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In Transgender People and Education, Clare Bartholomaeus and Damien W. Riggs 
explore the expansive possibilities for trans-inclusive educational environments 
in several English-speaking countries across the globe. Bartholomaeus and Riggs 
wrote their book in the wake of increased attention being given to transgender 
students, which paradoxically has uplifted transgender voices, but within a fabric 
of overwhelmingly antagonistic public messages that frame trans-rights as anti-
family and immoral. For example, the authors show how the United Nations (UN) 
has continuously supported events to protect gender and sexuality diverse students 
in schools, while also hosting events from anti-trans groups that argue against trans 
rights.

Against a conflicting backdrop of advocacy, Transgender People and Education 
offers an optimisitc view of the potential for transformative change within schools and 
education systems – proposing ‘seismic shifts’ in the ‘framings and understandings 
of transgender people’ to achieve the greater and broader inclusion of transgender 
people across educational contexts within a whole-of-school approach (p. 9). 
The authors’ argument is informed by a feminist post-structuralist approach that 
incorporates critical understandings of power relations and gender, drawing on 
Foucaultian and cisgenderism analyses to inform systems change within educational 
institutions. The overarching impact on research and practice from this work is 
a reorientation of responsibility for transforming education systems away from 
transgender people alone and onto society as a whole and making it the responsibility 
of every person within a system.

Transgender People and Education is divided into eight chapters, alternating 
between chapters examining issues with different stakeholders within education 
systems and bookended by introductory and closing remarks. Following the order 
of chapters, the various stakeholder narratives highlighted include: transgender young 
people; cisgender young people; cisgender parents of transgender young people; 
transgender parents and educators; cisgender administrators and educators; and 
cisgender school consellors and psychologists.

The second chapter responds to a call for sex-positive transgender politics by 
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focusing on how transgender teenagers and young adults discuss sexual health 
and intimacy. The authors focus on sexual health and intimacy to highlight a critical 
area of study that has been omitted from the research agenda as an insidious 
form of cisgenderism. Bartholomaeus and Riggs identify and review five main 
areas of sexual health for transgender youth: sexuality education, caring intimate 
relationships, violent intimate relationships, challenges to safer sex, and pregnancy. 
The chapter then examines discussions among transgender youth of intimacy and 
sex in multiple forms of media. Their investigation highlights various worries around 
sexual health including inadequate sexuality education, fears of fetishisation or 
pathologisation, negotiations around dysphoria, affirming practices of regendering 
bodies, and components of a healthy relationship. The second chapter concludes with 
an outline of key issues that need attention in sexuality education for transgender 
youth. The first issue is a basic need for sex education to deconstruct binarism and 
heterosexism and to inclusively educate transgender youth about sex and sexuality. 
The second issue is the need to degender body parts when delivering sex education 
curriculum and having discussions about sexual health. The third issue is a call to 
widen the understanding of consent for transgender youth who may experience 
barriers in consenting to intimacy while experiencing dysphoria. The fourth issue 
discussed is the urgent need to have open conversations about discrimination, with 
a focus on cisgenderism and transphobia in dating situations, and to move these 
conversations beyond warnings of violence and into creating positive change for 
transgender youth.

The third chapter examines picture books as a form of classroom instruction 
on gender discourses for cisgender youth. The focus on classroom instruction to 
educate cisgender students about transgender experiences intentionally shifts the 
focus of trans-inclusive systems change in educational institutions towards the 
behaviours of cisgender students, instead of focusing solely on transgender students’ 
development. Picture books featuring transgender characters provide a rich vehicle 
for trans-inclusive change in education systems because of the simultaneous benefits 
they have for both cisgender and transgender individuals – cisgender students are 
able to learn about transgender experiences vicariously and transgender students 
are able to see themselves reflected in classroom materials. The authors conducted 
a thematic analysis of 21 picture books and concluded that, although picture books 
featuring transgender characters provide some benefits, most perpetuate normative 
discourses by adhereing to a binary model of gender, presenting gendered clothing 
and behaviours in terms of what is considered normatively appropriate, and relying 
on professionals for a formal diagnosis. Additionally, the authors conducted an 
exploratory study examining the benefits of picture books featuring transgender 
characters on cisgender students in a co-educational goverment school. Their 
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findings show that cisgender students understood the books in different ways – for 
example, some cisgender children showed support for transgender characters when 
the book had a happy ending, while other cisgender children drew on secondary 
sex characteristics to discuss gender. Overall, the picture books were helpful for 
cisgender students to expand their understanding of gender and generate inclusive 
discussions around transgender experiences. This chapter lays the foundation for 
the exploration of additional educational tools that may increase cisgender students’ 
understanding of gender and provide much needed representation for transgender 
students.

The fourth chapter offers a critical analysis of the ambiguous loss framework within 
dyads of cisgender parents and transgender children. The current dialogues around 
cisgender parents’ identity process in relation to parenting trans children conceptualises 
the parenting of transgender children as a complicated grieving process, in which 
the parent must process the assumed loss of their child. The authors, Bartholomaeus 
and Riggs, critique the framework of ambiguous loss for understanding parents’ 
process of relating to a transgender child because the theory both assumes that all 
parents have normative expectations of their children and also reinforces cissexist 
definitions of gender. According to the authors, normalising a narrative of loss around 
transgender children produces further marginalisation by ascribing the responsibility 
for absence and grief onto transgender children. In their critique, Bartholomaeus 
and Riggs examine results from two data sets, one a survey of the experiences 
of Australian cisgender parents of transgender children and the other consisting of the 
first-person narratives in books published by parents of transgender children. The 
analysis uncovered themes relating to positive and negative experiences in schools. 
The positive experiences of cisgender parents primarily included instances of schools 
and educators enforcing inclusive policies that benefitted transgender children. The 
analysis identified four forms of negative experiences: parents feeling they always 
have to be vigilant of how others behave towards their children, the feeling that 
their children are seen as an imposition, parents feeling shut out, parents feeling 
the need to educate the educator. These findings and their implications should 
lead to a concerted effort on the part of parents and school systems to improve 
the wellbeing of transgender students. The authors conclude that parents need to 
shift from a narrative of loss towards one of tangible advocacy in order to act as 
buffers against cissexism for their transgender children, and that schools also have 
an important role to play in buffering the effects of cissexism by enacting inclusive 
policies and providing students with an inclusive education.

The fifth chapter discusses the experiences of transgender parents and educators 
in schools by reviewing past research, looking at first-person narratives, and analysing 
Reddit forums. Most first-person literature focuses on the decision to disclose one’s 
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transgender identity within the school system and the resulting discrimination that 
occurs. Current research on the experiences of transgender educators details similar 
themes of heightened discrimination, difficulty navigating normative gender norms 
in school settings, and unreliable protections against discrimination across locations. 
The analysis of the experiences of transgender educators and future educators from 
Reddit forums yielded three main themes. The most common theme from transgender 
educators and future educators in Reddit threads was the feasibility of pursuing 
careers as teachers. Many individuals were worried about potential discrimination 
within the education field and felt that they needed to choose between their gender 
or a career. The second theme centred on when and how to transition, factoring 
in aspects such as reactions from other students, financial issues, family issues, where 
a person lived, and where their school was located. The third theme focused on 
support for telling students, parents, and school staff about transitioning in a school 
setting. Above all, transgender Reddit posters in the education field worried about 
potential negative reactions from students when disclosing their gender identity 
and pursuing transition. The chapter concludes with recommendations on how 
transgender parents and educators can be better supported in schools, including 
interpersonal support for navigating concerns of dealing with cisgenderism, structural 
support from schools and education departments, and the need for specific resources 
for transgender teachers.

The sixth chapter addresses the specific ways that cisgender administrators 
and teachers can support transgender students within educational contexts. Past 
literature examining the role of school administrators in supporting transgender 
students has focused on practical and procedural aspects of leadership, such as 
the need for a sophisticated media plan in the chance of increased scrutiny after 
anti-transgender bias within the school. As the authors note in this chapter, other 
bodies of research emphasise the need to advocate for written policies that protect 
transgender students from discrimination. Although data show that individual 
educators tend to hold positive views of transgender students, research finds that 
schools are not equipped to structurally support transgender students or provide 
education that is inclusive of all gender identities. The authors describe a survey 
study they implemented with primary school and pre-service teachers in Australia 
examining attitudes around working with transgender students and trans-inclusion 
in schools. The resulting analysis showed that a variety of factors affect participants’ 
attitudes towards transgender students, including gender and awareness of Safe 
Schools Coalitions. Cisgender women reported more positive attitudes and higher 
levels of comfort towards working with transgender students than cisgender men. 
The same was true of the participants who were aware of Safe Schools Coalitions 
in their school district as opposed to those who were not. Surprisingly, participants 
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did not report feeling more confident in their work if they had direct experience 
educating a transgender student. The analysis also revealed a second theme, which 
was about the training and resources needed to support transgender students. The 
resources that the participants suggested included the need to improve support 
for students, increase people’s knowledge about the experiences of transgender 
people, increase fluency in gender-inclusive terminology, increase content relating to 
transgender experiences for classroom instruction, deal with bullying and harassment, 
and and address anti-trans behaviours in the wider school community. The findings 
from this chapter conclude that a whole-school approach can only be achieved 
through a synchronised effort to increase support through policies, interpersonal 
support, and increased training for cisgender educators.

The seventh chapter examines the role of school counselors and psychologists 
in providing support to transgender students and their families in schools through the 
examination of two data sets. The first data set surveyed mental health professionals 
on the competencies for working with transgender children, containing a subset 
of 28 school counselors from which the authors conducted an analysis. In this 
subset, cisgender women reported a higher level of accurate clinical knowledge and 
inclusive attitudes towards transgender people, while respondents that had worked 
with transgender groups before reported higher confidence levels in their abilities to 
educate transgender students. Additionally, there were three significant correlations 
within the data concerning inclusive attitudes and degrees of confidence. There was 
a strong negative correlation between degree of religiosity and inclusive attitudes 
towards trans people, meaning that respondents who were more religious tended 
to be less inclusive of transgender people. There was a strong positive correlation 
between inclusive attitudes towards transgender people and confidence in working 
with transgender people, meaning that respondents who held more inclusive attitudes 
tended to be more confident in their skills for working with transgender people. There 
was a strong positive correlation between accurate clinical knowledge and confidence, 
so that when respondents reported higher levels of accurate clinical knowledge they 
tended to be more confident in their skills for working with transgender people. 
The second survey collected information from the parents of transgender children 
on their views on their trans child’s experiences with school counsellors. Although 
a handful of positive examples in school settings were shared by participants, two 
types of negative experiences related to a lack of knowledge among educators and 
transphobic responses from school systems.

The final chapter sums up by advocating for a whole-of-school approach to create 
trans-inclusive school environments while reviewing the limitations of the book. 
A whole-of-school approach is achieved by including all the individuals in a school 
system (i.e. parents, teachers, administrators, and students of all gender identities) 
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in the work of trans-inclusion, while at the same time advocating on a policy level. The 
authors, in the future, might turn their focus beyond primary and secondary schools 
to explore transgender experiences in tertiary education, same-sex school settings, 
and homeschooling. One limitation of the book is the relative lack of attention to the 
impact of external factors when examining trans-inclusion in school systems, such as 
the impact of family support or the wider news media.

A second limitation pertains to aspects of diversity that remain unnamed or 
unexplored. It needs to be taken into consideration that the work of building 
sustainable and equitable practices for students who are transgender, non-binary, 
and hold gender expansive identities is incomplete without including those who are 
additively and intersectionally marginalised by race, gender, ethnicty, and ability. While 
Transgender People and Education provides a critical look at education systems as 
a whole, the reader is left with a sense of loss that transgender Black, indigenous, and 
people of color (BIPOC) are not present, at least explictly, throughout the work. Even 
without malintention, when these marginalised groups are not named a work can 
reproduce a white-dominant framework in which transgender identity is examined 
without a critical race perspective, and whiteness is thereby ascribed onto gender 
identity by default. Future work would benefit from including narratives that speak to 
the margins of education systems, where students and educators who are transgender 
and BIPOC have to contend with inequity on multiple fronts. Such research would 
open up the possibility to take a critical look at efforts to adopt a whole-of-school 
approach across groups, which would lead to a more in-depth understanding of how 
to organise concerted efforts towards inclusion in school systems. A companion 
book that might examine transgender experiences globally in countries that are 
not predominantly English-speaking would add to our understanding of how the 
challenges obstacles to and opportunities for systems change in educational contexts 
vary globally.

In the end, however, with great candor and skill, Bartholomaeus and Riggs have 
taken us one step further towards making positive experiences for transgender people 
in education more commonplace, as they valiently propose within their introuction. 
Their analysis of transgender inclusion across multiple groups of people and at 
different organisational levels allows us to reimagine the potential for systems change 
in the work of inclusion. Transgender People and Education adds another level to our 
foundation of research on transgender experiences in education systems, one that 
calls for us to take a critical look at our own role as accomplices and collaborators 
for transgender equity.


	_heading=h.gjdgxs
	_Hlk85471235
	_Hlk69285811
	_Hlk69295683
	page41
	_Hlk81204574
	_Hlk81204224
	_Hlk70416970
	_Hlk81204409
	_Hlk81204204
	_Hlk70417019
	_Hlk81204158
	_Hlk70417055
	_Hlk81204439
	_heading=h.gjdgxs
	_heading=h.1fob9te
	_heading=h.3znysh7
	_heading=h.2et92p0
	_heading=h.tyjcwt
	_heading=h.3dy6vkm
	_heading=h.1t3h5sf
	_heading=h.4d34og8
	_heading=h.2s8eyo1
	_heading=h.17dp8vu
	_heading=h.3rdcrjn
	_heading=h.26in1rg
	_heading=h.lnxbz9
	_heading=h.35nkun2
	_heading=h.1ksv4uv
	_heading=h.44sinio
	_heading=h.2jxsxqh
	_heading=h.z337ya
	_heading=h.3j2qqm3
	_heading=h.1y810tw
	_heading=h.4i7ojhp
	_heading=h.2xcytpi
	_heading=h.1ci93xb
	_heading=h.3whwml4
	_heading=h.2bn6wsx
	_heading=h.qsh70q
	_heading=h.3as4poj
	_heading=h.1pxezwc
	_heading=h.49x2ik5
	_heading=h.2p2csry
	_heading=h.147n2zr
	_heading=h.3o7alnk
	_heading=h.23ckvvd
	_heading=h.ihv636
	_heading=h.32hioqz
	_heading=h.1hmsyys
	_heading=h.41mghml
	_heading=h.2grqrue
	_heading=h.vx1227
	_heading=h.3fwokq0
	_heading=h.2u6wntf
	_heading=h.19c6y18
	_heading=h.3tbugp1
	_heading=h.28h4qwu
	_heading=h.nmf14n
	_heading=h.37m2jsg
	_heading=h.1mrcu09
	_heading=h.46r0co2
	_heading=h.2lwamvv
	_heading=h.111kx3o
	_heading=h.3l18frh
	_heading=h.206ipza
	_heading=h.4k668n3
	_heading=h.2zbgiuw
	_heading=h.1egqt2p
	_heading=h.3ygebqi
	_heading=h.gjdgxs
	_heading=h.5vjqv3qisoii

