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Deconstructing Cisnormative Models for “Gender” 
 

Is “gender” relevant to my research questions? If so, which aspect(s)? 
Aspect Definition Example Why might this matter? 
gender 
identity 

How one names or 
categorizes their 
gender 

Girl/woman, boy/man, 
agender, non-binary, 
bigender, two-spirit, hijra, 
genderfluid, genderflux, 
etc. 

When referring to participants in 
a narrative (e.g., “Alex is a 
woman” / “Gina is pangender”) 
or gathering demographic data on 
gender 

gender 
modality 

Relationship to 
one’s gender 
identity relative to 
sex assigned at birth 

Transgender, cisgender, etc. Research investigating aspects of 
cisgender and/or transgender 
experiences; always paired with 
an identifier (“a transgender 
man,” “a cisgender man”) 

gender 
socialization 

One’s experience 
being raised as or 
perceived as a 
“boy” or “girl” or 
other gender 

Having been socialized as a 
boy, having been raised 
as/perceived to be a girl, 
etc. 

Research investigating 
socialization into gendered 
speech patterns, experiences in 
single-sex schools, etc. 

gender 
expression 

How someone 
expresses their 
gender, including 
clothes, hair, 
accessories, 
gestures, etc. 

Feminine, masculine, 
androgynous, etc. 

Research using visual 
observation data sometimes uses 
gender expression to assume 
identity or pronouns. Remember 
to ask about someone’s gender 
identity and language if relevant 
to the analysis. 

gender in 
language 

How to refer to 
someone with 
appropriate 
pronouns and/or 
other referents 

Language-specific: 
includes pronouns (e.g., he, 
she, they, ze, ey, fae, all 
pronouns), morphemes in 
languages with 
morphological gender, etc. 

When referring to participants 
using pronouns or other referents 
that contain social or 
grammatical gender (“Jaime 
loved xyr teacher”; “Un.e 
participant.e”; “una profesora”) 

*sex 
assigned at 
birth 

Medical designation 
based on external 
genitalia as a baby 

Assigned male at birth 
(AMAB), assigned female 
at birth (AFAB), intersex 

Research on participants’ 
relationships to their assigned sex 
or external genitalia 
(unlikely to be relevant in 
Applied Linguistics research!) 

*not gender, but often conflated 
 

Further Reading and Resources 
 

• Gender Spectrum - https://genderspectrum.org/ 
• GLAAD - https://www.glaad.org/ 
• GLSEN (Gay Lesbian Straight Education Network) - https://www.glsen.org/  
• Human Rights Campaign - https://www.hrc.org/  
• The Trevor Project - https://www.thetrevorproject.org/  
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Reflection Protocol for Cisgender Researchers 
Whose identities?  

• How does my experience of being cisgender, intersecting with other identity positions such as 
race/ethnicity, class, geography, sexual orientation, and ability, shape my perspective (as a 
researcher)? 

• Is “gender” relevant to my research questions? If so, which aspect(s)? (Identity? Modality? 
Socialization? Expression? Language? Sex assigned at birth?) How can I glean necessary 
information in an inclusive, appropriate, affirming, optional way? 

Whose knowledge? 
• What are the limits of my own knowledge? What are the sources of the knowledge I do have? 

What sources are missing? 
• What are my assumptions going into this research? How can I challenge them? 
• Who are the true epistemic authorities? How can I foster participant agency and hear diverse 

perspectives? 
Who benefits? 

• How do I benefit from doing this research? 
• What do I have to offer to the community that I am seeking to benefit? What benefits are desired? 
• How can I recognize and directly compensate labor from this community? 
• How can this work contribute towards systemic change? 
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