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Abstract 

Gender expansive youth, including trans and nonbinary (TNB) individuals, encounter unique challenges in 

educational contexts, often marked by hostility, exclusion, and discrimination. This research, adopting the social 

justice youth development (SJYD) framework, aims to investigate the challenges experienced in Italian secondary 

schools, amplifying the voices of TNB activists. Fifteen activists (average age 23.8), comprising 5 trans men, 2 

trans women, and 8 nonbinary individuals, were recruited. Most identified as White Italian, with one of Italian-

African descent and one multiracial. Interviews collected participants' perceptions of barriers and areas for 

improvement in school contexts. Reflexive thematic analysis confirmed schools as challenging contexts for TNB 

identities, highlighting critical flaws in the educational system, such as macro- and micro-aggressions, insufficient 

knowledge among teachers and staff to support gender expansive students, and a tendency to systematically 

exclude LGBTQIA+ culture-related content from curricula. Participants reported engaging in individual and 

collective activism, striving to adapt and transform educational environments into inclusive spaces for gender 

identity exploration. Activism stemmed from a sense of responsibility to enhance the well-being and recognition 

of the TNB community. Practical implications for school community practices and policies, informed by the SJYD 

framework in dialogue with participants' experiences, are proposed. 
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Dedication 

This article is dedicated to the memory of Nex Benedict, a nonbinary student who 

passed away due to medical complications following a transphobic assault at school. Nex 

enjoyed reading, art, their cat Zeus, creating new recipes, and playing video games. Rest in 

power Nex1. 

INTRODUCTION 

Educational institutions can significantly impact youth’s well-being and life 

trajectories, especially when it comes to marginalized groups, who face unique challenges in 

their school years (Ancheta et al., 2021; Tzankova et al., 2022). In this paper we will focus on 

the experiences of gender expansive individuals, who experience exclusion, lack of power, 

and discrimination from staff and in school policies both in primary (Bochicchio et al., 2019; 

Mangin, 2018) and high school (Swanson & Gettinger, 2016). We employ 'gender expansive' 

to refer to both trans2 and nonbinary3 (TNB) people, to avoid a pathologizing term, and to 

emphasize the affirmation of TNB identities in various ways that deviate from a 

cisnormative4 trajectory, particularly among youth. Our research serves the scope to amplify 

the voice of a group of young Italian TNB activists, opening their reflections on how they 

experienced secondary school (middle and high school). The aim is to provide participants 

with a platform to suggest changes for eliminating barriers faced by TNB students and to 

advocate for social change. The Social Justice Youth Development (SJYD) framework was 

adopted to read power imbalance and intergenerational asymmetries in the educational 

participants’ contextual experiences. The SJYD focuses on understanding how young people 

deal with power – how they face, question, respond to, and handle it in their lives – and its 

emphasis on their rights and abilities to actively shape their experiences (Ginwright & 

Cammarota, 2002; Ginwright & James, 2002). SJYD challenges the conventional perception 

of youth as passive subjects of adult policy-making. This is particularly meaningful for 

minoritarian and marginalized groups, as they face systematic oppressions related to their 

identities. For TNB youth, who navigate the experience of being young and gender expansive 

individuals, policies could underpin systemic injustices (Langarita et al., 2023). The SJYD 

theoretical framework consists of five key principles to guide youth through societal 

challenges and structural power imbalances (Ginwright & James, 2002). These principles are: 

the analysis of power within social relationships, the role of identity in granting or denying 

privilege to youth as s trigger of youth organizing, the promotion of systemic change to 

address institutional inadequacies, the encouragement of collective action for societal 

transformation, and the recognition of youth culture as a potent medium for expressing 
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societal challenges. In the following paragraphs we highlight connections between the 

relevant literature regarding gender expansive youth in educational settings and the SJYD 

framework.  

School as hostile context 

According to TNB literature, schools, at every educational level, are often sites of 

perpetuation of cisnormative power (McBride & Neary, 2021), where gender expansive 

youth can experience bullying, physical and verbal aggressions, misgendering5, deadnaming6, 

and other forms of cisnormative violence (Bradlow et al., 2017; McBride & Schubotz, 2017). 

Administrative practices, public spaces, and gendered uniforms can also act as systemic 

barriers to gender identity exploration in primary (Horton, 2023) and secondary schools 

(McBride & Neary, 2021).  These dynamics reinforce the need for youth to understand the 

root causes of social problems and to recognize the impact of power mismatch in 

perpetuating inequality in order to change contexts and liberate from oppression (Ginwright 

& Cammarota, 2002). The hostile school climate, combined to the lack of guided reflections 

on exclusion and oppression, negatively affect gender expansive students’ life in terms of (a) 

academic trajectories, as shown by absenteeism and dropout rates, which are higher than their 

cisgender peers (Horton, 2023); (b) sense of self, since they feel discouraged from coming 

out in school (Kelley et al., 2022) and exposed to discrimination and stigma (Horton, 2023); 

and (c) mental health, as a result of the psychological distress (Frost & Meyer, 2023). While 

schools have begun to adopt LGBTQIA+ guidelines and policies to address the negative 

impacts of bullying and harassment (Swanson & Gettinger, 2016), these measures often 

overlook nonbinary youth, focusing predominantly on binary experiences (Bower-Brown et 

al., 2021). This mismatch between individual needs and institutional support typically stems 

from the exclusion of TNB students from policy decision-making processes (Iskander & 

Shabtay, 2018; McBride & Neary, 2021).  

In the Italian context, there is a lack of national policies to protect TNB students, 

leaving the jurisdiction to the individual schools, which often maintain a pathologizing 

approach in their policies (Bourelly, 2023a; Bourelly et al., 2024). The research giving direct 

voices to Italian TNB youth, particularly outside clinical contexts, is in its early stages. In an 

initial study with 700 TNB high school students, it was found that high school often proves to 

be a space for identity concealment, where not all students can live authentically. Many 

participants refrained from coming out due to fears of peer bullying and potential 

consequences from teachers (Bourelly, 2023a). Existing studies pointed out the dearth of 

formal training and the persistence of transphobia in preservice teachers (Scandurra et al., 
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2017) and among professionals in preschool and primary school regarding gender expansive 

students (Bochicchio et al., 2019). 

 

From Personal Resilience to Collective Empowerment: TNB Advocacy in 

Educational Spaces 

TNB youth often find themselves fighting and resisting in various contexts for their 

identity due to systemic discrimination, minority stress, and cisnormativity (Frost & Meyer, 

2023). They also employ various coping mechanisms to navigate these challenges (Lindley & 

Budge, 2022) and cultivate resilience (Puckett et al., 2022). Recognizing the systemic nature 

of stigma and oppression helps young people stop blaming themselves as victims and pushes 

them to reshape institutional practices to meet their needs and address structural inequalities 

(Ginwright & James, 2002). Marginalized spaces can thus become opportunities for 

reclamation and transformative perspectives (hooks, 1989). Considering equity in educational 

settings, hooks emphasizes that recognizing the various forms of oppression based on 

identities (e.g. being a Black person) is crucial, as well as understanding how power is 

distributed differently, rather than merely advocating for equal rights while de facto 

maintaining the structural conditions of power (hooks 1994; 2004). This perspective is also 

highlighted by the authors of SJYD framework (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Ginwright 

& James, 2002) and can also be extended to gender expansive students. TNB youth can act as 

mentors and peer educators, providing students and teachers with information and resources 

and sharing their experiences and insights and disrupting patterns of adults teaching about 

youth (Bower-Brown et al., 2021; Kelley et al., 2022; McBride & Neary, 2021), as also 

observed in the Italian school context (Bourelly, 2023a). This role, though, can inadvertently 

lead to negative outcomes, such as the objectification of marginalized subjectivities as 

“native informants” burdening them with excessive responsibilities and risking the framing of 

their unique experience as a paradigm, thus creating new stereotypes (hooks, 1994). Besides 

individual action, many students also oppose to cisnormative contexts through collective 

engagement (Iskander & Shabtay, 2018). In high schools, TNB students actively engage in 

activism by establishing solidarity networks with LGBTQIA+ peers to counter institutional 

queerphobia and transphobia (Iskander & Shabtay, 2018). They lead protests for policy 

changes, such as challenging gendered uniforms or gendered toilets (Omercajic, 2022) and 

establish 'queer' educational spaces, creating opportunities for LGBTQIA+ youth and allies to 

access forbidden knowledge, collectively challenge cisnormativity, and enhance visibility and 

recognition (McBride & Neary, 2021). Educational activism in schools provides a generative 
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space for LGBTQIA+ and marginalized youth, fostering advocacy and education to create a 

more inclusive educational environment for present and future LGBTQIA+ students (Alex 

Wagaman, 2016; Iskander & Shabtay, 2018). Activism and advocacy are recognized as 

specific forms of resilience and coping strategies in various contexts (Lindley & Budge, 

2022; Puckett et al., 2022). Indeed, TNB youth engage in multiple ways to promote social 

change. For example, as clients and patients, they strive to advocate not only for their rights 

related to gender-affirming procedures but also within the entire health system (Hostetter et 

al., 2022). Additionally, they participate in community building by joining local TNB-

focused support groups and creating affirming spaces (Lindley & Budge, 2022). These 

actions align with the SJYD premise that the power to change oppressive social conditions 

lies in collective efforts rather than individual actions (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; 

Ginwright & James, 2002).  

Growing as a trans and nonbinary person in supportive educational context 

Research has demonstrated that external acceptance and validation significantly 

affects LGBTQIA+ youth’s educational experiences (Bower-Brown et al., 2021). For 

instance, support groups established within educational settings, like gay-straight alliances 

(GSAs), have been recognized as safe spaces for exploring gender identity, fostering 

friendships, building a sense of community, participating in school activism, and predicting 

empowerment while reducing mental health concerns (Iskander & Shabtay, 2018). Proactive 

engagement and ongoing dialogue between gender expansive youth, parents, school staff, and 

health professionals create a positive and supportive environment in school (Lorusso & 

Albanesi, 2021; McBride & Schubotz, 2017). Trans-affirming adult support, even limited to 

single supportive members of the staff such as counsellors or teachers, can have a significant 

positive impact in resilience strategies and on mental health through advocacy, support, and 

mentorship (Mangin, 2018), which highlights the importance of training the staff to identify 

and deconstruct personal prejudices and endorsing trans-specific, inclusive and anti-bullying 

policies and curricula (McBride & Neary, 2021; Swanson & Gettinger, 2016). These positive 

findings reveal the importance of recognizing and embracing TNB youth culture. Teachers, 

peers, and other educators need to be familiar with the LGBTQ+ cultural background, to 

make it possible for TNB students to have spaces where they can feel acknowledged. 

Acknowledging youth culture, promoting collective actions, prioritizing identity in discourse, 

and analyzing power dynamics for systemic change should all include intergenerational 

exchange. This element is integral throughout the SJYD framework and is particularly crucial 

in the student-teacher relationship. Teachers should support the acquisition and strengthening 
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of critical consciousness among youth, to assist youth in effecting change within their 

communities (Alex Wagaman, 2016; Carey et al., 2021). SJYD indeed is strengthened by the 

intergenerational collaboration of youth and adult allies working together with a shared 

vision of social justice (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002). 

The present study 

 Young TNB activists have been recognized as thinkers and theorists in their own 

right to counter the top-down approaches that fail to include students’ perspectives (Iskander 

& Shabtay, 2018; Santambrogio, 2022), and it is crucial to include perspectives on issues that 

concern them and foster their voices to bring about inclusive policies and social change. 

However, to date, no reports or studies have explicitly investigated or included their direct 

school experiences in Italy. This study aims to investigate participants' personal experiences 

in secondary school and identify its critical challenges and potential strengths, drawing 

recommendations for professionals and community practices that are informed by the 

participants’ activist experience. We address this subject by adopting the SJYD framework, 

which provides a solid theoretical ground for our research through its emphasis and analysis 

of intergenerational dynamics, engagement in social action, and youth culture.  

Two research questions were posited to address this goal: 

RQ1.  What are the challenges that TNB students encounter in the Italian educational 

contexts? How do they respond to these challenges?  

RQ2.  How can the education system be improved to become more inclusive for gender 

expansive individuals? 

METHODS 

Instruments and Procedures  

The data analysed in this study were selected from a larger corpus of interviews on 

the gender-affirming pathway (GAP) in Italy (Lorusso et al., 2023). Data was collected 

through in-depth semi-structured interviews, which aimed to investigate participants' 

experience using a guide with five main sections: (1) personal gender identity experience; (2) 

experience with the GAP in different contexts (i.e., workplace, healthcare services, 

educational contexts); (3) strengths and weaknesses of the GAP system; (4) potential 

implementations and changes to the GAP; and (5) the activism dimension. 

The study received ethical clearance from the University of Bologna Ethics 

Committee [Prot. n. 201357, 26/08/2021], and signed informed consent was obtained from all 

participants. The interviews, which were conducted in Italian by the first author online via 

Zoom between June and November 2021, lasted approximately 95 minutes. The research 
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team has translated the quotations in this article. The quotes have been translated into English 

and back translated to ensure the maintenance of meaning. Where close translation was not 

allowed by colloquial expression sentences were paraphrased. 

Participants 

Recruitment was conducted online, necessitated by the prevailing COVID-19 

circumstances. Initial outreach commenced on Instagram, leveraging the first author's profile, 

a member of the TNB community. Subsequently, associations and individual activists were 

contacted to amplify the call through their social media platforms and personal networks. 

Moreover, recruited participants were incentivized to extend invitations to others, facilitating 

a snowball recruitment strategy. Participants were required to be gender expansive 

individuals, activists, and 18 years or older. A total of 25 Italian TNB activists were recruited 

for a larger study on the GAP in Italy. Out of these, 15 participants provided detailed insights 

on their experiences within educational contexts in their narratives, leading to their inclusion 

in this study. As their experiences primarily revolved around secondary school, the focus of 

the paper was directed toward this specific educational level. 

Participants were predominantly White (86.7%, n=13), with one African Italian and one of 

multiracial race, with ages ranging from 18 to 38 (Mage=23.8; SD=6.32). Most participants 

were students (46.7%, n=7; including n=2 high school students; n=5 university students), 

40% were employed (n=6), and 13.3% (n=2) were unemployed. As previously stated, the 

study invites participants to narrate their own experiences and viewpoints within the 

secondary school system, even if they are not presently enrolled as students at the moment of 

the interview. Most participants had a high school diploma (53.3%, n=8), while 33.3% (n=5) 

held a higher education degree and 13.3% (n=2) had a middle school diploma. In terms of 

gender identity, the majority self-identified as nonbinary (53.3%, n=8), followed by men 

(33.3%, n=5), and women (13.3%, n=2).  The majority of the participants (73.3%, n=11) 

were out as gender expansive persons in all life contexts, while 26.7% (n=4) were out only in 

specific contexts.  

Data Analysis and Analytical Approach 

 The data selected for this study is a subset of a larger corpus of interviews thoroughly 

reviewed and analysed by the first and second authors. Interviews containing references to 

secondary school contexts and experiences were shared with the third author, who had no 

prior knowledge of their content. Using an inductive approach to reflexive thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2019), the third author conducted a new coding of the data and generated a 

preliminary thematic structure. Codes and themes were then discussed independently with the 
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first and second author; the second and third author then reorganized the proposed structure 

in themes and sub-themes and extracted the corresponding transcripts. Subsequently, the 

whole research group discussed and agreed on the final structure. 

Positionality and Reflexive Statement 

The research team acknowledges the potential impact of their embodiment in 

fieldwork when engaging with marginalized communities, and therefore critically examined 

their privileges and positions throughout the research process. The team comprises two PhD 

students, one postdoctoral fellow, and a full professor, identifying as trans or cisgender and 

queer or heterosexual, and encompasses a combination of research experience related to 

gender expansive issues and youth engagement and activism within and outside academic 

settings. However, they acknowledge that they do not represent all the participants' 

experiences and the authors' positions enter the research field in various ways. Some 

members of the research group have firsthand experience as queer/gender expansive 

individuals, or individuals socialized as women, having personally faced school as a 

challenging and hostile context due to gender and heterosexist stereotypes and transphobia. 

For instance, certain team members have faced outing risking school drop-out and leading to 

adverse mental health effects and are therefore particularly aware of the impact of queer and 

gender expansive negativity on the academic trajectory. All authors are White and highly 

educated, acknowledging the roles that social class and racialization play in educational 

trajectories and academic possibilities. Therefore, the study serves as a space for advocacy, 

despite the limitations of online recruitment methods due to the pandemic.  

 

RESULTS 

The analysis performed on the collected data identified eight codes, which were later 

organized into three main themes (Table 1). Excerpts from the interviews with participants 

are presented, and information about their fictional names, ages, and gender identities is 

reported in brackets. 

Table 1. Themes and codes 

Themes Codes 

1. Denied identities 
1.1 Schools as hostile places 

1.2 Lack of representation in the educational system 

2. Being active 

2.1 Changing the context one by one through education 

2.2 Counteraction 

2.3 Activism and collective action 
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3. Embracing identities 
3.1 Promoting identity exploration 

3.2 Educational contexts as potential safe places 

 

1. Denied identities 

This theme comprises codes referring to participants’ experiences of exclusion, 

discrimination, and invisibility within the school system. Gender expansive individuals face a 

hostile environment where they are frequently not respected for their gender affirmation by 

school staff and peers. In these relational dynamics, participants reported an absence of an 

intergenerational alliance capable of bringing about positive narratives on gender expansive 

identities and queer culture. In fact, educational contexts actively erase LGBTQIA+ culture 

from the curriculum, hindering positive identification processes in students. The lack of 

critical reflection concerning gender expansive identities fosters a space where these 

identities are denied and rejected, rather than embraced and validated by adults. As a result, 

educational contexts become systematically oppressive and unsafe places that inhibit 

participants’ disclosure. 

1.1 Schools as hostile places 

The educational environment is meant to be a safe and supportive space for students 

to learn and grow. However, in participants’ experience, schools frequently proved to be 

hostile or repulsive to their gender questioning and affirming experience, showing the 

negative effects of disregarding the instances of minoritarian youth groups. Participants 

stressed the professors’ inadequacy and lack of responsiveness to their needs of being 

supported, recognized, and legitimated in their gender exploration. 

Once you start exploring your gender identity and making visible changes at school, the 

professors are not responsive to these changes. I witnessed my friends being misgendered 

and referred to by their deadnames for years by professors. (Zed, 20, 

nonbinary/xenogender) 

Participants expressed frustration with the lack of progress in their efforts, seeing that 

their “intent was useless. I have tried for two years to talk with professors asking them to call 

me by my name, but they constantly called me by my birth name” (Ted, 19, nonbinary demi-

flux).  
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Despite these attempts to reach out and seek support from educational figures, 

participants report episodes of microaggressions, such as being misgendered and referred to 

by their birth name. Most professors were actively resistant to the participants’ requests to 

respect their gender identities, stating that these requests were illegal, perpetuating harmful 

misconceptions and discrimination towards gender expansive individuals. This type of 

resistance created a hostile and unwelcoming environment for participants.  

I was asked to use a separate restroom, just for me. My professor made no effort to use my 

chosen name. They claimed it was illegal to use a name other than the one on the class 

register, but in reality, you can use any name you prefer in class; they could call me by my 

last name. (Maia, 21, woman).  

Educational contexts are particularly challenging for nonbinary individuals’ 

affirmation, and this is not limited to secondary level institutions but is also present in higher 

education. 

I wish gender-neutral language could be used in official papers. In my university, you must 

submit a formal document attesting that you are in psychotherapy to request the alias career. 

I am unsure if they will activate this option in my case. I know stories from other nonbinary 

people going through psychotherapy and encountering pathologizing and binary 

approaches to alias career. (Marc, 23, trans nonbinary, agender). 

The lack of supportive intergenerational alliances fostered the perception of the school 

context as unsafe and hostile. As a consequence, some participants decided to not come out in 

these settings, anticipating a rejection of their needs and rights as gender expansive 

individuals.  

I used to introduce myself as Petra to my friends, but using my chosen name was something 

I could not even think of at school; it was 2015. Middle school was a closed and challenging 

environment, so I decided not to come out during that time. (Maia, 21, woman). 

The fear of rejection also collided with the fear of negative consequences, on both 

personal and academic life, deriving from being authentic in unsafe environments. 

Most professors would not understand my gender identity, and I was concerned that this 

would negatively impact my academic career. (Storm, 18, trans boy) 

1.2 Lack of representation in the educational curriculum 

Participants reported that the LGBTQIA+ perspective was not addressed explicitly by 

professors who were also not trained to handle it in the educational contexts. Additionally, 
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references to these issues were completely ignored in the standard educational curriculum. 

For example, the educational curriculum often overlooks LGBTQIA+ historical events and 

figures, systematizing the underrepresentation of queer individuals. This omission hinders 

positive identification and self-recognition, keeping LGBTQIA+ culture separate from the 

educational contexts and reinforcing the perception of these issues as taboo. 

The curriculum should give proper significance to non-heterosexual and cisgender 

individuals. I recently discovered that mathematician Alan Turing was gay. In my two-year 

IT course, he was not even mentioned. This type of erasure of the LGBTQIA+ perspective 

happens all the time. We discuss World Wars, but not the Stonewall movement, for 

instance. Yet, these movements have impacted how our society operates and increased 

awareness of the existence of LGBTQIA+ individuals. (Ted,19, nonbinary demi-flux)  

Moreover, when creating sex education curricula, educators only addressed issues 

related to heterosexual intercourse, failing to fulfill their educational goal of teaching all 

students to have safe and positive experiences in their sexual lives as adolescents. 

I believe that schools should address LGBTQIA+ issues. I never encountered any 

discussions about gender identity or related topics, not even in sex education, which was 

not inclusive of the queer community. The curriculum only covered heterosexual 

penetrative sex. (Zed 20, nonbinary/xenogender). 

2. Being active 

For the participants, experiencing discrimination and invisibility as part of their 

gender expansive identities prompts a call to action and creates a sense of responsibility to 

fight against injustice. In this theme we include codes concerning various strategies reported 

by the participants to actively respond to oppression. Such actions are the ground to create 

the conditions necessary to start a critical reflection, create an informed intergenerational 

alliance, and promote a positive representation of LGBTQIA+ identities. In this process, 

gender expansive identities affirm their power to make change possible and identity truly 

central. 

These strategies are situated both on an interpersonal and a more social level, and have been 

classified into education, counteraction, and activism. It is noteworthy that this classification 

does not imply that one level is more or less important or influential in addressing oppressive 

situations than the others and that all levels are oriented towards promoting (systemic) 

change. 
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2.1 Changing the context one by one through education 

 

In proximal contexts, participants reported dealing with ignorance and misinformation 

about gender expansive identities and LGBTQIA+ culture in general. Thus, participants feel 

the responsibility to educate others, informing their everyday contexts with their embodied 

experience and their culture, often starting from the fundamentals.  

Often, if not always, you are the first transgender person your friends, classmates, relatives, 

and acquaintances meet. Thus, you need to educate them on various topics. My main form 

of activism is talking to people I meet about my experience. I know that it is the thing that 

makes the difference. (Storm, 18, trans boy). 

In the participants' lives, everyday context extends beyond physical space to include 

the digital world. As a result, education can also be conducted through social media to 

reach gender expansive individuals who may feel disoriented and uncertain about their 

gender identities.  

Had I known certain things earlier, my life would have been much easier. I was 12 years 

old when I first told my mother that I didn't feel like a girl and that I was a trans person. At 

the time, I was unaware that nonbinary identities existed, which caused me a lot of suffering 

for the next 8 years. I struggled to understand how I could not be a girl or a boy. This is 

why I feel it is important to spread messages on my social network page that might reach 

those who need it and provide them with strength. (Cielo 20, transgender nonbinary).  

According to participants' experiences, educating others does not come without 

consequences. Being open to educating others on personal issues can lead to intimate and 

intrusive questions that can be difficult to handle and generate discomfort. 

I used to educate others about trans and nonbinary issues, as I realized that many people 

are uninformed. I thought, "Let's try, and if they have questions, I'll answer them." 

However, people often ask very personal and intimate questions (Ted, 19, nonbinary demi-

flux).  

2.2 Counteraction 

When educational contexts become oppressive through phenomena such as 

discrimination, invisibility, and bullying, it is difficult not to be deeply affected. Some 

participants have reported taking counteractions at school to respond to structural 

injustice and affirming themselves when their identities are not respected or recognized. 
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One day, I had enough. I walked straight into the girls' bathroom and a professor said, 'You 

can't go in there.' I replied, 'Call the cops then!' He didn't say anything after that (Maia, 21, 

woman). 

Participants acknowledged that taking a stance against discrimination and structural 

injustice requires an effort that may not always be emotionally affordable.  

A professor once insisted that I was a girl, although I said I preferred to use male pronouns, 

but I didn't say anything. I was feeling fragile at that moment, and even having a discussion 

or speaking up was too much for me. (Joe, 23, trans boy FtM).  

2.3 Activism and collective action 

In addition to education and counteraction, some participants were members of 

structured student associations. In these organizations, students took organized action, 

such as conducting interventions in educational contexts or bringing their perspectives as 

LGBTQIA+ members to student associations. Through these experiences, participants 

acknowledged and embraced their marginalized identities, creating and integrating 

dedicated spaces within structured contexts as part of their activism.  

I am a member of a student association active in high schools. We are involved in various 

initiatives, including advocacy for queer/trans issues, among others more specific for the 

general student population. As a trans individual, I bring my unique perspective and 

personal experiences to the table. (Storm, 18, trans boy)  

By sharing their voices and experiences in a first-person manner, they make up for 

the absence of LGBTQIA+ culture in the educational curriculum and equip students with 

tools to understand their own identities and the identities of others, allowing a process of 

identification, self-recognition, and validation.  

I was a part of an LGBTQIA+ student association, and we also engaged in dissemination 

activities, including writing short articles to reach a wider audience and provide tools for 

self-understanding beyond just gender identity. For instance, before the pandemic, we 

organized a meeting on polyamory to show others that they are not alone and that there are 

others like them. The aim was to give people the tools to understand themselves and say, 

'there are other people like me, I am not wrong.' (Marc, 23, trans nonbinary, agender)  

3. Embracing identities  
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Drawing on the participants' experiences, several recommendations and 

suggestions emerged for transforming educational contexts into supportive environments 

for personal and collective growth instead of discriminatory and oppressive ones. 

Educational contexts are envisioned as safe spaces for early identity exploration through 

student education and teacher training, as well as for taking a stance against 

discrimination and promoting equity in broader societal contexts. Thus, embracing their 

identities opens up spaces for different educational system, where processes of awareness 

building and exploration are possible and go beyond the school itself.   

3.1 Promoting identity exploration 

Many participants emphasized how their lives would have been different if they had 

access to knowledge and information about gender identity and trans and nonbinary as 

children or teenagers. The puberty period was particularly noteworthy in their stories due 

to its significant identity and physical changes and experimentation. Allowing early self-

exploration and experimentation could prevent gender expansive adults from 

experiencing suffering and feelings of gender dysphoria “before, not after, secondary 

sexual characteristics develop. I should not wait for my beard to grow to realize that I 

am uncomfortable with it. I should be able to understand that I may feel discomfort and 

know the reason why.” (Cielo, 20, transgender nonbinary).  

I guess that transitioning at a young age is less complicated than doing so at 35. I believe 

that more attention should be given to gender-questioning children and teenagers. We 

should provide them with the necessary tools earlier, help them identify and name their 

feelings, and let them know that other gender identities exist and are valid. (Hilay, 32, trans-

masc nonbinary)  

Throughout the interviews, the crucial role of information was frequently 

highlighted, and it was emphasized that educational contexts should provide a space for 

exploration and experimentation at a young age to support personal growth. Indeed, 

"educational contexts should have the institutional responsibility to educate people from 

kindergarten. How many lives could be saved? I wasted so much time... I only found out 

about the trans world so late." (Giovanni, 29, binary trans boy). 

 3.2 Educational contexts as potential safe places 
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When it comes to the educational system, many suggestions have been made on 

how educational institutions should focus on supporting the development and exploration 

of different identities while also fighting discrimination by addressing prejudices and 

stereotypes. The goal is to create future citizens of a more just society.  

New gender-related subjects should be added to the curriculum, such as learning about 

stereotypes. Individuals raised in a society founded on stereotypes are likely to develop a 

stereotypical mindset. So, we must change it. (Marc, 23, trans nonbinary, agender)  

According to some participants, these issues should not only focus on addressing 

the negative representation of LGBTQIA+ individuals in mainstream media (which is 

often associated with disempowering experiences, stigma, and mental distress) but should 

also promote a positive narrative through "existing defined ways [projects and 

international guidelines] to educate children. It is possible to explain that trans people 

exist without causing trauma." (Cielo, 20, transgender nonbinary). Therefore, before 

educating students, it is essential to first train professors to handle diverse gender and 

sexual identities.  

Currently, there is no training provided to professors and teachers in this regard. But if you 

work with young people one is working with young people you should be trained to engage 

with them positively and be responsive to their developmental needs. (Zed 20, 

nonbinary/xenogender).  

Whether it is through activism, teacher training, or educational programs, gender 

expansive experiences and LGBTQIA+ culture should be brought into educational 

contexts through the voices of individuals who have lived it instead of being spoken about 

by others. By reclaiming power over the functions of school contexts, TNB people can 

create a more enriching and safer educational experience. They can gain a deeper 

understanding of what it means to be gender expansive and have a space where they can 

explore their gender identity. 

I am eager to start volunteering and visit schools or meet with families. My goal is to 

provide a positive example by saying, "I am a nonbinary trans person, I have a cat, a cis 

partner, and a job, and everything is okay." By sharing these positive experiences, I hope 

to help children and teenagers who are navigating these issues (Hilay, 32, transmasc 

nonbinary). 
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DISCUSSION 

This study aimed to highlight critical issues and potential resources for gender 

expansive community in the secondary school system from an activist perspective. In 

particular we wanted to address the challenges TNB students face in Italian educational 

contexts and how they respond to them (RQ1) and to explore how the education system can 

be enhanced for greater inclusivity for gender expansive students (RQ2). The SJYD served as 

a valuable framework for our study. Concerning RQ1, the results, summarized in themes 1 

and 2, underscored the absence of LGBTQIA+ culture in the educational curriculum and a 

general lack of representation of gender expansive and LGBTQIA+ identities. These 

obstacles contribute to the reinforcement of a cisnormative culture (McBride & Neary, 2021; 

McBride & Schubotz, 2017). Students felt deprived of the possibility to develop individual 

and collective ways to represent and recognize themselves, which affects their self-

understanding and causes confusion (Kelley et al., 2022). Regardless of the student's gender 

identity, the results showed a common negative pattern regarding participants' gender 

affirmation in the educational context. The school environment is often non-inclusive and 

repulsive, with teachers and school staff enacting systematic micro- and macro-aggressions, 

including episodes of deadnaming, misgendering, and invisibilization (Bradlow et al., 2017; 

McBride & Schubotz, 2017). The adult figures encountered by the participants display a 

behavior that is dismissive of the experiences of TNB students. There is a notable absence of 

recognition regarding the added value and enrichment that gender expansive individuals can 

bring to the school environment, and a reluctance to embrace their youth culture. By falling 

short in this regard, and in some cases, engaging in aggressive actions, teachers miss the 

opportunity to forge alliances with TNB youth and forego the chance to establish a space for 

meaningful intergenerational exchanges of culture and knowledge. Referring to the Italian 

national context, the results align with the findings that portray teachers not only as non-
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supportive but also as agents of discriminatory and negative behaviors towards TNB students 

(Bochicchio et al., 2019; Bourelly, 2023a; 2023b; Scandurra et al., 2017). In line with the 

SJYD framework's ecological perspective, we emphasize that the failure of the educational 

teachers' roles cannot be individually attributed but reflects a hostile national political context 

towards TNB individuals that includes the so-called "anti-gender movements", extremist 

right-wing groups attacks to alias career policies and gender-inclusive teachings (Lazzarin & 

Prearo, 2018; Bourelly, 2023b).  This landscape reflects the notion that the TNB experience, 

in general, is seen as a threat to young people (Philips, 2015). In the school setting, they 

encounter recurring structural subordination, limited capacity for self-determination, and a 

lack of facilitation and support for this process from adult figures. Preventing self-affirmation 

in schools means depriving young individuals of a significant aspect of life, and these 

oppressive experiences shape a hostile environment that affect gender expansive individuals' 

mental and social well-being, school career, and social life (Horton, 2023; Kelley et al., 

2022).  

To resist oppression, participants engage in interpersonal forms of activism, including 

education on fundamentals TNB issues, individual counteraction, and involvement in 

collective action and student associations, seeking visibility and aiming to enhance the school 

for themselves and future generations (Alex Wagaman et al., 2019; Iskander & Shabtay, 

2018). In participants’ experience, the educational system fails to embrace and support these 

activist initiatives, neglecting the chance to position itself as an ally and to facilitate and 

encourage collective action embracing TNB youth culture. Students engaged in educational 

action when they perceived that discrimination stemmed from teachers' or peers' ignorance.  

From this perspective, educational actions responded to a principle of community 

development intending to improve the context. Counteraction strategies, on the other hand, 

were actions driven by the desire to change the context in cases where intentional and 
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repeated discriminatory and disrespectful behavior (e.g., misgendering) were present. These 

experiences were often preceded by “unsuccessful” educational actions, creating a sense of 

frustration among the participants. Collective action, particularly activism in associations, 

brought these two aspects together. Through activism, participants raised their voices, called 

for recognition and visibility, compensated for the shortcomings of the educational system 

(McBride & Nealy, 2021), and pursued social justice for future generations (Iskander & 

Shabtay, 2018), intending to transform the context. The results indicate that activism 

responds to a sense of responsibility toward the well-being and recognition of gender 

expansive individuals. This element is consistent with the paradigm of community 

responsibility, characterized by a sense of duty to take actions for the benefit of a particular 

group and its members without any direct expectation of personal gain (Nowell & Boyd, 

2010). 

Regarding RQ2, the results summarized in theme 3 revealed the students' desire to 

improve, change, and transform the educational system to make it more just and inclusive. 

Schools should be places of identity exploration for trans and cis individuals (Verhoeven et 

al., 2019). The findings showed how the lack of safe exploration negatively impacted the 

participants' gender affirmation experience, characterized by confusion and disorientation. 

Activists suggested integrating targeted training for teachers and school staff and including 

LGBTQIA+ culture in the curricula (e.g., referring to the LGBTQIA+ movements and 

historical figures, by including books by queer authors) for legitimate trans and queer identity 

exploration and self-identification (Santambrogio, 2022). The findings suggest that 

knowledge is a crucial factor in reducing discrimination and stigma, yet it alone is 

insufficient. In the school context, knowledge should not merely involve sharing uncritical 

information about the history of the LGBTQIA+ movement; rather, it should include critical 

reflections on it (Alex Wagaman, 2016; Carey et al., 2021). The inclusion of TNB culture and 
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history in the curriculum can aid students in acknowledging that these dynamics are rooted in 

systems of power and privilege, extending beyond individual experiences, and fostering 

critical consciousness within the classroom. Our participants possess already a profound 

understanding of these issues, an awareness of how power operates in society, and a 

commitment to challenging and resisting oppressive systems (i.e. critical consciousness; 

Freire, 1973). However, they acquired that understanding as activists, not as students, 

because the school is not (yet) a space that promotes critical consciousness and 

empowerment, especially for LGBTQIA+ students (Alex Wagaman, 2016; Carey et al., 

2021). 

Conclusions  

In conclusion, this study reveals the intricate and conflicting nature of the Italian 

school system, where oppressive dynamics intersect with resistance and self-determination 

(Bourelly, 2023a; Santambrogio, 2022). Persistent challenges stem from power imbalances 

and the lack of space for self-determination in the life paths of gender expansive youth. The 

research highlights schools as environments where power is unevenly distributed between 

adults and young individuals but also between cisgender and gender expansive students, 

perpetuating systemic injustice. These results resonate with international studies findings 

(Bower-Brown et al., 2021; Iskander & Shabtay, 2018; McBride, & Neary, 2021). 

Participants are committed to improve and transform educational settings based on the 

challenges they have faced and based on the resources and tools they created and collected as 

activists. However, this responsibility should not exclusively rest on TNB people’s shoulders 

(Bower-Brown et al., 2021; McBride & Neary, 2021). Their actions should inform systemic 

shifts, starting, in this case from building a bridge between teachers and youth where their 

voices should be heard. Their culture should also be valued as inspirational for programs, 

fostering dialogue with policymakers. Educational contexts should become places that 
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promote active citizenship, where participative and deliberative practices bring together the 

perspectives of students and adults (Zani et al., 2022).  

Regarding the limitations of our study, we acknowledge that our data represents a 

restricted subsample of a larger corpus of interviews. Further research should explore the 

educational experiences of gender expansive identities in different academic levels, including 

primary, secondary, and higher education, as well as other gender expansive identities, such 

as gender-questioning people. We also consider it necessary to conduct more research with 

the adults in the school context, not only to investigate prejudice but also to gather their fears 

and needs to orient education and training. Moreover, the role played by the social context - 

family, peers, and other members of the LGBTQIA+ community - and the influence of 

activism on gender expansive individuals' educational experiences should be investigated. 

Practical Implications for school practice and policy 

A significant contribution of this study is the identification of implications for 

community and school practice informed by the SJYD framework aimed at creating inclusive 

environments based on participants' educational and activist experiences. The study's results 

clearly show that participants have a strong desire to participate in social change regarding 

issues that affect them and that they could contribute to more inclusive educational policies. 

The participants identified several key issues that hinder the ability of schools in Italy to 

create a safer and inclusive environment for gender expansive students. These include the 

persistent stigma and lack of understanding surrounding the gender expansive experiences, 

the inadequate training of school staff, and a pervasive cisnormative view that permeates the 

entire educational system. To address these barriers, action is necessary at different levels, 

both at the local school and national levels.  

At the local level, every school in Italy has autonomy regarding teaching and 

administrative aspects, thus they can take steps to create a welcoming and supportive 
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environment for TNB students by actively combating micro-aggressions and providing 

inclusive and safe spaces where their voices can be heard. Creating safe spaces in schools 

necessitates challenging oppressive power dynamics, negotiating power, recognizing the role 

played by identity in maintaining or denying privilege, and allowing the redistribution of 

power and agency. Drawing inspiration from bell hooks and the SJYD framework and 

participants’ voice we want to emphasize a sense of mutual responsibility in learning, 

advocating a circular exchange of knowledge, that can turn the classroom into a healing space 

that expands minds and promotes mutual connection among students and teachers (Ginwright 

& Cammarota, 2002; Ginwright & James, 2002; hooks, 2004). Coherently, we envision a 

scenario where teachers become allies with gender expansive youth they work with, inviting 

them to contribute their knowledge and training. This approach aims to avoid perpetuating an 

excluding view of young people, while also preventing the burdening of TNB students as the 

sole educators on these issues. Students' self-organization is encouraged, promoting 

collective actions and activism as moments of joy (hooks, 1989; 1994), and supported by 

adult figures, since it is crucial to acknowledge that youth groups (e.g. collective, 

associations, GSAs) alone cannot change the hostility towards TNB students (Alex Wagaman 

et al., 2019). Additionally, TNB youth culture would not only be confined to associative 

student groups but would also find space within the curriculum. Community psychology 

approach can foster and sustain TNB youth empowerment within educational contexts. For 

example, participatory action research could be considered as the method to ignite the 

process and build the new scenario, a starting point to listen to and raise the voices of gender 

expansive students and use their suggestions to integrate and modify policies (Felner et al., 

2020), as well as promoting their critical consciousness (Zani et al., 2022).  Specific inclusive 

policies could be helpful, such as using alias careers, respecting preferred pronouns, and 

creating gender-neutral restrooms (cf. Bourelly et al., 2024). These policies should be defined 
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through participatory process rather than top-down, as the latter is ineffective since it does 

not engage the individuals it seeks to safeguard (Santambrogio, 2022). This shift can provide 

space for diverse empowering narratives about gender expansive students, moving away from 

marginalized ones (hooks, 1989). Changing the narrative around gender expansive youth 

involves prioritizing stories of their empowerment and advocacy while challenging and 

dismantling the oppressive systems of cisnormativity that perpetuate unequal educational 

environments for minoritized student populations (Alex Wagaman et al., 2019; Carey et al., 

2021).  

At the national level laws that combat queer-trans-negativity, allow for non-

pathologizing gender affirmation paths and regulate career procedures are necessary. Policies 

safeguarding LGBTQIA+ students and inclusive gender teachings should be prioritized on 

the agenda as issues of social rights and justice, making school a non-discriminative space for 

all. Promoting an inclusive school climate requires recognition that legitimizing gender 

expansive identities and issues is a concern that affects the entire community, from legislators 

to individual members of school communities. The psychologist's role within the school 

becomes central also in this regard, offering gender expansive students a space of support, 

recognition and acceptance. Indeed, one of the school psychologists' missions is to promote 

social justice through culturally responsive professional practice and advocacy to create 

schools, communities, and systems that ensure equity and fairness for all youth (National 

Association of School Psychologists, 2017). In conclusion, it is crucial to give more voice to 

TNB young activists and to TNB youth in general: they already possess valuable ideas on 

how to address their issues, yet they often struggle to find the space to be heard, recognized, 

and appreciated. In envisioning future steps, it is essential to refrain from perceiving TNB 

youth as a homogeneous group, preferring an intersectional perspective to exhaustively 

consider multiple oppressive conditions that TNB youth may experience. When schools will 
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be able to remove those barriers, they will become places where TNB individuals can thrive 

in joy and happiness, rather than solely enduring with resilience and resistance. 

Endnotes 

1. For further details, please refer to the article by Riedel & Factora, 2024 

2. With the term "trans," we refer to individuals who do not identify with the gender 

assigned at birth (APA, 2015). 

3. With the term "nonbinary," we refer to individuals who identify outside the gender 

binary system (APA, 2015). Furthermore, not all nonbinary individuals identify their 

experiences within the trans umbrella (Di Giannantonio et al., 2024). 

4. "Cisnormativity" refers to an ideology that considers cis and binary identities as the 

norm, healthier, and superior to trans and nonbinary identities (cf. Ansara & Berger, 

2016). 

5. To "misgender" means to refer to a person using a pronoun or form of address that 

does not reflect their gender identity. 

6. To "deadname" means using their assigned name at birth, even if it is no longer used. 

7. "Gender dysphoria" refers to the distress a person experiences due to the mismatching 

between their gender identity and the gender assigned at birth. It is not a medical 

condition, and it is essential to recognize that not all gender-inverse individuals 

undergo this experience or perceive it the same way (cf. Galupo et al., 2020). 
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