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Abstract 

Understanding Experiences and Identifying the Needs of Transgender, Gender Non-

Conforming, Genderqueer, and Gender Non-Binary Students: A Needs Assessment at a 

Private Urban Liberal Arts University 

 

Shawn A. McQuillan-Krepps, EdD 

 

University of Pittsburgh, 2022 

 

 

 

 

Trans* (transgender, gender non-conforming, genderqueer, and gender non-binary) 

students face unique challenges and have historically been an underserved population within 

higher education (Nicolazzo, 2017). The purpose of this inquiry was to understand the campus 

climate that exists for trans* students and their specific needs, challenges, and obstacles they 

encountered based on their gender identity. The inquiry was situated within a private urban liberal 

arts university setting and was guided by three questions: (1) what is the trans* student perception 

of campus climate around gender identity?; (2) what are the challenges and obstacles trans* 

students encounter while they adjust to and persist through college; and (3) what are the academic, 

social, and physical needs of trans* students at the University. The inquiry used a needs assessment 

framework that involved a comprehensive examination of qualitative data from nine trans* student 

and alumni interviews, six focus group participants, and 24 institutional documents. Through 

thematic analysis, using inductive coding methods and code mapping techniques, inquiry findings 

revealed that the campus climate is not trans* affirming or inclusive. Furthermore, key findings 

suggest that trans* students have unique needs as a student population, and they encounter a variety 

of gender identity-based obstacles while enrolled at the University. In sum, the inquiry indicated 

that trans* affirming support and care is lacking, generating a need for an institutional commitment 

to developing student support resources and services for trans* students. Based on the needs 

assessment framework, the inquiry concludes with a discussion of implications for practice and 
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practical solutions that could be applied and implemented to address the needs of trans* students 

and the gaps that exist within the inquiry setting. 
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1.0 Chapter 1: Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to better understand the campus climate that surrounds gender 

identity and expression for transgender, gender non-conforming, genderqueer, and gender non-

binary students. Specifically, this study will address the perceived challenges and experiences of 

transgender and gender non-conforming students as they adjust and persist at one private liberal 

arts university. Throughout this inquiry, “trans*” will be used as an umbrella term to encompass 

those individuals who identify as transgender, gender non-conforming, genderqueer, gender non-

binary, or whose gender identity differs from their biological sex assigned at birth (Garvey, Chang, 

Nicolazzo, & Jackson, 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017; Trans Student Educational Resources, n.d.). The 

collegiate environment is an ideal context in which to explore the experiences of trans* students 

because a lack of knowledge, education, and training exists in this area for professionals, and 

institutional resources for students (McKinney, 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017; Renn, 2017). Conducting 

a needs assessment would identify the types of programs, services, and support mechanisms from 

which they would benefit. From this needs assessment, the following will be identified: (a) 

experiences and challenges trans* students face and (b) the type of institutional services and 

policies they feel are needed to create a campus culture that is inclusive and affirming for their 

gender identity and expression.  
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1.1 Problem Area 

Students face a myriad of social, emotional, and psychological challenges and obstacles as 

they not only adjust to, but persist through college (Chickering & Schlossberg, 2002; Morrow & 

Ackerman, 2012; Ostrove & Long, 2007; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). The personal obstacles 

students encounter, coupled with the rigors of collegiate study, make college a challenging time 

for all students. Absent or unsupportive social and family support networks, difficulty managing 

physical and emotional wellness, lack of or decreased finances, and inadequate time management 

are proven factors that can influence a student’s personal and academic adjustment and persistence 

(Astin, 1993; Chickering & Schlossberg, 2002; Morrow & Ackerman, 2012; Tinto, 1993).  

While college is historically perceived as a challenging time for all students, trans* students 

face additional obstacles and challenges in comparison to their cisgender peers (Goldberg, 

Beemyn, & Smith, 2017; Grant, Mottet, Tanis, Harrison, Herman, & Keisling, 201l, Nicolazzo, 

2017). Trans* student experiences are adversely impacted by issues ranging from inadequately 

designed student housing, restroom, and locker room facilities to a lack of access to trans* 

affirming health and counseling services (Garvey et al., 2018; Grant et al., 2011; Nicolazzo, 2017). 

These negative experiences are reinforced by the lack of gender inclusive policies and limited 

student services and resources that exist to support and affirm trans* students during their 

collegiate years (Nicolazzo, 2017). Trans* students also experience harassment and discrimination 

and are exposed to incidents of violence and abuse at higher rates on campus than their cisgender 

peers (Grant et al.; 2011). Students who identify as trans* are often victimized by being 

misgendered or referred to by an incorrect pronoun, lack of use of their affirmed name, policies 

and programs that reinforce the gender binary, and adverse interactions, which can include 
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bullying and physical or sexual assault. Their experiences impact their perception of college and 

whether they can overcome the challenges and obstacles they encounter to adjust and persist. 

Like other marginalized groups, trans* students and their experiences are affected by 

government policies, regulations, and mandates. Trans* rights have been a highly contested issue 

among the nationwide populace throughout the 2010s, and federal policy and legislation have also 

shifted regarding the responsibilities of colleges and universities to protect their students’ trans* 

rights. The current lack of government mandates, along with decreasing federal protections for 

trans* individuals, amplifies the challenges trans* students navigate in comparison to their 

cisgender peers. 

The additional challenges and obstacles trans* students face have the potential to impact 

their adjustment and persistence through college adversely. Trans* students, like their cisgender 

peers, are looking to not only become academically and socially integrated, but also develop a 

sense of belonging (Nicolazzo, 2017). Studies show that sense of belonging directly correlates 

with academic progress, academic achievement, and social acceptance (Morrow & Ackerman, 

2012). Negative experiences, such as being bullied, harassed, or victimized, force trans* students 

to question and doubt their self-worth, purpose, and value. Decreased sense of belonging increases 

the likelihood trans* students will battle depression, anxiety, and gender dysphoria, and has 

negative implications for adjustment, persistence and retention (Nicolazzo, 2017).  

Trans* students are at a greater risk of dropping out of college than their cisgender peer 

group, with a recent study finding that as high as 38% of its trans* student participants reported 

they had considered leaving college due to negative treatment they received from peers, faculty, 

and staff (Goldberg, 2018; Grant et al., 2011; Rankin et al., 2010; Nicolazzo, 2017). Their social 

and academic experiences are further exacerbated by the limited student support services that exist, 
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as well as lack of training, education, and awareness on transgender issues among cisgender peers, 

faculty, and staff (Beemyn, 2003; Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 2012; McKinney, 2005). As a result 

of the lack of support systems in place, the trans* student population also has higher rates of mental 

health issues, sexual assault, depression, and attempted suicide than the national average (Goldberg 

2018; Grant et al., 2011; James, Rankin, Keisling, & Anafi, 2016). 

Colleges and universities need to examine the needs of their trans* student population. 

Trans* students face additional challenges due to a lack of social, institutional, and federal support 

during a critical time when they are already encountering the same challenges and stress their 

cisgender peers face daily. Therefore, colleges and universities need to assess the campus climate 

for trans* students, address the problems they face, and adopt student services and inclusive and 

affirming policies aimed at supporting their success, adjustment, and persistence.  

1.2 Inquiry Context and Researcher Positionality 

The inquiry will be set within a small, private not-for profit liberal arts university located 

in western Pennsylvania. To protect the anonymity of the institution and the confidentiality of 

study participants, the institution will be referred to as “the University” throughout this 

dissertation. The University offers graduate and undergraduate degree programs in arts, sciences, 

sustainability, business, and health sciences. It enrolls approximately 2,000 students (as reported 

on the University’s website). Once women-only, the University transitioned into a gender-

inclusive institution due to declining enrollment, enrolling men in its undergraduate academic 

programs in Fall 2015. The year prior to the transition, university enrollment consisted of 500 

degree-seeking undergraduates, which included three men enrolled in an online degree program 
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not part of the traditional undergraduate college (see Appendix A). At the start of the Fall 2015 

semester, undergraduate enrollment consisted of 611 undergraduates (80 men and 531 women) 

and represented a 22.2% increase in degree seeking students (see Appendix B). From 2014 to 

2018, the number of undergraduate students has increased each year and at the start of Fall 2018, 

university enrollment consisted of 994 undergraduates (287 men and 707 women) in degree 

seeking programs (see Appendix C). The significant growth that occurred from 2014 to 2018 has 

resulted in a 98.8% increase in undergraduate students.  

While data exists that documents the University’s growth in enrollment, one limitation is 

that institutional research lacks the number of trans* students enrolled. The University records 

demographic data based on the parameters of the common data set initiative, which is a nationwide 

college and university enrollment reporting mechanism. The common data set is limited to 

biological sex and records students as either men or women. It does not allow for any variation 

that would recognize a student as trans*. Enrollment data is also collected based on student self-

reported race and ethnicity, but no reporting mechanism in the common data set exists for students 

to self-report gender identity. While the “Common Application” and “Universal College 

Application” allow students to record their gender identity during the admissions process, gender 

identity is not tracked or recorded by institutional research (Jaschik, 2016). Based on these 

limitations in demographic data, no university-wide empirical research has been conducted on the 

challenges trans* students encounter there, nor their specific needs as a student population.   

Trans* rights have not only been a highly contested issue among the nationwide populace, 

but also on college and university campuses, including the University in this study. This national 

contention has led to federal policy changes both expanding and limiting rights, which have set off 

a chain of events that have directly affected the University. In May 2016, under President Barack 
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Obama, the Department of Education and Department of Justice released a “dear colleague 

letter”—official letters of state announcing proposed legislative changes—announcing that gender 

identity would be classified as a protected class under Title IX, which addresses discrimination 

based on sex in educational settings (see Appendix D). That fall, a report was disseminated to the 

University’s campus community outlining the results of an undergraduate research project that 

analyzed gender inclusive language in institutional forms and policies there. It provided evidence 

that gender inclusive language and policies were lacking (see Appendix E). Individual departments 

were then charged with implementing the changes recommended, such as updating the student 

handbook to ensure gender inclusiveness. The largest institutional change stemming from the 

content analysis was the addition of gender identity and expression to the University’s non-

discrimination policy.  

In February 2017, under President Donald Trump, a second dear colleague letter was 

released that removed gender identity as a protected class under Title IX and rescinded the previous 

federal mandates (see Appendix F). In October of that year, the University’s vice president of 

student affairs and dean of students formed the Gender Inclusive Task Force and charged the group 

with examining and developing recommendations for policies, programs, and services geared 

toward supporting trans* students. In my professional capacity at the University, I was asked to 

serve on the task force and worked with colleagues to develop a set of recommendations based on 

best practices in trans* student services and feedback from trans* students. To ensure the 

recommendations were addressing the concerns of trans* students, the task force presented the 

recommendations to students who self-identified as trans*. I was asked to lead this review process 

and received feedback through one-on-one meetings, emails, and a preliminary one-hour 

focus/discussion group.  
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After revision, the task force presented a recommendation report to the University’s 

Diversity and Inclusion Council in October 2018 (see Appendix G). It was then revised again and 

submitted for final review by the president’s council and was taken under consideration for review 

and implementation. During the same time, the Diversity and Inclusion Council’s Gender and 

Sexual Violence Prevention Committee also submitted a request to revise and adopt gender 

inclusive affirming policies related to class rosters and email naming conventions for trans* 

students (see Appendix H). 

Meanwhile, federal legislation was being proposed that would define gender as a biological 

condition comprised of an individual’s sex assigned at birth (Pettit, 2018). Trans* individuals 

across the country began staging protests and adopting the mantra “we will not be erased.” In 

response to the proposed federal changes, the University’s Diversity and Inclusion Council issued 

a statement of support for trans* individuals, indicating the University did not and would not 

discriminate based on gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender expression (see 

Appendix I). Trans* students and allies at the University also held a protest and demanded that the 

University further develop policies, practices, and services that were supportive and affirming for 

students who identify as trans*. The trans* students cited incidents where they encountered 

discrimination, which ranged from non-inclusive policies to institutional practices by faculty and 

staff that resulted in misgendering and being identified by their dead name. 

Among all of this, the University applied to be listed as a Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ)-friendly campus through the Campus Pride Index. The Campus 

Pride Index is a national benchmarking tool for colleges and universities that allows institutions to 

apply to be rated as LGBTQ-friendly on a five-point scale. The University was included in the 

Campus Pride Index in 2019 and received a 3.5 out of 5 rating. While the rating highlighted the 
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ways in which the University was currently addressing the needs of LGBTQ students, it also 

demonstrated that there was room for improvement.   

In June 2019, the Gender Inclusive Task Force was given authority to develop some of the 

trans* affirming policies, training, and resources that were recommended and that previously did 

not exist or hadn’t been adopted institution wide (see Appendix J). This resulted in the creation of 

an affirmed name policy and registration process (see Appendix K), an all-gender restroom list, 

and the publication of educational literature on gender identity and pronouns in student, faculty, 

and staff handbooks and standalone documents. The affirmed name policy was the first time an 

institutional policy has been written that recognized the importance of identifying students by their 

affirmed name over their legal name.  By August 2019, trans*-related gender inclusive training 

sessions were conducted with new and returning faculty, dining services staff, and student leaders, 

such as resident assistants and orientation leaders. Additionally, a new online feature was launched 

in Fall 2019 that allowed faculty to download a class roster that would include a student’s affirmed 

name, if registered. 

The changes implemented were done to address the concerns of trans* students, however 

the University has continued to miss the mark in many areas. Evidence of this manifested itself in 

October 2019 when a group of trans* students and allies submitted an open letter to the University 

president. The letter acknowledged the work that had been done, but stated significant changes 

still needed to occur, especially in the areas of faculty training, student and peer education, 

transphobic incident response, student records management, facilities, and healthcare (see 

Appendix L). Furthermore, the letter demonstrated that trans* students perceived the campus 

climate to be inadequate and unwelcoming. As a result of the letter, the affirmed name policy has 

been adapted to allow students to change their email naming convention to reflect their affirmed 
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name versus their legal name. All gender restrooms have expanded with two new all-gender 

restrooms being added to the library and an academic building where they previously did not exist. 

Despite these changes, the open letter demonstrates that a student need still exists for increased 

development and adoption of gender inclusive policies, practices, and services for trans* students. 

In my role at the University, I serve in a variety of positions that provide exposure and 

access to trans* students. As director of residence life, I work with new and returning trans* 

students one-on-one to assign them housing. These interactions allow me to develop a rapport with 

them and an opportunity to discuss their needs as it relates to their gender identity and expression. 

I also serve as advisor to the Queer Straight Alliance (QSA), a student group that advocates for 

LGBTQ rights on campus, implements programming, and provides opportunities for social 

interaction amongst the LGBTQ community. Through my work on the Gender Inclusive Task 

Force, I have been publicly involved in recommending and developing trans* affirming policies 

and educational initiatives. Because of these three levels of exposure to students, I have developed 

a reputation as an advocate and ally for trans* students. Trans* students regularly come to me 

when they have questions or encounter discrimination or harassment on campus.  

Due to my increasing exposure to trans* students, I am in a unique position as both a 

researcher and practitioner. I have positional and institutional authority to examine and address the 

needs of the University’s trans* student population and develop policies and practices that are 

trans* inclusive and affirming. As part of our university strategic plan, the first and primary 

strategic priority is to enhance the student and academic experience for all students, which includes 

our trans* students (see Appendix M). Based on the tasks accomplished by the Gender Inclusive 

Task Force, and because of student protests, the institution’s leadership is receptive to better 

understanding and examining the trans* student experience.  



 10 

While no formal needs assessment has been conducted in the past, the formation of the 

Gender Inclusive Task Force has allowed anecdotal data to be collected on the trans* student 

experience. The feedback received from the preliminary focus group and individual student 

meetings has helped shape the formation of the University’s current affirmed name policy and 

provided justification for the development of trans* affirming educational and training initiatives. 

Therefore, a formal needs assessment will address the lack of formal pre-existing research and 

further provide the University with a better understanding of the challenges and needs of trans* 

students, as well as empirical evidence that expands, reinforces, or refutes the anecdotal data 

collected through previous institutional methods.  

1.3 Stakeholders 

The primary stakeholder group for this study are the students who self-identify as trans* 

and are enrolled either full- or part-time at the University. To qualify to participate in the study, 

trans* students must be degree-seeking and enrolled in either an undergraduate or graduate degree 

program. Trans* students are the primary stakeholder group for the study as they are the population 

whose experiences are being examined and needs are being assessed. The intended outcomes of 

this study are to address and improve the experiences and services provided for trans* students at 

the University. Because the study will be conducted through a needs assessment approach, the 

trans* student stakeholder group will exist as the focal point for this study and are the primary 

demographic that the principal investigator is interested in researching and engaging. 

Trans* alumni are another stakeholder group that will be engaged in this study. Gaining 

the perspective and experiences of trans* alumni will allow for a historical understanding and 
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comparison point of the needs of trans* students, both past and present. Alumni traditionally have 

an invested interest in the growth and development of their alma mater. Through alumni 

involvement, we will be able to identify potential systemic issues within the University that impact 

the trans* student experience. Trans* alumni will also provide a unique perspective on the types 

of resources and services that would benefit trans* students both within and outside the University 

as they transition from college to the workforce environment. The criteria for trans* alumni 

participants will be bounded to a one to three-year post-collegiate graduation date. Trans* alumni 

who graduated prior to 2016 will not be eligible for participation. This limitation is to ensure that 

participants are not significantly removed from their collegiate experience and that they attended 

the University during the years it has been gender inclusive. Prior to 2016, most alumni applied 

and were admitted to a much smaller, single gender university and the experiences would be 

significantly different.  

The secondary stakeholder group are the individuals who aren’t expressly involved in the 

study, but through their engagement with trans* students have a significant impact on their 

experiences. These include cisgender students whose gender identity aligns with their biological 

sex assigned at birth (Goldberg, 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). Cisgender students make up the peer 

group that the trans* student population has the most interaction with. They are also the group that 

can most positively or negatively impact a trans* student's experience as they adjust and persist 

through college. The third stakeholder group is comprised of the University leadership and 

administration. These are individuals within the organization that have the most influence to 

implement change and directly impact institutional policies. Throughout the study, the term 

“Presidents Cabinet” is used to apply to individuals who serve in key leadership roles at the 

University, which includes the president, vice presidents, associate or assistant vice presidents, 
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deans, and the athletic director. President Cabinet members need to be involved in this study 

because they will receive the outcomes and respond to the findings. 

1.4 Problem of Practice 

As previously mentioned, trans* students are a marginalized and historically neglected 

population in higher education (Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 2010; Renn, 2017). The lack of trans*-

friendly, inclusive, and affirming policies and support services at colleges and universities 

negatively impact a trans* student’s adjustment and college experience. Even though the campus 

climate for trans* students is better than it was 15 years ago, progress is not consistent across 

institutions, and trans* students continue to receive limited institutional support and resources 

(Nicolazzo, 2017; Renn, 2017). The lack of knowledge, education, training, and understanding of 

trans* issues increase the marginalization this student demographic encounters and enable campus 

cultures that reinforce cisgender policies and practices that adversely affect learning, college 

persistence, sense of belonging, and personal well-being (McKinney, 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017; 

Renn, 2017).  

Based on my role and experience at the University, I do not believe trans* students have 

necessary institutional resources and support services due to a lack of understanding, awareness, 

and empirical research on trans* student needs and challenges. Specifically, and locally, to better 

support our trans* student population, it is critical we gain an increased understanding of their 

experiences, needs, and challenges. The University, like many others, has limited anecdotal 

research on trans* students and their experiences in comparison to other student demographics. 

Institutional policies, practices, and student services reinforce and favor the cisgender, 
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male/female binary because of this lack of knowledge and decreased physical visibility of the 

trans* student population. Therefore, a comprehensive needs assessment must be conducted to 

examine the experiences of the University’s trans* students and obtain empirical evidence on the 

challenges and obstacles faced and specific needs required as they adjust and persist through 

college.  

1.5 Inquiry Questions 

The purpose of my inquiry is to determine the unique obstacles and challenges trans* 

students encounter at the University and what student services and programs they perceive will 

benefit them as they adjust to and persist through college. Information will be gathered to identify 

the campus culture and systems that exist around gender identity and expression for trans* 

students, as well as what services, policies, and practices exist or are lacking. Best practices around 

trans* student services exist and continue to be developed, but it is critical for institutions to 

understand the specific needs and challenges of their trans* student demographic (Nicolazzo, 

2017). To examine this problem of practice, the inquiry focuses on the experiences, challenges, 

and needs of trans* students and the campus climate that exists around gender identity and 

expression at the University. The inquiry questions that guide this study are: 

1. What is the trans* student perception of campus climate around gender identity?  

• How do university policies and practices influence a trans* student’s experience 

at the University? 

• How do interactions with cisgender faculty, staff, and students impact a trans* 

student’s experience? 
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2. What are the challenges and obstacles trans* students encounter while they adjust to and 

persist through college? 

3. What are the academic, social, and physical needs of trans* students at the University? 

• What types of services or programs do trans* students need to feel included and 

affirmed? 

• What are the policies and practices trans* students identify as critical to increase 

their sense of belonging on campus? 
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2.0 Chapter 2: Review of Supporting Scholarship and Professional Knowledge 

College is a time of intellectual growth and rewarding experiences, when students are not 

only academically and socially engaged but are part of a community that embraces diversity and 

difference. A perception exists that colleges and universities are safe and inclusive environments 

for all students. However, this is not a reality. Trans* students, for example, have a different 

perception, reporting they encounter hostile and unsafe campus climates, which include incidents 

of violence, harassment, bullying, and discrimination (Beemyn, 2003; Beemyn, Curtis, Davis, & 

Tubbs, 2005; Garvey et al., 2018; Goldberg, 2018; Grant, Mottet, Tanis, Harrison, Herman, & 

Keisling, 2011; Nicolazzo, 2017; Rankin, Weber, Blumenfeld, & Frazer, 2010; Renn, 2017; 

Seelman, 2016).  

The challenges and obstacles trans* students face impact not only their perception of 

college, but also their overall mental health, retention, and ultimate degree completion (Goldberg, 

2018; Grant et al., 2016; James, Herman, Rankin, Keisling, & Anafi, 2015). Transgender students 

are threatened, attacked, and made to feel excluded not only by their peers but also by their faculty 

and campus staff members at rates higher than their peers. Such harassment is based solely on their 

gender identity (Beemyn, 2003; Beemyn et al., 2005; Goldberg, 2018; McKinney, 2005; 

Nicolazzo, 2017; Rankin et al., 2010). Due to the levels of harassment they encounter during their 

college experience, trans* students are more likely to drop out than their non-transgendered peers 

and less likely to return to complete their degree (Goldberg, 2018; Grant et al., 2016; James et al., 

2015). 

Though we know that marginalized groups often experience higher rates of discrimination 

in comparison to non-marginalized groups, learning more about the transgender population is 
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difficult. Studies comparing this group to other marginalized communities are limited, namely 

because the transgender population maintains low visibility for fear of their safety due to higher 

exposure to violence (Grant et al., 2010; Griner, Vamos, Thompson, Vazquez-Otero, & Daley, 

2017; James et al., 2016; Nicolazzo, 2017). Transgender students will often hide their identity 

because they perceive the campus climate as hostile and unsafe (Nicolazzo, 2017; Rankin et al., 

2010). Historically, when transgender students have reported discrimination and harassment, they 

have encountered a negative institutional response where they are either not supported, dismissed 

from campus, or further victimized (Nicolazzo, 2017; Rankin et al., 2010). As a result, transgender 

students report feelings of institutional discrimination maintained through policies and practices, 

as well as beliefs that faculty and staff lack the training and understanding to address or understand 

their needs (Goldberg, 2018; McKinney, 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017). 

The following review of scholarship and knowledge is organized to provide a better 

understanding of the trans* students’ college experience by examining how discrimination and 

harassment shape the campus climate and by examining the challenges, obstacles, and needs of 

this student community. In the first section, information about the difference between gender 

identity and biological sex—along with the definitions of terms and language utilized when 

discussing gender and sex—is outlined to help clearly define this specific population. The second 

section presents information about transgender students’ college experiences and will highlight the 

adjustment issues and challenges they encounter. The third section examines federal, state, and 

local policies and regulations around transgender rights and how these influence college and 

university policy. Lastly, the fourth section presents information about transgender student campus 

services and support and then outlines best practices for responding to these students’ needs. This 

review of scholarship and knowledge will conclude with a summary of how this literature has 
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shaped my understanding of the level of discrimination and harassment transgender students 

encounter in the University’s campus environment. 

2.1 Gender Identify versus Biological Sex 

A more recent and substantial challenge facing educators in the United States (as well as 

the general public) is how to understand and conceptualize what it means for someone to identify 

as transgender, gender non-conforming, and genderqueer (Dugan Kusel, & Simounet, 2012; 

Garvey et al., 2018). This confusion results from a misunderstanding and misinterpretation of the 

terms gender identity and biological sex. Throughout Western culture, these two terms have 

become interconnected and interchangeable (Diamond, 2002). The socially accepted presumption 

is that someone identifies as either male or female and that this identity corresponds with their 

physical, biological sex with which they were born. Gender identity and biological sex, however, 

are not synonymous (Diamond, 2002; Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 2012; Nicolazzo, 2017). This 

section will present the difference between gender identity and biological sex, define gender 

identity, explain why gender as a construct is a complex issue, and examine how gender has been 

understood and conceptualized through literature and research.   

2.1.1 Biological Sex 

Biological sex is a designation that medical physicians assign to individuals at birth. This 

designation is determined solely by the physical genitalia the individual has when born (Diamond, 

2002; Garvey et al., 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). If a child is born with a penis, they are classified as 
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male, and if they have a vagina, they are designated a female. Physicians determine the child’s 

biological sex during their initial examination, recording it on the child’s birth certificate, a legal 

document. While most parents understand and expect that their child will be either male or female, 

physicians also have an option to designate a child as intersex (Diamond, 2002; Garvey et al., 

2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). Intersex is a classification reserved by physicians who determine that a 

child is born with characteristics (such as genitals, chromosomes, and hormone levels) that fall 

outside the typical definition and understanding of either the male or female gender binary 

(Diamond, 2002; Garvey et al., 2018; Greenberg & Stam, 2012; Human Rights Campaign, n.d.; 

Nicolazzo, 2017). Nicolazzo (2017) notes that, while intersex exists as a less commonly known 

designation that physicians can select, there is “intense pressure from medical practitioners to 

operate on intersex babies to modify their sex assignations so they align within the binary of 

male/female” (p. 169).  

2.1.2 Gender Identity 

While biological sex is easily defined and socially understood, gender identity is more 

complex. Diamond (2002) notes that historically, gender identity and biological sex are culturally 

viewed as meaning the same thing. The term gender identity, however, refers to how someone 

perceives themselves and allows for individuals to self-identify as either male, female, both, or 

neither (Diamond, 2002; Garvery et al., 2018; Goldberg, 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). A person's 

gender identity may be the same or different than their biological sex assigned at birth. That is, 

gender identity is self-determined and can change or stay the same with an individual’s 

perceptions, experiences, and beliefs (Garvey et al., 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). Unlike biological sex, 

which has three classifications (male, female, or intersex), gender identity is a multidimensional 
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spectrum that includes individuals who identify as cisgender, transgender, gender non-conforming, 

genderqueer, gender fluid, and gender non-binary. 

As we unpack gender identity as a social construct, we need to understand what each of 

the dimensions that fall under gender identity means and how they are connected and interrelated 

to one another. Cisgender is a term used to refer to individuals whose gender identity aligns with 

the biological sex they were assigned at birth (Beemyn, 2003; Beemyn et al., 2005; Diamond, 

2002; Garvey et al., 2018; Goldberg, 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). Individuals who identify as 

cisgender are the dominant culture in society and experience inherent privilege through 

cisnormativity (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012). Cisnormativity is a false perception that only two 

genders exist, gender is not interchangeable, and our physical attributes at birth define our gender 

(Goldberg, 2018, Nicolazzo, 2017; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012). Cisnormativity dismisses the idea 

that an individual’s gender identity is self-determined or that it can be different from their 

biological sex. 

Transgender is a term utilized to refer to individuals whose gender identity is not the same 

as the biological sex assigned at their birth (Beemyn, 2003; Beemyn et al., 2005; Diamond, 2012; 

Garvey et al., 2018; Goldberg, 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). For example, an individual whose 

biological sex was female, but who identifies as male, and vice versa, may self-identify as 

transgender. Historically, the term transgender has been used and socially accepted as an umbrella 

designation for individuals whose current gender identity does not align with their biological sex 

(Beemyn 2003; Beemyn et al., 2005; Garvey et al., 2018; Goldberg, 2018; Human Rights 

Campaign, n.d.; Nicolazzo, 2017; Pryor, 2015). Though transgender is a broad category, not all 

persons whose gender identity and biological sex do not align identify as transgender. 
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A common misconception of the cisgender narrative is that a transgender individual has 

to—or wants to—partake in surgery to re-align their body to match their gender identity 

(Nicolazzo, 2017). That action is called transitioning, and while some transgender individuals 

undergo surgery to transition, others do not (Grant et al., 2011; Human Rights Campaign, n.d.; 

Nicolazzo, 2017). The term transition can include social transition, when an individual dresses 

according to their gender identity and adopts a name and pronouns aligned with that identity with 

the aim of being recognized as a gender different than their biological sex (Budge, Adelson & 

Howard, 2013; Grant et al., 2011; Human Rights Campaign, n.d.; Pryor, 2015).  In this case, 

individuals choose to transition socially while maintaining their physical birth attributes and 

genitals. This shows that transitioning is not only a physical alteration. Therefore, just like being 

transgender is multidimensional, so is the concept of transitioning, as it can mean that transgender 

individuals are transitioning socially, physically, or both. 

Those individuals who do not identify as transgender or who identify with multiple gender 

identities may classify themselves as gender non-conforming, genderqueer, gender fluid, or 

gender non-binary. While each of these terms has differences and similarities, they all commonly 

exist to denote individuals who do not conform to the male/female gender binary or their biological 

sex assigned at birth. Individuals who identify as gender non-conforming, genderqueer, gender 

fluid, or gender non-binary view gender as a spectrum that exists as a social construct. Gender 

expression is an individual’s ability to communicate their gender identity through their appearance 

and behavior (Human Rights Campaign, n.d.; Nicolazzo, 2017). One common factor impacting 

trans* individuals is they do not always feel free to express themselves and their gender identity 

due to fear and societal pressure to conform. Trans* persons often cite that they face discrimination 

and harassment when their gender expression does not conform to the societal expectations and 
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behaviors that have become associated with "acting" male or female (Human Rights Campaign, 

n.d.; Nicolazzo, 2017).  

Gender non-conforming is a term used to refer to individuals who do not conform to the 

societal pressures and expectations of gender and the behaviors associated with that gender 

(Human Rights Campaign, n.d.; Nicolazzo, 2017). Additionally, gender non-conforming can refer 

to individuals whose gender expression does not align with the traditional confines of the 

male/female gender binary (Human Rights Campaign, n.d.; Nicolazzo, 2017). Genderqueer refers 

to individuals who reject the notion that one needs to identify with one single-gender identity; they 

often perceive both gender identity and sexual orientation as fluid (Human Rights Campaign, n.d.; 

Nicolazzo, 2017; Richards, Bouman, Seal, Barker, Nieder, & T’Sjoen, 2016). Gender fluid is 

similar to genderqueer in that it is a term that applies to an individual who does not identify as a 

single gender or whose gender is unfixed (Human Rights Campaign, n.d.; Nicolazzo, 2017; 

Richards et al., 2016). Gender non-binary is also similar and constitutes individuals who identify 

as both male and female or don't identify as anything at all. This group of people may also be 

commonly referred to as agender if they chose not to align with any gender (Goldberg, 2018; 

Nicolazzo, 2017). 

Many scholars and researchers, including in the LGBTQ community, have engaged in 

significant debate about the terms used and their associated definitions (Nicolazzo, 2017). Though 

‘transgender’ is used as an umbrella term, more recently the term trans* has appeared in literature 

to inclusively represent all individuals whose gender identity differs from their biological sex, 

essentially establishing a gender identity spectrum (Garvey et al., 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017; Trans 

Student Educational Resources, n.d.). The use of the asterisk stems from Boolean searches on 

computer databases, in which individuals would enter a part of a word and end it with an asterisk 
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to conduct a broad search on a specific topic (Nicolazzo, 2017; Trans Student Educational 

Resources, n.d.). However, ‘trans*’ has been contested because of the perceptions that it erases 

individualistic experiences, as well as fails to recognize intersectionality within the transgender 

community (Nicolazzo, Trans Student Educational Resources, n.d.). Still, the use of trans* has 

been adopted by many to represent inclusion and as a way to recognize the multifaceted and 

multidimensional complexity of the transgender community (Nicolazzo, 2017).  

 The complexity of gender as a construct transcends beyond how individuals want to 

identify, also comprising how they want to be formally recognized. One of the most significant 

points of contention between the transgender community and the rest of society is the proper use 

of pronouns (Galowich, 2018; Garvey et al., 2018; Goldberg, Beemyn, & Smith, 2018; Nicolazzo, 

2017). Pronouns are used to signify how an individual identifies and how they are referenced 

(Goldberg, Beemyn, & Smith, 2018; GLSEN, n.d.; Nicolazzo, 2017). Pronouns serve as an 

honorific and are interpreted as a sign of respect and acceptance because they are how individuals 

recognize and affirm someone’s gender identity and expression in both formal and informal 

settings (Galowich, 2018; Garvey et al., 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). Utilizing the correct pronoun 

when referencing an individual acknowledges their gender identity and can reaffirm their feelings 

of acceptance, inclusion, and respect based on their gender identity and expression. For example, 

common pronouns include, but are not limited to, he/him/his, she/her/hers, they/them/their, and 

ze/hir/hirs (GLSEN, n.d.; Nicolazzo, 2017). He/him/his are pronouns used when referencing 

someone who identifies as male, whereas she/her/hers are pronouns when addressing someone 

who identifies as female. They/them/their or ze/hir/hirs are examples of pronouns used by 

individuals who do not identify as either male or female but instead identify as an individual 

outside the male/female gender binary. Pronouns are cited as an area where transgender individuals 
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face opposition and outright discrimination, noting a lack of respect and unwillingness by 

cisgender individuals to recognize or use the pronouns transgender individuals identify with and 

openly disclose (Galowich, 2018; Griner et al., 2017). 

As this section has indicated, the difference between gender identity and biological sex is 

a contested and complex issue that often incites misunderstanding. One’s understanding of gender 

identity is subjective to their individual experiences and influenced by the culture in which they 

live (Dugan Kusel, & Simounet, 2012). 

2.2 Trans* Student Experiences 

Like many college students, trans* students encounter a variety of challenges when they 

arrive on campus. Their negative experiences, however, are often exacerbated because of their 

trans* identity. Research on college student adjustment indicates that college is positive and 

challenging for all student demographics, but trans* students face high rates of negative incidents 

from transphobic policies and peer interactions that impact the positive experience (Clark, 

Schwitzer, Paredes, & Grothas, 2018; Rankin et al., 2010; Rankin & Beemyn, 2011; Renn, 2017; 

Seelman, 2016). This section of the review will examine the experiences trans* students encounter 

in college, specifically focusing on college adjustment and their collective and individualized 

experiences. 
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2.2.1 College Adjustment and Persistence 

Extensive research has been and continues to be conducted on student adjustment and 

persistence within the collegiate environment. The literature demonstrates that while the college 

experience is portrayed as an exciting time, it is also a stressful, overwhelming, and transitional 

period that requires adaptation for all students (Chickering & Schlossberg, 2002; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1993). While both academic and non-academic factors contribute to 

college adjustment, one of the leading factors is how connected students feel to an institution and 

their overall sense of belonging within that environment (Astin, 1993; Chickering & Schlossberg, 

2002; Morrow & Ackerman, 2012; Tinto, 1993; Ostrove & Long, 2007). The intrapersonal and 

interpersonal dynamic of “belonging” is a concern for many college students, but particularly those 

who belong to marginalized groups that are at a higher risk of dropping out of college (Chickering 

& Schlossberg, 2002; Gebhard, 2012; Goldberg, Beemyn, & Smith, 2017; Ingala, Softas-Nall, & 

Peters, 2013; Ostrove & Long, 2007; Tinto, 1993). 

Colleges and universities historically combat the marginalization of specific student 

demographics. For example, colleges have developed programs and support services to assist 

students belonging to underrepresented and minoritized student groups, such as students of color, 

international students, and students with disabilities to help manage the challenges and adjustment 

issues they face (Clark et al., 2018; Ostrove & Long, 2007). While the services provided on college 

campuses for many marginalized groups have improved, trans* students services are still lacking 

(Beemyn 2003; Beemyn et al., 2005; Clark et al., 2018; Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 2012; 

Goldberg, 2018; Grant et al., 2011; Nicolazzo, 2017; Parker, 2021). Most colleges and universities 

offer limited services specific to their trans* student population (Beemyn, 2003; Dugan Kusel, & 

Simounet, 2012).  
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Trans* students are grouped with lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) students, and while 

they may have some similar experiences, trans* student needs and challenges are different than 

their LGB peers who identify as cisgender (McKinney, 2005). Personal narratives and quantitative 

data demonstrate that trans* students are exposed to higher levels of bullying, violence, physical 

and emotional abuse, and social stigmatization compared to LGB peers (Grant et al., 2011; 

Erbentraut, 2017; Meerwiik & Sevelius, 2017; Nicolazzo, 2017). These experiences can range 

from being ostracized because their appearance or behavior does not conform with societal 

expectations of biological sex to being misgendered by faculty and peers in and outside of the 

classroom. One of the most significant challenges trans* students face is increased fear and anxiety 

around their safety when it comes to living in student housing and using public restrooms because 

both areas are often structurally designed to favor and reinforce the cisgender binary (Erbentraut, 

2017; Griner et al., 2017; Rankin et al., 2010; Rankin & Beemyn, 2011; Pryor, 2015). 

As a collective group, trans* students are also challenged by having decreased or non-

existent family and social support networks (Budge, Adelson, & Howard, 2013; Goldberg, 2018; 

Nicolazzo, 2017). While not the case for all trans* students, the majority of trans* students enter 

college from a home environment that was either unsupportive or hostile towards their trans* 

identity or gender expression (Budge, Adelson, & Howard, 2013; Grant et al., 2011; Herman, 

2011; Klein & Golub, 2016; Nicolazzo, 2017). The lack of support trans* students receive from 

family has the potential to negatively impact their college adjustment and persistence as they do 

not have the emotional or financial support that most students expect to receive from their family 

during this time. In place of family support, many college students look to their social peer 

networks to provide support and assistance. However, for many trans* students, their cisgender 

peers are not able to provide consistent support, nor relate to the experiences that a trans* student 
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encounters. Cisgender individuals, which include students, faculty, and staff, often do not 

understand the needs of trans* individuals and, in some cases, help to perpetuate gender identity-

based harassment (Beemyn et al., 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017). Due to this level of harassment and 

discrimination faced before and during college, the trans* student population has historically 

looked to each other for support versus utilizing institutional support mechanisms (Nicolazzo, 

2017). 

The most significant dilemma with understanding and examining college adjustment for 

trans* students is the lack of research and literature on the topic. Limited studies have been 

conducted on the trans* student experience and their college adjustment process as a student group 

(Garvey et al., 2017; Griner et al., 2017; Nicolazzo, 2017; Parker 2021). While numerous studies 

have been conducted to examine the needs and experiences of other minoritized communities in 

higher education, the trans* student community has historically been an underrepresented and 

understudied population. Much of the pre-existing research focuses on the extent of victimization 

and abuse trans* students encounter, so while we can contextualize and understand that trans* 

students encounter discrimination, bullying, and harassment, the findings fall short of 

understanding specific trans* student experiences and needs (Garvey et al., 2017; Griner et al., 

2017; Nicolazzo, 2017). Therefore, limited literature exists to inform my understanding of the 

specific factors that impact trans* student college adjustment. 

2.2.2 Marginalization, Discrimination, and Harassment 

In comparison to the limited amount of literature that exists surrounding trans* student 

college adjustment, significant studies have taken place on the level of marginalization trans* 

individuals face in society (Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 2012; Grant et al., 2011; Nicolazzo, 2017). 
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Like many marginalized groups, trans* students face discrimination and harassment of multiple 

forms, such as bullying, physical violence, sexual assault, exclusive policies, and alienation, to 

name a few. They often perceive the campus environment to be hostile and unwelcoming through 

their interactions with institutional systems and faculty, staff, and students (Kosciw, Greytak, Giga, 

Villeana, & Danischewski, 2015; Grant et al., 2011; Rankin et al., 2010; Renn, 2017; Seelman, 

2016). Compared to other marginalized student groups, trans* students cite more often that this 

discrimination and harassment is the primary deciding factor when deciding to withdraw from a 

college or university (Rankin et al., 2010; Seelman, 2016). Therefore, to better understand trans* 

student issues on campus, we need to identify and understand the specific types of discrimination 

and harassment they encounter. 

As stated previously in this literature review, trans* students exist with a level of fear, 

specifically towards their safety and general well-being. Trans* students encounter environments 

where they are called derogatory terms such as “fag,” “tranny,” and “queer”; receive threats against 

their safety; and interact with cisgender peers who are hostile towards their gender identity and 

expression (Beemyn, 2003; Nicolazzo, 2017). Research indicates that the fear trans* students live 

with is not unfounded, as trans* individuals have a higher rate of exposure to physical harm and 

sexual assault than their cisgender peers (Aparicio-Garcia, Diaz-Ramiro, Rubio-Valdehita, Lopez-

Nunez, & Garcia-Nieto, 2018; Astor, 2017; Grant et al., 2011; New, 2015). Recent findings 

indicate that trans* students are at a higher risk than any other student demographic of experiencing 

sexual assault and one in four trans* students experience sexual assault in college (Dastagir, 2018; 

Griner et al., 2017; Human Rights Campaign, 2018; James et al., 2016; New, 2015). The Human 

Rights Campaign (2018) released a report that documents that the level of violence trans* 
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individuals are facing should be considered a national epidemic, citing that between 2013 and the 

report’s publication, 128 trans* individuals were killed because of their trans* identity. 

The discrimination they encounter does not only exist at the peer level but also within 

interactions with campus faculty and staff. Trans* students have documented incidents where they 

are misgendered by faculty and staff and made to feel that their gender identity is either not 

understood or intentionally unrecognized (Griner et al., 2017; Nicolazzo, 2017, Pryor, 2015). For 

example, their gender expression is frequently ignored or disregarded by faculty and staff, 

including those in counseling and health services (Beemyn et al., 2005; Erbentraut, 2017; 

McKinney, 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017). Trans* students also encounter open resistance from faculty 

and staff, specifically in the classroom environment, when it comes to referring to them by their 

pronoun (Griner et al., 2017; Katz-Wise, Budge, Fugate, Flanagan, Touloumtzis, Perez-Brumer, 

& Leibowitz, 2017; Nicolazzo, 2017; Pryor, 2015). The negative experiences and interactions 

trans* students have with faculty and staff are not only psychologically damaging for their identity 

development, but also reaffirm their reported feelings of isolation and marginalization (Goldberg, 

2018; Griner et al., 2017; McKinney, 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017). 

At an institutional level, trans* students experience discrimination through campus 

policies, practices, and cultural norms (Davis & Galupo, 2013; Garvey et al., 2018; McKinney, 

2005; Nicolazzo, 2017; Renn, 2017). Often, institutional policies that exist perpetuate and 

reinforce cisgender privilege. These may include restroom and locker room policies, housing 

assignment processes, institutional email naming conventions, student health insurance coverage, 

and classroom attendance and roster practices (Beemyn et al., 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017; Pryor, 

2015). For example, trans* students who do not go by their legal name often encounter obstacles 

changing their name in institutional databases, affecting email, student identification cards, and 
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classroom rosters. This difficulty comes from campus policies that require a legal name change 

and institutional leaders who lack an understanding of the difference between a legal name and an 

affirmed name (Erbentraut, 2017; Pryor, 2015; Nicolazzo, 2017). 

Beyond institutional polices, traditional college facilities also create an exclusionary 

environment as residence halls, restrooms, locker rooms, and recreational buildings are designed 

to accommodate and affirm the male and female gender binary, failing to meet the needs and safety 

concerns of trans* individuals (Beemyn et al., 2005; Garvey et al., 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). The 

physical structure of campus and the policies that guide them often either fail to recognize the 

fluidity of gender identity or inadvertently work against creating an environment that is not only 

inclusionary but affirming of all gender identities and expressions. Many of the policies and 

practices that exist institutionally, whether intentional or not, are designed based on the male and 

female gender binary and fail to recognize gender as a spectrum. 

In summation, little is known about the experiences of the trans* students as they adjust to 

the higher education experience (Draughn, Elkins, & Roy, 2002; Nicolazzo, 2017; Parker, 2021;; 

Renn 2017). Though they are expected to adjust to college like their cisgender peers, we know 

enough to understand that their adjustment and experiences are significantly different than their 

peers, often influenced by a myriad of additional issues encountered solely because of their gender 

identity. The trans* student demographic experiences heightened exposure to a variety of 

exacerbated risk factors that influence not only their student experience but also their academic 

learning, ability to persist, and mental health and wellness (Renn, 2017). We also know that higher 

education institutions are not equipped or actively working to support them. Trans* students are a 

unique population on the University campus. They face extreme challenges and obstacles that 

require additional support services, supportive policies, and gender-inclusive facilities. 
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2.3 Federal, State, and Local Policies 

In terms of trans* people's rights, colleges and universities are influenced by local, state, 

and federal policies. Institutions receive funding and resources through their affiliation with 

federal, state, and local governance. Based on the nature of this transactional relationship, 

educational institutions are required to adhere to policy decisions made by these legislative bodies 

(McDonnell & Elmore, 1987). This section of the review will examine the many legal policies that 

exist on behalf of trans* individuals and the impact they have on university and college policies 

and practices. 

2.3.1 Federal Level 

The rights of trans* individuals are a highly contested issue within the U.S. legal and 

political environment with arguments both for and against gender identity as a protected class. 

Historically, in the United States, gender identity has not been considered a protected class, and in 

Fall 2019, the U.S. Supreme Court heard three cases to determine whether employers can 

discriminate based on gender identity and sexual orientation. While the supreme court handed 

down a historic decision to maintain and establish workplace protections for LGBTQ individuals, 

the decision included dissent from two justices and criticism from the Trump administration and 

religious organizations (Liptak, 2020). 

As stated earlier, a 2016 dear colleague letter from the Departments of Education and 

Justice ultimately resulted in changed federal policy to redefine gender identity as a protected class 

under Title IX (Lhamon & Gupta, 2016). The change mandated that educational institutions 

receiving federal assistance were required to allow students to utilize restroom and locker room 
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facilities that match their gender identity (Kogan, 2017; Lhamon & Gupta, 2016). Also, during 

that presidential administration, gender identity discrimination was reclassified as a type of sex 

discrimination (Jashik, 2018; Kogan, 2017; Vesoulis, 2018; Westrick & Lower, 2016). Though 

over 1,000 institutions of higher education had already included gender identity as a protected 

class on their campuses, the change in federal policy forced educational institutions to recognize 

and understand the difference that exists between gender identity and biological sex (Dirks, 2016; 

Kogan, 2017). This legislative action ensured protection for trans* students by holding institutions 

accountable through the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights (Dirks, 2016; 

Gessen, 2018; Klam, 2017; Kogan, 2017; Lhamon & Gupta, 2016).  

While the 2016 dear colleague letter brought trans* student rights and protections to the 

forefront of policy, changes to federal leadership have shifted these policies backward. In 2017, 

the Departments of Education and Justice released another dear colleague letter that dismissed the 

2016 addition of gender identity from Title IX and opened permissions for institutions to determine 

their own restroom and locker room policies (Battle & Wheeler, 2017). Further, federal legislation 

had been proposed in the past to redefine gender strictly based on biological sex and to remove 

trans* as an identity group (Green, Benner, & Pear, 2018; Jaschik, 2018; Vesoulis, 2018). Based 

on supreme court ruling and changes in presidential administration, the Department of Education 

issued a notice in 2021 that sexual orientation and gender identity would once again be protected 

under Title IX (Rogers, 2021).  

Furthermore, under President Biden an executive order was issued that protected trans* 

individuals from discrimination in education, housing, and healthcare (Schmit, Wax-Thiboxeau, 

& Balingit, 2021). Despite the benefits of the executive order, trans* rights advocates note that 

policies protecting trans* individuals cannot be subjective to changes in administration and that 
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legislation is needed to incorporate these protections as federal law, such as the current proposed 

amendment to the Equality Act (Gravely, 2021). Even with federal protections being restored and 

expanded on by the Biden administration, higher education institutions are subjected to federal 

guidance and changes in presidential leadership (Gessen, 2018; Gravely, 2021; Klam, 2017; 

Kogan, 2017). The result has been detrimental to creating clear supports and consistent policies 

for trans* student rights. 

2.3.2 State Level 

The debate over trans* rights was first introduced at the state level, though policies are 

inconsistent and unclear. In recent years, much contention around gender identity has focused on 

regulations related to whether individuals should be permitted to use restrooms according to their 

gender identity or selected solely by their biological sex (Davis, 2019). The debate over restroom 

usage and trans* rights came to national attention when North Carolina legislators introduced and 

passed House Bill #2 (HB2), which required individuals to use restrooms, locker rooms, and other 

public facilities in accordance with their biological sex (Gordon, Price, & Peralata, 2017; Davis, 

2019; Kogan, 2017). The legislation in North Carolina received national attention and HB2 was 

eventually repealed. However, 15 other states had considered instituting similar legislation within 

that same year (David, 2019; Kralik, 2017; Smith 2017). 

Due to a lack of national guidance and leadership on gender identity and trans* rights, 

statewide legislation, and policies around trans* issues are not uniform. Presently, only 20 states 

classify gender identity and trans* individuals as a protected class and have anti-discrimination 

legislation in place (Balingit, 2017). Pennsylvania the state where the University in this study is 

located does not have any statewide legislation in place that recognize or protects trans* rights.  
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The increased focus on trans* issues at the state level has been influenced by past federal court 

rulings that have been found in favor of trans* rights (National Center for Transgender Equality, 

n.d.; Walsh, 2018). State policies influence colleges and universities as institutions utilize the 

legislation to guide their policies and practices (McDonnell & Elmore, 1987). Due to the absence 

of trans*-specific policies in many states, institutions do not have guidance or direction they can 

draw upon.  

2.3.3 Local Governance and Municipalities 

As a result of a lack of legislative governance and unclear policies at the federal and state 

levels, trans* rights are also a contested issue at the city and local municipality level. Many states 

leave it up to local governments to develop their ordinances, with a few states passing legislation 

that restricts town and city governments from creating gender-inclusive ordinances (Potter, 2016; 

Smith, 2017). Due to nonexistent or unclear state regulations, gender identity policies vary across 

different municipalities, with each local town and city government given the purview to create 

their regulations. For example, the City of Pittsburgh established an ordinance that recognized 

gender identity and prohibited discrimination, but the Pine-Richland school district, located 30 

minutes north of Pittsburgh, made national headlines when it implemented a policy that restricted 

restroom and locker usage based on biological sex (Behrman, 2017; Potter, 2016). Such variation 

leaves trans* individuals having to pay close attention to regulations when crossing city lines. 

Much like at the state level, restroom and locker room policies are at the center of local 

government debate around trans* rights. Local governments and school districts are facing 

increased legal recourse as trans* and cisgender students file lawsuits for and against restroom 

usage based on gender identity. Recently, a federal judge in Oregon found in favor of a trans* 
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student claiming they are legally protected from discrimination in school (Green, 2018). On the 

other side of the debate, a group of students from the Boyertown Area School District in 

Pennsylvania recently filed an injunction against the district’s pro-trans* policy, citing it is a 

violation of their right to privacy (Walsh, 2018).  

Throughout the last four years, legislation around trans* individuals have received 

increased national attention and been subjected to legal interpretation and policy changes. While 

trans* issues are subject to federal, state, and local influence, this review demonstrates that limited 

policies provide colleges and universities with guidance on how or if to establish trans* student 

rights. This absence of policy has left institutions with the need to develop their own policies and 

practices to address the needs and challenges of their trans* student population. 

2.4 Higher Education Institutional Practices 

A challenge facing college administrators is how to best address trans* student needs and 

provide support for this student population. While it is estimated that the trans* population is 

increasing nationwide, with the majority of those who identify as trans* falling into the traditional 

college-age group, this population remains underrepresented and underserved in higher education 

(Beemyn et al., 2005; Crissman, Berger, Graham, & Dalton, 2017; Goldberg, 2018; Hoffman, 

2018; Rankin et al., 2010). As we conceptualize the needs of trans* students, we need to understand 

better the support mechanism and student services that exist within our colleges and universities. 

This section of the review will examine trans* students’ needs and how institutions of higher 

education can respond through policies and implementation of best practices.  
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2.4.1 Trans* Student Needs 

Like many college students, the trans* student experience is unique and specific to each 

individual. However, some common challenges and needs that this student demographic 

encounters do exist (Nicolazzo, 2017). Like other marginalized groups, trans* students report a 

need for group-specific policies that include gender identity as a protected class in the institutional 

non-discrimination policy (Garvey et al., 2018; Goral, 2018; McKinney, 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017, 

2018; Rankin et al., 2010; Stolezenberg & Hughes, 2017). The expansion of these gender-inclusive 

policies needs to include policies related to pronoun usage, name change process, gender-inclusive 

language in documents and forms, restrooms and locker rooms, and student housing assignments 

(Beemyn et al., 2015; Garvey et al., 2017).  

Trans* students often report a need for on-campus, trans*-friendly facilities (Garvey et al., 

2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). Trans* students need gender-inclusive housing options that address their 

individual needs and provide safe and gender-inclusive restroom options (Davis & Galup, 2013; 

Garvey et al., 2018). Additionally, trans* students need housing offices to adjust assignment 

policies so that they reaffirm gender expression over biological sex (Davis & Galup, 2013; Garvey 

et al., 2018). Beyond student housing, trans* students need gender-inclusive restrooms and locker 

rooms throughout the campus, and facilities need to be renovated to accommodate their needs 

(Beemyn et al., 2005; Seelman, 2016).  

Trans* students also report needing student support services that address the challenges 

trans* individuals encounter (Rankin et al., 2011; Nicolazzo, 2017). While trans* students may 

have similar difficulties in comparison to their LGB peers, they have higher rates of distress and 

are at an elevated risk for having mental health issues (Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 2012; Goldberg, 

2018; Grant et al., 2011; Nicolazzo, 2017). This evidence suggests that institutions of higher 
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education need to focus on training their counseling and health services staff on the issues trans* 

students face (Goldberg, 2018). Additionally, peer support networks are essential for trans* 

students adjusting to college, with literature indicating that trans* students often need to develop 

a network of trans* peers (Beemyn et al., 2005). Literature states that support groups, campus 

events, and trans* student organizations can often address trans* support needs (Beemyn et al., 

2005; Nicolazzo, 2017). 

Like many students, financing their education is another area of need for trans* students. 

However, they are at a greater disadvantage of having the necessary funds. A recent study found 

that 19% of first-year trans* students report significant concerns related to financing their college 

education (Golberg, 2018). Trans* students traditionally come from families with lower 

socioeconomic status and receive financial aid at a higher rate than their cisgender peers 

(Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). Due to these economic challenges, trans* students need institutions 

to increase financial assistance and provide financial counseling for trans* students because they 

historically come from lower socio-economic backgrounds and have less family financial support 

(Goldberg, 2018; Grant et al., 2011; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). 

Another major challenge trans* students report is a lack of awareness among peers, faculty, 

and staff.  The deficiency in awareness suggests there is a need for training and education around 

trans* issues (McKinney, 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017; Pryor, 2015; Renn, 2017). One area that can 

create a trans*-friendly and inclusive campus is educational programming, such as campus events, 

speakers, and ally programs. (Beemyn et al., 2005; Garvey et al., 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017).  

While campus climates for trans* students appear to be better than it was a decade ago, this 

is not consistent across all institutions (Renn, 2017). As colleges and universities work to 

understand the needs of trans* students better, they need to address these needs by creating gender-
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inclusive policies and practices. Institutions are forming task forces and workgroups to identify 

best practices in trans* student services, while also consulting with their professional associations 

for guidance and direction (Garvey et al., 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). 

2.4.2 Best Practices 

The experiences and needs of trans* students are unique and present a multitude of 

challenges for institutions of higher education. While colleges and universities are responding in 

different ways, best practices that can decrease the discrimination and harassment trans* students 

encounter have been identified (Beemyn et al., 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017). For this review, we use 

the term best practices to identify services and policies that institutions and trans* advocacy 

organizations have identified as factors that positively influence trans* student experiences and 

create a gender-inclusive campus culture. 

The first identified best practice is the implementation of policies and services that are 

supportive and gender-inclusive of trans* students (Beemyn, 2003; Beemyn et al., 2005; Goldberg, 

2018; Goldberg, Beemyn, & Smith, 2017; Erbentraut, 2017). The first step is for institutions to 

add gender identity and expression to their non-discrimination policy (Beemyn, 2013; Beemyn et 

al., 2005; Goldberg, Beemyn, & Smith, 2017). The adoption of gender identity has proven to be 

successful at multiple institutions as it provides legal recourse for trans* students and establishes 

that anti-trans* discrimination is not permitted (Beemyn, 2013; Nicolazzo, 2017). Presently, at 

least 1,937 institutions of higher education across the United States have already included gender 

identity or expression into their non-discrimination policies (Campus Pride, n.d.-a; Dirks, 2016).  

A second-best practice is to recognize that the service needs of trans* students are different 

than their cisgender and LGB peers; they require a well-funded, dedicated staff and space to 
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address the needs of trans* students (Beemyn, 2003; Beemyn et al., 2005; Goldberg, 2018; 

Nicolazzo, 2017). Specific trans* student support services and student groups are useful, as they 

provide resources and a social support network for the trans* student body (Goldberg, 2018, 

Nicolazzo, 2017). Examples of where this practice is successful are Indiana University – 

Bloomington, Ithaca College, the University of California – Los Angeles, University of 

Massachusetts – Amherst, and the University of Michigan – Ann Arbor. These institutions provide 

services and staff whose sole purpose is to support trans* students and conduct educational 

outreach around trans* issues through programming and training (Mase III, n.d.).  

The third best practice is the development of policies around housing and recreational 

facilities, restrooms, and locker rooms that would create gender-inclusive and affirming 

environments. Gender-inclusive restrooms need to be established with bathroom spaces designated 

as all-gender (Beemyn et al., 2005; Garvey et al., 2017). Recreational and sports facilities need to 

designate and clearly label gender-inclusive locker rooms (Goldberg, Beemyn, & Smith, 2017; 

Goldberg, 2018). Examples of where this practice is successful are Ohio University, George 

Washington University, and the University of Arizona. These institutions created campus-wide 

gender-inclusive spaces and policies (Beemyn, 2003; Garvey et al., 2018). 

The fourth best practice establishes avenues for institutional documents and forms to 

incorporate gender identity as a designation and to offer gender-inclusive pronouns (Beemyn et 

al., 2006; Beemyn, 2013; Nicolazzo, 2017). As part of this best practice, colleges are enabling 

students to record and register their pronouns, affirmed name, and change their gender designation 

on campus records and within institutional data management systems (Beemyn et al., 2006; 

Beemyn, 2013; Goldberg, 2018). Examples of where this practice is successful are the Dartmouth 

College, University of Iowa, University of Massachusetts – Amherst, and the University of 
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Vermont. These institutions have policies and practices that allow students to easily change their 

name, gender designation, and pronouns without legal documentation (Campus Pride, n.d.-b; 

Johnson, 2019).  

A fifth best practice creates student health insurance coverage that finances or subsidizes 

trans*-related psychotherapy, hormone replacement therapy, and gender confirmation surgeries 

(Beemyn, 2013; Goldberg, 2018). Trans* students who transition in college often encounter 

financial obstacles because transition expenses are typically not covered under student health 

insurance programs (Beemyn, 2013; Goldberg, 2018). Examples of where this practice is 

successful are Amherst College, Duke University, Yale University, and the University of Oregon. 

These institutions have incorporated hormone treatment and gender-affirming surgery expenses 

into their student health insurance programs at minimal or no additional costs to the students and 

institution (Campus Pride, n.d.-c, Mase III, n.d.).      

The sixth and final best practice is the establishment or improvement of education and 

training around trans* issues and gender inclusion for faculty, staff, and students (Beemyn et al., 

2005; Garvey et al., 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). Trans*-related programming and resources should 

be provided to the entire campus community to increase awareness and understanding of trans* 

issues (Beemyn et al., 2005; Garvey et al., 2018; McKinney, 2005). Training for faculty, staff, and 

student leaders on trans* issues is necessary because most college personnel have not had training 

or been given knowledge around the needs of trans* students (Goldberg, 2018; Pryor, 2015). 

Examples of where this practice is successful are Ithaca College, New York University, University 

of Arizona, and University of Louisville. These institutions provide continuous training and 

educational programming to increase faculty, staff, and student awareness regarding trans* issues 

and gender identity (Beemyn & Windmeyer, 2012, Mase III, n.d.). 
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Colleges and universities are attempting to respond to the needs of trans* students. Progress 

has been made; however, continuous improvement is necessary to ensure that their trans* student 

demographic is best served and supported. While best practices exist and have been identified by 

professional associations such as Campus Pride, there is a need for institutions to continue to 

develop programs and services that address and anticipate the challenges and obstacles trans* 

students encounter during their collegiate studies. Below is Table 1, which lists the six identified 

best practices in trans* inclusive services reviewed in this section and includes a list of institutions 

that are considered “exemplar” because they are cited in existing research and literature as 

addressing the specific needs of their trans* students. 
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Table 1. Best Practices in Trans* Student Inclusive Services and Exemplar Institutions 

Best Practice Identified Need Exemplar Institutions 

Gender inclusive 

non-discrimination 

policy 

Include gender identity and expression 

as a protected class in the institutions 

non-discrimination policy 

American University 

New York University (NYU) 

Princeton University 

University of Vermont 

Vanderbilt University 

University of Oregon 

 

Trans* student 

support services 

and groups 

Specific services, staff, and programs 

designed and designated for 

supporting trans* students 

Indiana University – 

Bloomington 

Ithaca College 

University of California Los 

Angeles (UCLA) 

University of Michigan – Ann 

Arbor 

 

Gender inclusive 

facilities and usage 

policies 

Construct and renovate facilities to be 

gender inclusive and adopt inclusive 

housing, restroom, and locker room 

policies 

George Washington University 

Ohio University 

University of Arizona 

University of Massachusetts – 

Amherst 

Allow students to 

register their 

affirmed name, 

gender identity, and 

pronouns 

Develop systems, forms, and 

mechanisms that allow students to 

differentiate between their legal name 

and biological sex and instead identify 

by their affirmed name, gender 

identity, and pronouns 

Dartmouth College 

University of Iowa 

University of Massachusetts – 

Amherst 

University of Vermont 

Gender affirming 

healthcare 

insurance 

Provide access to student health 

insurance that finances or subsidizes 

trans* related and affirming medical 

and psychological healthcare 

Amherst College 

Duke University 

Yale University 

University of Oregon 

Education and 

training around 

trans* issues and 

gender identity 

Establish and improve education and 

training for faculty, staff, and students 

around trans* issues, gender identity, 

and gender inclusive practices 

Ithaca College 

New York University (NYU) 

University of Arizona 

University of Louisville 
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2.5 Conclusion 

This review of scholarship and knowledge demonstrates that trans* students encounter 

complex challenges and obstacles within and outside of the collegiate setting. While limited 

empirical research exists on trans* student college adjustment and persistence, we know from the 

literature that their experiences are affected by their higher-than-average exposure to violence, 

bullying, discrimination, and harassment (Draughn, Elkins & Roy, 2002; Erbentraut, 2017; 

Meerwiik & Sevelius, 2017). Unlike their cisgender peers, trans* students experience elevated 

levels of anxiety and distress related to their safety and well-being due to the lack of mandated 

protection and support from local, state, and federal agencies (Goldberg, 2018). As gender identity 

and trans* rights continue to be a contested issue with limited federal and state guidance, colleges 

and universities need to address the challenges and needs of their trans* student demographic. 

Many institutions have already begun to do so by implementing gender-inclusive policies and 

practices, and by launching initiatives aimed at recognizing and supporting trans* students. 

While the campus climate for trans* students has improved, significant work still needs to 

be done by colleges and universities to create environments that support and perpetuate trans* 

student success (Beemyn & Windmeyer, 2013; Nicolazzo, 2017; Renn, 2017). Despite the lack of 

institutional research, through interactions and conversations with trans* students at the 

University, I have discerned that our campus climate for trans* students is perceived as hostile to 

this population. This review has informed my understanding of the types of discrimination and 

harassment trans* students encounter, how it impacts their student experience and college 

adjustment, and the needs of trans* students. By increasing my knowledge of the challenges and 

obstacles trans* students encounter, I will be able to examine the level of support trans* students 
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receive at the University and determine what types of programs, policies, and best practices need 

to be implemented to address our campus climate and the needs of our trans* student population.  
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3.0 Chapter 3: Methods 

3.1 Inquiry Questions 

The goal of the inquiry was to understand the trans* student experience at the University 

and identify their unique challenges, obstacles, and needs as they adjust to college life. A needs 

assessment was conducted to provide a comprehensive understanding of the problem of practice 

and its manifestation within the University. The research questions that guided this inquiry 

included:  

1. What is the trans* student perception of campus climate around gender identity?  

• How do university policies and practices influence a trans* student’s experience 

at the University? 

• How do interactions with cisgender faculty, staff, and students impact a trans* 

student’s experience? 

2. What are the challenges and obstacles trans* students encounter while they adjust and 

persist through college? 

3. What are the academic, social, and physical needs of trans* students at the University? 

• What types of services or programs do trans* students need to feel included and 

affirmed? 

• What are the policies and practices trans* students identify as critical to increase 

their sense of belonging on campus? 
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3.2 Approach and Methods 

3.2.1 Needs Assessment 

A needs assessment was conducted using qualitative tools to frame and understand the 

problem of practice identified for this study and diagnose the institutional systems in which they 

exist. The needs assessment provided a customizable approach to examine and identify problems 

and opportunities within a marginalized group, like trans* students who were the focal point of the 

study (Gupta, 2007; Royse, Badger, Staton-Tindall, & Webster, 2009). The needs assessment was 

utilized because it embraced the idea that each individual and organization co-exist and that the 

problems affecting a specific group can be positively rectified through institutional action and 

prioritization. By design, the needs assessment focused on improvement opportunities through 

diagnosing the needs of trans* students and providing practical solutions that can be implemented 

to address the identified needs (Gupta, 2007; Royse et al., 2009). The needs assessment examined 

and identified two types of needs; expressed and felt. Expressed needs are the services individuals 

request, and felt needs are those where individuals are asked what they believe or feel they need 

(Royse et al., 2009). 

Needs assessments are practitioner-based tools that have diverse benefits. The primary 

rationale for using needs assessment in this study was that organizations are nuanced, meaning 

every organization has a current and desired condition (Gupta, 2007). Needs assessments 

acknowledge that organizations must improve themselves by identifying the needs of the groups 

and individuals they serve. The desired condition cannot be realized until the current condition is 

assessed and “the need” between the two conditions is identified. Figure 1 illustrates the 

relationship between identifying the need and moving from a current condition to a desired one.  
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Figure 1. Needs Assessment Model (2007). 

Graphic adapted from a figure in Gupta (2007). 

 

The second benefit of using the needs assessments was that it relied on data collected from 

the trans* student subjects, engaging them in the examination and improvement process as active 

participants, unlike traditional study subjects (Gupta, 2007; Witkin & Altschuld, 1995). Third, the 

needs assessment provided an adaptable approach that was relatively easy to manage, facilitating 

the use of multiple qualitative research tools like in this study and allowing me to focus on the 

needs of a specific population (Royse et al., 2009). Lastly, needs assessment approaches could 

address a specific problem of practice and utilize various qualitative tools (Mintrop, 2016).  

Like any research methodology, needs assessments have both benefits and limitations. One 

limitation of needs assessment is that no set formula or template exists since it is customizable. 

Each practitioner conducts needs assessments differently and utilizes various qualitative and 

quantitative research tools. Due to the customizable approach, results cannot always be replicated, 
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and validity must be considered when analyzing data and interpreting findings. Another limitation 

is that needs assessments can be time-consuming, and the individuals conducting them are 

typically practitioners like myself, who have responsibilities outside of research. Lastly, needs 

assessments depend on the participation and active involvement of study participants, which can 

vary based on the comfortability of participants with the organization and researchers. While 

considering these limitations, the benefits of conducting a needs assessment far outweighed the 

limitations, but they were considered and adapted for this study.  

3.2.2 Research Methodology 

The needs assessment utilized semi-structured interviews, a focus group activity, and 

document analysis as qualitative tools to collect the data. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic and 

its effect on data collection, the focus group component of this study was adapted from a traditional 

focus group approach to an online interactive focus group activity that participants could complete 

virtually while still being able to socially distance. These three qualitative research tools were 

selected for this needs assessment because they allowed me to focus on the how and why of a 

phenomenon that guided this study (McLeod, 2017). The collected data helped clarify the campus 

climate and experiences of trans* students, identify the challenges and obstacles trans* students 

encounter, and devise possible participant-driven strategies that address the voiced, referenced, 

and inferred concerns. The selected research tools allowed me, the researcher, to connect with 

study participants to ensure they became invested stakeholders and co-researchers engaged in their 

liberation as a marginalized group (Freire, 1970). While I led the process, trans* student 

participants guided the study and influenced the outcomes.  
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Qualitative research tools were used to derive a detailed account of participants’ feelings, 

opinions, and experiences while validating their human experience (Atieno, 2009; Rahman, 2017). 

Because the study focused on trans* students as a historically marginalized and underserved 

population at the University, I needed to capture and understand the experiences of all participants 

as individuals and as a collective group. The three qualitative research tools permitted me to 

examine and analyze the emerging themes and patterns from the data and the participants’ unique 

and shared experiences (Mertens, 2015). Themes from interviews and pre-existing national 

research were used to frame the focus group activity and were presented to focus group 

participants. This method aimed to seek to develop solutions to address the challenges and needs 

of the trans* students at the University as identified by trans* students themselves.  

Using these qualitative research tools to collect data proved to be the most effective 

mechanism to conduct the needs assessment and address the inquiry questions guiding this study. 

The three tools were utilized to better understand the needs of trans* students and the types of 

services they believe would best serve them as a student group at the University. The best method 

to understand the challenges and obstacles that trans* students face was to gather detailed 

information and narratives from the trans* student participants and institutional documents. From 

this in-depth analysis, the University has gained a better perspective on trans* students’ 

experiences and factors that affect their retention, academic progress, and sense of belonging. 

3.3 Data Sources and Collection 

Qualitative data were collected using three methods: (a) document analysis, (b) semi-

structured interviews, and (c) a focus group activity. These three combined qualitative data 
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collection methods were adopted to answer the inquiry questions and address the experiences, 

challenges, and needs of trans* students at the University. These tools offered a means to provide 

an in-depth overview and understanding of the issues and participants (Mertens, 2015). Using 

various types of data sources, such as the ones utilized in this study, allowed me to gain a pluralistic 

perspective to more thoroughly understand the meaning and implications of the data collected 

(Frost, 2013). The application of multiple data collection methods increased the study's validity 

and facilitated data validation through cross-data validity checks and triangulation (Mertens, 2015; 

Patton, 1999). Document analysis, semi-structured interviews, and the focus group activity are 

reliable data collection methods for exploring the lived experiences of trans* students as well as 

the differences and similarities between all participants. Below is an overview of each data 

collection method used for this applied inquiry. 

3.3.1 Document Analysis 

Document analysis was used to gain a current and historical perspective on the campus 

climate for trans* students within the University as a system. Through this methodology, 

institutional documents, such as forms and informational brochures, handbooks, and policies, were 

reviewed to better understand the past and present university environment for trans* students. 

Organizational documents and records allowed me to create meaning and understand the issue 

under investigation (Bowen, 2009). Mertens (2015) indicated that document analysis is also an 

effective strategy to examine the background of an issue and provide insight into the functioning 

of an organization, like a University. Document analysis clarifies the implicit assumptions and 

biases at the university and their effects on trans* students.  
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The most significant benefit of document analysis is that it allows the gathering of 

accessible and readily available data. Documents provided access to information that highlighted 

policies, practices, and past experiences of individuals and the University. The document analysis 

also encompassed analyzing documents created through the efforts of the University’s Gender 

Inclusive Task Force and studying the effects of these documents on the institution and trans* 

student community. Document analysis also led to questions during the interviews, formed a 

framework for the focus group activity, increased knowledge of issues being investigated, and 

tracked policy changes (Bowen, 2009). 

Documents for this study were collected from the University’s online webpages, virtual 

data storage banks, and University archives. Access to documents was easily available online 

because it is a common practice. Any documents or publications produced by a department are 

saved electronically or sent to university archives for record-keeping purposes. Twenty-four 

documents were reviewed and analyzed for this study, including student handbooks, pre-existing 

student research, campus newspapers and magazines, reports of bias-related incidents against 

trans* students, and institutional policies (see Appendix R). Originally, I estimated that 10 to 18 

documents would be analyzed, but the analysis was expanded to 24 documents. The documents 

reviewed were published from between the time the study was conducted and when the institution 

transitioned to be gender inclusive in the Fall of 2015. A content analysis that I completed as an 

undergraduate research project in 2016 examined gender-inclusive language and policies in 

University documents, forms, and a report that highlighted the findings from an institution-wide 

survey that assessed diversity and equity on-campus. Through this process, I also reviewed and 

examined policies and documents that I had created and adapted through my professional roles at 

the University.  
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3.3.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews revealed individual and group experiences, perceptions, and 

beliefs (Creswell, 2009; Mertens, 2015). Interviews were conducted with seven participants 

enrolled as students at the University from 2019 to 2021 and self-identified as trans*. The original 

goal was to conduct interviews with six to 12 trans* student participants; therefore, the goal was 

achieved despite limited access to participants due to the COVID-19 pandemic and restrictions of 

virtual learning. I established a minimum of six participants because the number represented at 

least half of the ideal 12-person sample size, which represented the population of the trans* 

community at the University. Another factor that led to the determination of the study sample size 

for this study was that the number of trans* students at the University remains unknown, and not 

all trans* students were able, interested, or willing to participate in the study. Presently, no 

universal minimum number of participants in research studies exists; however, the larger the 

sample, the greater the validity. Interviews with seven trans* students yielded a general 

understanding of the issues and challenges trans* students face. Additionally, participants also 

discussed and shared the experiences of their trans* peers who were unable to engage in the study 

as active participants for various reasons. 

Two interviews were conducted with trans* alumni. The original goal was to conduct two 

to four interviews, but the COVID-19 pandemic, lack of access to identity alumni who openly 

identified as trans*, and institutional limitations on communicating with alumni affected 

participant involvement. A minimum of two alumni interviews were established with trans* 

interview participants because two represented half the ideal number of trans* alumni participants. 

The sample size and participation of trans* alumni were lower because the pool of eligible 

participants was small. After all, eligible alumni were chosen from those who graduated between 
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2016 and 2019. Alumni who graduated before 2016 were excluded because they were perceived 

to be too far removed from their experiences as students. They attended the University when it was 

a single-gender institution. Therefore, their experiences were bound to be vastly different from our 

current trans* student population.  

The interviews with the nine trans* participants lasted between 28 to 61 minutes, and they 

were recorded utilizing Zoom with participant consent. Tran* students and alumni were asked the 

same interview questions; however, trans* alumni were requested to reflect on their experiences 

as students. Before each interview, participants were sent an electronic interview consent form 

through Doc-U-Sign (see Appendix Q), and at the start of each interview, participants were asked 

to read a consent script (see Appendix N) and permitted to ask questions as well as accept or 

decline participation. Throughout the interviews, participants could refuse to participate and were 

permitted to remove themselves at any time, which did not occur.  

All interviews were conducted utilizing the semi-structured approach to garner uncensored 

and authentic data from participants. This method addressed the inquiry questions while allowing 

me to establish a rapport and relationship, thus ensuring and increasing the chances that participant 

voices are heard (Mertens, 2015). The interview protocol (see Appendix N) included scripted 

questions to guide the participant to narrate their experiences and identify the challenges and 

obstacles they had encountered while adjusting to and experiencing university life. All identifiable 

information, such as names, were removed to ensure participant confidentiality, and participants 

self-selected a pseudonym for coding and analyzing purposes. Only the researcher and the 

participant knew pseudonyms selected for self-identification purposes. After collecting the data, I 

also decided to increase confidentiality, by quoting student participants as just participants, versus 

including their pseudonym.  Demographic information, like race/ethnicity, class standing, and 
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gender identity, were collected for comparison purposes and were associated with each participant 

pseudonym. Participants completed an interview consent form before the interview. They were 

read a consent script to ensure they understood the study and trusted the researcher (see Appendix 

Q). 

After the interviews, audio recordings were sent to a professional online transcription 

service to generate interview transcripts. Transcripts were reviewed by me and compared with 

audio recordings to ensure accuracy and decrease the possibility of transcription errors. 

Subsequently, I used member checking to increase trustworthiness and study reliability (Mertens, 

2015). Specifically, participants were asked to review the transcript and respond if they felt it was 

accurate, not accurate, or missing information. Eight out of nine participants responded that the 

transcripts were accurate and required no edits. The ninth participant responded that the transcript 

was accurate but wanted to clarify two of their comments. 

In preparation for the interviews, the interview protocol instrument was piloted by 

conducting a cognitive interview with an individual who identified as trans* from a neighboring 

institution of higher education. Cognitive interviewing allowed the investigator to examine and 

alter questions based on participants’ perceptions and understanding. Cognitive interviews are help 

researchers determine the validity of the questions and the participant's initial thought process 

(Ryan, Gannon-Slater, & Culbertson, 2012). The cognitive interviewing approach was used during 

the pilot study by asking the volunteer to respond to the questions and verbally explain their 

thought process. The cognitive interview allowed for alterations based on feedback from the test 

subject. According to the cognitive participants' feedback, no major alterations were needed, 

although a suggestion was made to clarify some terms, like persistence and adjustment. The 



 54 

cognitive interview volunteer was recruited through outreach with colleagues within the greater 

Pittsburgh region. 

3.3.3 Focus Group Activity 

The originally proposed focus group design for this study was altered due to decreased 

access because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The focus group was adapted to an online virtual 

activity that engaged participants as individuals and as a group to examine the problem and identify 

possible solutions (see Appendix O). According to Mertens (2015), effective focus groups are 

small but manageable in size, allow for interaction between participants, and provide an 

opportunity to compare their perspectives on a subject matter. Unlike individual interviews, focus 

groups rely not on the question-and-answer format but rather on the interaction within the group 

and a thorough understanding of the problem being investigated (Colucci, 2007; Mertens, 2015). 

Therefore, focus groups rely heavily on participants being comfortable with each other and the 

facilitator. This also provides opportunities to gain diverse perspectives. The focus group activity 

was designed to be interactive and engage participants in a virtual setting to share their experiences 

and perspectives, engage them in problem-solving, and allow for more in-depth analysis through 

a cause-and-effect approach. 

The focus group participants were six trans* students enrolled at the University between 

2019-2021. Four out of the six participants also took part in the semi-structured interview 

component of this research study. Each participant was recruited through email, and detailed 

instructions were electronically sent in both written and video format (see Appendices O, P, and 

Q). The trans* student focus group design was altered from an in-person activity to an online 

interactive exercise to increase participant involvement, interest, and engagement. This change in 
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approach gave the participants the flexibility to complete the exercise at their own pace, increased 

confidentiality, and engaged participants at individual and group levels. Participants were led 

through a fishbone diagram exercise instead of following a traditional question and answer format 

associated with the focus group. Fishbone diagrams visually depict a cause-and-effect analysis that 

asks “Why?” questions to address a specific problem. The fishbone diagram was first introduced 

in the 1960s as a quality improvement tool for product design but is now used in many research 

sectors as an effective strategy to identify and address problems while engaging participants to 

devise action-oriented solutions (MindTools, n.d.). Fishbone diagram exercises traditionally 

consist of a four-stage approach that identifies the problem, examines the major factors involved, 

identifies possible causes, and analyzes the diagram (MindTools, n.d.).  

While some researchers may consider the use of activity-oriented exercises like fishbone 

diagrams unorthodox, Colucci (2007) stated, they “can make focus groups more enjoyable, 

successful, and rich in in-depth data” (p. 1431). The fishbone diagrams in the focus group activity 

are useful because they provide (a) an intentional mechanism that allows multiple participants to 

examine a problem and (b) varied perspectives that help participants understand the problem at a 

deeper level. The fishbone diagram was selected because it is also relatively easy to understand, 

analyze, and implement while allowing participants to identify the problem and ways to make 

improvements. It provided an opportunity for in-depth analysis and examination of a problem. 

Additionally, because fishbone diagrams naturally focus on a target topic, it was easy to implement 

with participants in a virtual format.  

Focus group participants were emailed a link to an instructional video where they were 

read a consent script and provided instructions on how to complete the exercise (see Appendix Q). 

Participants were initially instructed to email or call the principal investigator if they had any 
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clarifying questions or declined to participate. Participants were also informed that they could 

refuse to participate and stop this exercise at any time. After consenting to participate, focus group 

participants were instructed to log into an online platform called Mural to complete the fishbone 

diagram. The use of Mural was selected because of its versatility. It allowed the participants and 

the principal investigator to complete a focus group activity in a virtual setting and maintained 

participant confidentiality.  

The focus group activity consisted of two phases, asking the participants to address, 

consider, and analyze the following problem statement: The University is not an affirming space 

for trans* students. In the first phase, participants identified root causes to the problem that they 

perceived contributed to the problem and affected productivity and success. To help facilitate the 

exercise, participants were instructed to structure their responses around eight themes. The 

principal investigator determined these themes based on national trans* student research trends 

and common themes from the data collected from interviews and document analysis. After 

completing phase one, participants logged in to review their responses and complete phase two. 

Phase two consisted of participants identifying tangible services and resources they felt would 

make the University more affirming of trans* students. Participants were given a reasonable 

deadline to complete both phases and were instructed to contact the principal investigator if they 

needed an extension. Realizing the potential for repeat responses, participants were also instructed 

to put a + sign next to any response they agreed with or would have posted themselves if it were 

not already posted.  

Focus groups generally present a minimal risk of personal exposure by sharing experiences 

and thoughts in a group setting. The change in design from an in-person focus group to an online 

virtual activity mitigated risk even further, as it allowed participants to remain completely 
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confidential. To ensure anonymity and as a point of reference for data collection, participants were 

assigned a number and instructed to use it to number their responses. Only the principal 

investigator and participant knew what number they were assigned. The Mural online platform 

also mitigated the risk because it allowed participants to engage in the activity without registering 

to use the platform or entering any identifying information. Mural also allowed me to track how 

many people accessed the platform, ensuring that participants were not sharing the link with 

someone who did not consent to participate in the study. 

All audio recordings and transcripts from interviews and written notes or visual diagrams 

from the focus group activity were electronically saved and secured in a password-protected Box 

folder. Data and notes from the document analysis were be recorded and maintained in the same 

Box folder. Recordings, notes, transcriptions, visual diagrams, and data would be maintained for 

five years if data collected needed to be reevaluated for validity or to glean additional findings. To 

increase trustworthiness and reliability, study participants were provided a copy of the dissertation.  

3.4 Participants 

In this applied research, the two participant groups were students and alumni who self-

identify as trans*. This participant sample was recruited through snowball and convenience 

sampling (Mertens, 2015). Snowball sampling was utilized by personally inviting trans* students 

and trans* alumni to participate in the study. Participants and colleagues were also encouraged to 

invite other trans*-identifying students to participate in the study. The challenge with this sampling 

method is that it limited the participant pool to students and alumni who were out publicly and 

actively involved on campus and with the University. It failed to capture those who were not 
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publicly out as trans*or who were not serving in a student leadership role. Trans* students and 

alumni who have not been vocal or at the forefront of advocating for trans* rights were likely to 

be excluded from the study through this sampling method. This method also increased the 

likelihood of selection bias and recruitment of participants from similar social support groups who 

may have similar beliefs and experiences (Mertens, 2015).  

Alumni participants were restricted to participate only in semi-structured interviews while 

trans* students enrolled at the University between 2019 and 2021 completed the focus groups. The 

rationale was that the focus groups concentrated on present conditions at the University, whereas 

alumni interviews examined past conditions and their effects on their student experience. While 

alumni are invested in the changes this needs assessment may yield, the outcome of the focus 

groups will not directly affect them on a student level.  

The compounding factors that influenced the study and the implementation of the focus 

group activity and semi-structured interviews were the COVID-19 pandemic and trans* student 

availability and interest. Additionally, I had originally intended to send out a mass student email 

to solicit volunteers but was not permitted based on pre-existing institutional practices restricting 

this recruitment method for student, faculty, or staff-led research studies. Trans* student 

participants were invited to participate in the focus group activity and semi-structured interviews 

but were instructed that participation in either activity is optional and that these activities would 

have no negative effect on them as individuals and students. Demographic information was 

collected from participants to determine if any patterns emerged. A demographic comparison that 

was initially planned was not possible due to the sample size and the participants’ lack of racial 

and ethnic diversity.  
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3.5 Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Data analysis for this study consisted of reviewing and examining the qualitative data 

gathered and then applying codes. Codes are words or phrases that the researcher generates to 

symbolize and translate data (Creswell, 2009; Saldaña, 2016). Two cycles of coding were used to 

ensure the reliability of the findings. The first coding cycle assigned descriptive nouns, and data 

was codified through multiple iterations. Codifying is a system by which a researcher applies and 

reapplies codes to consolidate the data (Saldaña, 2016). The second coding cycle converted the 

codes into condensed categories and analyzed the results to identify the emerging themes and 

patterns (Creswell, 2009; Saldaña, 2016).  

In vivo coding was utilized for data – including transcripts, notes, and visual diagrams – 

collected from the semi-structured interviews and the focus group activity. According to Saldaña 

(2016), in vivo coding is frequently used in studies related to marginalized identities and 

communities because it accurately reflects participant wording. In vivo coding involved assigning 

a label to a section of collected data that emphasized participants' actual words to develop 

comparable and contrasting themes (Saldaña, 2016). Therefore, to avoid investigator bias or data 

misinterpretation and ensure that the collected data accurately represented the voices and lived 

experiences of trans* students in this study, in vivo coding was used. 

Descriptive coding was utilized for the document analysis, allowing researchers to assign 

a noun or topic to a specific passage or section in a document (Saldaña, 2016). I coded each 

document through an inductive approach and developed an analytic memo that encompassed my 

interpretations of those documents and the narrative they provided. While the documents 

themselves and the coding process are essential to this inquiry, according to Saldaña (2016), 

“coding is not important, but interpreting and analytic memo writing are critical” (p. 62). Thus, 
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according to Saldaña (2016), the analytic memo serves two purposes: to summarize the thematic 

findings from the coding and provide a consolidated document for further analysis. It also provided 

a concise and effective tool to triangulate the study by comparing memo findings to interview and 

focus group activity data. Transcripts, visual diagrams, and memos were the primary documents 

coded manually. A codebook that included definitions of themes and sub-themes was used as a 

reference to code narrative text. The use of a codebook increased consistency and accuracy 

throughout the study. The MAXQDA analytic software platform was used to code, store, and 

manage data. It provides an electronic system for managing and storing data and acts as a 

secondary method to analyze the results and draw conclusions that a single researcher may 

overlook.  

After all coding cycles, the Braun and Clarke (2006) approach was utilized to conduct the 

content and thematic analysis to contextualize the findings and complete the needs assessment. 

The thematic analysis focused on examining transcripts from interviews, responses from the focus 

group activity, and student narratives collected and examined as part of the document analysis to 

determine potential themes and patterns. Document analysis was also utilized to triangulate 

findings from participants and determine similarities and differences. Braun and Clarke's (2006) 

approach included in this needs assessment provided “a clear and useable framework for doing a 

thematic analysis” (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). A visual representation of the steps used in the 

Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis is displayed in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2. Braun and Clarke Thematic Analysis Illustration (2006) 

Graphic adapted from Braun and Clarke (2006) 

The thematic analysis results inform the needs assessment's findings, outcomes, and 

recommendations. 
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4.0 Chapter 4: Findings 

This inquiry assessed the needs of trans* students by investigating the experiences, 

challenges, and obstacles they face as they adjust to and navigate through the University. The 

findings presented in this chapter were derived from the data collected from interviews, focus 

group activities, and institutional documents within the inquiry setting. Interviews yielded over six 

hours of recorded audio from nine participants (seven trans* students and two alumni), with 

interviews ranging in length from 28 to 61 minutes. The focus group activity included six trans* 

student participants. Additionally, 24 institutional documents were analyzed for historical and 

organizational context (see Appendix R).  

The data collected using the three qualitative research tools were coded, analyzed, and 

triangulated to identify emerging themes and patterns that would clarify the experiences and needs 

of trans* students within the inquiry setting. As expected, participant interview responses had 

similarities and differences. Compared to the focus group activity data and document analysis, six 

prominent themes emerged from this needs assessment. The six themes included: 

1. Campus climate is not affirming nor inclusive for trans* students. 

2. Trans* students are in need of targeted support services and resources. 

3. Trans* students place significant value and importance on social connection. 

4. Education and training for cisgender students, faculty, and staff around gender identity 

and gender-inclusive practices is insufficient. 

5. External factors outside the University influence the experience and perceptions of trans* 

students. 
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6. Trans* students experience fatigue related to being tokenized and consistent self-

advocation. 

The sections below present this research study's qualitative findings and expand upon the six 

themes that emerged from the data.  

4.1 Theme 1: Campus climate is not affirming nor inclusive for trans* students 

Evidence from this study suggests that the campus climate for trans* students is not 

affirming or inclusive. This finding supported the experiences and incidents with individual and 

institutional barriers that trans* students faced. Three distinct barriers were uncovered through this 

analysis. The barriers included (1) institutional policies and practices, (2) microaggressions and 

interpersonal interactions, and (3) campus facilities and infrastructure. These barriers provide 

insight into campus climate and its manifestation within this inquiry setting.  

4.1.1 Institutional Policies and Practices 

The findings indicate that the University has inadequate gender-inclusive policies that 

would be considered trans* affirming. The analysis of policies revealed that most fail to name or 

acknowledge trans* students in scope and language and do not address their needs and challenges. 

The data showed that outside the University's non-discrimination policy, which mentions gender-

identity only as a protected class, the institution presently has two published trans* affirming 

policies. These two policies are an affirmed name policy and a gender-inclusive housing policy. 

These policies (which did not exist until the Fall 2019 semester) were the only policies cited by 
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participants and documented in the student handbook. The affirmed name and gender-inclusive 

housing policies received positive feedback from multiple participants and were generally viewed 

as a step towards improving campus climate. However, data indicated that they were also criticized 

for their overall intent and effectiveness, specifically regarding policy awareness, inconsistency of 

application, and structural and system limitations.  

Despite the positive response to the affirmed name policy, evidence suggests frustrations 

with systems and processes that favor a legal name over an affirmed name. Examples provided by 

participants included the display of legal names on classroom rosters, diplomas, graduation 

booklets, and in non-federally regulated information systems. The use and access to legal names 

in institutional information systems were further cited as a significant limitation. Faculty and staff 

had access to participants' legal names that participants felt did not need it, which resulted in 

increased cases of "deadnaming." A participant spoke of this experience when they shared that 

they were regularly "deadnamed" in the counseling center when they checked in for their 

counseling appointments. As the participant shared, the rationale was that the center's appointment 

scheduling system only listed their legal name, with no clarification as to why that is the case. 

Other participants shared similar experiences when interacting with other offices at the University. 

Another limitation cited by participants was that not all students could utilize the affirmed name 

process because some may not have fully disclosed their gender identity and expression to their 

families. While perceived as well intended, the policy may increase their risk of being outed to 

their family. 

Like the affirmed name policy, the gender-inclusive housing policy was perceived as 

flawed in availability and application. Evidence indicated that some participants and their trans* 

peers had been assigned a room on a single-gender floor, despite their request to be placed in 
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gender-inclusive housing, or at the very least on a floor that aligned with their gender identity. 

When the study was conducted, the data revealed that the housing application process was limited 

by not allowing students to self-select or list their gender identity within their application and 

online housing profile. Participants also cited challenges with the roommate search and matching 

process, specifically when finding a roommate and housing assignment that is trans* affirming. 

The present housing application system allows students to search for roommates. Still, participants 

indicated that not all trans* students might feel comfortable outing themselves in a public system 

where other students can search to find them. No current technical or staff assistance is provided 

on finding a roommate who is trans* affirming.  

The study’s findings also suggest that gender-inclusive restrooms on-campus had a positive 

effect on participants’ perceptions of gender inclusivity. Participants shared that the availability 

and transparency of gender-inclusive restrooms were affirming. However, evidence indicates both 

design and access of restrooms are still an area of growth for the University. Based on a review of 

institutional policies, the University presently does not have a formal restroom policy. Therefore, 

gender-inclusive restrooms are an institutional practice without a formal policy. Participant 

responses and data also suggest that the University lacks trans* affirming policies related to student 

conduct and employee discipline processes, trans* faculty and staff recruitment, email and 

username naming conventions, classroom attendance taking, and training curriculums. All 

participants were able to cite negative and non-affirming interactions with cisgender faculty, staff, 

and students. Therefore, the data indicated trans* students would benefit from developing and 

implementing additional trans* affirming policies and practices. 

The limited number of trans* affirming policies and practices at the University and the 

confines of those present in a place influenced trans* students' perceptions and experiences in this 
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study. Based on participant responses and the analysis of the existing policies, it appears that 

gender-inclusive policies and practices considered trans* affirming are presently restricted and do 

not support the needs and challenges of trans* students.   

4.1.2 Microaggressions and Interpersonal Interactions 

Participants’ responses and student narratives (i.e., newspaper articles and letters) indicated 

that trans* students at the University are exposed to microaggressions related to their gender 

identity and expression when interacting with cisgender students, faculty, and staff. Commonly 

cited microaggressions included being deadnamed, misgendered, tokenized, excluded, and 

exposed to adverse and transphobic interactions with cisgender individuals. These 

microaggressions appeared within and outside the classroom environment at both the 

undergraduate and graduate student levels. While findings suggest that trans* students face various 

microaggressions, the most prominent microaggressions were being deadnamed and misgendered. 

Every study participant recalled instances where they and their trans* peers were 

deadnamed or misgendered verbally, on paper, or in a virtual setting. One participant recalled a 

professor who consistently passed around an attendance sheet with their deadname, although the 

participant constantly corrected the professor and completed the affirmed name process. Another 

participant shared similar frustrations and recalled being continuously deadnamed and 

misgendered by an instructor, even after they and cisgender peers corrected this professor multiple 

times. The data further indicated that trans* students were deadnamed by individuals and within 

the University's online learning platform and at University events, such as graduation. These 

findings suggest that deadnaming and misgendering occur with employees and classmates and 

happen on campus in residence halls. For example, both interview and focus group participants 
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shared that residence life staff deadname and misgender students because of deadnames on 

residence hall door tags and decorations. 

Other microaggressions participants cited included cisgender-based language by faculty 

and classmates. The evidence revealed that the use of cisgender language made trans* students 

feel increasingly alienated and excluded while it failed to recognize and affirm students who do 

not identify on the cisgender binary. Participants stated examples that included dividing a class 

based on cisgender identity or referring to a group of individuals utilizing gender-based languages, 

such as ladies or gentlemen. Additionally, the findings suggested that cisgender faculty, staff, and 

peers tokenized trans* students. Participants shared experiences where they were asked to speak 

on behalf of the trans* community. They also shared incidents where they were invited to 

participate in University events and activities only because of their trans* student identity. 

The data evidenced a prevalence of microaggressions within the University setting and 

their adverse effects on trans* students’ experiences and perceptions. The consistency of these 

microaggressions is an additional significant challenge and obstacle for trans* students and a 

discriminatory practice they adjust to and navigate while enrolled at the University.  

4.1.3 Campus Facilities and Infrastructure 

The data analysis revealed inadequate campus facilities and infrastructure. Participants 

noted that progress had been made to develop gender-inclusive restrooms and housing. However, 

participant responses and student narratives indicated that the current physical layout, options, and 

availability of gender-inclusive restrooms and trans* affirming student housing fail to address the 

varying needs of all-trans* students. Furthermore, the findings suggest that the current physical 
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structure of most campus buildings has not been redesigned or renovated to promote gender 

inclusion or affirm people outside the cisgender binary.  

Participant responses and historical documents indicated that while the University first 

launched gender-inclusive restrooms in 2014 and increased the number on campus in 2019, many 

buildings still lack an adequate number of gender-inclusive restrooms. For example, multiple 

participants cited the lack of gender-inclusive restrooms in the theatre, library, and science center. 

The findings also suggest that inequities exist in the number of gender-inclusive restrooms 

available in buildings. Access issues were highlighted because participants identified that most 

gender-inclusive restrooms in academic and administrative buildings are single-person use 

facilities only, providing limited access, whereas multi-stall restrooms can be used by several 

individuals simultaneously.  

While gender-inclusive housing received positive feedback from participants, structural 

limitations exist related to housing options available for trans* students. Participants cited the lack 

of housing with private bathrooms in residence halls and apartments. Based on the current 

housing’s structural setup, students have access to either single-use or multi-use community 

restrooms on a floor or a semi-private restroom shared with multiple individuals. Findings also 

suggest that while trans* students in a residence hall can request a single room, students looking 

to live in the apartment-style living only have the option to share an apartment with one or two 

other people. The review of institutional data suggests that no single apartment-style housing 

option is presently available to undergraduates at the University.  

The physical structure and setup of campus facilities do not promote a trans* affirming 

environment. This study suggests that the current structural limitations of campus challenge trans* 

students based on equity, access, and wellbeing and fail to address the needs of all-trans* students. 
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While the findings indicated that progress had been made over the last few years to address the 

needs of trans* students, the overall campus climate around gender identity and being trans* 

remains neither inclusive nor affirming. Trans* students face various barriers that negatively 

influence their student experience on campus and exacerbate the challenges they face as college 

students and members of a marginalized identity. 

4.2 Theme 2: Trans* students are in need of targeted support services and resources 

Based on participants’ responses and an analysis of institutional documents, the findings 

of this study revealed that the University lacks and trans* students need targeted support services 

and resources. Data indicated that the expressed and felt needs of trans* students are not being 

completely met at an institutional level. While participants cited that progress has been made over 

the last three years, citing examples like the affirmed name policy and Lavender graduation 

ceremony, insufficiencies still exist within two areas, the lack of trans* specific services and 

resources available to trans* students and the limited amount of trans* affirming care embedded 

within existing institutional support structures and systems. This section expands upon these two 

insufficiencies.  

Unlike other marginalized identity groups at the University, the data revealed no existing 

standalone or targeted resources and support services for trans* students. Interview participants 

could name and identify various campus services and resources they utilized. Still, students failed 

to mention trans* specific resources and services. None of the interview participants named a 

department, program, or resource that explicitly focused on providing support services and 

resources solely to and for the benefit of trans* students. Interview and focus group participants 
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did not mention any targeted trans* student services. For example, one interview participant 

expressed concerns about the lack of a queer student resource center/space like you would find at 

other institutions. Focus group responses identified the need to create a position to deal with trans* 

issues and be a point person for trans* students. Additionally, study findings suggested that 

compared to other existing targeted student support services, such as those made available to 

students with disabilities, international students, BIPOC students, and women, trans* students do 

not have a dedicated advocacy center, staff, or support programs.  

Beyond the lack of targeted standalone services, data indicated that existing support 

services and resources at the University provide inadequate trans* affirming care and support. 

Participants cited interactions with departments and offices where they were deadnamed, 

misgendered, and made to feel that staff working within these units were insensitive or unaware 

of how to best address the issues and needs of trans* individuals. Document analysis further 

supported these findings. While participants described various one-off adverse interactions with 

different offices, the findings suggest insufficient trans* affirming mental healthcare at the 

University. For example, focus group participants shared that the University has "poor mental 

health resources." They also suggested a discernable need to "increase trans* specific mental 

healthcare." Furthermore, the prevailing perception in the trans* community was that the 

counseling center, one of the most prominent support services provided, is not adequately prepared 

to address the needs of trans* students. A student participant expanded on that idea: 

I don't have a fond opinion of counseling services at the University. I think for people that 

just need someone to talk to for a little bit, they're a great resource. Whether it be the stress 

of class or the death of a family member, I think they're a great place to go, to just kind of 

talk and work through things like that. But I think for more heavier, long-term things, such 
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as maybe having a chronic mental illness or needing counseling on coming out and 

embracing your gender identity and navigating through those circles, I haven't seen that at 

counseling services. 

Other participants shared similar responses. Participants could recall instances where they or peers 

had experienced a lack of care and support from similar offices at the University, such as residence 

life, student conduct, career services, and the women's center.  

Like other higher education institutions, the University provides various support services 

and resources to support and promote student success. Despite the vast array of services that 

presently exist, it appears that the lack of targeted trans* affirming support services and resources 

was a prominent theme that emerged from study data. This study’s findings suggest that the level 

of support and resources available to trans* students, both standalone and embedded, are limited 

and insufficient.  

4.3 Theme 3: Trans* students place significant value and importance on social connections 

Evidence from this study suggests that trans* students place significant value and 

importance on developing and maintaining social connections with students, faculty, and staff. The 

data revealed that trans* students have an interest and need in developing and maintaining 

relationships within three types of social support groups. First is the connection and relationships 

with their cisgender peers, faculty, and staff. The second focuses on finding support and 

camaraderie with trans* peers, and the third revolves around identifying trans* affirming mentors 

and role models. This section expands upon the significance study participants placed on these 

social support networks and the consistent theme of the need for meaningful and positive social 



 72 

connections and interactions with peers, faculty, and staff that emerged from the data collected 

and analyzed. 

Study findings indicated that all interview participants mentioned and consistently 

identified affirming interactions as valuable and necessary from a social support perspective. 

Interview findings further confirmed that trans* students are yearning and actively seeking to 

establish and maintain positive and affirming relationships with cisgender peers, faculty, and staff. 

Data further revealed that participants either attributed their adjustment and collegiate success to 

establishing affirming relationships with cisgender individuals or, on the opposite end, believed 

that the lack of these relationships complicated their adjustment. For example, multiple 

participants shared that when they experienced microaggressions, they coped by receiving support 

and assistance from trans* affirming peers, faculty, and staff. One participant even attributed their 

accomplishments to a select group of cisgender trans* affirming faculty and staff, sharing, "I 

wouldn't be where I'm at right now if it wasn't for them." 

Additionally, the findings also revealed that while participants are yearning for social 

connection, they do not want the focal point of their relationships to be solely about their trans* 

identity. Several participants shared frustrations about discussing and educating cisgender 

individuals who are part of their social support networks about their gender identity. A participant 

expanded upon this idea by sharing: 

I think with other trans students, it's easier because you're all coming from a relatively 

similar place where you understand what it means to be outside of the norm. So you don't 

have to discuss that at all. Whereas other cis students are like, What does it mean to be 

queer? And you have to talk through very personal identities and some traumas, and your 

like, I just wanted to talk to you about what you got at the on-campus coffee shop. 
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Similar ideas emerged from the focus group. Participants shared a lack of trans* etiquette among 

their cisgender peers and felt forced to speak on behalf of their entire identity group.  

Beyond the need for relationships with cisgender individuals, this study’s findings suggest 

that trans* students are interested in establishing social relationships and connections with their 

trans* peers. Interview participants who were able to develop friendships with other trans* peers 

indicated that these interactions benefited their collegiate adjustment and persistence. For example, 

one participant expanded upon this idea by stating:  

I ended up starting to become friends with more of the trans students on campus because it 

was like - Hey, we have common ground, we can understand each other. You understand, 

you get me. It helped a lot and being able to actually communicate with each other and 

understand our different experiences.  

Considering their common and shared experiences, trans* students have a need and interest in 

finding a peer group and identifying their community within the institution. A participant expanded 

upon this notion by stating, "the friends that I have made here and especially the people that do 

also identify as trans ... there's a sense of community." Findings also suggest that the individuals 

they interacted with the most and regarded as close friends were fellow trans* students among 

study participants. The participants' responses also suggested that trans* students want more 

opportunities to interact socially at the university. The data indicated that social engagement 

opportunities for trans* students were predominately non-existent. Several participants indicated 

that they valued the Queer Straight Alliance as a student group that could provide these 

opportunities. Still, evidence suggests that these social interactions are further limited because this 

group is presently no longer active at the University or, for some participants, was unresponsive 

when contacted.  
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According to the data, trans* students need and are interested in identifying trans* and 

trans* affirming mentors and role models. The evidence indicated that trans* students lack mentors 

and role models with similar gender identities. Presently, institutional data containing the number 

of faculty and staff who identify as trans" are not available. However, the findings suggest that 

trans* students perceive a significant lack of trans* representation among University employees. 

Participant responses and documents analyzed in this study confirmed this perception. One study 

participant expanded upon this idea: 

I think it would be interesting to have more representations of trans people in a professional 

setting. If there were, more trans lecturers or your trans professors or things like that, 

because right now, a lot of trans and non-binary identities feel very young, and they almost 

feel juvenile, unfortunately. And I don't like that, but it's hard when you don't see yourself 

represented in the professionals around you. 

Focus group data and published student narratives also confirmed this finding. The data also 

revealed trans* students expressed a need and interest in mentorship opportunities with faculty and 

staff that are either trans* or self-identify as part of the LGBTQ identity group. As shared 

previously, unlike other marginalized identity groups, support services and programs for trans* 

and LGBTQ students are primarily non-existent at the University. Data revealed that the only 

exception was the University's implementation of a lavender graduation celebration for LGBTQ 

graduates, which multiple participants mentioned as an affirming measure.  

Trans* students value and yearn for planned and unplanned opportunities to socially 

interact and build affirming relationships with cisgender individuals, trans* peers, and University 

employees. Their interactions also extend to a need to see and interact with trans visibly* affirming 

mentors and role models who identify as trans* or members of the LGBTQ community. While 
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multiple participants were able to create social support networks and find their community within 

the institution, the findings suggest that this is an area where institutional support and assistance 

would be beneficial. 

4.4 Theme 4: Education and training for cisgender students, faculty, and staff around 

gender identity and gender-inclusive practices is insufficient 

Another theme to emerge from the study suggests that the current level of education and 

training on gender-inclusive practices and gender identity at the University is insufficient. 

Participant responses and data collected from the document analysis indicated a correlation 

between the microaggressions trans* students encounter and the limited awareness of gender 

identity and trans* issues that exist among cisgender students, faculty, and staff. The findings 

suggested a gap in providing and supporting campus-wide gender identity-based education. The 

following section describes the insufficiencies in gender-identity-based education.  

According to the findings, education on gender identity exists, but has historically focused 

on the cisgender binary. Data collected and analyzed revealed that the University, as a former 

women's college, has allocated resources and developed support structures to ensure that students, 

faculty, and staff have education and training on gender equity and women's rights. Examples 

supporting these findings include a women's center, women and gender studies, and a leadership 

living-learning community for women. Participant responses suggested that the education and 

training on gender equity have failed to address and acknowledge the needs, rights, and 

experiences of trans* individuals. One participant expanded upon this idea and shared: 
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It feels like they're (the University) so focused on women specifically and women's 

empowerment that sometimes, trans people are an afterthought. And again, I think that's a 

general symptom of society. But sometimes, it is hard when you have a whole course that's 

centered around, this is how we are empowering women. And yes, that lens can be applied 

to non-binary and trans people. But the name of the course, it's still Women in Policy or 

Feminist Studies. These are useful things; these are important things. But the language 

around them is still binary. Even if the teachers are trying to make it more inclusive, it's 

still a Women's and Gender Studies Program.  

Focus group data revealed similar findings, with participants stating, "peers are not 

properly educated on trans issues or trans etiquette.” Findings also indicated that faculty and peers 

reinforce the cisgender binary by using gendered language and failing to acknowledge the lack of 

trans* representation in existing research. One focus group participant identified that "yearly 

training" should be conducted to educate faculty on creating an inclusive environment in their 

classroom. Additionally, institutional documents that were part of the document analysis supported 

a gap in training and education on gender identity and inclusive practices. The analyzed documents 

consistently noted and recommended that the University increase its efforts to educate and train 

all faculty, staff, and students on this subject matter.  

Data analysis revealed that training and education focusing on trans* identity and gender-

inclusive practices have been limited and inconsistent. The only documented training discovered 

through this analysis was conducted as a component of an existing training program, such as 

faculty meetings and new faculty orientation, and select student leader training programs. The data 

further revealed that these training sessions were usually conducted once a year and were restricted 

to a 30-to-60-minute period. Study findings indicated that the University incorporated educational 
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materials on gender identity and inclusive practices in official publications, such as student and 

employee handbooks and teaching pamphlets. Despite the recommendations received from 

students and the gender inclusive taskforce, when this study was conducted, no data suggest that 

active and consistent gender-identity education and training is provided to staff, adjunct faculty, 

contracted employees, or the general student population. 

Additionally, evidence suggests that gender-identity and gender-inclusive training is not 

an institutional requirement or mandate for any group, and individual department heads and 

program leads determine the participation. Furthermore, the findings revealed limited education 

on gender identity within the existing academic coursework. Interview participants shared that 

trans* identity was incorporated only as part of the women and gender studies or intergroup 

dialogue program curricula. Otherwise, participants shared discussions on trans* identity, and 

gender inclusion in other classes was primarily non-existent and cisgender focused, except for 

when they shared their perspective and incorporated it themselves as a trans* individual.  

Focus group participants similarly elaborated on this finding, indicating that trans* students 

are often expected to speak on behalf of their identity group. Each participant recalled an 

experience where they had to educate and engage with a cisgender peer or employee on gender-

inclusive practices or trans* issues. Most interview participants shared experiences where they 

were consistently asked questions about "coming out" as trans* to different faculty and classmates 

each semester. For example, one participant elaborated on the lack of education and awareness 

among faculty, sharing that "A lot of faculty could be educated more on pronouns, especially non-

binary ones because I still know a lot of people who are basically forced to choose a binary gender 

in order to not be ostracized or just feel ashamed of themselves." Another participant indicated 

that in their interactions with cisgender peers, when they adopted their affirmed name, they 



 78 

encountered well-meaning but insensitive questions and inquiries like, "Why do you use this 

name? Are you a boy? What's wrong?" The data suggest that the lack of education and awareness 

of cisgender students, faculty, and staff may be correlated with the microaggressions within the 

inquiry setting. Most participants shared that in their interactions with cisgender peers, faculty, 

and staff, they were well-intentioned but lacked awareness of trans* issues and trans* etiquette.  

As previously discussed in this chapter, this study’s findings highlighted that trans* 

students consistently experience microaggressions within the inquiry setting. The data analyzed 

for this study and expanded upon in this theme suggest a gap in education and training on gender 

identity and inclusive practices. The current gender-identity-based education insufficiently 

addresses the needs and issues trans* students face. Evidence also suggests that the lack of 

awareness and sensitivity around trans* issues may contribute to the microaggressions many 

participants experience. 

4.5 Theme 5: External factors outside the University influence the experiences and 

perceptions of trans* students 

The findings further revealed that trans* students encounter a variety of various external 

factors outside the inquiry setting that influence their college adjustment and persistence. External 

factors outside the university affected participants' experiences positively and negatively. This 

same data also suggests a correlation between trans* students' perceptions and their evaluations of 

their experiences based on individual interactions involving their trans* gender identity before 

enrollment. Accordingly, external factors, like finances, healthcare, social support networks, and 

pre-existing exposure to transphobia and discrimination have the potential to exacerbate their 
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student experience. This section expands upon the external factors identified within this study and 

the common barriers that participants experience outside the University. 

The first common barrier most student participants consistently reported revolved around 

anxiety related to finances - both related and unrelated to their gender identity. Examples of 

participant financial concerns included costs associated with attending colleges, such as tuition, 

housing, and food. Several participants shared that they were responsible for covering the costs 

associated with college themselves and lacking financial support from family. While most 

participants shared this common concern, the data could not determine whether the lack of familial 

financial assistance was related to their gender identity. Still, data suggest a possible correlation, 

as four out of nine interview participants lived financially independently. Focus group data also 

showed that trans* students need access to the emergency fund because of the lack of family 

support and financial hardships. The results showed that trans* students consistently cited costs 

related to trans* affirming healthcare and the purchase of gender-affirming clothing as sources of 

gender identity-related financial problems. 

Beyond financial concerns related to trans* affirming healthcare, the findings revealed the 

lack of access to trans limits trans* students* affirming healthcare both in and outside the inquiry 

setting. The lack of on-campus trans* affirming healthcare was discussed in Theme 2, but 

participants cited that access to off-campus trans* affirming healthcare, both physical health and 

mental care, is challenging. Participants indicated that access to healthcare is inadequate, and the 

current student health plan provides limited trans* affirming care. Interview participants and 

written student narratives cited the limitations surrounding the current University-sponsored health 

care plan. While most participants reported they choose not to enroll in the health plan, one 

participant provided further insight into the lack of trans* affirming care by stating: 
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There was no gender-affirming care, and it was hard to get surgery covered, like GRS or a 

gender reassignment surgery; it was hard to get that covered and done. Yeah, there's no 

gender care. The only care, I believe, was to see your PCP. And a lot of the times, getting 

on hormone replacement therapy isn't just your PCP, and that is a big expense. 

The data collected from document analysis confirmed that the student health insurance plans 

provided limited to no coverage related to trans* affirming care.  

Evidence revealed that social support networks also affected trans* students' ability to 

adjust to and persist at college. Among student participants, the level of off-campus social support 

networks varied. Participants who had them shared that they relied on these networks, which 

consisted of family and friends, to help them cope and navigate challenges related and unrelated 

to their gender identity. One participant indicated that in the absence and loss of their social support 

network, they found themselves employing unhealthy coping mechanisms to manage the anxieties 

they were facing, such as using alcohol and drugs. Another participant shared their "strength and 

resiliency" to manage the day-to-day challenges they encountered as a trans* individual in their 

pre-existing support network. Therefore, the data suggest that trans* students benefit from pre-

established off-campus support networks at college.  

The last factor that emerged from data is that trans* students' pre-collegiate exposure to 

microaggressions influenced their perceptions of campus climate and evaluations of their 

experiences at the University. The data revealed that most interview participants had previously 

experienced microaggressions and other forms of discrimination related to their gender identity 

and expression even before coming to college. Multiple participants shared that compared to the 

microaggressions they encountered on-campus, they felt safe to be themselves compared to when 

they were in their hometown or secondary school settings. The data also suggests that most 
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participants could either openly explore or express their gender identity for the first time in college. 

Several study participants also cited that while they were openly trans*, they knew classmates who 

could not be "out" and go by their affirmed name because their parents were not aware or did not 

accept them. One participant recalled a friend who had their RA create two name tags for their 

door, one listed their deadname and the other affirmed name. They shared that this friend would 

switch the tags on the door when their parents visited them due to fear of being disowned and 

losing familial support. Therefore, perceptions related to campus climate were strongly influenced 

by the type of discrimination they had encountered before college. When asked to evaluate campus 

climate, all participants were able to identify areas of improvement. Still, data indicated that their 

overall perception was influenced by what they had encountered before coming to the University.  

While each participant could recount ways in which the University could improve and 

disclose microaggressions they faced, the research showed that generally, seven out of the nine 

interview participants had a favorable outlook on the inclusive efforts of the University. However, 

the findings indicated that their exposure to discrimination and harassment outside the collegiate 

environment might influence this perception. Trans* participants with positive, mixed, and 

negative perceptions of campus culture all spoke about normalizing the microaggressions they 

encountered and the coping mechanisms they employed to overcome these triggering experiences. 

Alex 2 indicated that compared to his experiences outside the University, he felt the University 

was affirming his gender identity. He shared that he gets upset when he is deadnamed or 

misgendered but has learned to just get over things and employ coping mechanisms to deal with 

microaggressions. Other participants shared similar sentiments, and from the data collected in this 

study, it appears that trans* participants have learned to live with the marginalization they 

encounter. Their on-campus experiences are often minimized because compared to outside the 
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collegiate environment, they are either worse or perceived as common challenges trans* 

individuals learn to face. 

These external factors identified in this section are barriers that trans* students encounter 

that provide additional challenges and obstacles while enrolled in college. Trans* students' 

exposure to microaggressions and discriminatory practices may be pervasive and affects them in 

multiple settings. This study’s data revealed that external factors are a compounding issue that can 

potentially exacerbate the student experience and academic success of trans* students.  

4.6 Theme 6: Trans* students experience fatigue related to being tokenized and consistent 

self-advocation 

The final theme that emerged from the data analysis indicated that trans* students 

experience fatigue from being tokenized and consistently self-advocating for themselves and their 

needs. The data indicated that this fatigue was a persistent finding among all participants. This 

section expands upon these findings, showing that trans* students experience consistent and 

pervasive fatigue like other marginalized populations.  

Participants cited feeling tokenized at an individual and University level. The data 

indicated that tokenization occurs within the classroom environment, especially when asked to 

speak to or share their viewpoint based on their trans* identity. Data also suggested that while the 

participants cited using pronouns as an affirming practice, the required use of self-disclosure in 

some classroom settings exposes trans* students to further tokenization and anxiety related to 

whether they "come out." The findings also suggested that the tokenization is perceived to occur 

at a University level, with data suggesting that the institution utilizes images of trans* students to 
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market the institution as LGBTQ-friendly. One participant cited an example of an incident where 

the University called upon trans* students and allies to take a "unity picture." This participant 

shared that trans* students felt targeted because they were emailed to participate in the picture 

individually and did not feel the administration acknowledged or addressed their needs as trans* 

students. Evidence suggests that many trans* students are often invited to speak or participate in 

events based on their singular identity as a trans* student, which they indicated was problematic 

because it further tokenized them and ignored their intersecting identities and diversity interests.  

Trans* students also reported experiencing fatigue due to advocating for their needs and 

self-interests. Participants cited that the fatigue they experienced was related to various identity-

related factors. One of the most common exhaustion points was the continuous nature of the 

"coming out" process for trans* students. As one participant elaborated: 

I wanted that fix-all, where I could just come out once, so I don't have to do it anymore, 

everybody knows, and it's fine now. I don't have to keep coming out. In reality, just like it 

is with sexuality, it's the same with gender identity. You have to keep coming out, and you 

have to keep addressing the issue. It can just be exhausting. 

Another point of exhaustion, as trans* students stated, was continuously discussing, and 

explaining their gender identity. One participant highlighted this example by sharing that they are 

frustrated with continuously educating cisgender faculty and peers about pronoun usage and trans* 

etiquette. Additionally, the findings revealed that trans* students face fatigue from pointing out 

and addressing microaggressions and system inequities at the University. Several participants 

expressed frustrations about perceived institutional commitment to address the needs and issues 

of trans* students. One participant shared that they believe trans* students are not a "priority," 
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whereas another indicated that they tend to be an "afterthought." Another participant elaborated 

on this perception: 

I feel like oftentimes, the university will create a gender inclusion council or a diversity 

council, and the people on the council will give University administration their 

recommendations on how to fix it. Then it might be years before you see actual change or 

an actual beginning to implement those kinds of good changes for the institution. I think a 

lot of that is slowed down just through an administration not being very transparent. Then 

also viewing their own institution as, "We do so great. We do so many things." Which is 

true, but it slows down further progress, once they reach a certain point. 

Study findings suggested that the fatigue trans* students experience may also be 

accentuated because the feedback they are providing is not being considered. Participants indicated 

that not only does the institution seem slow to act, but it also does not involve trans* students in 

the change process. Focus group data confirmed this finding, with one participant identifying the 

following solution, "Allow currently enrolled trans students to have an active voice and opinion 

on on-going policies and procedural changes at the university such as a committee or direct line of 

communication with staff.”  

Based on the data collected and analyzed in the study, trans* students appeared to be 

subject to increased fatigue and anxiety. The data suggest that in the absence of trans* student 

support services and resources, trans* students must consistently advocate for themselves and 

navigate a campus climate that does not affirm or support their needs. The trans* student 

experience is further complicated by how trans* students are tokenized and self-advocate for their 

needs and interests. 
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4.7 Conclusion 

This chapter presented the patterns and themes that emerged from the needs assessment. 

The research data was collected, coded, re-coded, codified, and categorized based on the study 

parameters outlined in Chapter 3. The emerging themes clarified the experiences, challenges, and 

needs of trans* students within the inquiry setting. Additionally, as part of the study design, the 

perception of campus climate on gender identity and expression for trans* students at the 

University was also explored. Through the in-depth analysis, the results of this inquiry provide 

empirical evidence of the challenge and obstacles trans* students face. The findings also highlight 

that while there is much works that needs to be done to improve the experiences and perceptions 

of trans* students, optimistically progress has been made in the last three years with the 

development of tran* inclusive policies, practices, and programs. Chapter 5 discusses how these 

findings can be utilized to address the needs and interests of trans* students within the inquiry 

setting and affirm the extant literature and research. 
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5.0 Chapter 5: Discussions and Implications 

The purpose of this inquiry was twofold. First, it aimed to understand the campus climate 

and its effects on trans* students at the University. Second, it aimed to identify common needs, 

perceived challenges, and the unique obstacles trans* students encounter in the inquiry setting as 

they adjust to and navigate college. The needs assessment approach was adopted to achieve these 

goals. The study’s findings identified improvement opportunities and tangible solutions to 

challenges and needs expressed and felt by the trans* student participants. This chapter reviews 

the inquiry questions that guided this study based on assertions from the themes and the literature. 

The chapter begins with an in-depth discussion of each inquiry question, summarizing the 

identified themes, the study’s findings, and their contribution to the existing literature. The chapter 

then discusses implications for practice, including solutions identified by participants, study 

limitations, and possible directions for future research on this topic.  

5.1 Conclusions Related to Inquiry Questions 

This section discusses each inquiry question and assertions made to address each question. 

Assertions are findings in qualitative research studies and embrace the study's situational, 

temporal, and contextual nature (Saldaña, 2016). Each assertion aims to answer the inquiry 

questions based on the themes that emerged from the data collected and analyzed in Chapter 4 and 

the research and literature discussed in Chapter 3. 
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5.1.1 Inquiry Question #1: What is the trans* student perception of campus climate around 

gender identity? (How do university policies and practices influence a trans* students 

experience at the University? How do interactions with cisgender faculty, staff, and 

students impact a trans* student's experience?) 

Based on data, the campus climate and culture at the university lack the necessary services, 

resources, and policies to support and affirm trans* students adequately. This assertion was 

supported by Theme 1, which revealed that campus culture is not affirming nor inclusive of trans* 

students, and Theme 6, which highlighted that trans* students encounter increased tokenism and 

experience fatigue related to consistent self-advocation. The literature reviewed in this study also 

supported this assertion by demonstrating that trans* students at institutions of higher education 

are an underserved population that face challenges surrounding campus policies, facilities, support 

services, and general awareness (Beemyn et al., 2015; Davis & Galup, 2013; Garvey et al., 2018; 

Goldberg, 2018; McKinney, 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017; Pryor, 2015; Rankin et al., 2010; Renn, 2017). 

Existing research shows that the campus climate at secondary and post-secondary institutions is 

perceived as unwelcoming, non-affirming, and hostile towards trans* students (Beemyn, 2003; 

Goldberg, 2018; Grant et al., 2011; Nicolazzo, 2017; Rankin et al., 2010). Evidence from this study 

supports and contributes to the existing research, as the study demonstrated that the University, at 

the time the study was conducted, was not perceived or universally considered to be an inclusive 

or affirming of trans*students. I utilized the term universally in this study because evidence 

suggests trans* students could find and interact with offices and employees they perceived as 

affirming and supportive of their gender identity and expression, although they were not 

implemented or available institution wide. This nuance is important to share because it provides 

context and because it is supported by existing scholarly findings, which indicates that despite 
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negative perceptions of campus climates, trans* students do manage to find faculty and staff who 

affirm and support them (Beemyn, 2003; Grant et al., 2011; Nicolazzo, 2017).  

This study identified two primary institutional factors supporting the assertion that the 

campus climate is non-affirming for trans* students. The first is that trans* students commonly 

have marginalizing and exclusionary experiences and interactions. These common shared 

experiences are consistent with research findings that indicate trans* students are increasingly 

exposed to discriminatory and oppressive environments (Nicolazzo, 2017; Rankin et al., 2010). 

According to the results, a trans* student collegiate experience involves adapting to traditional 

challenges of college and coping with increased anxiety and discrimination from being exposed to 

gender-identity-based microaggressions (Beemyn 2003; Garvey et al., 2017; Griner et al., 2017; 

Nicolazzo, 2017). Data indicated that the microaggressions manifested themselves at all levels 

within the University, ranging from interactions with peers, faculty, and staff to University 

policies, practices, and systems. As illustrated in Chapter 2, microaggressions affect trans* 

students' social and academic success and general wellbeing (Beemyn, 2003; Goldberg, 2018; 

Nicolazzo, 2017).  

The second institutional factor contributing to the assertion that the University is non-

affirming is that trans* students are expected to advocate for themselves on their own time at the 

expense of their personal development. Trans* students in this study felt like they were expected 

to educate their cisgender peers, faculty, and staff about gender identity and the meaning of trans*. 

Trans* students are expected to answer questions and are called upon to share their perspectives 

as a member of the trans* community in and outside the classroom environment. This expectation 

contributed to fatigue and feelings of consistently advocating and fighting for their needs. The 

existing research also confirmed that providing identity-based education is an exhausting 
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occurrence that is common for trans* students and takes its toll on them (Beemyn, 2003; 

Nicolazzo, 2017; Rankin & Beemyn, 2011). Evidence from the study suggests that as part of this 

self-advocation, trans* students feel tokenized and felt used to market the University as a diverse 

environment that is LGBTQ-friendly. As the study findings and the literature illustrate, trans* 

students, like other marginalized identity populations, face increased tokenization and 

victimization because of their gender identity and expression (Goldberg, 2018; Griner et al., 2017; 

Nicolazzo, 2017; Pryor, 2015; Rankin et al., 2010).  

5.1.2 Inquiry Question #2: What are the challenges and obstacles trans* students encounter 

while they adjust and persist through college? 

From the data collected and analyzed in this study, I assert that trans* students encounter 

distinct challenges and obstacles that affect their ability to adjust to and navigate college because 

of their gender identity. This assertion was supported by Theme 1; highlighting that campus culture 

is neither affirming nor inclusive of trans* students; Theme 3, revealing that trans* students place 

significant value and importance on social connection; Theme 4, indicating that education and 

training for cisgender students, faculty, and staff around gender-inclusive practices is insufficient; 

and Theme 5, suggesting that external factors outside the University influence the experiences and 

perception of trans* students. Existing literature demonstrates that in comparison to cisgender 

peers, trans* students find themselves in oppressive environments that present unique challenges 

and obstacles because of their gender identity and expression (Beemyn 2003; Goldberg, 2018; 

Grant et al., 2011; Nicolazzo, 2017; Rankin et al., 2010). Evidence collected in this study 

contributes to literature around this topic and supports the assertion that trans* students face 

distinct obstacles and challenges as they adjust and persist through college. While the experiences 
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of trans* students cannot be generalized, they appear to be shared by most study participants. 

Shared experiences mentioned by multiple participants included exposure to discrimination 

through microaggressions, inadequate education and training on gender-identity, lack of trans* 

related resources and services, inadequate trans* affirming policies and accountability measures, 

increased anxiety and psychological trauma, and lack of trans* affirming social support networks. 

These shared experiences not only emerged from the study but support similar findings from 

existing research that while the experiences of trans* students vary, most trans* student experience 

similar negative and discriminatory experiences (Beemyn, 2003; Garvey et al., 2017; Grant et al., 

2011; Nicolazzo, 2017). 

Evidence suggests that trans* students are subjected to challenges and obstacles that 

negatively affect their personal, social, psychological, and academic success and wellbeing. As 

illustrated in Chapter 2, these obstacles can potentially affect trans* student adjustment, retention, 

and persistence even among students with effective coping strategies (Beemyn 2003; Goldberg, 

2018; Nicolazzo, 2017; Rankin et al., 2010). These challenges and obstacles manifest themselves 

at both individual and institutional levels. Individually, participants consistently endured 

microaggressions, with all participants mentioned exampleslike being deadnamed or misgendered. 

Existing research indicates that such triggering experiences contribute to trans* students’ anxiety 

surrounding social acceptance, which is affected by pre-collegiate experiences and further 

exacerbated by navigating the coming out process and its repetitive nature for trans* individuals 

(Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 2012; Goldberg, Beemyn, & Smith; 2018; Grant et al., 2011; 

Nicolazzo, 2017)Participants stated other individual factors, including concerns around finances 

and cost of college, access to trans* affirming amenities and services, like housing and healthcare, 

and availability of a trans* affirming social support network consisting of friends, family members, 
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and mentors. The existing literature supports and confirms these findings, indicating that these 

individual factors identified in this study are a common concern among many trans* students at 

colleges and universities nationwide (Garvey et al., 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017).  

Institutionally, trans* students face obstacles due to deficiencies in current University 

policies, practices, and resources. The current University policies are not affirming or inclusive for 

the most part and fail to acknowledge or account for the needs and interests of trans* students. 

Evidence suggests that because of the lack of trans* affirming policies, departments provide 

inconsistent trans* affirming care and support. Research confirms this finding and supports that 

organizational practices are inconsistent and subject to individual interpretation in the absence of 

policies (Beemyn et al., 2005; Dirks, 2012; Garvey et al., 2018; James et al., 2016; McKinney, 

2005; Weatherley & Lipsky, 1977). The data also indicated the lack of training and education on 

gender identity and trans* issues for employees and students. As illustrated in Chapter 2, the lack 

of awareness and education around trans* issues is a prominent challenge trans* students 

encountered at college and universities nationwide (Beemyn et al., 2005; Dugan, Kusel, & 

Simounet, 2012; Nicolazzo, 2017). Lastly, the study’s findings confirmed that the lack of 

designated trans* affirming resources, such as an LGBTQ Center or staff position, negatively 

affects and decreases awareness and access to services, trans* student advocacy, and institutional 

accountability, which is also support by research highlighting the importance of LGBTQ spaces 

and staff on college campuses as a best practice and trans* student need (Beemyn, et al., 2005; 

Goldberg, Beemyn, & Smith, 2018; Mase III, n.d.; Nicolazzo, 2017). 

According to the study results, the obstacles trans* students encounter are not restricted to 

their interactions within the inquiry setting. Trans* students come to and navigate through the 

University already having been exposed to microaggressions and institutional equities in their day-
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to-day interactions with the world around them and secondary educational environments. This 

exposure appears to have affected participants’ perceptions of their on-campus experiences. The 

findings suggest that participants have already been exposed to instances and situations where they 

were discriminated against and marginalized because of their gender identity and expression. 

Therefore, experiences before and outside the collegiate environment might have influenced 

participants’ responses and perceptions of and abilities to navigate obstacles they encountered at 

the University, a finding supported by literature demonstrating that trans* students encounter 

discrimination and harassment before college and within and outside the educational sector (Grant 

et al., 2011; James et al., 2016; Kosciw et al., 2016).  

 

5.1.3 Inquiry Question #3: What are the academic, social, and physical needs of trans* 

students at the University? (What types of services or programs do trans* students 

need to feel included and affirmed? What are the policies and practices trans* 

students identify as critical to increase their sense of belonging on campus?) 

Based on the study data, trans* students have unique needs as a student population that the 

University must examine and address to increase their sense of belonging and social integration. 

This assertion was supported by Theme 2, indicating that trans* students lack targeted support 

services and resources, and Theme 3, highlighting that trans* students place significant value and 

importance on social connection. The literature review supported and confirmed this assertion by 

highlighting the importance of belonging for all college students, but especially trans* students as 

an already marginalized identity group facing significant challenges and obstacles (Goldberg, 

Beemyn, & Smith, 2017; Nicolazzo, 2017; Parker, 2021; Renn, 2017). Therefore, evidence from 
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this study and existing research suggests that trans* students have various needs at individual and 

group levels. According to the data collected, most of these needs are perceived as not being met 

by the University. Study participants and documents revealed that within this inquiry setting, 

trans* students need the following: 

• affirming policies, practices, and facilities 

• dedicated trans* student support services and resources, 

• institution-wide gender-identity based education and training, 

• opportunities for meaningful social interaction and relationship building, and 

• increased institutional commitment and accountability. 

The existing literature confirms and supports the validity of these concerns through identifying 

that a gap exists in the services and experiences of trans* students in comparison to their cisgender 

peers and through the identification of existing best practices in trans* student support, advocacy, 

and affirmation (Beemyn et al., 2005; Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 2012; Goldberg, Beemyn, & 

Smith, 2018; McKinney, 2005; Nicolazzo, 2017; Rankin et al., 2010; Renn, 2017). 

Study findings indicated that the University needs to extensively review and revise its 

existing policies and practices to be trans* affirming and inclusive of all gender identities. In this 

regard, new policies should be developed to ensure equitable practices for all gender identities and 

address trans* student issues and interests. The existing literature and study findings confirm this 

need and suggest that the lack of trans* affirming policies and practices are a contributing factor 

to the lack of dedicated services and programs that address the needs of  trans* students (Beemyn 

et al., 2005; Garvey et al., 2018; Goldberg, Beemyn, & Smith, 2018; McKinney, 2005; Nicolazzo, 

2017).  The data indicated that the absence of not having a staff member or office solely responsible 

for advocacy, support, and policy development hampered and affected access to and availability 
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of institutional resources. According to participants’ responses and literature, trans* students need 

to have a place or person at the University focused on their needs and interests (Beemyn et al., 

2005; Golberg, Beemyn, & Smith, 2018; Nicolazzo, 2017). The evidence also indicated that trans* 

affirming care and support need to be universally applied in all sectors within the University. 

Trans* students do not operate singularly; therefore, it is in the best interest of students and each 

department to examine the level of trans* affirming care they provide and address any deficiencies 

within each unit.  

Data also revealed that gender-identity education and training at the university are 

inadequate and insufficient. Research has already shown that the lack of knowledge and awareness 

of gender identity and trans* issues among cisgender individuals is a significant mitigating factor 

that contributes to an un-affirming campus climate and student experience (Beemyn et al., 2005;; 

Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 2012; McKinney, 2005). Evidence from this study suggests that 

cisgender peers, faculty, and staff at the University lack awareness and understanding of trans* 

issues. The absence of required education and training on gender identity for all students and 

employees appears to have intensified this deficiency. Furthermore, trans* students perceived that 

the University is not committed to affirming and supporting trans* students. Resoundingly, based 

on past experiences and slow institutional response and reaction, participants felt that the 

University does not care about their needs and interests, a common finding found in the existing 

literature. Micro-aggressive incidents, which were perceived to be either not addressed or 

inadequately resolved by the University, often reinforced these feelings despite being reported to 

appropriate authorities. The lack of accountability leaves trans* students feeling unheard and 

further victimized, which leads to decreased reporting, as research shows (Beemyn et al., 2005; 

Goldberg, 2018; McKinney, 2005).  
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This study also confirmed that trans* students have a significant need for social interaction 

with trans* and queer peers, faculty, and staff. Nicolazzo (2017) found that trans* students 

benefited from expanding their social network by creating kinship and affinity with trans* and 

queer individuals based on commonalities. Similarly, this study found similar findings and 

suggests that trans* students benefit from opportunities to form meaningful relationships with 

individuals who have similar sexual and gender identities and interact with other LGBTQ 

individuals. These opportunities increase the chance that trans* students will find friends and 

mentors they could trust and build an affirming and supportive relationships with (Beemyn et al., 

2005; Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 2012; Nicolazzo, 2017). Data further suggested that trans* 

students would benefit from developing an LGBTQ mentorship program and increasing trans* 

visibility amongst faculty and staff. The existing research supported these findings and suggested 

that trans* students need mentorship and role models who are visible and supportive (Beemyn et 

al., 2005; Parker, 2021; Nicolazzo, 2017).  

5.2 Implications for Practice 

The needs assessment approach was adopted to identify specific tangible, solution-

oriented, and practitioner-based areas for improvement at the University (Gupta, 2007; Royse et 

al., 2009). More specifically, the findings provide implications for how the University and its 

leadership can improve and enhance the trans* student experience by addressing the issues and 

needs outlined in this study. As illustrated in Figure 1 in Chapter 2, needs assessments are grounded 

in a framework that allows for an in-depth comparison between the current condition and desired 

condition to identify and examine the needs of the target population (Gupta, 2007). Therefore, the 
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identified needs highlight action-oriented solutions and areas of growth for the University. 

Implementing these solutions will allow the University to shift to campus culture and institutional 

approach that affirms, embraces, and supports trans* students. 

Changing campus culture will require an institutional commitment to review, examine, and 

develop new and existing policies, programs, and services to ensure that they are gender-inclusive 

and do not implicitly reinforce the traditional gender binary. The efforts to promote gender 

inclusion must be spearheaded by university leaders and stakeholders responsible for the curricular 

and co-curricular services provided to students. Each department and academic program must 

commit to this by actively reviewing department-specific policies, procedures, and services to 

ensure gender identity affirmation is at the forefront. Additionally, while all faculty and staff 

practice gender inclusion, the University needs to create a designated staff position responsible for 

trans* and queer student support and services. An individual in this role could address and advocate 

for trans* students’ needs and allocate some time to assist departments in being inclusive and 

overseeing institutional accountability measures. 

Beyond departmental accountability, the study illustrated that to address trans* students' 

needs, the University would benefit from increasing accountability efforts within institutional 

policies, procedures, and processes. Several participants in the study perceived the institution to 

be resistant to change and slow to act at reactive and proactive levels, citing examples of 

microaggressions that occurred and structural inequity that has been shared but either not 

addressed or inadequately handled. The study revealed that trans* students need the institution to 

address transphobic behavior and attitudes promptly with an educational and punitive approach, 

like other student conduct and employee disciplinary process. Furthermore, the institution should 

be transparent in handling disciplinary matters and spelling out the process clearly and consistently 
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in student and employee handbooks. Overall, the University would be well served to spell out a 

zero-tolerance policy for transphobia and create an outline for how trans* students can report the 

various types of microaggressions they encounter and increase transparency around how it is 

addressed and resolved. These efforts should be incorporated into the existing student conduct and 

employee disciplinary processes. 

The study also confirmed the need for universal and increased training and education on 

gender identity and trans* issues. Students, faculty, and staff generally lack the knowledge and 

understanding in this area and general inclusive etiquette (Beemyn, et al., 2005; McKinney, 2005; 

Nicolazzo, 2017; Renn, 2017). This study’s findings illustrated that trans* students are often asked 

questions related to gender identity from cisgender peers, faculty, and staff and are frequently 

asked to speak on behalf of the trans* population both in and outside the classroom environment. 

The development and transition to continuous training and education for cisgender students, 

faculty, and staff on gender inclusion, implicit bias, and gender identity would address this 

deficiency among the University's cisgender population and further enhance an inclusive and 

trans* affirming campus culture. Additionally, the education and training on gender identity should 

also be comprehensive and applied within curricular and co-curricular environments, in specific 

academic courses, educational campaigns, campus events and activities, and student, faculty, and 

staff training (Beemyn, et al., 2005;; Nicolazzo, 2017). 

Aside from increasing training and education, an opportunity exists to involve and engage 

trans* students in the institution's inclusion efforts. Trans* students, like other marginalized 

student groups, want to ensure their voice is being heard and experiences related to institutional 

equity are considered. According to previous research, trans* students have historically faced 

environments where policies and services are developed for them as users but not as active 
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participants and stakeholders (Freire, 1970; Niicolazzo, 2017). This study highlighted that trans* 

students felt further marginalized by changes in institutional policies and practices because they 

were not included in the process from the beginning. Instead, they have been brought in at the end 

for feedback. Still, study participants had an intense desire to be consulted and involved in change 

efforts around gender inclusion throughout the process and not at the end. The study also confirmed 

that trans* students perceive a lack of trans* visibility among faculty and staff who could serve as 

role models and mentors. The lack of representation highlights an institutional need to focus 

recruitment and hiring efforts to intentionally increase trans* visibility among faculty and staff at 

the University. 

Regardless of current and past practices, this study identified a critical need to develop an 

institutional strategy that addresses the needs and interests of trans* students at the University. The 

implications outlined in this section demonstrated that the needs of trans* students could be 

addressed and resolved by adopting gender-inclusive policies and practices university-wide and 

creating and developing tailored support services for trans* students. Furthermore, the study also 

identified opportunities for gender-inclusive practices and tangible solutions that could be 

implemented with institutional support. A list of solutions is included in Appendix T. This list 

emerged from participant recommendations, data collected and analyzed for this inquiry, and best 

practices identified in existing literature and research. 

5.3 Institutional Specific Recommended Actions 

As the findings indicated, the experience of trans* students has improved at the University 

within the last three to four years. However, as cited by study participants and existing literature 
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reviewed in this document, further progress is needed at the institutional level. The data and themes 

that emerged from the needs assessment and the solutions identified in Appendix T provide a 

foundational framework and starting point for the University to develop an action plan that will 

address the needs and challenges of trans* students. Therefore, I recommend that the University 

create an administrative position responsible for providing dedicated support and services to trans* 

and queer students. The individual hired into this role should fall under the Office of Diversity, 

Equity, and Inclusion and be given the agency to lead and implement change while also being 

charged with being able to hold others accountable for the development and implementation of an 

improvement plan. 

Secondly, I recommend that the university convene seven workgroups consisting of 

students, faculty, staff, and administrators for the areas identified in Appendix T: research and 

assessment; institutional policies; online systems; education and training; inclusive practices; 

campus facilities; and support services and resources. Participants indicated a perception that the 

University is resistant to change; therefore, to combat this, each workgroup should be small and 

manageable and be comprised of no more than seven members (two students, two faculty, two 

staff, and one administrator). These workgroups should be given a specific charge to examine and 

address the solutions identified within their respective areas. Each group should be assigned a 

three-to-six-month timeline to develop a plan and strategy to either implement the solutions 

identified in Appendix T or explain why it is not feasible, which includes providing an alternate 

solution. Workgroups should be required to provide bi-weekly or monthly progress reports and a 

finalized implementation plan to the Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion. 

The implementation plan developed by each workgroup should include a timeline for 

implementation and projected needs, such as costs, labor, and additional support. The workgroup 
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reports will then be incorporated into one document that should be shared with the University 

community to ensure transparency and to solicit further feedback. Additionally, the progress of the 

improvement action plan would be monitored by the staff member hired to lead trans* and queer 

student services with support and accountability from University leadership, such as the President 

and the Vice President for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion. The efforts of a dedicated staff member 

and the seven workgroups create a culture of change discussed in the section above and employ a 

model of shared responsibility and governance. 

5.4  Limitations and Future Research 

Like all studies, while the findings provided significant insight into the experiences and 

needs of trans* students, the study had some limitations. The first limitation of this study is that 

the needs assessment approach is designed to provide a methodology to examine the problem of 

practice within a specific inquiry setting, versus a multi-institutional study. While the study 

contributed to scholarly knowledge and supported the findings of pre-existing research, the 

findings and results are localized to a single institution. However, this limitation also provides a 

significant opportunity for future research. The needs assessment approach and research tools 

utilized for this study can easily be conducted in multitude of educational settings. The benefits of 

a needs assessment approach is it is customizable and adaptable, allowing for easy replication, 

design flexibility, and data comparison across multiple institutions.  

This study was also limited by the size and diversity of the participant sample. Participation 

was voluntary and relied on participants being invited either by the principal investigator or 

through word of mouth from peers, faculty, and staff, some of whom are members of similar social 
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networks. An institutional-wide recruitment email to students could not be distributed due to 

existing policies restricting the mass recruitment of study participants at the University. Therefore, 

because recruitment of participants was restricted to snowball and convenience sampling, it may 

not represent the collective experience of trans* students within the inquiry setting. Additionally, 

recruitment of participants occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, which may have influenced 

the availability and willingness of students to participate in the study.  

The participant pool was also racially and ethnically homogenous and only had one 

participant who self-identified as BIPOC. While the University is a predominately white 

institution, the lack of racial and ethnic diversity is a limitation because the existing literature 

illustrates that BIPOC trans* students have historically experienced increased harassment and 

discrimination due to their intersecting marginalized social identities (Grant et al., 2011; James et 

al., 2016; Nicolazzo, 2017; Parker, 2021). The limited sample size and lack of racial and ethnic 

diversity allow for opportunities for future research to be conducted where a larger and more 

diverse sample size are recruited and obtained, and findings compared with the original study. 

Future research could also expand the study participation by adding a campus climate survey to 

the data collection method that could assess the perceptions and experiences around gender identity 

for all students and employees, both trans* and cisgender. Increasing the diversity of the sample 

size would also allow for a comparison of similarities and differences of trans* student needs based 

on race and ethnicity, contributing to existing research on the experiences of trans* students with 

multiple marginalized social identities.  

Another limitation was that given my dual role as the principal investigator and a 

practitioner within the inquiry setting, a power dynamic may have existed between myself and 

study participants. My role as both an administrator and researcher could have influenced 
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participants’ responses and recruitment due to various factors, both positively and negatively. 

Participants were aware that I was actively involved in the development of gender-inclusive 

policies and practices before this study, therefore this may have impacted the candidness of 

participant responses. Study participants may have felt more comfortable speaking with me based 

on my pre-existing relationship with them, but it could have also been a limitation because they 

may have not wanted to offend me by providing negative feedback. Future research could address 

this limitation by conducting this study utilizing both researchers known and unknown to the 

participant sample. Additional research could also include a follow-up assessment with trans* 

students who initially enrolled at the University after developing the affirmed name policy versus 

those who enrolled before the affirmed name policy was implemented. The findings from this 

study revealed that first-year and second-year participants had a more positive outlook and 

frequently cited the affirmed name policy, which adopted into institutional culture before their 

arrival at the University.  

5.5  Conclusion 

The primary goal of this inquiry was to address the problem of practice by conducting 

empirical research to gain a deeper understanding of the trans* student experience and the type of 

services and resources needed to affirm and support this student population within the inquiry 

setting. The study focused on achieving this aim by identifying the unique needs of trans* students 

through in-depth examination and analysis of the challenges and obstacles they encounter as they 

adjust to and navigate through the University. Overall, the results revealed that while progress has 

been made to address some of the trans* students’ needs, the University still lacks the resources 
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and services this student demographic needs to feel affirmed and supported. Additionally, the 

findings revealed that campus culture needs to be changed by increasing education, training, and 

awareness of trans* issues and gender identity. 

The needs assessment supported the existing research and literature by demonstrating that 

trans* students, as a marginalized student demographic, have limited resources, support, and 

institutional prioritization compared to their cisgender peers. As previously noted, the inquiry 

findings cannot necessarily be applied or generalized across higher education. However, the results 

of this study provide a glimpse into the problems and challenges trans* students face at the 

University while also identifying the practical solution and opportunities that exist to improve 

trans* students’ experiences and create an affirming and gender-inclusive campus culture. The 

study achieved its goal of providing an in-depth understanding of the experiences, needs, and 

challenges trans* students face within the inquiry setting and the types of services they need to 

overcome.  

To conclude this dissertation, this study demonstrated that trans* students lack institutional 

resources and support services at the University due to the lack of knowledge, understanding, and 

awareness of trans* issues at institutional and individual levels. Despite this deficit, the study 

provides a comprehensive outline of trans* students’ needs while highlighting specific examples 

of how the institution can address these challenges through development and improvement efforts. 

This study's end goal is to provide university leadership opportunities to build a collaborative 

strategy on gender inclusion that would address the needs of all gender identities and acknowledge 

that trans* students have unique needs and challenges.  
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Appendix A  

Common Data Set 2014-2015 
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Appendix B  

Common Data Set 2015-2016 
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Appendix C  

Common Data Set 2018-2019 
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Appendix D  

2016 Dear Colleague Letter on Transgender Students 
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Appendix E  

A Content Analysis of Gender Inclusive Language in Forms/Policies 
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Appendix F  

2017 Dear Colleague Letter 

 

 



 184 

 



 185 

 

 



 186 

Appendix G  

Gender Inclusive Student Policies, Practices, and Recommendation Memo 
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Appendix H  

Email, Roster, and PeopleSoft Procedures for Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming 

Students Memo 
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Appendix I  

Statement in Support of Non-Discrimination 

 

Statement in Support of Non-Discrimination 

 

Dear               Students, Staff & Faculty,  

 

The New York Times recently reported that the Federal Government is considering narrowing the 

definition of gender exclusively to a binary (male and female). You can read more on the issue 

and its possible impact on higher education institutions in this Chronicle of Higher Education 

article. 

 

While this policy change may or may not become a reality, we want to reiterate that                 

does not and will not discriminate on the basis of gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, 

or gender expression. Our mission and core values commit us to welcoming students of all 

genders within our campus community and to always strive to create a diverse and inclusive 

campus that is a positive and safe learning, living, and working environment for all. 

 

In addition, we have proposed to our statewide Association that Pennsylvania private colleges 

and universities come together to make a collective statement on this issue. We also 

encourage you to contact your legislators and vote in the upcoming election to make your 

voice heard on this and other issues that matter to you. 

 

We think it is also important to recognize that the marginalization of trans and gender non-

conforming people has led to gender and sexual based violence in our culture. At               , 

the Gender and Sexual Violence Prevention Committee of the Diversity and Inclusion Council 

and many other campus partners are committed to creating a culture of mutual respect, equity, 

and justice to prevent gender violence. For more on              ’s Campus Climate initiatives, 

please visit: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

 

If you are a campus member and would like to speak with someone about these issues or need 

additional support, please do not hesitate to contact Student Affairs, the Diversity & Inclusion 

Council, the Women’s Institute, the Office of Multicultural Affairs, or the Title IX Office. 

 

We continue to stand with our trans and gender non-conforming / non-binary students, 

faculty, staff, alumni, and community members. In support, we would ask anyone who is able 

to join us and others from the community on the quad at 3 PM today to join in students’ 

advocacy on this matter and to take a photo of support and solidarity.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/21/us/politics/transgender-trump-administration-sex-definition.html?module=inline
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Federal-Proposal-to-Redefine/244878?cid=wcontentlist_hp_latest
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Federal-Proposal-to-Redefine/244878?cid=wcontentlist_hp_latest
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Federal-Proposal-to-Redefine/244878?cid=wcontentlist_hp_latest


 192 

 

Finally, to move forward our work in this area of Gender Inclusive Student Policies and 

Practices, we welcome meeting with individual students and student groups to update them 

with current initiatives/recommendations and to hear how we can best support our students on 

campus.   

 

Sincerely,  

 

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

VP of Student Affairs/Dean of Students 

Co-Chair, Diversity & Inclusion Council  

 

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

Dean of School of Arts, Science & Business  

Co-Chair, Diversity & Inclusion Council  

 

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

Director,                      University Women’s Institute  

Co-Chair of Gender and Sexual Violence Prevention (GSVP) Subcommittee, Diversity and 

Inclusion Council 

 

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

Assistant Professor 

Co-Chair of Gender and Sexual Violence Prevention (GSVP) Subcommittee, Diversity and 

Inclusion Council 

 

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

President 
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Appendix J  

Gender Inclusive Student Policies, Practices, and On-Going Efforts Memo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To:                               Assistant Professor, Chair, Subcommittee on Gender & Sexual  

 Violence Prevention, Diversity and Inclusion Council  

                              , Director of Multicultural Affairs 

                              , Director of Residence Life 

                              , Director of the Women’s Institute                                                       

  

From:      Zauyah Waite, VP for Student Affairs and Dean of Students & Co-Chairs Diversity and  

Inclusion Council  

 

Cc:                                  , Dean of School of Arts, Sciences and Business & Co-Chair,  

 Diversity and Inclusion Council 

                              , VP for Enrollment Management 

Bill Campbell, VP for Marketing and Communications 

Sean Coleman, VP for Planning, Title IX Coordinator & Secretary of the Board 

David Finegold, President  

Walter Fowler, Senior VP for Finance and Administration 

Carey Miller, VP for Advancement 

Jenna Templeton, VP for Academic Affairs 

 

Date:      June 6th, 2019  

              

Re:         Gender Inclusive Student Policies, Practices and On-Going Efforts 

 

On October 24th, 2018, the Diversity and Inclusion Council received your 

recommendations for making                               a more inclusive campus for students and 

community members who identify across the gender spectrum (trans, gender non-binary, gender 

queer, and gender non-conforming, etc - TGNC). The time, effort, and research that went into 

providing these recommendations to make                               a better place for our TGNC 

community is greatly appreciated.  
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The recommendations were reviewed and discussed by members of the President 

Council (PC). You have given the Council a thoughtful, considered recommendations and the 

members of PC have given a similar deliberation that merit your outstanding efforts. Below, 

please find a report on what is currently in place at                          , what steps we are proposing 

to take before the start of the new academic year, and a suggested process for moving forward to 

consider outstanding issues.  

 

SUMMARY OF CURRENT PRACTICES / SERVICES / RESOURCES 

 

All Gender Bathrooms on                                                         campuses.   

 

Currently existing All Gender Housing & Amenities include: 

• All-Gender restroom facilities are available in every Residence Hall. 

• Students are not restricted to requesting roommates based on gender and can request a 

roommate of any gender. 

• The outdated terminology “co-ed” has been removed from all Room Selection 

information, replaced with the term “all-gender” to better reflect gender identity as a 

spectrum. 

• RAs have been requested to include pronouns on their own door signs and leave space on 

dorm door decorations to allow students to designate their pronouns. Each building will 

also have a bulletin board that educates about pronouns, and the topic will be addressed at 

floor/residence hall meetings.  

 

Health Benefits 

All employee health benefits are available to an employee’s legal spouse, regardless of gender 

identity.  This has been in place since 2006.  

 

Admissions Gender Identity Policy 

Admissions continues to track biological sex at birth, as per federal reporting requirements. Since 

2016-2017, the Common Application has given more options to allow students who do not identify 

as either male or female to better “express their gender identity in several ways including within 

the Profile page, optional free response text field, as well as in member colleges’ specific sections.” 

The Common Application asks students their “sex assigned at birth,” rather than gender and 

includes a “free response box for students to indicate additional information, such as transgender 

status.” 

 

Consistent with enrollment best practices,                              ’s application, inquiry, and event 

forms map in a similar fashion as the Common App question – Gender assigned at birth, with  

Male or Female responses and follow the same logic as the Common App asking the student to 

tell us more if they are comfortable. Student form responses are tracked in school-defined forms 

within                              ’s Student Information System (SIS), CampusVue, including use of the 

“nickname” field to reflect a student’s preferred name.  

 

INITIATIVES TO BE COMPLETED BY AUGUST 31st, 2019 
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By August 31st, 2019, an updated list of policies, services, and resources available to Transgender 

Non-Conforming (TGNC) students and community members will be published to                                                          

                     ’s Diversity & Inclusion Council website. 

 

Additional initiatives are listed below, by category.  

 

All Gender Bathrooms                                                    campuses. A list of All Gender 

Bathrooms will be prepared & made readily available. 

 

Preferred Name on University ID. Complete the policy and procedure for                                                                                   

members to print their preferred name on their University ID in time for new student arrival this 

Fall. 

 

Educational Literature on Gender Identity and Pronouns. Actions will include:  

• The Office of Student Affairs will have educational literature on gender identity and  

• pronouns, as well as preferred pronoun ribbons, available upon request, when printing new 

Student and Staff IDs.  

• A clear process for students to request for their “dead name” to be hidden from public 

view will be put into writing by July 2019.  

• Educational literature on gender binary / preferred name / gender pronouns will be 

developed and distributed via employee and student handbooks, a topic-specific 

brochure, and on the Diversity and Inclusion Council website. This literature will include 

suggested actions to be taken by faculty and staff, including: 

o Listing preferred gender pronouns on email signatures 

o Placing preferred gender pronouns on nametags, as well as where faculty  

• and staff can obtain pronoun buttons/ribbons to affix. An email will be sent to the campus 

community at the start of each semester to inform and provide a gentle reminder about this 

practice.   

• An annual Educational Session/Training around names and pronouns will be established 

and provided at the opening faculty week and other appropriate times through the academic year. 

This session may include the following:  

o Providing faculty and staff with the option to include their gender pronouns in 

their email signature, in website bios, and on their                  nametags. 

o A class roster format that includes students’ preferred names that could be in 

place by Fall 2019.  Until then we encourage faculty to collect students’ names 

and their gender pronouns at the beginning of the term, rather than calling 

attendance based on the class roster. A suggested best practice is to call students 

by their last name, or in small classes, faculty can ask students to introduce 

themselves; faculty can also share a sheet of paper and ask students to submit 

their names (with ID number); ask students to share their names and pronouns, 

record these, and use them.   

o An email will go out at the start of every school year, sharing relevant practices to 

display respect and inclusiveness, which will include information on gender 

pronouns and to visit the Office of Student Affairs to pick up educational 

literature and preferred pronoun ribbons.  
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Names & Pronouns. A Preferred Name Policy will be drafted and submitted for review and 

approval by the President Council.  

 

Housing.  

• The roommate search feature in StarRez software will be updated so that students can 

define their own gender and change their name in the system. This will only take place I 

the StarRez software and will be completed by the students themselves.  

• Bathroom signage in all residence halls will be updated so that All-Gender restrooms are 

properly identified.  

• Resident Assistants (RAs) and Orientation Leaders (OLs) will be trained on gender 

inclusion, particularly TGNC. These programs will be led by TGNC individuals 

whenever possible. 

 

Amended Syllabus Language 

The                      Academic Policy (CAP) Committee has reviewed and recommended 

amended language for the course syllabus (Statement of Inclusion; Policy Statement and ssibility 

Statement.) The final syllabus template will be posted on My.                          when completed. 

 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN 

We understand your memo included many additional recommendations. The above 

initiatives are priorities which we hope will be accomplished by the time-line stated. We 

have also appointed Shawn McQuillan, Director of Residence Life, to facilitate and work in 

partnership with the chairs of the subcommittee on Gender & Sexual Violence Prevention, 

Diversity and Inclusion Council and if needed, convene a work group to review progress and 

complete the projects listed above plus submit additional recommendations in phases. 

 

Please plan to provide a progress report to the Diversity and Inclusion Council by July 

31st, 2019 for review and submission to the President Council. Thank you for your hard work and 

commitment to                          s value of respect and inclusiveness.  
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Appendix K  

Affirmed Name Policy for Students 
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Appendix L  

Open Letter to President 

 

OPEN LETTER TO PRESIDENT                                ABOUT 
PROBLESM TRANS STUDENTS FACE THAT                                                    
OVERLOOKS 

Dear President                    , 

Students under the trans umbrella face inadequate campus climate, policies, and 
facilities at                  University which produce inequality. Trans students include 
Transgender – including Nonbinary trans – plus nonbinary, genderqueer and Gender 
NonConforming students who may identify as trans (TNGNC). 

New affirmed name policy acknowledges problems faced by students who 
haven’t changed their legal name due to various associated hardships. The name 
TNGNC students were assigned at birth may be a dead name if it’s incorrect to their 
gender. Dead names have persisted on school records, resulting in TNGNC students 
being deadnamed and misgendered by faculty, staff, and students who assume 
displayed names are correct. It’s positive that administration implemented policy but it’s 
not substantial or transparent enough. The policy asserts that Moodle and my                
must display deadnames but cites no government policy.  

Comprehensive affirmed name policy would still be inadequate. Some who have 
updated their name with             ’s Financial Aid Department see their deadname 
months later because account administrators don’t coordinate, forcing students to figure 
out who fixes each problem, repeatedly communicating their deadname.  

Some faculty misgender students in class, modeling behavior even after being 
asked to use correct pronouns. Students are misgendered between departments – then 
the next person misgenders them. This tends to cause distress and gender dysphoria. It 
produces internal conflict between correcting and saying nothing. By correcting, the 
student does emotional labor so the other person won’t get defensive and tell the 
student to be more understanding. Aspiring allies who haven’t been trained subject 
students to their mistakes, distressing themselves as well as the students.  
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Fellow students aren’t educated on the problem of assuming others’ genders, 
requiring TNGNC students to educate peers. They’re often met with pushback, told that 
they’re overreacting. 

The all-gender bathrooms are inadequate. TNGNC must leave         or the library, 
or be seen as the wrong gender while using a bathroom that doesn’t match their gender 
identity. All-gender restrooms are often occupied. Lines are common. Hygiene is low, 
with urine on the toilet and floor and strong odors because exhaust fans turn off or don’t 
function. TNGNC often can’t access restrooms during class because it takes too long, 
whereas students who quickly use binary restrooms return to class better able to learn. 
It’s even worse for students with mobility or gastrointestinal problems at the intersection 
of gender and disability. TNGNC students often “hold it,” which is distracting, 
dehumanizing, and produces health risks. 

Poorer academic outcomes and physical/mental health, suicide, and reduced 
matriculation occur among TNGNC students in unjust environments. The student health 
plan’s mental healthcare copay is $30. Gender care isn’t covered. The deductible is 
high; a standard sexual health visit can cost over $500 in swab testing. Lack of 
vision/dental adds to out-of-pocket costs TNGNC students pay, especially those with 
disabilities. 

We appreciate that things have begun to shift, and value the work of the Gender 
& Sexual Violence Prevention Committee for making policy recommendations and the 
Diversity & Inclusion Council for pushing to roll out some of these policies. Yet we 
urgently need significant changes including faculty training, student education, discipline 
for transphobic conduct, effective student records management, and adequate facilities 
and healthcare. 

Signed, TNGNC students and aspiring allies.  

To sign, email                      @               .edu from your                 email with your 
affirmed name and, if you want, your pronouns or gender. 
 
[Visit mypronouns.org for information on the importance of pronouns. Signatories’ 
gender/pronouns are posted in the format they provide because that is most accurate to 
them.] 

1.                        – they/them/theirs 
2.                        – a girl 
3.                        – she/her/hers 
4.                        – It/Its 
5.                        – she/her/hers 
6.                        – she/her/they/them 
7.                        – He/They 
8.                        – she/her(s) 

https://www.mypronouns.org/
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9.                       – she/her/hers 
10.                       – he/they 
11.                       – she/her/hers 
12.                       – she/her/hers 
13.                       – she/hers 
14.                       – she/her/hers 
15.                       – he/him/his 
16.                       – she, her, hers 
17.                       – she/her 
18.                       – she/her/hers 
19.                       – she/her 
20.                       – she/her/hers 
21.                       – she/her/hers 
22.                       – he/him/his 
23.                       – She/her/hers 
24.                       – she/her/hers 
25.                       – They/he 
26.                       – she/her 
27.                       – she/her 
28.                       – they/them 
29.                       – she/her/hers 
30.                       – she/her/hers 
31.                       – she/her 
32.                       – he/him/his 
33.                       – she/her/hers 
34.                       – she, her, hers 
35.                       – she/they 
36.                       – she/they 
37.                       – she/her/hers 
38.                       – She/her/hers 
39.                       – she/her/hers 
40.                       – she/her 
41.                       – she/her 
42.                       – she/her/hers 
43.                       – She/Her/Hers 
44.                       – she/her/hers 
45.                       – She/her/hers 
46.                       – she/her/hers 
47.                       – She/Her 
48.                       – she/her/hers 
49.                       – they/them/theirs 
50.                       – she, her, they 
51.                       – He/Him/His 
52.                       – She/Her/Hers 
53.                       – he/him/his 
54.                       – He, Him, His 
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55.                       – she/her/hers 
56.                       – she/her/hers 
57.                       – she/her 
58.                       – she/her 
59.                       – She/Her/Hers 
60.                       – He/Him/His 
61.                       – She/Her/Hers 
62.                       – They/Them/Theirs 
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Appendix M  

University Strategic Plan 
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Appendix N  

List of Institutional Documents Reviewed for Document Analysis 

 

DOCUMENT NAME DOCUMENT TYPE 

Student Handbooks (5) 

•2014-2015 Academic Year 

•2015-2016 Academic Year 

•2018-2019 Academic Year 

•2019-2020 Academic Year 

•2020-2021 Academic Year 

Institutional Publication 

Employee Manual Institutional Publication 

Campus Pride Index External Ranking 

Affirmed Name Policy Institutional Publication 

Open Letter to President about Problems Trans Students Face Student Publication 

Program Support for Long Purple Line Research Project: Data 

Analysis Team 

Research Report 

A Context Analysis of Gender Inclusive Language in 

Forms/Policies 

Research Report 

Housing Survey Article Student Newspaper 

Zero Tolerance for Trump Transgender Ban Articles Student Newspaper 

Non-Gender Specific Bathrooms Article Student Newspaper 

Gender Inclusive Housing Policy Institutional Publication 

All-Gender Restrooms Location List Institutional Publication 

Strategic Plan Institutional Publication 

University Non-Discrimination Policy Institutional Publication 

2020-2021 Student Health Insurance Plan Institutional Publication 

University Website Online Resource 

Gender Inclusive Policies, Practices and Recommendations 

Memo 

Gender Inclusive Task 

Force Publication 

Gender Inclusive Student Policies, Practices, and On-Going 

Efforts Memo 

Institutional Publication 

Statement in Support of Non-Discrimination Institutional Publication 

Email, Roster, and PeopleSoft Procedures for Transgender and 

Gender Non-Conforming Students Memo 

Diversity and Inclusion 

Council Publication 

 

 

 

 

 



 209 

Appendix O  

Interview Consent Form 

 

INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM 

Purpose: You have been invited to participate in an interview sponsored by the University under 

the direction of principal investigator Shawn McQuillan. The purpose of the interview is to 

discuss your experience at the University and identify the changing or consistent needs of trans* 

students while pursuing their collegiate studies at the University. 

 

Procedure: As part of this study, you will participate in one 60-minute interview. The principal 

investigator will ask you a series of questions related to your experiences at the University. If 

you approve, the interview will be audio-recorded, and the principal investigator will take 

handwritten notes to record your responses. However, responses will remain confidential and 

assigned a pseudonym. Participant affirmed, or legal names will not be included in the report. 

  

You can choose whether to participate in the interview, and you may stop at any time during the 

study. Please note that there are no right or wrong answers to the interview questions.  The 

University wants to hear the many varying viewpoints and would like for to contribute by 

providing your perspective.   

  

Risks and Benefits: There are no foreseeable risks associated with this research study, and you 

will not receive any payment for participation. This research project will provide no direct 

benefit to you; however, your participation will provide information that will be utilized to better 

understand and ultimately improve the trans* student experience at the University in the future.    

  

Confidentiality: The principal investigator (Shawn McQuillan) will analyze the data, but—as 

stated above—your responses will remain confidential, and no names will be included in any 

reports.  

 

Contact: If you have any questions about this study or if you have a research-related problem, 

you may contact the principal investigator, Shawn McQuillan, at 860-886-3328 or the research 

advisor for this study, Dr. Jill Perry, at 412-624-7272. If you have any questions about your 

rights as a research subject, please contact the University of Pittsburgh Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) at 412-383-1480. This research study has been approved by the University of 

Pittsburgh IRB and supported by the Chatham University IRB. IRB consists of a group of people 

that reviews research studies and protects the rights of people involved in the research. 

 

I have read this form and decided that I will participate in the research project described above. 

Its general purposes, the particulars of involvement, and possible risks and inconveniences have 
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been explained to my satisfaction. I understand that I can withdraw at any time. My signature 

also indicates that I have received a copy of this consent form 

  

 

Sign name: Date:        

 

 

Print name: 
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Appendix P  

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 

 

Introduction/Consent Script for Interview: 

Thank you for sitting down with me and participating in a research study I am conducting as part 

of my EdD program at the University of Pittsburgh.  The purpose of my research study is to 

identify the needs and challenges that trans* students encounter while in college, specifically at 

the University. My name is Shawn McQuillan, and I serve as the principal investigator for this 

research study. For this 1-hour interview, I appreciate any insights you can provide regarding the 

needs of trans* students (including yourself) during their collegiate career. 

 

Your participation in this interview is voluntary. You can stop the interview at any time or skip 

any questions. As we speak, I will be recording the interview if you agree and will be writing 

observation notes in written form. I will keep the recording, notes, and any transcripts 

confidential and will not share them outside my project group. There are no foreseeable risks 

associated with this research study, and you will not receive any payment for participation. This 

research project will provide no direct benefit to you; however, your participation will provide 

information that will be utilized to better understand and ultimately improve the trans* student 

experience at the University in the future.  

   

All data received from you will be given a pseudonym, which is a fictitious name. All stored data 

will be associated with this pseudonym on it and not your affirmed or legal names. All your 

responses are confidential, and data will be maintained under lock and key. I will not associate 

the information you provide with your name in reports, but it may be possible for someone to 

think they can identify you.  Upon satisfactory completion of all data collection activities, you 

will receive a brief synopsis of the findings from the research study. 

 

Based on what we have shared and given these conditions, do you agree to participate in today’s 

interview? [If YES, continue and provide interview consent form. If NO, stop the interview and 

thank them for their time.] Do you have any questions before we begin?  [Field questions, or say 

you’ll reach back after consulting with project team members or course instructors]. I want to 

audio-record the conversations to check the accuracy of my notes. Do you agree to this? [If they 

disagree, do not record and be prepared to take detailed notes]. 

 

This research is being conducted as part of my dissertation in practice for my EdD. from the 

University of Pittsburgh.  As I conduct this research is under instruction and guidance from Dr. 

Jill Perry, Associate Professor of Practice, and my research advisor at the University of 

Pittsburgh. If you have any questions or concerns now or in the foreseeable future, you can 
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contact me as the principal investigator by phone at 860-886-3328 or, my research advisor, Dr. 

Jill Perry at 412-624-7272.    

 

Interviewer: 

Shawn McQuillan 

  

Interview Purpose: 

To identify the changing or consistent needs of trans* students while pursuing their collegiate 

studies at the University. 

 

Participants: 

Participants will be students who identify as transgender, gender non-conforming, gender non-

binary, or genderqueer. For the inquiry study, trans* is utilized as an umbrella term to capture 

students who do not identify as either a cisgender female or male. Participants will be solicited 

through a call for volunteers by email, invites to members of the Queer Straight Alliance, and 

through personal invites from the principal investigator (Shawn McQuillan), who has built 

extensive relationships with trans* students. 

 

Constructs of Interest: 

Perceived Needs- An individual’s self-reported needs as someone who identifies as trans* from 

social, academic, psychological and personal perspectives. 

  

Sections/Flow of the Protocol: 

  

Section 1 – Participant and Context: 

1. Please state your affirmed name 

2. Please state your pronoun 

3. Please state the gender by which you currently self-identify 

4. Please state your age 

5. Please state your class standing (first-year, sophomore, junior, senior, or graduate) – If an 

alumnus, state when you graduated. 

6. Please state how you would classify your race and ethnicity 

7. For this study, I will be maintaining confidentiality by assigning each participant a 

pseudonym (a fictitious name) as a method to record responses. I can either assign you a 

pseudonym, or you can select one. Which would you prefer? (If they provide a 

pseudonym – record that name) 

 

Section 2 – College Adjustment: 

1. Tell me about your college adjustment process. 

Probes: How have you adjusted to college? Were there any specific challenges? What 

was rewarding?  

 

2. What did you have the most anxiety over as you started college? 

Probes:  Did your gender identity/expression play a role in any anxiety? If so, how so? 

What was the most challenging within that first semester?  
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2. What helped you succeed within your first year of college? 

Probes:  Why did it help you succeed? Why do you think your experience would have 

been different if you were cisgender? Was there a specific office or faculty/staff member 

that helped? 

 

3. How do you think your college adjustment was in comparison to your peers? 

Probes: Thinking back to friends or classmates who are cisgender or trans* – How did it 

differ? How was it similar? 

 

4. Do you think to identify as trans* has an impact on your college adjustment and 

persistence? If so, how? 

Probes: What was your experience as a trans* individual before college? How do you 

think it impacted your experience? 

  

 Section 3 –Student Needs: 

1. What resources do you utilize to be successful in college? 

Probes: Are these university or community resources? Do you utilize any outside 

resources (i.e., family, community services, etc.)? Are there any resources you utilized in 

the past that you don’t any longer – if so, why or why not? 

 

2. How do you cope and navigate the challenges you encounter on-campus? 

Probes: What resiliency strategies have you employed? When stressed or feeling anxiety 

over an issue, what do you do? How do you interact with your peers, faculty, and staff?  

 

3. Do you feel your needs have changed since you started college? If so, how so, and what 

changed? 

Probes: If a sophomore or higher – how have your needs changed from your first year? 

What did you need in high school in comparison to college? What factors do you think 

have caused your needs to change or remain the same? 

 

4. Do you perceive the University to be a gender-inclusive and affirming environment 

towards your gender identity? 

Probes: Please tell me why or why not. 

 

5. As a trans* individual, what do you need to be successful at the University? 

Probes: What would help you navigate campus better? Are there specific resources that 

you utilize? Are there resources that you feel need to be developed? Are there specific 

needs that you feel are not being addressed as a trans* student? 

 

6. If I asked you to provide a list of five things the University does well in gender inclusion 

and five things it needs to improve upon what would they be and why? 

Probes: Specific services, programs, or resources? 

 

7. If you must plan one program or event related to gender identity, what would it be and 

why? 
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Probes: Would this event be for trans* students? Would this event be to educate about 

trans* issues? 

 

8. How would you describe your experience as a transgender student on-campus? 

Probes: What is it like to be trans* at the University? How have these experiences been 

shaped by your gender identity/expression? 
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Appendix Q 

Focus Group Activity Email Instructions 

 

Dear Participant, 

I hope you are well. I am contacting you regarding the Trans* Student Needs Assessment. I’m 

writing to see if you would be interested in the next step of the research study, which is a virtual 

Focus Group. To make it easier and increase confidentiality, I have transitioned the in-person 

focus group into a virtual exercise. Through this method, Focus Group participants will be able 

to login to an online platform to complete the activity individually at their own time. 

The exercise consists of participants completing an online interactive Fishbone diagram, a cause-

and-effect visualization tool used throughout the world by countless organizations. This specific 

fishbone diagram examines while colleges and universities, specifically Chatham in this case, is 

perceived as not being an affirming space for Trans* students. As part of the exercise, I have 

identified eight categories based on research findings on this topic that may contribute to this 

problem. 

As a participant, you would be asked to identify root causes that you believe impact why 

Chatham may not be Trans* affirming. This exercise will take place in two phases: 

 PHASE 1: 

You will be assigned a participant number and would log in to the online platform. Once logged 

in, you write the root causes you have identified on post-it notes and place them under the 

appropriate category. Participants can write as many post-it notes as they would like. If you 

agree with a post-it note that someone else has written, you will indicate that by placing the 

number you are assigned at the bottom of it with a + symbol.  

Detailed instructions can be found in an online video I created: 

https://chatham.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=d710308f-5eb5-4d1a-905f-

ac77010a063c. Attached is a PDF of the Fishbone you would complete online as a reference. 

Phase one would ideally be completed by no later than [DUE DATE]. 

 PHASE 2: 

After the Fishbone has been completed by all participants and finalized, participants will be sent 

a link to login again to review the finalized diagram. At that time, participants will be able to add 

https://chatham.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=d710308f-5eb5-4d1a-905f-ac77010a063c
https://chatham.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=d710308f-5eb5-4d1a-905f-ac77010a063c
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comments or additions and review and provide possible solutions to address the root causes 

identified. Phase two would be sent to participants by [DUE DATE]. Detailed instructions would 

be sent to you by email. 

 I hope you are interested in participating in this research activity. If you are, please email me 

back, and I can assign you a participant number and send you the link to the online 

platform. Please let me know if you have any questions. 

 

Sincerely, 

Shawn McQuillan 

Principal Investigator  

Trans* Student Needs Assessment Research Study 

 

EMAIL ATTACHMENT: 
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Appendix R 

Focus Group Activity PowerPoint Instructions 
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Appendix S 

Completed Fishbone Diagram Exercise 

 

Phase 1: 
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Phase 2: 
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Appendix T 

List of Tangible Solutions 

 

Listed below are tangible solutions yielded from this study based on participant feedback, findings 

that emerged from the data, and best practices in trans* inclusive services identified by existing 

research and literature. 

  

Research and Assessment: 

• Conduct an in-depth campus climate assessment related to sexual and gender identity that 

examines the perceptions and beliefs of all students, faculty, and staff. 

• Mandate departments to assess their existing services and practices to ensure they provide 

embedded trans* affirming care and support and are inclusive of all marginalized 

identities. 

• Promote and provide opportunities to conduct institutional research around the needs and 

experiences of trans* individuals at the university.  

• Encourage faculty to incorporate research and literature around individuals with trans* 

and diverse gender identity in their course curriculum. In situations where it does not 

exist, faculty should name this and provide a disclaimer to their class to ensure they 

understand that the literature and research being reviewed is lacking in representing the 

experiences and challenges trans* individuals face. 

• Examine the feasibility of creating a track within the women and gender studies program 

that focuses on trans* issues and rights.  

  

Institutional Policies: 

• Develop an institutional restroom and locker room policy that recognizes and affirms 

individuals’ rights to utilize whichever bathroom and restroom that best aligns with their 

gender identity and expression. 

• Revise the Student Honor Code to specifically name and addresses transphobia as a 

policy violation and develop corresponding education and punitive sanctions. 

• Create a classroom attendance-taking policy that is gender inclusive and requires faculty 

to utilize a process where they do not take attendance using student legal names. 

• Review and revise the email and username naming convention. Develop a process where 

students either self-select their email and username or are assigned one that does not 

require the full use of a legal name (i.e., Joe.Smith@univeristy.edu could be 

js456@university.edu). The process should also allow students the flexibility to request a 

change while enrolled at the University through the existing affirmed name process. 

• Develop a policy that requires the University to ask permission before using a student’s 

likeness and image in institutional publications. This same policy should spell out a 
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method for students to request that their likeness be removed from electronic and printed 

publications. 

• Examine documents and forms that inquire about sex or gender identity and determine if 

this information is a necessity for records management or deliver of services.  

• Develop an intercollegiate athletics and intramural/club sport policies that visibly outlines 

and names how trans* students can compete and participate. These polices should 

comply with NCAA rule and regulations.  

 

Online Systems: 

• Allows students to select and change the name displayed when they log in to students’ 

portals and online learning tools.  

• Develop an online tool that allows students the ability to self-disclose their pronouns and 

gender identity and include them on the class roster. This same tool should not require 

pronoun usage or gender identity disclosure, as it should be at the discretion of the 

individual to disclose their pronouns and gender identity. 

• Update the counseling center scheduling system to allow students to select the name they 

wish to be identified for their appointments. 

• Create an online reporting tool for trans* students to submit complaints, concerns, and 

suggestions. Presently students can submit online complaints and reports to Title IX and 

Student Conduct, but these reporting tools are not adequately marketed as a resource for 

trans* students. 

 

Education and Training: 

• Develop and implement required gender-inclusive training for all faculty, staff, and 

student leadership positions. Training should be conducted yearly and provide continuous 

learning opportunities. Specific departments that have increased interactions and access 

to current and prospective students should receive targeted training, such as admissions, 

financial aid, registrar, student affairs, student accounts, career development, accessibility 

services, dining services, athletics, and international affairs.   

• Increase gender identity education, specifically around trans* individual needs and issues. 

This education should be embedded into existing courses curriculum and new student 

orientation. 

• Sponsor educational programs, such as lectures and campus events, to increase awareness 

around trans* issues and rights and gender-inclusive etiquette. 

• Develop a concentration in the women and gender studies program that focuses on trans* 

gender identity. 

• Require faculty to either identify research and literature that is trans* inclusive or provide 

a disclaimer for research that does not recognize or acknowledge the needs and 

perceptions of trans* individuals.  

• Educate students on the importance of including perspectives and participants from all 

identity groups, including trans* individuals, in research projects and studies.  

• Develop career and professional development programming that helps trans* students 

navigate the internship and career search process. 

• Design a course within the core curriculum that explores and engages students in 

dialogue around gender identity and expression. 
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Inclusive Practices: 

• Allow students the option to request to have their affirmed name listed on the graduation 

booklet and provide students an opportunity to request how they would like their name 

displayed on their university degree.  

• Provide residential students the option to select whether they would like a door 

decoration that includes their name and pronouns posted on their residence hall or 

apartment door. 

• Market the existing student emergency funds as a resource for trans* students, explicitly 

spelling out how they can be accessed to support the needs of multiple marginalized 

identity groups.  

• Diversify employee recruitment efforts to increase the representation of trans* individual 

among faculty and staff.  

• Make an intentional effort to invite trans* alumni and guests to all campus events, not 

just those related to their gender identity. 

• Restrict access to legal name or deadname to only offices that need it for legal reasons, 

such as financial aid and the registrar.  

• Incorporate trans* students in developing and revising ongoing policies and procedural 

changes, especially those related to trans* affirming care and support. 

 

Campus Facilities: 

• Increase access and availability of gender-inclusive restrooms, ensuring each building has 

multiple restroom options. 

• Renovate existing gender-inclusive restrooms in residential, academic, and administrative 

buildings to ensure they are set up and have amenities that promote inclusivity.  

• Identify and renovate existing restrooms in academic and administrative buildings so that 

students have a multi-stall gender-inclusive restroom option. 

• Replace restroom signage on gender-inclusive restrooms to indicate either gender-

inclusive or all gender, instead of gender-neutral. 

• Build or renovate existing residence halls and apartments so that students have an option 

to obtain a room or apartment where they have their private restroom. 

• Create gender-inclusive locker rooms in the fitness center and athletic facilities, including 

development of single use restroom and locker room facilities. Assess these facilities and 

the machines and equipment within them to ensure they are affirming and inclusive to all 

gender identities. 

 

Support Services and Resources: 

• Create a physical and virtual LGBTQ resource center/space on-campus to increase social 

interaction and access to trans* affirming support and resources.  

• Hire or designate a staff member responsible for providing support, advocacy, and 

assistance to trans* and LGB students.  

• Provide trans* students access to legal resources to assist individuals who want to change 

their legal name and gender identity.  

• Create a mechanism that allows trans* students to select the housing that best meets their 

needs and an avenue to submit a complaint if they feel it is not being addressed. 
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• Develop a process where trans* students experiencing financial hardship can request a 

single room at the double room rate. 

• Increase mental health resources by providing additional training to current counseling 

staff and hiring a counselor who specializes in providing affirming care to marginalized 

identities, like trans* individuals. 

• Develop a roommate matching resource for trans* students to identify a roommate who is 

either trans*, LGB, or trans* affirming.  

• Partner with local healthcare providers that are trans* affirming and gender-inclusive, 

such as Central Outreach Wellness Center and Allies for Health.   

• Develop a clothing donation program to increase access to gender-affirming clothing for 

trans* students through the existing essential needs program and professional dress 

closet. 

• Obtain a student health insurance plan that provides access to trans* affirming care and 

that covers these expenses or minimizes the co-pay cost for enrolled students.  

• Create a trans* student mentorship program that partners trans* students with faculty and 

staff who identify as LGBTQ and are trans* affirming. The same mentorship program 

could also connect new and returning trans* students through peer mentorship. 

• Increase LGTBQ leadership opportunities, including re-establishing the Queer Straight 

Alliance to ensure trans* and LGB students have an opportunity for social interaction. 
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