Serano, 2007).

STUDY DESIGN

Participants and I utilized critical collaborative 
ethnographic methodology for our study 
(Bhattacharya, 2008). Critical collaborative 
ethnography is grounded in the commitment 
of working alongside participants rather 
than conducting research on or about them 
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(Bhattacharya, 2008). Entering into a collabor-
ative research relationship with participants 
means researcher(s) and participant(s) work 
together to make meaning of their shared 
realities (Lykes, 1989). Although absolute 
collaboration can never be fully realized in 
research, the creation of a collaborative process 
for the current study involved the development 
of close, trusting relationships (Foley & 
Valenzuela, 2008) rooted in a shared sense of 
solidarity about the research itself (Lykes, 1989).
 Five questions guided the research study. 
These questions reflected the critical collab-
orative ethnographic methodology participants 
and I used in that they sought to uncover 
cultural norms regarding gender, elucidate 
how trans* students pushed back against 
these norms, and the ways trans* students 
developed relationships to do so. The questions 

were as follows:

1. What are the cultural gender norms 
confronting trans* college students?

2. How are these cultural gender norms 
manifested and enforced?

3. How do trans* college students confront, 
navigate, resist, and/or push back against 
these cultural gender norms?

4. What role do kinship models among 
students, faculty, and staff on campus 
play in the formation and/or maintenance 
of individual and/or group-based trans* 
resiliency, if any? and

5. How do participants define and make 
sense of resiliency as they navigate their 
gendered cultural context?

 The site for this 18-month study was 

TABLE 1.
Participant Demographic Information

Name Gender Identity
Personal  
Pronouns

Salient Social 
Identities

Duration of 
Participation

Adem In-between;  
in a gray space

They/them/theirs Jewish; feminist 2 semesters

Brody Comeau (BC) Trans* woman She/her/hers White; activist 1 semester
Derek Trans* He/him/his White; sex worker; 

sexual violence 
survivor

1 semester

Jackson Agender They/them/theirs White; person with 
psychological 

disability

2 semesters

Kade Trans* man; 
transmasculine

He/him/his White; socially and 
biomedically 
transitioning

2 semesters

Megan Trans* woman; 
woman

She/her/hers White; biomedically 
transitioning

2 semesters

Micah Comfortable; 
genderqueer

All pronouns Black; queer All 
(3 semesters)

Raegan Darling 
(Raegan)

Transmasculine; 
nonbinary

They/them/theirs White; queer 1 semester

Silvia Agender She/her/hers Black; queer; 
person with multiple 
disabilities; adopted

2 semesters
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City University (CU, a pseudonym). CU is a 
large research university located in Stockdale 
(a pseudonym), a city with a population of 
approximately 300,000 residents. Stockdale 
has a history of both tenuous race relations 
as well as a strained relationship with the 
city’s lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans*, and 
queer (LGBTQ) communities. This has 
largely been due to previous anti-LGBTQ 
legislative actions as well as ongoing citywide 
gentrification and class- and race-based 
stratification. These fraught relationships have 
also seeped onto CU’s campus, as there have 
been numerous flashpoints in the last two 
years that have highlighted the current realities 
of racism, homophobia, heterosexism, and 
genderism on campus.
 The study included nine participants who 
represented multiple races, ethnicities, faith 
backgrounds, dis/abilities, sexual orientations, 
socioeconomic statuses, and gender identities 
(Table 1). I sought participants by distributing 
a call for participants through various offices 
and academic departments at CU as well as 
announcing my study at meetings of student 
organizations that were specifically devoted 
to being dedicated to students with diverse 
genders and sexualities. Additionally, one 
participant (Raegan) sought me out and 
asked to join the study after I had been 
at CU for a year.

Data Collection
The main mode of data collection was parti-
cipant observation (Wolcott, 2008), which 
took place two to three days per week during 
the 2012–2013 and 2013–2014 academic 
years. Data were also collected through 
ethnographic interviews (Heyl, 2001), all of 
which lasted 50–90 minutes in length, and 
gathering participants’ responses to narrative 
prompts. These forms of data collection 
each took place once per semester for each 
participant involved in the study. Additionally, 

I performed a comprehensive document 
analysis (Wolcott, 2008) of university policies, 
campus-based print and virtual media, postings 
and advertisements, and other campus-
related materials to explore how gender was 
portrayed at CU.

Goodness Criteria for Critical 
Collaborative Ethnography
Working within an emancipatory framework 
means trustworthiness is not measured by 
standards of objectivity. Instead, I employed 
the notion of catalytic validity (Lather, 
1991), which denotes “the degree to which 
the research process re-orients, focuses and 
energizes participants toward knowing reality 
in order to transform it” (p. 68). Catalytic 
validity centers participants’ self-understanding 
and self-determination as a main way of 
establishing goodness for a research study. As 
such, participants’ ability to determine their 
own genders, articulate what they needed from 
their college environment, and understand 
themselves on a deeper level through their 
participation in the study reinforced the 
goodness of the present study. I also established 
goodness through the ethnographic practices 
of prolonged engagement in fieldwork, using 
thick description in articulating the findings of 
the study, and the development of implications 
that reflect the critical paradigmatic orientation 
in which the study was rooted (Mertens, 2015; 
Wolcott, 2008). I also engaged participants 
in multiple member checks and utilized three 
peer reviewers throughout the analysis process.

Study Boundaries
There were several boundaries that may inhibit 
the study’s transferability. First, there were 
only 2 participants of color, both of whom 
identified as Black. The lack of participants 
with racial identities other than White or 
Black may mean aspects of the study might 
not resonate with the experiences of other 
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TABLE 2.
Arrivals and Departures

Arrivals Departures
Gender Binary Discourse Enactment of Gender Binary Discourse Mediated by 

Other Salient Social Identities
Compulsory Heterogenderism Differential Maintenance of Compulsory Heterogenderism 

based on Other Salient Social Identities
Resilience as a Verb Limits of the Ability to Practice Resilience based on Other 

Salient Social Identities and Spaces on Campus
The (Tiring) Labor of Practicing Trans* 
Genders

Various Forms of and Spaces in which Exhaustion 
Manifested

A Constellation of Kinship Networks Various Locations in which Kinship Networks Occurred

trans* students of color. Additionally, there 
was a limit to participants and my ability to 
collaborate. For example, although I worked 
closely with participants while collecting data 
(e.g., asking participants what events I should 
attend at CU; spending time with participants 
on their schedule and at their request) and 
analyzing data (e.g., developing findings 
together through consistent member checking; 
working through questions raised by peer 
reviewers with participants), I worried that 
asking participants to write with me—which I 
had originally wanted to do—would be overly 
burdensome given their already full schedules 
as students. In addition, the asymmetrical ways 
power operated throughout our relationships 
meant that even though we sought to “work 
the hyphen” between researcher-participant 
(Fine, 1994), there was no way we could 
completely dissolve our roles to work in a 
wholly collaborative fashion.

DATA ANALYSIS

Data were analyzed using a process called 
thinking with theory (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012). 
Thinking with theory encourages researchers 
to resist coding, which collapses data into 
stable themes. Instead, the process promotes 
viewing the meanings, understandings, and 

possible implications drawn from data as 
multiple, varied, and diverse. For example, 
participants and I worked together to find 
places where their stories and experiences 
both coalesced and differed from each other 
when analyzing data. To do this, I developed 
an initial list of how data came together / fell 
apart, and then worked with participants to 
refine and/or change the list as needed. I also 
worked with participants in addressing the 
questions and inconsistencies peer reviewers 
found through our data analysis. As a result, 
thinking with CTP allowed me to mirror 
the wide diversity of participants’ identities, 
expressions, embodiments, and experiences 
as well as those reflected throughout broader 
trans* community itself. Additionally, thinking 
with theory encourages researchers to blend 
theory and data together through analysis. 
Thus, I have reflected this approach by not 
separating the discussion of extant literature 
from the findings participants and I developed.

FINDINGS

I conceptualize the study findings as a series 
of arrivals and departures. By arrivals, I mean 
the ways data share commonalities related 
to the three central tenets of CTP (i.e., 
resilience, resistance, and coalition-building); 
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by departures, I mean the ways data diverge 
from one another as well as how they may 
diverge from the three central tenets of CTP. 
Put another way, similar to how travellers 
may gather at an airport—itself a similar 
point of arrival—they may depart in several 
different directions. Moreover, even though 
some travellers may come to the same airport 
for the same flight, thus arriving at the same 
point seemingly for the same departure, their 
specific reasons, purposes, and meanings made 
of their arrivals and departures may have both 
similarities and differences.
 Participants and I developed five sets 
of arrivals and departures from the data we 
collected (Table 2). In what follows, I discuss 
each set of arrivals and departures, complete 
with how participants’ experiences converged 
and diverged with each other.

Arrival: The Gender Binary Discourse
Similar to Pascoe’s (2007) elucidation of a “fag 
discourse,” the gender binary discourse at CU 
was a constellation of words, phrases, actions, 
rules (written and unwritten), and social 
realities that regulated “appropriate” gender 
identities, expressions, and embodiments 
on campus. Participants were able to clearly 
articulate what rules about gender existed 
on campus as well as how these rules were 
enforced. Oftentimes, individuals on campus 
exemplified the gender binary discourse in 
overt ways, such as through direct conversation. 
For example, several participants mentioned 
hearing students using overtly transphobic 
slurs on campus, including in LGBTQ spaces 
and organi zations. Specifically, several parti-
cipants remarked that CU Pride, City’s main 
LGBTQ organization, was known for having 
members who perpetuated the gender binary 
discourse through their consistent dismissal of 
trans* issues and events.
 However, the gender binary discourse 
extended beyond overt, spoken messages, 

including tacit and covert messages such as 
looks, attitudes, and moments of discomfort. 
In our first interview, Adem, a blunt student 
with a sharp wit, emphatically stated, “There 
are definitely gendered expectations [for 
students at CU]. I feel entirely out of place in 
a non-Women’s Studies class, or anytime I am 
outside The [LGBTQ] Center.” Adem’s feeling 
of not belonging, or of being out of place due 
to their gender identity, was the internalized 
manifestation of tacit looks and attitudes 
by cisgender, or nontrans*, students. Thus, 
the tacit messages that made up the gender 
binary discourse made Adem and other trans* 
participants generally feel unwelcome at CU.
 The reach of the gender binary discourse at 
CU even stretched into classroom spaces. BC 
in particular discussed changing her major due 
to the reliance on a binary logic of gender in 
the class. Specifically talking about her major 
field of study, BC lamented:

I am good at Econ. I understand it, but 
it’s not what I want to do. The College of 
Business is dumb. . . . [In] business, [we] 
had a class where you had to dress up in 
formal wear and give these presentations. 
I wanted to go get a blouse and get a 
mixture of feminine and masculine formal 
wear. But that would take time, money, 
and preparation. So I ended up throwing 
on a pair of pants and a dress shirt.

 Although BC knew she was good at 
economics, she ended up changing her major 
due to the lack of space—figuratively and 
literally—for trans* students. Notions of what 
constituted “appropriate” formal wear for 
presentations pressed so heavily on BC that, 
regardless of how good she was at her major, 
or how well she understood the concepts, 
she did not feel comfortable remaining in 
the field. Thus, one can interpret the effects 
of the gender binary discourse as having far-
reaching impacts that stretch well beyond 
one’s time at CU.
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 Departures: Enactment of Gender Binary 
Discourse Mediated by Other Salient Social 
Identities. Both Silvia and Micah, who iden-
tified as Black, talked at length about avoiding 
the Black Cultural Center (BCC) on campus. 
They discussed their choice to avoid this space 
as a result of their inability to be openly trans* 
and/or talk about trans* and queer issues. Not 
only did the BCC staff structure programming 
and involvement opportunities according to 
binary notions of gender, but the way staff 
and students in the BCC did not discuss or 
allow room for gender transgression conveyed 
the promotion of the gender binary discourse 
at CU. Although Micah and Silvia both 
experienced the gender binary discourse, its 
influence on how they navigated campus—
specifically, where they felt safe, comfortable, 
and willing to spend time—was heavily 
mediated by the intersection of their racial 
and gender identities.
 Sexuality was another social identity 
around which participants’ experiences navi-
gating the gender binary discourse at City 
varied widely. Kade, whose inviting smile and 
charm often belied his critical consciousness, 
offered a particularly poignant example of how 
his perceived sexuality influenced his experience 
of the gender binary discourse stating:

There [were] two men holding hands, 
and they walked past me and I stared at 
them, ’cause I thought one of them was 
cute [laughs], and one of them . . . he 
[probably] thought that I was straight 
and was offended by them . . . so he gave 
me a dirty look and called me a breeder.

Despite Kade’s queer sexuality, the two 
men Kade passed on campus read him as 
straight. Their doing so was rooted in a sense 
that all people who passed as normatively 
masculine—which Kade did—must be men, 
who are then attracted to women, and thus, 
would be insulted by being called a “breeder,” 

a pejorative term for heterosexual people. 
The couple in Kade’s story did not think 
that Kade may not identify as a man; in fact, 
similar to Micah and Silvia, his being trans* 
was seen as an impossibility in that moment 
due largely to the gender binary discourse 
in which the couple Kade encountered were 
steeped. Additionally, how Kade experienced 
the gender binary discourse at CU, particularly 
in relation to his perceived sexuality, was 
different from other participants, like Jackson 
and Silvia, who identified as agender and 
spoke about experiences of being wedged 
into homonormative and heteronormative 
relationships respectively, due to their divergent 
gender expressions.
 Participants also experienced the gender 
binary discourse at CU differently due to 
their various gender expressions and/or 
embodiments. For instance, BC, who had 
not begun hormone replacement therapy and 
was not attempting to pass as a woman on 
campus during her participation in the study, 
stated, “I’m always a little worried about 
comments about when I carry a purse now 
that I do.” BC knew that she may not pass 
as “woman enough” for some people at CU, 
and, as a result, she worried about receiving 
negative comments when she wore her purse, 
a feminine-coded artifact. However, right 
after acknowledging this, she went on to say, 
“But it really helps with being gendered . . . 
female. It’s funny, I went with Heidi to buy 
alcohol last night [and] the guy called us 
‘ladies’ . . . and he used feminine pronouns 
throughout. And I was like, ‘Alright. Cool.’” 
BC’s remarks make clear that one’s gender may 
be understood in various ways depending on 
time, place, and context. BC’s comments also 
suggest that how cisgender individuals make 
sense of a trans* student’s gender expression 
and/or embodiment—via the gender binary 
discourse—influences their (in)ability to 
navigate space. BC’s experiences also show how 
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participants needed to be flexible and open to 
adaptation due to the gender binary discourse.

Arrival: Compulsory Heterogenderism
Expanding upon Rich’s (1980) and Butler’s 
(2006) notion of compulsory heterosexuality, 
the data from the present study suggest the 
existence of compulsory heterogenderism, a 
term I developed to explain the ways in 
which participants’ gender identities and 
sexualities were consistently understood in 
and through each other. Put another way, 
although participants’ sexualities (i.e., being 
gay, lesbian, or bisexual) were distinct from 
their gender identities as trans*, the way other 
nontrans* individuals could make sense of the 
participants’ gender was through their sexuality. 
These misperceptions were largely rooted in 
sexuality-based stereotypes that dictated one’s 
sexuality as a direct result of gender presentation 
(e.g., a masculine-presenting female being 
understood by others as a lesbian). As a result 
of the linking of sexuality and gender identity 
that comprises heterogenderism, participants’ 
trans* identities went unrecognized, and, as 
such, were rendered invisible.
 Jackson, who was agender (i.e., one’s 
identifying as not having a gender), spoke to 
the effects of compulsory heterogenderism, 
particularly in how it regulated how they 
interacted with others at City. For example, 
Jackson stated, “For a while it was easier for 
me to identify as a lesbian, because people 
understood it, you know?” Here, Jackson felt 
their being agender was so unknown—and 
unknowable—at CU (itself a product of the 
gender binary discourse on campus) that 
instead, they used a culturally intelligible 
sexuality (i.e., lesbian) as a marker of their 
gender identity. Thus, Jackson just “identified 
as a lesbian,” grafting gender identity and 
sexuality—two distinct yet often overlapping 
categories of difference—onto one another as 
a result of the compulsory heterogenderism 

on CU’s campus. Here, the presence of 
compulsory heterogenderism at City dictated 
that Jackson set aside their agender identity—
an identity that was particularly salient for 
them—in favor of a more knowable, or legible, 
identity marker. Similar to Rich’s (1980) 
suggestion that compulsory heterosexuality 
threatened the lesbian existence, the social 
reality of compulsory heterogenderism 
stood as a deterrent to Jackson’s existence 
as agender at CU.
 Departures: Differential Maintenance 
of Compulsory Heterogenderism Based on 
Other Salient Social Identities. Shifting from 
Jackson, who stated they “kind of pass[ed] 
as a woman” to most people, to Megan, who 
identified as a trans* woman but did not yet 
pass as the woman she knew herself to be, 
one can see the way gender expression and/
or embodiment produced different effects of 
participants in their experiences of compulsory 
heterogenderism. Specifically, because others 
did not perceive Megan as a trans* woman, she 
was often derided as gay, thereby continuing 
the bullying Megan experienced throughout 
her youth. In describing the effect this bullying 
had on her, she stated, “I was being bullied, so 
I was trying to stop the bullying, so I was like, 
well, obviously they think I am gay, so I have 
to play the guy role.” Here, Megan understood 
that, in the minds of the people who were 
bullying her, to be gay was synonymous 
with being feminine. In other words, others 
substituted her being gay (i.e., a marker of 
sexuality) in place of her feminine gender 
expression (i.e., a marker of gender identity), 
thereby erasing her trans* identity.
 Moreover, the result of the bullying 
Megan experienced was that she did not feel 
comfortable expressing her trans* identity 
publicly, and even contemplated suicide on 
multiple occasions. In fact, the semester Megan 
and I began working alongside each other was 
the first time she began connecting with other 
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people in physical, nonvirtual spaces. The 
metaphor she used was that she had spent most 
of her life as a trans* woman being “inside” and 
was now trying to go “outside.” In other words, 
she was shy and spent much of her time in her 
room, playing video games and connecting 
with others online, but had yet to meet and 
interact with other trans* people in physical 
spaces. Much of her hesitancy to “go outside” 
was likely due to the effects of compulsory 
heterogenderism. Because others continued 
to perceive her as gay, and continued to bully 
and tease her about her perceived sexuality, 
she felt more and more compelled to “play the 
guy role.” Thus, the result of her being bullied 
and called gay impacted how she expressed 
her gender identity. Specifically, she tried to 
be perceived as straight and, as a result, cover 
her trans* identity.
 It is important to point out that Megan’s 
attempts to cover her trans* identity were 
not a character flaw on her behalf. In fact, 
Megan had very important and real reasons 
for covering her identity. Her experience of 
compulsory heterogenderism suggested if she 
challenged those bullying her, and challenged 
their perceptions that she was gay—itself 
used as a pejorative marker of her feminine 
gender expression—there may be violent 
repercussions. Thus, her choice to cover was, 
for her, wise when considering her own safety. 
Moreover, her covering her gender identity 
by promoting an image of straightness speaks 
to the negative cultural climate produced 
as a result of compulsory heterogenderism. 
Echoing Rich’s (1980) commentary about 
compulsory heterosexuality threatening lesbian 
existence, or Butler’s (2006) notion that the 
cultural unintelligibility of diverse genders 
produced by compulsory heterosexuality 
delimited possibilities for trans* people, 
Megan’s remarks stand as a stark reminder of 
the potential real-life costs of resisting such 
cultural expectations.

 Race also significantly mediated the effects 
of compulsory heterogenderism. For example, 
during the summer of 2014, an upper-level 
Black administrator known affectionately as 
Captain (a pseudonym) for his omnipresence 
on campus and the high esteem in which the 
campus community held him, posted a picture 
of a Black NBA star who was wearing tight 
pants and a brightly colored, floral patterned 
jacket to his Facebook timeline. In posting 
the picture, which was seen by multiple 
participants, Captain also added the comment, 
“Metro sexual or suspect? TALK TO ME” 
(emphasis in original)? What was clear from 
Captain’s post, and the subsequent responses 
from a wide array of Black colleagues and peers, 
was the overwhelming community support for 
enforcing compulsory heterogenderism. In 
other words, this incident was not one in which 
Captain alone questioned the NBA player’s 
sexuality based on the athlete’s attire, but it 
was a community effort. Thus, compulsory 
heterogenderism was not just something that 
was enforced between individuals, as was the 
case for Kade or Megan, but it took on a 
community aspect, where many in the Black 
community were vocal in suggesting that one’s 
transgressing gender expectations meant the 
individual in question was nonheterosexual, 
thus foreclosing any conversation about 
trans* identities.

Arrival: Resilience as a Verb
Despite the etymological assertion that 
resilience is a noun, or something one may 
possess, the data from this study suggest one 
might also understand resilience as a verb, or 
an action one can practice. In this sense, even if 
participants did not feel or think of themselves 
as resilient, they could still have been practicing 
resilience as a strategy to overcome the many 
manifestations of the gender binary discourse 
and compulsory heterogenderism at CU. 
Furthermore, viewing resilience as a practiced 
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action suggests one must repeatedly attempt to 
put the concept to work in various contexts. 
Such a view of resilience is consistent with 
the notion of performativity (Butler, 2006), 
suggesting participants’ practicing of resilience 
was a way of doing resilience in much the 
same way Butler discussed performativity 
as one’s ability to do gender. For example, 
when talking with BC about my anxieties 
about job searching as a trans* person, she 
calmly stated, “Just go in looking good.” BC’s 
suggestion I go into interviews confidently 
as a gender nonconforming person, what 
she called “looking good,” was a call for me 
to practice resilience and, thus, push back 
against genderism.
 Departures: Limits of the Ability to Practice 
Resilience Based on Other Salient Social Identities 
and Spaces on Campus. One particularly 
salient departure from the practice of doing 
resilience related to disability. Specifically, 
Silvia identified as having several disabilities, 
and during our last semester together, was 
diagnosed with fibromyalgia. Her fibromyalgia 
made navigating the hilly terrain of CU’s 
campus increasingly difficult for Silvia dur-
ing the winter, often causing her to miss 
whole days. Prior to being diagnosed with 
fibromyalgia, Silvia practiced resilience by 
leaving CU, a physical environment that often 
impeded her ability to be successful. However, 
after she was diagnosed with fibromyalgia, she 
expressed dissonance in not feeling “stronger” 
or “put back together,” and thus felt unable 
to practice resilience. Speaking to this change 
in perspective, Silvia stated, “I don’t know if 
I’m gonna bounce back. Point blank, that’s 
it. That’s all. I know that I’m never gonna 
bounce back from having a chronic illness. 
Like, I’m never gonna be a healthy person or 
whatever that means.”
 Of interest in this statement are two 
insights. First, Silvia’s linking of the concepts 
of resilience and health are evident, specifically 

her feeling that her lack of ability to be 
resilient is also reflective of her lack of being 
healthy. For, as she stated, if she never bounced 
back from having a chronic illness, then it 
follows that she would never again be healthy. 
Second, and perhaps more importantly, it 
seemed as though Silvia was beginning to 
come to a critical consciousness around the 
notion of health, especially what it means to 
“be healthy” and who it is that controls this 
definition. Her last sentence, “I’m never gonna 
be a healthy person or whatever that means” 
(emphasis added), suggests Silvia might not 
have been completely sold on the idea that she 
was then, or necessarily would always be, an 
unhealthy person. Instead, Silvia’s dismissive 
“or whatever that means” comment could 
have signaled a dormant critique of what it 
meant to be healthy. Furthermore, if Silvia 
ever were to truly challenge notions of health, 
then she may be able to either uncouple her 
sense of resilience from being healthy and/or 
reconceptualize health altogether. If so, both 
possibilities might rearrange how she could 
practice resilience and feel successful as a Black 
agender individual with disabilities.
 Another departure related to participants’ 
experiences in various academic departments. 
Whereas some participants experienced their 
academic departments as places in which they 
could not practice resilience (such as BC’s 
aforementioned commentary on being an Econ 
major), others had positive experiences. In 
particular, Adem and Silvia suggested that the 
College of Art was a comfortable department 
in which to practice resilience openly. Most 
poignantly, Silvia expressed, “I love [the 
College of Art]. It’s sorta like the quirky cousin 
[at CU], and it’s sorta like, ‘You’re kinda 
weird, but I like you.’ And every time I’m 
there, I feel [like I’m] home.” Silvia’s use of the 
word “weird” in this statement was far from 
pejorative. In fact, she seemed to be providing 
a queered definition of “weird,” where its 
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use signalled something to be desired and 
embraced. From Silvia’s perspective, “being 
weird” by transgressing the gendered cultural 
expectations at CU was openly embraced in 
the College of Art. Thus, the College of Art 
provided an environment where both Silvia 
and Adem could practice resilience as trans* 
students in ways that were not open to them 
in different settings. 
 The third departure related to practicing 
resilience related to living on campus. Although 
many participants had experience living on 
campus, only one (Raegan) lived on campus 
throughout the duration of our study. In fact, 
many participants suggested the reason they 
did not live on campus was due to repeated 
run-ins with the gender binary discourse in 
residential environments. These experiences 
built on each other for participants, suggesting 
that to practice resilience meant living off 
campus. However, living off campus is not 
without its drawbacks, as research indicates 
living on campus positively influences student 
persistence (e.g., Jacoby, 2015). As such, it is 
worth noting four of the nine participants 
involved in the study (Derek, BC, Jackson, and 
Adem)—half of those who lived off campus—
stopped attending CU during our working 
together.† Regardless of the reasons for their 
leaving, which were varied, it stands to reason 
that living on campus might have helped them 
remain students, if doing so had not been such 
an alienating or frustrating experience.
 And yet, Raegan lived on campus through-
out their involvement in the study. Moreover, 
Raegan was a Resident Assistant (RA), denoting 
their taking a leadership role in the residence 
halls. During our time working together, 
Raegan had been an RA for a year, and they 
were intending on returning for a second 
year in the position. Although Raegan shared 

experiences in which their gender identity was 
not recognized by fellow staff members, their 
desire to return to the position, and thereby 
extend their time living in the residence 
halls at CU, suggests this was a comfortable 
environment in which they could practice 
resilience. In fact, it may suggest that being 
in a leadership role gave Raegen the ability 
to practice resilience in a manner that other 
participants might not have been able to do 
while living in the halls.

Arrival: The (Tiring) Labor of 
Practicing Trans* Genders
Cisgender faculty, students, and staff at 
CU often framed trans* people as gender 
educators. The sug gestion that it was up 
to trans* people to teach others at CU 
about gender suggests a connection to an 
over arching neo liberal ideology in which 
educa tion, among other previously public 
social sectors, has been turned into a private 
commodity (Harvey, 2005). Connecting 
neoliberalism as an ideology to the pressure 
it exerts on those with diverse sexualities 
and genders, Elia and Yep (2012) wrote, 
“Identity-based production, distribution, 
and consumption—as products of consumer 
culture—have increased exponentially in 
an ever-expanding neoliberal economy” 
(p. 882). Thus, the commodification of 
diverse genders and sexualities as something 
to be discussed, dissected, distributed, and 
understood, suggests that one’s very identity 
was imbued with the potential to be traded, 
sold, or purchased like any other good or 
service. In other words, the suggestion that 
trans* people should teach others about gender 
was based on the commodification of diverse 
genders as something which one could acquire 
through participating in a training, educational 

† It is worth mentioning that BC returned to CU as a full-time student in the Fall of 2014, after the conclusion 
of the study; however, this still means one third of the participants did not return.
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session, in-service, or class experience. As 
a result, participants suggested the burden 
of educating others about gender, or what 
Henderson (2014) termed “bringing up 
gender,” was exhausting.
 Speaking to the exhaustion of being 
misgendered, Raegan stated, “Sometimes, 
I’m so emotionally exhausted from all of 
this, like, I just don’t want to say anything. 
It’s like, literally, if I say something, I’m 
gonna burst into tears.” For Raegan, the 
consistent and constant misgendering they 
faced wore them down emotionally. Although 
not always malicious in intent, the impact was 
overwhelmingly negative for Raegan.
 BC shared similar feelings of tiredness 
when confronting the gender binary discourse 
and compulsory heterogenderism on campus, 
suggesting that one of the ways she dealt with 
these cultural realities was by detaching and 
“reading, playing video games, [and smoking] 
pot a little bit.”
 When participants did decide to “bring 
up gender,” they did so only under certain 
conditions or with certain people. One way 
of understanding their choices about whether, 
when, how, and with whom to “bring up 
gender” was as a mode of self-care and self-
protection. Conversely, participants often 
chose not to bring up gender in situations 
where they were likely to be dismissed or 
overlooked, or with people who did not 
have a vested interest in them as individuals. 
For example, Micah stated, “If your intents 
[sic] are good in learning about LGBTQ 
[people], I’m willing to educate you. If 
your intent is bad, then I have no time for 
you.” Thus, by having conditions regarding 
when to bring up gender, Micah and other 
participants were able to navigate the twin 
cultural realities of the gender binary discourse 
and compulsory heterogenderism at CU. 
Moreover, participants’ choices (not) to bring 
up gender was often a reflection of how best 

they could practice resilience in that situation 
and, as a result, remain successful at CU.
 The aforementioned sanguine reading 
of participants’ decisions (not) to bring up 
gender belies another, more insidious reading. 
Specifically, the press of the gender binary 
discourse and compulsory heterogenderism 
turned some participants into “docile bodies” 
(Foucault, 1995) who, by not bringing up 
gender, allowed the status quo to be main-
tained. This is not to say the participants are 
to blame for their docility. Indeed, Foucault 
(1995) suggested that a number of social 
institutions (e.g., education) encouraged all 
community members to be docile in the face 
of cultural norms and expectations. Thus, 
participants’ lack of bringing up gender is 
one way othat cultural norms and privilege 
(e.g., genderism) are maintained through a 
variety of modes (e.g., gender binary discourse, 
compulsory heterogenderism) that evoke a 
sense of tiredness and, thus, promote inaction. 
Although such inaction could very well be a 
practice of resilience, it is also undoubtedly 
a practice of compliance with overarching 
systems of privilege and power, thereby 
reinscribing the norms of trans* oppression, 
inaccessibility, and feelings of isolation for 
trans* people to persist.
Departures: Various Forms of and Spaces in 
Which Exhaustion Manifested. Participants’ 
decisions to engage in education rarely came 
without conditions. For example, both Micah 
and Jackson talked about the importance of 
engaging in educational conversations with 
cisgender peers only if those individuals 
showed an investment in them as trans* 
people. In holding to this condition, Micah 
and Jackson were resisting the pejorative 
notion that trans* people are strange, exotic, 
or abject (e.g., Nicolazzo, 2014; Serano, 
2007). Furthermore, the development of their 
conditions for engaging in education was likely 
informed by the many instances of cisgender 
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individuals objectifying them and other trans* 
students. For example, cisgender students 
would often visit TransActions meetings in 
which Micah regularly participated. During 
these visits, the cisgender individuals would 
share they were visiting because they needed 
to do a class project focused on a marginalized 
student population and they had chosen trans* 
people. Without exception, these people never 
returned to future meetings, and conversation 
when they were there was stifled, as if the 
trans* members in TransActions, including 
Micah, were wary of the new participant’s 
lack of sincere investment in them as people. 
 Additionally, although some participants 
wanted to see more trans* representation 
at CU, the politics of trans* visibility were 
far from settled. For example, Kade felt a 
profound sense of loss of community due to 
his passing as a cisgender man. In this sense, 
one might understand Kade as being trans*, 
but not feeling “trans* enough” due to his not 
being read as trans* by other students, faculty, 
and staff at CU. I recorded something similar 
in my field notes at the start of my second 
semester at CU, writing:

I am intrigued by the fact that I have no 
clue who may be a potential participant 
in my study! . . . There are not obvious 
physical indicators (or not necessarily 
anyway) that “mark” trans* students. Even 
those markers that may exist (e.g., “boys” 
wearing nail polish, “women” dressed 
in a butch way) do not always translate 
to someone’s identifying as trans*. This 
invisibility could be both challenging 
and wonderful [and] also makes me 
think about all the assumptions I make 
about bodies, expressions, and identities. 
(August 28, 2013, emphasis in original)

Although both Kade and I would have 
preferred there to be more trans* people at 
CU, there was contestation around what (in)
visibility meant. In other words, our musings 

related to what assumptions we were making 
when suggesting there was a lack of trans* 
visibility on campus. Were we privileging 
nonbinary and openly disruptive expressions 
of gender? How might this privileging dismiss 
those who did not feel safe, comfortable, or 
interested in expressing their trans*ness in 
this way? Furthermore, in light of Micah and 
Silvia’s comments about the lack of interest in 
even discussing gender transgressions in Black 
spaces on campus, it may stand to reason that 
privileging openly transgressive expressions of 
gender may privilege Whiteness at CU. When 
added to BC and Raegan’s reflections that 
transgressive gender norms on campus cost 
money—suggesting the need for disposable 
income that many of the participants did not 
have—it becomes clear that desiring trans* 
visibility could easily slip into reinforcing 
classism as well as White supremacy. Therefore, 
although structural diversity—and thus, an 
increase of visible trans* bodies—is necessary 
on college campuses, it is by no means 
sufficient to recognizing the multiplicity of 
trans* lives. In fact, stopping at mere structural 
diversity may unwittingly reify various other 
forms of systemic oppression (e.g., racism, 
classism, compulsory able-bodiedness) by 
suggesting there is a particular way in which 
trans* people should show up on campus to 
be counted as “visibly trans*.”
 Finally, although multiple participants 
talked about the tiring nature of “bringing up 
gender,” the form that tiredness took was not 
uniform. For example, in our last interview, 
Silvia linked her tiredness regarding gender 
to the tiredness she felt in her body due to 
her having fibromyalgia. Thus, the emotional 
fatigue of bringing up gender Kade, BC, 
Micah, and Raegan discussed was transformed 
into an embodied exhaustion for Silvia. 
Moreover, Silvia noted that she was unable to 
“fight two fatigue battles” at the same time, 
suggesting she had “to focus on not feeling 



552 Journal of College Student Development

Nicolazzo

tired all the time . . . in [her] body.” This 
statement highlights how Silvia did not have 
the energy (physical and otherwise) to bring 
up gender due to her already feeling fatigued 
by her multiple disabilities.

Arrival: A Constellation of Kinship 
Networks
The last set of arrival and departures revolved 
around notions of kinship networks. Although 
the phrase itself may evoke images of blood 
relatives or one’s “family of origin,” scholars 
have extended notions of kinship beyond 
this limited understanding (e.g., Rubin, 
2011; Weston, 1991). Data from the present 
study suggests the notion of kinship, and the 
development and maintenance of kinship 
networks, was an important factor for partici-
pants successfully navigating the gender-
dicho tomous environment of CU. As such, 
findings in this study have the ability to be 
foundational when thinking about how trans* 
students build, maintain, and leverage kinship 
networks to navigate campuses that may be far 
from welcoming spaces for them.
 For the purposes of this study, one can 
understand a kinship network as a close group 
of like-minded peers who: (a)  recognized 
and honored participants’ gender identities, 
(b) provided a refuge from the cultural realities 
of the gender binary discourse and compulsory 
heterogenderism on campus, and (c)  acted 
as a potential site from which participants 
could resist or push back against systemic 
genderism, if they so chose. Additionally, 
there are two further nuances worth noting. 
First, the membership of the kinship networks 
participants created were not exclusively 
trans*. Some participants did talk about 
the importance of engaging in trans*-only 
spaces, however, this was not a prerequisite 
for the development and maintenance of 
a kinship network. Secondly, participants 
spoke about engaging with multiple kinship 

networks. For example, Raegan discussed 
participating in the study to build community 
with other trans* people, stating, “For me to 
be resilient, I need more people in my life.” 
Thus, Raegan’s participation in the study was 
a way for them to build community and, as a 
result, practice resilience. Moreover, Raegan’s 
experiences highlight how they sought, found, 
and maintained multiple kinship networks, 
extending previous literature focusing on 
the development of a singular family of 
choice (Weston, 1991).
 Departures: Various Locations in Which 
Kinship Networks Occurred. Although the 
development of kinship networks occurred 
within material spaces (e.g., The Center, 
TransActions, local Stockdale spaces), a 
number of participants also talked about the 
importance of virtual spaces in cultivating and 
maintaining such community. For example, 
in our first interview, Jackson stated, “I exist 
primarily on the internet, you know? That’s 
pretty much my hometown.” Jackson then 
proceeded to tell me how they used the 
Internet as a venue to locate and develop a 
sense of community and connection with other 
agender people. They said they would often 
just type trans*-related words into Google and 
would then peruse the search results as a way 
to connect to various others throughout the 
world who identified in similar ways to them. 
Thus, although Jackson expressed wanting 
more trans* representation at CU, they used 
the Internet as a tool through which to locate 
and maintain the sense of kinship they lacked 
in physical spaces.
 More than just using the Internet to 
learn about trans* identities, participants also 
talked about the Internet and virtual spaces 
as a location in which to spend time. For 
example, Raegan once explained, “I’ve found 
that YouTube is the most comforting place 
second to meeting trans people in person. I 
like watching people’s transitions and hearing 
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their advice and stories.” Here, Raegan asserted 
the importance of the Internet, and specifically 
YouTube, as a location in which they could 
spend time. Furthermore, Raegan’s description 
of getting advice and listening to life stories 
mirrors the way friends may talk with one 
another. Therefore, although Raegan had 
never met anyone from the YouTube videos 
they watched in real life, they felt a sense 
of kinship and connection with them. As a 
result, they regarded YouTube to be “the most 
comforting place” to be aside from meeting 
trans* people in person.
 A second divergence in the development of 
kinship networks was that several participants 
spoke about doing so by leaving campus. Kade, 
who was in his last year as a student during our 
work together, described his seeking kinship 
in the local Stockdale community in terms of 
a progression from moving on to off campus. 
Specifically, he noted:

I feel like the trans* community around 
here for the longest time was just through 
a network of people. You would meet one 
trans* person and they would have a friend 
who was trans* and then you would just 
all . . . [trails off]. So that was my initial 
experience. And then [in] TransActions 
I met a handful of people. And [now] 
I would say that the trans* community 
is developing a decent community in 
Stockdale right now. There’s Stockdale 
Community Trans* Alliance, which I 
volunteer for. I would say that I meet the 
most trans* people now through there.

Of particular note in Kade’s comments is that 
he did not describe his seeking community 
off-campus as a binary between on- and 
off-campus. Instead, he talked about his 
off-campus kinship networks occurring as a 
result of his previous on-campus involvement. 
Therefore, Kade reflected his leaving campus 
for developing kinship as an extension of rather 
than as opposed to notions of campus-based 

kinship. Kade’s comment suggests educators 
should look to local trans* networks as a 
possible extension of what is occurring on 
campus, thereby assisting in the development 
of more extensive kinship networks.
 Lastly, participants described academic 
departments and classrooms as contested spaces 
in which to develop and maintain kinship 
networks. Although several participants 
(e.g., Jackson, Adem, and Silvia) discussed 
academic spaces as fruitful environments in 
which to develop kinship networks, others 
experiences (e.g., BC and Megan) told a more 
ominous story. Thus, academic departments 
and classrooms stood as places that mediated 
participants’ abilities to create and maintain 
kinship networks in various ways.

FINDINGS IN SUMMARY

Despite the pervasiveness of culturally 
(re)enforced genderism at CU, participants 
were able to develop strategies to navigate their 
environments successfully. These strategies, 
or practices of resilience—like the one 
employed by Silvia in the introduction to this 
manuscript—looked different for participants 
based on location and various other salient 
social identities, and did not always work; 
however, participants were able to continue 
practicing resilience, finding new strategies and 
relying on old strategies that had worked in 
the past. Furthermore, the findings explain the 
importance of a vast and varied constellation 
of kinship networks that existed virtually and 
physically as well as off- and on-campus.
 Moreover, the findings from the present 
study are consistent with the tenets of CTP 
as the theoretical perspective with which it 
was framed. Specifically, the aforementioned 
arrivals and departures elucidate the various 
ways participants enacted CTP’s three core 
assumptions of the resilience, resistance, 
and kinship-building of trans* people from 



554 Journal of College Student Development

Nicolazzo

an affirmative perspective. The findings also 
highlight the omnipresence of genderism and 
transphobia at CU—most notably through 
the arrivals and departures related to the 
gender binary discourse and compulsory 
heterogenderism—which is consistent with the 
critical paradigm of which CTP is an emergent 
branch. In the following section, I discuss how 
these findings can influence future research and 
practice in student affairs and higher education.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

The findings from this study make clear that 
educators must move beyond best practices 
approaches to gender equity and trans* 
inclusion. Although focusing on best practices 
may create specific areas of comfort on campus 
for trans* students, this approach does little 
to redress the underlying cultural realities of 
the gender binary discourse or compulsory 
heterogenderism. For example, the emergence 
of trans*-inclusive housing as a best practice 
within student affairs works in a couple of 
ways. First, it proliferates some options, 
albeit with limitations, as to where trans* 
students may live on campus in a comfortable 
environment. However, this “best practice” 
overlooks the fact that stopping at having a 
floor, wing, or entire building dedicated to 
the practice of inclusive housing provides 
a rationale for all other campus housing 
assignments to be made under the rubric of 
genderism. In other words, having a space 
for trans* students to live comfortably on 
campus, although a necessary and positive 
step in many ways, is insufficient in addressing 
how genderism continues to regulate how all 
other residential spaces are organized. Thus, 
the current “best practice” of gender-inclusive 
housing simultaneously promotes gender 
inclusion and genderism. Moving beyond 
best practices wrestles us as educators out of 
the mythical notion that we can ever arrive at 

fully inclusive practices and demands that we 
see our work as being about practice, process, 
reflection, and self-evaluation (Spade, 2011).
 A further implication for both future 
research and practice is the need to continually 
(re)visit the concept of intersectionality. Not 
only have educational researchers yet to grasp 
fully the complexities of using intersectionality 
to frame research studies, but practitioners also 
struggle with what intersectionality looks like 
in practice (e.g., Bowleg, 2008; Stewart, 2010). 
As participants suggested, what educators 
heralded as “intersectional programmatic 
efforts” were stand-alone, co-sponsored events 
between offices. As Micah suggested, “[We 
trans* people] are people period. Very, very 
diverse and very intersectional.”
 Silvia’s needing to “fight two fatigue 
battles” is a particularly powerful example of 
the need to address multiple intersections of 
identities throughout educational praxis. Had 
this occurred at CU, Silvia would likely still 
have felt exhausted, but she may also have 
had an outlet for her exhaustion, allowing her 
to begin making meaning of her experiences 
as an agender student with disabilities rather 
than feeling the need to choose which form 
of fatigue to address. Educators must seek to 
reflect students’ intersectional lives in ways 
that honor the complexities and the depth 
with which their various social identities 
mediate their lives.
 The findings from the present study also 
suggest educators should consider using a 
strategy Spade (2011) referred to as “trickle up 
activism” in order to create inclusive campus 
environments. Specifically, this would mean 
focusing on creating inclusive environments 
for the most marginalized student populations 
on campus, which would invariably mean 
equity would “trickle up” to all other student 
populations. In this way, campus environments 
could be (re)structured based on the needs 
of those who were the most marginalized, 



July 2016 ◆ vol 57 / no 5 555

 Just Go In Looking Good

recognizing that by doing so, all other groups 
would either benefit from such gains or, at 
the very least, not be negatively affected. 
The trickle up approach to creating inclusive 
campus environments also dovetails with calls 
for a focus on Universal Design as a method 
of creating fully accessible higher education 
environments (e.g., Brown & Broido, 2015).

CONCLUSION

As hooks (2000) wrote, “Enjoying the benefits 
of living and loving in community empowers 
us to meet strangers without fear and extend 
to them the gift of openness and recognition” 
(p. 143). hooks’s suggestion stands as a radical 
reconceptualization of what higher education 
environments could look like if the diversity of 

human experience and expression were allowed 
to flourish rather than be restricted. Whereas 
the process of realizing such an epistemology of 
love (Palmer & Zajonc, 2010) is far from easy, 
and would require many to reorient the ways 
in which they approach educational research 
and practice, the results could be equally 
important. Participants sought an educational 
environment in which they did not have to face 
the negative effects of genderism on a daily 
basis. Thus, this study suggests educators could 
interrupt genderism by seeking ways to live 
and love in community, thereby increasing life 
chances for all trans* students (Spade, 2011).

Correspondence concerning this article should be 
addressed to Z Nicolazzo, 201-D Gabel Hall, DeKalb, 
IL 60115: znicolazzo@niu.edu
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