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1

INTRODUCTION

I can still remember the fi rst time I told someone out loud, “I am transgen-
der.” The memory is forever etched in my mind as if it happened yes-
terday. I was sitting outside a coffee shop along a busy thoroughfare in 

Tucson, Arizona. In my right hand was my phone, pressed to my ear, and in 
my left hand was a cigarette, shaking because of my nerves. I sat staring at my 
iced coffee, condensation beading up and dripping off the plastic cup in the 
dry desert heat. I felt alone. I felt nervous. I paused midsentence, momentar-
ily worrying that my words would be met with resistance, with the comment, 
“No, I don’t think you are” from the other end of the line. It was a silly worry, 
but it was present nonetheless, which then made me wonder what it meant 
to be transgender. Did I want to biomedically transition? What would that 
mean for me? What would that mean for my job? What would that mean 
for my family, for my friends, and for my life? And what if I did not want to 
transition? The few transgender people I knew were all transitioning, so I did 
not have a sense of what it meant to be transgender and not transition. That 
pause seemed to stretch out interminably. I brought the cigarette to my lips, 
took a drag, let out my breath, and said into the receiver, “Chase, I think I 
am trans*.” 

I start with my own coming out, my own trans* becoming, not to be self-
indulgent. I start with my own story because it is a moment every trans* 
person I have talked with is able to pinpoint. Or if we cannot pinpoint a par-
ticular moment, we are able to tap into a general feeling or sentiment when 
we noticed for the fi rst time that we were different, that we were not like the 
other people with whom we shared playgrounds, classrooms, workplaces, 
coffee shops, and sports fi elds. Collectively, these moments, feelings, and 
stories act in two specifi c ways. First, they set up a world in which we recog-
nize our difference. In these moments, through these feelings and in recov-
ering these stories, we uncover how our trans* becomings—or the ways we 
are always already coming into our unfolding trans*ness (Garner, 2015)—
cast us as outside and other than the perceived norm of gendered living. 
Although many of us—myself included—lack the words in the moment to 
name this phenomenon, this is the fi rst time we bump up against transgen-
der oppression, or the systemic presumption that there are two immutable, 
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2  INTRODUCTION

fi xed genders (i.e., man and woman) that frames those of us who do not fi t 
this norm as abnormal, abject, wrong, or otherwise less than our cisgender 
peers (Catalano, McCarthy, & Shlasko, 2007). Although we may not know 
what this means, we know that it means we are somehow different from our 
normatively gendered peers, and that because of this difference our lives will 
be changed in a variety of ways.

The second way these stories operate is to bring forward a new “us” into 
which “we” enter. In effect, our coming out as trans* acts as a coming in of 
sorts. For example, when I came out to Chase, I chose him specifi cally, as a 
trans* man, as a form of coming into a trans* community. In response to my 
coming out/in, Chase, who at the time was working at a college in upstate 
New York, told me to fi nd and read trans* memoirs. He suggested a couple 
of titles, which I remember scribbling on a napkin and then going home to 
purchase online. Throughout the next few months, I remember devouring 
these texts, hungry to learn about myself and my people. As I discuss later 
in this book, through these memoirs and historical texts I began to develop 
my own trans* community. Through these texts I began to develop a sense 
not only of who I was as a trans* person but also of who we were as a trans* 
people. And through these texts I found and began to come into a new com-
munity, my new community. 

This particular moment, the notion of coming into community, is what 
I have been particularly consumed with over the past fi ve years, personally 
and professionally. This text represents how I have tried to understand and 
make sense of trans* community. Moreover, I undertook this investigation 
in one of the few ways that made sense to me, and that was to conduct 
my research alongside other trans* people, specifi cally trans* collegians. As I 
thought when I began the research study that undergirds this book—and as 
I still think now—there was no better way I could understand trans* com-
munity than by exploring it alongside my fellow trans* kin. And yet, even as 
I sit here now, typing these words at Chase’s dining room table, it seems only 
fi tting that I would cycle back to a central question of this book: Who is the 
we trans* people come into? To describe what exactly I mean by this, it may 
be helpful to share another story.

In my current life as an assistant professor, I have taken an interest in 
disability studies. Partially born from the research that follows in this book, 
and partially from the ways I continue to understand myself and the world 
I live in, I have become fascinated by the ways trans* and disability identi-
ties, rhetoric, and discourse become enmeshed. According to many schol-
ars, these are not easy connections and could perhaps be better understood 
as fault lines that detail the rough, jagged, and complicated nature of the 
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INTRODUCTION  3

terrain between, along, and among trans* and disabled bodies (of knowl-
edge). Although I delve into more detail about the overlaps of trans* and 
disabled identities and lives throughout this book, one notion from the dis-
ability rights movement is important to discuss in this introduction, and 
that is, “Nothing About Us Without Us!” (Inckle, 2015, p. 44). This phrase 
was—and still is—a powerful reclamation of control by disability rights 
activists, scholars, and educators. Essentially, it means that the nondisabled 
(or whom Clare [2015] termed enabled, focusing on the ways environments 
enable certain lives and bodies over others) could no longer assume control 
over the narrative about disabled people. Quite literally, there could and 
should be nothing about disabled people that did not emanate from the 
disabled community. 

This sort of “for us, by us” mentality—originally conceived and pop-
ularized in the Black community by Keith Perrin, Daymond John, Carl 
Brown, and J. Alexander Martin, the cofounders of the clothing brand 
FUBU (Dunn, 1999)—has been replicated in other movements, including 
the trans* movement (Richards, 2016), and this mentality has caused me 
to pause, wondering just who is the “us” being called to the fore? Who are 
“we” joining to coalesce and connect with? And, what do these questions 
about what is meant by “us” and “we” mean about the very community 
“we” create? For example, is there one trans* community? Or should “we” 
talk about ourselves in pluralities, discussing instead “our communities”? 
For example, when I tell people, as I often fi nd myself doing, that my 
work is ultimately about writing trans* collegians and the trans* collegiate 
community into existence, what sort of community is it exactly that I am 
tracing? 

I understand these are theoretical questions; however, they are also deeply 
existential. In other words, I have come to recognize that these questions 
about “us,” who “we” are, and what it means to come home into the trans* 
community are more than just a matter of semantics. These questions uncover 
important considerations regarding trans* livelihoods, kinship, and self- and 
group understandings about gender. These questions allow trans* people to 
unlearn the self-hatred and internalized oppression we experience when we 
fi rst recognize that we are different and that our difference somehow masquer-
ades as our being undesirable. In essence, thinking deeply about “us,” about 
who “we” are, and about what community means is the very stuff that allows 
us as trans* people to reclaim our bodies, minds, genders, and lives in ways 
that are expansive, liberatory, and full of self-affi rmation and love. It is here 
that the theoretical rubs up against the lived, and where who we are and what 
community means provide clues to the very possibilities of trans* existence on 
college campuses. In the context of this book, these questions about us, who 
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4  INTRODUCTION

we are, and about what community means permeate the text and highlight 
the various ways postsecondary educators might reimagine their work envi-
ronments to proliferate possibilities for new, varied trans* becomings. 

In contrast to the disruption that thinking about trans* identities causes 
binary notions of gender, this book is organized in a logical pattern. In 
 Chapter 1, I introduce various words and concepts that may be unfamiliar to 
readers but are critical to understanding trans* collegians, and as such, serve 
as a basis for the empirical study for this book. I also spend time discussing 
my own positionality as a trans* researcher and scholar and outline the aims 
and scope of the book in detail.

Between chapters, I have inserted interludes. Mirroring the use of this 
rhetorical device by Jones and Abes (2013), these interludes allow readers to 
understand better my process and approach to research and writing. Because 
we as qualitative researchers are the instruments through which our research 
occurs (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006; Stewart, 
2010), these interludes are especially important, as they allow me to provide 
an ongoing sense of who I am and how I undertook the research that grounds 
this book. The interludes also serve to bring me into a closer relationship 
alongside participants, our research project, and the ensuing fi ndings and 
implications. Because this research was framed as a collaborative endeavor, 
I use the interludes as a way to bring myself into closer conversation with 
participants and the research process itself. In this way, the interludes allowed 
me a way to refl ect my theoretical perspective and study methodology 
beyond the collection of data, and throughout the writing of this book (see 
the appendix for more information on my overall study design). 

In Chapter 2, I explore literature germane to trans* people and, more 
specifi cally, to trans* collegians. In doing so, I explore the reality that 
although research in higher education and student affairs has grown regard-
ing lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) students, there is still a paltry amount 
of empirical research related to trans* students. By exposing this disconnec-
tion, I call upon Renn’s (2010) commentary that sexuality (i.e., LGB iden-
tities) and gender identity (i.e., trans* identities) continue to be confl ated 
in dangerous ways throughout higher education research and practice. In 
other words, although sexuality and gender do overlap, they are also dis-
crete identities, which is often missed by the regular (mis)use of the LGBT 
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans*) acronym to discuss research that either 
primarily or exclusively focuses on sexuality. I also discuss the multiple 
understandings of gender, the conceptions of oppression and intersectional-
ity, and the use of resilience theory as a framing device for the research that 
guides this book. 
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INTRODUCTION  5

Chapters 3 through 7 discuss data specifi cally from the study I con-
ducted for this book. These data were gathered during an 18-month ethno-
graphic study I performed alongside nine trans* collegians at City University 
(CU; a pseudonym). As an ethnographic study, these data elucidate not just 
the particularities of trans* collegians’ lives but also illustrate the ways gender 
regulates the lives of all people at CU. As a result of gender as a regulatory 
system—which I discuss as occurring through the twin realities of the gender 
binary discourse and compulsory heterogenderism—trans* students are forced 
to develop skills and strategies for navigating a collegiate environment that 
continues to be shaped without them in mind. These strategies, which I refer 
to as practices of resilience, provide possibilities for trans* student liberation 
alongside the very real problem of causing various forms of exhaustion. They 
also require trans* students to develop what I refer to as kinship networks, 
which occur in physical and virtual spaces alike. 

After exploring data from the study, I discuss the implications for prac-
tice for educators in higher education and student affairs in Chapter 8. These 
implications should be understood as guides for practice rather than a pre-
scribed list of best practices. In fact, I suggest moving beyond best practices 
because, despite the necessity of best practices related to trans* students, these 
practices do little, if anything, to change the actual ethos regarding gender 
that persists throughout higher education environments. In other words, I 
suggest that best practices may do little to disrupt the oppressive realities 
of the gender binary discourse and compulsory heterogenderism that exist 
in collegiate contexts. In the words of one participant, Adem, in Chapter 
8, these best practices operate as “caution tape,” detailing where educators 
should not go but perhaps doing little to increase life chances for trans* 
students. 

I conclude the book with the participants sharing what they want  college 
faculty, staff, and students to know about trans* students. It strikes me that 
in a book about trans* community, and in a context where trans* people are 
often erased—physically, through the curriculum, and otherwise— ending 
with participants’ own words is particularly important. In other words, 
the years participants and I spent conducting, analyzing, and writing this 
research study mark a rather vexing reality. On the one hand, there was a 
dramatic increase in the visibility of (some) trans* lives. People like Laverne 
Cox, Janet Mock, CeCe McDonald, and Chelsea Manning (among others) 
have brought discussions of (some) trans* people into a greater number of 
homes and families across the country. On the other hand, the increased 
visibility of (some) trans* lives was juxtaposed with an increase in violence 
against the trans* community, particularly trans* women of color who were 
murdered at appalling rates in 2015 (Gossett, 2015). The conundrum of 
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6  INTRODUCTION

increased visibility and increased violence and threats underlines the very 
nature of what is meant by the trans* community, which I discussed earlier. 
In other words, who is the “we” being discussed when media outlets suggest 
that as a nation we have arrived at a supposed transgender tipping point, as 
Time magazine did when Laverne Cox graced its June 9, 2014 cover (Stein-
metz, 2014)? Essentially, ending the book with the participants exposes and 
expands just who is understood to be trans* and, as a result, increases the 
possibilities and life chances for trans* collegians on their own terms and 
through their own words. 

One of the main lines of questioning I have continued to encounter in 
relation to trans* students has been about vocabulary and terms. Because I do 
not want this to be an impediment to further action regarding trans* equity, 
I have included a glossary. Additionally, for those interested in doing research 
with and alongside trans* students, my hope is the appendix provides a use-
ful sketch for working alongside a marginalized population in a manner that 
foregrounds ethics, care, and reciprocity.

 In essence, I hope this book is practical and can be used in a variety of 
ways by a variety of people. For the practitioner, I hope the book provides some 
concrete ways to shift and change student affairs policy and practice in relation 
to trans* students. Finally, it is my hope that this book may also prove useful 
to trans* students themselves. Just as I went fi rst to books to fi nd myself and 
my trans* communities when I fi rst came out/in, I hope this book can help 
welcome trans* students into a varied set of trans* communities. 

I know many trans* people and students across the country who, just 
like me, are shaking with the realities that our genders mark us as different 
and are feeling the full weight of that difference. Therefore, I hope this book 
can be of some use for my trans* kin who, like me, are still trying to read, 
write, research, and learn our people into existence. To all of you who may 
pick up this book, I want you to know I see you, I hear you, I feel you, and 
I am with you. Indeed, we are, and always will be, together in community. 
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