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Gender identity acceptance
facilitates self-expression

Exploring gender identity can create both opportunities for inner happiness and struggles
with fitting in. Transgender and non-binary students speak to their experiences
inside the school community and out.
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inding the label that

fits onc’s  gender

identity - especially

when lacking a con-
nection to the one assigned at
birth - can lead to a stronger
sense of sell. However, some
say societal gender constructs
often suppress transgender and
non-binary individuals’ gender
expression.

Personal journey

ToFinn Eichenberger (°23),
“gender identity shouldn’t be
something that gets in the way
of self-expression.” Yet, he
said due to gender norms, peo-
ple have developed stereotypi-
cally gendered mindsets.

“Gender identity is some-
thing that a lot of people think
is very binary.” Eichenberger
said. “If you identify as a guy.
you have 1o act like a guy, or
have to be more masculine, and
vice versa for if you identify as
female.™

Before  he transitioned,
Eichenberger said he had not
felt truly himself but unknow-
ingly explored his gender iden-
tity growing up.

“When I was younger, 1
would dress up as a guy and
like, wanting 0 cut my hair
short. but my parents didn’t re-
ally want me t0,” Eichenberger
said. “It’s been a lot of internal
struggle, like self-hatred, not
really being happy with who
1 was, and not really knowing
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LGBTQ+ students in the U.K. have
never been taught about LGBTQ+

issues at school.

why.”

Similarly, Elena Li-Williams
('25) said she experienced
some confusion but also curi-
osity while testing out different

pronouns and mannerisms of

gender expression.

“It ok me a while just o
come 10 terms
with,” L~
Williams said.
“ltwas alotof
thinking and

Gender isn't really
something that that  Iyve

community reached out to
show their support.

After Eichenberger’s transi-
tion, he said his self-confidence
increased drastically. Fichen-
berger also said members of the
community witnessed him fully
coming into himself.
“I’ve
been at ASL
for a really
long  time,
so people

experiment-

ing with how  makes up that big ~ known for
1 fele when 1 a long time
wefered 10 Of @ part of me, have  said

myself in dif-
ferent  ways,
and also just
seeing  how
when people referred to me,
how that felt. It ook a long
time, but, eventually, I kind of
found myself.”

Meanwhile, Gracie Lamber-
ton ("25) said ASL is a much
more open-minded school than
the prior one they attended,
which has since allowed them
to think about gender fluidity.

“I grew up going to an all-
girls, quite Christian school,
5o there was never any repre-
sentation of gender identity at
all there,” they said. “I've never
really felt connected to femi-
ninity. Me identifying as gen-
der-fluid is just something that
means gender isn’t really some-
thing that makes up that big of
apart of me for other people.”™

In  addition, Li-Williams
said ASL is the most accept-
ing of all the schools she has
attended, and during her tran-
sition, numerous adults in the

- Gracie Lamberton ('25)

that after 1
transitioned
) j socially,

they noticed
I'm a happicr person.” Fichen-
berger said.

To further express his gen-
der identity, Eichenberger
said he often presents himself
cosmetically in ways that go
against the grain of societal
gender norms.

“People will say, ‘Don’t
wear makeup b you
identify as a guy,” but it’s like,
who says that it’s for women
only?” he said.

Lamberton said although
the community is fairly respon-
sive 1o using transgender and
non-binary students’ preferred
pronouns, they have witnessed
many discriminatory incidents
around the school.

“When you first introduce
yoursell, teachers and  most
swdents usually go and help
you out and they do use they/
them pronouns.” Lamberton
said. “However, a lot of the
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time, I do find that teachers ig-
nore people making transpho-
bic comments.”

Because  of  prevalent
transgender stereotypes.
Eichenberger said he feels like
he cannot fully express him-
self and still experiences a lot
of gender dysphoria pertain-
ing to his higher pitched voice
and anatomy. According to the
NHS, gender dysphoria is a
medical term which describes
the distress or unease that one
may feel as a result of not feel-
ing like the gender that fits
their gender identity.

“T work
oulalm—lcc
box - and a

* ﬁ frequently or o
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LGBTQ+ students in the U.K. hear

at school

ften.

at school that I live as Elena, as
she/her. Outside I can’t really
do it. 'm scared because there
arc so many strict rules. I'm just
scared of someone who might
disagree.”

Lamberton said they are also
afiaid 10 express themselves
fully after facing discrimination
for a haircut they got in June
2021.

“A few weeks after school
ended, 1 cut my hair really
short,” Lamberton said. “T got
a bunch of hurtful comments
from random people. I actually
ot called slurs a couple of time
— that really
sucked. Now
I just don’t

huge part of
that has been
trying

make my hips
smaller  be-
cause that’s a

After | transitioned
socially, they noticed
I'm a happier person.

- Finn Eichenberger ('23)

feel comfort-
able  having
short  hair
anymore,
just because
that was real-

really big part
of my body
dysphoria,”
Eichenberger said. “T also have
chest dysphoria and I am plan-
ning to get top surgery.”

Discrimination

Furthermore,  Li-Williams
said she struggles with being
mis-gendered by people in
public because she fears if she
corrects a stranger, she might
be subject to transphobia.

“There’s fear that if T ex-
press that’s not who I am, I
could find some sort of back-
lash,” Li-Williams said. “Out-
side of school, I don’t really live
as myself. I’s only at home and

ly difficult.”
With-
in the
school, Eichenberger said the
transgender and non-binary
community is often targeted
with insensitive gender identity
inquirics.

“People at ASL just haven’t
experienced or interacted with
transgender  or non-binary
people before, so then when
they hear of someone or see
someone whois, they get weird
about it, and they ask invasive
personal questions,” Eichen-
berger said.

Moreover, Lamberton said
it is an exceedingly painful
experience 1o be treated dif-
ferendy or “not like an equal

Source: Stonewall.org

human.”

“It hurts so much to hear,
you know, because it takes so
much courage to actually try
10 express your identity and try
10 go against things that are so
ingrained in our society,” Lam-
berton said.

Moving forward

In the future, Fichenberger
said he hopes o see more inte-
gration of gender and sexuality
into the well-being curriculum
s0 students become more edu-
cated about topics surrounding
gender identity.

“Not a whole unit, but hay-
ing some classes being LG-
BTQ+ education in general—
like intersex people, that’s a
huge thing that’s brushed un-
der the rug, cven though it's
super normal,” Eichenberger
said.

Concurrenty, Eichenberg-
er also said he would love to
be able to study queer history
in social studies classes and
also read books by queer-iden-
tifying authors in his English
classes.

Moving forward, Li-Wil-
liams said if people avoid using
stercotypes to define things as
either feminine or masculine,
people will be able to decon-
struct gender norms together.

“People expect me to act a
certain way because they think
I'm that gender,” Li-Williams
said. “Try to think about it
more and try to focus on the
individual person, rather than
their sex or their gender and
how they act.”
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Cisgender

at birth.

Glossary:

Definitions from Stonewall.org

Someone whose gender identity is
the same as their gender asisgned

Transitioning

The steps a transgender person
may take to live in the gender with
which they identify.

Gender identity

A person'’s innate sense of their own
gender, whether male, female or

something else.

Gender dysphoria
Distress felt by those whose gender
identity doesn’t match with their

birth-assigned gender.

Gender expression
How a person chooses to outwardly
express their gender identity.

Intersex

Gender

assigned at bil

term used to describe a person who
has sexual anatomy that doesn't fit
into just “female” or “male.”

Largely culturally determined and
is usually assumed from the sex
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