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Abstract

(Trans)formative Spaces: An Exploration of Identity, Policy, and Pedagogy in Trans and Gender
Expansive Choirs

Dillon Eli Beede

This qualitative study explored the tripartite themes of identity, policy, and pedagogy and
the ways in which they manifested and interacted within six trans and gender-expansive (TGX)
choirs. Situated within a sociopolitical climate marked by increasing visibility and contestation
of TGX identities in the United States, the study investigated how TGX choral spaces mediate
vocal and gender identity through policy and pedagogy. Using an organizational ethnographic
case-study design, the study utilized live and video-recorded observations, singer audio-
reflections, individual singer and director interviews, and singer and director focus groups to
explore TGX choirs. Grounded within a post-structuralist philosophical framing, largely
informed by the work of Deleuze and Guattari, the study embraced transgender theory and trans-
identity theory as theoretical frameworks. Additionally, bio-ecological systems theory was
adopted and adapted to study the dynamics of identity, policy, and pedagogy in the TGX choral
ecology.

The study reveals TGX choirs as dynamic choral ecologies which actively de/reconstruct
the cisgender and heteronormative ideologies of traditional choral practice. Findings illuminate
how vocal and gender identities are negotiated through what this study conceptualizes as identity
technologies. These pedagogical and policy practices shape how singers inhabit, narrate, and
perform identity within their ensemble contexts. The study further demonstrates the importance

of choral affinity spaces, like TGX choirs, for identity development of participants. The study



also revealed the unique ways in which TGX choirs develop policy structures grounded in a
relational ontology and with an ethics of care. These policies managed the choral infrastructure
as well as the organizations’ responsiveness to external pressures.

Pedagogical findings did not reveal novel technical approaches, rather, they revealed the
techniques which TGX choral directors utilized to (re)frame and de/(re)code traditional
pedagogical practices. Findings also underscore the inherent power wielded by TGX choral
directors and the ethics of care which guided their operations. Finally, community was identified
as an emergent theme and suggested that community within TGX choirs functioned not as a
secondary benefit to participation, but as a central mechanism to its operation.

As a result of the analysis process of this study an extension of the bio-ecological systems
theory model was developed. This toroidal model was created to account for the dynamic,
simultaneous interactions of identity, policy, pedagogy, and community in the TGX choral
ecology. Characterized by centripetal affective flows and centrifugal affective flows, the model
supports a more accurate representation of the multiple and simultaneous entanglements of the

themes throughout TGX choirs.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The United States is witnessing a significant shift toward conservatism, marked in large
part by a growing movement to challenge and restrict the rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals.
Recent conservative platforms, including the “Project 2025 series of proposals, signal an intent
to reshape policies and laws around gender, sexuality, and civil rights. This right-wing
resurgence places the identities, safety, and lives of queer persons in jeopardy, with their rights
increasingly under scrutiny; in the coming months and years, they are also likely to face
escalating legal and social challenges (Blum, 2025; Bowles, 2024; Saric, 2024). Relatedly, since
2020, there has been a concerning increase in divisive concepts laws in many states (Francois,
2025). Such laws are designed to “restrict the teaching, professional learning, and student
learning in K-12 schools and higher education regarding race, gender, sexuality, and U.S.
history” (National Association for Music Education [NafME], 2023).

One reason why legislators have enacted these laws is to respond to the growing number
of people identifying as trans and gender-expansive (TGX). A 2022 report from the University of
California, Los Angeles School of Law’s Williams Institute substantiated this trend, finding that
the number of individuals ages 13 to 24 who identify as transgender (either transmasculine,
transfeminine, or gender non-conforming) doubled in the U.S. between 2017 and 2020, going
from around 150,000 to 300,000 people (Ghorayshi, 2022). Many educators face challenges
addressing LGBTQIA+ topics under “normal” conditions, due to the lack of information and
preparation regarding LGBTQIA+-specific educational issues in teacher education programs

(Panetta, 2017). With a growing body of trans and gender-expansive students in schools across



the country, how can educators contend with restrictive policies while fostering inclusion? What
spaces will remain for LGBTQIA+ individuals in education?

Given the increase in LGBTQIA+ identities in the last decade—with Gen Z being the
queerest generation in history yet (Pappy, 2024) —it should come as little surprise that right-
wing conservative ideologies might rebuke queer persons and establish a staunch anti-
LGBTQIA+ agenda. It is crucial for educators, thus, to find ways to take a stand against
exclusionary policies. Bergonzi (2015) speaks to the necessity of critiquing educational systems
of heteronormativity and heterosexism:

Schooling not only reflects dominant discourses about identities, but constitutes them.

Systems of heteronormativity and heterosexism rely on the myths and misconceptions

surrounding gender-sexual diversity commonly found in schools. These views, when

allowed to persist, create and sustain hostile climates toward LGBT individuals and

families. (p. 223)

Musical spaces built around LGBTQIA+ identities, such as the Gay and Lesbian Association of
Choruses (GALA), play a critical role in fostering belonging and community. These are sites of
choral musicking centered specifically around LGBTQIA+ identities. Such ensembles—
including gay, lesbian, feminist, and TGX choruses—offer opportunities for both safety and
artistic expression in a frequently prejudiced world (MacLachlan, 2020).

In light of the current political tensions in the United States, creating and preserving
dedicated spaces for LGBTQIA+ individuals is essential. These environments support artistic
growth, education, and personal development, and—most importantly—provide a safe and
affirming community. Among the most vulnerable to harsh new right-wing policies are trans and

gender-expansive persons. TGX choral spaces may serve as a critical site for TGX identity



development and for the creation of TGX-focused pedagogy and policy. Further, I argue that
TGX choruses provide spaces for scholars to think more critically about the ways in which we
can divorce ourselves, and our epistemologies, from cisnormative and heteronormative
frameworks.

Background

There has been substantial growth in research at the intersection of vocal and choral
pedagogies and policy with trans identities (e.g., Aguirre, 2018; Cayari et al., 2021; Ferrari,
2021; Garrett & Palkki, 2021; Graham, 2018; Graham, 2022; Manternach, 2017; Manternach et
al., 2017; Miller, 2016; Palkki, 2017; Sauerland, 2018; Sauerland, 2022; Silveira & Goff, 2008;
Sims, 2017; Southerland, 2018). Despite this rapidly expanding body of literature, the typical
choir is not often oriented in a way that is inclusive to trans and gender-expansive (TGX)
singers. This exclusion is reflected in GLSEN’s 2021 National School Climate Survey, which
found “68.0 percent of LGBTQ+ students felt unsafe at school because of their SOGIE (sexual
orientation, gender identity and/or gender expression) characteristics” (p. 5). Additionally, 78.8
percent reported avoiding school functions due to discomfort, and 72.0 percent had heard
teachers or staff making negative remarks about gender expression.

For LGBTQIA+ students, hostile educational climates result in limited access to
formative experiences and increased marginalization. These young people are denied educational
opportunities, and are subjected to negativity and hate from the very people responsible for their
educational and personal growth. Meanwhile, the number of individuals who identify as
transgender has grown considerably within the age range of traditional secondary and post-
secondary students—yet our pedagogies and policies have not kept pace to make musical spaces

inclusive and affirming for trans persons (Aguirre, 2018). To address this shortfall, some



scholars have begun conducting research specifically focused on the experiences of TGX persons
in music education. The story of Rie, a transgender sixth-grader, illustrates the lived experience
of a transgender student as she negotiates her changing gender identity, and the role music and
music communities play in it (Nichols, 2013). Bartolome (2016), relatedly, details the
experiences of Melanie, a transwoman, as she completes her music education pre-service
program and the first two years of her teaching experience. Particular attention has been given to
the experience of TGX singers in traditional choral spaces (Aguirre, 2018; Cayari, 2019; Palkki,
2017); however, there remains a gap in the literature when it comes to the TGX choral space and
its singers.

The institution of music education, I believe, maintains both a conscious and unconscious
bias toward cisgender and heteronormative ways of thinking, which filter into the pedagogy and
policy of our musical spaces. This manifests in overt and covert ways; the gendered naming of
ensembles and gendered attire, the strict adherence to vocal-part identity structures, and the
continued use of gendered rehearsal language are just a few. Such practices, however, do not just
affect TGX singers within choirs—they affect cisgender singers with non-normative voices and
presentations, too. While researchers and educators may not have addressed these issues as
readily in the past, they urgently need to do so in our current choral spaces, especially as the
transgender and non-binary population continues to grow. What’s more, the current body of
research regarding trans and gender-expansive persons in choral music is oriented from the
perspectives and experiences found in the cis-dominant choral space. To date, there appears to be
a lack of scholarship explicitly exploring the experiences of singers and directors within trans

and gender-expansive choral ensembles, an absence this study seeks to address.



Problem Statement

Nascent research shows that while music teachers and directors are generally supportive
of trans singers (Silveira & Goff, 2016), they often lack adequate preparation to address their
TGX students’ needs (Aguirre, 2018). When considering choral environs, it is important to note
that directors serve not only as conductors, but more often than not also as the first—or only—
voice teacher for students in their ensembles. While there has been a meaningful increase in
scholarship surrounding TGX vocal pedagogy and choral policies for TGX singers in recent
years (e.g., Aguirre, 2018; Finch, 2019; Garrett & Palkki, 2021; Rastin, 2016; Southerland,
2018), there remains a gap in understanding when it comes to TGX ensembles, and a
considerable need to help educators learn how to apply principles of TGX vocal pedagogy within
the choral classroom. Further, there has been little exploration of the effect these ensembles can
have on TGX persons’ identity development. With the population of TGX individuals growing
amid a hostile legislative landscape, how will ensembles adapt to provide safe, affirming musical
spaces for trans and gender-expansive students? How can TGX choirs inform current policies
and shape future ones? In what ways can choirs serve as affirming spaces for TGX singers to
explore and develop their identities? What new approaches and adaptations should the choral
community consider in vocal and choral pedagogies for TGX and cisgender singers?

Purpose

The purpose of this research was to explore the tripartite themes of pedagogy, policy, and
identity within the context of trans and gender-expansive choral ensembles, and to further
unearth themes related to these concepts. The unique insights and stories that I gathered and
share here may also help to advance current scholarship and practice in TGX vocal and choral

pedagogies. It is my hope that a study examining such pedagogies utilized in trans and gender



expansive choral groups may yield new insight that could better inform current instructional
approaches for TGX singers within the context of cisgender-dominant ensembles. Furthermore, a
deeper understanding of the unique social and personal impact of trans choirs upon participants
may help in the formation and strengthening of such ensembles in the future.
Research Questions
This research was guided by the following three questions:
1. How does social-musical participation in trans and gender-expansive choirs
influence individual members’ identity development?
2. How might the unique policies at play in trans and gender-expansive ensembles
serve to support singers’ identity and vocal development?
3. What approaches to group voice-building do directors of trans and gender-
expansive choirs employ?
Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks
The approach to this study was grounded in a theoretical framework utilizing transgender
theory and trans-identity theory. These theories bring into focus the unique complexities of TGX
identities; their potential fluidities; and their complicated relationships to other theoretical
frameworks, such as feminism and queer theory. While TGX identities can find resonance in the
epistemological framings of feminist and queer scholars, I believe transgender theory and trans-
identity theory—with their specific focus on the intricate relationships among embodiment,
social interactions, and the psyche—are more ideal for this study. Further, the TGX choral space
was conceptualized within a bio-ecological systems model.

Transgender Theory



While there is significant overlap among feminist theory—particularly third-wave
feminism—queer theory, and transgender theory, their epistemological foundations diverge,
especially when it comes to addressing transgender and gender-expansive (TGX) identities. The
field of transgender studies developed alongside queer theory in the early 1990s (Stryker, 2006),
with the latter emerging from feminist theory (Jagose, 1996). However, trans scholars from the
late 1990s onwards (Prosser, 1998; Stryker, 2004) have critiqued queer theory’s appropriation of
trans experiences “in the construction of critical heuristics” (LeMaster & Stephenson, 2021, p.
192). Transgender theory, with its focus on lived experience, fluid embodiment, and self-
determination, more adequately addressed the complexities of TGX identities. In contexts such
as the choral space, where traditional gender binaries often dictate roles and participation,
transgender theory offered a more inclusive framework for integrating the diverse voices and
identities of TGX individuals.

Trans-Identity Theory

Trans-identity theory, as proposed by Nagoshi et al. (2014), expands upon the work of
Shotwell and Sangrey (2008), who proposed a “feminist relational model of selthood” (p. 58).
As Nagoshi and colleagues put forth:

In this model, as in transgender theory, embodiment is seen as an essential component of

the self. Shotwell and Sangrey also explicitly argue for the role of self-construction as a

narrative process and that this autonomous aspect of self exists in relation to and in

interactions with the social environment. (2014, p. 86-87)

Nagoshi et al. both extend Shotwell and Sangrey’s work and add a third, critical component to

their model: that of the autonomous self (p. 87). Thus, transgender identity exists in the constant,



dynamic interaction of the embodied self, the self that is constructed from social interactions, and
the autonomous self.

The embodied self, as explained by Nagoshi et al. (2014), is consistent with Shotwell and
Sangrey’s 2008 model: “There is an embodied aspect of the self that generates bodily
experiences, some of them undoubtedly unconscious, that really are essential for informing one’s
identity” (p. 87). Put differently, they view the body as a site of knowledge construction, undoing
Cartesian notions of mind-body dualism. This embodiment for the TGX singers in this study
might manifest in experiences of and associations with the voice, the act of singing, and its
interaction with gender identity. Therefore, trans-identity theory offered a more nuanced
approach to understanding TGX identities than other social-identity theories may have provided.
It accounted for the dynamic interactions among embodiment, social interactions, and the
autonomous self that can happen in the TGX choral space.

However, to fully understand how TGX identities and experiences unfold within choral
spaces, the interactions between individuals and the actors within those spaces must be analyzed.
This was where bio-ecological systems theory was constructive. By examining TGX choral
spaces through this lens, I was able to explore how the complex interplay of micro-, meso-, and
macro-level factors influenced identity, policy, and pedagogy. The multi-layered, interactional
nature of the bio-ecological systems model enabled me to analyze the ways in which
embodiment, social interactions, and the psyche interact to inform trans-identity development.
Bio-Ecological Systems Theory

First developed by Bronfenbrenner in the late 1970s, bio-ecological systems theory

proposes a layered view of various “ecosystems” that influence identity development. Also



referred to at times as develecology, this model places an emphasis on the relationship between
development and ecology:
Develecology is the study of the processes of development of organisms and their
changing relations with their environments, employing a combination of systematic and
longitudinal perspectives that include the mutual and reciprocal transactions of organism
and context. The focus of develecological analysis is transactional change in both the
context and the organism over time. (Shelton, 2019, p. 8)
While this model is commonly portrayed in the style of Russian nesting dolls or an onion, bio-
ecological systems theory is more complex than these analogies can appropriately illustrate.
These systems do not act and operate independently, as the prior analogies may lead one to think,
but are instead dynamic systems in constant interaction. Impulses of change from the inner- or
outermost systems radiate throughout the entire structure. The first of these systems is the
microsystem: the social structures nearest to the centralized individual (e.g., family, school, etc.).
Next is the mesosystem, consisting of the connections and interactions between microsystem
actors (e.g., parents/teachers, other friends, etc.). Further out is the exosystem: the larger social
structures that interact with the microsystem (e.g., parents’ jobs, community-based resources,
etc.). The outermost layer is the macrosystem, which includes cultural values, customs, laws, and
other practices (Hertler et al., 2018). Bio-ecological systems theory acknowledges the
bidirectional influence of systems on each other. In other words, the individual influences and
changes the system, while the system also influences and changes the individual (Shelton, 2019).
This conceptual model provided a framework with which to examine the ways that
identity, policy, and pedagogy operated and interacted across varied levels of social interactions

within TGX choirs. These included interactions most directly experienced by the TGX singer



(micro-level), and extended outward to national policies and generalized cultural beliefs (macro-
level). By examining the interplay of these different system levels, [ was able to further highlight
the extent to which no singular aspect of experience in a context affects identity development
(Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022).

Positionality

My personal interest in and work with the transgender voice began while I was serving as
a graduate assistant at Westminster Choir College. As part of my duties, I regularly chaperoned
prospective students about campus for various auditions and meetings. During the fall of 2012, I
accompanied a prospective student who was auditioning for the undergraduate musical theatre
program. The student before me presented as masculine, with a typical masculine hairstyle,
clothing, and name. I escorted them to their audition room and sat outside as I waited to take
them to their next destination. As I listened to several of their audition selections, I noticed that
they were all traditionally female roles. This was possibly the first time I had encountered a
transgender person in the music academy, and it set into motion my interest in and study of trans
voice.

The work of Adam Eli served as a guiding star for this study. In his book 7he New Queer
Conscience (2020), Eli outlines 10 guiding principles, emphasizing that, as persons existing
outside the perceived norms of society, queer individuals must do as much as we can to support
and uplift each other. Ultimately, these 10 core beliefs point to a singular idea: “Queer people
anywhere are responsible for queer people everywhere” (Eli, 2020, p. 28). I also invoked Mia
McKenzie’s admonishment of allies in her essay “No More Allies” (2014), endeavoring to not
work as an ally of, but rather to “operate in solidarity with,” trans and gender-expansive voices.

The distinction McKenzie draws between allyship and operating in solidarity is salient, as she
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defines the latter as involving “what a person is doing in the moment” (p. 139). Further, “It does
not give credit for past acts of solidarity without regard for current behavior. It does not assume
future acts of solidarity. It speaks only to the actions of the present” (p. 139).

As a cisgender, queer, white male, I am frequently afforded greater privilege and
advantage than many other queer individuals. Unlike the TGX people in my life, I am allowed
somewhat more freedom and safety living in our current political and cultural climate. Therefore,
I have a responsibility to utilize my time and resources to lift the voices of trans and gender-
expansive singers. In this research, I aimed to act not as an outsider documenting TGX
experiences, but as a conduit amplifying their voices and perspectives. These stories belong to
the TGX individuals participating in the study, and my role was to represent their narratives
authentically while centering their agency.

Methodology

This qualitative study examined the ways in which pedagogy, policy, and identity operate
within trans and gender-expansive (TGX) choral ensembles. Central to this research was the
exploration of identity development and affirmation of TGX individuals in the TGX choral
setting. Further, the examination of pedagogy and policy frameworks was essential for bringing
to light the ways in which these spaces influence TGX identity. To explore these intersecting
phenomena, I utilized an organizational ethnographic case study—borrowing aspects from multi-
case study design and focused ethnography—to study the TGX choral space. The TGX chorus is
still a novel type of choral ensemble, having only existed since 2001, when the Transcendence
Gospel Choir was founded; thus, it deserves further exploration. Central to the ethnographic
portion of this study was the participation of three U.S.-based TGX choruses, representing

diverse geographic and cultural communities.

11



Organizational ethnography allowed for an in-depth examination of social and cultural
dynamics within organizations, such as TGX choirs. Hulst and Yanow (2012) advocate the
strengths of this approach for studying the complexity of organizations. As they describe, “Apart
from its ability to depict the liveliness of organizational life, organizational ethnography
promises to elucidate two aspects for which other methods, such as surveys, are less suitable: (1)
its ‘hidden’ dimensions, and (2) its actor-context relations” (p. 6). Adopting aspects of a multi-
case study (Halkias et al., 2022) further supported the inter-case analysis of TGX choral spaces,
which allowed for the identification of generalizable features found within all observed groups.
Knoblauch’s (2005) focused ethnography also informed the targeted and time-efficient approach
I used to study choruses across diverse geographic locations in the United States.

The study employed a sequential, three-phase data-collection strategy:

1. Live Observations: In-person and video observation of rehearsals to document

interactions and pedagogical practices.

2. Interviews: Individual interviews with singers and directors to explore personal

experiences, organizational policies, and pedagogical approaches.

3. Focus Groups: Group discussions with singers to identify shared experiences and

collective insights.
This study is uniquely positioned as one of the first to explore the TGX choral ecology. Its
findings may help to further advance the growth of TGX choruses as community choral spaces,
and to expand vocal and choral pedagogies to the benefit of TGX singers in cis-dominant choral
settings. More importantly, however, the study brings to light the importance of these ensembles
in the lives of TGX singers, and further grows the body of TGX research for the sake of TGX

musicians.
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Significance of Study

Trans and gender-expansive individuals represent a growing and increasingly visible
population within educational and community music settings, even as sociopolitical conditions in
the United States render their identities contested, and at times, legislatively targeted. Therefore,
music educators at all levels are more likely to encounter and work with TGX singers. In spite of
this, choral traditions remain rooted in historically gendered assumptions from cisnormative and
heteronormative ideologies. While scholarship has begun to address many aspects of TGX
singers’ experiences in musical contexts, there remains limited research examining the TGX
choral environ and how they are structured to support vocal and gender identity development.

This study is therefore significant because it investigates TGX choirs and the ways that
identity, pedagogy, and policy intersect and co-function in these spaces. It also seeks to further
reveal how these choral organizations address cisgender and heternormative choral ideologies to
support TGX identities. There are no known studies which examine specifically the TGX choral
ecology. This study is thus positioned to add to the body of research in support of TGX musical
identities. I also hope this research will continue to advance inclusive policies and pedagogies for

TGX individuals within music education writ large.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review

The current study aimed to examine the interrelated themes of identity, policy, and
pedagogy within trans and gender expansive (TGX) choral spaces. By investigating TGX choral
spaces, I sought to explore how identity formation, policy development, and pedagogical
practices differed from those found in cis-dominant choral spaces. To fully frame the research,
this chapter is organized into five sections: (a) an overview of gender and transgender theory; (b)
an examination of trans-identity theory; (c) an outline of bio-ecological systems theory; (d) an
overview of the DeleuzoGuattarian frameworks used in the analysis; and, finally, (e) a review of
the current literature at the intersection of identity, policy, and pedagogy for TGX persons.

To situate TGX identities, I begin by tracing the development of gender and gender
theory from the 20th century to contemporary transgender theory, which offers a more nuanced
lens to examine how gender operates in TGX choral spaces. Building upon this foundation, the
next section delves into trans-identity theory, which extends the social theories developed in the
latter half of the 20th century. While social identity theory (Tafjel, 1981) emphasizes the way
individuals’ identities are shaped by group memberships, trans-identity theory allows for a more
flexible understanding of how TGX individuals navigate and construct their identities. The third
section explores the complex ways gender identity and vocal identity intersect, particularly in the
choral setting. Traditional choral pedagogy often relies on cisgender norms of voice
classification, and on teaching approaches which are sometimes at odds with the gender identity
of TGX singers.

Next, I introduce the bio-ecological systems theory as a conceptual framework to analyze

the TGX choral space. This approach involves examining how multiple layers of environmental
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influence shape individual development; thus, it is useful in attaining a holistic view of how the
dynamic forces of a TGX chorus impact TGX individuals’ identities and experiences. It also
provides a lens through which identity, policy, and pedagogy can be examined as they intersect
within TGX choruses. Finally, I further ground the study by exploring extant and nascent
literature at the intersection of sex/gender and musical spaces through music education and
community music practices. By challenging the limitations of traditional cisnormative and
heteronormative choral practices, this research may offer insight into how more inclusive
pedagogies and policies can be developed for TGX singers: from TGX choral spaces, and by
TGX singers and directors.
Gender Theory

As will be explored throughout this research, the separation of sex (male/female) from
gender (masculine/feminine) is a complex matter. For clarity and to build common ground upon
which sex and gender can later be critiqued, I will first explore each individually here. Common
notions of sex prescribe a single, binarily constructed sexual assignment (male/female) at birth
(Berenbaum et al., 2008). Gender, on the other hand, is traditionally described as a socially
constructed identity that also exists within a binary framework (masculine/feminine) (Hines,
2004) and is “performed” (Butler, 1990; West & Zimmerman, 1987). Our modern conceptions of
gender and sex stem from the work of psychologist John Money and his colleagues at Johns
Hopkins University with intersex children and adults in the 1950s (Fausto-Sterling, 2012). Their
work with these individuals born with non-normative combinations of sex markers led Money to
conceptualize a layered model of sex and gender. Prior to birth, babies progress through five
layers of sex, each of which may or may not match. However, the intersection between sex and

gender happens near or at birth, when the baby undergoes gender socialization based on the
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perceptions of sex from external genital anatomy by adults surrounding them (Fausto-Sterling,
2012). It is during this time that many of these adults will impose their expectations of a yet-
unformed gender identity on the baby through gender fortification (Fausto-Sterling, 2012). This
often involves the foisting of gendered toys and clothing (boys wear blue, girls wear pink, etc.)
upon the child, thus placing gendered frameworks around them that gird gender formation. It is
thus that gender, a social construct, is assigned to a newborn through observation of external
genitalia (sex), and subsequently reified through gender fortification.

Money’s work established a clear designation between sex and gender, and begins to
allude to the social construction of gender; subsequent scholars further frame and stretch those
ideas. To better understand the tensions between the two, I further explore the ways in which
scholars have constructed gender, bent gender, and gone so far as to break traditional notions of
gender on the path to conceptualizing transgender theory.

Constructing Gender

While I have established a clinical grounding for understanding sex and gender, a further
exploration of the genesis and subsequent evolution of gender can make clearer the path to
transgender theory. As previously mentioned, Money introduced our 20th-century conception of
gender in the clinical and psychological setting (Money & Ehrhardt, 1972), which is used to
describe the societal roles associated with biological sex. In effect, Money separated the bodily
expression of sex, via external genitalia, with the social performance of what heteronormative
society may expect of individuals inhabiting particularly sexed bodies. It is, however, critical to
remember that Money’s work was focused on intersex persons, and specifically on bringing their
sex and gender into alignment within the gender binary (Butler, 2024). Therefore, Money

excluded transgender identities, and sought to align intersex identities with cisgender norms.
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If Money’s scholarship laid the foundation for a modern understanding of gender, it was
the work of West and Zimmerman (1987) that began to stretch its clinical grounding. In Doing
Gender, the two argue that gender is not simply an expression of biological sex. Rather,

the ‘doing’ of gender is undertaken by women and men whose competence as members

of society is hostage to its production. Doing gender involves a complex of socially

guided perceptual, interactional, and micropolitical activities that cast particular pursuits

as expressions of masculine and feminine ‘natures.’ (p. 126)

In other words, gender is a social process which individuals “do” through social interactions to
fulfill societal norms and expectations of male and female identities. Gender is not simply the
social extension of sex. Further, West and Zimmerman highlight how people perform gender
(not yet in the Butlerian sense) to meet societal frameworks and expectations, rather than
framing it in terms of individual decisions and expressions within the gender binary.

Bending Gender

In her book Gender Trouble (1990), Judith Butler upends the idea of gender as an
enactment of biological sex. Their theory of gender situates it as a performance separate from
West and Zimmerman’s sex categories, and further challenges the notion that sex itself is a stable
category. The performance of gender exists separately from the sex category; it is formed and
affirmed through interactions that inform the performer of the degree to which they are
portraying masculinity or femininity. In effect, Butler has “queered” gender in a way that enables
it to finally exist outside of the strict binary previously established.

Gender is further—and perhaps rather severely—disrupted in Jack Halberstam’s essay

“F2M: The Making of Female Masculinity” in Feminist Theory and the Body: A Reader (1999).
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There, Halberstam builds upon Butler’s discussion of gender performativity through an analysis
of the postmodern lesbian body. They state:
Gender fictions are fictions of a body taking its own shape, a cut up genre that mixes and
matches body parts, sexual acts, and postmodern articulations of the impossibility of
identity. Such fictions demand readers attuned to the variegated contours of desire. The
end of identity in this gender fiction does not mean a limitless and boundless shifting of
positions and forms, rather it indicates the futility of stretching terms like leshian or gay
or straight or male or female across vast fields of experience, behavior, and self
understanding. It further hints at the inevitable exclusivity of any claim for identity and
refuses the respectability of being named, identified, known. (p. 125)
In the path of gender-spectrum expansion, challenges to traditional social notions and identities
of gay, lesbian, straight, male, and female are problematized. Within this expansion, how might a
trans-masc former lesbian now attracted to men identify, and on whose terms is that
identification grounded? Halberstam alludes to a break from the gender, sex, and sexuality
systems, and to a movement toward acknowledging the limitless intersections and fluidities of
gender and sexual identities.
Breaking Gender
Ekins and King (1999) attempted to frame the varied manifestations of transgender
identities, some of which serve to reinforce the gender binary. They identified four narratives
corresponding with different types of transgender individuals: migration, oscillation, negation,
and transcendence (Diamond et al., 2011). In the migration and oscillation narratives,
transgender identities are able to exist within and further reinforce the gender binary. Migratory

narratives undergo a permanent move from one gender to the other, while oscillatory transgender
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narratives vacillate between masculine and feminine identities. More specifically, “it is the very
difference between male and female ‘sides’ of the border that provides the energy, dynamism,
and motivation underlying ‘border crossing’” (Diamond et al., 2011, p. 636).

Conversely, transgender narratives that seek to demolish the gender binary are described
as negative or transcendent. Negation narratives seek to erase all markers and indicators of
gender to create an ambiguous gender identity. For their part, transcendence narratives attempt to
“undo gender” for reasons that are politically motivated, and which serve to question the social
and political bases for gender. Thus, these narratives from Ekins and King (1999) bring light to
the ways in which transgender identities interact with and challenge the gender binary. It is the
negation and transcendence narratives that ultimately break the gender binary as established
earlier by Money and his colleagues.

As I have laid out, there are many challenges when it comes to fully encompassing the
complexity that is human sex and gender. Given these difficulties, how do music educators and
practitioners address musical traditions that are highly gendered? Can traditional theoretical
frameworks, such as feminist or queer theory, appropriately address this multitude of sex and
gender identities? As these complexities are further considered within the frameworks of
feminist and queer theory, they often challenge the bases upon which these theoretical
frameworks are grounded. Below, I subsequently explore transgender theory as it resonates and
grapples with feminist and queer theory.

Transgender Theory

While there is significant overlap between feminist theory (particularly third-wave

feminism), queer theory, and transgender theory, their epistemological foundations diverge,

especially when it comes to addressing transgender and gender-expansive (TGX) identities.
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Transgender studies developed alongside queer theory in the early 1990s (Stryker, 2006), with
the latter emerging from feminist theory (Jagose, 1996). However, trans scholars from the late
1990s onwards (Prosser, 1998; Stryker, 2004) have critiqued queer theory’s appropriation of
trans experiences “in the construction of critical heuristics” (LeMaster & Stephenson, 2021).
LeMaster and Stephenson more clearly describe this issue:
For instance, in the queer (cissexist) theoretical imagination, the desire for sex and gender
transition, including hormones and/or surgery, can be misunderstood as succumbing to a
performance (read: fake) gender structure. In this framing, the trans(sexual) subject is
understood as being duped into perpetuating their own hegemonic oppression (they
become the Gender Regressor) and are thus critiqued for failing to meet the queer
standard of pure transgression—as if transition is not a laborious, transgressive human act
and experience! (p. 192)
What LeMaster and Stephenson problematize here is that queer theory has sometimes
misinterpreted the desire for sex and gender transition, including the use of hormones or surgery,
as simply reinforcing binary, “fake” gender structures. Thus, trans individuals were—and at
times continue to be—viewed as complicit in perpetuating their own oppression by adhering to
gender norms, and in doing so failing to meet queer theory’s ideal of radical transgression
(LeMaster & Stephenson, 2021). This critique highlights the tension between queer theory’s
deconstruction of categories and the lived realities of transgender individuals. For many trans
people, transition represents a deeply embodied and transgressive act that challenges, rather than
reinforces, societal norms about gender. Other transgender scholars, such as Monro (2000) and
Roen (2001), emphasize the necessity of addressing the embodied aspects of trans identities,

which queer theory’s abstraction of gender categories often overlooks.
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Feminist theory, while critiquing gender essentialism, remains grounded in a binary
understanding of gender, which creates friction with the fluid identities of TGX individuals
(Tong & Botts, 2018). Similarly, queer theory’s focus on destabilizing gender and sexual
categories (Jagose, 1996) presents an existential challenge for TGX individuals who seek
recognition and rights within and across the binary structures. For many TGX people, stable
identity categories are crucial for social and legal recognition, and queer theory’s rejection of
these classifications can inadvertently delegitimize their experiences.

Transgender theory, with its focus on lived experience, fluid embodiment, and self-
determination, more adequately addresses the complexities of TGX identities. In contexts such as
the choral space, where traditional gender binaries often dictate roles and participation,
transgender theory offers a more inclusive framework for integrating the diverse voices and
identities of TGX individuals. As I will explore next, trans-identity theory, as developed by
Nagoshi et al. (2014), refines earlier models of identity development through the lens of
transgender theory.

Trans-Identity Theory

Building upon the foundations of gender theory and transgender theory, trans-identity
theory brings into sharp focus the theoretical framing of trans and gender-expansive identities in
TGX choral spaces. Money and his colleagues sought to bring intersex persons into conformity
with dominant gender binaries through surgery, mutilation, and forced gender assimilation.
Butler, Halberstam, and their contemporaries pushed back against the dominance of the gender
binary within which Money’s work was bound, removing gender exclusively from the bodily
experience and considering more deeply the psyche and its relation to gender. Transgender

theorists in many ways bring together the embodied and psychological aspect of gender identity.
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This leads to my final theoretical framework, trans-identity theory, which summarizes the ways
in which embodiment, social experiences, and the psyche coalesce in forming the trans identity.

Trans-identity theory, as proposed by Nagoshi et al. (2014), expands upon the work of
Shotwell and Sangrey (2008), who propose a “feminist relational model of selfhood” (p. 58).
Nagoshi et al. thus explain:

In this model, as in transgender theory, embodiment is seen as an essential component of

the self. Shotwell and Sangrey also explicitly argue for the role of self-construction as a

narrative process and that this autonomous aspect of self exists in relation to and in

interactions with the social environment. (2014, pp. 86-87)

Nagoshi and her colleagues extend Shotwell and Sangrey’s work and add to it a third, critical
component: the autonomous self (p. 87). Thus, transgender identity exists in a constant, dynamic
interaction between the embodied self, the self constructed from social interactions, and the
autonomous self.

The embodied self, as explained by Nagoshi et al. (2014), is consistent with Shotwell and
Sangrey’s 2008 model. As they describe, “There is an embodied aspect of the self that generates
bodily experiences, some of them undoubtedly unconscious, that really are essential for
informing one’s identity” (p. 87). Put differently, they view the body as a site of knowledge
construction, undoing Cartesian notions of mind-body dualism. This embodiment for TGX
singers manifests primarily in experiences of and associations with the voice and its interaction
with gender identity.

Nagoshi et al.’s description of the socially constructed self remains consistent with
Shotwell and Sangrey, echoing the “performativity” of queer theory. The socially constructed

self is developed from lived experiences and navigation of identity with social spaces. For TGX
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singers, this may manifest in how traditional choral settings impose gendered expectations and
create tensions between expressions of gender and expressions of vocal identity.

Finally, the autonomous self is unique to Nagoshi et al.’s trans-identity theory. The
autonomous self refers to the agency TGX individuals have in constructing or restructuring their
identity. It is understood “in terms of the narrative of one’s lived experiences that actively
integrates these [embodied, self-constructed, and socially constructed] aspects of identity” (p.
87). In the TGX choral space, the TGX singer should have the agency to decide how to align
their gender identity with the cisnormative traditions of choral practice.

As explored here, trans-identity theory offers a more nuanced approach to understanding
TGX identities than may be offered by other social-identity theories. It accounts for the dynamic
interaction among embodiment, social interactions, and the autonomous self that can happen in
the TGX choral space. However, to fully understand how TGX identities and experiences
unfolded in these environments, the interactions between individuals and the actors within them
were analyzed. This was where bio-ecological systems theory supported the analysis. By
examining TGX choral spaces through this lens, I examined how identity, policy, and pedagogy
were influenced by the complex interplay of micro-, meso-, and macro-level factors. The multi-
layered, interactional nature of the bio-ecological systems model enabled analysis of the ways in
which embodiment, social interactions, and the psyche interacted to inform trans-identity
development. The next section outlines how this theoretical framework can provide a
comprehensive understanding of these dynamics.

Bio-Ecological Systems Theory
As this study examined the tripartite themes of identity, policy, and pedagogy in the

specific TGX choral space, a conceptual framework which allowed for the analysis of social
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systems, and their influence on individuals, was essential. Therefore, I adopted and adapted bio-
ecological systems theory to that end. The interactions between system levels helped to highlight
the extent to which no singular aspect of experience in a context affects identity development
(Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022).

First developed by Bronfenbrenner in the late 1970s, bio-ecological systems theory
utilizes a macroscopic view of various “ecosystems” that influence identity development. Also
referred to as develecology, it emphasizes the relationship between development and ecology:

Develecology is the study of the processes of development of organisms and their

changing relations with their environments, employing a combination of systematic and

longitudinal perspectives that include the mutual and reciprocal transactions of organism
and context. The focus of develecological analysis is transactional change in both the

context and the organism over time. (Shelton, 2019, p. 8)

This theoretic approach acknowledges the bidirectional impact of systems. In other words, the
individual influences and changes the system, while the system also influences and changes the
individual (Shelton, 2019).

While bio-ecological systems theory is commonly portrayed in the style of Russian
nesting dolls or a multi-layered onion, both analogies fall short when it comes to depicting the
theory’s complexity. These systems do not act and operate independently, as the prior metaphors
may lead one to think; rather, they are dynamic and in constant interaction. Impulses of change
from the inner- or outermost systems radiate throughout the entire structure. The first system,
beginning with the centralized individual, is the microsystem: the social structures nearest the
individual (e.g., family, school, etc.). Next is the mesosystem, consisting of the connections and

interactions between microsystem actors (e.g., parents/teachers, other friends, etc.). Further out is
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the exosystem: the larger social systems that interact with the microsystem (e.g., parents’ jobs,
community-based resources, etc.). The outermost layer is the macrosystem, which includes
cultural values, customs, laws, and other practices (Hertler et al., 2018).
Choral Spaces as Ecological Systems
The adapted model for this study framed the developing TGX singer within the context of
a TGX choral ensemble. At the center of this modified system is the TGX singer, followed by
layers of varied social construction. The microsystem is occupied by interactions with immediate
actors of the trans and gender-expansive chorus; such as other singers, the director, and
administrators. Next, the mesosystem involves exchanges with other chorus members, the
director, and administrators. Moving outward, subsequent systems—Ilike the exosystem and
macrosystem—play host to larger societal and institutional systems, which may not directly
interact with the TGX singer, but that still influence the broader cultural and policy environment.
Leu (2008) and Ilari (2018) highlight two ways in which bio-ecological systems theory
has been applied in music education contexts. Leu’s study of early childhood music education in
Taiwan illustrates the extent to which a bio-ecological systems approach accounts for multiple
layers of influence:
Factors in the micro-system level that influenced musical development of children
included adult perception of children, child-adult interactions, Taiwanese family
structure, and the existing early childhood education system. The quality of child-parent-
teacher relationships in [the] mesosystem...had a noticeable impact on children’s musical
development. Exosystem, the next level, illustrated how insufficient early childhood

teacher training in music influenced children’s musical growth. The outermost level
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illustrated the educational policies and how the current practice affected Taiwanese

children’s musical learning. (p. 1)
Ilari’s 2018 study illuminates the importance of strong parental involvement in a child’s music
education. Using bio-ecological systems as a framing device, Ilari reveals how parent-teacher
interactions (a meso-level form of communication) affect children’s musical development. She
further advocates for “the inclusion of musical parenting as a subject of study in music teacher
education curricula and professional development™ (p. 1). As shown here, a bio-ecological
systems approach considers the multiple levels of interaction that directly influence a child’s
musical development. In similar ways, this study examined how these layers interact within the
TGX choral space, and how policy and pedagogy across these layers affected TGX identity.

Figure 1

Bio-Ecological Systems Model in TGX Choirs

Macrosystem
Local/state/national
government/societal views

Exosystem
Local
community/media/organization
partners

Mesosystem
(microsystem interactions)

Microsystem

Director/Ensemble/Organization
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The theoretical framework of trans-identity theory and the conceptual framework of bio-
ecological systems theory were thus enmeshed within this study, and allowed for the exploration
of the interconnected themes of identity, policy, and pedagogy. For its part, bio-ecological
systems theory emphasized the dynamic, reciprocal interactions between individuals and the
various social systems that shaped their development. By adapting this model for the TGX choral
context, the framework allowed for an analysis of how multiple social layers—from immediate
actors within the choir to broader cultural and institutional influences—interacted and impacted
the identity development, pedagogical experiences, and policy implementation specific to TGX
singers.

Lastly, in addition to the theoretical and conceptual frameworks I have explored, |
believe it is also essential to situate this research within a coherent philosophical framework
which shaped the forthcoming analysis. This follows the concern and emphasis on the need for
researchers “to think through the philosophical worldview assumptions that they bring to the
study, the research design that is related to the worldview, and the specific methods or
procedures of research that translate that approach into practice” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p.
5). What follows is an overview of selected concepts I employed, drawn from the work of French
post-structuralist philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari and the manner in which they
have been employed by other music education scholars.

Deleuze and Guattari

The present inquiry was grounded in a post-structuralist paradigm, which Williams
(2014) would characterize as,

a thorough disruption of our secure sense of meaning and reference in language, of our

understanding of our senses and of the arts, of our understanding of identity, of our sense
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of history and its role in the present, and our understanding of language as something free

of the work of the unconscious (p. 3).

As explored throughout this study, each of these elements was re-examined through the lens of
the trans and gender-expansive choral environment bringing to light different ways we might
reconsider our musical language, more deeply consider the interplay of music and identity, and
potentially disrupt our sonic biases. A post-structuralist approach encourages us to disrupt and
question our assumptions about identity, what we value in the musical arts, and how we structure
power. As Williams puts it, “Poststructuralism is not against this and for that—once and for all.
It is for the affirmation of an inexhaustible productive power of limits. It is for the resulting
positive disruption of settled oppositions” (p. 4). To support this post-structuralist approach, I
adopted a philosophical framework aligned with the thinking of Gilles Deleuze and his frequent
co-author Felix Guattari.

A Thousand Plateaus (1987), a collaboration which played a central role in my work
here, represents Deleuze and Guattari’s ongoing challenge to “State philosophy;” that is, the
“representational thinking that has characterized Western metaphysics since Plato...” (p. xi) in
what they describe as an arborescent thinking model. Like the roots of trees, this type of thinking
follows a predictable, hierarchical order from the taproot to secondary then tertiary roots.
Instead, Deleuze and Guattari develop alternative ways of thinking and becoming, in what can be
described as “nomad thought.” In the translator’s forward, Massumi describes it thus,

Nomad thought does not immure itself in the edifice of an ordered interiority; it moves

freely in an element of exteriority. It does not repose on identity; it rides difference. It

does not respect the artificial division between the three domains of representation,
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subject, concept, and being; it replaces restrictive analogy with a conductivity that knows
no bounds. (1987, p. xii)
This “nomad thought” can be conceived then as an open system, what they describe as a “smooth
space” in which, “One can rise up at any point and move to any other” (1987, p. xiii). Engaging
with nomadic thinking invites a fluid, open-ended approach to knowledge generation; it is
conceived as knowledge generation in opposition to more structured and fixed approaches. It
also seems fitting this work is situated in a philosophic framing so directly influenced by music
as Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts of “smooth space”—a space with no fixed points or
boundaries— and “striated space”—the fixed thinking of the State—which permeate their
philosophy were inspired by the music theory writings of Pierre Boulez (1975). Massumi (1987)
suggests, “In fact, Deleuze and Guattari would probably be more inclined to call philosophy
music with content than music a rarefied form of philosophy” (p. xiii).
Throughout this study I take up various concepts from A Thousand Plateaus (1987) and
wield them to frame and craft my work. In a conversation with Foucault (1977), Deleuze states,
A theory is exactly like a box of tools. It has nothing to do with the signifier. It must be
useful. It must function. And not for itself. If no one uses it, beginning with the
theoretician himself (who then ceases to be a theoretician), then the theory is worthless or
the moment is inappropriate. We don’t revise a theory, but construct new ones; we have
no choice but to make others. (p. 208)
From Deleuze and Guattari’s tool box I utilize concepts and ideas such as becoming, rhizomes,
plateaus, intensities, and stratification.

Becoming
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Central to this work was their ontology of becoming, a way of thinking that exists on a
continuum. As they state in A Thousand Plateaus (1987),

A becoming is not a correspondence between relations. But neither is it a resemblance, an

imitation, or, at the limit, an identification. The whole structuralist critique of the series

seems irrefutable. To become is not to progress or regress along a series. Above all,

becoming does not occur in the imagination, even then the imagination reaches the

highest cosmic or dynamic level...Becoming produces nothing other than itself. (p. 237-

238)
Becoming for Deleuze and Guattari emphasizes process over its catalyst or its result, that is it is
non-teleological. They are breaking from the philosophical tradition bestowed to them from
Plato to Husserl and Heidegger. “We’re tired of trees. We should stop believing in trees, roots,
and radicles. They’ve made us suffer too much” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 15). Rather than
proliferating the arborescent model which had previously preoccupied philosophers, they
endeavor to generate a new way of conceptualizing the subject and its becoming. In light of this
DeleuzoGuattarian ontology of becoming, this study embraced a processual and non-hierarchical
approach that understands identity, policy, and pedagogy as co-constitutive dimensions of
emergent becomings within the TGX choral ecology.
Rhizome, Plateaus, and Intensities

In their introduction to A Thousand Plateaus (1987), Deleuze and Guattari lay the
foundation for how the reader should understand their thinking and subsequent reading of the
book via the rthizome. They call into question the reproduction of knowledge based on the tree-
like form which does not create new ideas, but propagates a stable, hierarchical organization.

Adkins (2015) elaborates,
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They want to write a new kind of book, not a book that reproduces what we already
know, but a book that creates something new and is itself something new. A book that
merely reproduces good sense and common sense reproduces the hoariest cliché for
thought itself, the tree. (p. 23)
In order to do so, they adopt the rhizome as a model. A rhizome is characterized by lateral root
growth like that found in potatoes, ginger, or Aspen trees, “Rhizomes do not propagate by way
of clearly delineated hierarchies but by underground stems in which any part may send additional
shoots upward, downward, or laterally” (Adkins, 2015, p. 23). This model resists hierarchical
ways of thinking instead focusing on “the middle” and connections rather than filiation.

As Deleuze and Guattari (1987) describe it, “A rhizome has no beginning or end; it is
always in the middle, between, things, interbeing, intermezzo,” and “the tree imposes the verb
‘to be,” but the fabric of the rhizome is the conjunction, ‘and...and...and...”” (p. 25). They lay
forth six principles which define their rhizomatic model: (a) principle of connection, (b) principle
of heterogeneity, (c) principle of multiplicity, (d) principle of asignifying rupture, (e) principle of
cartography, and (f) principle of decalcomania.

The first two principles, principle of connection and principle of heterogeneity, are
closely related. The principle of connection states that any point can connect with any other point
and should pursue new connections which are non-hierarchical. Next, the principle of
heterogeneity encourages these connections to be made between diverse and oftentimes
unrelated things. From these two principles come two important terms to understanding Deleuze
and Guattari’s thinking, “lines of flight” and “assemblage.” The connections made between
points are the lines of flight while the interconnection of the diverse, unrelated points are the

assemblages.
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The third principle is the principle of multiplicity, “a multiplicity has neither subject nor
object, only determinations, magnitudes, and dimensions that cannot increase in number with the
multiplicity changing in nature” (Deleuze & Guattari, p. 8). Essentially, this principle states that
nothing can be condensed into a single unity, there is no “one truth.” For example, a city could
be defined as a multiplicity, it is composed of heterogenous, overlapping elements (cultures,
peoples, histories, etc.) that cannot be reduced to a single thing. This principle further
emphasizes the interrelatedness of knowledge and ideas. Further building upon this
interrelatedness, the fourth principle (principle of asignifying rupture) states, “a rhizome may be
broken, shattered at a given spot, but it will start up again on one of its old lines, or on new lines”
(p- 9). In other words, the multiplicitous nature of the rhizome resists the trappings of an
arborescent model because there are multiple connections across and within the rhizome. While
the arborescent model seeks to reduce and collect constituent parts towards a single end this is
also its weakness. A rupture or break in the arboriform line leads to the destruction of the whole.
Alternatively, the strength of the rhizome is in its ability to maintain and reform connections
because of the principle of multiplicity.

Finally, Deleuze and Guattari present their last two principles of their rthizomatic
thinking, the principle of cartography and the principle of decalcomania. These principles serve
to illustrate the way in which the rhizomatic model produces new knowledge while traditional,
arborescent, hierarchical forms produce tracings. As Adkins (2015) states, “Cartography is the
creation of a rhizome or ‘mapping.’ This is strictly opposed to decalcomania, which reproduces
trees everywhere and out of everything. Deleuze and Guattari refer to this as ‘tracing’ (p. 29).
Essentially, Deleuze and Guattari argue that traditional formations of knowledge based on tree-

like forms merely reproduce knowledge and encourage homogeneity. The non-hierarchical and
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non-linear connection of heterogenous elements within the rhizomatic model leads to the
production of new knowledge.

The non-linear and non-hierarchical approach of 4 Thousand Plateaus is not without
some form of organizing framework, “we are writing this book as a rhizome. It is composed of
plateaus” (p. 22). Each section, what we might traditionally think of as “chapters,” represents a
“continuous, self-vibrating region of intensities whose development avoids any orientation
toward a culmination point or external end” (p. 22). The intensities are what Boundas (2010)
described as, “virtual yet real events whose mode of existence is to actualise themselves in states
of affairs” (p. 134). Read together, the concepts of rhizome, plateau, and intensity describe how
becoming is organized. The rhizome names the non-linear networks of relation through which
elements connect. Plateaus represent zones of relational activity within the rhizomatic network.
The intensities are the affective and material forces that continually transform these relations. For
this study, these DeleuzoGuattarian concepts framed my exploration of identity, policy, and
pedagogy in TGX choral spaces.

Stratification

Another tool which I adopted during the analysis portion of this study was Deleuze and
Guattari’s stratification concept. Stratification might be thought of as a “snapshot” in becoming,
moments of temporary stability before re-embarking upon becoming. Deleuze and Guattari point
toward the contributions of Darwin in framing this concept,

Darwinism’s two fundamental contributions move in the direction of a science of

multiplicities: the substitution of populations for types, and the substitution of rates or

differential relations for degrees. These are nomadic contributions with shifting
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boundaries determined by populations or variations of multiplicities, and with differential

coefficients or variations of relations. (p. 48-49)

In this, population is substituted for type, “Darwin does not see species as a fixed type, he sees a
species as a temporary and statistical aggregate of traits” (Adkins, p. 53). Stratification as
conceptualized by Deleuze and Guattari might then better be thought of as an organizing process
(Message, 2010) which layers matter and meaning into temporarily stable structures in an
ongoing process of becoming. Stratification as an analytical tool is useful in examining the ways
in which matter or energy undergoes a change from a flowing or unstable state to a stable one.
This organization or stratifying action is described as forming paired layers or double
articulations,

The first articulation chooses or deducts, from unstable particle-flows, metastable

molecular or quasi-molecular units (substances) upon which it imposes order of

connections and succession (forms). The second articulation establishes functional,
compact, stable structures (forms) and constructs the molar compounds in which these

structures are simultaneously actualized (substances). (p. 40-41)

Taken together, stratification offered a way of understanding how TGX choral spaces
temporarily stabilized fluid relations of voice, identity, policy, and pedagogy. In this study, the
use of stratification as an analytic tool made it possible to trace how TGX choirs simultaneously
reproduced, negotiated, and reworked inherited choral structures, thus illuminating the dynamic
interplay between stabilization and transformation.

Deleuze and Guattari & Music Education
The philosophical writings of Deleuze and Guattari have been previously explored in the

music education context by many scholars including Gould (2005; 2009; 2012), Jorgensen &
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Yob (2011), Lines (2013), Richerme (2013; 2018), and Yoo (2023; 2025) among others. Most
of these scholars take up aspects of Deleuze and/or Guattari’s work, in particular the rhizome, to
rethink music and music education. Jorgensen & Yob (2011) attempt to deconstruct A Thousand
Plateaus to determine “the merits of their ideas as a basis for a philosophy of music education”
(p. 1) and are rebutted by jagodzinski (2016). Considered together, these scholars fulfill the call
from Deleuze and Guattari (1987)

Write to the nth power, the n-1 power, write with slogans: Make rhizomes, not roots,

never plant! Don’t sow, grow offshoots! Don’t be one or multiple, be multiplicities! Run

lines, never plot a point! Speed turns the point into a line! Be quick, even when standing

still! (p. 24)
Becoming

The DeleuzoGuattarian concept of “becoming” figures prominently in the work of Gould
(2012) and Richerme (2018). Gould (2012) operationalizes the concept of becoming (becoming-
musician) as an alternative to the “State-oriented” approach to music and music education. In
this, Gould emphasizes the way in which Canadian and US models of music education function
as tools of social control and how “becoming-musician” can support a critically aware and
politically engaged music education. For Richerme (2018) the concept of becoming is utilized as
a tool in her cross-examination of Langer’s and Deleuze’s writings about the ontology of art.
Highlighting the development of the concept in Deleuze’s (and Guattari’s) writing, Richerme
posits “becoming-feeling” as different from having feelings in music education and that it, “may
distinguish artistic experiences from other human endeavors” (p. 20). For both authors,
“becoming” emphasizes processual change and growth in their respective areas of focus,

especially away from dominant or majority stances towards creating something new.
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Rhizomes

The non-hierarchichal and non-linear characteristic of the rhizomatic model has also been
adopted by music education scholars, particularly in contexts which challenge the predominance
or prioritization of the Western classical music tradition. Scholars also recognize it for its
creative potential in challenging arborescent forms of thinking which dominate music and
education contexts.

For Lines (2013), the rhizome can be utilized as “machines for change” by challenging
our “prevailing conceptions of music and education” (p. 23). Here he points to the siloing quality
of current music education systems which results in, “a very inward form of study that is
confined to the mastery of certain music-centered goals and objectives” (p. 25). This leads to a
kind of pedagogy that becomes machine-like and may develop a nihilistic quality in which the
artistic and creative values of the art are replaced with the functional and pragmatic. Lines turns
to rhizome as a way to rethink music education,"the rhizome provokes our preconceptions of
music education and stimulates new thinking about how it can be thought about and practiced. In
short, it is a “‘machine’ for thinking about change” (p. 23). The rhizome in this case is utilized as
a conceptual and mapping tool to challenge the arborescent model and encourage music
educators to pursue new and emergent ideas in its development.

In Yoo’s 2025 article, she utilizes a rhizomatic approach to reassess the ways in which
music is taught in schools. She proposes that “a rhizomatic approach can offer a way to
transcend the re-establishment of the Western classical tradition as the norm” (p. 20). Yoo
emphasizes the non-hierarchical aspects of rthizomatic thinking and its potential benefits to
advancing diversity and equity in music education. For Richerme (2013), the rhizome figures

prominently in her exploration of Deleuze and Guattari and proposal of a rhizomatic philosophy
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of music education. This philosophy involves the blending of three practices: (1) complicating;
(2) considering; and (3) connecting. Engaging these practices together,
...may allow music educators at all levels to continually reimagine themselves, their
students, their musicking, their educative practices, and evolving ways of being in the
world. By exploring these practices and questions, music educators can promote
flourishing in the lives of students and the experiences of their multiple communities. (p.
306)
Like Yoo (2023; 2025), Richerme taps into the creative potential of the rhizome. Where Yoo
emphasized the non-hierarchical aspects of rthizomatic thinking, Richerme emphasizes its
potential in thinking through multiplicities and thinking heterogenously. Each of these authors
offers a different manner in which to engage with the rhizome exactly as Deleuze and Guattari
had hoped.
Critique of Deleuze and Guattari
While several scholars have taken on aspects of Deleuze and Guattari, Jorgensen and Yob
(2011) engage a significant deconstruction of 4 Thousand Plateaus as foundation for a
philosophy of music education. They identify the concepts within Deleuze and Guattari’s work
as conceptually rich, but ultimately decide that they are not useful as a foundational philosophy
in music education. In their conclusionary paragraph they state,
We notice that Deleuze and Guattari expect few people to find their work particularly
helpful and they instruct their readers to take whatever portions of their work are useful
in the living of their own lives. Still, the work of music education has cultural and social

consequences for the conduct of public policy. Simply taking ideas uncritically a bit here
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and a bit there of whatever one likes or believes to be useful cannot satisfy, especially

when it is necessary to think and act collectively in the public sphere. (p. 28)

Though it is not the work of this study to address Jorgensen’s and Yob’s perspectives here, I do
sympathize with the response penned by jagodzinski (2016), “because of their dismissal of
Deleuze | Guattari, Jorgensen and Yob never do engage in any way as to what significance
Deleuze | Guattari’s work might have for music education. That is the true disappointment in all
of this” (p. 115).

In line with these scholars, I also adopted aspects of Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy in
my work with TGX choirs. In a similar and divergent manner, I took up the tools from the
DeleuzoGuattarian “toolbox” and heeded the call, “Don’t have just ideas, just have an idea
(Godard). Have short-term ideas. Make maps, not photos or drawings” (p. 25).

Identity, Policy, and Pedagogy

Since the trans and gender-expansive choral space is a relatively new phenomenon, the
literature focused on these spaces is almost non-existent. Given such limitations, this literature
review represents studies from fields like music education, vocal pedagogy, and community
music to help establish the knowledge base upon which my research will draw. As I articulated
earlier in this chapter, sex and gender are complex, multi-layered ideas; as a result of these
complications, there are numerous inconsistent, and at times confusing, uses of these terms
throughout the literature. For the purposes of my research, I will utilize the term 7GX, though the
cited studies may utilize terms such as transgender, transsexual, non-binary, and gender non-
conforming.

Socio-Musical Contexts and Identity
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As underscored within the following literature, socio-musical and socio-cultural contexts
play a significant role in identity development. At play within this research are three crucial
types of identity: (1) musical identity, (2) vocal identity, and (3) gender identity. Taken
individually, each of these identity fields is complex and has been deeply researched; however,
when all three are considered together, their complexities and relations become even richer. The
voice, central to this study, affects all three of the identity arenas, as the sounds produced
through singing and speaking become a signifier of identity for others. To more clearly define
these identities, I offer the following definitions: Musical identity focuses its attention on the
ways that music shapes self-understanding; these may include cultural and social dimensions,
musical roles, or emotional and cognitive connections to music (Ruud, 2017). Vocal identity
relates to the way a person perceives and presents their voice, a key element within both musical-
identity and gender-identity contexts (Sauerland, 2018). Finally, gender identity concerns an
individual’s self-conceptualization of gender or an absence of gender (Fausto-Sterling, 2012).
Closely related to gender identity is gender expression, which is the outward manifestation of
gender identity (Fausto-Sterling, 2012). Among TGX singers, these elements combine in
innumerable, nuanced manners. For some, vocal identity is not closely related to gender identity
or gender expression, so they may have a malleable musical identity. For others, though, vocal
identity, gender identity, and gender expression are closely linked, meaning that their
relationship with their musical identity may be more complex or challenging. The literature
discussed below begins to highlight the many ways in which socio-musical contexts affect
identity.

Socio-Musical Contexts

39



Echoing the trans-identity theory of Nagoshi et al. (2014) in many respects, Elliott and
Silverman (2017) postulate about why and how music-making contributes to numerous forms of
identity formation. Central to their thesis is a concept of “personhood,” which is woven together
“from a vast network of embodied, integrated, fluid, and enactive processes that enable and
power each person’s conscious awareness of his/herself, his/her multiple identities, and the
world(s) in which he/she lives” (p. 27). Looking beyond their gender-binary language, Elliot and
Silverman are referring to the intersubjective contexts found within musical spaces as sites of
identity co-construction:

We argue that musics—conceived and carried out ethically as social praxes—provide

powerful intersubjective contexts in which people of all ages and abilities can positively

co-construct each other’s musical—social—personal identities and narratives and, more

deeply, co-construct empathetically each other as persons. (2017, p. 29)

Elliott and Silverman build upon recent theoretical advancements in the philosophy of
mind, experimental philosophy, and neuroscience to explain that identities are not isolated or
fixed. Rather, they are fluid and ever-changing; a kind of “joint project” between the individual
and the social worlds in which they exist. Aligning with the socially centered, intersubjective
development of identity, Doyle (2022) explores and weaves together recent research highlighting
the importance of supportive social environments and relationships. Through a “social feedback
model of transgender identity,” Doyle emphasizes the interconnected aspects of individual
identity development and subsequent identity management, describing how they can lead to sites
of identity affirmation by others within socio-political settings. This model, in some respects,
brings together trans-identity theory with bio-ecological systems theory to highlight the

embodied self, the socially constructed self, and the autonomous self in socio-political contexts.
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Davidson and Faulkner (2012) chronicle the ways in which group singing practices interact with
socio-cultural contexts. Similar to Doyle, they found that musical and singer identities are
comprised of three components of self: (a) “the material self,” (b) “the social self,” and (c) “the
spiritual self.” Further, the two researchers identify the development of identity as an
intersubjective activity with many unfixed or changing personal elements.
Vocal Identity

The voice is a critical element in gender identity and communication. An extensive body
of research, primarily from the realm of speech language pathology and voice therapy, connects
vocal identity with gender identity. Pickering and Baker (2012) begin Adler et al.’s (2012)
clinical guide to TGX voice therapy with an extensive literature review laying out the field’s
development, from the earliest studies in the 1970s through those conducted in the 2010s (e.g.,
Bradley et al., 1978; Freidenberg, 2002; Gelfer, 1999; Oates & Dacakis, 1983; Oates & Dacakis,
1997). The critical connection between voice and gender identity is again highlighted in the
works of Palkki (2016), Sauerland (2022), and Garrett and Palkki (2021), who all situate this
relationship within contexts of music education. Palkki’s 2016 study revealed that some TGX
singers do maintain a strong connection between gender identity and vocal identity, while others
may not. As one participant put it, “I’m a girl and I’'m bass and I own that” (p. 137). Similarly,
Sauerland (2022) detailed the ways in which voice teachers in the studio setting assist voice
students as they balance vocal development with expectations of gender identity. Fisher (2020)
examined the ways in which transgender persons navigate identity in a gay men’s chorus,
highlighting the tensions that exist between vocal health, vocal identity, and gender identity for
TGX singers. For directors, too, it can be a challenge to balance the vocal needs of a TGX singer

with gender identity within cis-dominant choral practices.
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Welch (2017) closely examined the relationship between singing and vocal identity,
finding that many adults adopt “non-singer” identities due to trauma or negative experiences
during childhood related to singing; or due to a greater awareness of singing aptitude in
adulthood from published music recordings. Despite several studies that have shown otherwise,
many individuals prescribe to a bipartite view of singing identity: You either can sing, or you
cannot sing. Even without considerations of gender identity and transition, the relationship
between identity and voice is highly personal, and at times precarious, as explored next.

Transmasculine. Beyond the expected challenges that TGX people encounter,
transmasculine individuals often experience vocal changes when on hormone replacement
therapy (HRT), which can be complicated by age of transition and testosterone-dosing schedule.
Many individuals may begin HRT after vocal cartilages have ossified, in this case, as the vocal
folds are exposed to testosterone, they thicken; however, the larynx—a cartilaginous structure—
does not also grow. Early research on transmasculine vocal change (Constansis, 2008) described
a condition known as entrapment. Aware of this potential challenge, researcher Alexandros
Constansis adjusted his own hormone treatment to gradually expose his larynx and vocal folds to
testosterone, which was an uncommon practice at the time (Constansis, 2008).

Using his personal transition as a model, Constansis (2008) embarked on a one-year case
study involving seven other transmasculine participants. Among his findings, he observed that a
person’s age of transition can also affect potential issues of entrapment. All of Constansis’
research participants under the age of 40 who received a gradual administration of testosterone
showed improvement in range, as well as masculine-affirming vocal quality. In comparison,
those who were over 40 all experienced some entrapment issues, and the gains in their range

extension were smaller. Manternach et al. (2017) also explored the effects of transition age on
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range extension in their 2017 study, which features two transmasculine singers: one who began
their transition at age 50, and the other who did so at 20. The researchers observed that the older
singer showed less growth in range after three years of lessons compared to the younger singer
after two months of work.

Sims (2017) similarly addressed challenges with hormone dosage, entrapment, and range
extension in her work with Lucas, a transmasculine singer. Using the guidelines developed by
Constansis (2008), Lucas started with a minimal hormone dose. He followed a Classical voice
pedagogy approach typical for young tenors as he and Sims began to slowly build the
transitioning voice. After a year of work, Lucas had vocally transitioned from a traditionally

female voice to that of a reliable tenor range (B2-Ab4). Like Constansis, Lucas also experienced

frustration and significant physiological changes in his vocal mechanism as it changed under the
influence of masculinizing hormones.

However, a recent study by Fullerton & Romano (2025) challenges these notions of
entrapment and its permanence for transmasculine singers. They address several oversights with
the frequently propagated notion of entrapment:

1. In Constansis’ 2008 study, the assessment of the two participants’ voices was made after
only 1.5 years on HRT. Comparatively, the cisgender male puberty takes two to five
years and usually includes temporary vocal challenges.

2. Later in his 2008 article, Constansis acknowledges that after entrapment the voice
improved in nearly all cases, yet this finding is not deemed significant.

3. Constansis did not include triangulations of kinesthetic assessments or utilize additional

acoustic measures of participants’ voices.
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Considered together, Constansis’ 2008 study was valuable in beginning the conversation about
the changing transmasculine voice, but had long been cited as the only source on the topic. The
work of Agha and Hynes (2022), provide further insight into the experience of exogenous
testosterone use for transmasculine singers. Using their transition for the study, Agha worked
with Hynes for 36 months—six months pre-hormone therapy and 30 months during hormone
therapy—to track their vocal changes using the song “Simple Gifts” as a baseline measure every
six-to-eight weeks. Agha and Hynes' work details the vocal changes, including shifts in range,
timbre, and vocal fatigue throughout the process and do not cleanly mirror the work of
Constansis. For Fullerton and Romano (2025), their study revealed, “The symptoms of voice
distress for gender-diverse singers who use testosterone therapy seem to be impermanent,
rendering entrapment a false condition” (p. 42). In all cases of the aforementioned literature, the
importance of an empathic and knowledgeable voice teacher is crucial in supporting
transmasculine singers as they transition while on HRT. However, the effects of feminizing
hormones for transfeminine singers do not function in such a straightforward manner, as will be
addressed next.

Transfeminine. While transfeminine singers also face issues similar to those of their
transmasculine counterparts, their age of transition—due to hormone exposure and ossification
of laryngeal cartilages—often places a much more significant role in the success of their vocal
transition. As noted above, exposure to testosterone, such as during puberty or during a hormonal
transition, causes the vocal folds to thicken and elongate; this subsequently causes a drop in
vocal pitch and a darkening of timbre, both of which affect the vocal folds permanently (Garrett

& Palkki, 2021).
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Currently, transfeminine individuals have two options to aid in voice feminization: vocal
therapy and surgery. While voice feminization surgeries are well-documented and have been
shown to increase spoken fundamental frequency (Mastronikolis et al., 2013; Remacle et al.,
2009), research on the impact they have on voice professionals and singers is still inconclusive
(Sauerland, 2022). A growing body of literature on voice feminization has developed, with a
number of researchers having explored various non-invasive therapies to address vocal and
singing dysphoria (Beede, 2013; Carew et al., 2006; Dacakis, 2000; Gelfer & Tice, 2012; Gelfer
& Van Dong, 2012; Kozan, 2012; Sims, 2017). These therapies often include a regimen of vocal-
functioning exercises; for instance, Stemple Vocal Function Exercises (2006), which focus on
the warm-up, stretching, contracting, and power development of the laryngeal muscles. Some
regimens may also include singing vocalises utilizing glissandi, simple chromatic and diatonic
movement, and semi-occluded vocal tract (SOVT) exercises (Beede, 2013; Garret & Palkki,
2021; Kozan, 2012).

Policy

Through the lens of my conceptual framework, policy became a useful tool through
which group norms may be examined. Akin to bio-ecological systems, policy can operate at
different levels (micro-, meso-, exo-, and macrosystems), while also having qualities deemed
“hard” or “soft.” Jones (2009) first introduced the concept of hard and soft policies in music
education; later, Schmidt (2020) expanded further on it in his exploration of hidden policy. Hard
policies, according to Jones, include things such as governmental mandates and standards issued
by accreditation bodies, while soft policies are “based on collaboration (and co-optation)” (as
cited in Schmidt, 2020, p. 128). These may comprise “best practice” recommendations, sheet

music publications, or other professional music products. Schmidt (2020) goes further,
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considering the ways in which unspoken beliefs or unofficial practices may operate as hidden or
de facto policy. These may represent the long-standing traditions of choral music, grounded in a
heteronormative ideology, which continue to pervade TGX choral spaces.

When examining policy as it relates to TGX singers, the literature has explored such
considerations as environment, representation, attire, cisgender language, and repertoire. Much
of the early work addressing trans singers within the choral ensemble focuses on policy and
environment; specifically, how to create places in which trans singers are comfortable to explore,
practice, and perform their identity. Miller (2016) first used this environmental lens in her
research, chronicling her efforts to create a welcoming space for a trans singer in her choir. She
also provides 12 recommendations for fostering an inclusive environment for trans vocalists.
Graham (2018) proposes a gender-neutral pedagogy in the studio setting, though his
recommendations are broadly applicable to musical interactions with students. His article also
highlights the impact and importance of word choice in teaching spaces, and how the use of less
gender-laden language may better support singers of all gender identities. Challacombe (2025)
further supports Graham’s recommendation, highlighting the potential dysphoria TGX singers
may experience due to the gendered implications which accompany voice parts. Alternatively,
Challacombe (2025) acknowledges the gender euphoria that some singers may have when
identified as soprano, alto, tenor, or bass, and the gendered implications they carry.

Palkki and Caldwell (2018) echo many of these insights in their study utilizing data from
a large-scale cross-sectional survey of LGBTQ college students who were asked to reflect on
their experiences in middle- and high-school choirs. Coded themes the researchers identified
included: (a) The Power of Words; (b) Immersion in the Musical Experiences; (c) Places and

Religion; and (d) Transgender Students in the Classroom. While the codes were identified from a
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cross-sectional survey of LGBTQ college students, Palkki and Caldwell (2018) found that the
specific and unique needs of trans singers were so significant that they warranted a section of
their own in the study. Of significance in this area was the enduring use of cissexist language
these TGX students encountered. Palkki (2016) further addressed policy issues in an additional
study. While echoing the recommendations Miller (2016) offered, he more directly addresses the
ways in which school districts, high schools, choral programs, and external musical
organizations fall short at—and at times work against—creating spaces for trans students.
Representation of minority sexual and gender identities is crucial to supporting the

healthy growth and development of individuals who may identify in these categories. In their
studies, Southerland (2018) and Cayari et al. (2021) particularly highlight the importance of trans
representation and support. Southerland (2018) emphasizes the need for music curricula to
reflect the contributions of LGBTQIA+ musicians, composers, and performers. This can promote
positive identity development in sexual-minority students, while also fostering better opinions of
sexual-minority identities in students who are not of minority status. Cayari et al. (2021) fill an
important gap in the research on supporting trans students by sharing insights from trans
educators that their cisgender peers can use. The researchers’ five suggestions are as follows:

1. Learn about the trans community.

2. Inspect your language and biases.

3. Represent the diversity of trans people.

4. Promote healthy music-making and identity development.

5. Model allyship.
In this way, Cayari and colleagues acknowledge that context is critical in addressing these issues.

They suggest a compassionate approach and frequent conversations with trans musicians, along
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with making case-by-case adjustments as needed to help students feel supported and affirmed in
their identity development.

Studies examining the inclusion of LGBTQIA+ topics in music-teacher education
programs reveal further policy issues. Taylor et al. (2020), for instance, described how
LGBTQIA+ students in Texas-based music education programs felt welcomed within their
programs, but did not receive adequate pre-service training related to LGBTQIA+ topics. Several
studies (Allsup, 2016; Goodrich, 2020; Garrett & Spano, 2017; Palkki & Caldwell, 2018; Shane,
2020) support the findings from Taylor et al., highlighting the lack of a strong LGBTQIA+
curriculum for aspiring music teachers. Panetta (2021) further emphasizes the need for better
pre-service teacher training and better in-service professional development opportunities, using
data from the 2019 National School Climate Survey to advocate for greater inclusion.

As a researcher, my goal was to build on these previous studies by bringing to light the
issue of hidden policy and hidden curriculum within music education programs. Though teachers
remain generally positive towards LGBTQIA+ students, the continued disregard for the
incorporation of LGBTQIA+ topics and issues into curriculum and teacher preparation is
indicative of the covert dominance of cisgender and heteronormative ideologies. Martino et al.
(2022) further support this claim in their study, which revealed the discrepancy between policy
and practice and a decided “lack of commitment in addressing cisgenderist, cisnormative, and
cissexist systems” (p. 67).

This policy-related literature begins to frame the ways in which current music education
and choral practice falls short in being inclusive and welcoming of TGX musicians and singers.
If these practices stem from cisgendered, heteronormative traditions, how might a TGX choral

space create new opportunities to think differently about policy, practice, and norms in current
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choral practice? Building on that, the final section of this review explores some of the literature
related to pedagogical tools and methods that are important for TGX singers.
Pedagogy

In recent decades, vocal and choral pedagogies have taken some substantial steps to
address the unique needs of TGX singers. Traditional vocal models and methods, often
constructed within cisnormative and heteronormative paradigms, can pose significant challenges
to TGX singers’ gender and vocal identities, often leading to vocal dysphoria. Vocal dysphoria is
well documented in studies of speech-language pathology and trans voice studies (Conroy et al.,
2022; Constansis, 2008; Gelfer & Mordaunt, 2012; Kozan, 2012). During the past two decades,
researchers from other fields have also begun to address it more thoroughly in the context of
studio voice settings (Beede, 2013; Constansis, 2008; Sauerland, 2018; Sims, 2017). Research
from the realm of studio voice, with its one-on-one approach, can begin to help fill the current
gap (Constansis, 2008; Graham, 2023; Greer, 2022; Manternach et al., 2017; Sims, 2017).
However, while some studies conducted within the choral domain addresses the psychosocial
needs of singers (Hirner, 2022), this area of inquiry remains underdeveloped and warrants further
exploration.
Transmasculine

The work of Hearns and Kremer (2018) provides some of the earliest comprehensive
writing on the subject of TGX voice pedagogy. In their book, the researchers bring attention to
concerns such as chest binding, which may affect breathing (p. 74); mastectomy or top surgery,
which may affect posture and breathing (p. 80); and masculinizing hormone therapy (pp. 88-97).
During a masculinizing hormone transition, singers may experience a reduction in their singing

range, as well as an unwieldy or unpredictable voice that will undergo frequent changes and non-
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linear vocal development for the first year (p. 93). Echoing Constansis’ (2008) study on
masculinizing hormone therapy, Hearns and Kremer advise singers to develop and maintain
exceptional vocal health practices, and to continue the use of upper registers during transition to
help maintain elasticity in the voice (p. 94).

Writing extensively on the field of TGX vocal pedagogy, Sauerland (2022) utilized case
studies of transmasculine singers to identify key considerations for those teaching such vocalists.
These insights, which are easily transferable to the TGX choral setting, include:

1. Transitioning voices can become more easily fatigued (p. 140).
2. Asis typical during puberty for individuals assigned male at birth, a voice might
crack and sound raspy or breathy during vocal transition (p. 140).
3. Former treble range singers might be used to singing with a higher laryngeal
position. Exercises on [u] or [o] might foster a lowered larynx (p. 140).
4. Vocal exercises in the middle range (E3 to A3, below middle C) are a good
starting place (p. 140).
5. Some trans men might bind their torso to minimize chest size. Half-torso binders
could help encourage better abdominal breathing for singing (p. 140).
6. If a transgender man slouches, this might be to minimize his chest. Be cautious
when modifying a singer’s posture (p. 141).
Sauerland’s (2022) findings also support those of another TGX vocal scholar, Graham (2022,
2023), who has explored transmasculine vocal pedagogy at length. In his 2022 article, Graham
depicts the experience of transmasculine singers undergoing hormone replacement therapy,
along with issues related to its delivery methods, dosage, and effects on vocal transition.

Graham’s subsequent 2023 study echoes many of Sauerland’s (2022) recommendations outlined
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above, while also raising additional considerations for transmasculine singers; these include
onset, the importance of warm-ups and cool-downs, and an emphasis on function over sound.

Taken together, it is crucial for voice teachers and choral directors to be sensitive to the
vocal changes of transmasculine singers who may be undergoing masculinizing hormone
therapy. For instance, there may be a decrease in vocal stability as the vocal folds are exposed to
masculinizing hormones, accompanied by bouts of vocal edema and fatigue. Voice teachers and
directors should also be mindful of and sensitive to a transmasculine singer’s use of chest
binding and its effects on breathing. While there are aspects of the vocal change in
transmasculine persons that may be similar to those of adolescent males, Graham (2022) reminds
voice professionals that “the process differs in many respects when the transitioning singer
begins HRT once past the age of vocal maturation” (p. 187). Therefore, instructors and choral
directors should constantly seek out current research regarding transmasculine voice and singing
to best support their singers. Finally, they must move away from outdated master-apprentice
models and instead adopt a student-centered approach—what Sauerland (2022) describes as a
“companion-able-centered” model. Given the highly individual and personal nature of the voice,
teachers and directors should give space for transitioning singers to decide upon their own vocal
path and journey. As Garrett and Palkki (2021) remind vocal music educators, “The people that
we are teaching come before the subject and art of music.”
Transfeminine

Compared to transmasculine persons undergoing masculinizing HRT, the vocal-transition
options for transfeminine individuals in the feminizing HRT process are primarily focused on
functional interventions (Graham, 2022, p. 181). Studies have further found that voice

feminization surgery should also be approached with caution, as findings on the results from
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these procedures remain inconclusive (Sauerland, 2022). Several researchers have also offered
systematic approaches and analyses to teaching transfeminine voice. In her dissertation, Lessley
(2017) outlines a systemic approach to addressing transfeminine vocal needs, emphasizing
respiration, phonation, registration, articulation, and resonance. She further notes that the use of
semi-occluded vocal tract (SOVT) exercises, vocalises for cricothyroid development, separate
vocal register development, articulator relaxation exercises, and resonance-focused exercises
may support transfeminine singers in cultivating vocal characteristics aligned with their gender
identity.

Echoing Lessley (2017), Hearns and Kremer (2018) also recommend the use of exercises
to strengthen cricothyroid dominant production, along with bringing greater attention to breath
management and focusing on tension release at the base of the tongue (p. 112). Further, they note
that singers may wish to develop a brighter vocal quality, as this is often associated with a more
feminine tone. This can be achieved through a shortening and narrowing of the vocal tract, along
with vowel modification towards “high,” “forward,” and “bright” vowels such as [i], [e], or [a]
(Hearns & Kremer, 2018).

In addition to their work with transmasculine vocal pedagogy, Sauerland (2022) explored
the pedagogical needs associated with transfeminine voices in a case study. Their research also
highlights key considerations for instructors working with transfeminine singers, which can be
adopted or adapted for the choral space. These include:

1. Some transfeminine singers desire a voice that aligns to a soprano or alto range, but not

all do (p. 96).

2. Students who sing in the tenor, baritone, or bass range might want new vocal

nomenclature; traditional classification terms might incite dysphoria (p. 96).

52



3. When working with an adult transfeminine student in treble range, a good place to start is
with descending exercises in the middle (D4 to B4, above middle C) (p. 96).
4. HRT for trans women has little impact on the adult vocal folds, though some individuals
might notice a change with the vocal folds’ mucosal membrane (p. 97).
5. Hormone replacement therapy (including testosterone blockers) for adolescent trans
women, when administered at or before puberty, can inhibit the vocal folds from
developing through a testosterone-dominant puberty, allowing the voice to retain a treble
range.
6. HRT might cause mood swings; thus, supportive language and extra care might be
necessary (p. 97).
Collectively, the literature on transfeminine voice development emphasizes the technical changes
and the ethical responsibility essential in this kind of work. Unlike transmasculine singers,
transfeminine singers typically rely on functional and behavioral interventions rather than
hormonally driven physiological changes. This scholarship suggests that transfeminine vocal
pedagogy must integrate evidence-based technique with affirming language and relational care.
Repertoire

For TGX singers, the matter of gendered vocal literature remains a persistent issue
(Graham, 2019; Manternach, 2017; Manternach et al., 2017; Sauerland, 2018). Much of the
problem lies at the intersection between what is physiologically optimal for the student at that
moment in their transition, and the gendered language that pervades solo voice repertoire. In
many instances, and especially early in the vocal transition, the optimal vocal range for a student
predisposes much of the literature to be gendered in ways that may be in tension with or

contradictory to how individuals self-identify (Graham, 2019; Sauerland, 2018).
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It is also recommended that voice teachers critically examine the lyrics and narrative
perspective of any repertoire that they select for trans students (Graham, 2019; Sauerland, 2018).
Manternach et al. (2017) suggest that, in some cases, singers may not wish to vocally transition,
instead preferring to still sing repertoire which aligns with their gender identity. In such
instances, the researchers recommend that instructors work collaboratively with voice students to
identify songs that align with their gender identity. This is often achieved using art songs in the
Western Classical tradition, as they have been frequently transposed throughout history
(Manternach et al., 2017).

Ferrari (2021) further echoes these repertoire suggestions, while also exploring potential
selections for singers transitioning on testosterone. Utilizing five analysis components
(range/tessitura, registration, vowels and vowel sequence, respiration, and consonants/consonant
clusters), Ferrari outlines potential repertoire pieces for individuals with one to four months, five
to eight, and nine to 12 months of testosterone use. She also notes that transmasculine singers
undergoing vocal changes due to testosterone may need assistance in addressing modulating
tessitura, resonance changes, and perceptions of gender identity.

Not localized to the studio voice model, gendered repertoire also affects TGX singers in
the choral setting. Garrett and Palkki (2021) address this topic by offering strategies for directors
to utilize in addressing heteronormative and cisnormative texts. They further advise directors to
consider how cisnormative and heteronormative frameworks have shaped the composition of
music for mixed- and single-gendered ensembles. O’Toole (1998) first brought the issue of
gendered choral texts to the music education field’s attention. More recently, Challacombe

(2025) explored the matter within the TGX choral space in more depth:
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When repertoire contained heteronormative or cisgenderist language, facilitators and

choristers changed it to better represent the diversity of the ensemble. These adjustments

required creativity on the part of the facilitator, who adapted the lyrics in ways authentic

to the composer’s intention while honoring the diversity of the ensemble’s membership.

(p- 97)
Choral

Hirner (2022) shows that vocal line recombination—a new TGX choral methodology that
addresses specific vocal needs, including vocal dysphoria—can be of significant benefit to trans
singers, both physiologically and emotionally. Here, existing alto and tenor lines are recombined
to create an intermediate vocal line that better aligns with an individual’s gender identity and
vocal ability. This allows transmasculine voices to explore and perform in a lower part of their
range more closely aligned with the tenor line; for transfeminine voices to explore and perform
in the upper part of their range more closely aligned with the alto line; or for the creation of a
new line altogether that is not associated with either the alto or tenor line.

Conclusion

The theoretical and conceptual frameworks and literature reviewed here begin to delimit
this study, while also bringing into focus where current research has either supported or fallen
short for TGX singers. Trans-identity theory and bio-ecological systems theory were enmeshed
within this study so that identity, policy, and pedagogy could be critically explored within the
novel TGX choral space. Both transgender theory and trans-identity theory emphasized the
fluidity and complexity of sex and gender, while bio-ecological systems theory created a
framework for studying the effects of interactions within and among the microsystem,

mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. While TGX identities have been extensively
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explored in various contexts, they have not been considered in the TGX choral space, nor has the
way these environments may better address the distinct needs of these persons. Further, the TGX
choral space presents an as-yet unexplored area through which current vocal and choral

pedagogy and policy may be examined.
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Chapter 3

Methodology
The purpose of this study was to explore the tripartite themes of identity, policy, and

pedagogy within the trans and gender-expansive choral space. As an emergent type of choral
ensemble, TGX choirs present new, unique environments in which traditional notions of vocal
and choral pedagogy can be re-examined through a transgender theoretical lens. Therefore, a
deeper exploration of their policy and pedagogical frameworks, as well as the socio-musical
landscape and its influence on the identity development of individuals within these groups, was
warranted. More specifically, it provided a deeper and more nuanced understanding of these
choirs’ impact, and the complex educational and social outcomes they facilitate. The research
questions for this study were:
1. How does social-musical participation in trans and gender-expansive choirs
influence identity development of individual members?
2. How might the unique policies in trans and gender-expansive ensembles serve to
support the identity and vocal development of singers?
3. What approaches to group voice-building are used by directors of trans and
gender-expansive choirs?
This chapter details the methodological framework I utilized to address these questions. It
includes the following sections: (1) Rationale for Research Approach; (2) Research Design; (3)
Researcher as Instrument and Ethical Considerations; (4) Positionality and Reflexivity; (5)
Coding and Analysis; (6) Trustworthiness and Validity; and, (7) Summary.
Rationale for Research Approach
This study was grounded in a constructivist qualitative research tradition (Merriam &

Tisdell, 2016). It employed a blended ethnographic approach, which adopted principles from
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organizational ethnography, focused ethnography, and multi-case study design to address the
research questions. Building upon these theoretical frameworks, which hold that an individual’s
identity develops in social settings, I examined the tripartite themes of identity, policy, and
pedagogy within the TGX choral space through the lens of bio-ecological systems theory. To
that end, a methodological tradition like ethnography, which “...studies the shared patterns of
behaviors, language, and actions of an intact cultural group in a natural setting...” (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018, p. 13), was well suited for this study.
A Qualitative Framework

The stories and lived experiences of TGX singers and directors in TGX choral spaces
were significant to this investigation. A qualitative approach, according to Merriam and Tisdell
(2016), 1s fitting for researchers who “are interested in understanding how people interpret their
experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their
experiences” (p. 6). At the heart of this study was the goal of understanding the importance of
TGX choral spaces, and the ways in which they affect TGX identity; how policy is constructed
and enacted in these environments; and the pedagogy directors utilize to facilitate TGX
individuals’ healthy vocal production. The objectives of this context-specific research, my
exploration of constructed knowledge, and the development of vivid portraits and rich
descriptions further situated this investigation within the qualitative tradition (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016).

Building upon the qualitative nature of the study and my research goals, I chose to utilize
an organizational ethnographic method. An ethnographic lens facilitated my exploration of the
nuanced ways in which TGX singers and directors co-created spaces, navigated inter/intra-

personal challenges, adapted pedagogical techniques, and fostered inclusive practices. I further
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reinforced this approach by incorporating elements of focused ethnography and multiple-case
study frameworks, as explored below in greater detail.
Organizational Ethnography

To best situate and examine the themes of identity, policy, and pedagogy, I opted to
utilize an organizational ethnographic approach that borrows aspects from multi-case study and
focused ethnography. Hulst and Yanow (2012) emphasize the strengths of this method for
studying the complexity of organizations: “Apart from its ability to depict the liveliness of
organizational life, organizational ethnography promises to elucidate two aspects for which other
methods, such as surveys, are less suitable: (1) its “hidden’ dimensions, and (2) its actor-context
relations” (p. 6). Adopting aspects of multi-case study further supported the inter-case analysis of
TGX choral spaces, thus allowing for the identification of generalizable features found within
observed groups. Finally, focused ethnography facilitated the identification of critical aspects to
study within the ethnographic structure, and helped to address the challenges of engaging in
fieldwork with choruses across a broad geographic range. Next, I describe each of these
methodological traditions in more detail, along with their benefits for this study.
Organizational Ethnographic Case Study

As my goal was to examine the complex organizational and personal interactions of TGX
individuals in the context of TGX choral ensembles, I adopted and adapted an organizational
ethnographic case-study approach (Coté-Boileau et al., 2020). This method was well suited to
my research in that it provided for the exploration and collection of “contextualized multi-level
interactions [and] variations” and “timely, actionable [and] contextualized knowledge
production” from within the organizational system. Further, it facilitated an examination of “in-

depth closeness to competing organizational lives” and the “situated [and] shared reflexive
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experiences of multiple field workers” (Coté-Boileau et al., 2020, p. 9). Taken together, these all
connected to the bio-ecological systems approach by permitting the close study of level-specific
interactions and knowledge production, while also encouraging a macro-level contextualization

of these elements within the larger organizational system.

Further breaking down the components of my blended approach, organizational
ethnography allowed for an in-depth examination of organizations and their social structures,
while case study principles sought to explore a particular phenomenon. Neyland (2011)
highlights the utility of organizational ethnographic studies in creating:

a detailed, in-depth picture of a group, organization and its members can be developed;

the social, cultural, and political issues which other methods find intangible are at the

centre of analysis; ethnography is strongly participative, allowing for members of groups

to comment on the data and data gathering as it occurs (p. 3).

A definition of case study from Thomas (2011) helps to further elucidate this method:

Case studies are analyses of persons, events, decisions, periods, projects, policies

or other systems that are studied holistically by one or more methods. The case

that is the subject of the inquiry will be an instance of a class or phenomena that

provides an analytical frame—an object—within which the study is conducted

and which the case illuminates and explicates. (p. 513)

The TGX ensembles served as the objects of the study, through which I examined the subjects of
identity, policy, and pedagogy. By combining these approaches, I moved beyond a simple
examination of TGX ensemble environments and dynamics; or a disconnected examination of
identity, policy, and pedagogy. Instead, I considered how the object of TGX choral environments

interacted with the subjects of identity, policy, and pedagogy.

60



Focused Ethnography

This study was framed within an ethnographic tradition, which may bring into question
issues of field immersion. While time and immersion are undoubtedly important components of
engaging in ethnographic research, “the factor that unites all forms of ethnography is its focus on
human society and culture” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 29). Focused ethnography (Knoblauch,
2005) was helpful in further framing this investigation. Used increasingly in applied research,
focused ethnography differs from traditional ethnography in several ways, including its use of
short-term field visits, the use of recording equipment, a greater emphasis on the depth of data
collected, and its restriction to certain aspects of research fields. Knoblauch elaborates on the
method’s utility, noting that “focused ethnography...typically analyses structures and patterns of
interaction” (p. 11).

Conventional ethnographies study broad fields of culture, such as the LGBT choral
community, with research questions that often tend to be more general in nature. By contrast, a
focused ethnography approaches a focused field (e.g., the TGX choral environ) with the goal of
researching a more specific area (e.g., TGX experiences of identity, policy, and pedagogy.)
Focused ethnographies also address the issue of punctuated field immersion. More specifically:
“The short time period covered is compensated for by another type of intensity: focused
ethnographies are typically data intensive” (Knoblauch, 2005, p. 7). Thus, integrating
organizational ethnography and focused ethnography ensured a robust framework for examining
the complex interactions throughout the meetings of the participating trans and gender-expansive
choral ensembles.

Multiple-Case Study
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Building upon Thomas’s (2011) definition of case study, a multiple case-study approach
allowed for the identification of differences and similarities among cases (TGX choruses), thus
producing richer and more generalizable findings. Halkias et al. (2022) elaborate further on the
benefits of this method, suggesting that by “utilizing a multiple case study, the researcher can
contribute new perspectives and construct new realities based on openness to new phenomena,
the ability to avoid theoretical preconceptions, and opportunities to gain insights from collected
data” (p. 24). While a case study of a TGX chorus might be valuable, a multi-case study of six
TGX choruses in the United States brought this research closer to achieving maximum variation,
or heterogeneity. Further, the inter-case analysis of identity, policy, and pedagogy in TGX
choruses served to strengthen novel findings within each chorus.

In summary, this study blended organizational ethnography, multiple-case study, and
focused ethnography to account for and better explore the intersections of identity, policy, and
pedagogy within the TGX choral space—elements that are inherently situated within specific
organizational, social, and cultural contexts. The combined and overlapping strengths of
organizational ethnography and case study, further supported by aspects of focused ethnography,
helped to stabilize the data-collection process by allowing for the prioritization of observation
and units of analysis based on the guiding research questions (Coté-Boileau et al., 2020, p. 10).
Meanwhile, the use of organizational ethnography’s inductive analysis alongside case study’s
intricate inter/intra-case analysis helped to both expedite and deepen my data analysis, while also
improving credibility (Coté-Boileau et al., 2020). By further expanding the case-study
framework to incorporate ethnographies of several TGX choirs, it was possible to more clearly
study the significance of these spaces and their impacts on identity, policy, and pedagogy. This

blended method provided a unique opportunity to deeply explore the dynamic, multi-level
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interactions of TGX choruses, and the ways in which identity, policy, and pedagogy operate
dialogically within it.
Research Design

As this was an ethnographic study covering a vast geographic area—spanning from the
East Coast to the West Coast of the United States—my research involved fieldwork, interviews,
and analysis over a nine-month period. My goal was to capture the insights and experiences of
TGX singers and directors in TGX choral spaces, which have largely gone unstudied thus far.
This study was one of the first to specifically examine TGX vocalists’ experiences in TGX
choruses, the pedagogy of directors in these spaces, and the influence that the choirs can have on
individual singers’ identity. Identity, within the context of this study, was primarily considered
with regard to individuals’ trans and gender-expansive identity. Other identity constructs, such as
race, disability, or socioeconomic status, may intersect with the research, but were not the focus
of the current study. Further, the incorporation of the six U.S.-based TGX choruses (Table 1)
made this one of the first transnational investigations of TGX ensembles, offering a snapshot of
their early development and growth as well as their importance to the TGX community.
Table 1

Participant Choirs

Chorus Name Location Abbreviation

TRANScend Ambassadors New York City, New York TA

Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania TCP
Philadelphia

Trans Chorus of Los Angeles | Los Angeles, California TCLA
Seattle Trans and Non-binary | Seattle, Washington STANCE

Choral Experience

Phoenix Aurora, Colorado Phoenix
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New Voices Bay Area TIGQ [ San Francisco, California NVC
Chorus

TGX choirs have steadily grown in popularity since the founding of Transcendence
Gospel Choir, the first TGX ensemble, in 2001. At the writing of this study, approximately 12
TGX choirs exist or have recently existed in the United States, with more choirs coming into
existence every year, despite the political climate for TGX individuals in the United States. I
began by connecting with three of these ensembles—TRANScend Ambassadors, Transcendent
Choir of Philadelphia, and Trans Chorus of Los Angeles—to engage in observational studies. At
each site, I conducted both live and video-recorded observations through purposive sampling. I
then utilized convenience sampling to select two volunteer participants from the three observed
TGX choruses for individual singer interviews. Following that, I used expert sampling, a type of
purposive sampling in which participants are selected based on their expertise (Bhattacherjee,
2019), to interview the three directors of the observed TGX choruses, as well as the director of
Seattle Trans and Non-Binary Choral Experience (STANCE). Finally, I utilized convenience
sampling (singers) and total population sampling (directors) to field participants for three focus
groups. The first was composed of singer participants from observed and unobserved TGX
choirs, while the second and third focus groups included the directors of both observed and
unobserved TGX ensembles.

The progression of this data-collection process was multi-layered; therefore, each phase
included subphases, which supported expedited progression through the gathering of data as each
TGX chorus and the associated scheduling logistics allowed. For example, I was able to continue
into the second phase of my work with TRANScend Ambassadors while simultaneously entering

the first phase of my research with Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia. This approach allowed
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for better efficiency during data collection, while maintaining intra-case consistency among TGX
choruses.

It is also worth noting that this research was preceded by a pilot study, which helped to
inform its design. Here, I engaged with one TGX chorus over the course of five months,
conducting observations, individual singer interviews, and a singer focus group. My findings
from it illuminated the three themes that guided this study—identity, policy, and pedagogy—and
that served as a framework through which additional thematic insights were realized. Regarding
changes in design between the pilot study and the current investigation, my early
conceptualizations of the former involved individual interviews with TGX singers followed by
field observations. Discussions with the chorus director in the early stages of the pilot study,
however, steered me away from this approach, and reminded me of my subjectiveness as I
entered the TGX-exclusive space. This shift was thus reflected in the research design of this
study, and in my choice to place a significant emphasis on “Phase 0: Entering the Field.” Along
with the observations, I added short singer-audio reflections to provide “real-time” insight into
the TGX singers’ choral experience. I also chose to expand upon my interviews from the pilot
study by including conversations with TGX chorus directors, aiming to more directly address
questions of pedagogy and policy from their perspective. Finally, I expanded the focus groups;
while in the pilot they included only the members of a single chorus, in the current study they
involved representatives from multiple TGX choirs. I will now further elucidate each phase of
my research.

Phase 0: Entering the Field
Before my engagement with ensembles and participants in this study could begin, my

responsibility as an ethnographic researcher demanded that I ethically navigate my way to and

65



initiate my work with the TGX choruses. A common thread among texts focused on the
ethnographic tradition is the issue of “entering the field” (Dumont, 2023; Madison, 2005;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Neyland, 2011), or the way in which a researcher gains access to and
begins to build rapport with participants. In this context, gatekeepers—specifically, the directors
of TGX choruses—serve as crucial entry points into these spaces (Neyland, 2011). I initiated this
process by contacting the directors of seven U.S.-based TGX choruses to introduce myself, share
my background experience and knowledge, and describe my research goals. Of the ensembles |
contacted, six responded and expressed interest in participating in the study. In my discussions
with the directors of the three ensembles that I ultimately observed, I offered musical support—
leading warm ups for two of the observed ensembles—as well as any insights or expertise based
on my personal experience working with TGX singers and choirs, such as suggestions on
blending, vowel modification, tuning strategies, etc. Following these conversations, I distributed
informed consent forms to all of the potential participants for their review, and made myself
available to answer any questions they had before engaging in the study. This phase was a
crucial step in beginning to build rapport with all of the people who took part in my research,
particularly considering that they come from a marginalized community, and that this study
examines the deeply personal subject of identity.
Phase 1: Live Observation

As this study closely examined the social environment of TGX choral spaces, it was
appropriate for me to engage in firsthand observations during the data-collection process.
Marshall and Rossman (1989; as cited in Billups, 2022) provide a clear definition of and
justification for this method: “Observation is ‘the systematic description of events, behaviors,
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and artifacts in the social setting chosen for study’” (p. 79). These “events, behaviors, and
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artifacts” found in TGX choruses were rich sources of data that illuminated the ways in which
actors in these ensembles manifested identity, policy, and pedagogy. Observational data helped
further frame the ways in which singers and directors brought policy and pedagogy to life based
on their individual understandings. I conducted live observations during my first meetings with
the TRANScend Ambassadors, the Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia, and the Trans Chorus of
Los Angeles; here, my aim in doing so was to continue building the rapport necessary between
researcher and participants for the duration of the study. Within the ethnographic tradition, this
access and trust-building were crucial to the collection of rich, legitimate data (Geertz, 1973;
Luhrmann, 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

I conducted these live observations of three U.S.-based TGX choral ensembles in person,
acting as an overt participant observer (Ayton, 2023). My central goal in doing so was to draw
attention to the socio-musical dynamics at play within each observed TGX chorus. Key points of
observation included interactions between singers, interactions between the director(s) and
singers, and interactions with any ensemble members and third parties. I paid particular attention
to the varied manifestations of identity, policy, and pedagogy in each of these TGX choral
spaces. Critical to this portion of my research was the utilization of “thick, rich description”
(Creswell & Miller, 2000), which served to both add depth to the data and helped to ensure its
validity. I achieved this by using field notes and audio recordings, as are traditional in
observational methods. The dimensions of observation, as outlined by Spradley (1980), included
space, actor, activity, object, act, event, time, goal, and feeling. Each of these aspects helped to
more clearly situate the uniqueness of the TGX choral space, its actors, and the actions or
inactions within this organizational structure. By analyzing these dimensions, a clearer picture of

the underlying social framework and its influence upon identity, policy, and pedagogy emerged.
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Phase 1a: Video-Recorded Observations

Observational data collection continued beyond Phase 1 into Phase 1a, during which I
conducted participant-coordinated video recordings of TGX choral rehearsals. While some
researchers have criticized the use of video cameras in ethnography (Gregory, 2020), other
scholars have continued to advocate for it (Pink, 2014, 2015). Gregory (2020) offers the
following arguments against this approach:

1) the imperial gaze of the camera fosters a triangulation with participants and reproduces

a longstanding anthropological, albeit colonial, imperative (Schéuble, 2018); 2)

participant communication in front of a visual apparatus translates as performative

engagement and therefore challenges what constitutes as an “authentic moment”; 3) there

are ethical considerations that are produced when interdisciplinary scholarship does not

uphold the same methodological standards across disciplines. (pp. 1-2)
Here, Gregory presents critical points of reflection that are relevant to this study. To her first
argument, a video camera can indeed be intrusive, as it is dependent upon the group being
studied and the intentions of the researcher. Gregory herself conducted and then abandoned a
study focused on the experiences of Muslim persons in the Netherlands, in which she was aiming
to present intimate portraits of their daily lives through the use of video. For the purposes of my
research, I only examined the TGX choral setting. While this is a personal space of sorts, it is
also a largely communal environment—a place distinct from the majority of those where
Gregory filmed her participants.

To Gregory’s second point, any scholar engaging in observational practice in the
anthropological or ethnographic traditions has likely wrestled with the issue of what constitutes

an “authentic moment” (Harrison, 2014). However, many choruses are used to the camera’s gaze
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during their rehearsals, as these practice sessions are often recorded for later reference and for
chorus members who could not attend. The camera within this study, then, was less likely to
create effects of performative engagement than it might in other settings. Gregory’s final point is
most concerned with her balance between a video ethnography and a documentary approach. In
my research, I utilized the data collected via video for analysis, with permission from
participants, for contextualization in later data reporting.
Phase 1b: Singer Audio Reflections

A final form of data I collected during Phase 1 involved audio self-reflections from
singers. Billups (2022) is concise in her explanation of practice tools like these: “When soliciting
a participant’s reflection of any type, the researcher is asking that individual to review,
reconsider, process, clarify, or debrief an earlier conversation, interaction, or even a written
documentation of an experience” (p. 1). Through my theoretical and conceptual frameworks, I
posit that the socio-musical environment of TGX choirs affects the identity development of TGX
singers. Asking singers to engage in this reflective practice was one way to capture the emerging
understandings and interpretations of these interactions. To help facilitate the gathering of this
data from selected participants, I created an optional three-question guide that singers could use
to collect their thoughts on their experiences in rehearsals through the lenses of pedagogy,
policy, and identity.
Phase 2: Singer Interviews

Given the focus of the study, individual interview methods were utilized to collect
extensive, detailed information from the perspectives of TGX singers. In combination with the
other data collection methods, it further supported a holistic view of TGX identity, policy, and

pedagogy development (Billups, 2021). Semi-structured interviews of individual choir members,
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who did not participate in the singer's audio reflections, focused on the personal impact of the
TGX chorus and how the organization had impacted their trans-identity development.
Phase 2b: Director Interviews

In tandem with singer interviews, I also conducted semi-structured interviews with the
directors of the observed TGX choruses. My earlier observations served to inform the protocol
for these, in that I sought to focus on the pedagogical and policy frameworks directors use in
TGX choral spaces. Areas of exploration included the ways a director approaches leading a
technically diverse TGX choral ensemble; their work and experience with TGX voices;
challenges they face within the ensemble as well as outside of it; how they build community; and
distinguishing cultural norms and routines that may be unique to their ensemble. During this
portion of the data-collection process, I also conducted another interview with a director of one
of the unobserved TGX choirs, as she had recently taken on a new role as the group’s artistic
director. Her insight was significant because she accepted the artistic director role of an
established TGX chorus as President Trump took office for his second term. Therefore, she
provided a unique perspective into the dynamic TGX choral ecology and its adaptation to an
anti-TGX political regime.
Phase 3: Focus-Group Interviews

In the third phase of data collection, I conducted a series of focus-group interviews. One
of these groups focused on the experience of TGX singers, and was composed of singers from
both observed and unobserved choirs in the study. The second and third focus groups consisted
of directors of TGX choirs. Both of these focus groups were mixes of directors from observed

and unobserved choruses.
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As a data-collection method, a focus group provides a space in which people can

collectively explore their knowledge and experiences, while also considering how and why they

think in these ways (Kitzinger, 1995). My questions during these interviews focused on the

impact and importance of the TGX choral experience in identity development and affirmation,

while also exploring the ensemble organization (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2020). Given the

unique geographic and cultural settings of the six TGX ensembles in this study, the focus groups

also provided a space for participants to exchange their various perspectives and experiences

(Brinkmann, 2020).

In sum, this research employed a multi-phased approach to capture the complex

dynamics of the TGX choral space. By combining observations, interviews, and focus groups,

each stage built upon the prior one to generate a comprehensive, layered understanding of

identity, policy, and pedagogy. This sequential, yet flexible, design also ensured that findings

from one phase informed subsequent phases, fostering an in-depth and responsive examination.

The table below outlines the full research process.

Table 2

Study Research Design

Phase

Method

Explanation

Goals

0

Entering the
Field

I first connected with directors of
all six choruses to gauge interest in
participating in this study. After
initial contact, I sent an
informational video to directors to
distribute to their ensembles in
preparation for my live
observation. During this phase I
also welcomed the opportunity to
speak digitally with directors or
choruses about my research, and to
answer any questions they had

It was crucial to first establish
myself as a trustworthy
individual to the TGX choral
communities with which I
worked. Attaining permission
prior to field engagement was
key. Beginning to build rapport
was essential as well to
encourage open, honest sharing
during later phases of the
research.
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before agreeing to participate. This
was the point at which I distributed
informed consent forms to all
participants.

1 Live I engaged with three of the six I aimed to observe the socio-
Observation | TGX choruses during Phase 1. In | musical environment and the
keeping with the ethnographic ways in which identity, policy,
tradition, entry to the group was and pedagogy may be at work in
first attained from the chorus the TGX choral space.
director. This observation served
as an opportunity to develop
familiarity between observer and
participants. I conducted a total of
three live observations, gathering
approximately six hours’ worth of
data.
la Video Observational data collection was | My aim here was to continue
Observation | further supported by the use of observational research within the
video observations. The same three | TGX choral spaces, while also
TGX choruses from Phase 1 were | addressing geographic and
asked to submit video recordings scheduling issues. Further, the
of two additional rehearsals each. I | video observations provided a
conducted a total of six video- space in which participants were
recorded observations, gathering not “thrown off” by the addition
approximately 12 hours’ worth of | of an out-group observer (the
data. researcher).
1b Singer To further supplement the The singer's audio self-reflection
Audio Self- | observation protocol, I asked one | provided an opportunity to get
Reflection chorus member at each of the three | immediate singer feedback and
observed TGX choruses to record a | reflection on the TGX choral
10- to 15-minute self-reflection of | experience. The prompts
their rehearsal. These were provided asked singers to
prompt-guided. I collected a total | consider the ways in which they
of three audio-recorded reflections, | experienced policy, TGX
encompassing approximately 30 vocal/choral pedagogy, and
minutes’ worth of data. identity.
2 Singer Interviews with singers allowed me | Singer interviews allowed me to
Interviews to gain a clearer understanding of | gain insights from TGX singers

their experiences from their
perspectives. Two singers from
each of the three observed TGX
choruses were interviewed. Each

into their experiences of the TGX
chorus and the ways in which
they experience and engage with
identity, policy, and pedagogy in
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discussion lasted approximately 60
minutes. I conducted a total of six
singer interviews, gathering around
six hours’ worth of data.

these spaces. Particular attention
was paid to the theme of identity
in these interviews.

analysis, I conducted three focus
groups. The first two focus groups
were with directors of TGX choirs
for approximately 90 minutes.
Both of these focus groups were
mixed groupings of observed and
unobserved directors. The second
focus group was with TGX singers
from both observed and
unobserved choruses for
approximately 90 minutes.

2a Director Interviews with directors provided [ Director interviews allowed me
Interviews a clearer understanding of their to gain insight from TGX chorus
perspectives. I interviewed each directors into their conceptions of
director of the three observed TGX | identity, policy, and pedagogy in
choruses for approximately 60 TGX spaces. These interviews
minutes. I also interviewed a newly | explored both the directors’
appointed director for an perceptions of the themes of
unobserved TGX chorus because pedagogy and policy, as well as
of the unique insights of their new | follow up with questions
position. In total, I conducted five | generated during the
interviews, collecting about six observational data collection
hours’ worth of data. process.
3 Focus Following singer and director I conducted an initial analysis of
Groups interviews and their subsequent the data from the observations

and interviews, which informed
the design of the questions for the
focus groups. These sessions
provided an additional
opportunity for participants to
address the themes of identity,
policy, and pedagogy in the TGX
choral space, while also allowing
me to verify the analysis

findings.

Researcher as Instrument and Ethical Considerations

Qualitative research is unique in “that the researcher is the primary instrument for data

collection and analysis” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 16). In that vein, the ethics of the

researcher are paramount to gird the validity and reliability of a study (Creswell & Creswell,

2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Therefore, my critical self-engagement with ethical

considerations throughout this project—from design to data collection and analysis—was

essential.
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Russell and Barley (2020) highlight the inherent messiness of ethnographic
methodologies. Emerging from their critiques of colonialist and Cartesian frameworks in
research ethics, they put forth a counter-concept: intersubjectivity. In this framework, “the self
cannot be seen as pre-existing bounded consciousness, but rather is viewed as emerging from
discursive engagements with others” (p. 7). Knowledge is thus constructed via interactions,
rather than uncovered as an objective truth. Russell and Barley then expand upon the idea of
intersubjectivity, postulating that “ethics must be viewed as a process rather than a tick box
exercise that morphs with the research process” (p. 8). In approaching ethics as ongoing, rather
than a checklist procedure, I relied on three core principles of ethical research, as put forth by the
Canadian Tri-Council (2022), to guide my investigation:

1. Respect for Persons

2. Concern for Welfare

3. Justice
Grounded in these principles, O’Byrne and Holmes (2008) emphasize “...that investigators must
thoroughly analyze, on a case-by-case basis, the ethical consequences of undertaking such
research” (p. 156). All of these taken together required me, as a researcher, to constantly engage
in a self-reflective practice of acknowledging and addressing the inherent biases that I brought to
this exploration. One such example that arose during this study was related to the potential
undocumented status of participants and the need to protect them. On several occasions, |
contemplated redacting sections of the study that addressed that topic. I have engaged and
wrestled throughout the research process with my own (mis)conceptions of identity, policy, and

pedagogy that have framed my life and development. Russell and Barley’s concept of
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intersubjectivity further highlighted the need for me to be open to how this research would
change me individually in conducting it.

Given that the anthropological beginnings of ethnographic research were grounded in
colonialist and positivist epistemologies, it is also essential that researchers be aware of their
relative position as outsiders in ethnographic research, and in their approaches to the process.
Researchers must understand their work’s intent and impact. Further, issues of power dynamics
are also crucial to consider when engaging in any ethnographic research, as highlighted by
Foucault (O’Byrne & Holmes, 2008). This examination of marginality and power differentials
can be further informed by feminist ethnographic perspectives. In my research, I reflected
carefully upon the power relations at play within the research context, aiming to produce
research that served the TGX choral community and advanced support and change (Davis &
Craven, 2016).

With an awareness of these ethical frameworks and their ongoing development, this
research sought to engage trans and gender-expansive voices in a manner grounded in respect for
persons, concern for welfare, and championing justice. Finally, I also invoked Mia McKenzie’s
admonishment of allies in her essay “No More Allies” (2014) by endeavoring not to work as an
ally of, but rather to “operate in solidarity with” trans and gender-expansive voices. McKenzie’s
distinction between allyship and solidarity is salient, as the latter involves:

What a person is doing in the moment. It does not give credit for past acts of solidarity

without regard for current behavior. It does not assume future acts of solidarity. It speaks

only to the actions of the present. (p. 139)

Operating in solidarity with TGX choirs, singers, and directors meant that I had to be constantly

aware of how I approached this study. No research is ever free of inherent biases or false notions.
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In this vein, I now describe my positionality and reflexivity as they related to my research as a
first step toward addressing these issues.
Positionality and Reflexivity

My personal interest in and work with the transgender voice began while I was serving as
a graduate assistant at Westminster Choir College. As part of my duties, I regularly chaperoned
prospective students about campus for various auditions and meetings. During the fall of 2012, I
accompanied someone auditioning for the undergraduate musical theatre program. The student
before me presented as masculine, with a typical masculine hairstyle, clothing, and name. I
escorted them to their audition room and sat outside, waiting to take them to their next
destination. As I listened to several of their prepared selections, I noticed that they were all
traditionally female roles. This was my first possible encounter with a transgender person in the
music academy, and it sparked my long-term engagement with TGX voice studies. Numerous
questions arose: What are the vocal experiences of transitioning individuals? How can educators
adapt pedagogy to best work with these singers? How will the music academy address and adapt
its deeply traditionalist approaches to trans persons? In the following spring term, I enrolled in a
voice research course, and knew I would focus my studies on the transgender voice.

Concurrent to this newly discovered research interest, I myself was experiencing personal
identity confusion stemming from emotional and vocal trauma at the hands of my primary voice
instructor. In retrospect, there was a distinct, and yet shared, theme of searching, and I found
myself empathizing with the TGX individuals with whom I was working: searching for a
genuine voice; searching for a confirming identity; searching for individual authenticity. My
initial research in this area focused on the use of musical exercises in conjunction with Stemple

voice functioning exercises to assist transgender people in voice feminization. Upon completion,
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I taught voice lessons to cisgender and transgender individuals in classical and musical theatre
styles, as well as voice feminization and masculinization for TGX students. Since 2013, I have
worked with TGX people in both my private and collegiate voice studios, and have remained
engaged with the advancements in TGX vocal pedagogy.

The work of Adam Eli also informed my research. In his book 7he New Queer
Conscience (2020), Eli outlines 10 guiding principles, emphasizing that, as persons existing
outside the perceived norms of society, queer individuals must do as much as we can to support
and uplift each other. Ultimately, these 10 core beliefs point to a singular idea: “Queer people
anywhere are responsible for queer people everywhere” (Eli, 2020, p. 28). Three principles in
particular have guided my work with trans and gender-expansive singers. Principle four demands
that we “recognize that the playing field is not equal” (p. 37); principle five reminds us that “the
more privileged members of our society must rally behind the less privileged” (p. 41); and
principle eight states that “we have limited time and resources—let’s use them to lift each other
up” (p. 52). Eli’s ideas further align with Feinberg’s convictions, outlined in Transgender
Warriors (2005):

I believe this is the only nobility to which we should aspire—that is, to be the best

fighters against each other’s oppression, and in doing so, build links of solidarity and

trust that will forge an invincible movement against all forms of injustice and inequality.

(p. 91-92)

Feinberg’s words resonate more clearly with each passing day under the current American
political landscape. We currently face a regime that abducts and kills peaceful immigrants and
American citizens in the streets; that continues to propose and advance regulations to limit the

rights and safety of LGBTQIA+ individuals; that continues to alienate and isolate allies
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internationally. This is the backdrop against which I found myself, and against which this study
advanced.

As a cisgender, queer, white male, I am frequently afforded greater privilege and
advantage than many other LGBTQIA+ people. Compared to the TGX individuals in my life, I
have somewhat more freedom and safety in our current political and cultural climate. Therefore,
I have a responsibility to utilize my time and resources to uplift and protect the voices of trans
and gender-expansive persons. I am indebted to the TGX people who have shared their stories
and experiences; given their valuable time toward this research; and been open with me about
their hopes, concerns, fears, and dreams as individuals and singers. It is my hope that this study
will encourage future trans choral scholars to further carve out space, make their voices heard,
and build a safe and inclusive choral community beyond our present imagination.

Coding and Analysis

As this study had multiple, overlapping phases the coding and analysis was approached
progressively through each phase. After observing more than 25 hours of live and recorded
rehearsal footage, researcher field notes and memos were analyzed and coded, using a
descriptive approach (Saldana, 2013) to begin drafting a codebook for the study. Concurrent to
the analysis and coding of observational data, the singer audio reflections were transcribed,
analyzed, and coded, with additional codes added to the growing codebook. The coded data from
Phase 1 informed the questions which were utilized in the Phase 2 individual interviews.

As laid out earlier, feminist approaches to ethnography demand that researchers consider
the power dynamics both in the object of study and during the research process (Davis & Craven,
2016). That includes interrogating the level of burden being asked of participants in the member-

checking process. I began by transcribing and editing my individual interview data before
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sharing it with participants to ensure validity and trustworthiness (Creswell & Miller, 2000).
Following confirmation of validity from interview participants, the interviews were coded using
a descriptive approach (Saldafia, 2013). Codes, data, and memos from Phase 2 were utilized to
deepen the interview protocol for the subsequent focus group interviews with directors and
singers. The analysis and coding of focus group interviews progressed as similarly outlined for
the individual interviews. Transcripts were edited and sent to participants for verification and as
a validity measure and were then coded utilizing a descriptive approach (Saldana, 2013).

After all data collection had been completed, a codebook with 646 total entries underwent
axial coding to organize, consolidate, and connect codes found during the initial coding process.
The 646 original entries were then connected to the research question themes; identity, policy,
and pedagogy. An emergent theme was also identified, community, and was adopted to account
for codes which were not applicable to the established thematic categories. The prioritization of
TGX voices and experiences drove the coding and analysis framework. Its structured phases,
with frequent participant validation through member-checking, attempted to address the ethical
issues mentioned earlier. Taken together, this study attempted to develop a more nuanced
understanding of the interplay among identity, policy, and pedagogy, while critically engaging
with power dynamics inherent in the research process.

Trustworthiness and Validity
Central to this study were the lived experiences of TGX individuals within choral spaces,
a community to which I do not belong. Recognizing the scrutiny often placed on research
conducted by those outside the community being studied, it is essential to address issues of
trustworthiness and validity. As a cisgender, queer man, I do not possess the embodied

experience of TGX individuals, and I acknowledge the threads of thinking that question the
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validity of research performed by non-community members. I echo Talbot (2017) in reflecting
on my positionality: “I am both oppressor and oppressed” (p. 8). While I do not fully
comprehend the trials and experiences of TGX people, I am acutely aware of how cisgender and
heterosexual ideologies have oppressed me as a queer person. This awareness, while not parallel
to the TGX lived experience, allows me to aspire to work in solidarity with the TGX choral
community, as I aim to highlight their unique stories.

To enhance the validity of this study, I embedded several validation strategies (Creswell
& Miller, 2020) within the research design. These included data collection from multiple and
diverse sources; frequent member-checking prior to analytical procedures; and the use of thick,
rich description throughout. I also engaged in memo-ing and reflective journaling during the
course of the study to address my biases, and to self-examine how these may influence the

research process (Billups, 2022).

Summary

This study, grounded in a constructivist, qualitative framework, employed a blended
ethnographic approach which blended together principles from organizational ethnography,
focused ethnography, and multi-case study design to explore the research questions. Data
collection progressed through four phases (0-3), with each phase undergoing data analysis and
coding. The data from each phase was utilized to further inform and deepen the inquiry of
subsequent phases. Throughout the study, the researcher’s positionality and reflexivity as a
cisgender, queer, white male, was bracketed to the best possible extent. Transcripts of
interviews—individual and focus group—were edited and shared with participants for validity
and member-checking. Finally, coding and analysis progressed with each phase, resulting in 646

total code entries which were tied to the research question themes. An emergent theme,
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community, was also added after remaining codes were unable to be tied to the three
aforementioned themes. In what follows, I map and explore the findings via a cartographic
approach in Chapter 4. In Chapters 5 and 6, I engage in an analysis of the Chapter 4 intensities.

Finally, in Chapter 7 I engage the findings via four thematic plateaus.
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Chapter 4

Cartography of TGX Choral Experiences

As [ settle into position, I can feel the buzz in the room. Singers and directors coming
together before rehearsal, some setting up chairs, arranging the room; others handing
out and collecting music, a piano being positioned and an accompanist taking their seat.
Chatter fills the space: salutations, hugs; exclamations; a quiet, confiding word in the
corner. The director draws everyone’s attention, a warm greeting, and then warm-ups
begin. After warm-ups, the group moves into preparing repertoire for an upcoming
performance; fine-tuning, pitch reminders, rhythm reviews, moments of shared
frustration.
—Beede, Field Notes, 2025
The above vignette, reflecting practices common to choruses of all kinds, represents my
experiences during observations across 12 rehearsals in three different TGX choral spaces. This
seemingly ordinary description offers an entry point into the Deleuzoguattarian concepts that will
guide my findings and analysis. On the surface, the flow feels familiar to me: the construction of
a choral body; what Deleuze might characterize as “a whole composed of parts, where these
parts stand in some definite relation to one another, and has a capacity for being affected by other
bodies” (Baugh, 2010, p. 35-37). What was once an empty room, a plane of immanence (Deleuze
& Guattari, 1991), has now become a choral machine. It is nearly indistinguishable from the cis-
dominant groups in which I have sung, and its machinations resonate with me. However, the
reverberations have a different tenor: below this surface of commonality, there is a different

desire that drives this rehearsal and inspires the musicians here. What does it mean to rehearse
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when one’s existence is a political act? How does the structure of an organization support
singers? What does pedagogy look like?

In the following sections, I present both the unique and ordinary findings from my
observations and interviews with singers and directors of trans and gender-expansive choirs.
Drawing on the work of Deleuze and Guattari (1987), I approach my findings in a rhizomatic
fashion, mirroring their philosophy of non-hierarchical and lateral knowledge development. This
encourages the creation of new concepts and diverse connections, rather than any attempt to
situate the findings from TGX choirs within an arborescent form (Adkins, 2015). My goal is not
to provide a comprehensive, linear analysis of the TGX choral space; instead, it is to engage in
an exploration of these communities—to create a map, rather than a tracing (Deleuze & Guattari,
1987).

Throughout this work, I consistently follow the “and”: what Adkins (2015) describes as
“an experimental, pragmatic metaphysics that replaces ontology’s ‘to be’ with the series
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generated by the conjunction ‘and...and...and...”” (p. 24). I attempt to challenge the academy’s
arboriform ontology. I do not endeavor to explore the totality of the TGX choral space—as if any
such effort would be possible—but rather to highlight aspects of it that resonated with me during
my research. What follows from this chapter is an exploration of the TGX choir as rhizome; as a
site of multiple, interconnected, and at times seemingly disparate elements woven together
without a single center. This type of growth can be seen in plants like the ginger root or the
Aspen tree, whose roots grow laterally and send shoots outward in any direction.

Figure 2

Visual and Poetic Representations of Rhizome
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Note. Both the drawing and the poem were a gift from a colleague after an exchange about

Deleuze and Guattari and rhizomatic plants.

As Adkins (2015) says, “The rhizome continually creates the new. It is not predictable. It

does not follow a linear pattern of growth and reproduction” (p. 23). In their work A Thousand

Plateaus (1987), Deleuze and Guattari put forth six principles that define their rhizomatic model:

(a) principle of connection, (b) principle of heterogeneity, (c¢) principle of multiplicity, (d)

principle of asignifying rupture, (e) principle of cartography, and (f) principle of decalcomania.
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Each of these principles shaped my analysis and conceptualization of this chapter’s cartography
of TGX choral experiences.

The first two principles are closely related. The principle of connection states that any
point can connect with any other point; thus, new, non-hierarchical linkages should be pursued.
Next, the principle of heterogeneity encourages the building of these connections between
diverse, and oftentimes unrelated, things. From these two principles come two terms important to
understanding Deleuze and Guattari’s thinking: lines of flight and assemblage. The connections
made between points are the lines of flight, while the assemblages consist of the interconnection
of the diverse, unrelated points.

The third principle is the principle of multiplicity. As Deleuze and Guattari define it, “A
multiplicity has neither subject nor object, only determinations, magnitudes, and dimensions that
cannot increase in number with the multiplicity changing in nature” (1987, p. 8). Essentially,
nothing can be condensed into a single unity; there is no “one truth.” For example, a city could
be defined as a multiplicity; it is comprised of heterogenous, overlapping elements (cultures,
peoples, histories, etc.) that cannot be reduced to a single thing. This principle further
emphasizes the interrelatedness of knowledge and ideas. Further building upon this idea, the
fourth principle (of asignifying rupture) states that “a rhizome may be broken, shattered at a
given spot, but it will start up again on one of its old lines, or on new lines” (1987, p. 9). In other
words, the multiplicitous nature of the rhizome resists the trappings of an arborescent model,
because there are multiple connections across and within it. While the arborescent model seeks
to reduce and collect constituent parts towards a single end, this is also its weakness. A rupture

or break in the arboriform line leads to the destruction of the whole. Alternatively, the strength of
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the rhizome lies in its ability to maintain and reform connections, because of the principle of
multiplicity.

Finally, the last two of Deleuze and Guattari’s principles of rhizomatic thinking are the
principle of cartography and the principle of decalcomania. These serve to illustrate the way in
which the rhizomatic model produces new knowledge, in contrast to the tracings generated from
traditional arborescent, hierarchical forms. As Adkins (2015) states, “Cartography is the creation
of a rhizome or ‘mapping.’ This is strictly opposed to decalcomania, which reproduces trees
everywhere and out of everything. Deleuze and Guattari refer to this as ‘tracing’” (p. 29).
Essentially, Deleuze and Guattari argue that traditional formations of knowledge based on tree-
like forms merely reproduce knowledge and encourage homogeneity. The non-hierarchical and
non-linear connection of heterogenous elements within the rhizomatic model, by contrast, leads
to the production of new knowledge. I used Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizomatic model as a
framework to guide my subsequent exploration of the TGX choral space and my endeavor to
create a cartography of these communities, rather than a tracing in the context of choral music
writ large.

Within this rhizome, I move across plateaus, or a series of what Deleuze and Guattari
(1987) describe as “a continuous, self-vibrating region of intensities whose development avoids
any orientation toward a culmination point or external end” (p. 21-22). These are neither judged
nor valued based on their ends, but on the basis of their intrinsic value alone. The plateaus I
move among in this work are: (a) pedagogy, (b) policy, (¢) identity, and (d) community. These
are moments in which affective and material forces condense in the TGX choral space, creating
intensities: what Boundas (2010) defines as “virtual yet real events whose mode of existence is

to [actualize] themselves in states of affairs” (p. 134). In my research, these manifested as
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pressures that left discernible impressions on my analysis—differences in force that shaped my
inquiry throughout the process. Examples of these intensities to be explored include affinities,
choral-part names, repertoire, and more.

For my purposes, plateaus function as zones of commonality and intensities are events
within them. In this chapter, I explore the intensities mapped through the study. Although they
unfold sequentially in writing, the reader should not interpret them as hierarchical. I allow myself
to move flexibly between intensities and across plateaus of the TGX choral rhizome. This is not
obfuscation, but method; an approach enabling me to freely engage myself and the reader in the
multitudinous ways in which the findings interact, inform, and reform each other. Here, I would
also like to emphasize that mastery over these concepts is not required to grasp what I will
present. What matters is an orientation to this work that privileges multiplicity, lateral
connections, and emergence over hierarchy, singularity, and closure.

To aid the reader, I have provided a visual representation of how this chapter and its
rhizomatic approach might unfold below.

Figure 3

Rhizomatic Representation of Chapter Four
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Pedagogy

Before beginning the exploration of my findings, I wish to share portraits of the choirs
involved in this study. At present, there are approximately 12 TGX choral ensembles in the
United States, six of which participated in this research to varying degrees. I will first present
narratives of the three TGX choruses that I observed as part of my data-collection process; these
snapshots are then followed by shorter descriptions of the three other TGX choirs whose

members were involved in my interviews.

TGX Chorus Portraits
TRANScend Ambassadors (TA)

Sunday, March 16: As I set myself up in the back corner for my first observation of the
TRANScend Ambassadors rehearsal, I see a few familiar faces, wave, and smile. The

director, Dr. Graham, says hello, quickly introduces me to the chorus, and takes his
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place at the piano. The sound of 13 voices fills the room as everyone prepares for the

two-hour rehearsal. I close my eyes, and I can pick out a few of the voices that I have

heard before. Like Timothy, a transmasc singer in the lower-voiced section whose voice

has become darker, deeper, and rounder. I also pick out unfamiliar vocal colors

belonging to chorus members whom I have not yet met. These voices and more mingle as

the TRANScend Ambassadors assemble their voices, polish their sound, and prepare for

a busy spring season.

—Beede, Field Notes, 2025

Originally envisioned as an AFAB trans Chanticleer', TRANScend Ambassadors (TA)
has developed beyond the dream of a single group of singers into a foundation that serves the
broader TGX choral community in New York City. TA grew out of the work of Dr. Felix
Graham, based on his experiences and identification of TGX singers’ lack of representation in
choral music and music education. As a student at Teachers College, Columbia University,
Graham embarked on an independent study to explore alternate choral structures that were less
hierarchical in nature. This semester-long project concluded with a concert performed by male-
and female-identified treble vocalists. Afterward, many of the singers asked Graham if he was
going to continue the ensemble; thus, the first iteration of TA, at that time simply called
Transcend, was born.

What started out as a group of eight trans singers grew steadily in the next semester by
word of mouth. As Graham remembered, “Then, all of a sudden, the next semester people started
to come in; friends of friends, and they had heard there was a trans choir.” Unfortunately, the

COVID-19 pandemic would halt the ensemble’s further development for at least a year. During

! Chanticleer is Grammy Award winning, all-male vocal ensemble.
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that moratorium on singing and musical performing, Graham prepared for the formation of what
would become the Transcend Choral and Community Music Foundation. When conditions
allowed rehearsals and performances to resume, TRANScend debuted in 2021, featuring a
chorus of eight TGX singers. In subsequent years, the group has expanded and gained 501(c)(3)
status as the Transcend Choral and Community Music Foundation (TCCMF), which currently
sponsors two TGX choirs.

Under this foundational umbrella, TCCMF is focused on “building a thriving, robust
community around the trans singing community,” as their website states. In addition to its
objective of creating a thriving nonprofit structure, the organization outlines five areas of
strategic development: (a) visibility, (b) advocacy, (c) outreach, (d) financial, and (e) academic.
The TRANScend Ambassadors, who participated in this study, are a key part of TCCMF’s
strategic visibility plan. They function as a semi-professional performing ensemble, working
toward the broader goal of greater TGX representation in the choral realm. Each week, Graham
leads and prepares 13 singers of varying gender identities; people he described during our
interview as “the trans and gender apathetic.” He elaborated: “They’re often people whose voices
don’t fit traditional gendered models...they fit between the [vocal] parts, not in the parts.” Here,
singers who fall into the gaps between parts—who might not feel at home in a cis-dominant
chorus—embody the spirit of the TRANScend Ambassadors. They are not confined to rigid roles
or sonic expectations; rather, they are creating new realities in the cracks of tradition and
normativity.

The TRANScend Ambassadors and the Transcend Choral and Community Music
Foundation represent a possibility for TGX choirs that goes beyond performance. As a semi-

professional ensemble, TA has worked tirelessly to support the TCCMF vision and mission of
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creating more and better opportunities for TGX singers in New York City. What began as a
research project for Graham has developed into something much larger; something that benefits
and advocates for the TGX community.
Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia (TCP)
Tuesday, March 11: After being lost in the maze-like arrangement of this building, I find
myself'in the sanctuary of an open and welcoming church in Philadelphia. While not a
sanctuary in the sense of old and traditional churches, this large, square room is
undoubtedly a kind of sanctuary for the singers of Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia
(TCP). Each week, this sanctuary reverberates with the voices of 30 singers as they
assemble for music- and community-making. While this is only TCP's first season
together, their sonic sanctuary radiates a warmth, kindness, and generosity that
overwhelms me during my visit.
—Beede, Field Notes, 2025
Founded in the spring of 2024, the Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia (TCP) is the first
and only chorus in Philadelphia that centers, enables, and empowers TGX voices. Maya Kociba,
TCP’s artistic director, was effervescent when telling me about its founding:
I came here [Philadelphia], and I started meeting more people within the trans community
that have these beautiful voices...and I was thinking about my love for choir and how
that gives people agency and power over how they use their voice. I was just shocked that
Philly, of all cities, the City of Brotherly Love, the city where there’s so much rich LGBT
history, had this giant, gaping hole in its community! (Director Interview)
This observation served as a seed for Kociba, something that they would plant in the back of

their mind. In the spring of 2024, that seed would germinate after Kociba’s friend, Archbishop
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Celena Spain-Frank, posted on Facebook about the need for a trans choir in Philadelphia.
Archbishop Spain-Frank was “the first African-American of trans experience to be consecrated
as a bishop in the one Apostolic Church” (Spain-Frank, 2024); as such, she originally envisioned
this trans choir from a worship angle, intending it to serve as part of her ministry. Kociba, likely
aware of the reservations that many LGBTQIA+ persons have about religion-affiliated activities,
instead pushed the chorus in a non-religious direction.

With a plan of action, Kociba created an Instagram account for the chorus and shared an
interest form to gauge how many people might be interested in joining:

We had 30 people fill it out...and that was just based off of an Instagram account that |

made and tried to spread the word. So, really, it wasn’t a large effort by any means...So it

started as, ‘is this something that the city actually wants?’ and then it became a first

rehearsal, and then a first concert, and now we’re wrapping up our first season! (Director

Interview)
TCP held their debut concert, Bring Them Their Flowers, in honor of Trans Day of
Remembrance. It served as a call to action to “bear witness to the birth of a new choral ensemble
and safe space for trans people, mourn those loved ones who have gone before us, and celebrate
the people who are with us now while we can” (Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia, n.d.). While
their first event centered the memories of trans lives lost, TCP’s second concert focused on the
innate ability of TGX people to “craft and curate our own safe spaces wherever we go”
(Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia, n.d.). Titled Crowded Table: A Journey Home, it was held
on Trans Day of Visibility. In addition to these historic concerts designed around themes of trans
hope and visibility, TCP was invited to participate in the Philadelphia Orchestra’s Pride

Celebration Concert, where they performed alongside other storied LGBTQIA+ choral
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organizations like the ANNA Crusis Feminist Choir, the Philadelphia Gay Men’s Chorus, and
Philadelphia Voices of Pride.

While TCP is among the youngest choirs in this research, its members have quickly
established themselves within the Philadelphia music community. This has led to the creation of
a five-year plan for the fledgling organization, with whispers of expanding further to a 10-year
plan. What began as a seed in the minds of Kociba and Archbishop Spain-Frank has grown into a
budding choral organization where TGX voices are uplifted and celebrated, while also
transforming Philadelphia’s broader LGBTQIA+ musical community.

Trans Chorus of Los Angeles (TCLA)

Sunday, May 11: I wait outside the doors of the Connie Norman Transgender

Empowerment Center in West Hollywood, Los Angeles, having just buzzed in for access.

The sun is setting on what has been the first heat wave to hit L.A. since the start of spring.

Suddenly, the front door swings open and I am greeted by the striking smile and vibrant

red lipstick of Abby, TCLA's artistic director. Abby gives me a tour of the center—the

first of its kind in the nation—which serves trans and non-binary individuals in Los

Angeles by providing resources, training, support, and medical services. Their pride in

the organization’s work is beaming. All throughout the halls are pictures of

“transcestors” and the leaders of the seven different organizations under the center’s

stewardship, each one a testament to the resilience and pride of TGX people everywhere.

Finally, Abby leads me to the choir room, where tables and chairs are set up for today’s

rehearsal. It is an eventful day, as TCLA will be rehearsing with Mariachi Arco Iris de

Los Angeles for upcoming performances, in addition to my introduction to the chorus and

observation. 1 find a place out of the way where I can observe the chorus and mariachi
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rehearse, and begin taking notes as the setting L.A. sun warms the back of my neck. Soon,
singers and instrumentalists fill the space as their talking buzzes through the room.
—Beede, Field Notes, 2025

While it began as an offshoot of the Gay Men’s Chorus of Los Angeles in 2015, the
Trans Chorus of Los Angeles has since grown to gain significant attention in its own right. From
honing their voices as a novice group of TGX singers in their first season with limited
engagements, to producing larger-scale choral performances over the years, TCLA has
blossomed. The group now collaborates regularly with well-known musical artists, appearing
alongside performers like Wrabel, Demi Lovato, Mila Jam, and Maggie Szabo; as well as in
YouTube Originals like Pride 2021 and the five-part Discovery+ series The Book of Queer.
While Lindsey Deaton, the first artistic director (AD) of TCLA, built a strong foundation, its
current AD Abdullah Hall and former executive director Kathryn Davis have brought these
higher-profile opportunities to the organization.

The vision of Hall and Davis was central to the growth of TCLA, as it helped to turn the
chorus from a trans-chorus to a trans-chorus. Davis illuminated that shared goal: “Abby and I,
when we took over the chorus, said, ‘No, we’re only victims if we let ourselves be.” And so, we
developed this thing of going from victim to victorious, where you are who you are, and that is
victorious” (Individual Interview). Hall expressed similar sentiments during their interview,
explaining, “I didn’t want TCLA to be a trans thing. I wanted us to be not the trans-chorus, but
the trans-chorus. 1 wanted us to be known for our work and our voices.” With this vision in
mind, Hall and Davis set forth making changes to the organization that eventually led it to its

present form. They moved from a no-audition model to an audition model, while also changing
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the chorus from a TTBB (tenor one, tenor two, baritone, bass) to a full SATB (soprano, alto,
tenor, bass) ensemble.

Throughout their near-decade of existence, TCLA has evolved from a fledgling choral
ensemble, with a steadfast vision of hope and acceptance for TGX singers; to an organization
that is leading the way in TGX choral representation. From their appearances in music videos
and YouTube specials, to regional concerts and tours, TCLA lives loudly and continues to share
its message of optimism and inclusion for TGX persons everywhere.

Seattle Trans and Non-Binary Choral Ensemble (STANCE)

In the Pacific Northwest, the Seattle Trans and Non-Binary Choral Ensemble has sought
to build a space for trans and non-binary singers to embrace their voices. As Seattle’s first choir
created by and for trans and non-binary vocalists, STANCE’s vision is of “an inclusive and
accessible singing community where intersecting identities are centered at all levels of the
organization” (STANCE, 2025). In addition to prioritizing the TGX experience, STANCE seeks
to encourage singers and audiences alike to “find embodiment and connect to our full selves,
physical and emotional” (STANCE, 2025). Their outreach performances include fall and spring
talent shows, along with concerts for Trans Day of Remembrance, Trans Day of Visibility, and
Pride. All of these events bring their TGX-centric message to audiences in the Seattle region, and
beyond it on YouTube. While STANCE is located in one of the country’s most liberal and open-
minded areas, their work remains essential to the visibility of and advocacy for TGX singers in
the Pacific Northwest.

Phoenix
Phoenix, Colorado’s trans community choir and arts collective, grew out of the early

experiences of its founder and artistic director, Sam Bullington. Bullington was a founding
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member of TransVoices in Minneapolis, which was transformational in his perception of social
change. In his own words:

Although I had been a queer activist, and political activist more generally, for well over a

decade by this point, it was such a different experience for me—instead of endless

meetings to talk about how angry and victimized we were—to come together with folks
to create something really positive, from our vulnerability, from our hearts, from our

creativity. (Phoenix, n.d.)

In 2012, Bullington attended the GALA Festival, a quadrennial gathering of LGBTQIA+
choruses, where he noticed the complete lack of TGX representation. He then made it his
mission to ensure TGX singers were included at the 2016 GALA Festival. Since 2015, Phoenix
has been home to a grassroots community of TGX persons and those touched by trans issues,
including parents, friends, and allies (Phoenix, n.d.). They have performed locally, for Trans Day
of Remembrance and Trans Day of Visibility; regionally; and at GALA in 2016 and 2024. In
addition, Phoenix has done advocacy and support work at local elementary schools through their
original production of Raven’s True Self, a heartwarming story about Raven who wants to be
seen for who they are on the inside (GALA, 2023).

Phoenix represents a beacon for TGX singers on the Front Range. Their presence affirms
that advocacy, artistry, and community-building are inseparable parts of what it means to make
music together. What began as an experience in Minneapolis has grown into a chorus that
models how choral artistry can not only transform individual lives, but also impact the social and
cultural landscapes in which TGX people live.

New Voices Bay Area TIGQ Chorus (NVC)
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In the San Francisco Bay area, the New Voices Bay Area TIGQ Chorus (NVC) has
established a joyful space for singers who identify as transgender, intersex, and/or genderqueer.
As they perform a wide range of SATB choral repertoire, NVC brings together beginners and
professionals for both musical fellowship and TGX community. In their own words:

Our goal is to build a creative, empowered, joyful space for our TIGQ community, to

encourage voices that have been silenced or shamed to grow and be heard, and to change

how the world thinks about gender identity and music. (Community Music Center, 2025)
Since NVC first debuted in 2018 at the San Francisco Trans Day of Remembrance, they have
been invited to perform at events like the National AIDS Memorial and the Billboard Music
Awards. The ensemble has also been featured on National Public Radio and in the San Francisco
Chronicle. In every performance, whether on the national stage or in their local community,
NVC continues to embody the power of song as both resistance and celebration. Here, silenced
voices find resonance, and music becomes a beacon of belonging and joy.

In the following sections, I present the findings I gathered in my time with each of these
choirs, their leaders, and their members. As I have made extensive use of quotations from
observations, interviews, and focus groups, I provided the chart below with the names of each
choir and each participant for ease of reading. Asterisked names indicate pseudonymization to
protect participant identity.

Table 3

Ensemble and Participant Names, Roles, and Data Collection Methods
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Name Role Data Collection Method
Transcend Ambassadors (TA) | Chorus-New York City, NY | Observation
Trans Chorus of Los Angeles | Chorus-Los Angeles, CA Observation
(TCLA)

Transcendent Choir of Chorus-Philadelphia, PA Observation
Philadelphia (TCP)

Seattle Trans and Non-Binary | Chorus-Seattle, WA NA

Choral Experience

(STANCE)

Phoenix Chorus-Aurora, CO NA

New Voices Bay Area TIGQ | Chorus-San Francisco, CA NA

Chorus (NVC)

Dr. Felix Graham Artistic Director-TA Observation

Individual Interview
Director Focus Group

Abdullah Hall Artistic Director-TCLA Observation
Individual Interview
Director Focus Group
Maya Kociba Artistic Director-TCP Observation

Individual Interview
Director Focus Group

Dr. Cee Adamson

Artistic Director-STANCE

Individual Interview
Director Focus Group

Sam Bullington

Artistic Director-Phoenix

Director Focus Group

Jessalynn Levine

Artistic Director-NVC

Director Focus Group

Corrine Burch

Chorus Member/Assistant
Director-TCLA

Director Focus Group

Kathryn Chorus Member-TCLA Individual Interview
Phoebe* Chorus Member-TCLA Singer Focus Group
Ellianna* Chorus Member-TCLA Individual Interview
David* Chorus Member-TCLA Singer Audio Reflection
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Max* Chorus Member-TCP Singer Audio Reflection
Jesse* Chorus Member-TCP Individual Interview
Quinn* Chorus Member-TCP Individual Interview
Blake* Chorus Member-TA Individual Interview
Casey* Chorus Member-TA Individual Interview
Walter* Chorus Member-TA Singer Audio Reflection
Laura* Chorus Member-STANCE Singer Focus Group
John* Chorus Member-STANCE Singer Focus Group

Note. Names with an asterisk (*) indicate pseudonymized participant names.

Now that I have provided some context for the choral organizations involved in this research,

and the participants who shared their insights with me, I will share my findings. In doing so, I

will describe the intensities from the middle, as I begin my serpentine exploration of the TGX

choral rhizome.

Intensities

Ritual
“Have you gotten dinner yet?” a warm voice asks me as I sit in the corner of the room
working on my observation notes. The first half of rehearsal for Trans Chorus of Los
Angeles has just ended, and I look up from my laptop and notebook to see one of the
TCLA singers smiling and inviting me to join in their rehearsal dinner. I close my laptop
and notebook and make my way down the hall, where a table has been set up with a
communal meal: pasta, meatballs, salads, desserts, waters, sodas. All of this is prepared,
set up, and cleaned up every week by Ms. Mary. A deliberate act of community-building.
The chorus spreads out through the Connie Norman Transgender Empowerment Center,

finding seats on couches, chairs, stools, and even the floor. The center echoes with

99



conversations. I am approached by more TCLA singers as I stand to the side, observing
the beauty of community and friendship in this space. Conversations begin, and soon I
am pulled into the community-making. Connections are made: “How did you get
interested in trans choirs and singing?” “You're from Central Pennsylvania? I have
family there!” “I went to school at Westminster Choir College, too. Do you remember
Barbara?”
—Beede, Field Notes, 2025
This is more than a dinner invitation. It is a ritual of care; a weekly reweaving of
community that helps hold the chorus together. Here, music is only part of their story. Just as
important are these kinds of rituals that sustain singers outside the score: a shared meal,
conversation, camaraderie. They are not incidental, but intentional practices that bind the
ensemble together. This meal is just one manifestation of community and care; one of many that
I observed and heard about in conversations. Such rituals serve as pillars of many TGX choirs
because of the impact they have on members: In a world that continually minoritizes and
excludes TGX persons, these gatherings are a source of stability, affirmation, and nourishment.
TCLA’s mid-rehearsal meal builds upon a tradition of intentional community care that
has been at the group’s core since its very founding. During my interview with TCLA Artistic
Director Abby Hall, they elaborated further:
So, that mid-rehearsal meal started with the founding artistic director, Lindsey,
and I try to honor her in all the ways I can, because she did make sure TCLA got started.
The whole reason for that meal was, one, we didn’t know who in our community was
unhoused or homeless, and if they were having a sufficient meal. It’s also representing

family and community...we need time to break bread, sit and talk with each other. Just sit
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and kiki for a little bit, catch up with people, because everybody goes about their lives
after this rehearsal. That meal is to give you strength to get through from Monday to
Saturday. Some of them [chorus members] might go out and have a great week, and some
of them might end up being misgendered and having a really shitty week, but they know
that on Sunday, they can come here; they can sing, eat, and go home happy. (Director

Interview)

It is evident that food and ritual bind the TCLA community together just as much as music does.

In fact, Hall has asked the chorus members if they wanted to eliminate the dinner to shorten their

Sunday evening rehearsals, a suggestion they adamantly declined. Community is integral to the

operations of this chorus; rehearsal is not a purely musical labor, but one that incorporates care

and love.

“That was a lot of me talking at you...can we just take 10 minutes for some snacks and
floor time?”

“FLOOR TIME!”

“I love that floor time is a thing.”

Chairs screech across the floor as space is cleared, and a ring of smiling, chattering
people assemble. Finally, a stuffed turtle finds their place in the ring, and for a moment
the weight of the world disappears.

—Beede, Field Notes, 2025

Other choruses have found their own unique ways of building community. In my time

with the Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia (TCP), I had the chance to observe the break and

announcement periods during the rehearsal. Like many choruses that have multi-hour practice

sessions, breaks are built in throughout the evening; this one (lasting approximately 20 minutes)
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is not unlike the one I observed at TCLA. Choristers rearrange themselves throughout their
rehearsal space, moving between sections, rearranging chairs, and even forming a circle on the
ground for what the singers affectionately call “floor time.” Threads of members’ conversations
reach my ears as everyone in the space catches up with each other. Chatter, giggles, and full-
bellied laughs fill the room. Just as I experienced during my visit to TCLA, a chorus member
approaches me with a warm smile and engages me in conversation: “How did you become
interested in studying TGX choirs?”” I happily discuss the time I spent working with TGX voices
as I pursued my master’s degree, and my ongoing engagement with and advocacy for TGX
singers and the TGX community. After this conversation, I see several singers grabbing snacks
from a table at the back of the room. This evening’s rehearsal falls during Ramadan, and
additional snacks have been provided for members of the chorus who may need to take iffar—
another manifestation of community.

After the break, Kociba, the director of TCP, begins announcements for the chorus. These
are filled with general reminders; for example, about the importance of attendance, or upcoming
concerts. However, this time is about more than just sharing choir business, as members are
given the opportunity to share their “good-newses.” Hands are raised, and singers begin to talk
about the positive things happening in their lives: a close friend of the chorus has finalized an
appointment for their top surgery; another chorus member, after searching for new employment,
has received multiple job offers; and another singer’s daughter is having her friends attend the
TCP concert for her birthday. Finally, after the sharing is complete, a stuffed turtle with “Teegan,
the TCP Turtle” embroidered on its belly is brought to the front of the room. Teegan passes
throughout the weeks from chorus member to chorus member, and goes on adventures with each

one. These excursions and events—going clubbing, going to the shore, seeing a Phillies game,
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helping to nanny for toddlers—are shared with the group and on Discord every week. Kociba

elaborated further on the turtle’s unique role:
Teegan was the best that could have ever happened. Teegan was an impulse purchase on
Celena’s, [TCPs Director of Operations] part...So it very much started off as something
for her, but it has grown into this amazing and easy way of starting conversation with and
about each other within the choir...and so Teegan has become this iconic mascot that
you’ll find on stage at every single concert that we do...I mean, this turtle breathes so
much life into our community, and it feels ridiculous to say, but it’s amazing. (Director
Interview)

Figure 4

Teegan the TCP Turtle
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Teegan is yet another manifestation of community: one that extends and remains connected
beyond the choral rehearsal space. Like “floor time” and the sharing of good news, the ritual is a
tether that binds members of the TGX choir together. These bonds not only strengthen the
affinity of choir members, but can have personal implications beyond the ensemble.

Community Time as Soft Policy
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As I observed and collected data on TCLA and TCP, community time emerged as a
prominent theme. The rituals of community operate as soft policy in both choruses; unspoken
customs that are integral to each group. These soft policies are a form of infrastructure for
relational experiences in these choirs— born of community needs and relationships—they
function as unspoken community contracts or understandings of how the chorus participants and
community function together. TCLA, for instance, has no written requirement for a community
meal in their member handbook; while a mid-rehearsal break is discussed, the only mention of a
meal can be found in the guidelines and responsibilities of “Fifth Section” members. These are
members of the choral organization who do not sing, but instead assist “with the set-up and
clean-up of the food share (Potluck)” (Trans Chorus of Los Angeles Membership Handbook,
2024, p. 5). That this shared meal goes largely unmentioned belies its importance to the
organization.

Reexamining the rituals of TCP through the same lens reveals similar soft policies. As a
newly formed chorus in the 2024-2025 season, TCP has yet to develop a membership handbook
or policy document. This was at the top of Kociba’s agenda as they prepared for the 2025-2026
season:

This is a goal that I have for this coming season, to have a singer handbook to make

decisions on commonly asked questions...the only things that we have in writing are the

precedent that we’ve set with every single email that we’ve sent this season. We are
aware that that sets a precedent. (Director Interview)
Aspects of TCP’s rehearsals, like “good-newses” and “floor time,” are thus positioned as
potential soft-policy elements that may exist outside of a more formal handbook. These moments

of community time may possibly stabilize what might otherwise be tenuous organizational
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arrangements and may further develop trust and cohesion amongst participants. Through these
rituals, an informal governance structure begins to take shape and the labor of emotional
connection making is built into the organizational structure. It also further substantiates that TGX
choral spaces are not just music-making spaces, but are communities of care that surpass just the
music.

Framing Boundaries

In addition to these soft policies, the TGX choral space is also a site of hard-policy
development. While soft policies often shape a choir’s inner workings and interactions, the hard
policies—namely, formal rules and expectations—help to more clearly define the edges of the
TGX choral environment. What follows is not a comprehensive examination of such policies in
these ensembles, but a snapshot of some of the aspects that are unique to that context.

Attire. All of the TGX ensembles included in this study had some sort of guidelines for
their members’ attire during concerts. Most choruses simply stipulated that performers dress in
“concert black” as a base, with colored accents that varied by group or concert need. For
instance, the policy at TCLA and NVC is for members to wear black bottoms and a top in any
color of the trans flag, while TCP opted for “concert black with floral accents” to evoke floral
arrangements for their Trans Day of Remembrance memorial concert. The singers in Phoenix
had more expressive freedom: “We perform in black with red, yellow, or orange accents,”
Bullington explained. “There’s a lot of latitude. Some people wear bright orange pants, and some
people wear a tiny hat or scarf” (Director Focus Group 2).

Similarly, TRANScend Ambassadors generally utilize black attire on the bottom, paired
with a top in the color of each person’s choice from their branding guide: “Whatever makes you

feel particularly good, acceptable in your own personal experience, whatever it happens to be”
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(Graham, Director Focus Group 2). However, TA goes a step further than the other choirs,
having created a “look book™ for performances outside of their regularly planned schedule:

...we have been putting together a look book, because, for instance, when you are singing

outside in a hot environment or whatever, that is a very different set of needs...So we

have separate requirements for when we are singing outside versus when we are doing
something where we have been paid to show up, where we are doing a high-level gig.

(Graham, Director Focus Group 2)

These approaches to attire policy align with many of the recommendations from recent
scholars (Garrett & Palkki, 2021; Sauerland, 2018) based on their work with TGX individuals.
More importantly, it grounds attire policy recommendations within choral settings of TGX
individuals. As shown here to varying degrees, choral attire operates as a hard policy within
these groups, determining performance eligibility. Most directors, in line with many Western
classical traditions, aspire to a cohesive, uniform look; typically, this takes the form of concert
dresses and tuxedos split along gendered lines. Here, then, we see a deterritorialization of
concert-attire policy and a subsequent reterritorialization, with an emphasis on gender-identity
affirmation and inclusion.

Accessibility. Beyond attire, policies help to define the inclusiveness and accessibility of
TGX spaces. STANCE, for instance, had a strict masking requirement for members during
rehearsals and performances. AD Adamson elaborated on this rule during our interview,
explaining that all STANCE members—with the exception of Adamson and soloists while they
are singing alone—rehearse and perform in a pre-approved face mask, which helps to mitigate
the transmission of COVID-19 and other airborne illnesses. Beyond the performers, all audience

members at STANCE concerts must also be masked. NVC has a similar practice:
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We require everyone to prove [COVID-19] vaccination to be a part of the choir. Every
indoor event, rehearsals and otherwise, is a masked event. We realize for a number of
people in our choir, just us masking was not enough for them to be safe in that
environment. So, we had a lengthy, and at times a pretty hard, decision-making process;
but ultimately, we decided that any concert that was our concert, that we were putting on

from our organization would be an outdoor concert every time. (Director Focus Group 2)
In addition to these masking requirements, TGX choruses often formulate hard policy regarding
more general accessibility. At TCCMF, for instance, Graham has responded to concerns from his
singers by developing an accessibility and accommodation policy, outlining in a document the
ways in which the ensembles under the TCCMF umbrella work to support participants who
might need special accommodations to be part of the chorus. This document also sets forth
expectations for chorus members and their participation in the ensemble, and states what
“reasonable accommodations” might look like.

Accommodations and accessibility can also go beyond the physical needs of singers. A
number of community choruses, for instance, require their members to pay regular dues. Many
of the TGX choruses in this study with such policies, however, provide additional financial
support to singers who may struggle to meet this requirement. For their part, TA and TCLA offer
scholarships, payment plans, and sliding-scale membership fees to ensure that TGX singers can
remain involved in their ensembles. Phoenix AD Bullington elaborated further on his
organization’s similar policies:

One of the biggest challenges we have as a group is just the incredible amount of

instability in trans people’s lives. So, we don’t have a lot of dues requirements,

attendance requirements, those kinds of things, because I do not want to set people up
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with expectations that they would not be able to meet. Many of our members get their
food from SNAP, have rent subsidies, and have Medicaid, so the level of stress and the
level of just general distraction and lack of capacity from holding all of those things has
made it a challenge for the organization, because our individual members are so under
stress and strain. (Director Focus Group 2)
These forms of support are critical for TGX persons, who statistically face greater discrimination
in employment, housing, health care, credit, and financial aid (Paying an Unfair Price, 2015).
Here, we see the challenging balance that TGX choral organizations must strike to both meet the
community needs of marginalized trans singers and balance their artistic and advocacy goals.
Undocumented Singers2. A common policy-related theme that emerged during data
collection involved support for undocumented singers in TGX choirs. Under the current (2025)
American political regime, individuals with undocumented status have been forced to live with
greater levels of caution than before. This need has also filtered into the TGX choral space,
where it takes on an extra sense of urgency, as deportation from the United States—an already
unfriendly country for TGX persons—has the potential to result in harsh consequences like jail
time, or even death. During my conversations with directors, they described how many
undocumented singers had continued to participate in their respective ensembles, believing in the
importance of advocacy work and community. At the same time, these individuals have made
their boundaries known: “I would like to keep being a part of this. I just can’t make an
appearance on our social-media account. For certain songs, I might stand to the side just so that

there’s no stray footage of me saying these things.” One of the choruses has responded by

2 Citations and references to choruses in which this applies have been removed for the protection of these
individuals.
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adopting a top-down group policy, stipulating that “we will not be doing anything that we feel
will put our more vulnerable members in jeopardy.”

Viewed through the lens of the ecological systems theory, we see here how the
macrosystem can influence individual choirs’ policies. However, this macrosystem-level policy
does not move sequentially through the system; instead, it circumvents the intermediary systems
and affects the singer directly. I will explore this issue in more depth in Chapter 6.

As I have presented these initial findings, I hope you might begin to understand my
approach here. I am engaging in this metacommentary to re-emphasize the post-structural nature
of my process. In this rhizome, I might have justifiably pursued my inquiry towards policy rather
than transitioning to the following section on affinity. This reinforces my commitment to
Deleuze and Guattari’s principle of multiplicities (p. 8).

Affinity Space

Through soft policies like the ones detailed above, singers, directors, and chorus
administrators co-create the unique characteristics of the TGX choral environment. Membership
in a specific space like this can have profound implications for singers beyond a group’s artistic
nature. One participant, Max, reflected on that impact:

I’'m usually a pretty quiet and reserved person, but at choir, I’'m not like that. I’'m
probably one of the quieter people in the group, but like, by my own standards, I’'m more
outgoing in choir than anywhere else...and I think it’s just because I feel more accepted
in this space than anywhere else. Having a designated trans space has become so
important to me. I’ve never had that before. In other spaces there’s this huge part of my

identity that makes me different from the people around me, and it’s something I can’t
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exactly speak openly about, because as accepting as a cis person might be, they just don’t
quite get it. (Singer Audio Reflection)
Here, we see how important an affinity choral space can be for many trans persons, including as
a source of community. As Max further described:

...for a while I was thinking of moving back to my hometown, and I ultimately
decided I wanted to stay in Philly for a while longer. Honestly, a big part of that was this
choir, because this space is just so important to me. It has opened my eyes to new
feelings, like just the feeling of total acceptance and understanding, and that’s just not
something that I want to give up ever. This choir means a lot to me. (Singer Audio
Reflection)

Max’s insight provides us a glimpse into the community-building power of TGX choral spaces.

This affinity also shone through during my interview with Jesse, a non-binary, genderqueer

singer in TCP:
It’s also been nice in this interconnected way, with the community, to hear how a trans
woman in our choir gets to also express singing this high-voice part in a way that’s
euphoric for her, and that we’re having a different experience, but it’s all part of the
interconnected, kind of, broadly trans experience. So, it’s just kind of noticing the
richness, depth, complexity, and diversity among the trans community, and realizing that
my trans experience is unique and can be mine, and I don’t need to kind of emulate
heteronormative culture by boxing myself in. (Individual Interview)

Echoing the findings from the pilot study, it is clear that specifically TGX-designated spaces are

crucial. In particular, the TGX choir is an environment in which all members share a

commonality, but where that common characteristic is not the subject or purpose of their
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gathering. Walter shared similar sentiments in his audio-reflection, commenting, “I feel like
when we rehearse, I feel very normal and untroubled...I feel it is a space where I feel uniquely
normalized.” While the singers’ TGX identities are what bring them to their respective choirs,
that selective criterion melts away and becomes secondary to their music-making.

In the current U.S. political climate, the community and affinity offered in TGX spaces
takes on a new sense of importance. STANCE Artistic Director Cee Adamson described her
experience of taking on leadership of the chorus in January 2025, after the inauguration of
President Trump:

I had to take strategic, but compassionate, care and time to say, ‘We are in this room

together, and outside is a mess. There are people that are coming for our necks and our

lives, period, right now, and we in the current time seem or feel powerless to do anything
about it. So, what can we make this space be?” We have to figure this out, and so truly
being a part of that is our grounding, our centering. We come to this space to make
music, but also find community. You may be the only trans or non-binary person I see
every week when I come to this chorus. (Director Focus Group)
As affinity organizations, TGX choruses offer participants a crucial reprieve from an otherwise
hostile political and social climate. For LGBTQIA+ people, and especially for TGX persons,
existence in and of itself is a political act. At a time in American history when a queer person’s
right to exist is under near constant scrutiny and attack, affinity organizations can be lifelines
amid an unrelenting barrage of hatred and vitriol.

In addition to the community and emotional connections that they help foster, TGX

choirs can also be sources of material support for the marginalized TGX community, as Kociba

explained:
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There’s a discord server [for TCP], and within that server is a channel that is called
‘Mutual Aid,” and it’s really just for anybody who needs help. For example, I was
clearing out some shelves in our bathroom and our medicine cabinet, and I found an
unopened box of syringes that hadn’t expired yet. So, I was able to just call out to
everybody, ‘Does anybody need these?” Or someone has said, ‘Hey, I’'m scheduled for
top surgery, and [ would love any advice that you have,” and immediately these people
are flooded, not only with advice, but also, ‘Hey, I’ve got ice packs that you will need,’
and, ‘I have a special binder that you can use while you’ve got your drains in,” or ‘I’ve
got a special pillow that I quilted myself, for you, so that you can sit on the couch.” So,
there’s this really beautiful connection that these singers have fostered for each other that
extends beyond just being a group that socially interacts. (Director Focus Group)
This supportive network can be significant for TGX persons, whose gender transitions often
come with additional financial and material challenges (Lenning & Buist, 2013). The extension
of the choir beyond the TGX choral space also represents a deterritorialization of the very idea of
a choir—from a purely artistic organization to one of community. But affinity is never singular.
For some, the TGX choral space becomes a refuge when other aspects of their identity have led
to their marginalization.
Intersectionality
Some singers have found a deeper sense of belonging in the TGX choral space that aligns
with other aspects of their intersectional identities. As a Chinese immigrant, for instance, Quinn
discovered through TCP the kinship that they lacked in the absence of a more centralized

Chinese queer community:
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I have friends, but not a community that I feel part of since I immigrated to America,
because Chinese community is kind of complex. I feel like Chinese immigrants have a
pretty conservative political identity. So, I don’t feel like I belong to my ethnic
community. (Singer Interview)
As we continued talking, Quinn shared that they were not the only immigrant participant in TCP,
with other singers in the group being immigrants themselves, or the children of immigrants. TCP
provides a community for Quinn and these other singers, helping them to feel less alone in the
U.S.

In addition to being supportive environments for people with shared TGX identity, these
choruses may also serve as sites of community-building for neurodivergent persons. Though not
directly addressed in this research, neurodiversity within the TGX choral space was a common
element that arose often throughout the study. This is to be expected, as research has shown
neurodivergent people are more likely to be transgender and gender-expansive (Brown, 2016;
Warrier et al., 2020). The theme arose during a number of my observations, with many TGX
singers overtly acknowledging their own neurodiversity in our interactions. It was often a topic
of discussion in my interviews with singers and directors as well. Some singers understood the
connection between their voice and both their TGX and neurodiverse identities. Quinn recalled,
“So after puberty, I found my voice can actually go very low. I eventually learned that this sort
of thing happens a lot for females with Asperger’s autism spectrum disorder due to the hormone
levels” (Singer Interview). Directors were particularly aware of it in relation to policy and
community aspects. Adamson highlighted these during our director focus group and her

individual interview:
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Other key points about my chorus is that in our identity, we make accessibility and
priority as well as neurodiversity; making sure folks have easy access to things that they
need throughout our rehearsals and performances. So, for the policy, this looks like when
folks need to tap out for a few minutes of rehearsal, they can do that. (Director Focus
Group)
Here, Adamson makes clear that STANCE prioritizes support for neurodivergent singers—
certainly not a simple task for a trans and gender-expansive chorus of approximately 100 people.
In this way, STANCE demonstrates a commitment to caring for every member of its
intersectional TGX community. TCP takes a similar approach with its neurodivergent members,
as reflected during a conversation with Kociba about singers’ intense attachment to and care for
Teegan, the TCP Turtle:
I mean, this turtle breathes so much life into our community, and it feels ridiculous to
say, but it’s amazing. If you ask the singers, they will probably say something along the
lines of, “Well, when you have this many neurodivergent people in a room, we’re going
to take care of that stuffed animal.” That is probably how they see it. (Director Focus
Group)
Within these choirs, neurodivergence is not admonished or ignored, but intentionally woven into
the organizations’ missions and care for their members.
In addition to people with immigrant and neurodivergent identities, the TGX choral space
often attracts TGX singers who are attempting to reconcile past choral traumas. As Phoebe
commented during the singer focus group, “I think for some of us, we are starting with this

[TGX] chorus as a way to heal our wounds from high school choir.” This elicited nods of
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agreement from the other singers present. Similarly, this need to acknowledge vocal trauma also
arose in the second director focus group:
We’re definitely a community-healing space first, and some of that is healing each other
just by being together and doing something. But of course, another huge part of that is
healing gendered choral trauma writ large through our artistic endeavors. (Levine,
Director Focus Group 2)
It is evident that TGX choirs can also become spaces of healing, where TGX persons can work
together to address and reconcile their past experiences with dominant choral spaces and
practices. These environments, as numerous previous studies have documented, are often ill
equipped or inadequately structured to support TGX singers. Many TGX choirs have emerged
from this restorative mission and need to create performance spaces for TGX singers that didn’t
exist. Graham explained:
The organization [TCCMF] exists as a function of my oppositional defiance, essentially,
because when I was doing my own transitioning, there was literally nowhere for me to
sing or do anything. So, I figured, fine, I’ll make my own thing. (Director Focus Group 2)
This defiance of norms and search for healing are significant aspects of many TGX choirs. As
Burch put it:
Part of this is saying, ‘Hey, we can do this too,’ [and it] is a really powerful part of the
choir. But I also think that it is another aim of ours to say, ‘Hey, we can do this, and
that’s not the only way to be a good choir.” This sort of idea that certain choir pieces,
certain repertoire, are the model of good or the model of professional. I think that is

something that we really like to combat. (Director Focus Group 2)
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Bullington expressed a similar desire to “push back™ against traditional exclusionary narratives
when describing his experience with the GALA Choruses (Gay and Lesbian Association of
Choruses Network):
In the GALA community, there is, kind of, just extremely normative definitions of
musical excellence, and that’s just kind of taken for granted, as all decisions are made
based on [those] criteria, but Phoenix doesn’t operate that way. So, we have been trying
to talk about other forms of excellence, like visionary excellence and integrity excellence
and innovation excellence, and those kinds of things, to push back on some of those, kind
of, normative narratives. (Director Focus Group 2)
As shown throughout this section, the TGX choral space is far more than just a place to make
music—it is often indispensable to these TGX musicians. These choirs intertwine artistic
practice with survival, care, and political presence. From Max’s decision to not move away from
Philadelphia, to TCP’s Mutual Aid Discord channel, I saw clearly that TGX choirs are seeking to
deterritorialize the boundaries of a choral space. Each of these intersectional identities becomes a
line of flight that breaks apart any singular narrative of TGX belonging. Every singer is welcome
to inhabit community on their own terms, while still remaining part of a whole.
TGX Vocality
Vocal Identity. A TGX singer’s relationship to their voice can be a complex matter.
Some, like Kathryn, might not experience dysphoria in singing a vocal part that doesn’t align
with traditionally gendered norms. During our interview, I asked her if TCLA had influenced her
exploration of her trans identity. She replied:
I think it’s been more of a ‘you know who you are and all that. Let’s let other people see

who you are, too,” as opposed to it being a big influence on who I am. For me, I think I

117



already knew that I’d been through enough that I knew who I was and what I could do,
and the fact that I was allowed to sing baritone was amazing...I think it didn’t have such
a huge influence on me in terms of who I was, but more it allowed me to show other
people, you can just be who you are without worrying about all the nuances that society
places on you and expectations for who you should be. I think that’s been a really helpful
part of my development. (Singer Interview)

As we continued our conversation, Kathryn reminisced about her audition and acceptance into

TCLA, recalling the joyful feeling it gave her: “...The nice thing was they accepted me as

baritone, which was not like most places. Most places you go, ‘Oh, you’re a woman, you have to
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sing alto, or at least high tenor or something’” (Individual Interview). Through this dialogue,
Kathryn articulated an integrated sense of self in which her gender identity and vocal identity
coexist, as she embraces her voice both as a baritone and as a trans woman. She takes pride in
her baritone voice, and is excited to use it to contribute to TCLA.

Ellianna, however, described having a slightly more complex relationship with her voice.
For her, it was important for her vocal identity to align with traditional notions of gendered vocal
parts:

I was auditioning for Abby and a couple other folks [for TCLA], and they do, like, a

range check. Abby was like, ‘I guess you could sing any part you want, but what do you

feel comfortable in?” And I was like, ‘Well, I’ve been singing tenor a lot.” And they

[Abby] said, ‘Girl, there’s an alto in there, you need to let her out.” And I was like,

‘Okay, okay, I’ll do that.” And just the same way that the shift from bass to tenor had felt,

like, freeing—this was that, but even more. It is just the vocal production is such a
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visceral thing that to me, it feels impossible to disassociate that from identity. (Singer
Interview)
Ellianna’s story here showcases the way in which she experiences gender euphoria when her
vocal identity and her gender identity are in harmony.
Jesse, a TCP singer, presented an example of a vocal identity that has evolved throughout
their gender journey:
I think one of the things that’s been interesting for me, and one of the things when I first
was sort of coming into my identity as a non-binary person, I made a really hard turn to
super-masculinity, and it was sort of, like, anything that had any hint of fem I had to
reject in order to be, like, ‘I don’t identify as a woman.” And it’s been really enriching to
come back around to, ‘Actually, that’s not for me. [ don’t identify as a man,’ and so it
feels very authentic to find aspects of what would be kind of encultured as femininity that
feel good to me. One of those things is singing as a soprano, but singing as a soprano in a
space where it’s like, ‘Okay, people who can sing high, come together over here and sing
high notes.’ I do like the way my voice sounds when I’'m singing those high notes, and
there’s not dysphoria in that now. (Singer Interview)
Here, Jesse talks us through their ongoing relationship with their voice and the ways in which
they have grappled with gendered aspects of singing. We can observe interactions of the
embodied self, autonomous self, and socially constructed self in their story. Jesse grappled with
their feminine presentation, and sought to construct a more masculine intrapersonal experience:
pursuing a more masculine presentation, and turning away from feminine-coded aspects. Now, in

TCP, they are revisiting their vocal and gender identity and reconciling their vocal range, gender
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identity, and gender presentation—for example, by embracing some of these aspects of
“encultured femininity,” and enjoying singing in their soprano voice.

TGX singers often come into choral spaces with already-complex relationships between
their voice and their gender identity. While this has stabilized for Jesse, another story they shared
underscores the challenges that others encounter:

There’s a friend that I have in choir [TCP] who has more of a fluidity to this experience.

So, some days they come in and they’re like, ‘I don’t really want to sing high,” or ‘I don’t

want to sing low,” and they have more of a complex relationship. (Individual Interview)
Here, it is evident that Jesse’s friend is grappling with a more complicated, fluid connection
between their vocal and gender identities. These are often in flux, even varying on a day-to-day
basis for some TGX singers.

While Jesse’s narrative is one of an evolving reengagement with their voice, Blake’s
relational arc revealed a more complex and differently storied engagement. Here, Blake
elaborated on his relationship with his vocal identity:

I think I really liked the genders of choral singing...before I knew I was trans, being able

to identify not as a gender, but as a soprano. I think in many ways, voice parts become

their own identities, and thereby their own genders. And you have ways of knowing
it...knowing what to stereotype about a soprano, or what you expect of them. And
anything that was expected or stereotyped of a soprano, I liked; I was about that. I was
like, ‘This is accurate and true. You can say whatever you want about me. It’s true and it
applies to me, and that’s fine and I’'m okay with it.” And that was very freeing in a way.

So, I think I enjoyed, oddly, the escape from gender that identifying as my voice type

provided. (Singer Interview)
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As a singer in TA, Blake no longer feels a strong connection to a vocal part like he did before
transitioning. Further, his framing foregrounds the performative and constructed nature of both
voice and gender, which aligns with Butler’s theory of gender performativity (1990) and
resonates with more recent trans epistemological critiques of identity essentialism. This is in
large part because of the pedagogical approach Graham uses with TA singers, as Blake
explained:
I feel less connected to a voice part now, especially because TRANScend doesn’t really
use voice parts. So, it’s difficult for me to identify as a tenor, or to use that as a sort of a
route of identification in the way that I did with soprano. (Singer Interview)
Blake’s current disengagement from a fixed voice-part identification may reflect both his
personal gender journey and the alternative voicing approach employed in TA. This shift
underscores the role of choral pedagogy not merely in accommodating identity, but in actively
reshaping how vocal identities are experienced and understood.
Graham spoke to this issue from the teacher/director perspective, providing valuable
insight into the effect that voice teachers and choral directors can have on TGX singers:
Teachers do not fully understand, and particularly voice teachers do not fully understand,
the longevity or the depth of the impact that they have on their students and their clients,
for good or for not good. More specifically, voice teachers have access and have a power
in shaping the development of a person internally in ways that even therapists cannot,
because voice is part of yourself. It’s part of your core identity, it’s part of your narrative,
and anything that changes your voices changes you as a person at your molecular level.

(Director Interview)
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Vocal identity is intertwined with one’s overall identity conceptualization. This connection can
be seen beyond the TGX choral space, as singers often display deeply rooted identification with
a particular voice type; when those concepts are challenged or changed, it can lead to significant
cognitive stress. Considering that, the impact of voice teachers and choral directors in fostering
their singers’ vocal identity should never be discounted.

These narratives, taken together, begin to illuminate the complex relationship between
vocal and gender identities that many TGX singers have. For some, there is no dissonance
between the two, while others may prioritize their consonance; meanwhile, still other individuals
may experience the two as an ongoing dynamism that is still in fluctuation.

Vocal-Part Names. For the directors of the choruses that participated in this study,
inclusive language and terminologies were a point of serious reflection and varied debate. This is
likely a result of the ongoing language war that surrounds TGX identities (Niccum, 2021; Rojas,
2022), and a criticality in the gendered connotations that accompany much of common choral
practice. Among the most prominent issues in this vein was that of part names, with approaches
to them varying among the observed TGX choruses. I heard about a diverse range of
philosophies during my discussions with directors and singers. At the TCP rehearsal I observed,
the use of traditional vocal-part names (soprano, alto, tenor, bass) was omnipresent throughout.
When Kociba needed to refer specifically to the soprano or alto voices, they would sometimes
utilize “trebles” to address the group, while using “TBs,” “tenors and basses,” or “lower voices”
to refer to the tenor and bass sections. This approach might stem from Kociba’s pedagogical
experience and background, as they acknowledged their relative newness to teaching and

directing in a TGX choral space. Alternatively, it might also indicate a shift in the gendered
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associations of traditional voice-part names within the choral domain. My interview with Quinn
of TCP further touched on this possibility:

I feel like Maya [Kociba] and our choir still use soprano, alto, tenor, and bass, and pretty

much everybody feels okay about it. The group you mentioned [TRANScend

Ambassadors] uses one, two, three, and four instead of those terms, because people

associate them with gender stereotypes, right? You think soprano, and they must be a

girl. You say bass and you think they are a boy, this kind of thing. But. I mean, basically

we don’t have the risk of misgendering in our group, because we don’t naturally assume
the [voice] part has anything to do with your gender. (Individual Interview)
While Quinn’s view might be problematic in some circles of TGX thought, it does provide a
compelling perspective on a potential association between voice types and gender stereotypes at
TCP. Perhaps the organization is actively drawing on the work of prior trans theorists and TGX
music scholars to disassociate gender and voice type.

Trans Chorus of Los Angeles took a similar approach, utilizing traditional SATB
designations throughout the rehearsal that I observed. During our interview, Hall again used
these names, interspersing them with other terms such as “uppers” for the soprano and alto
voices, and “lowers” for the tenor and bass. TCLA singer David commented that he and other
chorus members generally found the use of terms like soprano, alto, tenor, and bass to be
affirming:

I don’t feel like soprano, alto, tenor, bass are gendered terms in our choir because it’s just

the part that we’re singing. Very few people have expressed discomfort with being

referred to as those section names...nobody’s ever been weird about it. (Singer Audio

Reflection)
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TCLA singer Ellianna shared an interesting perspective on her experience with voice-part
designations as a transfeminine person during our interview. While in college, she initially sang
baritone; however, after joining the school’s chamber chorus, she was moved to tenor:
And having somebody say that to me, just, like, it was a weird bit of gender affirmation
that I didn’t know that I needed, and I was like, ‘Oh, I can let go of masculinity in this
way.” And not that being a tenor is separate from masculinity necessarily in any way, but
it’s like I don’t have to prove it in this way [vocally]. (Individual Interview)
Ellianna continued to sing tenor in various groups until she began her transition, just two weeks
before the COVID-19 pandemic upended the world. As a high-risk individual, she stayed away
from singing in groups until it was safer to do so. Her description of her evolving vocal identities
illustrates the multilayered complexity of TGX voice and TGX choirs. Here, Ellianna recounted
her audition for TCLA:
I was auditioning for Abby and a couple other folks, and they do like a range check.
Abby was like, “I guess you could sing any part you want, but what do you feel
comfortable in?”” and I was like, “well, I’ve been singing tenor a lot.” And they [Abby]
said, “Girl, there’s an alto in there, you need to let her out.” And I was like, “Okay, okay,
I’ll do that.” And just the same way that the shift from bass to tenor had felt like freeing,
this was that but even more. It is just the vocal production is such a visceral thing that to
me, it feels impossible to disassociate that from identity. (Individual Interview)
Ellianna’s connection between her gender identity and vocal identity was deep and visceral, but
every TGX singer’s experience is different; her fellow TCLA member Kathryn (mentioned
earlier), for instance, made clear that she does not share that same association. All of these

stories further illustrate how vocal-part designations can vary in importance to TGX individuals,
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and can have gender-euphoric or dysphoric affects. As my conversation with Ellianna continued,
she revealed that her singing in TCLA had expanded (she now sings soprano for them), and that
she sees the choir as a space in which she is able to appreciate her expansive vocal ability. In
addition to TCLA, she sings as a tenor-one in another choir. When I asked Ellianna whether this
had led her to experience any vocal dysphoria, she responded,

That’s a really interesting other side of it. I kind of did at first, but as time goes on, I’ve

been finding myself more comfortable separating voice from gender a little bit; not fully,

but enough that after singing in TCLA for two years, I’ve known so many women who
sing bass, baritone, and tenor, it just feels less surprising. And on our last concert [with

TCLA], there was a part where the basses needed to have a little bit more body in this

one part, and so the conductor asked some of the tenors to jump down, anyone who was

comfortable. So, I was singing down at the bottom of my range, and it feels good now
because it doesn’t feel like I’m trying to perform masculinity through it; it’s just like
there are things my voice can do, and it’s fun. (Individual Interview)
As Ellianna’s story shows, the use of voice-part names can affect identity and musical
experience beyond the TGX choral space. I hope that this connection between vocal identity and
part names has begun to make itself clear.

Compared with the approaches of the first two choirs to vocal-part names, Graham has
taken a starkly different strategy with TRANScend Ambassadors. As a leading scholar of TGX
voice and choral pedagogy, Graham has spent considerable time critiquing and analyzing the
pedagogical and policy structures of TGX choral spaces, ultimately leading him to adopt the use
of numbers for vocal-part designations. This is reflected as hard policy in the TA singer

handbook, where parts are designated as “1, 2 and 3 for treble clef singers and 4, 5 and 6 for bass
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clef singers” (Ambassador Member Guidelines, 2023, p. 1). During the TA rehearsal I observed,
Graham utilized both numbers and the traditional soprano, alto, tenor, and bass vocal
designations. He explained his approach in more detail in our interview:
So, the numbers are philosophical. The other references [voice names] are practical.
Philosophically, it [numbers] allows people to sing a part with a voice that is unstable and
changing without feeling a disruption of their internal identity, their self-concept, if they
have to move to another part. So, for instance, if the tessitura is just really not working
for someone in one part and they need to be in another, they haven’t lost their identity of
being a tenor or being an alto. You’re a one, you’re a two, you’re a three, you’re a four.
And while there’s some attachment to those, because that’s your group, the attachment is
to the group, not to the label. (Director Interview)
I prompted Graham further, asking, “What do you do for individuals that, for their gender
identity, being an alto is their goal in life; that is a goal in their transition?”” His response was
succinct: “You can be an alto and still be a two...A two is the people, the alto is the instrument.
Like you can be a woodwind and a flute.” Graham then elaborated more on the use of soprano,
alto, tenor, and bass designations within his ensemble structure:
Whereas soprano, alto, tenor, bass are not super useful musically, but they are in terms of
vocal development or understanding. But it [voice part] does have a lot of things that
people intuitively [think or know] about their voice type, other people with that voice
type in the grand scheme of things, and kind of what those expectations are. So
oftentimes when I’m using tenor, bass, or whatever, it’s because we’re talking about

something where that’s kind of relevant...the word ‘soprano’ is not super useful in the
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sense of telling us something about an individual voice, but it is useful sometimes in
talking about the collective experience of a voice type. (Director Interview)
A critical point to note here is that when numbers are used in lieu of voice-part names, the
numbers indicate which group sings which line, while the part names refer to the singers’
instrument. More specifically, the singer’s instrument—high or low—is not associated with a
vocal line and its gendered connotations. Casey, a singer in TA, eloquently highlighted the
human-centered nature of this approach:
I think on the most general scale of things, the human voice lends itself to being far more
versatile than what classical classification would necessarily indicate. And as a general
practice, I think, to be able to approach the vocal arts with an understanding of what one
is fully capable of and then being able, to some extent, pick and choose how they want to
perform a piece and where they want to perform a piece in their voice, dependent on what
their voice can do as opposed to whether or not they’re a tenor or a bass or whatever, has
been...I mean, for one it’s a lot more fun; and secondly, it just allows for greater
versatility. (Individual Interview)
The use of numbers over traditional voice-part designations remains a challenging issue in the
broader field of TGX music, with several scholars acknowledging the challenges these gendered
connotations can present for some TGX singers (Garrett & Palkki, 2021; Sauerland, 2018).
Blake, who sings in TA, described his own complex relationship with the numbering approach
during our interview:
I think that the numbers, they do depersonalize it a bit. I think that the names soprano,
alto, tenor, and bass, those words have cultural context and meaning. Even if you’re not a

musical person, you would hear one of these and know it was a musical term. These
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things have meaning that are divorced from our choir and from ourselves, and we’re just
not harnessing that meaning, which means we can’t organize using that meaning; three
doesn’t mean anything and two doesn’t mean anything, and that’s kind of by design. |
think it means that we are free from the stereotypes that can come along with [them] in
some ways, which I think is really interesting. But I miss the conventions, and I miss the
order; the sense of logic to it. I find that the numbers become confusing. You can be a
three, but it’s a five-part piece; then actually you’re a four, but you’re not a four, you’re a
three singing the four line. These things just become harder to talk about, because the
numbers don’t have enough meaning by themselves, and they don’t have enough
meaning to give you an identity as a section. But that means you can move between
sections, and it means that your section isn’t tied to gender expectations, except that it is
because the numbers, most of the time, are just replacing soprano, alto, tenor, bass...so
we’re kind of just slapping a different label on it. It doesn’t change the fact that the way
the music was written and envisioned was for people in gendered musical contexts.
(Individual Interview)

As we continued our conversation, | asked Blake how he negotiates the use of numbers instead

of vocal parts, and if he feels any sense of sectional identity is lost through that approach. He

replied,
I don’t know that I’'m experiencing a lack of community cohesion in the group. There’s
definitely a lot of group comradery, but I don’t feel like I have a particular association to
the three section, because in a lot of ways, there isn’t really a three section. There’s just

the people who typically sing in that three part.
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Finally, I asked Blake if he believes there’s anything lost for him as a singer without the use of a
tenor, baritone, or bass designation. As he explained:

I think it’s perceptual. I don’t think that I’'m actually missing anything...I don’t actually

lose anything except for being able to call myself this, and I think I miss the gendered

part of that; of being able to, in an intentionally gendered way, identify as a tenor,
knowing that a tenor is something with gender. But on the other hand, if we were to call
our section tenors, we have transwomen who sing part three, and they can sing it without

a masculine-coded name being applied to them. They don’t need to feel the pressure to

sing alto because they’re a woman. They can say it’s just ‘part three.” And people who

are singing in this section are non-binary, transmasc; some people are on T, some people
aren’t. (Individual Interview)
Here we see Blake wrestling with the complexities of balancing gender identity, vocal identity,
and inclusive practice. In examining each ensemble’s different approach, we begin to see that
there might not be any one clear-cut, definite recommendation for the designation of voice parts
within TGX choral spaces. These seem largely dependent upon a variety of factors, and should
thus be determined at the individual choir level.

Vocal-Line Fluidity. Some TGX singers experience relatively little vocal dysphoria
during hormonal transition. Consider the story of Kathryn, who celebrated both her female
gender identity and her vocal identity as she sang in the bass section. However, some individuals
wish instead to pursue a vocal identity that aligns with their gender identity. As explored in the
literature, this can present challenges; for instance, for transfeminine singers who have been

exposed to a testosterone-dominant puberty, but wish to sing in the soprano or alto range. One
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supportive approach in working with TGX singers is to use what I will call vocal-line fluidity,
which parallels Hirner’s (2022) strategy of vocal-line recombination.

Both vocal-part fluidity and vocal-part mobility are important aspects of the TGX choral
space. Vocal-part fluidity involves singers moving through and between various vocal parts
within the context of an individual song; in my interpretation, it differs from the codified
methodology of line recombination Hirner proposed. In Hirner’s method, a new line is written
specifically “for singers who may be transitioning between voice parts in order to align better
with their gender identity” (2022, p. 8). I do not wish to challenge the value of line
recombination, but rather to acknowledge that I saw it manifesting differently within the TGX
choral space. Throughout my observations, and supported during conversations in interviews and
focus groups, the use of vocal-line fluidity, in which a singer freely moves between two (or even
among three) vocal parts in a single song, was evident. For Kociba of TCP, this practice has also
helped to boost sections of the chorus that needed more support:

My tenors and altos were the sections with the most people. Those happen to be the

sections with the most individual [musical] experience as well. So, it was really

interesting; I have singers who I tell them all the time, ‘If you want to sing alto for the

first half of the song and then it gets too high, you can simply drop down [to tenor].’
Kociba continued on to describe this portion of the choir as a “section-less section,” highlighting
the itinerant potential of such a group of singers. The decision to abandon traditional sectioning
is not uncommon in choral music writ large, as many well-known conductors have done so.
Robert Shaw, for instance, often eschewed choral norms in pursuit of his desired sonic outcomes

(Duffie, 2013), making an aesthetic choice to utilize a kind of vocal-part fluidity in his choirs.
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Might a similar approach be utilized for singer-centered, rather than artistic, reasons? A story
from Ellianna, a soprano in TCLA, demonstrates that these practices are common in the choir:

On our last concert, there was a part where the basses needed to have a little bit more

body to this one part. So, the conductors had some of the tenors, and anybody who’s

comfortable, jump down there. So, [ was singing at the bottom of my range, and it feels

good now. (Individual Interview)
This vocal-part fluidity may be beneficial for a variety of TGX singers—particularly those who
are seeking a line that both supports their identity and is vocally accessible. In Ellianna’s view, it
could also serve to better support cisgender singers. “I would love to see more fluidity between
sections, and that’s for everybody,” she explained. “I know so many cis singers who are
pigeonholed as an alto but would love to sing tenor, or would love to sing soprano.” Vocal-part
fluidity is a flexible pedagogical approach with the clear potential to honor singers’ gender
identity, while also supporting and advancing choristers’ vocal abilities on a more individual
level than might be possible through vocal-line recombination.

Vocal-Part Mobility. While vocal-part fluidity focuses on the movement of singers
within a single selection, I also noticed singers moving between and among vocal parts in my
observations of TGX choruses. These switches could happen between songs, between semesters,
or even between seasons as TGX singers’ voices changed—a practice I term vocal-part mobility.
For the purposes of this study, it refers to a director’s policy of permitting singers to change
vocal parts in the context of sectional placement. While a singer may, for instance, be
predominantly assigned to the alto section, vocal-part fluidity allows them to more freely

navigate to and sing the tenor line during a performance. Many of the directors I spoke with had
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adopted this approach to better support singers as they transition and shift between vocal parts.

Hall of TCLA placed a particular emphasis on it, as described during our interview:
So, one of my altos started T [testosterone]. Now, I know as an AD for a trans-identified
chorus: as soon as folks get on T, I don’t care how lyrical that voice is, it is going to
change. So, my singer started T and their voice started going down, and they were so
terrified, because they thought I was going to be mad that they weren’t an alto anymore.
They send me this long email, and I’m like, ‘Honey, you are in a trans-identified chorus.
If there’s anywhere to celebrate your voice doing this, it’s here.” We celebrate it; we
don’t make it a bad thing. It’s a celebration to see the evolution of their voice and voices,
where it’s through hormones or just aging. (Director Interview)

Adamson of STANCE similarly supports singers’ vocal-part mobility, sometimes even within a

single performance:
When I came into the chorus, just a few months ago before the actual concert we did in
June, a singer came up to me and said, ‘This song is too high for me to sing as an alto.
I’'m going to drop to tenor one.” Great, fantastic. I have to mark it [in the director’s
music] so ’'m not going crazy as I’m in rehearsal. So I don’t end up saying, ‘Where are
you?’” We allow that [vocal-part mobility] to happen, and it can be piece to piece. So, in
parts of my concert, you see a person walking down from one section and go down to
another one. (Director Focus Group)

Vocal-part mobility is an important policy consideration within the TGX choral space given the

oftentimes fluid and dynamic nature of gender and voice, especially under the influence of

hormone-replacement therapy. This manifests as a hard policy in the TRANScend Ambassadors

operating handbook:
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Generally, parts will be assigned based on singers’ comfortable tessitura, blend and needs
of the ensemble. Because sustainability for the singer is a primary consideration in
assignment and transitioning voices are often changeable, members are encouraged to
inform the Director if the part to which they are assigned no longer feels comfortable.
(Ambassador Member Guidelines, 2023, p. 1)

In all of these varied manifestations, vocal-part mobility is revealed to be an important

consideration within the TGX choral space. Yet vocal-line fluidity and vocal-part mobility are

only part of the puzzle. These pedagogy and policy elements must also be navigated within the

repertoire that TGX choirs perform.

Repertoire
1t is the end of a long rehearsal with the Trans Chorus of Los Angeles. Tonight started
with a run-through of Misa Criolla and Arco Iris with Mariachi Arco Iris de Los Angeles,
the world’s first LGBTQ+ mariachi ensemble, in preparation for an upcoming concert.
The rehearsal space in the Connie Norman Transgender Empowerment Center is warm
as Abby invites me and another guest to stand in front of the chorus. The accompanist
starts playing as the chorus serenades both of us with “You Have More Friends Than
You Know.” Even though it has been a long rehearsal, the chorus smiles warmly at us as
they sing. A few shut their eyes in an almost meditative state. Then I feel it; the tears start
rolling down my face as I sense this is more than just a kind gesture from the chorus. This
song holds deep meaning for them, and part of that meaning is in sharing it with me as a
guest in their space. And in that moment, I realize I, too, have more friends than I know.

—Beede, Field Notes, 2025
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Repertoire holds a special significance for all three of the choirs I observed. For Hall, it
serves a dual purpose: “What do we [TCLA] need to say?” and “What do people need to hear?”
Beyond simply seeking to make beautiful music, the TGX choirs bring special attention and
focus to the lyrics of the songs they sing. This was important for Kociba, too, as discussed during
our interview:

So, that was the biggest struggle this past season [the inaugural season of TCP];
was finding repertoire that would feel fruitful without feeling like we’re talking down to
ourselves. So, my main tool this past season has been the text. I read the text, and I look
for things that can be interpreted as having queer themes...the text is really important to
me when picking pieces, especially when I feel like, as a trans organization, our words
have more power now than ever before. (Director Interview)

TCP singer Quinn made clear in our interview that they shared Kociba’s view:

I liked ‘Homeland.’ It’s a very religious song, but I feel like it also communicates a

strong theme of love and bonding. It is kind of encouraging for queer people like us,

especially in the current state of political affairs. (Singer Interview)
Similarly, for TA Artistic Director Graham, repertoire is an essential tool in supporting the
mission of TCCMF:

The way I select repertoire is meant to not just be a musical sort of art experience, but

also to engage you [audiences] in the process of what the nonprofit is doing. It makes

people feel good about themselves. It makes them more likely to come back or to talk
about what we’re doing...It’s not just ‘Oh, we need to start with something fast and close

with something fast.” We need to start with something that intrigues people’s interest,

134



that brings them in emotionally, and then end with something that gives them a sense of
either curiosity or wonder. (Director Interview)
Adamson of STANCE also highlighted the impact and importance of repertoire selection in the
TGX choral setting. As she explained,
By bringing together our voice and our identity in singing this repertoire, it allows there
to be in some way a different message...what spirit do we tell through our voices,
through our bodies, through our identities, that shares a different aspect of this music?
(Director Interview)
As we consider these perspectives collectively, we can see that repertoire selection reflects the
mission that each of these choirs has to advocate for TGX persons. In some cases, that occurs
through the queering of standard repertoire through a TGX lens, as the director and ensemble
infuse a song with new and subversive meaning. In other cases, it can be seen in a choir’s choice
to more explicitly center TGX identity and experience, as TCLA did through their For Us, By Us
concert series, which featured works by TGX composers.
Advocacy
A commitment to advocacy runs through nearly every TGX chorus in some thread or
manner. TGX choirs are, by their nature, affinity choruses: groups of people with a shared TGX
identity that come together to sing. In the current American zeitgeist, queer identities, and
especially trans and gender-expansive ones, are under ever-increasing scrutiny and a constant
topic of debate. The mere existence of LGBTQIA+ people becomes a political act, and each
musical performance becomes an act of advocacy:
We’ve been dealt a certain set of cards, and really, the only move that we can make

involves using our artistry to be everything that we’re told we can’t...we are told for
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however many years that our existence is political, and that the way we lead our lives and
the way that we walk through the world is something that can and should be dictated by
some higher government authority. So really, just stepping not even far outside of that

can be seen as an act of rebellion. (Kociba, Director Focus Group 1)

The moment you get on that stage, and you say you are with the Trans Chorus of Los
Angeles, period, you have just put a target on yourself by just saying you are part of this
trans-identified chorus. (Hall, Director Focus Group 1)

TGX choirs’ advocacy work often extends beyond traditional acts of concert
performance. STANCE, for instance, gave a demonstration for the Washington State governor
on the steps of the Capitol, sharing a straightforward message: “Hey, we’re not going
anywhere!” It can also be seen in the small, but impactful, interactions that surround a TGX
choir’s concert, as told by Kathryn of TCLA:

I remember once we did a thing at University of California-Los Angeles for their Pride,

and a parent came up and talked to us after and said, ‘I’ve struggled with this...with my

child being trans, and I was so worried about who they would be and how they would get
ahead. Then I saw you all on stage, and you’re just regular people, and you’ve really
changed my view.” And we’ve had others come up and say, ‘Seeing somebody else that’s
like me has saved my life.” So those are the things that make it so impactful and so
rewarding to do that I’ve enjoyed. I think we’re having that influence of just showing,

‘Hey, come on, folks, we’re just regular people. We’re here singing and, look, we’re

okay.’
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The work that TGX choir Phoenix has done in Colorado has often had a similar impact. In 2017,
the ensemble began performing an original work, Raven’s True Self, in public schools
throughout the state. The children’s play with music is about “a transgender raven in a
community of animals, and the importance of friendship, unconditional love, and being seen for
who you are on the inside,” as Phoenix AD Sam Bullington described it (Bullington, 2023).
While the show was met with controversy, as some parents expressed concerns about the
transgender themes, its message is an important step toward changing the culture within schools
for TGX youth.

Yet another example of this advocacy work can be found in NVC’s recent performance at
the Frameline LGBTQ+ Film Festival. In 2025, the ensemble was asked to sing at a screening of
Heightened Scrutiny, a film about ACLU attorney Chase Strangio. The event was scheduled to
happen only a few days after the Supreme Court was expected to hand down a landmark decision
about the right of adolescents to access gender-affirming care. Knowing this, NVC prepared
three different performances, each with a separate repertoire list: one for if the results of the case
were favorable, another for if they were unfavorable, and another for an incomplete decision. In
doing so, the choir deliberately made their repertoire selection and artistic preparation part of
their advocacy mission. The amount of preparation and foresight this required also represents the
ongoing challenges for TGX choirs (and persons in general) in our current political climate.

As these examples illustrate, TGX choirs see it as their mission to advocate for TGX
people and the policies that impact them. Through their grassroots movements and artistry, they
help to raise awareness of TGX lives by simply being visible and open in the world. Their work
happens across many different domains—from STANCE’s demonstration at the Washington

State Capitol, to TCLA and Phoenix’s engagement with schools—all serving the larger mission
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of TGX visibility and awareness. However, this advocacy often comes at a personal, emotional,
and financial cost. Amid the current rising tide of conservatism and anti-trans ideology, many
LGBTQIA+ organizations have experienced a decline in financial support.
Sing for Your Supper
In a rented rehearsal space in Midtown Manhattan on a chill, overcast March evening, a
small group of singers comes together. The piano is repositioned, chairs are unstacked
and arranged in a single semi-circle around the piano. The director arranges things just
so at the piano, as he will both direct and accompany the chorus as needed through this
rehearsal. A call for attention and warmups begins. As lip trills fill the air, 13 voices
bring focus, care, and attention to the rehearsal ahead. TRANScend Ambassadors are
preparing for upcoming performances, paid gigs which serve as a lifeblood for the
group.
—Beede, Field Notes, 2025
As director Felix Graham put it during our interview, “We are a working ensemble...the
Foundation literally could not exist if we weren’t singing for our supper.” Graham is referring
here to the Transcend Choral and Community Music Foundation (TCCMF), a 501(c)(3)
nonprofit dedicated to building and promoting the transgender and gender-expansive community
through singing (Transcend Choral and Community Music Foundation, 2025). TCCMF also
serves as a larger organizational umbrella for the development of TGX community, as shown in
the figure below.

Figure 5

Organizational Goals of TCCMF
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For the TRANScend Ambassadors (TA), community development and engagement are tied into
a larger mission of supporting TGX persons in New York City. As Graham explained,
Part of the reason we went down this path with the nonprofit is because I was looking
around for resources, I was looking around for other groups to do things with, to find
space with, etc., and there was nothing. There’s literally nothing. There are no trans
music organizations in New York City that aren’t us. So, we’re starting a summer theater
program next year, a trans theater program, because there is none. There’s nothing for my

[TGX] musical theater students to get their experience, etc. (Director Interview)
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TA helps through its work to support broader TCCMF advocacy goals: funding the Community
Chorale (a non-auditioned, open TGX community chorus); engaging in TGX visibility and
awareness measures in New York City; and working toward long-term objectives like the
development of a TGX community center and an expansion of charitable giving to local TGX
organizations. Through all of these efforts, TCCMF and TA are leaders in critical community-
building and advocacy for TGX New Yorkers.

Unfortunately, TA encounters frequent roadblocks to their work in the form of trans-
averse and transphobic policies. During the second director focus group, Graham mentioned two
examples:

I get updates from New York City’s Council of Nonprofits on a weekly basis about what

the newest nonsense is that’s affecting stuff in that area. It has absolutely affected our

funding...we’ve had our insurance affected. We cannot keep a carrier for our performing
insurance because we are a ‘high-risk organization.” We have also lost our PayPal
account because trans organizations are ‘sex-worker adjacent’ organizations. (Director

Focus Group 2)

Many affinity choral organizations—like TA, TCLA, and STANCE—operate with nonprofit
status, meaning that they often rely on grants and other forms of external funding. In today’s
political climate and amid the broader destabilization of American politics, these groups are
more adversely affected by the whims of transphobic policies than ever before. In 2025, there
were over 1,000 anti-TGX bills introduced, with 126 of them becoming law
(TransLegislationTracker). Among these laws are several that explicitly target events, including

businesses and venues that host or sponsor what legislators may deem “inappropriate” or “lewd.”
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The current deterioration of arts funding at the federal, state, local, and private levels further
compounds this instability, as Levine highlighted:
We have, as far as [ know, seen fewer budget cuts within the larger organization due to
specifically trans things. We also exist as part of an arts nonprofit, and there is not a
single arts nonprofit in this country that is not in some way feeling huge loss of funding,
even in non-trans-specific cases. (Director Focus Group 2)
Many organizations that once supported TGX choirs are withdrawing their support quietly, as
some of the directors described during focus groups:
A lot of the places where we have traditionally sung and that have supported us have
fallen off. It’s funny how everybody’s just ‘Homered their way into the bushes’
compared to prior years. So, it has put an added layer of funding stress on me. (Graham,
Director Focus Group 2)

Figure 6

Homer Simpson Retreating into Hedgebush
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From: Reddit-Meme Restoration by Brad Wurscht of The Simpsons, “Deep Space Homer”,
Season 5, Episode 16 by Groening, Brooks, and Simon.

These broader environmental factors present additional sustainability challenges for many TGX
choruses, beyond those that typical musical nonprofit groups are facing. Notably, these financial
challenges affect choruses beyond the operational level; as discussed during the focus groups,
they can reverberate throughout entire choirs:
It certainly impacts the morale of the organization and of the members. It sets the tone
and is the backdrop for everything that we do together, and changes the needs of the
individual—needs of our members of our organization—in showing up. (Levine, Director
Focus Group 2)
These stories illustrate the extent to which the often-tenuous fiscal standing of TGX choirs can
impact entire choral organizations. Whether publicly funded or privately supported, these

ensembles are subject to the volatility of social and political whims. Despite this, each remains
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steadfastly devoted to advocacy and public visibility, as they work toward a mission of care that
extends outward.
Voice and Psyche
A central concern reflected in each of the directors’ pedagogical approaches was the
mental or psychological well-being of TGX singers. During our conversations, they
acknowledged the web of care that must accompany their directing of a TGX choir, and how that
affects their singers’ vocal abilities. Kociba framed this as a mission to create a supportive
environment that valued and encouraged singers beyond their utility to the chorus:
But I think in terms of pedagogy, it’s almost a hundred percent about creating an
environment of comfort. So, I have singers who are in treble sections right now, and they
just started on testosterone a month ago. So, they’re looking to me, like, ‘Is that okay?’
And I’'m like, ‘Yeah, more altos will come. It’s fine.” It’s like they’re worried that they’re
going to let down the group if their voice changes, but I'm like, ‘That’s the point! That’s
why we’re here, so that our voice can do and be what it needs to be’...I think that
creating an environment of comfort will always come first in my mind before technique.
(Director Interview)
For Kociba, it is clear that an approach built on community and care is essential to their choral
pedagogy at TCP. This is a foundation upon which they can vocally co-explore and support their
TGX singers. In a similar way, Hall of TCLA recognizes and focuses on the importance of
mindset for their TGX singers. When I prompted them to describe their approach to vocal
training in a diverse ensemble of changed, changing, and unchanged voices, they said,
The biggest for us is mental confidence. It sounds crazy because it doesn’t deal

immediately with the voice, but if your mindset is to hate your voice while it is
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transitioning, while it is going through its evolution, then it is hard to sing because you
are going to criticize [your voice] every step of the way. You have to release the voice
that you knew and embrace the voice you have now. (Director Interview)

Hall provided additional context later in our interview:
For some of the altos in our chorus, in all honesty, and I’ve said this to them, some of
them would be kick-ass tenors. Some of them would be some great t-ones (tenor-ones),
and this is where you get in the weeds for a trans chorus. I have to be there to know what
could be mentally damaging for somebody. So, some of my alto-twos, I would love for
them to sing t-one, but I know it would be mentally detrimental for them. They can sing
alto-two, it’s fine there. Are they the biggest, brightest, greatest alto-twos? No, but they
definitely align how they appear outside and inside with that vocal presentation that has
been drilled in students’ minds their whole lives. (Director Interview)

Here, Hall illuminates the singer-centered approach that is essential to their TGX choral

pedagogy. For Graham, this pedagogy is not grounded in just community and care, but in a

cognitive realm that examines seriously the psychological needs of his singers:
When we talk about this in the context of training in choir, it is not enough to feel, ‘I’ve
made a secure environment for my singers.” Your singers have to experience an active
process of emotional regulation and practice using their voice in in a regulated way. I
might also put this in the context of, sort of, polyvagal regulation being within your
window of tolerance. If your singers are not in their window of tolerance, they will not
get better for a whole bunch of reasons. (Director Interview)

Graham’s strategy for addressing TGX singers’ psychological needs weaves polyvagal theory,

window of tolerance, and trauma-informed pedagogy into his TGX choral pedagogy. Though
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each director approaches this from a different orientation, they all highlight the importance of
psychological care of and for TGX singers. Graham utilizes a science-informed lens, while Hall
focuses more on a singer’s relationship with their voice, vocal identity, and gender identity.
Finally, Kociba’s lens encourages us to think about the psycho-social needs of choir members
from an environmental perspective.
Gender in Choral Space
TGX choirs may present opportunities for singers to further explore their gender identity
within a supportive context. Throughout this study, the vocalists I spoke with highlighted the
ways in which they had been able to find support in developing their gender identity. As Laura
explained it, “Discovering this choir of all trans and non-binary people just doing their thing and
making lots of joy and being supportive of each other was really pivotal in my understanding that
I could transition” (Singer Focus Group). Laura continued to describe how STANCE was
particularly impactful for her after she began transitioning:
I was kind of early in transition when I joined STANCE, but I had a pretty good idea of
what my gender was; I just didn’t have this sense of having the freedom to live it. It felt
really wonderful to be able to have a place where I could wear that prom dress that I
picked up at the thrift store the other day, and then go sing bass, and it was all totally
cool. It was just lovely to have a space where I could go feel like I was able to express
my womanhood in a way that didn’t force me to try to talk in a voice that didn’t feel
natural, or singing in a voice that didn’t feel natural. (Singer Focus Group)
Like Laura, Phoebe also found her involvement in a TGX choir to be a source of support as she

explored her gender identity:
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I went to school for musical theatre and was often told that my voice was my main
marketable skill...I was known for that, and I felt like I couldn’t transition for a long time
because there would be absolutely no opportunities for me in general. So, there was
something very validating when they asked me to sing with them and to join the alto
section. That was very validating for me. (Singer Focus Group)
Phoebe also drew attention to the importance of communal knowledge—something TGX choirs
can provide—in supporting singers through their gender transition:
I started transitioning in a vacuum, I didn’t have anybody, I didn’t have any community
or anything...I needed to find other trans people initially, I guess, partly because I felt
that I needed that support; and partly, it’s just sort of, like, you need that communal
knowledge, especially when you’re medically transitioning. (Singer Focus Group)
In addition to advice and insights, a TGX choir offers an environment in which TGX singers are
able to embody their gender identity, without feeling obligated to perform it like they might in
non-TGX spaces. “A lot of times I am hesitant to do, like, ‘feminine’ things, because I do not
want to be perceived as a woman,” singer Max explained. “But here [TCP], I do not worry about
that” (Singer Audio Reflection).
Casey also provided an illuminating perspective on the TGX choral space and gender
identity as they reminisced about their involvement in TA:
It’s only been recently that I can reflect and say I found myself not just where I am today
in a musical context, but also where I am in a gender-spectrum context. To an extent, I
feel like had I not been given direct opportunity to interact with someone, let alone an
entire community of trans and trans-identified people, I think I would have ended up a

different person entirely. It took being around trans people to realize that ’'m not trans in
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its own sense. It took me being in a trans-led and trans-dominant choir to reaffirm that I

am not trans. (Singer Interview)

Casey’s relationship with their gender has evolved continuously. “My identity has fluctuated in
and out, from being gender queer to demi girl and various other in-betweens, over the years,”
they explained. They have been involved in TA since its early days, and continue to sing with the
group today, with their participation in the organization recently guiding their decision to settle
on a cisgender identity. As shown here, TGX choirs can play an active part in singers’ gender
journeys.

TGX choirs can provide spaces in which members are able to explore, develop, and find
support for their gender-identity development. The stories from these singers illustrate the
different ways in which that can manifest: for some, simply finding a space for trans joy can be
powerful. For others, TGX ensembles can be instrumental in supporting gender-euphoric
experiences, as they offer a space for intergenerational and community TGX interactions that
propagate communal knowledge and experience.

Technical Elements

As the director draws everyone’s attention, voices and conversations die down. Soon, the

chorus progresses through warm-ups. First, a series of body mindfulness exercises:

various stretches to prepare each body to sing, bringing awareness to the
interconnectedness of the singing body. Neck stretches, arm stretches, movements and
positions to elongate the spine and loosen hips. Then, progressing to breathing exercises,
bringing the chorus’s attention to the breath in the body, how it fills and leaves the body.

Then, the room buzzes like a hive of musical bees as lip trills across scales and arpeggios
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fill the air. Finally, some select exercises for targeted auditory and vocal development

unfold, and then the chorus is prepared to work on repertoire for the evening.

—Beede, Field Notes, 2025

This vignette, an amalgamation of my observations, depicts a seemingly mundane and
familiar approach to preparing a choir to sing. All of these elements unfold in a manner most
choristers would recognize, yet in the TGX choral setting, they take on a different kind of
importance. TGX choir directors have a heightened awareness of their singers’ needs. Their
execution of pedagogy and technical elements carries with it an understanding that the embodied
experience of TGX vocalists is different in some respects from that of cisgender singers; thus,
director pedagogy should be adapted or utilized differently than it might in cis-dominant choral
spaces.

Posture. Posture is a cornerstone of singing technique. It is taught in the majority of
choirs, with perhaps little consideration of the relationship between singer, body, and gender
identity. Directors I interviewed cited posture as one area to which they pay particular attention
in their work, and which they feel they approach differently than they would in the cis-dominant
choral space. Burch of TCLA brought up the issue in relation to binding for transmasculine
singers:

So, we have to find new ways to support folks no matter where they are in their

journey...even posture needs to be examined for folks who are used to holding their body

in certain ways to not be so dysphoric. People are used to hunching their shoulders

forward to be a little more stealth. (Director Focus Group 2)

Here, Burch highlights some of the ways in which TGX individuals might hunch their shoulders,

for instance, to reduce the visibility of undesired bumps from breast tissue; or as a mechanism to
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reduce broad shoulders, which are sometimes culturally coded as masculine. Embodiment, thus,
can significantly impact the execution of technical elements of singing, and should be considered
holistically within choral pedagogy.

Breath. Choral directors, regardless of ensemble composition, will almost unanimously
acknowledge the importance of breath in beautiful, healthy singing. This was no different for
directors of TGX choirs; however, here this seemingly simple concept comes with additional
considerations. Kociba of TCP both acknowledged this during our interviews and displayed it in
the rehearsals I observed. “In terms of technique, my foundational tools lie within breath support
and vowel shape,” they noted. “Those are the two things that [ know for a fact I can speak
confidently to.” As I watched TCP’s rehearsals, I noticed that there was relatively little time
dedicated exclusively to focusing on breath; rather, breathing was addressed during the session
as needed.

The topic of breath also came up during my interview with Hall of TCLA. When I asked
about their approach to teaching vocal technique with a diverse range of changed, unchanged,
and changing voices, they explained,

So, I think the first part is breath work. I’'m a big breath-work person. You’ve been in our

rehearsals, and you’ve heard me say, ‘I don’t see or hear your body breathing,” because

you can’t sing if you can’t breathe. (Director Interview)
Later, Hall again mentioned the importance of breath as they discussed some of the special
considerations involved in working with singers who may wear binding attire:

Nobody was breathing in this chorus. It is different breathing in a binder, especially for

transmasc people. So, since I’'m not transmasc, I had to think about how I go about

teaching a singer to breathe in a binder. I have sung with a corset before, because if
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you’re doing La Cage [aux Folles], you have to sing in a corset, and that does change
your breathing...and then I did something so unique with them that they had never heard
of it. I said, ‘If you’re confident enough, you don’t need to wear a binder here. We’re all
trans.” They were all like, “What? It didn’t dawn on us that we’re in a safe enough space
where we don’t have to put on a binder.” And I said, ‘Because your binder is like your
armor when you’re going out there in the world. You can go take your binder off here if
you want.” (Director Interview)
As these examples illustrate, foundational singing elements like breathing are as present within
TGX choirs as they are in cis-dominant ensembles. These shared practices offer a familiar
grounding framework for both directors and singers as they navigate and explore new vocal and
pedagogical territory. However, as Hall highlighted, working with TGX persons sometimes
requires additional accommodations—Ilike ensuring they can sing comfortably while wearing
gender-affirming compression garments. Individual choral directors may have to address issues
like these with their TGX ensembles, knowing that some singers will wear these garments during
performance and that it can impact their breath. Importantly, Hall’s quote reflects the value that
they place on community development, and their commitment to creating safe, affirming spaces
for TGX singers.

Semi-Occluded Vocal Tract Exercises. In addition to a focus on breath, I observed a
frequent use of semi-occluded vocal tract (SOVT) exercises across all of the choruses. While not
unique to the TGX choral space, SOVT exercises play a crucial role in the development of TGX
voices. I often noticed Graham leading singers in them during the warmup phases of the
TRANScend Ambassadors rehearsals I observed. Using lip trills on a five-note, ascending and

descending diatonic scale, Graham brought the singers’ attention to their vocal registration.
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Working first in modal voice, the vocalises ascended until singers shifted into flipped voice.
After warming up the flipped voice, Graham used the same exercise to develop the singers’
abilities to mix from flipped voice down into modal voice. I noticed how intentional he was
about communicating why the singers were doing this activity, the purpose it served for TGX
singers, and the adaptions that must be made for the unique qualities of TGX voices.
Comparatively, TCP and TCLA utilized SOVT exercises differently during rehearsals. |
noticed they took up just a small portion of the warm-up regimen I observed at TCLA, with the
chorus only using ascending and descending sirens on [z] and in conjunction with a stomping
and clapping warm-up on a five-note, ascending and descending [u]. For the Transcendent Choir
of Philadelphia, however, SOVT exercises were more prominent in the rehearsal process,
occupying approximately 30 percent of the designated warm-up time during my observations.
The singers worked through short, three-note, diatonic vocalises on a hum, which ascended and
then descended chromatically. Kociba then had them transition from a hum vocalise to [ng]—as
in the final syllable of the word “going”—moving in a similar diatonic pattern and navigating
chromatically through varied keys. Finally, they went through a series of lip trills, moving from
the singers’ lowest to highest notes. These particular SOVT exercises seemed to be largely
designed for general warm-up and vocal maintenance, and Kociba generally did not explain their
value for TGX voices to the chorus members. However, this lack of specific communication or
contextualization does not diminish the exercises’ value in the TGX choral setting. I also noted
the use of SOVT exercises across all three choruses as pedagogical tools for music learning; e.g.,
using [u] or lip trills in place of words to help singers isolate challenging phrases or intervals.
Ear Training. Another aspect that emerged during my research involved the use of ear

training in the TGX choral context. The ensembles I observed are community choruses; as such,
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many singers come to them having had relatively little prior musical training. Hall brought up the
importance of ear training in describing their pedagogical approach to working with TGX
sopranos and altos. They explained that they encourage TCLA singers to take voice lessons, or at
a minimum to independently work on and develop their ear:
I tell them, ‘When nobody’s at the piano, just sit there, hit the note, hear it, sing it. Just
keep playing that.” That ear development is so big and so underrated for people that don’t
read music. If you don’t read, but you have a really strong ear, it helps you out a lot.
(Director Interview)
I followed this up with a comment about the auditory memory shift that happens cognitively
when a singer is moving vocal parts. Hall agreed:
Yeah, and you really do have to throw away everything you learned before if you sang in
chorus. I get so many baritones, and they will be like, ‘I was a mezzo.” Well, you’re not
now, you’re just not. So, if you’re trying to approach this the same way you did as a
mezzo, you’re setting yourself up for failure...you’re learning a new instrument.
(Director Interview)
For Kociba, this inner-ear training helps to both improve musicianship and build community.
They mentioned it several times during our conversation about their approach to pedagogy:
One of my favorite things to tell choirs is to listen to sections that are not their own, and
how can you sound like someone on the other side of the room. So, just kind of turning it
into a communal activity as opposed to four sections doing their own thing...And
sometimes, it feels as though the sections are fighting for attention when, in reality, I try
really hard, for intonation purposes, to encourage singers to listen across the room, to

listen louder than they sing...and encouraging the ear in that moment more so than the
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voice...I think listening is kind of the one-word answer to that question. I focus a lot on
ear training. (Director Interview)
Though only explored in minimal detail in this study, ear training emerged as an important
consideration in the context of TGX choral spaces. As a singer’s voice changes, either naturally
or as a result of HRT, their cognitive auditory landscape also changes. Ellianna provided further
insight into this phenomenon:
Like I said, trying to be a bass in high school and almost succeeding for a while. It was
about the fact that my ear was tuned to bass lines...I still have a muscle memory of where
my voice was before it changed [to treble], which is a really weird thing. Sidebar, I
started out as an oboe major [in college], and it [transitioned singing] feels a lot like
going from oboe to English horn...It’s like, why is my voice a transposing instrument?
And when my voice had freshly changed, I figured out that it is about a perfect fifth
difference. So, it’s the same transposition [as oboe and English horn], roughly, where I'm
aiming for and what is coming out.
Elliana’s story points not only to a physiological change in the vocal mechanism, but also a
potential auditory memory shift for TGX singers. Given the paucity of research on the
relationship between auditory memory and muscle memory for TGX singers who change vocal
parts, this reveals a potential area of future study within the field of TGX vocal and choral
pedagogy.
Inclusive Practice
As affinity spaces, TGX choirs seem to be more oriented than their cis-dominant
counterparts toward inclusive practices for singers. This is sometimes reflected in soft policy

elements; TCLA, for instance, discourages the use of the term falsetto because of the dysphoria it
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causes some singers, and utilizes they/them pronouns throughout the member handbook. Other
inclusive practices might manifest in hard policies, like TA’s replacement of named vocal parts
with numbered vocal parts. Below, I describe two additional aspects of inclusive practice that go
beyond these common and oft-cited approaches to building a more inclusive TGX choral space.

Repertoire Selection. As discussed earlier, repertoire plays a pivotal role in the advocacy
work of TGX choirs, and the lyrics are more frequently scrutinized to those ends than might be
found in cis-dominant choirs. Directors also acknowledged during our discussions that they had
to maintain a critical eye toward the challenge level of the music to ensure it remained inclusive
for their TGX community choruses. Both Adamson and Kociba cited their use of repertoire for
their groups that ranged in difficulty from middle-school to early collegiate and community-
college levels. Given their inclusive nature, many TGX choirs attract singers across a broad
spectrum of prior experience: from professionals with music degrees to first-time choristers.
Directors thus have to select repertoire that balances both musical accessibility and musical
interest for all of their members. This approach does create some challenges for more
experienced singers. As John commented, “In order to be maximally inclusive, we are singing
stuff that I realistically could probably learn in a month” (Singer Focus Group).

Compared to the other choruses, this repertoire-selection issue is mitigated in some ways
for Phoenix because of their practice of writing much of their own music. Over their nearly
decade-long existence, the choir has produced eight original pieces and two children’s plays
written primarily by its members. These customized pieces are often a better fit for the chorus,
having been created precisely with their TGX performing body in mind. Similarly, Graham has

spent much of his time as AD for TA rewriting or adjusting the music to be inclusive of his
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ensemble composition. “I change keys, I flip parts, I compress parts,” he commented. “I move
things from part to part as is necessary” (Director Interview).

Kociba highlighted another important consideration in the repertoire selection: the
character of pieces. As they explained,

My main tool this past season has been the text, so I read the text, and I look for things

that can be interpreted as having queer themes...but there are pieces that I have found

where the text might point to an unnecessary, antiquated gender role. That’s obviously

out, because I’m not about that, and I think it would be out of character for us to sing a

piece like that. Also, this season specifically I have drawn a hard line at sacred music

from any faith...I think most of that is in response to and being aware of the harm that a

lot of Christian organizations have done; not necessarily as a measure of the theology, but

acknowledging the organizational damage that has been done. (Director Interview)
Here, Kociba illustrates how TGX choir directors must closely scrutinize the lyrics and character
of each piece they consider, ensuring that they do not expose singers to the antiquated or harmful
gender roles often portrayed in music. This sometimes involves considerations related to sacred
texts and their theological relationship to TGX identities. Sometimes, lyrical adaptation can help
address these issues; with other songs, it ends up being impossible.

In each of the above examples, the directors highlight the added dimensions they have to
consider when selecting repertoire for their groups. How accessible, for instance, is a certain
piece to the singer who can’t read music? Are the vocal ranges accessible and supportive for
TGX singers? Might the lyrics of the piece be harmful to my singers?

Lyrical Adaptation. In addition to their changes to vocal-part names, the directors’

specific attention to language and terminology could be seen in their frequent alteration of song
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lyrics to better represent their TGX singers. “We started replacing those words with what we
would like to hear,” Hall explained. “Like, we just did ‘Lean on Me,’ and instead of ‘call on your

299

brother,” I changed it to ‘call on each other’” (Director Focus Group 1). Here, I again find
Blake’s earlier remark resonates: “It doesn’t change the fact that the way that music was written
and envisioned was for people in gendered contexts” (Individual Interview). The vast majority of
music in print, with the exception of a few pieces written by TGX composers, is written for
cisnormative choruses, and the lyrics lend themselves to that context. It makes sense, then, that
TGX choirs might freely adjust some words, as Hall does, to better reflect their TGX experience.
Sonic Signature

1 leaf through my field notes, reflecting on my observations of Trans Chorus of Los

Angeles, Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia, and TRANScend Ambassadors, and try to

put into words the sonic difference between TGX choirs and cis-dominant choirs. What is

it about the TGX choral sound that makes it special? Why does that sound impact me

differently? The sound of these choirs is different; a deterritorialization of sonic

expectations. In what voice specific ways do TGX choirs deterritorialize and

reterritorialize the choral domain?

—Beede, Memo, 2025

Across my interviews with singers and directors, there was an acknowledgement of a
unique sound specific to TGX choirs. The particulars of that sonic signature remain elusive, but
its presence and its impact cannot be denied. Ellianna of TCLA described it this way during our
interview:

It is really beautiful in a lot of ways that we don’t sound like a cis-chorus, because we’re

not. But we have...every section has changed voices, changing voices, and unchanged
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voices, and it is this kind of a heterogeneity that comes out. And sometimes you can hear
one person poking out, and all the classical training says, ‘No, you shouldn’t do that.” But
no; we are expressing something, and that’s part of the expression. We are individuals,
and our voices are different because we are different, but we also have the shared

experience that we are expressing together. (Individual Interview)

I also asked several TGX choir directors about the unique sound of their groups, with each

sharing a different perspective. For Hall, this sonic signature represents a new horizon in choral

music:

We cannot, cannot define a voice based on academia; we have to define the voice based
on the sound of that voice, and how that voice conveys its music. That would be one of
the biggest lessons I’ve learned, especially working within TGI [transgender, gender non-
conforming, and intersex) spaces; really listening and appreciating the sound of
individual voices, transitioning voices, and how they blend and how they work, and just
what they bring musically to this new evolution. Really, the more and more you and I
have been talking, I’m starting to see this is an evolution in music. It really is. (Director

Interview)

As we continued our conversation, Hall and I volleyed back and forth about this evolution, and

the yet-unexplored compositional potential for the unique musical and expressive qualities of

TGX choirs. Hall elaborated,

I’m still thinking about your sonic signature question, and I just can’t figure out the word
I want to say with it yet. The vocal evolution of TGI voices, and where that sound is right
now; how it’s opened up, vocalized, emoted, and lands on an audience? It is different,

and it’s different in a good way, but it’s different than what we are used to hearing
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normally...It’s hearing the voices for the voice. I notice when they [audiences] hear

Kathryn or they see Lauren, they see a trans woman with this really low resonance, and |

see them leaning in to hear where that sound is coming from, and they can’t believe it’s

coming from that side of the stage. Their eyes get big, and it’s not in a weird way, it’s

like, ‘How could that sound come out like that? It’s amazing!” (Director Interview)
Perhaps Hall is on to something here, as the TGX choral sound accompanies the relative newness
of TGX choirs. Transcendence Gospel Choir (TGC) is typically cited as one of the first
transgender choirs to come into existence (Drake, 2018). As of this study, however, it appears
that TGC is no longer an active organization, leaving Phoenix—Colorado’s transgender
community choir—as one of the earliest surviving models of TGX choral music. Phoenix, like
TCLA, was established in 2015, meaning that the trans and gender-expansive choral movement
as we see it today (with over 12 U.S.-based TGX choruses alone) is still relatively young
compared to other LGBTQIA+ and feminist choruses, many of which started in the 1970s and
1980s. While LGBTQIA+ choruses have a longer history, they have also been working within
the confines of traditionally gendered choral roles. TGX choirs represent some of the first breaks
from that tradition.

The newness of this sonic signature makes sense in light of the newness of the TGX
choral movement. For Kociba, TCP’s unique sound can partially be attributed to the relative
youthfulness of the singers in their choir. I noted during my observations that the age of the
members skewed younger, consisting largely of young and middle-aged adults. Age, then, may
be a factor in the sonic signature of TGX choirs. Several directors also mentioned the potential
contribution of vocal balance to the unique TGX sound. Phoenix’s Bullington described the

ensemble as generally most strongly voiced toward the middle, with a preponderance of tenor

158



voices. Similarly, NVC director Levine mentioned that their challenge in acquiring soprano
voices for their choir has led to a middle-voice-dominant sound. Levine also highlighted the
distinctive quality of TGX voices in general, commenting, “I feel like we are working with some
unique individual voices, with specific timbres that might not be found in cis singers a lot of the
time” (Director Focus Group 2). That statement echoes an observation Burch shared about the
TGX choral sound:

So, we have a little bit more of a bright timbre to our choir than maybe a traditional

SATB chorus. I think part of that is also, as folks are exploring in new ranges, there’s a

lot of vowel modification that helps ranges feel safer. (Director Focus Group 2)
Burch also noted that his choir’s repertoire programming had influenced the group’s sound of
their group, explaining, “I think this is partially due to just the folks conducting the group, all of
us have a lot more experience with contemporary music rather than what others may consider
Western classical canon” (Director Focus Group 2). Given the advocacy-centric messaging of
many TGX choirs, as mentioned earlier, repertoire selection often trends toward works with a
focus on lyrics and message over musical complexity. With this emphasis on lyric clarity, the
tonal quality of a chorus may also shift to a brighter sound that favors forward, speech-like
resonance.

Another factor that might contribute to a unique TGX choral sound is the way in which
TGX voices blend together differently compared to other ensembles. During our personal
correspondence, Graham suggested a parallel between the quality of TGX choirs and that of
HBCU choirs; principally, because both foster an environment where a communal blend is

encouraged without erasing individual vocal character. Traditional choral ensembles, like those
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often found at predominantly white institutions, aspire to create a more homogenous sound in
which no single voice can be detected within the larger sonic fabric.

Taken together, within the context of this study, the sonic signature of TGX choirs could
be attributed to a collection of factors, including the novelty of the TGX choral movement. With
the oldest surviving TGX ensemble just passing the decade mark, these choirs are still growing
and evolving. Further, TGX choruses generally attract younger singers than other community
choirs, which may result in a brighter blend. There is often a dominance of middle voices (tenor
and alto) as TGX voices undergoing HRT shift upwards and downwards before settling in the
middle. Similarly, there seems to be relatively little movement out of or into the extremes of
vocal parts (bass and soprano). It is evident as well that repertoire programming and vocal
quality are closely related. Whether the voices of TGX choirs lend themselves to selection of
more speech-driven choral selections, or if the choice of lyric-driven, advocacy-oriented music
leads to a more speech-like quality, is yet to be determined. Finally, the TGX choral space
generally encourages and supports a more heterogenous sound, which allows each individual
voice to shine without being subsumed into a homogenous texture.

Conclusion

In Chapter 4 I engaged Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the rhizome as a mechanism to
map the TGX choral environment. As explored throughout this chapter, the TGX choral ecology
is a dynamic interaction between identity, pedagogy, policy, and community. The rhizomatic
mapping of Chapter 4 renders visible the multiplicity of TGX choral life, however, it cannot
fully account for how certain practices become stabilized or undergo change. In Chapter 5, I turn

to Deleuze and Guattari’s ideas of becoming and stratification as an analytic lens to examine
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more intensely pedagogy and policy in these environments and what they make legible in these

unique organizations.
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Chapter 5
Becoming and Stratification

In the previous chapter I mapped the findings of my study framed within the
Deleuzoguattarian rthizome model. Here, I turn to Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) philosophy of
becoming and their concepts of stratum and stratification as a way of exploring aspects of the
pedagogy and policy structures within TGX choral spaces. First, I engage with Deleuze and
Guattari’s philosophy of becoming leading toward their stratum and stratification concepts.
Following that, I explore three different becomings from the TGX choirs. First Becoming-
Relational, then Becoming-Vocal, and then Becoming-Political. The Becomings here, like the
Becomings in 4 Thousand Plateaus, endeavor to break from the arboreal perpetuation of
hegemonic structures and pursue instead the radically new. Each Becoming ends with a refrain,
what Deleuze and Guattari (1987) describe as, “...any aggregate of matters of expression that
draws a territory and develops into territorial motifs and landscapes...” (p. 323). The purpose of
this refrain is, as Deleuze and Guattari (1987) state,

...the refrain is a prism, a crystal of space-time. It acts upon that which surrounds it,

sound or light, extracting from it various vibrations, or decompositions, projections, or

transformations. The refrain also has a catalytic function: not only to increase the speed

of the exchanges and reactions in that which surrounds it, but also to assure indirect

interactions between elements devoid of so-called natural affinity... (p. 348).
The refrains function as moments of aggregation and possible catalyzation of each Becoming; it
serves as an analytic lens for the stratum and their Becoming. The chapter then concludes with a

recapitulation of each Becoming refrain, bringing them together in concert.
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Becoming
As part of their ontology of becoming and their work in 4 Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze
and Guattari contend with Western thought’s preoccupation with being. As Massumi describes it
in the foreword to his translation of A Thousand Plateaus, this “State philosophy” has dominated
since Plato (p. xi). It propagates the question of “what is being? ”” further advancing the will of
the State,
The goal laid out...was the “spiritual and moral training of the nation,” to be achieved by
“deriving everything from an original principle” (truth), by “relating everything to an
ideal” (justice), and by “unifying this principle and this ideal in a single Idea” the State.
The end product would be “a fully legitimated subject of knowledge and society”—each
mind an analogously organized mini-State morally unified in the supermind of the State.
(p. xii)
The goal here, according to Massumi, is to craft an ontology which can be controlled and
wielded by the State. For Deleuze, modern subjectivity should be wrest free of this philosophical
genealogy, “the struggle for subjectivity presents itself, therefore, as the right to difference,
variation and metamorphosis” (Foucault, 1988, p. 106). Adkins (2015), elucidates further,
Thinking “becoming” as such is remarkably difficult. The entire history of Western
thought serves to obscure becoming, not by eliminating it but by subordinating it to
being. This subordination of becoming to being is one of the primary forms that the
discontinuity thesis takes. (p. 141)
These represent the arboreal ways of thinking leading up to Deleuze and Guattari. In contrast,
they turn toward movement, transformation, and impermanence as the conditions of life and

thought. They call for a shift from ontology as “what is” to ontology as “what might become.”
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In their plateau /730 Becoming-Intense, Becoming-Animal, Becoming-Imperceptible...,
Deleuze and Guattari articulate this becoming through a series of memories (they correct
themselves later in the text and clarify they meant becomings when they said memories),
“Memories of a Moviegoer,” “Memories of a Naturalist,” “Memories of a Bergsonian™ etc.
where each explores a different facet in the trajectory of becoming. As they traverse each
memory, they interrogate and build their idea of becoming. Adkins (2015) summarizes this
plateau as such,

There is thus a perceptual semiotics that allows one to see becoming instead of being,

lines instead of points, blocks instead of memories. Becoming itself is already complex,

found on a continuum. Becoming posits porous boundaries that lie between assemblages,
haecceities. One needs to be a sorcerer not a theologian to facilitate these crossings. The
crossings between assemblages happen at the molecular level, not the molar level. The
entire process is micropolitical. It concerns not the great molar categories human/animal,
man/woman, adult/child but becomings-woman, becomings-child, and becomings-
animal. These becomings insinuate themselves at the interstices of the great molar
dualisms. They cultivate lines of flight that exceed capture by a molar politics. Becoming
is intensive and continuous, not extensive and discrete. Becoming has the temporality of
the event, not the temporality of the present. Becomings are virtuous because they
increase one’s capacities, exceeding the organic, the signifying, and the strata of
subjectification in a becoming-imperceptible, becoming-indiscernible, and becoming-

impersonal. This is a perceptual semiotics that allows one to create the new. (pp. 169-

170)
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Becoming, according to Deleuze and Guattari, is non-linear and non-teleological, that is it is
processual. It is not a movement between molar categories—large scale, organized structures
which dominate social life through binaries and arborescent coding—rather becoming is of the
middle—think back to the rhizome, how it has no beginning or end, but only middle. This
becoming of the middle also constitutes the multiplicitous nature of their philosophy,

...since becoming and multiplicity are the same thing. A multiplicity is defined not by its

elements, nor by a center of unification or comprehension. It is defined by the number of

dimensions it has; it is not divisible, it cannot lose or gain a dimension without changing

its nature. (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 249)

Taken together, Deleuze and Guattari break from the philosophical tradition bestowed to them
from Plato to Heidegger and Husserl. “We’re tired of trees. We should stop believing in trees,
roots, and radicles. They’ve made us suffer too much” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 15).
Rather than proliferating the arborescent model which had previously preoccupied philosophers,
they endeavor to generate a new way of conceptualizing the subject and its becoming.

I subscribed to this view in this project and made use of it to reframe my engagement
with choral music and gender ideologies. How can I think differently about vocal and choral
teaching? What might it become if I break from the arborescent models which propagate deeply
ingrained gender and musical ideologies? Stratification, as I utilized it, allowed me to trace the
Becomings in TGX choirs as they were temporarily assembled into layered forms recognized as
policy and pedagogy. My purpose here was to begin unearthing the deep roots which anchor the
thorns of our modern choral tradition. Like the rhizome oriented analysis before it, this chapter
offers one of many possible layerings of interpretation, an assemblage in motion rather than a

fixed conclusion.
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Stratification

What then is the relationship between an ontology of becoming and stratification?
Stratification might be thought of as a “snapshot” in becoming, moments of temporary stability
before re-embarking upon becoming; it is a necessary co-function. Deleuze and Guattari point
toward the contributions of Darwin in framing this concept,

Darwinism’s two fundamental contributions move in the direction of a science of

multiplicities: the substitution of populations for types, and the substitution of rates or

differential relations for degrees. These are nomadic contributions with shifting

boundaries determined by populations or variations of multiplicities, and with differential

coefficients or variations of relations. (p. 48-49)
In this, population is substituted for type, “Darwin does not see species as a fixed type, he sees a
species as a temporary and statistical aggregate of traits” (Adkins, p. 53). What this means is that
strata offer a site of temporary stability, built around a statistical aggregate. Therefore, the
prototypical idea of a finch is not a monolith, but an aggregation; there always exists at the
margins, variations of the species which pursue a line of flight, an escape from one species to
another. The idea of finch as a category is used as a point of temporary stability in a species
which further evolves and substantiates new species and strata as seen in Darwin’s finches.

Figure 7

Darwin’s Finches
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1. Geospiza magnirostris. 2. Geospiza fortis.
3. Geospiza parvula. 4, Certhidea clivasea.

Note. Darwin's finches or Galapagos finches. Darwin, 1845. From: "Voyage of the Beagle",

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/page/2010582#page/393/mode/1up

A stuffed doll, for instance, moves beyond its plush form to become a representation of
relationality—or the name for a voice part escapes normative coding to signify an intentional
movement away from convention. According to Deleuze and Guattari (1987) these layers occur
in pairs, in what they describe as double articulations (p. 40). In A Thousand Plateaus,

The first articulation chooses or deducts, from unstable particle-flows, metastable

molecular or quasi-molecular units (substances) upon which it imposes order of

connections and succession (forms). The second articulation establishes functional,
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compact, stable structures (forms) and constructs the molar compounds in which these
structures are simultaneously actualized (substances). (p. 40-41)
What Deleuze and Guattari articulate here, in another manner of speaking, is the process by
which matter or energy—including discursive and ideational forces understood as material-
semiotic flows—undergoes a change from a flowing or unstable state to a stable one. Building
upon this, Deleuze and Guattari (1980/1987) borrow from Danish linguist Louis Hjelmslev to
further characterize these strata via content and expression. From A Thousand Plateaus,
He [Hjelmslev] used the term content for formed matters, which would now have to be
considered from two points of view: substance, insofar as these matters are “chosen” and
form, insofar as they are chosen in a certain order (substance and form of content). He
used the term expression for functional structures, which would also have to be
considered from two points of view: the organization of their own specific form, and
substances insofar as they form compounds (form and content of expression). (p. 43)
In other words, content is a manifestation of the first articulation, the change of unstable matter
into a stable form, while expression is the function of these forms. For example, raw sound
(substance) can be ordered into pitches (form) in the first articulation. Following this first
articulation, pitches (form) are arranged into scales (substance) constituting the second
articulation. The content here then is an organized system of pitches which allow expression of
melody, harmony, and/or tonality. Returning to the plushie example, a doll is adopted by a
chorus and becomes a mascot for the group. This is the first articulation. A doll (substance)
becomes a mascot in the form of Teegan the TCP Turtle (form). Next, that mascot, in the way
the chorus incorporates them throughout rehearsals and their daily lives (remember the

babysitting, parties, etc. that Teegan often accompanies TCP members on?), moves from its form
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as a mascot to becoming a simulacrum of the ensemble’s affection and care. This constitutes the
second articulation for Teegan. Thus, Teegan and the various members of TCP are the physical
material, the content, while the ways in which they interact represent the expression of care.

My project here is to rethink pedagogy and policy (or to think them otherwise) through
the TGX choral space, and within music education more broadly. Deleuze and Guattari’s
description of stratification might also be viewed as a way to analyze the ways in which
pedagogy and policy selects and organizes matter and imposes upon it a sort of order
(content/first articulation). Subsequently, the expression of the organized matter
(expression/second articulation) might constitute the policy element itself. This
arrangement/approach of analysis of substance, form, content, and expression, leads to my
analysis via de/reterritorialization and de/coding. The TGX choral space is a locus of becoming,
embedded within it is a movement towards change and possibility. From singers to pedagogy,
policy, and beyond, the TGX chorus deterritorializes and subsequently reterritorializes what is
expected of and within the choral space. All together, my goal is to construct an image which
allows the varied stratifications in TGX choirs, their interactions, interweavings, and foldings to
be more clearly discerned in their ongoing becoming. From the ways that the choruses develop
pedagogies and policies guided by the needs of singers to the choruses’s responses to external
pressures. What I argue then is that through this process of de/reterritorialization, the TGX
chorus both reifies and decodes the practices and customs of traditional choral music-making

inviting a re/consideration of how choral music was, is, can, and should be.
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Becoming-Relational
A Shared Meal

Food is the great equalizer for everybody and it just calms even the most racing mind

down for a bit.

—Hall, Director Interview, 2025

On its surface a mid-rehearsal meal serves as a time for everyone involved to gather in
community. Yet, this seemingly simple meal signals something much deeper. As mentioned in
Chapter 4, this has been a longstanding tradition in TCLA since its inception. This is not an ad
hoc moment, but something that has been institutionalized within their group. Initially, this meal
was part of the chorus’s rehearsal process to make sure TGX singers experiencing homelessness
had a hot meal and community at least once in their week. When the chorus returned after the
COVID-19 pandemic, chorus members were apprehensive about the potluck-esque approach
from before. Maintaining TCLA’s commitment to the meal, they would have meals catered until
that too became financially unsustainable for the chorus. Now, members of the 5th section,
primarily Ms. Mary and Hall, prepare the bulk of the meal for the chorus, while chorus members
are invited to bring items on a volunteer basis. What I see here is not just a simple act or
commitment of care, but something much deeper. The ongoing commitment of the chorus and its
leadership to this meal represent a dedication to crafting a space in which the relational is
prioritized.

This meal becomes analytically legible through the stratification process described by
Deleuze and Guattari (1987). The figure below visualizes the movement from heterogeneous
materials toward the expressive relational capacities they enable.

Figure 8
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Example of Stratification Applied to TCLA Mid-Rehearsal Meal

SUBSTANCE Bodies; Food; Location
FIRST B ‘ CONTENT
ARTICULATION — ‘
FORM TCLA; Meal; CNTEC
FORM TCLA; Meal; CNTEC
EXPRESSION
‘ SECOND o
-
ARTICULATION ‘
SUBSTANCE Connecno‘n; Nourlfhme}nt;
Community; Relationality

Within the TGX choral assemblage heterogenous elements—bodies, food, and location—
coalesce and are subsequently coded through the social structures into singers, directors, the 5th
section, plates, silverware, the food, conversations, even the building (Connie Norman
Transgender Empowerment Center). Collectively these constitute the first articulation, the
collection of heterogenous elements (substance) into a form. Following this is the second
articulation. This second articulation represents the expression of the content. It is the
assemblage of these heterogenous elements which leads to the expression of connection,
community, and nourishment. Thus the relational is made manifest through the content and
expression of the TGX choral ecology. What [ mean is content creates the potential for action,
while expression is the action manifest. Stated another way, content is the collection of necessary
“ingredients” and expression is a product (one of many potential expressions) of those

ingredients. What this stratification brings to light is that the meal is not just ancillary to the
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music rehearsal. It is critical in the relational commitment of TCLA. This is further substantiated
in insights from Hall,
I told them, “Hey, if y'all want, we could eliminate that and y'all could get out of here
earlier.” And they were all like, “no, no, we don't want to change that”. So yeah, that
would get you out at least a half hour, 45 minutes earlier. But it's one of the things that
they don't want to change. (Individual Director Interview, 2025)
These actions go beyond pleasantries, rather they manifest as a commitment to persons that goes
beyond traditional notions of a community chorus setting. The chorus provides more than
musical nourishment, it also supplies physical and emotional nourishment for TCLA members.
As Hall also stated,
That meal is to give you strength to get through from Monday to Saturday. Some
of them might go out and have a great week, and some of them might end up
being misgendered and having a really shitty week, but they know that on Sunday
they can come here, they can sing, eat, and go home happy. (Individual Director
Interview, 2025)
The “relational” in this community chorus surpasses a collection of voices and bodies bound by
geographic proximity. Instead, community, like the rhizomatic roots of the aspen trees, becomes
an entanglement of physical, emotional, and musical nourishment. Each deeply intertwined and
central to the health and growth of TCLA. For Hall, this is not merely relational,
It's also representing family and community and just, I think you saw on Pose how the
houses would sit down and have a meal together? We need to take time to break bread, sit
and talk with each other. Just sit and kiki for a little bit, catch up with people because

everybody goes about their lives after that. (Individual Director Interview, 2025)
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In this way, this commitment to community and care might be theorized as a deterritorialization
of traditional choral policy practice, moving beyond the notion that a choir is merely about music
making.
Floor Time & Good-Newses

FLOOR TIME!

—Beede, Field Notes, 2025

In a similar manner, Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia has institutionalized a moment
within their rehearsal specifically focused on this relational aspect which I call “Floor Time.”
This moment occurs during the choir’s mid-rehearsal break; the name “Floor Time” does not
literally mean that everyone sits on the floor, but rather serves as an overarching term for this
communal pause in rehearsal. Floor time is interesting because the chorus alters their rehearsal
space to facilitate room for anyone to partake. Chorus members, no matter their prior
arrangement throughout the space, have an opportunity to engage in extra-musical activities,
such as procuring snacks, catching up with friends, exchanging pleasantries, etc. The
articulations, content, and expression remain similar as those explained earlier for TCLA.
Bodies, food, and location are coded as singers, snacks, and their rehearsal space, however,
TCP’s alteration of the space was of interest. The relocation of chairs and the creation of an open
space within the rehearsal space enacts a kind of decoding within the broader deterritorializing
practice of TGX choirs. In this brief time, the choral space is loosened from its usual codes of
musical hierarchy, opening instead to a fluid participation and interpersonal connection.

As a brief aside, it is helpful to distinguish decoding from deterritorialization here.
Deterritorialization refers to the broader shift from a “music-making” organized territory to one

organized around a logic of community and care, that is the relational. In contrast, decoding
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marks the semiotic and spatial unbinding that enables this shift to occur via the rearrangement of
chairs, bodies, and attention. Together these movements dissolve the hierarchy of the rehearsal,
rendering the space temporarily egalitarian. When floor time ends, the chairs return to their block
arrangement and the space is re-coded as a “music-making” territory, reinstating a hierarchical
structure with the director again leading at the front.

With the space returned to its regular arrangement, Kociba leads the chorus through
announcements before opening the floor to “Good-Newses.” This event is important to the
chorus, as Kociba shared,

I have almost forgotten Good-Newses once and someone was like, “Uh, I have a Good-

News to share” and I was like, “OH MY GOSH, we cannot possibly keep singing. It’s

time for Good-Newses, how could I forget?” It’s one of my favorite parts of rehearsal!

(Director Focus Group, 2025)

“Good-Newses” is a period in this point of rehearsal in which the floor is opened for chorus
members to share any good news which is happening in their lives. From major milestones
(securing appointments for gender affirming surgery) to more personal moments (like a singer’s
partner coming to visit that weekend), this time is another opportunity for the deepening of
relations, community, and friendship. It connects and helps strengthen the bonds between the
members of TCP. It also represents a kind of denouement to the relational focused aspects of the
ensemble rehearsal before they reengage in music-making for the rest of the evening.

These practices reveal the TGX choral space is not defined solely by musical production
or ends, rather they are living assemblages of relation. The meal and floor time each enact

moments of deterritorialization in which hierarchies are suspended and community becomes the
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organizing logic. These moments never remain discrete however, instead they continue to fold
and unfold together, blurring lines between music-making and communal care.
Teegan the TCP Turtle

Teegan was the best thing that could have ever happened...it has grown into this and

easy way of starting conversation with and about each other within the choir. -Kociba,

Director Interview, 2025

Along with their “Good-Newses” and “floor-time”, TCP has also adopted a mascot who
appears during their mid-rehearsal break. An anthropomorphized turtle, Teegan the TCP Turtle
was purchased on a whim by TCP Director of Operations, Archbishop Celena Spain-Frank.
Teegan joins TCP on stage at concerts and is present at every rehearsal, serving as a connecting
point for chorus members. As explored in Chapter 4, Teegan accompanies a different member of
TCP each week, joining the chorus member on adventures to the beach, family events, concerts,
etc. Over the course of the week, portions of their adventure appear in a Discord thread for TCP
chorus members so they can see what Teegan is doing. As Kociba discussed in their interview,
Teegan is, “...this bid for connection...”, a way to keep chorus members engaged in and with the
community beyond the weekly rehearsal time. Likewise, Quinn recognizes the relational power
of Teegan in TCP,

Teegan is a doll that members take and care for between rehearsals. It's taking them to the

activities you've been to, or big events, or just hanging out with your friends and taking

pictures and sharing them with the group. So I feel it’s a way we can have association

even after rehearsals. It’s an opportunity for us to share more of our personal life with

each other. They really treat Teegan as almost like a living member of the chorus. It’s so

cute. (Individual Singer Interview)
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In this example, a plushy turtle (substance) is adopted by TCP, given an identity and meaning
(coded), which then becomes a mascot for the organization (form), constituting the first
articulation (content). In the second articulation, Teegan (form) becomes representative of much
more for the chorus, Teegan becomes a simulacrum (substance) of community, care, or
relationality (expression).

From another angle, Teegan represents a materialization of the relational. In the prior
examples the relational is found in the intersubjective relations during the rehearsal meals and
breaks. Here, Becoming-Relational can be found in both the dialogic and semiotic flows of the
chorus; it takes a material form. In this way, Teegan is neither subject or object, but is a node
through which affection, care, and community flow. As mentioned in Chapter 4, this also extends
beyond the physical as Teegan’s antics are shared through TCP’s discord channel. Therefore,
Teegan facilitates connection beyond the physical space and into the digital space of the chorus
as well, anchoring the becoming relational beyond the walls of the rehearsal room. This
extension beyond the physical realm reinforces the relational intensities that emerge there and
continue to reverberate across the chorus between rehearsals.

Refrain 1

Mirroring the work of Deleuze and Guattari in 4 Thousand Plateaus, 1 provided three
examples to highlight the ways in which TGX choral spaces, their policies, and their practices
expand the choral space beyond traditional notions. As Schmidt (2020) articulates,

Policy is relational—it happens between people struggling to balance needs and

resources—and so policy practices have a strong biographical component. In other

words, decision-making is influenced by psychological, emotional, and relational

parameters as much as by data or convincing advocacy arguments. (p. 26)
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In addition to an ontology of rehearsal, an ontology of relationality might also represent the
dynamics of the TGX choral space. This ontology resonates with the theoretical and conceptual
frameworks I laid forth at the beginning of this project. Becoming-relational connects with
Nagoshi et al. 's (2014) relational model of selthood in trans-identity theory. A TGX chorus’s
becoming-relational supports the development of the three aspects of self in TGX persons, (1)
the embodied-self, (2) the socially-constructed-self, and (3) the autonomous self. The mid-
rehearsal meal in TCLA connects the embodied-self (selthood based on bodily experiences) to
the becoming-relational. The policy act of nourishing members in the Connie Norman
Transgender Empowerment Center supports the embodied aspect of selfhood. The mid-rehearsal
break, floor-time, and Good-Newses can be tied to aspects of the socially-constructed-self in
which singers are able to navigate, experiment, and develop their identity in a welcoming
environment. Finally, the experiences of the embodied-self and the socially-constructed-self
provide the narrative which is interpreted by and then actively reconstructed by the autonomous-
self in an ongoing development of selthood.

This relational ontology also reinforces the findings of other scholars who emphasized
the importance of intersubjective activity in socio-cultural and socio-musical contexts for
identity development (Davidson & Faulkner, 2012; Doyle, 2022). For Laura, having a place like
STANCE in her life during her transition was important in the expression of her womanhood.
While she was sure of her gender identity and transition, STANCE was a place where she was
able to freely express and live her authentic self. Similarly, Phoebe found the community in her
TGX chorus, grounded in a relational ontology, crucial for her ongoing transition, “I started
transitioning in a vacuum...I needed that support...[I] need that communal knowledge.” It is

important here to not conflate the terms community and relational. In Phoebe’s quote she is
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signaling her need for both the relational and the communal. I position relational as a focus on
the interconnectedness of persons, places, things, ideas, while community or communal evokes a
kind of closure, echoing the thoughts of Derrida (2000) and Higgins (2007). For Laura and
Phoebe, a relational-ontology was important for their gender identity development, but this
relational-ontology is also essential for singers’ vocal identity, explored in the next section. This
relational aspect will also be explored further in the following chapter as it flows throughout the
chorus. For now, this distinction helps to make clear that TGX choral spaces develop more than
community, they prioritize relationality in participants’ ongoing process of becoming.

An ontology of relationality in TGX choral spaces invites us to reimagine what else
choirs can do beyond music-making. It also begins to illuminate one of my points of inquiry in
this research: Social-musical participation in TGX choirs can be influential for the musicians in
these groups and be affective in their identity development. Becoming-relational also goes
beyond the identity development aspects discussed here and further supports the vocal
development of TGX singers. This relational aspect manifests in the directors’ approaches to
pedagogy in their choirs. For Hall, they recognize the importance in the relational between a
singer and their voice:

If your mindset is to hate your voice while it is transitioning, while it is going through its

evolution, then it is hard to sing because you are going to criticize [it] every step of the

way. You have to release the voice that you knew and embrace the voice you have now.

(Individual Director Interview)

As Kociba stated, “ I think in terms of pedagogy, it’s almost a hundred percent about creating an
environment of comfort” and as Graham noted, “...it is not enough to feel, ‘I’ve made a secure

environment for my singers.” Your singers have to experience an active process of emotional
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regulation and practice using their voice in a regulated way.” Here the directors articulate the
importance of the relational in TGX choral spaces in supporting the TGX voice. In particular,
Graham brings attention to the conditions and regularity under which a singer must experience
security to learn and grow vocally.

This resonates with Yerichuk (2011) whose work is focused in the community music
realm. Citing the work of Bourdieu (2000) and Doscher (1994), she states:

When bodies experience and hold tension, that tension in turn affects voices. Social

relations creep into bodies, previous experiences, musical competencies, as well as the

actual learning environment. Creating learning environments in which participants feel

safe to express themselves is both a critical and complicated task for facilitators. (p. 75)
I take up this thread and connect it with becoming-relational. It is not simply that the TGX choral
space is a pleasant environment to sing in, rather it is essential to the growth and success of the
individual singers. The sense of security and safety, which I theorize is developed via the
relational, is a necessary requirement for individual vocal growth. The relational is therefore a
paramount consideration throughout the entire TGX choral assemblage.

As I have explored here, becoming-relational flows throughout the TGX choral ecology
affecting it in varied ways. From the intersubjective perspective associated with trans-identity
theory to the pedagogical considerations of TGX choral directors, becoming-relational is an
important aspect of the TGX choral space. Next, I turn to becoming-vocal as another strata
within this study.

Becoming-Vocal
...soprano, alto, tenor, and bass are not super useful musically, but it is in terms of vocal

development or understanding.
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—Graham, Director Interview, 2025

In a manner similar to becoming-relational, here, I delve further into the ways in which
TGX choral spaces deracinate normative ideas of voice in the choral domain. I do this through
the pedagogy and policy frameworks I have identified as choral part names, choral line fluidity,
and choral part mobility. These can be viewed as macro-, meso-, and micro-level policy and
pedagogy enactments. At the macro-level is the relationship between voice and choral part
names. In this section, choirs approach this challenge in two divergent manners through policy
adjustments. Following that at the meso-level, is the movement of individuals between choral
parts across songs, semesters, or seasons via choral part mobility. Finally, at the micro-level is
vocal-line fluidity, a pedagogical enactment where a negotiation between the semiotics of choral
parts and vocal ability are found. Together, these trace structural depth; choral part names
operate at the macro-level because they are inherited signifiers from the cis-dominant choral
tradition; choral part mobility functions at the meso-level because it functions through
organizational policy; and choral line fluidity operates at the micro-level because it emerges as
necessary moment-to-moment pedagogical negotiations. My goal here is to not only bring to
light the varied ways in which TGX choirs navigate becoming-vocal, but to also bring attention
to the ways in which pedagogy and policy can be studied and analyzed.
Choral Part Names and Voicing

1 think on the most general scale of things, the human voice lends itself to being far more

versatile than what classical voicing would necessarily indicate.

—Casey, Individual Interview, 2025
The use of choral part names (CPN) varied across the choruses, both in observation and

during interviews with directors. TRANScend Ambassadors presented the most unique approach
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utilizing numbers instead of voice parts, while most other choruses utilized traditional soprano,
alto, tenor, bass (SATB) voice typing in their rehearsals. All choruses were diligent in never

29 e

using terms like “men” or “women” when referring to sections, instead using “trebles,” “upper-

99 ¢¢

voices,” “tenor-basses,” “lower voices,” or “TBs.” Utilizing Deleuze and Guattari’s stratification
concept is beneficial here as it reveals how the decisions of choruses in using numbers or voice
parts still subvert the traditional choral practice. The first articulation in this stratification
constitutes the relationship between substance and form. Here the substance is the voices
themselves, their pitch, timbre, tessitura, range, etc. These take form in the organization of voice
types (soprano, alto, tenor, bass), distinct here from choral parts (SATB).

There is an important distinction to be made between individual voice types and
collective choral parts since both have traditionally utilized the same signifiers. For my purposes,
voice types refer to the range, tessitura, and timbre of the individual voice, while choral parts
refer to the grouping of voices assigned to a particular vocal line. So, in the first articulation the
raw material substance of “voice” is arranged into forms identified by voice type. The second
articulation then takes the material of voice types and, in traditional choral practice, organizes
them into choral parts. This is where the approaches of TGX choirs resists traditional choral
practice and becomes interesting. In the Transcend Ambassadors approach there is an intentional
deterritorialization in replacing SATB choral parts with 1, 2, 3, 4 choral part names. In their
becoming-vocal, TA actively deterritorialize, that is “free up the fixed relations that contain a
body all the while exposing it to new organisations” (Baugh, 2010, p. 69), choral part names
from traditional choral practice. As Graham explained during his interview, “philosophically, it
[numbers] allows people to sing a part with a voice that is unstable and changing without feeling

a disruption of their internal identity, their self concept, if they have to move to another part.” By
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divorcing choral part names from vocal part names, singers can move more freely between parts
without experiencing dissonance in their vocal identity. As Graham further explains, this also
facilitates easier (re)location of singers due to timbral differences,
This is one of the things we explored in the first iteration of Transcend around tessitura
for an AMAB [assigned male at birth] alto versus AFAB [assigned female at birth]
contralto. Even though the range might be similar, the tessitura, the volume amplitude,
and parts of the range, all of those things are kind of different. So when I'm grouping one,
twos, threes, threes, fours, et cetera, it's less about, "You're soprano here” and more of
“You're a person who fits in this color in this tessitura and this general sort of vowel
tuning strategy." But they may or may not be traditionally soprano. So we have two
Kellis. One is a soprano and one is a mezzo-soprano, but the mezzo-soprano does not fit
in with the twos.
What TA and Graham showcase here is their approach to choral part names facilitates a more
fluid approach to voicing allowing more customization in vocal color and timbre across parts
while avoiding disruption to internal vocal identity. Alternatively, choruses like TCP and TCLA
still utilize SATB choral part organization, however, they eschew the traditional gendered
associations with choral parts. There is a kind of decoding here, a break from the overcoded
(standardized) meaning of SATB choral parts born of the cis-heterosexual dominant choral
tradition. Rather than pursuing a line of flight away from SATB choral parts, as found with TA,
instead, other TGX choruses choose to decode SATB choral parts.
A recent post on the Facebook group “Choral Repertoire Hub” invites us to consider how
a deterritorialization or decoding of choral part names might better serve our singers beyond the

TGX choral environ. In the post someone asks,
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Can we talk about female tenors/bari/bass singers?

We had a choir member (female tenor) move to a different province where she found a
choir but was told in no uncertain terms that she HAD to sing alto.

Yes, I understand the difference in resonance, etc. but why on earth [sic] would a director
turn away an excellent singer just because her range isn’t “typical”?

Figure 9

Facebook Post from Choral Repertoire Hub

Acca Bella
3h - [

Can we talk about female tenors/bari/bass singers?

We had a choir member (female tenor) move to a
different province where she found a choir but was told
in no uncertain terms that she HAD to sing alto.

Yes, | understand the difference in resonance, etc. but
why on earth would a director turn away an excellent
singer just because her range isn't “typical”?

Q%7 15 comments

Here we see the hegemonic, gendered expectations in choral part names propagated by
the director of a group. Rather than believing the singer or supporting the singer in her request to
sing in the tenor choral part, they required the singer to conform to traditional vocal-gendered
expectations. What if choral music utilized numbers instead of mirroring the voice part names? If
the tenor section were the “thirds” might that make it acceptable for her to sing in the tenor vocal
range? Alternatively, what if choral practices were to actually divorce choral part names from
gender? This alternative seems often discussed, but rarely enacted in a meaningful way within
the choral field.
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This mirrors a pattern I have also observed in several secondary school settings.
Occasionally, a cisgender, male singer may not experience a vocal shift from his treble range,
even as late as his junior year of high school. In these cases, I have seen the student placed in the
tenor section simply because that is where his male-identified peers are assigned. Consequently,
these students sometimes struggle because of the range of the tenor line in the repertoire. By
continuing to link voice type with gender identity, choral education upholds gendered
conventions at the expense of pedagogical and vocal best practice.

Choral Part Mobility

If I had just been content to be a baritone my whole life, I probably could have done well

as a baritone. But the fact that I sing alto and soprano I think makes me a better tenor.

And I wouldn't be doing that if I were just a cis person in a cis choir.

—Elliana, Singer Interview, 2025

Choral part mobility (CPM), the policy identified within TGX choirs which allows
singers to move voice parts between songs, semesters, or even seasons is the middle stratum in
this becoming-vocal. Like choral part names before this, the first and second articulations remain
the same. Vocal elements are organized into vocal parts which are organized into choral parts.
Within most traditional choral contexts, choral part assignments generally remain constant.
However, within the TGX choral space there was more evidence of choral part mobility. Some
of this can be explained by the changing voices of singers in the chorus who are undergoing
hormone replacement therapy. This example from TCLA highlights the value of CPM for singers
undergoing hormone replacement therapy,

So one of our singers came in, a great alto voice, a strong alto voice. I asked them, “How

long have you been on T [testosterone]?” They said, “Almost a year. It'll be a year by the
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summer.” I'm like, okay cool. So they're singing in the chorus and their voice hadn't
dropped down yet. I knew if I put them in tenor, it wouldn't have worked so I put them in
the alto section for the time being. Lo and behold, two weeks ago, two or three weeks
ago, they sent me the longest email apologizing that they can no longer sing alto, that it’s
bothering them. I mean this long, long email! I call them up and I'm like, “what's the
name of our chorus?” He's like, “the Trans Chorus of Los Angeles,” I'm like, “if there's
any chorus in the world that will understand your voice changing, it's this one. We
celebrate it here! That's what we do. We celebrate the evolution of your voice. It is
amazing that your voice is doing this and I can't wait for you to sing first tenor because |
know you're going to be kick-ass first tenor.” (Hall, Director Interview, 2025)
CPM in TGX choirs mirrors a similar kind of approach that might be found in adolescent choirs
where pubescent singers experience unstable and sudden vocal shifts. However, this is not the
sole explanation for this choral part mobility. As Elliana’s quote at the beginning of the section
reveals, individual voices can experience varying degrees of choral part mobility over their
lifetime. As a transfeminine singer, Elliana’s voice had settled within a baritone range before she
began transitioning. Voices which have been exposed to masculinizing hormones, like
testosterone, experience irreversible changes to the vocal physiology. Yet, she has been able to
train and change her vocal part from baritone to tenor and eventually to alto and soprano. For
Ellianna, CPM has allowed her to perform in choral parts which are affirming for her gender
throughout her transition and allowed her to embrace parts of her voice which she had previously
disliked.
The value of choral part mobility is not exclusive to the TGX choral space. Providing

additional insight beyond the TGX choral context, Ellianna, who also sings in a non-TGX chorus
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outside of TCLA, shared the following “I would love to see more fluidity between sections and
that’s for everybody. I know so many cis singers who are pigeonholed as an alto but would love
to sing tenor or would love to sing soprano.” This mobile approach invites a destabilization in
the boundaries of choral parts and invites singers to perform the choral part which is best suited
to their voice and perhaps identity across songs or a concert. This decoding via choral part
mobility then supports a further deterritorialization of choral parts from gendered associations. It
also allows directors the ability to better customize the sonic quality they envision for individual
pieces. Considered together, choral part mobility within TGX choral spaces represents a kind of
deterritorialization that invites us to question the coding of choral part types and invites a
decoding of them more broadly.
Choral Line Fluidity

Choral line fluidity (CLF) is a pedagogical enactment which functions at a micro-level;
there is also a temporal aspect to CLF which makes it distinct from CPM. CLF operates in the
moment, addressing the immediate vocal needs of the singer. Nearly every TGX chorus utilized
some kind of CLF practice in their pedagogy. During my observations, this manifested in
directors temporarily assigning or inviting singers to sing a neighboring choral line when the
choral part they were assigned to had become uncomfortable or unsingable. Choral line fluidity
parallels the codified vocal line recombination practice from Hirner (2022) and the flexible voice
leading concept from Garrett & Palkki (2021). I position CLF as similar but distinct from the
work of Hirner and Garrett & Palkki. Rather than creating a dedicated line which combines two
choral parts into one new line, as Hirner does, singers were encouraged to move between choral
lines as needed to suit their voice. I also consider CLF as one component of a layered system,

where choral part names functions on a macro and semiotic level; choral part mobility operates
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on a meso level; and choral line fluidity functions at the micro level to address the moment to
moment vocal needs of the singer. Like the articulations in choral part mobility, choral line
fluidity is organized around vocal elements (range, tessitura, timbre, etc.) which are then
organized into voice types, constituting the first articulation. The second articulation is the
transformation of voice types into choral parts.

Figure 10

Stratification of Vocal Elements into Voice Parts

Vocal Elements (Range,
Timbre, Tessitura, etc.)

) 4

Voice Types
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Voice Types
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Choral Parts

It is here that the pedagogy of choral line fluidity in TGX choirs actively decodes the strict
separation of choral parts leading to their further deterritorialization from gendered norms.
Traditionally, voices are assigned to particular choral lines and are usually expected to remain in

that choral line throughout a concert. Generally speaking, most voices can likely live
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comfortably within these parameters. However, choral line fluidity invites singers to assert
agency with their voice and perform the choral line which best suits their individual needs,
especially when singers aspire to find consonance in their vocal and gender identity in the voice-
gender binary. Kociba of TCP shared an example of choral line fluidity in their ensemble,

My tenors and altos were the sections with the most people. Those happen to be the

sections with the most individual [musical] experience as well. So, it was really

interesting, [ have singers who I tell them all the time, “if you want to sing alto for the

first half of the song and then it gets too high, you can simply drop down [to tenor].”
This fluid approach invites a decoding of the prescriptive nature of choral parts. This decoding
via choral line fluidity then supports a further deterritorialization of choral parts from gendered
associations and invites greater singer agency. It also allows directors the ability to better
customize the sonic quality they envision for individual pieces.
Refrain 2

This refrain traces three interrelated practices utilized by TGX choirs in their becoming-
vocal. These move from the macro level of choral part names, to the meso level of choral part
mobility, to the micro level of choral line fluidity. Each invites us to consider how TGX choirs
engage in vocality differently. The first invites us to reconsider our gendered associations with
choral part names. In the example of Transcend Ambassadors, there is a deterritorialization and
subsequent reterritorialization. The territory of SATB choral parts and their gendered
associations finds new territory in the use of numbers. Meanwhile, the approaches of other TGX
choirs instead decodes the gendered connotations of SATB choral parts, countering current
hegemonic practice. Both of these practices echo and advance the calls by scholars

(Challacombe, 2025; Garrett & Palkki, 2021; Hearns & Kremer, 2018; Palkki, 2016) to
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challenge the gendered associations of choral part names. For TA, this is through the direct
replacement of the gendered SATB format, while other TGX choruses worked to separate gender
from choral part names in their spaces.

Choral line fluidity in TGX choirs challenges the strict assignment of vocal parts and
invites TGX singers to perform a choral line which is most optimal to their psychovocal needs.
As I mentioned before, Hirner (2022) approaches this in a more codified manner than I observed
in TGX choirs. CLF also supports the recommendations from Garrett & Palkki (2021) in
modifying choral lines to support the psychovocal needs of singers. There is also an important
connection here between choral part names and choral line fluidity. For some singers who
transition, they wish to have their voice align with gendered connotations of choral parts as
found in the voice-gender binary. When a direct part change is not possible, choral line fluidity
allows a TGX singer to perform a choral line which supports their vocal and gender identity
needs.

Finally, choral part mobility invites the deterritorialization of strict vocal part
assignments. This matches the recommendations from Challacombe (2025), Garrett & Palkki
(2021) and Hearns and Kremer (2018) in addressing the vocal needs of TGX singers. As
participants have noted throughout their quotes in this section and Chapter 4, the voice is a
malleable instrument, yet many singers often remain stuck within a single choral part
assignment. How might choruses beyond the TGX context leverage choral part mobility in a
manner which benefits singers? Might singer agency in choral part selection (if self-selection
were ever an option) better support singers? My point here is not to push choral artistry to near
aleatoric boundaries, a la Oliveros or Ligeti, instead I ask, what harm does it really cause if a

singer in your chorus is agreeable to a part outside of their regular assignment? Given the status
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of music-making beyond that of professional level ensembles, shouldn’t the psychovocal needs
of a singer be prioritized? What I posit here is that vocal and choral pedagogy should be
reimagined not as a fixed ontology but as an ontology of becoming for all singers. Through vocal
and choral pedagogies we are not merely building upon and improving a voice, rather we are
active interlocutors in a person’s becoming-vocal, becoming-singer.
Becoming-Political

In the ongoing project of becoming, I turn now to the ways in which TGX choirs craft
frameworks which support and sustain their spaces and practices. These are not in contrast to
what I have already examined, but further constitute the TGX choral assemblage. I position
becoming-political not solely in reference to state and national policy issues, though they do
constitute part of this assemblage, rather becoming-political references policy action. As Schmidt
(2020) articulates, “Policy, we can see, is the systematic way in which we set up the conditions
for engagement. In this way, quite literally, policy makes practice. That is, it can limit or
facilitate, support or undermine one’s intended practices” (p. 27). Thus, becoming-political is an
extension of the becoming-relational and becoming-vocal; each interfolds into the other. The
elements explored here include attire policies and challenges with the socio-political pressures
leveraged against undocumented persons in these choirs.
Attire

With regards to attire, we leave a lot of latitude for individual expression...people enjoy

that aspect of being able to be uniform in a way, but also having it be obviously trans and

that way everybody gets to choose how to want to express themselves within that.

—Bullington, Director Focus Group, 2025
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Attire remains a significant point of consideration for TGX musicians and scholars often
highlight the negative effects of prescribed concert attire, usually a tuxedo for men and a gown
for women (Garrett & Palkki, 2021; Hearns & Kremer, 2018; Miller, 2016; Palkki, 2016;
Sauerland, 2022). As Adomaitis, et al. (2024) reveal in their study of gender and attire,
LGBTQIA+ persons use dress to both reinforce individual gender identity, and therefore the
gender binary, as well as to problematize it through “changing and ambiguous gender signals”
(p.13). The approach to attire for choirs in this study was generally uniform in approach and
aligned with recommendations from the aforementioned research in music policy.

The TGX choirs in this study continue to deterritorialize the traditional notions of concert
attire within the cis-dominant choral tradition. Figure 10 is a visual representation of the
stratification of attire policies generally found in choral ensembles. The first articulation is
composed of the material and form of attire policy, namely bodies and clothing which are then
coded into uniformed singers. In the second articulation, the policies for uniformed singers often
reify gendered clothing norms which reinforce gendered clothing policies. Generally speaking
singers must wear matching attire, women are often assigned a dress and men are prescribed a
tuxedo or something similar. In some ensembles there is a less rigid approach to attire which
prescribes “concert black™ to performers, sometimes with caveats related to coverage of their
body, e.g. full or three-quarters sleeves, closed toe shoes, etc. The goal here is to create a
uniformity of look, to erase individuality. Within the TGX choirs in this study there was a
deterritorialization of dominant attire policies and a subsequent re-territorialization in which they
prescribed their own guidelines.

Figure 11

Stratification of Attire Policies with Attire Deterritorialization
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These de/re-territorializations manifested differently across the choirs. For concerts,
Phoenix performs in black, red, yellow, or orange accent pieces, “And so also there’s a lot of
latitude. Some people wear bright orange pants, and some people wear a tiny scarf or a hat”
(Bullington, Director Focus Group). For TRANScend Ambassadors and Seattle Trans and Non-
Binary Choral Ensemble, both have a black bottom and choir brand color on top approach. Other
groups like Trans Chorus of Los Angeles and New Voices Bay Area TIGQ Chorus, adopt a
black bottom and trans flag color on top policy. For all of these groups, singers are free to wear
gender affirming attire, as long as it generally fits within these guidelines. Thus, there is a
deterritorialization from the gendered clothing norms and a subsequent reterritorialization toward
a gender affirming attire policy. These de/reterritorializations highlight an interesting tension in
regards to attire policy. As Small (1998) notes:

A uniform diminishes the individuality of those who wear it, subordinating individuals to

the collective identity. People in uniform are behaving not as themselves but as
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representatives of the organization whose uniform it is, and it is to the organization, not
to themselves, that the responsibility for their actions belongs. (p. 65)
In TGX attire policies, what emerges is a strengthening of the collective identity for minority and
marginalized TGX identities. In contrast to cis-dominant ensembles where attire policy often
functions to erase individuality and reinforce binary visual order, TGX choirs mobilize attire
policies to enact a shared visibility, one grounded in self-determination and collective identity.
This reflects both a unified, collective identity while still allowing individuals to express their
authentic self. There are parallel becomings at play as each individual and the chorus
concurrently negotiate and build their identities.
Interstratification
While the stratification approaches I have explored thus far might be useful in identifying
the substance, form, content, and expression of TGX choral policies, these do not exist in
i1solation. These strata can fold, form, and rearticulate into other series of stratification, “The
epistrata and parastrata subdividing a stratum can be considered strata themselves (so that the
list is never exhaustive)” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 502). Further,
The strata are extremely mobile. One stratum is capable of serving as the substratum of
another, or of colliding with another, independently of any evolutionary order. Above all,
between two strata or between two stratic divisions, there are interstratic phenomena:
transcodings and passages between milieus, intermixings. (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p.
502)
Therefore, each stratum can interact with other stratifications independently, not as part of a
continued system of articulations. This mobility is important for better understanding the

multiplicitous quality of TGX choirs. Due to intersectional factors, members of these groups
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occupy multiple, overlapping strata that extend beyond the choral space itself. This became
evident in the negotiation of policies within the choirs in response to heightened government
action for undocumented persons in the United States. Here, the various strata which make up
the TGX choral ecology encountered and were reshaped by the stratifications of immigration
governance. This produces an interstratic zone in which external political pressures influence the
negotiation of participation, safety, and confidentiality. Participants no longer enter the choral
space solely as TGX persons but as individuals inhabiting multiple precarious identities in a
hostile American politic.
Undocumented Persons

“Do I need to hunker down? Am I safe being here?”

—Anonymous

This study began closely following the inauguration of Donald Trump for his second
presidential term. On his first day in office he signed the executive order “Protecting the
American People Against Invasion” (Exec. Order No. 14,159, 90 FR 8443 [January 20, 2025])
which expanded and expedited the removal of undocumented immigrants in the United States.
Since the beginning of this new regime, there has been a significant increase in martial action
against undocumented persons or those who, due to racial profiling, might be characterized as an
undocumented person (Jones, 2025). In a report from the Human Rights Campaign (2019), The
National Center for Transgender Equality estimates that there are between 15,000 to 25,000
undocumented transgender immigrants living in the US. Further, this number might be higher
because undocumented transgender immigrants may be reluctant to identify as transgender due
to the danger they may face from US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) officers and

fears for their own persecution should they be repatriated.
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Director focus group interviews started in early August under this shadow. During these
interviews directors shared the new policy measures which they added to protect singers in their
chorus who might be undocumented and therefore more prone to ICE persecution. As one
director noted?,

There has just been a whole bunch of absolute fuckery around our chorus...especially

related to concerns with undocumented singers. There’s a lot of conflict between what

some members who have more personal security, resources, etc. feel is the appropriate
course of action versus what actually meets the needs of the most vulnerable members.

This is a thing where there is a top-down policy in place where we will not be doing

anything by definition that we feel will put our more vulnerable members in jeopardy.

That is legally, personally, etc.

In line with this comment, another director offered the following,

We also have some folks who are undocumented or applying for citizenship. So they

have made it known to us that, “I would like to keep being a part of this [TGX choir], I

just can’t make an appearance on our social media. For some songs, I might stand to the

side just so that there’s no stray footage of me saying certain things.” So people are

allowed to do what they need to do in those instances. Otherwise, I feel like we are really

fortunate in that all of our members were ready to be a really united front in that effort.
The directors’ quotes highlight the ways in which these organizations negotiate between
exosystem policies (state and national policies) and their policy development in the micro- and
mesosystems. There is an interaction between the codes of the State with the ethical codes of the

choirs. Here there is a kind of interstratification or connection between two different series of

3 Quotations in this section have been deidentified to protect the organizations and choruses.
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stratifications. The first is the State stratification of persons that ultimately leads to the creation
of codes which identify individuals as “documented” or “undocumented” persons. These codes
are attached to individuals who are part of TGX choirs. These individuals and the codes of
“documented” or “undocumented” are then part of the substance which makes up the first
articulation in TGX choirs’ policies. The second stratification is the TGX choir and the policies
they develop to protect undocumented individuals in their groups. The TGX choir thus reifies its
position as a site of resistance against the state for both TGX persons as well as undocumented
TGX individuals.

Refrain 3

In becoming-political I explored two of the ways in which TGX choirs develop and enact
policies within their organizations. The first, focused on attire policies in TGX choirs,
emphasizes the ways in which TGX choirs de/reterritorialize normative choral practice. It invites
us to further interrogate the ways in which normative practices from cis-dominant choirs shape
and can be re-shaped in TGX choral spaces. The second, focused on the ways TGX choirs craft
policy which protects undocumented singers, brings to light the ways in which policy exists in a
complex network of stratifications in and beyond the TGX choral ecology.

Policies around attire in TGX choral spaces reflect the interactions within the micro- and
mesosystems. These systems are focused on the individuals within the ensemble and their
interactions, from directors and administrators to individual singers. It is primarily in this
mesosystem that TGX choirs collaborate in building and establishing policies which support
singers in their gender identification via attire choices. Together, TGX choirs engage in a
deterritorialization and a line of flight, departing from normative approaches to attire policies

within cis-dominant choirs to re-establish new attire norms.
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The challenges faced by undocumented singers in TGX choirs represents the influence
of external systems on these organizations. In this case, a national level policy (macrosystem)
which targets undocumented persons ripples throughout the policy ecosystem of the choirs. In
response, the choruses have developed policies which aim to protect individuals in the chorus
(mesosystem). It is interesting to note, that the macrosystem policies do not move down through
the nested system sequentially as might be suggested by bio-ecological systems theory, rather,
this macrosystem level policy directly affects undocumented TGX singers. There is a subsequent
reverberation from the individual and micro levels which push the chorus to develop policies that
protect those singers. This situation will be developed further in the next chapter.

Recapitulation

In this chapter I have explored the various ways in which pedagogy and policy form
within TGX choirs. These pedagogies and policies serve as a mutable and permeable frame
(Beede, 2025) and thus help define the TGX choral assemblage. TGX choral spaces are complex
sites where matters of personal identities (vocal identity and gender identity) interact, reify, and
challenge hegemonic, cisnormative choral practice. These organizations must also contend with
varied external forces, such as local community and organization partners and national
government policies. These national level policies reverberate throughout the ensembles beyond
regular artistic concerns. As the national government challenges gender affirming care for TGX
persons (Francois, 2025; Weixel, 2025; Yousef, 2025) and continues to advance a significant
anti-immigrant agenda (Krieger, 2025; Mehta, 2025), TGX choirs, with their community
orientation, are sites of significant policy development.

Each of these becomings (relational, vocal, political) do not operate in isolation, rather

they fold into and between each other. Becoming-relational manifests through the intersubjective
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activity of singing in TGX choirs and supports the pedagogy and policy frameworks developed
in becoming-vocal. Becoming-vocal subsequently manifests as the shared community building
experience which connects with the TGX choirs’ collective identity reflected in their attire
policies. Finally, becoming-political reinforces the community-oriented nature found in
becoming-relational. Becoming is not singular for the organization or the individual, rather it is
multiplicitous. An amalgamation of becomings which resonate together.

While the bio-ecological systems model helps to illustrate the nested interactions of
pedagogy and policy within TGX choirs, its structure may not fully capture the dynamic
movements of pedagogy, policy, and identity in these spaces. The nested hierarchy of the model
implies that macrosystem actions filter sequentially through other systems before reaching
individuals. However, within TGX choral communities, macrosystemic decisions often have
direct and immediate effects on singers, eliciting responses that radiate outward through the
micro- and mesosystems. In the following chapter, I propose a more dynamic model which

reflects the reciprocal, fluid, and non-linear relationships within the TGX choral ecosystem.
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Chapter 6
Nomadic Thought: A Toroidal Model of the TGX Choral Ecology

In the previous chapter I explored aspects of the TGX choral space via stratification,
analyzing their ways of becoming relational, vocal, and political. While this analysis illuminated
key assemblages, it rendered each as discrete. Within the TGX choral ecology these assemblages
co-function, intersect, and circulate simultaneously with a dynamism not adequately captured by
the bio-ecological systems model. Rather than introducing a new theoretical framework
wholesale, I draw on nomadic thought as an analytic orientation that emerged as necessary in
response to the data’s resistance to hierarchical modeling. In what follows, I re-engage with the
intensities from Chapter 4, identifying patterns of inward and outward oriented affectation. This
re-engagement, given the original conceptual model, requires a new framing through which I
gather and analyze these patterns, thus I engage with Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of nomad
thought to think differently about the conceptual model initially adopted to frame this study.
Nomadic Thought

Nomad thought, nomadology, and nomadic thinking arise throughout the work of
Deleuze and Guattari, notably in Anti-Oedipus (1972), A Thousand Plateaus (1980/1987), and
Nomadology: The War Machine (1986). Nomad thought encourages an openness of thinking, in
opposition to more structured approaches which seek to connect between fixed, identifiable
points. In Massumi’s translator’s forward to 4 Thousand Plateaus (2002),

Nomad thought replaces the closed equation of representation, x = x = not y (I =1=not

you) with an open equation: ... + y+z+a + ...(... + arm + brick + window + ...). Rather

than analyzing the world into discrete components, reducing their manyness to the One of

identity, and ordering them by rank, it sums up a set of disparate circumstances in a
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shattering blow. It synthesizes a multiplicity of elements without effacing their

heterogeneity or hindering their potential for future rearranging (to the contrary). The

modus operandi of nomad thought is affirmation, even when its apparent object is

negative. Force is not to be confused with power. Force arrives from outside to break

constraints and open new vistas. Power builds walls. (p. xiii)
Nomadic thought invites a fluid, open-ended approach provoking the generation of new
conceptual models. It also remains in alignment with the broader philosophical framework
adopted throughout this work, following the rhizomatic wanderings of Chapter 4 and the
stratified examination in Chapter 5, this chapter maintains the same generative motion. In
particular, I seek to depart from the linear, hierarchic arrangement found in Bronfenbrenner’s
model toward one that, “synthesizes a multiplicity of elements without effacing their
heterogeneity” (Massumi, 2002, p. xiii).
Affective Flows and Toroidal Conceptualization

In Chapter 2, I laid the foundation for how Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems
theory would be adopted and adapted for this study. The macroscopic view of the nested system
provides a framework for considering how various system levels, from micro- to macro-, might
influence individual identity development. While bio-ecological systems theory gives a
framework to examine the individual experience of singers and their interactions with and
throughout the nested system, I found this study necessitated a different way to model the TGX
choral space. It became evident through observations and analysis that an affective energy
flowed into, through, and around the choirs. This affective energy is constituted by intensities
such as affinities and advocacy and operates relationally. Here, I lean into Massumi’s (2002)

definition stating,
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AFFECT/AFFECTION. Neither word denotes a personal feeling (sentiment in Deleuze
and Guattari). L ‘affect (Spinoza’s affectus) is an ability to affect and be affected. It is a
prepersonal intensity corresponding to the passage from one experiential state of the body
to another and implying an augmentation or diminution in that body’s capacity to act.
L affection (Spinoza’s affectio) is each such state considered as an encounter between the
affected body and a second, affecting, body (with body taken in its broadest possible
sense to include “mental” or ideal bodies). (p. xvi)
Affect, within Massumi’s, Deleuze and Guattari’s, and Spinoza’s conceptualization, accounts for
both affective and affected bodies in their ability to affect and be affected. In the TGX choral
context, this capacity to affect and be affected becomes apparent in the intensities identified
throughout Chapter 4. For example, the affinities intensity reflects an inwardly oriented affective
experience focused on participant well-being and development, while the advocacy intensity
reflects an outwardly oriented manifestation of the same flow. I describe these movements as
centripetally and centrifugally oriented, however, these terms do not designate separate or
opposing processes. Rather, they represent different experiential frames through which a shared
circulatory movement of affectation is perceived. These operate simultaneously, inextricable
movements in, through, between, and around the choirs creating the sense of centrifugal and
centripetal movement. The centripetal flow spins inward, buffering outside forces and creating a
kind of sanctuary for participants. At the same time there is a centrifugal flow, exerting influence
outward from the TGX choral space as found in choruses’ concerts focused on TGX identity,
experience, advocacy, memory and the numerous appearances they made outside of their

regularly scheduled concerts.
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These represent a kind of affective flow, a term I use to describe the movement and
circulation of affective energies (intensities) into, through, and around the TGX choral ecology.
These flows are not reducible to individual emotions, but operate relationally, shaping patterns of
care, belonging, advocacy, and resistance across micro-, meso, €xo-, and macrosystemic levels.
Thus, TGX choirs are not static spaces merely focused on music-making, rather they are
dynamic ecologies characterized by ongoing negotiation between internal community needs and
external socio-political pressures.

The bio-ecological systems theory model offers a hierarchical conceptualization of
influence across levels in a nested system. As a refresher, I have included my original conceptual
framework below.

Figure 12

Bio-Ecological Systems Model in TGX Choirs

Macrosystem
Local/state/national
government/societal views

Exosystem
Local
community/media/organization
partners

Mesosystem
(microsystem interactions)

Microsystem

Director/Ensemble/Organization
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Recognizing the affective flow within the TGX choral ecology, invites a reconceptualization of
this nested system. At the outset of this study, I adopted the bio-ecological systems model as a
way to examine individual TGX identity development in the TGX choral space. However, |
found this nested systems model more broadly useful as a way to think about the many layers of
interaction that exist from the individual to the organizational level and across the various
systems therein. Yet, it was not able to account for the simultaneity that I observed in the TGX
choral ecology.

Here then I introduce a toroidal model that did not precede analysis, rather, it arose as a
way to account for the patterns of circulation and interconnectedness repeatedly observed across
the study. In the new model, the micro- and mesosystem are analogous to the centripetal aspects
of the TGX choral space while the exo- and macrosystems are analogous to the centrifugal space.
What I propose as an expansion of the nested system model is a torus based model of the TGX
choral ecology found in figure 12 below. This model helps to more accurately reflect the
simultaneity, co-functional, and relational flow within the choral space.

Figure 13

Toroidal Conceptualization of TGX Choral Ecology

205



Note. Toroidal conceptualization of TGX choral ecology. The red line represents the centrifugal
affective flow, while the blue line represents the centripetal affective flow. From: Wikimedia
Commons. Adapted from a torus image created by Woottonjames,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ToricCodeTorus.png

My goal here is also to revisualize the way in which pedagogy, policy, and identity move
simultaneously throughout the TGX choral space. There is both a centripetal (inward oriented)
and centrifugal (outward oriented) movement to these elements which also affect and interact
with each other. What [ mean here is that the chorus can be observed as inwardly oriented, that
is, toward the needs and development of singers within the group. Concurrently, the chorus can
also be observed as an outwardly oriented entity, one that affects change in the world around it.
These movements are simultaneous and closely linked, they affect each other and drive the ways
these affective flows move into, out of, and around the chorus.

This model presents a more holistic framework to consider the TGX choral experience.
The influences from the macrosystem to the individual are not discrete, but subsumed into the

motion of the model. For example, intensities of the chorus identified in Chapter 4, like affinities,
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intersectionality, and inclusive practices make up the centripetal affective flow. They are flows
which prioritize the interactions and experiences of the chorus at the micro- and mesosystem
levels. Alternatively, intensities such as repertoire and advocacy prioritize the centrifugal nature
of affective flow. These function more at the exo- and macrosystem level.

It is also essential for me to communicate at this point that the torus is not a replacement
of the rhizome model I articulated in Chapter 4. The strength of the rhizome lies in its
epistemological standing, as a tool to conceptualize the entire TGX choral assemblage. The
rhizome is boundary-less, endlessly proliferating—an infinite becoming—its value is as a
mapping tool, avoiding the decalcomania of arboreal thinking. The torus provides a bounded, yet
continuous model through which pedagogy, policy, and identity flow, interact, and co-mingle—
its value lies in capturing the movement and flow of TGX choral ecologies. With a basic
understanding of the model laid out, I now explore the centripetal and centrifugal aspects of my
findings.

Centripetal Affective Flow

The centripetal flow—the inward manifestation of care and the relational—was apparent
throughout the TGX choirs as sites of safety, acceptance, and sanctuary for many participants.
For example, during our singer focus group Laura shared, “...discovering this choir of all trans
and non-binary people just doing their thing and making lots of joy and being supportive of each
other was really pivotal in my understanding that I could transition.” In this same focus group
Phoebe said,

I was having my ‘year of yes’ moment where I decided I was going to go out more,

especially because things were seeming like they were getting bad, but they’re so much
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worse now. But [ was like, “I just want to be around as many trans and queer people as

possible.” (Singer Focus Group)
In these examples, Laura and Phoebe highlight the manner in which the centripetal orientation of
their respective TGX choirs attracted them to join and participate. These sentiments and more
were shared throughout the interview process which was subsequently categorized during the
coding process as “affinities,” “inclusive practice,” and “intersectionality”. In this way, TGX
choirs are sites of community with significant focus on the support and development of its
members. Now I revisit the intensities first explored in Chapter 4 through the lens of this new
model.
Affinities & Intersectionality

As explored in Chapter 4, TGX choral spaces are important sites of community for their
participants. What might start out as an affinity musical organization develops into a deeply
relational organization which functions beyond the traditional parameters of a community chorus
experience. Like Walter, who felt “normalized” when he was singing in his TGX choir.
Similarly, Adamson, Artistic Director of STANCE, recognized the importance of cultivating a
space for her singers at a time when it felt like the world was against TGX individuals, “And
that’s the point too Dillon, where it’s not just about singing in the choir, it’s also having
community” (Individual Director Interview). This aligns with previous literature (Challacombe,
2025) which emphasizes the importance for the development of peer networks in 2SLGBTQIA+
choirs. Further, the TGX community found in these choirs fills an important role in providing
space for TGX singers to be in TGX community, but united for an alternate purpose. Further,

recall Max who delayed moving to their hometown because of the bonds they had developed in
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their choir or Quinn who also found community in their choir when they were unable to find an
accepting Chinese community:

I have friends, but not a community that I feel a part of since I immigrated to America
because I don’t know...the Chinese community is kind of complex. I feel like the
Chinese immigrants, most people actually have a pretty conservative political identity.
(Individual Singer Interview)

Finally, there is Kociba who shared the anecdote about the discord server for TCP which

provides a space for the chorus to provide and exchange material support for each other,
There’s a discord server [for TCP] and within that server is a channel that is called
“Mutual Aid”, and it’s really just for anybody who needs help. For example, I was
clearing out some shelves in our bathroom and our medicine cabinet, and I found an
unopened box of syringes that hadn’t expired yet. So, I was able to just call out to
everybody, “Does anybody need these?” (TGX Director Focus Group)

In each of these cases, there is a centripetally oriented, extra-musical aspect which is central to
the chorus. Each example is an instance which adds to the dynamic, centripetal affective motion
that helps to sustain the group. Thus, this centripetal motion facilitates the conditions in which
Becoming-Relational can manifest. Affinity/Intersectionality are not the only intensities which
flow through this model, as I continue to explore this, there are other intensities which contribute
to this centripetal motion and creation of a relational space.

Accessibility & Inclusivity
This centripetal affective flow can also be seen in the way that TGX choirs craft policies
and structures which support access and inclusive practices for their participants. Two of the

choirs, STANCE and Phoenix, showcased many of the approaches which can be found in the
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other TGX choral spaces. The policies in these groups actively work to remove barriers for
participant access to the musical and relational aspects of these organizations. This exemplifies
an expansion of their ecologies beyond gender minority concerns. These accessibility structures
are expressed in various ways, such as addressing concerns for the immunocompromised, those
with physical disabilities, and neurodivergent individuals. One such example was explained by
Adamson, Artistic Director of STANCE,

...we are a masked chorus. This stems from COVID and folks having some COVID risk

aversion. We are masked at all times unless you are a soloist and that’s generally on an

individual basis. We even rehearse in masks. (TGX Director Focus Group)
This masking policy is one example of the centripetal orientation which I discussed earlier. The
policy is centripetally oriented because it prioritizes the health and safety of the chorus members
while also enabling greater access to participants who may be immunocompromised. In addition
to this masking policy, Adamson adds that the chorus is intentional in developing policies and
practices which support neurodiverse singers. These include practices which allow singers to
step out of rehearsal outside of normal break times to self-regulate. In both of these examples
access and inclusion are prioritized in the TGX choral ecology via policies and practices which
support and enable singer participation.

This focus on accessibility also manifests within Phoenix and their formation of policies
for choral engagement. As Bullington noted during his interview, there are few financial or
attendance requirements because of the relative instability in TGX persons lives. This reflects
research from the Human Rights Campaign, which reports that, “...trans men and nonbinary,
genderqueer, genderfluid, and two-spirit workers earn[ing] approximately 70 cents, and trans

women earn[ing] approximately 60 cents” less than the typical cisgender, heterosexual worker.
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Absenteeism may also be an issue worthy of consideration in TGX choral spaces because of
gender minority stress. In some cases, individuals expend all their social and mental capacities
toward engaging and surviving in cisnormative and heteronormative spaces. Conversely, TGX
choirs may be one of few spaces for TGX individuals to engage with social-level gender
minority protective factors (Tan et al. 2022). Social-level gender minority protective factors can
be described as spaces which support gender minority persons in cultivating resilience and
coping skills and social networks to help address gender minority stress factors. This social-level
gender minority protective factor can be connected back to Walter’s quote, “I feel it is a space
where I feel uniquely normalized, and I feel like I am getting an experience with the same
amount of dignity and self-inclusion, without needing to project it or ask for it myself”
(Individual Singer Reflection). It also reflects the experience articulated by Jesse,
I often feel like I don't belong. I walk around and I'm like, “I don't belong here.” That's
how you feel when you grow up the kid of a Southern Baptist preacher and you're gender
queer and you grew up in Texas. That's just how you feel. You move away and you try,
but you're like...I feel like I'm constantly kind of fighting that sense, but I go into TCP
and it's just like, “oh, I just belong.” (Individual Singer Interview)
During the interview there is an audible and visible sense of relaxation at “oh, I just belong.”
There is a kind of empowerment and belonging in the TGX choral space which may support
singers beyond their weekly rehearsals through cultivation of gender minority protective factors.
This sanctity of space is also shared by several of the directors in this study. Like Levine,
I don’t get to interact with enough trans people in my life and in my day-to-day life
generally, and I get so much community here...I think I am happy that there is a trans

space that I am not only getting to go to every week, but then also getting to serve in this
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very cool and special role. I’'m kind of hiding in the front of the room socially, but still at

least I get to be around all these people who I desperately wish I could be around more of

the time in my life. (Director Focus Group 2)
Accessibility and inclusivity then are a critical point of consideration for TGX choirs. As I have
stated before, these choirs go beyond the conventions of normative choral spaces. They sustain a
centripetal flow of affect which creates space for community, care, and support for TGX singers
further bolstering gender-minority protective factors. In this case, TGX singers often face
multiple layers of marginalization beyond the realm of gender discourse. Studies reveal a higher
level of neurodivergence among TGX individuals (Brown, 2016; Warrier, et al., 2020) as well as
higher rates of disability (cognitive, auditory, visual, etc.) in LGBTQIA+ individuals (HRC
Foundation) more broadly. As affinity choruses which cater specifically to the TGX community,
it thus makes sense that there would be more attention to policies which support access and
inclusion for TGX persons.
Vocal Identity

In Chapter 4, I explored the different ways in which Kathryn, Ellianna, Jesse, and Blake
discussed their perspectives on vocal identity. Here then, I build upon those diverse and
sometimes complex narratives through additional singer and director insights. For Kathryn,
finding consonance between her gender identity and its alignment to conventional notions of
voice and gender was not important, she has pride in her baritone voice. This was not the case for
Ellianna, who experienced gender euphoria when she was encouraged to sing in the alto section.
For Jesse, the TGX choral space provided an environment where they were able to reconnect
with their treble voice in a way that did not provoke dysphoria for their non-binary/genderqueer

identity. Blake’s relational arc revealed a more complex relationship with his vocal identity
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which is supported by the pedagogical approaches related to vocal parts in TA explored in
Chapter 5. As these and the subsequent narratives reveal, there is a complex relationship between
vocal identity and gender identity that can be challenging at times to disentangle.

During my individual interview with Quinn, they shared their relationship between their
voice and TCP, “So after puberty, I found my voice can actually go very low. I eventually
learned that this sort of thing happens a lot for females with Aspergers Autism Spectrum
Disorder due to the hormone levels” and a little later,

I feel like since I joined the choir group, I actually have accepted things [voice-related]

better...because I can sing a part that’s low alto or even tenor and it doesn’t bother me. |

actually have a better relationship with my voice after joining the trans choir.
In this example, I argue that Quinn is positively experiencing the centripetal nature of affective
flow due to the choral part policy and environment surrounding them in the TGX choral space.
The practice of decoding choral part names in TCP explored in Chapter 4 reveals the benefit to
Quinn’s vocal identity and its relationship to their gender. The approach to choral part names and
voicing in TGX choirs demonstrate the inward, singer oriented dimension of care.

Two additional examples from TCP help to demonstrate the centripetal orientation of
vocal identity in TGX choirs. The first example, Max, felt at ease singing in the alto section
because of the environment shepherded by Kociba:

Maya [Kociba] will work with you to figure out what works and what’s comfortable for

you; what is healthy for your voice and what is affirming to you and your gender. As an

AFAB, non-binary person, a lot of times I’'m hesitant to do “feminine” things because I

don’t want to be perceived as a woman. But here [TCP] I do not worry about that, I don’t

worry that being an alto singing a traditionally female part will make people think I’'m a
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girl because anyone can be anything. It’s about what makes you comfortable, in your

voice, in your body, and in your mind. (Singer Reflection)

This resonates with the findings of Elliott and Silverman (2017) who propose music making with
others offers space for intersubjective co-construction of musical, social, and personal identities.
Quinn’s example further reveals the interrelated nature of the rhizome, stratification, and the
torus. The rhizome facilitated the exploration of Quinn’s experience, while stratification
supported the analysis of the choral part name policy, and finally the results are observed within
the context of the dynamic torus model.

The centripetal flow can also be observed in the approaches of the directors of TGX
choirs. During the first director focus group, Hall made clear the considerations they make when
addressing the vocal and gender identity needs of singers in TCLA,

There are some people, mostly a few of my altos, that are transfem. I know that they

might sing in the lower alto to tenor range, but I know it would be detrimental to them if [

put them in as a tenor. So it’s my job to see where I can place singers so that they sing
effectively and that they feel good as well.
Here, Hall explains the way in which they balance both the gender identity and vocal health of
their singers realizing that sometimes an individual's gender identity may need to be prioritized
over vocal optimization. This can also be observed in the tenor section of TCLA as highlighted
by Kathryn during her interview. While we were speaking more broadly about the support of
voice coaches for many of the singers in the chorus, Kathryn also shared,

I think it [voice coaches] really does help some of them. And it is funny, especially the

transmen who will come and say, “I really am having trouble up on these higher notes,”

and Abby is great about it. They say, “Okay, well try singing tenor one instead of alto.
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Let’s move you to tenor. See how that sounds, if you can handle the music.” And then to

see the smile on their faces as they sit in the tenor section as transmen, it’s really quite

rewarding to see those changes.
This pedagogical approach in TCLA generates an environment where singers’ vocal identities
are considered alongside their gender identity and the relationship of the two at an individual
level. Here, the “social feedback model of transgender identity” as framed by Doyle (2022) is
also illuminated. The pedagogical and policy actions of Hall have an impact on the identity
development of individual singers in the chorus. This also reveals another quality of the TGX
choral space which accompanies its relational and care orientations, which is its malleability.
Throughout this study, TGX choirs displayed a fluidity and malleability in relation to vocal
identity that may not be as readily embraced in other non-TGX choral spaces. Vocal identity is
treated as provisional, negotiable, and responsive to the needs of the singers and chorus.
Gender Identity

In addition to supporting vocal identity, TGX choirs were a critical site for the
affirmation of participants’ gender identities. Revisiting the insights from Laura, Phoebe, Max,
and Jesse reveal how the policy and pedagogy actions in their choirs further supported singers in
their gender identity development. For Laura, a singer in STANCE, the openness and acceptance
of their TGX chorus was instrumental in how she continued to develop her gender identity,

It felt really wonderful to be able to have a place where I could wear that prom dress that

I picked up at the thrift store the other day and then go sing bass and it was all totally

cool. It was just lovely to have a space where I could go feel like I was able to express

my womanhood in a way that didn’t force me to try to talk in a voice that didn’t feel

natural or singing in a voice that didn’t feel natural. (Singer Focus Group)
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Similarly, Phoebe who sings in TCLA, also shared how her invitation to sing in the alto section
was gender affirming, “So there was something very validating when they asked me to sing with
them and to join the alto section. That was very validating for me” (Singer Focus Group).

While Laura and Phoebe expressed the ways in which their respective chorus affirmed
their female gender identity, Max of TCP, shared how they were able to find reprieve in having
to perform their desired gender identity, “A lot of times I am hesitant to do like, ‘feminine’
things, because I do not want to be perceived as a woman. But here [TCP] I do not worry about
that” (Singer Audio Reflection). Here we see that Max’s TGX choir allows them to exist in their
gender identity presentation without the compulsive need to perform it for gender legibility.
Jesse, a singer from TCP whose gender journey was explored in Chapter 4, shares a parallel
experience with Max. While Jesse navigated away from a feminine presentation rather
purposefully when they started their gender journey, they have found their experience in TCP as
affirming for their experience as a non-binary, genderqueer individual. As Jesse shared during
their interview,

...one of the things when I first was sort of coming into my identity as a non-binary

person I made a really hard turn to super-masculinity...it’s been really enriching to come

back around to, “Actually, that’s not for me. I don’t identify as a man”. (Individual

Singer Interview)

Across each of these experiences, the centripetal orientation of the TGX choral ecology becomes
more evident. It is because of the inward, relational, and person-centered nature of these
choruses that TGX individuals are able to explore and develop their individual gender identities.
Again, this centripetal orientation of the TGX choral ecology facilitates the relational and

performative aspect of transgender-identity development theory (Nagoshi, et al. 2014).
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Inclusive Practice

Inherent to the centripetal nature of the TGX choral ecology explored thus far are
additional inclusive practices. As identified in Chapter 4, these include the approaches by
directors of TGX choirs in relation to repertoire selection and lyric adaptation which they
employ to better align with singers’ vocal ability, gender identity, and lived experience.

For directors of TGX choirs, repertoire selection is a multi-layered affair. When selecting
repertoire they must consider the vocal capabilities, blend and balance of their singers as well as
the thematic and lyric content of the selections for alignment with their concert themes. For
Adamson and Kociba, they felt it necessary to align their repertoire selection in a way that
supported varied levels of TGX singer ability without seeming juvenile. John, a singer in
Adamson’s choir, also acknowledged this balance in his experience, “In order to be maximally
inclusive, we are singing stuff that I realistically could probably learn in a month” (Singer Focus
Group). Similarly, Graham of TRANScend Ambassadors spends much of his time altering
assigned music in ways which makes it more accessible to and inclusive of the singers in his
ensemble, “I change keys, I flip parts, I compress parts...I move things from part to part as is
necessary” (Director Interview). For Phoenix, they are able to avoid some of these issues
mentioned above by writing their own music specifically for their TGX ensemble. What emerges
from these examples is the person-centered aspects of these choral organizations, a centripetal
quality which adapts its repertoire approaches to best suit its TGX singers.

Additionally, directors must also contend with the inherently cisgendered framing that is
found in most published choral repertoire. As Blake of TRANScend Ambassadors shared during
their interview, “It doesn’t change the fact that the way that music was written and envisioned

was for people in gendered contexts” (Individual Singer Interview). Here, Blake brings our focus
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to the predominant [cis]gendered, and I would add heteronormative, context in which most
choral music has been composed. This cisgendered and heteronormative epistemology looms tall
over the vast majority of music in print which requires a more critical analysis of texts. Kociba’s
approach to repertoire selection provides additional context,

My main tool this past season has been the text, so I read the text, and I look for things

that can be interpreted as having queer themes...but there are pieces that I have found

where the text might point to an unnecessary, antiquated gender role. That’s obviously

out, because I’m not about that, and I think it would be out of character for us to sing a

piece like that. (Director Interview)

In addition to interrogating the character of potential repertoire, directors of TGX choirs also
utilize adaptive approaches to address gendered contexts within song lyrics. For TCLA, Hall
employs word substitution in situations where singers may be misgendered if they were to sing
the lyrics as printed. In Hall’s example, they replaced the words “call on your brother” with “call
on each other” in the song “Lean on Me.”

Collectively, these examples illustrate the ways in which TGX choirs prioritize the needs
of their singers internally in a manner that is supportive of their vocal and gender identities.
These inclusive practices are not simply accommodations to inclusion and participation, but are
instrumental in their identity development. Further, it is these centripetal affective flows which
gird the singers to turn towards the centrifugal affective flows. This centripetal affective flow
acts as a kind of inward stabilizing force, one that supports the conditions necessary for singers

to engage in outward oriented action.
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Centrifugal Affective Flows

Simultaneous to the centripetal flow—the inward oriented affective flow manifesting in
examples of care and the relational—TGX choirs also exhibited a centrifugal oriented affective
flow. This outward orientation was focused on the ways in which the TGX choral organizations
interacted with, advocated for, and connected to individuals beyond their immediate choral
spaces. Recalling the multiplicitous nature of nomadic thought, I frame centrifugal affective
flows as both enabled by centripetal infrastructures of care and also capable of operating as an
affective movement in its own right, rather than as a secondary or sequential outcome. Within
the political climate and context of this research, this externally-oriented work is neither simple
nor without risk. TGX individuals are continuously fighting for recognition and acceptance in a
political and social climate in which TGX lives are politicized and subjected to intensified
scrutiny. These conditions place TGX individuals in potential situations in which they may be
exposed to harassment, surveillance, or threats to bodily safety. The internal infrastructure as a
result of the centripetal affective flow creates the conditions that enable the movement of the
centrifugal affective flow. That is, the centripetal affective flow represents an accumulation of
potentiality while the centrifugal affective flow draws on this potentiality to enact change. In this
sense, these ensembles enact the principle of multiplicity found in Deleuze and Guattari’s work,
as their identities and impacts are produced through ongoing relations rather than contained
within bounded structures. These affective flows are not separate or independent, rather, they are
co-constitutive, each fueling and defining the other. In what follows here, I explore aspects of the

centrifugal affective flow as it emerges in TGX choral spaces.
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Repertoire as Advocacy

While I explored repertoire and its associations with centrifugal affective flow previously
in inclusive practices, these findings also reveal how repertoire operates as a centrifugal affective
force. What [ mean here is that repertoire does both inward and outward facing narrative work.
Previously, repertoire functioned as a reflective tool, one in which TGX singers were able to
imagine and see themselves represented musically. Now, repertoire is examined from its outward
facing aspects, in its public facing representation of TGX identities.

The TGX directors in this study aligned themselves in their use of repertoire to positively
portray TGX identities that may not be readily visible. For Hall, repertoire is the tool used to
advance TGX narratives in Los Angeles, “What do we [TCLA] need to say?” and “What do
people need to hear?” Similarly, Kociba’s attention was focused on the text of the repertoire
because, “as a trans organization, our words have more power now than ever before.” Similarly,
Adamson of STANCE views repertoire as advocacy thusly,

By bringing together our voice and our identity in singing this repertoire, it allows there

to be in some way a different message...what spirit do we tell through our voices,

through our bodies, through our identities, that shares a different aspect of this music?

(Director Interview)

Each of these perspectives reinforces the advocational power of repertoire in TGX choirs. Their
selections, and by extension their performances, are not just inward, self-narrative acts, rather
they are acts of advocacy for TGX individuals everywhere. Through public performance,
curated TGX-centric and inclusive repertoire circulates beyond the choir, functioning as
advocacy within broader social and political landscapes. In this sense, performance becomes an

act of identity articulation and concretization, where TGX narratives are not merely represented,
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but enacted. These concerts are not neutral musical events, but interventions that position TGX
lives, voices, and experiences audibly and visibly within contested public space.
Advocacy Beyond the Music
For TGX choirs, their public performances are acts of resistance, joy, and advocacy for
the broader TGX community. The directors of TGX choirs in this study shared views similar to
Hall of TCLA,
The moment you get on that stage, and you say you are with the Trans Chorus of Los
Angeles, period, you have just put a target on yourself by just saying you are part of this
trans-identified chorus. (Hall, Director Focus Group 1)
Yet this target does not deter them from continuing to engage in varied forms of public
performance and outreach. Kathryn’s story about advocacy provides yet another example of the
importance of this outwardly oriented aspect of TGX choirs,
I remember once we did a thing at University of California-Los Angeles for their Pride,
and a parent came up and talked to us after and said, ‘I’ve struggled with this...with my
child being trans, and I was so worried about who they would be and how they would get
ahead. Then I saw you all on stage, and you’re just regular people, and you’ve really
changed my view.” And we’ve had others come up and say, ‘Seeing somebody else that’s
like me has saved my life.” So those are the things that make it so impactful and so
rewarding to do that I’ve enjoyed. I think we’re having that influence of just showing,
‘Hey, come on, folks, we’re just regular people. We’re here singing and, look, we’re
okay.” (Individual Singer Interview)
Through Kathryn’s quote, we see how important the centrifugal orientation of the TGX choir is

for the advancement of TGX identities within their broader community, even in Los Angeles.
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For Phoenix, their work moves off the concert stage and into classrooms, where they perform
Raven’s True Self for school children in Colorado. While it was met with some controversy, the
story and its message was an important step toward advocacy for TGX youth. The case presented
by Levine and NVC for their performance at the Frameline LGBTQ+ Film Festival is yet another
example of the ways in which repertoire selection in addition to artistic preparation of multiple
programs is part of the advocacy orientation of these groups. Across these examples, the
centrifugal aspect of the TGX choral ecology is evident in the ways these organizations
outwardly manifest themselves.

While the centripetal aspect of these organizations is important, it is largely focused on
inter/intrapersonal relationship development and internal community development. The
advocacy oriented motivations of these choruses are the centrifugal affective flows 1 characterize.
TGX choirs simultaneously move inwardly, supporting and developing chorus members, while
acting externally upon the world around them to improve the TGX condition. As I have stated,
these are not separate or independent affective flows, rather they co-mingle and interact together.
Affective Feedback Loop

Thus far the affective flows have been considered independently as centripetal and
centrifugal. My exploration of them so far may communicate a naive perception that there is a
symmetrical circulation of affective forces, and that a strong centripetal infrastructure solves
external hostility. While participants readily communicated the positive aspects of this affective
feedback loop, they were also clear about the ways in which the centrifugal affective flow was

returned with negative feedback or constraint.
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Sing for Your Supper
In Chapter 4, directors Graham and Levine provided an insight into the challenges they
have faced in financially supporting their organizations. Many of the TGX choruses in this study
operate as 501(c)(3) nonprofit organizations or are sponsored by a nonprofit organization.
Therefore, they often rely on grants and funding from larger arts organizations, however, TGX
choirs have seen a reduction in support due to anti-TGX views as well as more broad defunding
efforts for the arts. Graham highlights this issues for TCCMF,
Graham mentioned two examples:
I get updates from New York City’s Council of Nonprofits on a weekly basis about what
the newest nonsense is that’s affecting stuff in that area. It has absolutely affected our
funding...we’ve had our insurance affected. We cannot keep a carrier for our performing
insurance because we are a ‘high-risk organization.” We have also lost our PayPal
account because trans organizations are ‘sex-worker adjacent’ organizations. (Director
Focus Group 2)
Levine, of NVC, further explains how these financial pressures affect the internal morale of their
organization,
It certainly impacts the morale of the organization and of the members. It sets the tone
and is the backdrop for everything that we do together, and changes the needs of the
individual—needs of our members of our organization—in showing up. (Director Focus
Group 2)
These examples illustrate how some responses to centrifugal advocacy can feed inwardly causing
material constraint, reshaping morale, affecting participation, and diminishing organizational

capacity within the TGX choral ecology. It does not undermine the value of the work these
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choruses pursue, rather it underscores the uneven circumstances in which TGX choirs operate.
This feedback loop also allows us to see the tenuous nature of grassroots policy work for TGX
choral organizations. On the one hand, TGX persons must be visible to advocate on their own
behalf, yet, they are challenged by shifting political agendas. In some political climates, TGX
individuals were gaining more political legibility—though still insufficient. However, the current
political regime in the United States is such that TGX individuals are punished and their political
legibility is challenged daily. These are only examples as explored within this study, but parallel
examples of the affective feedback loop could potentially be drawn regarding other harmful anti-
TGX legislation which limits accessibility to affirming healthcare or to basic rights like access to
a restroom.

Additionally, this affective feedback loop also highlights the quality of nomadic thought
utilized in the toroidal model’s conceptualization. The torus is able to account for the
multiplicitous, heterogenous, and asymmetric qualities of affect within the TGX choral ecology.
It allows for movement, adaptation, and reconfiguration without presuming equilibrium or
resolution. A toroidal conceptualization of TGX choruses can manifest with different intensities
of affective flows across time and across choirs. At times there may be a stronger experience of
centripetal affective flows—during times of more focused attention on inter/intra singer
relational experiences—and other times there may be a stronger experience of centrifugal
affective flows—like moments when choruses engage in activism and resistance to anti-TGX
laws and policy.

Considered together then, external policy pressures apply pressure to affective flows of
the TGX choral ecology. These external policy pressures infiltrate the choral ecology altering

aspects of the centrifugal affective flow, thus potentially engaging a new internal mobilization for
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policy action which can support the chorus. For example, choirs, experiencing reduced funding
because of external factors, may adapt organizational policies which add or increase membership
dues. Given the relational ontology explored earlier, this may then result in additional policy
development which financially supports individual members who are not able to fulfill the new
dues policy. This is only a hypothetical example, but it allows us to consider how the centripetal
affective flows and centrifugal affective flows are both heterogeneous, but interdependent.
Conclusion

In this chapter I have presented a new conceptual model to characterize the TGX choral
spaces observed in this study. Recognizing the data’s resistance to the hierarchical logic of
Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems theory, I engaged Deleuze and Guattari’s nomadic
thought as an analytic orientation to pursue a more responsive model. This process led to the
development of a toroidal model which conceptualizes affective flows that move into,
throughout, and outward from the TGX choral ecology. The new conceptual model accounts for
the simultaneity, multiplicitous, and recursive movement of affect, revealing how centripetal
infrastructures of care and belonging enable centrifugal advocacy, while outward-facing
engagement return inward as both affirmation and constraint. In this way, the model offers a way
of understanding choral spaces not as static systems or linear hierarchies, but as dynamic

ecologies shaped by circulation, feedback, and negotiation.
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Chapter 7
Nomadism, Plateaus, and Lines of Flight

This study sought to examine the tripartite themes of identity, policy, and pedagogy using
them as analytic entry points into the practices and environments of six trans and gender-
expansive choral spaces. The first research question focused on the social-musical participation
of individuals in TGX choirs and its influence on members’ individual identity development. The
second aimed at the policy environment within these TGX choral spaces and its influence on
singers’ identity and vocal development. Finally, the third research question explored the
pedagogical means utilized by directors of TGX choirs. For all of these questions, an
organizational ethnographic case-study method served as a holistic framework which considered
the interdependence of each of these elements. Over the course of this study, the interdependence
of these elements became increasingly pronounced, leading to the addition of community as an
emergent and binding analytic frame rather than as a discrete additional theme.

In this concluding chapter, I present policy, pedagogy, identity, and community as
analytic plateaus through which the TGX choral ecology is analyzed from different analytic
lenses. This study began with the assumption that policy, pedagogy, and identity would be
analytically separable; however, as data collection and analysis progressed, it became clear that
TGX choral spaces and the themes consistently resisted separation and flattening. Rather I
conceptualize this analysis as multi-dimensional, that is a TGX choral rhizome revealing
different multiplicities through each analytic plateau. While I present these plateaus as distinct
for analysis, they are anything but—they function as deeply entangled and mutually constitutive

dimensions of a shared choral ecology.
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Revisiting some examples from Chapter 4 brings the entangled and multiplicitous quality
of the analysis to light. First, recall Ellianna’s relationship with her voice; she had sung tenor for
years in her musical history, but when she auditioned for TCLA she was given the opportunity to
fully embrace a coherent vocal and gender identity. The pedagogy and policy frameworks in
TCLA supported her in embracing her alto voice, as she told me:

And just the same way that the shift from bass to tenor had felt like freeing, this was that

but even more. It is just the vocal production is such a visceral thing to me, it feels

impossible to disassociate that from identity.
This is the entanglement of identity, policy, and pedagogy of which I speak. Similarly, directors
of TGX choirs recognized the power structures at play in the TGX choral ecology. As Graham
posited,

...voice teachers have access and have a power in shaping the development of a person

internally in ways that even therapists cannot because voice is part of yourself. It’s part of

your core identity, it’s part of your narrative and anything that changes your voice
changes you as a person at your molecular level.
Graham’s testimony further illuminates this entangled relationship between identity, policy, and
pedagogy. For Ellianna, her director’s pedagogical choice to allow her to sing alto acted directly
upon her experience of voice and gender identity. Graham points out the inherent power held by
voice teachers, and I argue by extension choral directors as well, in potentially affecting an
individual’s identity.

In a reciprocal manner, a community’s and individual’s identity are not merely acted

upon by policy and pedagogy, but actively shape the ways in which policy and pedagogy are

developed, interpreted, and enacted. This was evident in their approaches to institutionalized
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rituals, de/reterritorialization of choral policies and pedagogy, and their responses to national
policies which targeted and vilified undocumented individuals. In response to the national
policies, several of the TGX choirs in this study responded swiftly with internal policy
adjustments to protect the most vulnerable among their chorus. While TGX choral ecologies
demonstrated remarkable flexibility in responding to external policy stressors, this flexibility also
extended throughout their organizations’ internal operations. At an organizational level, the
policies (hard and soft) within these TGX choirs which support singer mobility between sections
represents just one of the ways in which TGX identity influences policy development in their
choral spaces.

Taken together, the findings of this study reveal TGX choral spaces as dynamic ecologies
in which identity, policy, pedagogy, and community co-emerge and co-constitute each other.
They are not discrete domains, rather they operate simultaneously and non-linearly within the
TGX choral ecology, each informing and transforming the other, free of a hierarchical or linear
system. As a result of the interwoven facets of identity, policy, pedagogy, and community, this
study underwent a shift toward relational sensemaking which shapes the following theoretical
consolidation.

In order to adequately frame this dynamic ecology, I again utilize Deleuze and Guattari’s
idea of nomadic thought or nomadology. Here, nomadology frames my analytic orientation to
this chapter with its open-ended approach that allows movement across, through, and between
analytic positions rather than adherence to a fixed interpretive frame. What began as fixed points
of analysis became untenable, rigid structures obscuring the entanglements of TGX choral
ecologies. As new musical and choral vistas emerged, this shift also required a reorientation of

my own analytic assumptions, challenging inherited norms within my musical training. In this
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chapter, I consolidate the findings of the study by theorizing how identity, policy, pedagogy, and
community circulate as a dynamic choral ecology. What unfolds next are not closed
interpretations of the findings and analysis, rather, I situate them as ongoing threads of
theorization in a moment of stabilization. This chapter provides a provisional theoretical
consolidation of the study, while remaining open to future lines of flight.

The Research Design

This study employed a qualitative, organizational ethnographic case-study design to
examine trans and gender-expansive (TGX) choral spaces across six ensembles. Participants
included directors and singers from these ensembles representing a diverse range of sexual and
gender identities. The data collection process utilized sustained engagement with ensembles
through live and video-recorded observations, interviews, singer audio reflections, and focus
groups. The data was analyzed and coded using descriptive coding in the first round followed by
axial coding to identify themes, narratives, and their intersections. This analysis phase
emphasized the relational and co-constitutive nature of the data which shaped the subsequent
analysis and presentation of this chapter.

As articulated above, the discrete case study domains (identity, policy, and pedagogy)
began to dissolve, becoming more entangled than I had anticipated while also revealing a fourth
theme, community. This progressive breakdown of analytic boundaries between identity, policy,
pedagogy and community emerged not as a limitation of this study, but as a finding itself about
how TGX choral spaces are lived, organized, and sustained. Therefore, the presentation of
findings and subsequent analysis adopted a post-structuralist lens informed by the work of
Deleuze and Guattari transforming the discrete domains into four, intersecting analytic plateaus.

I adopted analytic plateaus in place of traditional themes to emphasize their non-terminal and
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multiplicitous nature, “We call a ‘plateau’ any multiplicity connected to other multiplicities by
superficial underground stems in such a way as to form or extend a rhizome” (Deleuze and
Guattari, 1987, p. 22). These findings are not sedentary, rather they represent the dynamism and
depth of the incredible TGX choirs with whom I had the honor of collaborating with on this
study. What follows then is an exploration of the study findings across these plateaus, grounded
in the original research questions.
Findings

Given the entangled nature of the findings, this discussion does not return to the research
questions as discrete analytic endpoints. Rather, they still serve as organizing principles but
taken up in relation to intersecting elements of identity, pedagogy, policy, and community as co-
constitutive dimensions of the TGX choral ecology. The figure below offers a representation of
their entangled nature. That being said, each analytic plateau (except for community) is anchored
by a primary research question as reflected below.

Figure 14

Visual Representation of Research Questions, Codes, and Themes
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Figure 13 reveals the challenge in organizing this study’s findings into discrete analytic
elements. In this, [ have tied the RQs to the intensities identified in Chapter 4. On the right the
four themes (identity, policy, pedagogy, and community) are connected to the intensities. In
essence, this is a reimagination of the rhizome model I presented at the beginning of Chapter 4
which now explicitly connects the TGX choral rhizome within this study. For example, while
directors’ approaches to addressing the technical element of posture are grounded in pedagogical
concerns, directors must also be attentive to the ways in which posture relates to and affects a
TGX singer's identity. In this way, many aspects of this study may be anchored primarily in one

plateau, but they must also be considered as they potentially intersect with other plateaus.
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The identity plateau addresses how social-musical participation in TGX choirs influence
individual identity development, delineating the relationship between vocal and gender identity,
the identity technologies which act within that relationship, and the importance of affinity choral
spaces for identity. The policy plateau addresses how ensemble policies shape singers’ identity
and vocal development, while also highlighting the notion of ritual, structures of governance, and
the adaptability of the TGX choral ecology to external pressures. This was significant in that the
policy plateau shows how TGX choirs remain malleable and responsive to the identity and vocal
development needs of their singers. Then, the pedagogy plateau addresses the research question
related to the instructional approaches of directors, or more precisely, the ways in which
directors (re)frame pedagogy for TGX singers. Following these explorations, I also address the
community plateau and finally, revisit the conceptual model adopted at the beginning of this
study. Within each plateau findings necessarily reference other plateaus, reflecting their co-
constitutive nature.

Identity Plateau
How does social-musical participation in TGX choirs influence identity development?
Vocal and Gender Identity

This study revealed the varied ways in which singers connected their vocal and gender
identities. For some individuals, like Ellianna of TCLA, she desired a vocal identity that aligned
with her gender and the voice and gender binary. For other singers, like Kathryn of TCLA and
Laura of STANCE, they did not desire a consonance between their gender identity and
traditional notions of the voice and gender binary. For these singers, they are each
de/reconstructing the voice and gender binary inherited from cisnormative vocal ideologies in

their own manner. Yet other singers presented oscillating or ongoing vocal and gender identity
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journeys, thus requiring TGX choirs to adapt and adopt choral policies and pedagogies which
supported singers’ vocal and gender identity goals via choral part mobility and choral line
fluidity. Across all these cases, TGX choirs presented unique policy and pedagogical approaches
which supported their singers through what I call identity technologies explored here.
Identity Technologies

While gender often remains unquestioned or only minimally challenged in traditional
choral spaces, TGX choirs actively de/reconstructed these frameworks in ways that supported
trans and gender-expansive individuals and, in doing so, may offer critical insights for the
advancement of inclusive choral practices at large. Central to this de/reconstruction are what I
conceptualize as identity technologies. 1 use the term identity technologies to refer to specific
pedagogical and policy practices that organize how gender and vocal identities are recognized,
negotiated, and inhabited within choral spaces. These technologies shape how singers narrate
their vocal and gender pasts and imagine their futures, via aspects such as choral part names,
choral part mobility, choral line fluidity, director’s approaches to technical instruction, and
lyrical adaptation. Each technology can operate independently or in consort with other
technologies and are neither linear, nor hierarchical in their consideration. Together, these
technologies may interact with singers’ vocal and gender identity and affect feelings of gender
euphoria, dysphoria, or apathy.
Choral Part Names. For singers of any identity, voice classification systems can function as
organizing frameworks for vocal self-description (Lemon-McMahon, 2019). As Lenti and Topaz
(2026) highlight, “Voice-part assignment is often treated in choral settings as a primarily
technical decision...such classifications frequently carry broader identity meaning for singers,

shaping how they understand continuity, belonging, and self-expression within choral spaces” (p.

234



15). As it relates to this study, it is crucial to recognize these systems have been developed
within gendered frameworks and historically carry gendered connotations. Within TGX choral
spaces these systems and their gendered frameworks are de/reconstructed. For choral part names,
most choirs maintained use of traditional signifiers like soprano, alto, tenor, and bass. This was
not the case with TRANScend Ambassadors who adopted a numbered system in place of choral
part names. As Graham noted during our interview,
So, the numbers are philosophical. The other references [voice names] are practical.
Philosophically, it [numbers] allows people to sing a part with a voice that is unstable and
changing without feeling a disruption of their internal identity, their self-concept, if they
have to move to another part. So, for instance, if the tessitura is just really not working
for someone in one part and they need to be in another, they haven't lost their identity of
being a tenor or being an alto. You're a one, you're a two, you're a three, you're a four.
And while there's some attachment to those, because that's your group, the attachment is
to the group, not to the label.
Here we see how TA actively de/reconstructs the sometimes tricky relationship between voice
part and singer identity through the application of inclusive choral policy. This approach offers a
real potential alternative to choral part names which may carry gender dysphoric affects for some
TGX singers. By divorcing the voice part name from the choral part name, singers can move
more freely between choral parts without potential identity conflict.
For the other choirs they too de/reconstructed the choral part naming system, but in a
different manner. Rather than changing the system, as found in the approach of TA, the other
five choirs in this study deconstructed the gendered ties between voice part name and gendered

voice through reauthoring their cultural context and meaning. This further highlights the
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importance of the choral ecology in shifting these contexts and meanings through shared purpose
and community.
Choral Part Mobility. In addition to choral part names, choral part mobility was revealed as a
significant TGX choral policy approach which supported the vocal and identity development of
singers across every single group in the study. Policy regarding choral part names is primarily
focused on the de/reconstruction of a gendered naming system, while choral part mobility as
policy focuses on supporting the technical needs of a singer while also supporting their gender
identity within the existing choral part system. This example from STANCE illuminates how this
policy manifests in the choral setting,
When I came into the chorus, just a few months ago before the actual concert we did in
June, a singer came up to me and said, “This song is too high for me to sing as an alto.
I’'m going to drop to tenor one.” Great, fantastic. I have to mark it [in the director’s
music] so ’'m not going crazy as I’m in rehearsal. So, I don’t end up saying, “where are
you?” We allow that [choral part mobility] to happen and it can be piece to piece. So, in
parts of my concert, you see a person walking down from one section and go down to
another one.
This adoption of choral part mobility was also seen in the choral practices of TRANScend
Ambassadors, Trans Chorus of Los Angeles, and Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia. Choral
part mobility provides a flexible structural framework which allows TGX singers to perform
their vocal and gender identities within the parameters of organized vocal parts.
Choral Line Fluidity. Whereas choral part mobility operates across rehearsals, concerts, and
repertoire, choral line fluidity operates within the musical moments themselves. As explored in

Chapter 4, choral line fluidity—akin to Hirner’s (2022) vocal line recombination—was revealed
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as a significant pedagogical approach utilized by directors of TGX choirs. Choral line fluidity
describes the fluidity of singers moving through and between various vocal parts within the
context of an individual song and in my interpretation differs from the codified methodology of
line recombination as proposed by Hirner.

This study revealed a less formal approach to the needs of TGX singers allowing them to
move freely between two vocal parts in a single song in a manner which supported their vocal
and gender identity goals. This choral line fluidity may be beneficial for a variety of TGX
singers, those who are seeking a vocal line that supports their identity while also being vocally
accessible. Importantly, choral line fluidity provides a pedagogical approach in supporting
singers’ identity reauthorship, rarely found in non-TGX choral spaces.

Technical Elements. In addition to the technologies mentioned above, two technical elements
were identified as having implications for vocal and gender identity development, posture and
breathing. These technical elements function as sites where embodiment, dysphoria, euphoria,
and pedagogical authority intersect. In TGX choral spaces, directors managed a widely varying
degree of vocal and gender identity among their singers. Like mixers on a soundboard, the
relationship a person has with their gender and vocal identities is personal and unique, therefore
directors of TGX choirs were aware of this balance when providing technical feedback for
singers. The first concern directors were cognizant of when addressing the technical needs of
their singers was posture. Pedagogically, posture can significantly affect the breathing and
singing of singers, however, posture also communicates gender. For Burch of TCLA, they cited
the need to support TGX singers who may carry their bodies in certain ways to reduce gender

dysphoria,
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So, we have to find new ways to support folks no matter where they are in their
journey...even posture needs to be examined for folks who are used to holding their body
in certain ways to not be so dysphoric. People are used to hunching their shoulders
forward to be a little more stealth. (Director Focus Group 2)
This often manifests in hunching of shoulders in transmasculine individuals to reduce visibility
of undesired bumps from chest tissue or in transfeminine individuals to reduce broad shoulders.
Here, TGX directors had to negotiate the balance between pedagogically sound guidance and the
coping approaches TGX singers may adopt for their gender identity.

Closely related to posture was the issue of breathing in TGX choirs. Compromised
posture can affect breathing as is well understood within vocal and choral pedagogy.
Additionally, TGX choir directors were vigilant regarding the chest binding practices utilized by
many TGX singers to reduce visible chest tissue. Chest binding reduces the ability for a singer’s
ribcage to expand, which stifles air flow into the lungs to support singing. For Hall of TCLA,
they encouraged their singers to remove their chest binding,

It is different breathing in a binder, especially for transmasc people...I did something so

unique with them that they had never heard of it. I said, “If you’re confident enough, you

don’t need to wear a binder here. We’re all trans.” They were all like, “What? It didn’t
dawn on us that we’re in a safe enough space where we don’t have to put on a binder.”

And I said, “Because your binder is like your armor when you’re going out there in the

world. You can go take your binder off here if you want.”

Here then, we see how pedagogy and identity are interrelated within the TGX choral space.
Directors of TGX choirs demonstrated a heightened awareness of these crossings and worked

with their singers to address them individually as well as through community development.
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Hall’s example makes the importance of supportive community development especially clear. In
both these technical elements, pedagogical approaches can have a significant effect on a singer’s
identity and their (re)authorship of it in the TGX choral space. Therefore, directors have a
responsibility in both how they frame technical elements in manners that support TGX singers
while also shepherding a choral environ in which challenges with these technical elements can be
openly addressed between singer and directors.

Lyrical Adaptation. Like the aforementioned identity technologies, lyrical adaptation was also a
tool which TGX choral directors utilized to support TGX singer identity. The need for TGX
choirs to adapt lyrics which supported the gender identity of their singers highlights the ways in
which cisnormative and heteronormative frameworks have historically dominated choral music.
The simple act of changing “call on your brother” to “call on each other” in the song “Lean On
Me” highlighted one of the inclusive practices which TGX choirs adopted in their spaces. Blake
of TRANScend Ambassadors sums up the landscape in which TGX choirs must navigate, “It
doesn’t change the fact that the way that music was written and envisioned was for people in
gendered contexts” (Singer Interview). Yet, TGX choirs continually addressed these gendered
contexts and frameworks and (re)authored them in ways which resonated and supported their
communities. Through lyrical adaptation, TGX choirs engaged in collective processes of textual
re-authorship, which enabled singers to truthfully inhabit musical narratives without disavowing
their gendered and relational identities. Blake’s quote also highlights what Butler (1997)
identifies as a discursive regime, that is, a system which dictates what is conceived of as truth or
normal. Choral music is dominated by regimes of heterosexuality and cisnormativity. This
required TGX choirs to either acquiesce to these regimes or actively de/reconstruct the

frameworks in ways that support TGX individuals.
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Each of the identity technologies explored here highlight the ways in which choral
directors must consider how identity, policy, and pedagogy co-mingle in their spaces and their
effects on vocal and gender identity development. In this way, pedagogy and policy do not
function merely as guides for “best choral practice,” but as infrastructural forces that actively
participate in the shaping of individual identity.

Affinity Choral Space

The importance of an affinity choral space within the Identity Plateau must also be
emphasized. Throughout this study, the insights from singers and directors highlighted the
importance of TGX affinity choral spaces and their impact on TGX identity development.
Transgender theory and trans-identity theory emphasize the social nature of gender identity
construction. It is through interactions and negotiations of the embodied-self, the autonomous-
self, and the socially-constructed that identity is developed (Nagoshi et al., 2010). TGX affinity
spaces, like TGX choirs, provide important developmental spaces in which individuals can
practice and refine their gender identity. For singers like Walter, his TGX choir provided a space
where he could feel “very normal and untroubled...I feel it is a space where I feel uniquely
normalized” (Singer-Audio Reflection). Adamson highlighted this as well, “And that’s the point
too Dillon, where it’s not just about singing in the choir, it’s also having community” (Director
Interview). For TGX participants throughout this study, it was crucial to have a space in which
they were able to live their TGX identity without the necessity of performing it. What I mean is
TGX choirs provide an important space in which TGX identities articulate the boundaries of
inclusion without centralizing these identities in their activities.

Additionally, TGX choral affinity spaces supported the development of TGX networks

through which material support and community knowledge pass. As articulated in Chapter 4,
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TGX choirs helped facilitate network development which connects TGX individuals to each
other for mutual aid and material support. Some groups like Transcendent Choir of Philadelphia,
host a communication channel specifically for this exchange of material goods between TGX
individuals. For STANCE, this material support extended beyond the choir, as seen in their
seasonal TGX clothing swap meets. In addition to material support, TGX choral spaces are sites
of TGX knowledge and distribution,

I started transitioning in a vacuum, I didn’t have anybody, I didn’t have any community

or anything...I needed to find other trans people initially, I guess partly because I felt that

I needed that support and partly it’s just sort of like you need that communal knowledge,

especially when you’re medically transitioning. (Phoebe, Singer Focus Group)

Taken together, these examples underscore that TGX choirs are not merely supportive spaces,
but critical infrastructures for identity development, social participation, and well-being.

By providing contexts in which TGX singers can experiment with, inhabit, and revise
their identities without constant scrutiny, these choirs enable participants to pursue artistic,
communal, and personal aspirations that are often constrained in less affirming musical
environments.

Policy Plateau
How might the unique policies in TGX choirs serve to support the identity and vocal
development of singers?

The policy plateau reveals the dynamic and responsive quality of the TGX choral policy
landscape. It also reveals that TGX choral policy emerges first through a relational ontology and
ethic of care, and is only later formalized through governance structures. Policy and its practice

within the TGX choral space is a mutable and permeable framework (Beede, 2025) which
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delimits the boundaries of inclusion and acceptability. Importantly, this framework is not built
around inducements or penalization, rather it is established through a relational ontology and
ethic of care. That is, the policy framework in TGX choirs prioritized the development of
connections and relationships grounded in a genuine care for each other over musical primacy.
Policy then frames the conditions between identity authorship and organizational governance.
Further, TGX choirs revealed the ways in which policy extended beyond the organizational
governance to the discursive realm legitimizing identity potentialities. Finally, policy within
TGX choral spaces functioned in two manners, first as a relational framework through which
identity development became possible and was supported and second, as an adaptive
infrastructure which managed uncertainty from external forces. In this way, policy functions
throughout my toroidal model in Chapter 6, not merely as an external or internal mechanism of
governance but as a set of ongoing relational practices through which TGX choirs continually
negotiate care, legitimacy, and survivability.
Policy as Care/Community

As explored in Chapter 4, ritualistic aspects of the TGX choirs function in the realm of
soft policy, “based on collaboration (and co-optation)” as cited in Schmidt, 2020, p. 128). The
ensemble meal in TCLA and the “floor time” and “good-newses” of TCP illustrated the
importance of these institutionalized soft policies within the TGX choral ecology. More
importantly, these practices were integral to the development of a TGX choral community which
supported the inter/intrapersonal development of participants. This relates to the dialogic aspects
of identity development identified in trans-identity theory (Nagoshi, et al., 2014). Soft policy

then shaped the environment in which TGX individuals enact their identity authorship. These
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rituals, forms of institutionalized soft policy, contributed to a network of predictable care and
support facilitating TGX individuals in identity (re)authorship.
Governance

For TGX choirs, care and community serve as the primary foundation for their
operations; I now turn to governance which functions as a stabilization and institutionalization of
their relational commitments. In this way, policy plays a critical role in the predictability of how
the community/organizational space runs. However, the data from Chapter 5 and my experience
interacting with the varied TGX choruses revealed how they approach this governance
differently. Within these spaces, governance operated via a relational ontology and ethics of care.
Trans-identity theory (Nagoshi et al., 2010) postulates identity development as a relational act.
This forms the ontological basis of TGX choral governance. A prime example of this relational
ontology was found in the differences the choirs utilized in regard to choral part names. For TA,
they have fully removed soprano, alto, tenor, and bass as choral part name designators in order to
support their TGX singers. Other choirs in this study approached the challenge of choral part
names and identity by de/recoding the choral part names inherited from cis-heterodominant
choral practice. Policy was developed by an ethics of care in which individual and community
well-being were prioritized. This relational ontology and ethics of care manifested in the
aforementioned community-centered aspects as well as within policies like choral part names,
choral part mobility, attire, and lyrical adaptation. In each of these, the individual identity needs
are balanced with the organizational and operational needs of the chorus.

Beyond the management of the choral space, policy in the TGX choral ecology also acted
discursively. Identity technologies within TGX choirs operate on this discursive level. Through

policies like choral part names, choral part mobility, attire rules, and lyrical adaptation, TGX
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identities are affirmed and legitimized within their choral landscapes. These technologies
legitimize TGX vocal and choral identities in ways that may not have been readily available in
traditional choral spaces. This legitimization made identity exploration and development both
infrastructural to the TGX choir as well as sustainable. This infrastructural strength, relational
ontology, and ethics of care are the conditions which create a choral environment that can be
adaptable and responsive to external pressures.

Adaptation to External Pressures

The infrastructural strength previously explored also supported TGX choirs in their need
to adapt to varied external pressures as experienced during this study. Following the 2025
inauguration of Donald Trump for his second term, support for LGBTQIA+ organizations,
particularly transgender organizations, and arts organizations experienced significant funding
instability. Given the aggressive anti-transgender stance of the administration, many TGX choirs,
who often relied on external non-profit arts funding, saw regular sponsors disappear or reduce
their support. In Chapter 4, TGX directors identified this as a point of concern for their future
operations. At the time of this writing, these concerns remain unresolved, however, this revealed
the need for TGX choirs to be adaptive and anticipatory in their policy approaches related to
external financial and political influences.

Additionally, the current presidential administration began an aggressive push through
martial action against undocumented persons. Director focus group interviews started in early
August under this shadow. Policy stratification in Chapter 5 revealed the ways in which external
national policies forced TGX choirs to quickly adapt and adopt policies which protected their
undocumented singers. Directors’ quotes highlight the ways in which these organizations

negotiated between volatile external policy bodies (state and national policies) and their

244



organizational policy development. TGX choirs engaged policy proactively as a relational
system of care, which allowed them to balance individual identity and vocal needs with
collective artistic and organizational goals in ways that remained flexible as conditions changed.
This response to external policy pressures can further strengthen the internal policy system, its
relational ontology, and ethics of care thereby supporting individual TGX identity development.
Pedagogy Plateau

What approaches to group voice-building do directors of trans and gender-expansive choirs
employ?

Given everything explored empirically from Chapters 4 through the present, the
pedagogy plateau makes visible the ways in which TGX choirs prioritize individual singer
capacity and well-being over hegemonic choral structures and practices. While the data did not
reveal novel technical exercises at use in the TGX choral space, it did reveal the importance of
directors’ framings and approaches to traditional pedagogical methods in ways that support TGX
singers. This points toward the notion that inclusivity is not a passive byproduct of pedagogical
technique, but is an active objective. These differences lie in how familiar techniques were
framed, narrated, and ethically positioned by directors.

Throughout this study, observations of the choirs and interviews with directors and
singers shed light on the heightened awareness and understanding of voice and gender identity
which these directors possess. They recognized how pedagogical choices operated as sites of
identity mediation for singers in their choirs, as found in the quotes from Burch and Hall of
TCLA mentioned above. The musical and pedagogical choices of directors of TGX choirs often
became sites of identity (re)authorship and repair for singers in the face of cis-dominant choral

practices. This awareness, developed and honed through repeated relational encounters with
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TGX singers and experiences of insufficient and failing pedagogical approaches, thus shaped
directors’ choices. These choices led to adaptations to choral parts and the development of
flexible voicing systems which actively interrupt the gender-voice equivalence practice often
found in traditional choral spaces. It also led to adopting practices like choral line fluidity which
mediate singers’ vocal ability, vocal identity, and gender identity. Together then, these practices
revealed the tensions which TGX choral directors must manage—singers’ histories, futures, and
potentialities.

Considered across the study, the directors’ application of pedagogical practices were
holistic, accounting for the embodied experiences (technical vocal elements), social construction
(community), and self-constructive (vocal and gender identity) needs of the singers in their
spaces. Figure 14 below, a visual representation of this holistic approach, aligns with Nagoshi, et
al.’s (2014) conceptualization of transgender-identity theory.

Figure 15

Trans-Identity Theory in the TGX Choral Ecology

Embodied
Experiences
(technical vocal
elements & singing)

Lived Experience

Social Construction Self-Constructive
(community) (gender & vocal identity)
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Note. Figure 14 is an adaptation of Nagoshi, et al.’s (2014) transgender-identity theory model
for the TGX choral ecology.

Community Plateau

Over the course of this study, community was revealed as both an analytic plateau and as
an analytic framing. Community then is a way to describe the broad relational network within
TGX choirs, that is its boundaries for inclusion, participation, and belonging. At the same time,
community also describes the relational and affective forces that move in these spaces, shaping
patterns of care, support, and identity development. Community can be conceived as both
structure and movement—as a set of conditions that delimit participation and as a dynamic field
through which singers experience connection, affirmation, and becoming.

Organizational policy and practices articulate initial boundaries of community inclusion.
For most of the TGX choirs in this study, this boundary of inclusion required singers to identify
within the TGX umbrella in some manner. Phoenix was an outlier in that they were a choir with
members who may identify under the TGX umbrella as well as individuals touched by TGX
issues, like friends, family, and allies. The policies which articulate the boundaries of inclusion
make clear their limits without articulating boundaries of exclusion, thus expanding the
community circle to its greatest potential. These boundaries of inclusion also operated as
relational infrastructure, shaping the environment, its discourse, and how it is negotiated and
sustained. In this case, recall Max’s words, “having a trans designated space has become so
important to me” or Walter’s, “...when we rehearse, I feel very normal and untroubled...I feel it
is a space where I feel uniquely normalized.” The boundaries of inclusion for entry into TGX
choirs reinforced the supportive and normalizing quality of the TGX choral environment for

participants in this study.
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In addition to the external boundary defining policies of Phoenix, there was also evidence
of internal boundary-defining infrastructures. For Phoenix, the TGX choral community
infrastructure was supported by policies which enabled participation through lenient dues and
attendance requirements, citing the relative instability of these realms for some TGX singers.
Community infrastructure was further buttressed in STANCE through their inclusive policies for
neurodivergent individuals and a chorus-wide masking requirement. The policy responses from
these TGX choirs in the face of national immigration policies which put their community and
singers at risk further reflected the adaptable and responsive nature of these organizations in
protecting their singers and further defining their discourse. Each of these further structure the
boundaries and expectations of the communities they served.

While community can be understood as boundary defining, community also describes the
relational flows of these organizations. These were observable in the choruses and their
approaches to care and ritual. As explored in Chapter 4 and Chapter 6, the relational flow of
TGX choirs played a significant role in the participants’ lives. For example, in addition to the
music making activities in TCP, the chorus also facilitated a material supportive network through
their “Mutual Aid” discord server. This material aid also extended beyond the TGX choral
ecology, as groups like TCP and STANCE planned, organized, and executed clothing swaps for
their local TGX communities.

Singers do not attend merely for music making, but to be in community with other TGX
individuals. Importantly, this community centers TGX identities without requiring their
performance of TGX-ness in the Butlerian sense (1990). Part of this community development
lies in the various rituals and relational practices found in the TGX choirs. Within TCLA, their

communal mid-rehearsal meal was a site for community development. For TCP, “floor-time,”
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“good-newses,” and Teagan operated similarly, as sites where relational ties were developed and
strengthened.

These findings, together with what I explored in the previous plateaus, suggests that
community within TGX choirs functions not as a secondary benefit to participation, but as a
central mechanism to its operation. It operates as a space for learning, artistic engagement,
identity development, and relational expansion. Community both delimits and operationalizes
TGX choral spaces thus shaping the conditions under which participation, learning, and
belonging become possible.

Revisiting the Conceptual Framework

Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems theory served as the conceptual model to
initially guide this study. This nested model provided a framework to examine the individual
experiences of singers, their interactions with and throughout the choral ecology, and their
experience of identity development. However, as the study progressed, the data revealed a more
ecologically dynamic picture, one which required a modification of the original conceptual
model. The entanglements of identity, pedagogy, policy, and community in the TGX choral
ecology revealed the need for a model which could account for the simultaneity, reciprocity, and
continuous relational movements of these spaces. As I posited in Chapter 6, the TGX choral
ecology has both an inward (centripetal) and outward (centrifugal) orientation. There are
affective energies and affective flows which move into, throughout, and around the TGX choirs.
These flows are not reducible to individual emotions or perspectives—which may be
necessitated within conceptualization of a nested system model—but operate relationally,
shaping patterns of care, belonging, advocacy, and resistance broadly in TGX choral spaces.

Further, these centripetal and centrifugal affective flows describe the experience of the affective
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energy of TGX choirs, that is, the same affective energy as experienced from different relational
perspectives.

The centripetal affective flow represents the inward movement of care, recognition, and
support which buffers external pressures and creates a sense of sanctuary for participants. At the
same time the centrifugal affective flow reflects the outward projection of TGX identity and
agency as reflected through performance, visibility, and advocacy. Together, these affective
flows feed each other in an ongoing process of becoming for the TGX choir and singer. Within
this model pedagogy, policy, identity, and community are co-constitutive in shaping these
affective flows. This model allowed these inward and outward movements to be visualized and
understood as continuous and iterative rather than linear and hierarchical. The torus model
emphasized the dynamic relationship between internal community care and external public
action and advocacy.

By revisiting the conceptual framework which grounded this study, the data necessitated
a different framework to describe the ways in which identity, pedagogy, policy, and community
operated in TGX choral spaces. While the nested model usefully illuminated multi-level
influences, its hierarchical structure was not coherent with the realized experience of TGX
singers, TGX directors, and TGX choirs. This new model accounted for the dynamism and
interrelational aspects of the TGX choral ecology thus providing a more accurate picture of these
spaces.

Implications to the Field

This study argues that TGX choirs are choral ecologies in which policy, pedagogy,

identity, and community operate co-constitutively offering a model for rethinking choral

practice, music education, and music research. They demonstrate that choral practice is always
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an identity ecology, whether acknowledged or not. The current study, like the lives of its
participants, is a rich tapestry of data and experiences representing this identity ecology. It
weaves together policy, pedagogy, identity, and community through a post-structuralist
philosophy intent on the creation of new ideas. As I alluded to earlier, this study represents only
one—and one of the first—exploration of TGX choral spaces. I have no doubts that there are
innumerable unpursued lines of flight throughout this work—such as the connection between
auditory memory and vocal execution in exogenous hormone users and how to support their
learning needs or the perception of TGX choirs’ sonic signatures—and I eagerly anticipate
continued collaboration and exploration with these and other TGX choral groups.

What follows then is a set of considerations on how the current findings of this study may
impact the field. I would be remiss not to reiterate that this study is for the TGX choral
community, most importantly, to uplift their groundbreaking work and to center their voices and
experiences in our choral landscape. This study suggests that TGX choral spaces function not
merely as inclusive ensembles, but as complex ecologies in which policy and pedagogy co-
mingle with identity and community in actively shaping singers’ becomings. Additionally, I
argue that TGX choirs function as a lens to critique and remediate the cis-heterodominant choral
tradition and continue to make it a more inclusive and identity affirming space for all singers. As
such, its findings carry implications for the choral field, music education, and future research.
TGX Communities and Choral Practice

Throughout this study, the TGX choral space revealed the ways in which they propagate
a dynamic and affective system rather than a linear or hierarchically oriented one. In alignment
with transgender theory (Prosser, 2006; Stryker, 2004) and trans-identity theory ( Nagoshi &

Brzuzy, 2010; Nagoshi, et al., 2014), this study affirms that TGX identity development and well-
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being are relational and necessitate affirming spaces that support ongoing processes of identity
development. TGX choirs supported this relational development through collective music-
making and by cultivating environments in which individuals existed as TGX without being
required to perform trans and gender-expansiveness. These relational dynamics extended beyond
gender identity and encompassed broader, intersectional dimensions of participants’ lived
experience, such as migrant status and neurodivergency. Given the importance of relational
aspects of TGX identity development, directors of TGX choirs should prioritize policy and
pedagogy which enhances the relational potential of TGX choral spaces. As found in the singers’
responses, these practices have a significant effect on identity authorship.

Directors of TGX choirs were found to play a crucial role in the identity development and
(re)authorship of their singers. As highlighted in this work, the ways in which TGX directors
navigated issues of ensemble pedagogy—choral line fluidity, repertoire, and lyrics—and
policy—choral part naming and choral part mobility—can affect the identity development of
TGX singers. This revealed an inherent power dynamic present in the TGX choral space, one
where the policy and pedagogy choices of the director can affect the vocal, gender, and musical
identity potentialities of their singers. Within the TGX choral space, this power dynamic seemed
to be guided by an ethics of care. TGX choral directors across all the choirs prioritized the TGX
identity and care of their singers before their musical needs. Directors of future TGX choirs must
interrogate how singer identity is affected by the TGX choral space and their responsibility in
that identity co-authorship. More broadly in the context of the choral field and music education,
this power dynamic of directors and conductors remains a critiqued issue. Scholars such as
O’Toole (2005) and Owens (2014) have examined this dynamic through the metaphor of the

panopticon. Within their work, the conductor’s power is positioned as unidirectional in that it
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shapes singer behavior and identity through visibility and control. I argue TGX choirs complicate
these critiques, offering empirical examples of how director and conductor power might be
exercised reflexively and ethically. TGX choirs may therefore function as a site through which
O’Toole’s questions can begin to be addressed or perhaps they may further substantiate the
suggestions and aspirations from Owens toward an enlivened and liberated music ensemble
experience.

Finally, this study began to uncover the ways in which TGX choirs functioned as sites of
choral futures and choral advancement through the generation of new musical and organizational
possibilities. TGX choirs demonstrated ways that they de/reconstructed inherited choral
traditions rooted in historically cisgender and heteronormative frameworks. In doing so, they
intervened in long-recognized yet unchallenged problems within choral practice like the
persistent alignment of vocal and choral classifications with binary gender, and the treatment of
voices that fall outside of normative expectations as anomalies to be corrected rather than as
legitimate musical identities. My example from Chapter 5, in which a female tenor was forced to
sing alto when she moved to a new choir highlights this cis-heterodominat hegemonic tradition
still found in general choral practice. This practice reveals how voice part and choral part
systems function as disciplinary technologies that regulate musical and gendered belonging. As
inheritors of this tradition, TGX choirs offered empirically grounded models for reconfiguring
choral practice at large.

TGX choirs should not be thought of as “exceptions” to the “traditional” choral model,
rather they are a mirror that reveals what is already true and what could be in choral life. Beyond
the TGX choral ecology, the broader choral field may also benefit from the findings of this

study. While the primary focus of this study was with singers’ TGX identities, directors should
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also be cognizant of the multiple and potentially intersecting identities of the singers in their
groups. While TGX choirs centralized TGX identities and their development, any choral ecology
has the potential to affect an individual's identity conceptualization. Thus, the broader choral
ecology may also function as a site of identity mediation, repair, and (re)authorship for
individuals beyond the TGX choral context. I posit that even the most musically and artistically
oriented choral spaces affect identity conceptualization. Therefore, directors of choral ensembles
have a responsibility to position their policy and pedagogy work as both a musical and relational
intervention.

This study also revealed how seemingly mundane aspects of the choral environment,
such as voice parts, lyrics, repertoire, etc. function as identity technologies which affected
singers’ vocal, gender, and musical identities. These identity technologies define and regulate
discourses of vocal, gender, and musical identities (as found in this study) within the choral
ecology. As such, they should not be understood as neutral aspects of the choral experience, but
rather as affective forces which systematically shape an individual’s core identity. Further, these
technologies are frequently utilized by choral directors as arbiters of the choral environ in order
to construct and manage their choral ecologies. In light of this, directors would do well to be
more cognizant of the effects of their decisions related to identity technologies and their effects
on singers. The power choral directors have when wielding these identity technologies and their
long-term effects should also be more closely examined.

Across ensembles this study found that TGX choral policy structures largely function as
mutable and permeable frameworks which define the boundaries of participation and inclusion.
Critically, these policy practices and frameworks seemed to be grounded in a relational ontology

and ethics of care. That is, the policy frameworks centered TGX identity and experience over
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musical excellence or operational efficiency. This does not diminish artistic quality; rather, the
sustained musical excellence demonstrated by these choirs suggests that relational care and
artistic rigor are not competing priorities, but mutually reinforcing ones.

Taken together, these findings demonstrate that flexible, care-centered policy practice
and infrastructures can support both musical achievement and human flourishing. For the
broader choral profession, this reframes policy not as administrative background work, but as a
central site of ethical, pedagogical, and artistic responsibility. Additionally, directors of choirs at
all levels must be aware of the effects of identity technologies and the ways in which the choral
ecology shapes vocal and gender identity. Therefore, there is a need to incorporate these policy
and identity concerns into teacher preparation programs, continuing education, and professional
development programs.

Music Education

As I mentioned before, this study highlights the need for choral directors to recognize the
power of identity co-authorship they possess in the ensembles they lead. Beyond the choral field
and more broadly addressing music education, this study suggests that music educators across
the field must be mindful of the relationship between individual identity and music education.
Music teacher preparation programs, continuing education, and professional development must
continue to shed light on the power of ensemble directors in the identity co-authorship of their
ensemble members and develop policy and pedagogical systems which center the musicians of
their ensembles through a relational ontology and an ethics of care.

Research and Theory
This dissertation extends the work of music education scholars who have incorporated

post-structuralist philosophies and frameworks in their work such as Gould (2005; 2009; 2012),
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Lines (2013), Richerme (2013; 2018), and Yoo (2023). In this work I have woven together
empirical data through organizational ethnography research with the philosophical perspectives
of Deleuze and Guattari. This work was originally conceptualized within the nested, hierarchical
model of Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems theory, however, the data necessitated a new
conceptual model resulting in my toroidal conceptualization of the TGX choral ecology. I am
hopeful my extension and contribution to this field can serve as another model of how to
incorporate the generative frameworks and thinking from Deleuze and Guattari within music
education contexts.

As mentioned, this study resulted in the development of a new conceptual model of TGX
choral ecology. From Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems theory, this model
reconceptualizes how identity, pedagogy, policy, and community co-mingle and move into,
throughout, and beyond the choral TGX choral ecology. While this model is essential in
understanding the TGX choral ecology, it can be equally useful as a model to understand the
movements of identity, pedagogy, policy, and community within any musical context. For
directors and administrators of ensembles (choral or otherwise), the model can help to make
visible the affective flows which move throughout their ensemble or organization and analyze

their individual, organizational, pedagogical, and community needs for participants.

Future Research
As I have stated before, this study could not fully encompass the myriad stories,
experiences, and perspectives from TGX choirs. I am hopeful to continue exploring these threads
with TGX choral directors, singers, and scholars. The unexplored lines of flight from this study
include a more thorough examination of TGX singers’ experience with vocal transition as it

relates to their auditory memory. Ellianna’s story brought to light the way she understands this
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auditory and physiological shift, however, a more thorough exploration of this phenomenon with
a larger group of TGX singers who have undergone vocal transition is warranted. This pursuit
may further support TGX vocal and choral pedagogies as they relate to TGX identity mediation.
Additionally, the sonic signature of TGX choirs I explored with the TGX directors remains
unpursued. Further investigation into describing the unique characteristics of the TGX choral
sound can support the diversification of descriptive language of choral sonic signature
possibilities.

Limitations

As should be expected in qualitative research, the results of this study are grounded in the
specific experiences of the six trans and gender-expansive choirs, their singers and directors. As
such, the results are contextually situated and not intended to be generalizable for all TGX choirs
or to choral practice more broadly. However, the stories, insights, and perspectives shared
through this study may find resonance in other TGX singers, TGX directors, or the choral field
more broadly. While this study did explore a broad cross-section of TGX individuals, it is not
representative of all TGX experiences and so alternative perspectives may have been left
unexplored.

Although this study engaged a broad cross-section of TGX choirs across diverse
geographic regions, it does not encompass all possible configurations of TGX choral
participation. Factors such as race, socioeconomic status, disability, immigration status, religious
background, rural versus urban location, and access to institutional resources may shape TGX
choral experiences in ways that were not fully captured in this study. Certain perspectives—
particularly those situated at the intersections of multiple marginalized identities—may be

underrepresented or absent.

257



This study was designed as an organizational ethnography which incorporated elements
of focused ethnography and multi-case study designs. While these approaches enabled sustained
engagement with participants and the collection of rich data, the duration and depth of
immersion could be increased. Practical constraints such as geography and scheduling limited
the extent to which I was able to be embedded in the ensembles. As a result, some organizational
processes, informal interactions, and long-term developmental dynamics may not have been fully
observable. Further, the data collection relied, in part, on video-record rehearsals and remote,
online interviews. While these modalities increased accessibility and participation, they may
have constrained my ability to capture embodied, spatial, and affective dimensions of choral life,
such as subtle interpersonal dynamics, nonverbal communication, and informal extra-musical
interactions.

Additionally, my positionality as a cisgendered, white, queer man and my lens of lived
experience was another potential limitation. My own subjectivity may affect the subjectivity of
analysis because of my own frames of experience and reference. Furthermore, it may have also
influenced how participants framed their experiences and how certain participants' perspectives
were emphasized in response to perceived shared or divergent values and affiliations. Further, as
a cisgender, queer man, I made a deliberate decision for this early study of the TGX choral
ecology not to foreground experiences of hardship, conflict, or structural constraint to the same
extent. In the current socio-political climate, TGX individuals are under constant monitoring and
their identities are highly contested by cisgender persons, therefore, I chose to foreground
aspects of identity development, care, and community within TGX choral spaces. Future
research should more explicitly explore the hardship and personal, financial, and emotional

challenges of TGX singers within the TGX choral ecology. At the same time this positionality
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may have offered a valuable perspective in examining the TGX choral ecology from an outsider
perspective, allowing insight into aspects of the TGX choral ecology that may go unnoticed or
assumed by a TGX researcher.

Finally, the theoretical frameworks guiding this study, particularly the post-structuralist,
DeleuzoGuattarian, and ecological perspectives, shaped how data were interpreted and
represented. While these frameworks enabled nuanced analyses, they also oriented the study
toward certain kinds of questions. Alternative theoretical approaches and lenses may yield
different insights from the same data corpus. Future research employing complementary
frameworks may further enrich understanding of TGX choral spaces.

Taken together, these limitations do not undermine the value of the present study, rather
they clarify the conditions under which its findings should be understood and interpreted. By
situating this work within its methodological, relational, and theoretical boundaries, these

limitations also point toward productive directions for continued inquiry into TGX choral spaces.
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Epilogue

In these closing remarks, I wish to return to the social and political environment in which
this study developed. Over the course of this study, the political landscape in the United States
has not just skewed, but swung dramatically towards conservatism and authoritarianism. At the
writing of this epilogue, in early 2026, experts at the Lemkin Institute for Genocide Prevention
and Human Security issued a warning that the U.S. has entered the early stages of genocide
against TGX Americans (2026). Since then bills across the nation, like Kansas’s SB 244 which
invalidated TGX individuals driver’s licenses overnight (Alatidd, 2026), continue to advance in
all levels of the government. TGX individuals continue to have their basic rights and identities
stripped away through 762 active anti-trans bills in 41 U.S. states (Translegislation.com, 2026).
Hospitals, facing pressure from government officials, are dropping TGX affirming healthcare for
youth (Gaffney, 2026). President Trump, in his 2026 State of the Union address, targeted TGX
youth and gender-affirming care. His address was quickly followed by a Republican proposed
bill—nicknamed “Don’t Say Trans” bill after Florida’s 2022 “Don’t Say Gay” bill
(Congressional Equality Caucus, 2026)—which prohibits,

...the use of funds provided under such Act to develop, implement, facilitate, host, or

promote any program or activity for, or to provide or promote literature or other materials

to, children under the age of 18 that includes sexually oriented material, and for other

purposes. (p. I)
This prohibition affects all LGBTQIA+ individuals, but especially TGX identities, and could
lead to the abolishment of Gay/Straight Alliances or other LGBTQIA+ support groups in the
school setting. Even in light of this adversity, TGX choral communities are showing up for other

marginalized groups. As I write this epilogue, I am watching Transcendent Choir of
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Philadelphia’s joint concert with ANNA Crusis Feminist Choir, the Philadelphia Gay Men’s
Chorus, and the Philadelphia Voices of Pride raising money for Juntos, a community-led, Latine
immigrant organization that fights for immigrant rights and against ICE activities. Transcendent
Choir of Philadelphia and other TGX choirs continue to show up and advocate for other
marginalized communities, extending their advocacy work beyond their own TGX sphere.

In this country, where TGX identities are faced with so much adversity and vitriol, I

return to the principles from Eli, the words of Feinberg, and the admonition of McKenzie:

“Queer people anywhere are responsible for queer people everywhere” (Eli, 2020, p. 28)

I believe this is the only nobility to which we should aspire—that is, to be the best
fighters against each other’s oppression, and in doing so, build links of solidarity and
trust that will forge an invincible movement against all forms of injustice and inequality.

(Feinberg, 2005, p. 91-92)

So, henceforth, I will no longer use the term “ally” to describe anyone. Instead, I’ll use
the phrase “currently operating in solidarity with.”...it gets at something that the label of
“ally” just doesn’t. And that’s this: actions count; labels don’t. “Currently operating in
solidarity with” is undeniably an action. It describes what a person is doing in the
moment. It does not give credit for past acts of solidarity without regard for current
behavior. It does not assume future acts of solidarity. It speaks only to the actions of the

present. (McKenzie, 2014, p. 139)
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We all have a responsibility as choral musicians, as music educators, as humans to care for and
advocate for marginalized communities—for people of color, for differently abled persons, for
the neurodiverse, for the LGBTQIA+ community, and especially for the trans and gender-
expansive community.

While this work is situated in the TGX choral community, its insights resonate far
beyond these spaces. TGX choirs are not exceptions to the choral norm, they are visions of what
choral music could become, how identity, agency, and community can function together to make
the world a better place. All of us in music education, from elementary through collegiate and in
community music, have much we can learn from the relationships and interactions that are
created in TGX choral communities.

This study has been deeply transformative for me as well. Working closely with,
observing, interacting, and supporting the TGX choral community has shaped me in ways I had
not conceived. Though I am still a cisgender, queer, white man, I know that my perspectives and
approaches to everyone I interact with have been altered, for the better. The TGX choirs in this
study have given me so much—I hope I can, through this and future research, return to them
even a fraction of their gift. My deepest gratitude goes to every participant in this study who

shared their community, lives, hopes, and fears with me.
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Informed Consent Form

TEACHERS COLLEGE
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

525 West 120" St. New York, NY 10027
212-678-3000 | www.tc.columbia.cdu
INFORMED CONSENT

Protocol Title: (Trans)formative spaces: An exploration of identity, policy, and pedagogy in
trans and gender-expansive choirs

Principal Researcher: Dillon Beede, db3531@tc.columbia.edu, 308-672-3747

INTRODUCTION You are invited to participate in a research study about the impact of
participation in choral music on gender identity development. We are interested in trans
and gender-expansive (TGX) choral singers with diverse backgrounds who are currently
involved in an active trans and gender-expansive choral ensemble. Ideal participants are of
any performance level who are currently or have previously undergone transition (social,
legal, physical, or any combination) while performing in a choral ensemble. Participants are
required to be 18 years of age or older to be eligible for participation in this study. This
study consists of observation of choral rehearsals, individual interviews with singers, audio
reflections from singers, individual interviews with directors, focus groups of singers and
directors of TGX choirs from the US, and a voluntary TGX chorus colloquium.

WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? We are interested in the impact of choral ensemble
participation on the development of trans and gender-expansive identities and the ways
that choral directors adapt pedagogy and policy for teaching trans and gender-expansive
voices in group settings.

WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? If you
decide to participate, the primary researcher will observe you in a regular rehearsal setting
and may ask for your participation in an additional area below:

Individual Singer Interview: You may be selected to participate in an individual singer
interview, approximately 60 minutes long, to take place in person or via Zoom. During the
interview you will be asked to discuss your experiences singing in a TGX choir and its
influence, if any, on your transition and/or identity. This interview will be audio-recorded,
transcribed and analyzed. After the audio recording is written down (transcribed) the
recording will be deleted. If you do not wish to be audio-recorded, you will still be able to
participate, the researcher will just take hand-notes. You will be given a pseudonym or
false name in order to keep your identity confidential.
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Singer Audio-Reflection: You may be selected to participate in a short singer audio-
reflection. The audio-reflection will take approximately 15-20 minutes to complete.
Participants are asked to record their reflections on a choral rehearsal using a researcher
provided series of prompts. These can be recorded on participants' voice memo app on
their phone or personal computer.

Individual Director Interview: You may be selected to participate in an individual
interview, approximately 60 minutes long, to take place in person or via Zoom. During the
interview you will be asked to discuss your experiences directing a TGX choir, your
approaches to pedagogy and policy in the ensemble, and its influence, if any, on your
transition and/or identity. This interview will be audio-recorded, transcribed and analyzed.
After the audio recording is written down (transcribed) the recording will be deleted. If
you do not wish to be audio-recorded, you will still be able to participate, the researcher
will just take hand-notes. You will be given a pseudonym or false name in order to keep
your identity confidential.

Focus Group: You may also be asked to participate in a focus group run by the primary
researcher. The goal for this focus group is to bring singers and directors from US based
TGX choirs together to discuss their experiences in TGX choral ensembles. The focus group
session will take place via Zoom and last approximately (90) minutes. This will be audio-
recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. After the transcription is verified by participants for
accuracy and the audio recording fully analyzed, the recording will be destroyed. Everyone
will be asked not to discuss what is being spoken about outside of the group, but it is
impossible to guarantee complete confidentiality.

TGX Chorus Colloguium: At the conclusion of the study, participants are invited to
participate in a 60-90 minute TGX chorus colloquium in which the researcher will present

findings from the study. This colloquium serves to bring together TGX singers from across
the US to discuss the findings and begin building a network of TGX choral singers and
directors.

Interviews will be scheduled at a time and place that is convenient to you. The focus group
will be similarly scheduled, in accordance to the availability of all participants.

WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS

STUDY? This is a minimal risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that you may
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experience are not greater than you would ordinarily encounter in daily life or while
engaged in your ensemble’s community. However, there are some risks to consider. You
might, for example, feel embarrassed to discuss problems related to your transition or
gender identity. It is important to know that you do not have to answer any questions or
share anything you do not want to discuss. You can stop participating in the study at any
time without penalty. Your information will be kept confidential.

The primary researcher is taking precautions to keep your information confidential and
prevent anyone from discovering or guessing your identity, such as using a pseudonym
instead of your name, keeping all information on a password protected computer and
locked in a file drawer, and destroying original session audio-recordings.

Person-to-person exposure is the most frequent route of transmission for infectious
viruses (e.g., flu, COVID-19) and occurs via direct inhalation of respiratory droplets during
close contact. Simple preventative measures, (e.g., frequent hand washing, disinfecting the
workspace) can help reduce disease transmission.

WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN | EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? There
are no direct benefits to you for participating. Participation may benefit the field of music
education and queer studies to better understand how choral ensembles impact TGX
identity development and improve current practices in music education.

WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY? You will not be paid for participating in this
study.

WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS? The study is
over when you have completed the observation and any additional participation if selected
for the individual interview, audio-reflection, focus group session, and/or TGX chorus
colloquium.. However, you can leave the study at any time even if you have not finished.

PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY The primary researcher will keep all written
materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked office. Any electronic or digital information
(including audio and video recordings) will be stored on a computer that is password
protected. What is on the audio recording will be written down and the audio recording
will then be destroyed. There will be no record matching your real name with your
pseudonym.

For quality assurance, the study team and members of the Teachers College Institutional
Review Board (IRB) may review the data collected from you as part of this study.
Otherwise, all information obtained from your participation in this study will be held
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strictly confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by U.S.
or State law.

HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED? The results of this study will be published in
journals, presented at academic conferences, and used for the primary researcher’s
dissertation.. Your identity will be removed from any data you provide before publication
or use for educational purposes. Your name or any identifying information about you will
not be published.

CONSENT FOR AUDIO AND VIDEO RECORDING: Audio and video recording is part of this
research study. You can choose whether to give permission to be recorded. If you decide
that you don’t wish to be recorded, you will still be able to participate.

| give my consent to be recorded

Signature

I do not consent to be recorded

Signature
WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY

___l consent to allow written, video and/or audio-recorded materials viewed at an
educational setting or at a conference outside of Teachers College, Columbia University

Signature

___l do not consent to allow written, video and/or audio-recorded materials viewed
outside of Teachers College, Columbia University

Signature

WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY?

If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should
contact the primary researcher, Dillon Beede, at 308-672-3747 or at
db3531@tc.columbia.edu. You can also contact the faculty advisor, Dr. Patrick Schmidt
at 914-770-5656.
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If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you should
contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics committee) at
212-678-4105 or email IRB@tc.edu or you can write to the IRB at Teachers College,
Columbia University, 525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY 10027, Box 151. The IRB is the
committee that oversees human research protection for Teachers College, Columbia
University.

PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS

® | have read the Informed Consent Form and have been offered the opportunity to

discuss the form with the researcher.

® | have had ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks

and benefits regarding this research study.

| understand that my participation is voluntary. | may refuse to participate or
withdraw participation at any time without penalty.

The researcher may withdraw me from the research at the researcher’s professional
discretion.

If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue my
participation, the researcher will provide this information to me.

Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me will
not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as
specifically required by law.

Identifiers will be removed from the data. De-identified data may be used for future
research studies.

| should receive a copy of the Informed Consent Form document.

My signature means that I agree to participate in this study:

Print name: Date:

Signature:
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Appendix B

Director Interview Questions

DIRECTOR INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Introduction

Thank you so much for taking some time out of your day to speak with me. Just so you’re aware,
the purpose of this interview today is to explore trans and gender-expansive identity
development within the context of choral music. Specifically, this interview will focus on the
pedagogy and policy frameworks in your choirs. All responses will be kept confidential and used
for research purposes only. After this interview you’ll receive a copy of the transcript so you can
assure that your responses accurately reflect your intent. Do I have your permission to record this
interview?

Icebreaker
e Would you please share your name and pronouns and or/your gender identity?

e Can you tell me a little bit about the ensemble that you direct?
o How did you get involved with directing a TGX ensemble?
o How would you characterize the makeup of your choir in terms of gender
diversity?

Pedagogical Frameworks
Research Question: What approaches to group voice building are employed by directors of trans
and gender-expansive choirs?

e How do you approach voice training and vocal technique within your ensemble,
especially considering the diverse vocal ranges and potential for voice transition among
singers?

e What pedagogical strategies do you employ when working with TGX singers?
o How do these strategies differ from those you might use in more traditional choral
settings?

e [n what ways do you adapt or select repertoire for your ensemble to align with the needs
and identities of your singers?
o Probe: Do you consider the ways in which the music or lyrics may affect or
reflect singers’ gender identity?

e How do you balance the need for vocal cohesion with the individual vocal needs and
identities of your singers?
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o Follow up: I noticed there were some intonation issues in the TB section of the
chorus. Can you tell me about the ways in which you address these matters?

How do you handle situations where a singer’s voice is changing due to hormone therapy
or other factors?

o What specific support do you offer?

o How do you address issues like vocal health?

o How do you address issues like vocal stamina?

Policy Frameworks

Research Question: How might the unique policies at play in trans and gender-expansive
ensembles serve to support the identity and vocal development of singers?

What policies or guidelines does your ensemble have in place to ensure inclusivity and
respect for gender diversity?

How are policies for the ensemble determined? Do you incorporate a collaborative
approach between director and chorus members to make decisions that will affect the
ensemble?

o How does this approach align with the mission of the chorus?

Can you discuss any challenges or successes you’ve encountered in fostering a supportive
and inclusive learning environment for TGX singers?

How do you introduce new singers to your ensemble’s inclusivity guidelines?

How do you navigate potential conflicts or challenges related to gender identity and
expression within your ensemble?

Are there specific training or resources that you or your ensemble members have found
particularly useful in navigating gender identity issues in the choral space?

Can you describe the level of support your ensemble receives from larger institutions,
such as schools, universities, or other community organizations?

o How does this support—or lack thereof—impact your work?

How might your audiences influence or affect the policy structures you build for your
chorus?
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e Can you speak to the ways in which gender identity and expression are respected and
celebrated in your ensemble’s performances and rehearsals?

e [’m interested to know your thoughts on the use of soprano, alto, tenor, and bass in your
chorus. Some scholars recommend using numbering for chorus voice parts. Thoughts?

Final Reflections and Aspirations

e (Can you tell me more about Teagen and their purpose in the chorus?

e Looking back on your experience directing your choir, what have been the most
significant lessons you’ve learned about pedagogy and inclusivity in a TGX choral
context?

e How do you envision the future of TGX choral ensembles?
o What changes or developments would you like to see in the broader choral
community to support these ensembles?

Closing

Are there any other thoughts or experiences that we haven’t touched on that you believe are
important to share related to your trans identity and choral music?

As part of my research validation you will be receiving a copy of this interview transcript to
ensure your responses are accurate as well as to provide you with an opportunity to change or
clarify any of your responses. Thank you so much again for your time and valuable contributions
to my research.

295



Appendix C
Singer Interview Questions

Introduction

Thank you so much for taking some time out of your day to speak with me. Just so you’re aware,
the purpose of this interview today is to explore TGX identity development within the context of
choral music. All responses will be kept confidential and used for research purposes only. After
this interview you’ll receive a copy of the transcript so you can assure that your responses
accurately reflect your intent. Do I have your permission to record this interview?

Icebreaker
e Would you please share your name, age, and pronouns?

e Would you tell me how you discovered your interest in music and singing?
o PROBES:
m Did you have any early experiences with choirs?
How old were you?
Do you have a definite memory of it?
Did it happen over time or all at once?
Does anyone else in your family sing as well?
Do you have memories of your parents singing to you?

e How would you describe any experiences pre-transition as a singer in the choral
community?
o PROBE-Were there any specific challenges or positive aspects?

Personal Growth and Community
Research Question 1: How does the social-musical participation in TGX choirs influence identity
development of its members?

e In what ways has being a part of a TGX choir influenced your self-discovery and
exploration of your identity?
o PROBE-Can you tell me more about “X”?

e Would you elaborate on how choral music, the music itself or even the social aspect of
choral music making, may provide a platform for you to explore and/or express your
gender identity?

o PROBE-Do you find that your vocal part is/was an influence on your identity?
Have directors and colleagues you’ve worked with support your gender
exploration and expression?

e How has being part of [Choir Name] impacted your sense of community and belonging
as a transgender individual?
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Policy

Research Question 2: How might the unique policies at play in a TGX ensemble serve to support
the identity and vocal development of singers?

What challenges or barriers related to your TGX identity have you encountered while
participating in choirs in general?
o PROBE-How do you think these challenges were shaped by the broader systems
in which the choir exists, such as institutional policies, societal norms, legislation,
etc?

How has the director of this ensemble facilitated your navigation of challenges, and how
do you think their actions are shaped by larger cultural, institutional, or policy contexts?

Are you aware of any specific practices or guidelines in choirs you’ve sung in that
address issues related to gender identity and trans singers?
o PROBE-How have you experienced or seen these practices and/or policies
enacted? What’s the difference?

In your opinion, how might the policies and practices in a TGX ensemble reflect the
interactions between individual singers and broader social, institutional, and cultural
systems that influence identity and vocal development?

In your opinion, what unique perspectives and experiences do trans singers bring to
choirs that can inform current knowledge of teaching and directing trans singers?

How do you think the experiences of singers in trans choirs can inform teaching practices
that are sensitive and supportive of gender diversity?

Pedagogy
Research Question 3: What approaches to group voice building are employed by directors of

TGX choirs?

Has your director addressed specific physiological changes related to hormone therapy or
transitioning (e.g., changes in vocal range, vocal stability)?

What specific group voice-building techniques has your director used to accommodate a
wide range of vocal abilities and transitions in TGX singers?

How do these practices differ from techniques you may have experienced in non-TGX
ensembles?
o Have you observed any adaptations made to traditional vocal warm-ups or
exercises to better suit the needs of trans singers?

Has your director provided any specific instruction or context related to using your voice
as you’ve transitioned and the ways in which it may fatigue?
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o PROBE: How about brain fog or vocal fatigue?

e How do you perceive your director balances the needs of the group as a whole with
individual vocal needs, particularly when singers are at different points in their vocal
journey?

e (Can you share the ways in which participating in this ensemble has affected your voice?
o Are there any exercises in particular that you feel were helpful? Are there any that
were not helpful?

e Are there any instructional approaches or language choices used by the director that make

you feel particularly included or affirmed as a TGX singer?
o Conversely, are there moments or approaches that feel less inclusive or affirming?

Recommendations

e Based on your experiences, what recommendations or advice would you give to other
trans individuals who are considering joining a choir or currently singing in one?

e Based on your experiences, what recommendations or advice would you give to choral
directors who work with trans singers?

Future Aspirations and Impact

e How do you envision the future of inclusivity and acceptance for transgender singers in
the choral community?
o PROBE-What changes would you like to see?

Closing

Are there any other thoughts or experiences that we haven’t touched on that you believe are
important to share related to your trans identity and choral music?

As part of my research validation you will be receiving a copy of this interview transcript to
ensure your responses are accurate as well as to provide you with an opportunity to change or
clarify any of your responses. Thank you so much again for your time and valuable contributions
to my research.
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Appendix D
Singer-Audio Reflection Prompts

Singer-Audio Reflection Prompts

After one of your regularly scheduled rehearsals, please take 10-15 minutes to
record an audio reflection about your experience. Feel free to speak openly and
freely or use the prompts below to help guide your response.

Identity:
In what ways did this rehearsal allow you to feel “seen” and represented as a TGX

(trans and gender-expansive) individual? Were there aspects of the experience that
resonated with or conflicted with your understanding of your own identity?

Pedagogy:

How did the teaching methods, vocal exercises, or instructional techniques used
during the rehearsal align with your needs as a TGX singer? Were there specific
pedagogical approaches (warmups, exercises, repertoire) that supported your vocal
development or affirmed your vocal identity?

Policy:

How did this rehearsal allow you to express your authentic self as a singer? Were

there moments where you felt your gender identity was fully recognized and
respected in the music-making process?
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Appendix E
Director Focus Group Questions

DIRECTOR FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS

Introduction

Thank you to all of you for taking some time out of your day to get together and chat. Just as a
reminder, the purpose of this focus group today is to explore the perspectives of directors of
TGX choirs. Additionally, while it is near impossible to guarantee complete confidentiality, all
participants are asked not to discuss outside this group any of what is about to be shared here.
After this group interview you’ll each receive a copy of the transcript so you can ensure that your
responses accurately reflect your intent.

Ground Rules

Before we begin, I’d like to establish some ground rules for all of us to ensure mutual respect,
consideration, and to maintain a supportive atmosphere for our discussion:

Let us all assume that every one here enters into this space with the best of intentions.
To the best of each of our abilities, we should avoid cross talk or talking over each other.
We all agree to use the “raise hand” function or to physically raise our hand if we would
like to interject or add to someone’s commentary.

e Everyone is encouraged to also utilize the chat function or the react function to support
interactions amongst each other.
To the best of each of our abilities we will be present and engage in today’s conversation.
All group members have a right to their viewpoints and opinions.
Group members will avoid dominating the conversation and will allow time for others to
speak.

e As the moderator, [ have the right to guide the timing and flow of the session topics but
will allow the group to determine the importance and focus of the conversation, as
appropriate.

Icebreaker

Let’s start by introducing ourselves. As you’re comfortable, please share your name and briefly
share your involvement with your respective chorus.

Pedagogy
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e There is often a unique vocal sound particular to TGX choirs.

e Do you think there is a unique sound to TGX choirs and if so, how would you describe
the unique vocal aesthetics or sound of your choir?

e In what ways do you discuss or approach fundamentals of singing like posture, breath,
resonance, or articulation for example?

e As adirector, have you found that the repertoire and musical choices in your ensemble
differs from other choirs?
o How do you approach the selection and adaptation of repertoire?
o How much attention do you give to lyrics when selecting pieces? What informs
your decisions to alter lyrics?

Policy

e In this study I frame policy as the structural elements which help guide interactions
within the chorus. These can be called hard or soft policy. Examples of hard policy might
include rules or guidance about attire, vocal parts, affirmative-language use, etc. but these
could also include what some scholars call soft policies, things like community building
time, community meals, etc.

e How do you navigate formal and informal policy changes within your chorus?
o Vocal Part mobility
o Attire

e Do you have particular policy structures or traditions about reserving community time or
for community building?

Identity

e Do you see your choir as a political, artistic, or healing space, or some combination of
these? Why?

e How does your direction of a TGX choir affect your sense of identity?

General
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e How has the current political climate affected your chorus and its goals?

e Are there any other topics or ideas that you would like to share or explore more?
Conclusion
Thank you all for sharing your thoughts and experiences. Your insights on the significance of
TGX choral spaces, their influence on identity, and your lived experiences are essential in

creating a more inclusive and supportive choral community at large. If you have any further
thoughts or suggestions, please feel free to share them now.
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Appendix F

Singer Focus Group Questions

SINGER FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS

Introduction

Thank you to all of you for taking some time out of your day to get together and chat. Just as a
reminder, the purpose of this focus group today is to explore the ways in which [ensemble name]
is meaningful to each of you and the ways in which it informs or has informed your identity. All
responses will be kept confidential and used for research purposes only. Additionally, while it is
near impossible to guarantee complete confidentiality, all participants are asked not to discuss
outside this group any of what is about to be shared here. After this group interview you’ll each
receive a copy of the transcript so you can ensure that your responses accurately reflect your
intent. Finally, I’d just like to reconfirm that you all have given your permission to record this
interview.

Ground Rules

Before we begin, I’d like to establish some ground rules for all of us to ensure mutual respect,
consideration, and to maintain a supportive atmosphere for our discussion:

Let us all assume that every one here enters into this space with the best of intentions.
To the best of each of our abilities, we should avoid cross talk or talking over each other.
We all agree to use the “raise hand” function or to physically raise our hand if we would
like to interject or add to someone’s commentary.

e Everyone is encouraged to also utilize the chat function or the react function to support
interactions amongst each other.
To the best of each of our abilities we will be present and engage in today’s conversation.
All group members have a right to their viewpoints and opinions.
Group members will avoid dominating the conversation and will allow time for others to
speak.

e As the moderator, I have the right to guide the timing and flow of the session topics but
will allow the group to determine the importance and focus of the conversation, as
appropriate.

Icebreaker

Let’s start by introducing ourselves. As you’re comfortable, please share your name, pronouns,
and briefly share your involvement with your respective chorus.
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Identity

Policy

Have any of you felt that your involvement in a TGX chorus has affected your
understanding of your identity or its expression?
o Probe: Can you tell me in what way?
o Probe: Have you experienced any personal growth or transformative moments?
o Probe: Do you find that your vocal part is/was an influence on your identity?

Has being part of a TGX chorus contributed to your sense of empowerment and self-
affirmation?

How do you think TGX choirs challenge or reinforce broader societal norms about
gender, identity, and music?

Do you feel that performing as part of a TGX chorus has influenced how audiences
perceive your identity or the TGX community as a whole?

In this study I view policy as the structural elements which help guide interactions within
the chorus. These can be called hard or soft policy. Examples of hard policy might
include rules or guidance about attire, vocal parts, affirmative-language use, etc. but these
could also include what some scholars call soft policies, things like community building
time, community meals, etc.

Do you feel that the ensemble’s policies reflect the lived experiences and needs of singers
in your chorus?

o Probe: What else should be added or changed?
How are ensemble policies determined?

What mechanisms exist for singers to provide feedback on ensemble policies?

Are there any outreach or recruitment policies aimed at welcoming TGX singers into the
ensemble? How effective are they?

What role do your ensemble’s policies play in shaping how the group engages with
broader audiences on issues of gender diversity and inclusivity?
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Pedagogy

e How does your ensemble accommodate singers who may be in vocal transition or have
vocal needs related to their gender identity?

e Asa TGX singer, have you found that the repertoire and musical choices in your
ensemble differs from other choirs, and if so, how does this affect your connection to the
music and the ensemble?

e What role does the choice of repertoire play in your experience as a singer? Are there
specific kinds of music that feel more affirming to you as a TGX singer?

Conclusion
Thank you all for sharing your thoughts and experiences. Your insights on the significance of
TGX choral spaces, their influence on identity, and your lived experiences are essential in

creating a more inclusive and supportive choral community at large. If you have any further
thoughts or suggestions, please feel free to share them now.
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