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In May of  2014, a Time magazine cover featuring ac-
tress Laverne Cox suggested that American society was 
at a transgender “tipping point.”2 In addition, the visibil-
ity and activism of  celebrities like Chaz Bono, Laverne 
Cox, Janet Mock, and Caitlyn Jenner have ignited con-
versations about trans(gender) issues across the United 
States. In the choral community, ensembles such as the 
Butterfl y Music Transgender Chorus in Boston and the 
Trans Chorus of  Los Angeles are giving voice to people 
who may not have felt welcome in more “traditional” 
choral ensembles.3 Choral programs exist within spe-
cifi c contexts of  time, place, politics, and public opinion. 
Thus, it is important for choral conductor-teachers to 
understand the rapidly changing gender landscape of  
the twenty-fi rst century. For a listing of  gender-related 
vocabulary that will aid in reading this article and in bet-
ter understanding trans issues,  see page 23.

As gender identities that challenge the gender binary 
become more prevalent in American society, and as more 
trans youth “come out” at an earlier age, it is important 
for choral conductor-teachers to consider the complexi-
ties of  gender and how these intricacies play out in the 
choral classroom. But how much do secondary choral 
conductor-teachers know about (trans)gender issues? 
Some scholars indicate that there may be a generational 
gap surrounding these topics.4 However, although more 
information is available, “coming out” processes remain 
complex and context dependent. Dissemination of  in-
formation about trans issues, while important, does not 
change the internal struggle that people who are trans 
may face in navigating their gender identity, especially 
for those who identify as non-binary. 

School choral music in the United States in the 
twenty-fi rst century is gendered in many ways: consider 
“men’s glee club” and “women’s choirs,” choir dresses 
and tuxedoes, lyrics portraying heteronormative situa-
tions, and gendered rehearsal language (e.g., “let’s have 
all the women sing here”). These traditions are com-
pounded by the fact that choral programs may exist 
within a highly gendered school environment5 and that 
it may be diffi  cult for transgender students to navigate 
their gender identity within a school and a program that 
may continually reinforce stereotypes about gender and 
sexuality.6 

As of  2016, there have been ongoing political and le-

gal debates regarding the rights of  transgender students 
in schools. According to a New York Times article:

The Obama administration’s directive Friday 
[May 13, 2016] on the use of  school bathrooms 
and locker rooms by transgender students inten-
sifi ed the latest fi erce battle in the nation’s cul-
ture wars, with conservatives calling it an illegal 
overreach that will put children in danger and 
advocates for transgender rights hailing it as a 
breakthrough for civil rights.7 

This Times article references the May 2016 “Dear 
Colleague Letter” from the Obama administration to 
all American public schools regarding the use of  school 
bathrooms and locker rooms by transgender students.8 
Both Title IX and this “Dear Colleague Letter”9 can 
and should infl uence the experience of  trans students at 
school. As trans scholar Genny Beemyn noted, in follow-
ing these directives, schools must:

(a) not discriminate against trans students and take steps 
to prevent [discrimination];

(b) treat trans students in keeping with their gender 
identity, which includes giving access to the appropri-
ate gendered bathroom, changing room, and overnight 
accommodation; 

(c) [use] the name and pronouns used by the student; 
and [allow] them to dress in accordance with their gen-
der identity; and 

(d) keep a student’s trans status, birth name, and gender 
assignment at birth confi dential.10

After the change in presidential administration in 
2017, these federal guidelines have formally been re-
scinded. However, individual school districts may choose 
to continue to support and implement them. For exam-
ple, the Long Beach (CA) Unifi ed School District recent-
ly announced their intention to support the guidelines 
despite the change in federal policy.11 The guidelines 
laid out by the Obama administration are considered 
by many to be necessary in protecting trans students in 
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      Transgender Students in the Choral Classroom

Gender Vocabulary

Gender is a set of  socially constructed and context/culture-dependent ideas regarding gender roles 
and what behaviors and physical attributes are considered “masculine” or “feminine.” 

The gender binary is an often unquestioned assumption that all people are either male (men) or 
female (women).

Gender dysphoria occurs when trans people feel a disconnect between their gender identity and 
their body.

Transgender as a term and a concept has been understood in varying and sometimes contradic-
tory ways. 

• A commonly understood usage of  transgender (trans) is as a blanket term to denote any kind of  vari-
ance from, or opposition to, binary gender.

• The term transgender originally was meant to “distinguish people who cross sexes by changing their 
bodies (transsexual) from people who cross genders by changing their clothing, behavior, and groom-
ing (transgender)”12 but is now used more broadly and may now include a diverse group including 
people who identify as (among others): 

• Transsexual, transgender, transvestite, gender fl uid, genderqueer, a-gender, gender non-con-
forming, demi-girl, demi-boy, drag queen, and non-binary. 

• An increasing number of  trans people claim monikers like non-binary, genderqueer, gender-variant, 
gender nonconforming (or simply queer) that challenge the gender binary. These terms refer to a vari-
ety of  circumstances, including: a disconnect between assigned birth sex, a medical determination 
made at birth based on a baby’s genitalia, and their gender identity and/or gender expression; 
or a fl uidity of  gender (i.e., varying their gender expression between male and female, or living 
permanently “in the cracks”). 

• A man or trans man (or trans guy) is a person who has transitioned to living as a male (they also may 
use female-to-male/FTM) and a woman or trans woman expresses female gender identity (they may also 
use male-to-female/MTF). This is an important distinction that often causes confusion. When referring 
to a trans person who is transitioning, one should always refer to the gender to which they are transi-
tioning, not their assigned birth sex. 

An increasing number of  people are choosing to identify themselves using pronouns typically re-
served for a group of  people—namely, they, them, and their. For example, in referring to a gender non-
conforming person, one could say, “they wrote me a letter” or “I’m meeting them for coff ee.” Some 
people also use the gender-neutral pronouns ze and hir. 
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schools, and this author strongly supports their contin-
ued implementation. As choral conductor-teachers navi-
gate an educational climate in which more trans singers 
are comfortable expressing their gender identity within 
the choral context,13 they may wish to keep these direc-
tives and legal decisions in mind. 

This article draws on a recently completed multiple 
narrative case study of  three transgender students who 
participated in their high school choral programs.14 The 
participants in the study were: Sara,15 who identifi es as 
a male-to-female trans person; Jon, who identifi es as a 
female-to-male trans person; and Skyler, who identifi es 
as a-gender and uses they/them/their pronouns (as they 
said, “I think gender is kind of  dumb and I really don’t 
see the need to have one”). In addition to the perspec-
tives of  these three students, choral teachers and other 
important adults provided valuable data for the study. 
Throughout the article, I draw on these data to illustrate 
these students’ personal experiences navigating their 
gender identity within the context of  their high school 
choral programs. The next section describes specifi c fac-
tors that may infl uence the experiences of  trans choral 
students in North American schools and outlines factors 
that infl uenced the journeys of  Sara, Jon, and Skyler, in-
cluding geography, voice parts and gender identity, and 
mentors/relationships.

Factors Infl uencing the Experiences of  
Trans Choral Students

Geography 

Choral teachers and other education profession-
als who wish to be openly affi  rming of  trans students 
may need to carefully consider their specifi c contexts, 
including the state and community in which they live. 
For example, Sara’s fi rst high school choral teacher 
was an extremely positive infl uence as she navigated 
her gender identity in a small, rural Midwestern town. 
Choral teachers in small rural communities across the 
country can provide safe spaces for all youth—regard-
less of  gender identity.16 Teachers in more traditionally 
progressive communities should not assume, however, 
that their schools and/or communities are supportive 
of  trans youth. Sara, Jon, and Skyler’s stories’ indicate 
that teachers who explicitly demonstrate their support of  
LGBTQA17 students are important for queer students, 
regardless of  state or community. 

Educator Linda McCarthy encourages teachers to 
ask themselves: “Do I stifl e non-normative gender ex-
pression in my classroom?” Because gender identity is 
not necessarily something that can be seen with the plain 
eye, and because the gender landscape in the United 
States is rapidly expanding, it is best for choral educators 
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to employ inclusive practices (e.g., inclusive rehearsal vo-
cabulary) all of  the time—not only when there are one or 
more “out” trans/questioning students in the program. 
This may be more complicated when considering non-
binary students who may not be “visibly trans,” as was 
true for Skyler.  

Voice Parts and Gender Identity
In recent years, a lack of  knowledge about trans issues 

has caused some consternation in the choral community, 
and in particular there seems to be concern and con-
fusion about the connection between one’s voice type/
part and one’s gender identity. Some choral conductor-
teachers may already have experience with a similar 
construct: it is not only trans singers who face “gender 
trouble” in the choral context—countertenors or cis-
gender females who sing tenor can be considered “voice 
variant”18 (where there is some disconnect between one’s 
perceived gender and one’s voice). For example, several 
social media posts from choral educators with little or no 
knowledge about trans issues19 have demonstrated the 
unease many choral educators may feel about discuss-
ing gender issues. In addition, a recent study in Journal 
of  Research in Music Education states that “the case could 
certainly be made that [transgender] students should 
sing the voice part appropriate for their vocal develop-
ment.”20 I consider this a questionable statement be-
cause it implies that a blanket policy can be applied to all 
trans students in all contexts. Trans people are not monolithic, 
and when it comes to issues of  voice and gender, there are no one-
size-fi ts-all solutions. 

Some trans singers may revel in the fact that their 
voice does not match society’s notions of  how their voice 
should sound.21 Other trans people consider the voice a 
vital way that they “do” their gender in society. Choral 
music educators can determine through conversation 
the level of  connection, if  any, between a trans student’s 
voice and gender identity. Based on this conversation, a 
personalized voice part plan can be devised. Conceptu-
ally, this is similar to middle-level choral educators who 
modify, adapt, or compose voice parts to fi t the vocal 
range of  singers in the midst of  the voice change.22 Vo-
cal health should always be taken into consideration, of  
course, but the connection between the choral experi-

ence and gender identity may determine whether or not 
a student continues to sing in choir. For example, as Jon 
said, “I don’t think I’d be as strong or as confi dent of  a 
singer if  I didn’t sing a male voice part. I really think it 
gives me confi dence to be able to sing and to want to 
sing. I don’t think I’d want to sing if  I were still an alto.”

In light of  this recommendation, I off er three hypo-
thetical examples of  students who do feel a connection 
between their voice and their gender identity: (A) a trans 
girl who previously sang tenor who wishes to sing alto, 
(B) a trans boy who previously sang soprano but now 
wishes to sing tenor, and (C) a non-binary student join-
ing choir for the fi rst time as a high school sophomore 
and the student is unsure about their voice part. One 
necessary caveat here is that if  a choral music educator 
determines that a student is not able to sing healthily in 
their preferred voice range, a rapport should be devel-
oped between student and educator in which the teacher 
is comfortable recommending that the student stay on 
the same voice part that they had previously been sing-
ing—at least temporarily. 

Making changes to one’s vocal habits can be chal-
lenging for everyone, and so while switching voice parts 
might not initially be possible, re-assessing and providing 
ongoing individualized feedback might enable a healthy 
change in vocal range at a later time. For example, Sara, 
who identifi es as male-to-female, initially desired to sing 
soprano or alto, but after working with her choir teacher 
one-on-one, he recommended that she remain a bass 2, 
and she was comfortable with that. This indicates that 
Sara does not feel a strong connection between her voice 
and her gender identity. As she proudly proclaimed: “I’m 
a girl and I’m a bass and I own that.” To illustrate the 
points below more clearly, I will use a hypothetical up-

      Transgender Students in the Choral Classroom

“Choral music educators can determine 
through conversation the level of  
connection, if  any, between a trans 
student’s voice and gender identity. 
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coming concert in which the following pieces are being 
performed: “Little David, Play on Your Harp” arr. Rollo 
Dilworth (Hal Leonard), “Conditor alme siderum” by 
G.P. da Palestrina (Choral Public Domain Library), and 
“Domine, ad adjuvandum me festina” by Il Padre G. B. 
Martini, ed. John Castellini (Concordia). See Figures 1 
and 2.

In hypothetical Example A, the choral teacher could 
work with the student to determine her ability to sing 
healthily in her falsetto. If  the student was able to do so, 
the teacher could chart the student’s range and deter-
mine which voice part the student could sing on each 
piece. As illustrated in Figure 1, the student could sing 
every pitch called for in these three pieces. However, the 
teacher would need to monitor the student for tension, 
as the tessitura may be tiring for a student who had been 
singing tenor. This is especially true on pieces such as 
“Little David, Play On Your Harp,” in which the alto 
tessitura is consistently higher than the pieces by Martini 
and Palestrina. The teacher could also consider a “hy-
brid” tenor/alto tenor approach on “Little David Play 
On Your Harp,” as illustrated in Figure 3. 

When considering Example B, the choral teacher 
could determine the full range of  notes the student was 
able to sing healthily. While the student in Example B 
could theoretically sing nearly every pitch in the tenor 
parts of  these three pieces, it may not be advisable for 
them to sing in such a low range for an entire concert. 
For example, during Jon’s freshman year in choir, he was 
assigned to sing alto but sang tenor on certain pieces or 
in specifi c sections of  pieces. A similar system may also 
be feasible for some cisgender women who have natural-
ly low voices. In the table below, notice that the tessitura 
of  these three tenor parts does not sit at the bottom of  
the student’s range but rather surrounds middle C—a 
range in which altos regularly sing. For this student, the 
conversation may involve them singing tenor for some 
(or even most) of  the piece and switching to the alto line 
where the tessitura is consistently too low (see Figure 3). 

In Example C, in which a non-binary student joins 
choir for the fi rst time in high school, the teacher and 
choral teacher could begin a dialogue about the stu-
dent’s voice and whether using one range or another 
causes feelings of  dysphoria; this conversation could 
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be followed by a vocal range check. After determining 
which pitches the student can healthily sing, a voice part 
determination can be made through further dialogue. 
This decision may be quite simple (e.g., “Where does 
your voice feel most comfortable? In this range or this 
range? Your voice seems to lie in an alto 1 range.”) or 
quite complex (e.g., the kind of  voice part exchanges 
demonstrated in Example B). The examples mentioned 
in the previous sentence reference two very diff erent sce-
narios. To restate: the individualized approach agreed 
upon by the trans student and choral teacher should be 
based upon the level of  connection, if  any, between the 
student’s voice and gender identity. The student and choral 

teacher must engage in this ongoing dialogue to ensure that the stu-
dent is comfortable. As Jon’s choir teacher, Mr. Mullins, said:

If  a student comes to you and wants to change 
voice parts or sing with a diff erent part and you 
don’t—that’s understandable if  you look at it 
and say, “I don’t think that’s healthy for your 
voice.” But can you talk to them about it and 
fi gure out what makes them the most comfort-
able that’s possible for the program and for their 
voice? What’s the most comfortable for them 
and doesn’t hurt them?

      Transgender Students in the Choral Classroom
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This process may involve trial and error and may be 
time consuming. But consider this: if  a student is told 
they must sing a voice part that triggers gender dyspho-
ria, they will likely leave choral music—potentially for-
ever. Recall that the aforementioned suggestions apply 
specifi cally to students who do feel a connection between 
their voice and their gender identity. If  a student does 
not experience such a connection, they can be classifi ed 
like any other student. However, when such a student 
is in the choir, rehearsal vocabulary will need to be al-
tered. If  there is a boy who is singing soprano, then a 
choral teacher should not refer to the sopranos and altos 
as “women.” 

Mentors and Relationships
Music educators can be infl uential mentors in their 

students’ lives. Previous studies have also shown that 
teachers are important fi gures in the lives of  trans stu-
dents. For example, in a study with transgender youth, 
researchers Arnold H. Grossman and Anthony R. 
D’Augelli reported that 75% of  respondents disclosed 
their gender identity to their teachers—a larger percent-
age than disclosed to their parents (66%) or grandpar-
ents (50%).23 This is a signifi cant statistic for educators 
and should encourage all education professionals to 
learn more about gender and transgender issues; school 
counselors and all teachers should receive such training 
in their undergraduate and/or graduate programs and 
professional development. School districts can ensure 
that they have policies regarding gender—policies that 
honor trans students and also policies that specify details 
regarding anti-bullying. As recommended by several au-
thors,24 schools can include gender and transgender is-
sues as part of  the normal curriculum—perhaps remov-
ing some stigma surrounding gender issues.

Choral teachers. The data from this study indicate 
that mentors, supportive teachers, and other educa-
tional professionals may encourage trans students. For 
Sara, Jon, and Skyler, the relationship with their choir 
teachers was signifi cant, demonstrating the fact that 
music educators often have deeper relationships with 
students than teachers in other subject areas.25 Positive 
adult mentors and role models can be infl uential for 

trans youth—especially those who are not fi nding sup-
port at home. If  it is true that (choral) music teachers 
often provide safe spaces for LGBTQA students, then all 
choral teachers should be equipped with the knowledge, 
vocabulary, and skills to honor a trans student in the 
context of  a secondary choral program. Choral music 
education can be a powerful part of  students’ lives—not 
just musically, but emotionally.

Canadian educators Kristopher Wells, Gayle Rob-
erts, and Carol Allan proposed guiding questions for 
all teachers who wish to create a gender-inclusive class-
room:

Ask yourself, how is gender represented in your 
classroom? How are these representations re-
lated to traditional social and cultural under-
standings of  masculinity and femininity? How 
is gender represented and reinforced in your 
school and community? How do diff erent cul-
tural, ethnic, and faith-based contexts infl uence 
members of  a gendered minority? What are the 
eff ects of  these representations on youth who 
do not conform to traditional gender norms 
and sex role stereotypes?26 

Based on recent research, it seems likely that a large 
number of  music teachers in America will eventually 
have a trans student in their program who openly dis-
closes their gender identity. So, for most secondary cho-
ral teachers, having a trans student may be inevitable. 

When a trans student does enroll in choir, individual 
adults may decide whether or not to use a trans student’s 
name and pronouns—a small detail to cisgender peo-
ple—but one that can have a deep emotional impact 
on a trans student. This concept is evidenced in Jon’s 
experiences in honor choir in which he was publically 
misgendered and called by his birth name Because his 
legal name was “Jane,” that name went on all of  the of-
fi cial registration forms. Jon said: 

We got there and my nametag said “Jane” 
on it and we tried to get it fi xed and I texted 
[my choir teacher] about it. He said that they 
couldn’t change it though, because it was our 
credentials like our ID, but I took a sharpie and 
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I wrote over it... and we just told people that 
they misspelled Jon. 

Choral educators can provide safe spaces for queer 
youth and make their acceptance of  LGBTQA students 
explicitly known.27 This can be through stories or words 
in class or via a Safe Space sticker on an offi  ce or class-
room door/wall.28 

Choral conductor-teachers may have a fi ne line to 
walk when interacting with trans students and their fam-
ilies. The following recommendations are based on the 
data in this study (these assume that the choir teacher 
knows that they have a trans student): (1) speak with the 
student and ask about their name and pronouns, (2) in-
quire about the status of  the legal name change, (3) ask 
to whom the student is “out” at home and at school so 
as to not inadvertently disclose their gender identity. If  
there has not been a legal name change, teachers may 
choose to communicate with the parent(s)/guardian(s) 
of  the student to encourage them to approve the use of  
the student’s real name in concert programs and other 
choral department documents/websites but need not 
seek permission to use the student’s name in class. The 
fi nal section of  this article provides policy recommenda-
tions for choral educators who have or may have trans 
students in their programs.  

Choral Classroom
Most secondary school choir teachers have a great 

amount of  autonomy over the policies that govern 
their school choral programs. Encouraging teachers to 
rethink educational norms, Wells, Roberts, and Allen 
write, “Schools should work to foster environments that 
challenge binary representations and, in turn, embrace 
the fl uidity of  sex, sexuality, and gender.”29 As discussed 
several times in this article, in taking a cue from the data 
and from guidelines set forth by the U.S. Departments 
of  Education and Justice, there are several aspects of  the 
secondary school choral experience that might be recon-
sidered in light of  the inclusion of  trans students. 

 
Pronouns and name change. As a common practice, 
all secondary teachers should ask all students for their 
students’ preferred pronouns on the fi rst day of  a new 

school year or term. It may be a good idea to have stu-
dents introduce themselves on the fi rst day, making sure 
to include their chosen name and pronouns in the intro-
duction. Likewise, students must be able to go by a dif-
ferent name in class than the one printed on the school 
roster.30 Teachers should understand that these names 
and pronouns may not remain static—they may change 
as students’ identities evolve. An open and respectful dia-
logue between trans students and education profession-
als is key.

For trans students, the ability to use their real (or 
“chosen”) name can be an important part of  how they 
“do” their gender in society and at school. As previously 
discussed, under the guidelines from the U.S. Depart-
ments of  Education and Justice, schools were required 
to use a trans student’s real name. 

 
Structure of  ensembles. As the gender landscape 
in the United States becomes more complex, choral 
teachers may fi nd it necessary to reconsider the struc-
ture and/or names of  their choral ensembles. Will a 
“women’s choir” at the high school level serve the needs 
of  all women—including trans women who sing in the 
lower octave? Will a “men’s choir” be inclusive of  trans 
men who formerly sang soprano—or still wish to? Sara 
and Jon both sang in high school co-ed ensembles in 
which they transitioned quite easily. Skyler (who iden-
tifi es as a-gender and uses they/them/their pronouns) 
began in a single-gender ensemble then moved into two 
co-ed choirs. Skyler was unsure about how they would 
feel about singing in a single-gender ensemble now that 
they have disclosed their non-binary identity. They said, 
“Sometimes I’m a little unsure about being in groups 
that are specifi cally labeled for a gender.” There are no 
easy answers. Choral educators should learn as much as 
they can about gender and how it infl uences their cho-
ral philosophy and pedagogy. If  they discover incongru-
ence, perhaps a change in program structure (or simply 
an ensemble name change) is called for.

The presence of  “gendered choirs” in the American 
choral community is a mainstay in many communities; 
for example: collegiate glee clubs, treble choirs with fem-
inist roots, boychoirs, and single-gender collegiate a cap-
pella groups. Many of  these ensembles have proven vital 
to identity development for males31 and females,32 and 
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thus, personally important for many individual singers. 
For example, I have met many women who feel empow-
ered through membership in a women’s ensemble with 
feminist roots. Many male singers feel comfortable in 
all-male choirs or college glee clubs. I believe that these 
traditions have great merit and I do not deny their im-
portance to countless musicians. If  conductor-teachers 
choose to stay with the “gendered choir” paradigm, 
however, they must fi nd ways to be inclusive of  trans 
singers. Ensemble name changes may be necessary.33 
For example, several states have renamed their All-State 
women’s choirs as “treble choirs.” Because, as Skyler so 
aptly noted, if  a choir is going to use the word “women,” 
then these ensembles must be accommodating of  all 
women; likewise with men’s choirs. 

Catherine E. Lhamon and Vanita Gupta, on behalf  
of  the U.S. Departments of  Education and Justice, stat-

ed: “Although separating students by sex in classes and 
activities is generally prohibited, nonvocational elemen-
tary and secondary schools may off er nonvocational sin-
gle-sex classes and extracurricular activities under cer-
tain circumstances.”34 It is likely that choral classes are 
considered “nonvocational single-sex classes.” It seems 
that this will continue to be a topic of  conversation—
both within the choral music education community and 
within the broader education dialogue and perhaps even 
legal communities. 

Standing arrangements. When an “out” trans stu-
dent is enrolled in a choir, the teacher should carefully 
consider seating/standing arrangements. For instance, 
Sara, the trans girl who sang bass 2, sat on the edge of  
the soprano and bass sections so that she could be near 
her voice part but also sit next to other women. Cho-
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ral educators can create similar arrangements in which 
trans students can be successful and comfortable vocally, 
socially, and visually. In concert settings, such careful 
standing arrangements may be less crucial visually if  all 
students wore gender-neutral uniforms.  

Uniforms. Regarding uniforms, Skyler said, “In a per-
fect world maybe uniforms would be gender neutral.” 
Uniforms did not prove to be a challenge for Jon as 
he navigated his gender identity in high school choir. 
Things were less smooth for Skyler, who seemed to settle 
a bit by agreeing to wear the uniform meant for their 
assigned birth sex. In the changing gender landscape 
of  the twenty-fi rst century, choral teachers may need 
to decide whether or not some of  the traditional choir 
uniforms (e.g., dresses and tuxedoes) best honor the gen-
der identity of  all students. The U.S. Department of  
Education states, “Some schools have policies that allow 
transgender students to dress consistent with their gen-
der identity […]Washington State Guidelines encourage 
school districts to adopt gender-neutral dress codes that 
do not restrict a student’s clothing choices on the basis of  gender.”35 
Choral teachers may explore a “concert black” ap-
proach in which every singer dresses in all black within 
specifi ed guidelines to ensure that all outfi ts are school 
appropriate. Perhaps in the future, choral teachers could 
employ fashion designers to create gender-neutral choir 
uniforms.36 

 
Rehearsal language. Choral music educators can 
refrain from using blatantly gendered language in re-
hearsal. Choral teachers should refer to sections, not genders. 
Trans singers who do not feel a strong sense of  connec-
tion between their voice and gender may experience this 
even more often, as evidenced by Sara’s insistence that 
her teachers not refer to the tenor and bass sections as 
“men.” In addition to honoring trans students by care-
fully choosing words in class, Mr. Ames (Sara’s choir 
teacher) demonstrated how rehearsal language could in-
fl uence other subsets of  the LGBTQA community:

I try to keep any analogy I’m using sort of  gen-
der-neutral as well—when we’re talking about 
a piece dealing with love, I try and say, “a person 
you might have feelings for” as opposed to the 

stereotypical boy loves girl or vice versa. I do this also 
because we have a gay student in our chorus, and 
probably more that I’m not aware of. I try really 
hard to be as neutral as I can when using exam-
ples or analogies. 

All choral teachers should bear in mind what kinds of  
examples they use and what those examples say about 
gender-sexual diversity.

 
Honor choirs. State choral associations and music ed-
ucation organizations will need to explore their honor 
choir audition policies. At the time of  this writing, this 
author has interfaced with choral offi  cials in various 
states. On May 28, 2016, there was a change made to 
a large Southwest state’s honor choir policy, which had 
previously not allowed females to audition as tenors and 
forced students to audition for a voice part that matched 
their assigned birth sex. These restrictions have now 
been abolished.  Jon’s choir teacher was instrumental in 
having honor choir policies changed in his state in the 
Northeast. Referring to the previous requirement that 
the state music educators’ association (MEA) ask for stu-
dents’ gender on the application process, Mr. Mullins 
said that after consulting with an MEA lawyer, “They 
took that out completely. At the Region level we’re not 
even asking for gender anymore, because there’s no 
need.” State offi  cials will need to consider state educa-
tion law and policies while examining how they run their 
honor choirs—including considerations about ensemble 
types (e.g., the large Southwestern state referenced previ-
ously changed “women’s choir” to “treble choir”), voic-
ing, and uniforms. 

 
Rooming assignments. Similar to discussions about 
name changes and choir names, dialogue regarding 
rooming arrangements on overnight choir trips should 
be carefully approached when considering transgender 
students. Most importantly, the choral teacher can have 
a dialogue with the trans student to see how they feel 
about their rooming situation. According to the “Dear 
Colleague Letter,” “A school must allow transgender 
students to access housing consistent with their gen-
der identity and may not require transgender students 
to stay in single-occupancy accommodations or to dis-

      Transgender Students in the Choral Classroom



  32       CHORAL JOURNAL    Volume 57  Number 11                                                                                                                                             

close personal information when not required of  other 
students.”37 Conversations with supervising adults may 
be required, especially if  the trans student is not widely 
“out.” Choral teachers should also consult with their ad-
ministration and school district policies. 

Conclusion
Are we at a transgender “tipping point” in choral 

music education? That question remains a complex one 
with an elusive answer. What is clear, however, is that 
gender issues and transgender rights have come to the 
forefront of  political and educational discourse. As noted 
by Kathleen E. Rands who uses ze/hir pronouns in the 
opening quote, transgender students exist everywhere—
including in school choral programs. It is my hope that 
this article will add to the ongoing discussion about how 
to include and honor all gender identities in the choral 
context. The experiences of  the three students in this 
study illuminate new issues for consideration and multi-
ple possible paths forward. Hopefully in the future, cho-
ral conductor-teachers are not afraid to traverse these 
paths. As Mr. Mullins, Jon’s choir teacher, said:

If  it’s not an issue for you yet, it will be. It’s not 
a matter of   if , it’s a matter of   when . So yes, we 
should be having these discussions and laying 
the groundwork  now  so that when you do have 
a trans student, you’re not wondering what the 
hell you’re supposed to do. 

As Graciela Slesaransky-Poe, Lisa Ruzzi, Connie Di-
medio, and Jeanne Stanley write: “Recognize how the 
work you are doing now will help other children in the 
future... You must be willing to spend the time and eff ort, 
and know you are making a diff erence.”38 
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