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ABSTRACT 
 
STEPHANIE A. MOORING 

 
TRANSGENDER STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF INSTITUTIONAL APPROACHES THAT 
FACILITATE PERSISTENCE AND GRADUATION 

 
Under the direction of JANE WEST, Ed.D. 

 
The increased visibility of transgender students in higher education institutions highlights 

the need for institutions to recognize the types of barriers encountered by this student population 

in order to implement institutional approaches to help retain these students. As such, this study 

sought to understand the impact of institutional approaches on transgender students’ decisions to 

persist in college as well as how these students conceptualize their successful progression in their 

institutions. 

To explore the perceptions of transgender college students regarding their higher 

education experiences, the researcher conducted qualitative research using Tinto’s (1975, 1988) 

theory of student departure as the theoretical framework. The interviews of 13 participants were 

analyzed using thematic analysis methods, which resulted in two themes: Barriers Encountered 

by Students and Ability to Persist. Findings show that participants came to their institutions 

expecting to find an accepting and supportive environment; however, most participants were 

disappointed by the lack of adequate support resources provided by their institutions. To 

compensate for this lack of institutional support, participants took a do-it-yourself approach to 

constructing their own support systems. The findings of this study identify improper pronoun 

usage, the attitudes and lack of trans competency of faculty and staff, inadequate counseling 

centers, trans incompetent LGBT groups, and a lack of transgender programming events as 

barriers that participants encountered at their higher education institutions. The findings also 
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indicate that institutions can better serve this student population by hiring transgender faculty 

and staff, making the campus community more trans competent through educational 

programming, and providing safe access to physical spaces and adequate support. 

Recommendations for future research include examining how institutions evaluate their 

transgender student supports, exploring the thoughts and attitudes of professors toward sexual 

minority students, comparing different pronoun use protocols as well as faculty and student 

perceptions of each method, and exploring the attitudes of cisgender college students toward 

their transgender peers. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

An examination of current news reports demonstrates that transgender college students 

encounter a variety of challenges, ranging from harassment and discrimination to the ability to 

participate in college sports or safely access campus restrooms. A senior at Spelman College 

recently reported to college administrators that she found a note directed toward her transgender 

partner, who was also a student at Spelman College (Lance & Reed, 2018). The note’s message 

said, “Keep your [transgender slur] out of our bathroom thanks” (Lance & Reed, 2018). 

Spelman’s President, Mary Schmidt Campbell, responded with a message of unity for the 

campus community that stated, in part, “Spelman will continue to open its arms to embrace all of 

our Spelman students whatever their gender identity, sexual orientation or gender expression” 

(Lance & Reed, 2018). This story highlights assertions from researchers who have found that, 

although transgender visibility and support for transgender people are increasing, transgender 

people still experience challenges on college campuses across the United States (Grant et al., 

2011; James et al., 2016; Sandfort et al., 2007). 

Background of the Problem 
 

A comparison of two national surveys on transgender individuals in the United States 

revealed an increase in the visibility of transgender people. In 2008, the National Center for 

Transgender Equality and the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force conducted the National 

Transgender Discrimination Survey (NTDS), reportedly the first nationwide survey of the 

transgender population, and reported a total of 6,456 individuals responded (Grant et al., 2011). 

In the summer of 2015, the National Center for Transgender Equality conducted a follow-up 
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survey, the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey (USTS), and reported a total of 27,715 individuals 

responded (James et al., 2016), which is approximately 4.29 times the number of respondents to 

the 2008-09 NTDS. Researchers attributed the large number of respondents to an overall increase 

in transgender visibility in recent years (James et al., 2016). The increased visibility of 

transgender people is also apparent on the campuses of colleges and universities in the United 

States (Beemyn, 2003; Beemyn et al., 2005; McKinney, 2005; Pusch, 2008; Rankin & Beemyn, 

2012). 

Along with increasing visibility, results from the 2015 USTS also indicated a growing 

acceptance of transgender individuals within the United States (James et al., 2016). Specifically, 

of the respondents whose families knew that they were transgender, 60% reported that their 

family was supportive of their gender identity (James et al., 2016). Furthermore, 56% of 

transgender students indicated that their classmates were aware and supportive of their 

transgender identity (James et al., 2016). Although both visibility of and support for transgender 

individuals are increasing, the transgender population still encounters transgender-specific 

challenges in the United States and on the campuses of U.S. colleges and universities (Grant et 

al., 2011). 

Findings from the 2008-09 NTDS indicated that transgender individuals frequently 

encountered harassment, bullying, and violence in the United States (Grant et al., 2011). Results 

from this survey also indicated a variance in challenges faced by transgender individuals based 

on both race and gender (Grant et al., 2011). Transgender “students of color experienced higher 

rates of harassment and violence across the board” (Grant et al., 2011, p. 33) when compared to 

White transgender students. James et al. (2016) found: 
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While respondents in USTS [U.S. Transgender Survey] sample overall were more than 

twice as likely as the U.S. population to be living in poverty, people of color, including 

Latino/a (43%), American Indian (41%), multiracial (40%), and Black (38%) 

respondents, were up to three times as likely as the U.S. population (14%) to be living in 

poverty. (p. 4) 

Additionally, transgender individuals’ encounters with family rejection and family violence, due 

to being transgender, also varied by race (James et al., 2016). 

Whether or not a transgender individual is male or female also affects the experiences of 

transgender individuals. According to the 2008-09 NTDS, transgender females encountered 

violence at higher rates than transgender males or gender nonconforming students, whereas 

transgender males and gender nonconforming students more frequently encountered harassment 

and bullying (Grant et al., 2011). In the 2015 USTS, transgender women also reported higher 

instances of sexual assault than transgender men and gender nonconforming individuals (James 

et al., 2016). Furthermore, transgender women experienced higher rates of withdrawal from 

school, due to the mistreatment they encountered, than transgender men and gender 

nonconforming individuals (James et al., 2016). These findings indicate that transgender 

students’ intersectional identities can compound the challenges that they encounter. 

Transgender theory helps conceptualize the intersectionality of identities and how the 

merging of those identities informs the transgender experience (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010). 

Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010) explained that transgender theory is based on feminist and queer 

theory but extends beyond these theories by “explicitly incorporating ideas of the fluidly 

embodied, socially constructed, and self-constructed aspects of social identity, along with the 
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dynamic interaction and integration of these aspects of identity within the narratives of lived 

experiences” (p. 432). This conceptual framework recognizes the intersectionality of the various 

identities that a transgender person may have and seeks to empower transgender people by 

focusing on their lived experiences and narratives (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010). 

Research into the lived experiences of transgender individuals indicates that the 

harassment and discrimination encountered by transgender individuals stem from biases toward 

individuals who others perceive as not adhering to traditional notions of gender. This prejudice 

affects not only transgender people, but also homosexuals and other sexual minority individuals 

perceived as deviating from gender categories (Sandfort et al., 2007). These biases manifest on 

the campuses of colleges and universities across the United States to create what some 

transgender students believe to be a hostile campus climate. 

On college campuses, transgender students often struggle with indirect and direct 

discrimination and harassment. For instance, 19% of respondents to the 2015 USTS reported that 

they were denied access to appropriate housing, with 5% reporting that they were denied access 

to campus residence halls altogether (James et al., 2016). Additionally, 11% of respondents 

reported that their gender identity affected their ability to receive or maintain financial aid 

(James et al., 2016). Harassment has also been reported by transgender college students. 

On the 2015 USTS, respondents who publicly expressed their transgender or nongender 

conforming identities at their institutions as college students reported varying degrees of 

harassment by faculty, staff, and students (James et al., 2016). Specifically, 35% reported 

experiencing harassment and bullying, 5% reported experiencing physical assault, and 3% 

reported having been sexually assaulted (James et al., 2016). In addition, 2% of respondents 
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reported that they were expelled because of their gender identity or gender expression (James et 

al., 2016). These encounters of discrimination and harassment negatively impact transgender 

college students’ sense of engagement, belonging (Tinto, 1975, 1988), and safety (Garvey et al., 

2015) at their institutions. 

Students who fail to establish a sense of belonging at their college or university are less 

likely to remain enrolled at that institution. According to Tinto (1975, 1988), a frequently cited 

researcher of student departure, student integration into the campus community is a critical factor 

in college persistence. Another influential factor is a student’s sense of safety. Research indicates 

that students who feel that they are in a safe and supportive environment are more likely to have 

positive perceptions of their overall campus climate (Garvey et al., 2015). Circumstances that 

negatively affect transgender students’ sense of engagement, safety, and belonging at their 

institutions serve as barriers to this student population and lessen the likelihood of this 

population’s ability to persist to graduation (Crede & Niehorster, 2012; Garvey et al., 2015; 

Goodrich, 2012; Ottenritter, 2012; Tinto, 1975, 1988). 

Several common barriers for transgender students exist in higher education institutions, 

such as name and gender change procedures on institutional records, pronoun usage, access to 

campus facilities like housing, bathrooms, and locker rooms, as well as a perceived overall lack 

of support (Beemyn et al., 2005; Pryor, 2015). Barriers also exist within classrooms where 

transgender topics are absent from curricula, forced outing occurs due to a lack of helpful 

preferred name and gender policies, and faculty are perceived as uneducated about how to best 

support transgender students (Pryor, 2015). Other barriers include a lack of access to counselors 

and physicians who understand transgender mental and health care needs, as well as institutional 
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health insurance coverage that includes coverage for hormone or other transgender-related care 

(Goodrich, 2012). Each barrier encountered by a transgender college student has the potential to 

negatively affect that student’s ability to persist to graduation at that institution (Crede & 

Niehorster, 2012; Goodrich, 2012; Ottenritter, 2012). 

Problem Statement 
 

Transgender students encounter social, classroom, and institutional barriers in college 

(Beemyn et al., 2005; Dugan et al., 2012; Effrig et al., 2011; Pryor, 2015; Squire & Norris, 

2014). The barriers that transgender students encounter affect their decisions about persistence in 

college (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Goodrich, 2012; Seelman, 2014). The purpose of this 

qualitative study was to identify which approaches, if any, transgender students believe helped 

them persist in their higher education institutions. 

Research Questions 
 

This study examined the lived experiences of transgender students who persisted to 

graduation in their higher education institutions. The study sought answers to the following 

research questions: 

1. What impact do institutional policies and processes have on transgender students’ 

decisions to persist in college? 

2. How do transgender college students conceptualize their successful progression in 

their institutions? 

Theoretical Framework 
 

Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory of student departure provided the theoretical framework for 

this study. Tinto’s theory considers student departure from college as a longitudinal process 
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marked by three distinct stages through which a student will move during their college career: 

separation, transition, and incorporation (Tinto, 1988). A student experiences the separation 

stage when leaving the home, previous community, and previous culture to attend college (Tinto, 

1988). 

A student’s attempts to assimilate to the new college environment marks the transition 

stage (Tinto, 1988). Support is critical during this stage as the student has yet to establish any 

new bonds within the new community (Tinto, 1988). Tinto asserted that characteristics that 

heavily influence a student’s ability to overcome the challenges experienced during this stage are 

the individual’s personality, coping skills, and educational goals and commitments. 

The final stage is incorporation. During the incorporation stage of a student’s college 

career, the student becomes a member of the college community. This integration occurs through 

social interactions and connections with both peers and faculty. Tinto (1988) explained that a 

failure to integrate and make connections can lead to a sense of isolation for a student. 

According to Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory of student departure, student departure occurs 

when a student fails to overcome the challenges encountered during one of the three stages. 

During the transition stage, students may experience difficulties if they fail to receive assistance 

adjusting to college (Tinto, 1988). Stark contrasts between their previous environments and their 

current environments might prohibit students’ incorporation into the college community (Tinto, 

1988). When students enter the incorporation stage, the culture of the college or university might 

be too different from the student’s previous environment. Tinto (1988) explained, “Rather than 

adopt values and behavioral styles that are seen as discordant with their own, they may decide to 

voluntarily withdraw in order to seek membership in other settings” (p. 447). 
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When discussing this theory, Tinto (1988) likened incorporation to persistence and 

emphasized that the incorporation must occur both academically and socially. Although the 

stages are fluid in nature, students must persist through each of the three stages to become fully 

integrated into the campus community (Tinto, 1988). Failure to fully integrate is likely to result 

in student departure from college (Tinto, 1988). 

The theory of student departure served as the base of the theoretical framework for this 

study, but since this study focuses on the persistence of minority students, I adapted the theory 

based on several critiques of Tinto’s work. Guiffrida (2006) added to this theory that persistence 

occurs when a student successfully integrates into the college community by considering 

connections within the new environment rather than integration into the college environment. 

Guiffrida (2006) also asserted that Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory should recognize the influence 

that student motivations have on minority student persistence. Minority students with an 

individualist mindset may persist because of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations to succeed and 

ultimately have a good job and career. However, if the minority student has a collectivist 

perspective, their drive to persist may center on their ties to their home supports and motivation 

to succeed on behalf of their culture (Guiffrida, 2006). 

In an additional critique of Tinto’s work, Tierney (1992) found the theory indicates that 

individuals must lose core pieces of themselves and their culture to assimilate to their college 

environment and earn a degree. Because this may potentially mean a harmful experience for 

minority students, institutions should consider embracing and reinforcing those existing supports 

to assist the minority student and bolster the student’s sense of self to help them survive, connect, 

and succeed in their new environment (Tierney, 1992). Furthering this suggestion, Tucker 
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(1999/2000) recommended that, instead of considering social and academic integration as 

distinct characteristics of successful students or criteria for persistence, institutions should 

recognize that these characteristics do not exist separately of one another. Tucker (1999/2000) 

recommended replacing these characteristics with vision and sense of community. Vision refers 

to the student’s drive to earn a degree and move on to a successful career, and sense of 

community refers to the social supports that students have from a variety of sources, which 

include their home supports, social supports, and institutional supports (Tucker, 1999/2000). To 

account for these critiques, when applying Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory of student departure to 

this study and referring to integration, I referenced the participants’ connections and sense of 

community, rather than explicitly referring to their departure from their past culture and 

assimilation into a new culture. Additionally, I considered vision as one of the criteria that results 

in student persistence. 

As the theoretical framework, Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory of student departure served as 

the lens through which I looked when preparing the data collection materials and analyzing the 

data collected for this study. Research indicates that transgender students base their decisions to 

persist on their “level of discomfort, perceived social supports, level of secrecy, and academic 

achievement” (Goodrich, 2012, p. 226). Each of these student characteristics influences the 

student’s ability to successfully integrate into the college community. These findings support 

Tinto’s (1975, 1988) conclusions regarding student persistence and successful integration. 

Significance of the Study 
 

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into approaches transgender students 

believe affected their ability to persist in college. Ultimately, the research findings could be used 
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to shape policies and procedures adopted by higher education leaders to better serve this 

population of students. Additionally, the research findings could help leaders in higher education 

better prioritize their support mechanisms for transgender students. 

Limitations 
 

There was one primary limitation to this research study. I selected participants from 

multiple institutions in four regions of the United States, which means that findings might not be 

applicable to other regions. Since the purpose of the study was to understand which, if any, and 

to what extent transgender-specific approaches helped students persist to graduation, these 

institutions may have several recommended approaches in place. 

Delimitations 
 

The selectivity of this research population was delimited to transgender college students 

who were approaching graduation or who had recently graduated. Specifically, study participants 

had to be either a junior or senior undergraduate student who was approaching graduation 

(expected to graduate between December 2019 and December 2020), or recent graduates who 

had recently graduated from the institution (graduated in 2017 to 2019). These criteria were 

necessary because this study aimed to glean information from students who successfully 

persisted to graduation. 

Definitions of Terms 
 

Cisgender, according to Merriam-Webster (2018a), means “of, relating to, or being a 

person whose gender identity corresponds with the sex the person had or was identified as 

having at birth” (line 1). 
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Gender expression refers to an individual’s presentation of their gender identity through 

their behavior and appearance (Merriam-Webster, 2018b). 

Gender identity “refers to one’s internal sense of being male, female, or something else” 

(American Psychological Association [APA], 2018, para. 2). 

Sexual orientation- A person’s sexual and emotional attraction to another individual 

(APA, 2018). 

Transgender, according to the APA (2018), “is an umbrella term for persons whose 

gender identity, gender expression or behavior does not conform to that typically associated with 

the sex to which they were assigned at birth” (para. 2). 

Summary 
 

This chapter identified some of the barriers encountered by transgender college students 

and how these barriers have the potential to negatively impact the ability of individuals within 

this student population to persist to graduation. The use of Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory of student 

departure was useful in supporting this research and providing insight during the data analysis 

process. A qualitative study of transgender student perceptions of institutional approaches 

designed to support transgender students and the impact that these approaches have on student 

persistence has the potential to provide useful information about the perceived effectiveness of 

these mechanisms. 

Chapter 2 synthesizes relevant literature on transgender college students and persistence. 

Specifically, Chapter 2 offers discussions of literature regarding transgender student perceptions 

of campus climate, issues that affect persistence in college, and the recommended approaches for 
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supporting transgender college students. Additionally, Chapter 2 highlights the contributions of 

the research outlined in Chapter 1 to the study of transgender students in higher education. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
 

This review of the literature sought to examine the experiences of transgender college 

students in a context that provided insight about how the various barriers that they encounter 

affect their college experiences. An exploration of these barriers and their effect on transgender 

student persistence was linked to general points from research on student persistence such as 

adjustment to college, minority student persistence, and student support literature. By including 

literature on the recommended approaches to support transgender college students, this chapter 

provides a framework for this study to determine which, if any, of the recommended approaches 

are perceived by transgender college students as being helpful or even critical to their successful 

persistence to graduation. The findings of this qualitative study fill an information gap in the 

existing literature as research on which recommended approaches help transgender students 

persist to graduation, from the transgender student perspective, is lacking. 

Transgender as a Sexual Minority 
 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) individuals are all considered to be 

sexual minorities. However, the majority of LGBT research has focused on lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual topics and only minimally covered transgender topics (Bilodeau, 2005). In fact, “often 

sexual minority research either assumes cisgender experience or conflates sexual and gender 

identity” (Galupo et al., 2015, p. 361). Some have deemed the grouping of transgender 

individuals with lesbian, gay, and bisexual individuals as “erasure” and indicative of a bias 

toward a cisnormative system in our society (Bauer et al., 2009). 
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Although lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender individuals are all considered sexual 

minorities, there are differences between sexual orientation and gender identity issues, as well as 

the types of discrimination that both groups encounter (Bauer et al., 2009; Brown, 2014; Dugan 

et al., 2012; Evans & Broido, 2005). In addition to experiencing issues that are different than 

those of the LGB community, it is also important to note that a transgender person may also 

identify as heterosexual, furthering the distinction between the two populations and their needs 

(Swanbrow Becker et al., 2017). Consequently, although institutions might find it more 

economically feasible to support all sexual minority students using one LGBT student services 

office, these institutions should recognize that the needs of these two student populations differ 

and should work to support those unique needs (Dugan et al., 2012). 

Transgender Visibility in Research 
 

The visibility of transgender people and information about the issues that affect their 

lives are increasing (Brown, 2012; Green, 2010; Katyal, 2017; Wentling et al., 2008). This 

increased attention is in the field of medicine, media publications and broadcasts, and 

communities across the United States (Brown, 2012). In 2007, the growing transgender 

movement appeared to be making critical gains socially and legally for transgender people living 

in the United States (Davidson, 2007). Various entities, such as colleges, court systems, and 

employers, are beginning to understand that “the binary presumptions of male and female 

identity are largely outdated and often fail to capture the complexity of identity and expression” 

(Katyal, 2017, p. 389). 

Increased visibility and participation in research are allowing the transgender community 

to raise awareness about the issues affecting transgender men and women as well as individuals 
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who identify as non-binary, or genderqueer (neither male nor female) (James et al., 2016). This 

increased research participation was shown by the number of respondents to the 2015 USTS, 

which, at almost 28,000 people, greatly exceeded the response to the 2008-09 NTDS (James et 

al., 2016). Increased visibility of transgender individuals is also reflected on U.S. college 

campuses (Beemyn, 2003; Beemyn et al., 2005; Hughto et al., 2015; McKinney, 2005; Pusch, 

2008; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). However, information regarding the actual number of 

transgender college students was primarily nonexistent because only binary (male or female) 

gender information is captured on most institutional records (Beemyn, 2003). Although the 

number of students coming out as transgender is increasing, many institutions still lack 

protections (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011) and student services for this population (Rankin & 

Beemyn, 2012), and significant social issues related to gender diversity still exist on college 

campuses (Manning et al., 2012). 

Research into lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender college students has been 

predominantly qualitative, tending to focus on visibility, campus climate, and identity status 

(Renn, 2010). Minimal research has investigated the various needs and experiences of the 

transgender student population (Goodrich, 2012; Lombardi et al., 2001; Pascarella, 2006; 

Zamani-Gallaher & Choudhuri, 2011) or the ways in which these students survive, cope, and 

succeed in the academic realm (Sanlo, 2004). Additionally, few researchers have focused on this 

student population in the community college environment (Garvey et al., 2015; Ottenritter, 2012; 

Zamani-Gallaher & Choudhuri, 2011). 

Researchers have cited a need for increased scholarship on the needs and experiences of 

transgender college students (Dugan et al., 2012; Zamani-Gallaher & Choudhuri, 2011). In 
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addition, researchers have expressed the need to explore the implementation of suggested 

approaches and their impact on the experiences of transgender students (Rankin, 2003; 

Woodford et al., 2017), as well as whether or not, and to what extent, “offerings and resources 

influence students’ sense of belonging, perceptions of campus climate, and, ultimately, learning 

and academic success” (Garvey et al., 2015, p. 539). Researchers have also indicated a need for 

studies to examine “the ways in which higher education colludes with binary gender systems to 

reinforce gender oppression” (Bilodeau, 2005, p. 42). 

While research pertaining to transgender students in higher education has increased as the 

general visibility of transgender individuals in society has increased, research into this student 

population is still necessary. The inability to quantify these students means that there is a lack of 

generalizable information about this student population, so further quantitative research would be 

a valuable addition to the existing literature. Additional research is essential to allow institutions 

to better understand and address the needs of transgender students, as well as whether, and to 

what extent, existing supports help these students persist to graduation. 

Transgender Students’ Perceptions of Campus Climate 
 

When students attend college, they encounter new concepts, new people, and a new 

environment (Rankin, 2003). In addition to academically rigorous course loads, students face the 

challenge of an unfamiliar social atmosphere, or campus climate. Encountering an unwelcoming 

or blatantly hostile climate challenges their ability to thrive and succeed at the institution 

(Rankin, 2003). Students who feel as though their way of being in the world is too incongruous 

with a new environment may withdraw from the new environment to seek out another that is in 

concert with their own thoughts and values (Tinto, 1975, 1988). 
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Research indicates that transgender students often experience acrimonious environments. 

This student population faces a variety of challenges that have the potential to negatively impact 

their perceptions of campus climate. These challenges include encounters with cisgenderism, 

discrimination, marginalization, and hostility (Gerhardstein & Anderson, 2010; Hart & Lester, 

2011; Sandfort et al., 2007). 

Cisgenderism in Higher Education 
 

Bias against individuals who do not conform to traditional societal expectations of gender 

has been a persistent social issue in the United States (Gerhardstein & Anderson, 2010) and 

within higher education institutions, in particular (Hart & Lester, 2011). Lennon and Mistler 

(2014) defined cisgenderism as “the cultural and systemic ideology that denies, denigrates, or 

pathologizes self-identified gender identities that do not align with assigned gender at birth as 

well as resulting behavior, expression, and community” (p. 63). Cisgenderism supports the 

notion that “cisgender identities and expression are to be valued more than transgender identities 

and expression and creates an inherent system of associated power and privilege” (Lennon & 

Mistler, 2014, p. 64). 

Gender-centered bias affects not only transgender individuals, but also homosexuals, who 

many perceive as breaking traditional norms (Sandfort et al., 2007). Research on gender 

nonconformity and homophobia indicates that homosexuals who veer from traditional gender 

roles and gender expression have a higher chance of being discriminated against than do 

homosexuals whose gender identity or expression align with traditional gender norms (Sandfort 

et al., 2007). Gender nonconformity has been the basis of harassment and discrimination against 

homosexuals in schools and workplaces (Gordon & Meyer, 2007). A study on LGB prejudice 
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found that 19% of respondents had experienced discrimination due to their gender 

nonconformity at least once during their lifetime (Gordon & Meyer, 2007). 

Students who conform to traditional gender expression and performance experience what 

is referred to as cisgender privilege on college campuses, which allows some students to exist 

within the campus community without incident and without fear due to the protections afforded 

to them by their gender privilege (Newhouse, 2013). To maintain that privilege or to avoid 

stigma, some transgender students abstain from sharing their gender identity with others 

(Beemyn, 2012; Miller, 2015; Newhouse, 2013; Pryor, 2015; Rankin, 2003). For some 

transgender individuals, “passing” as cisgender is not an option, thus, those individuals 

experience the pain of encountering stigma on a frequent basis (Sevelius, 2013). 

The presence of cisgenderism within college communities has resulted in negative 

experiences for transgender students, as well as other students perceived as failing to conform to 

traditional notions of gender. This type of prejudice has been linked to hostility, isolation, 

violence, and discrimination toward transgender and gender nonconforming individuals (Case et 

al., 2012; Garvey et al., 2015; Gordon & Meyer, 2007; Lombardi et al., 2001; Pryor, 2015; 

Rankin & Beemyn, 2012; Sandfort et al., 2007). Cisgenderism can prevent students from 

succeeding in their academic endeavors and prevent them from fully engaging with the campus 

community (Ranking, 2003). 

Discrimination Against Transgender Students 
 

Research into the experiences of transgender community college students reveals that 

transgender college students frequently face discrimination not only at these colleges, but also 

from these institutions (Beemyn, 2012). This discrimination limits the ability of transgender 
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individuals to attend college and makes them more likely to attend two-year institutions rather 

than four-year institutions, due to “gender-identity based economic and educational oppression” 

(Beemyn, 2012, p. 508). In a study of transgender students at four-year institutions, Pryor (2015) 

found they experienced gender-based discrimination and perceived faculty as being unsupportive 

or indifferent toward them. This student population also reportedly faces institutional 

discrimination, such as not being employed as student workers on the campuses that they attend 

(Rankin, 2003). Because of these findings, Beemyn et al. (2005) and Rankin and Beemyn (2012) 

called on educators, particularly student affairs professionals, to become more educated about the 

experiences of these students in the higher education environment in order to mitigate or address 

these instances of discrimination. 

Marginalization of Transgender Students 
 

The minimal inclusion of transgender student experiences in higher education, student 

affairs, and psychology literature supports findings that indicate that transgender people are a 

significantly marginalized population in society (Bauer et al., 2009) and on college campuses 

(Garvey et al., 2015; Harbour & Ebie, 2011; Manning et al., 2012; Newhouse, 2013; Pryor, 

2015; Squire & Norris, 2014; Woodford et al., 2017; Zamani-Gallaher & Choudhuri, 2011). The 

marginalization of transgender individuals happens not only by society at large to the 

transgender community—it is also perpetuated by members of the LGB community toward the 

transgender community (Alexander & Yescavage, 2003). Squire and Norris (2014) explained, 

“Precollege experiences, campus experiences, and life circumstances work in concert to place 

[sexual minority] students in the margins” (p. 196). 
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At institutions, the marginalization of transgender students happens through a lack of 

inclusion of transgender topics in the curricula (Garvey et al., 2015)—even in disciplines like 

sociology, where the topic is relevant (Wentling et al., 2008). Marginalization also occurs 

through a lack of student services (Newhouse, 2013; Woodford et al., 2017), because of 

institutional procedures and policies (Harbour & Ebie, 2011), and through interactions with peers 

and faculty (Pryor, 2015). Research findings show that transgender students who feel 

marginalized suffer because of their feelings of marginalization (Pryor et al., 2016). 

Hostility Toward Transgender Individuals 
 

An analysis of data gathered from a national survey of attitudes toward transgender 

people indicated that negative attitudes toward transgender people exist throughout the United 

States. Norton and Herek (2013) found that individuals with negative attitudes toward 

transgender individuals who favored the male/female binary conception of gender also favored 

higher levels of authoritarianism, political conservatism, anti-egalitarianism, and (for women) 

religiosity. Additionally, Norton and Herek (2013) discovered a correlation between negative 

attitudes toward transgender people and general lack of exposure to and interaction with sexual 

minorities. While negative attitudes were also found to be directed toward LGB people, the 

attitudes toward transgender people were even less favorable (Norton & Herek, 2013). 

These negative attitudes manifest within the college community to create what many 

transgender students believe to be a hostile, unsupportive environment (Garvey et al., 2015; 

Rankin, 2003). Research indicates that major differences exist between cisgender and 

transgender student perceptions of campus climate (Dugan et al., 2012). The strongest influences 

on students’ perceptions of overall campus climate are their feelings of safety, inclusion, and 
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comfort (Garvey et al., 2015). In 2011, Beemyn and Rankin found that LGBTQ students 

perceived higher education institutions as unwelcoming and unsafe environments. 

In addition to experiencing a hostile environment, many transgender students also express 

concern for their safety (Spagna, 2014). Transgender individuals are often targets for violence 

and harassment (James et al., 2016; Lombardi et al., 2001; Spagna, 2014; Waldo et al., 1998), 

even more than their LGB peers (Rankin, 2003). These increased rates of harassment and 

violence might be due to the fact that transgender individuals are more easily recognizable 

because they are gender atypical, than their LGB peers, who are less identifiable (Waldo et al., 

1998). In 2001, Lombardi et al. (2001) reported, “Over half the people within [the transgender] 

sample experienced some form of harassment or violence within their lifetimes, with a quarter 

experiencing a violent incident” (p. 97). More recently, respondents to the 2015 USTS. reported 

experiencing high rates of harassment and violence (James et al., 2016). Specifically, 48% of 

respondents reported they were “being denied equal treatment, verbally harassed, and/or 

physically attacked in the past year because of being transgender” (James et al., 2016, p. 198). 

For college students, an unwelcoming environment and encounters with harassment, 

discrimination, or assault can act as barriers to educational attainment. 

Barriers to Educational Attainment 
 

Even though U.S. college campuses are experiencing an increase in the visibility of 

transgender students (Beemyn, 2003; Beemyn et al., 2005; Hughto et al., 2015; McKinney, 2005; 

Pusch, 2008; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012), most institutions lack adequate support resources for this 

student population (Beemyn, 2012; McKinney, 2005; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). Many 

undergraduate students found the faculty and staff at their institutions to be uninformed about 
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transgender issues (McKinney, 2005). Additionally, transgender students reported an overall lack 

of transgender-related programming, as well as insufficient opportunities for cisgender students 

to learn more about transgender topics (McKinney, 2005). 

A lack of inclusion and consideration for transgender individuals, referred to as 

“institutional erasure . . . occurs through a lack of policies that accommodate trans identities or 

trans bodies, including the lack of knowledge that such policies are even necessary” (Bauer et al., 

2009, p. 354). This institutional erasure also occurs through a lack of transgender-inclusive safe 

spaces on campuses (Bauer et al., 2009). Institutional erasure perpetuates the idea that 

transgender individuals are rare—an idea reflected in institutions with infrastructures established 

in ways that assume their constituents have cisgender identities (Bauer et al., 2009). 

Institutional policies that exclude or fail to consider the needs of transgender students can 

act as barriers to those students (Spagna, 2014). Specifically, these barriers include policies 

regarding bathroom and locker room access (Brown, 2012; Rankin, 2003; Spagna, 2014; 

Woodford et al., 2017), housing accommodations (Spagna, 2014; Woodford et al., 2017), and 

preferred name and gender policies for institutional records (Rankin & Beemyn, 2012; Spagna, 

2014; Woodford et al., 2017). Other barriers include a lack of parental or family support (Pusch, 

2008), interactions with faculty and staff (Brown et al., 2004), and emotional and mental health 

issues and support (Effrig et al., 2011; James et al., 2016; McKinney, 2005; Puckett et al., 2016; 

Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). 

Restroom and Locker Room Access 
 

Research indicated that transgender students regularly experienced issues with a lack of 

access to safe restrooms, which made them fearful that someone would ask them to leave these 
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campus spaces (Rankin, 2003). Similarly, Brown (2012) found that locker rooms are often risky 

areas for transgender students and other vulnerable populations due to the opportunity for hostile 

situations to occur. The fear of being confronted, harassed, or harmed while accessing a restroom 

or locker room serves as a barrier for transgender students and negatively affects the academic 

engagement, concentration, and academic performance of these students (Rankin, 2003; 

Woodford et al., 2017). 

The lack of safe access to restroom and locker room facilities has negatively impacted the 

physical and emotional health of transgender individuals. Data from the 2015 USTS revealed 

that 32% of transgender adults reported that within the last year they had restricted themselves 

from food and drink to avoid having to use the restroom (James et al., 2016). Additionally, 8% of 

respondents reported having health issues such as a urinary tract infection or a kidney-related 

issue because of their restroom avoidance (James et al., 2016). The 2015 National School 

Climate Survey showed that LGBTQ students who felt unsafe or who lacked a sense of 

belonging avoided certain campus spaces and activities, and some avoided attending class 

altogether (Kosciw et al., 2016). These physical and emotional issues were the result of a lack of 

safe access to campus facilities, which negatively impacted transgender students’ academic 

experience. 

Housing Assignments 
 

Research into the environmental microaggressions, defined as “covert insults toward 

subordinated groups” (McCabe, 2009, p. 133), experienced by transgender college students 

indicates that transgender students are consistently concerned with housing assignments, which 

act as a barrier by causing additional stress for this student population (Woodford et al., 2017). 
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Because universities assign housing based on the completion of application forms (Woodford et 

al., 2017), transgender students must decide whether to disclose their gender identity to gain 

access to proper accommodations (Spagna, 2014). Additionally, universities often are unsure of 

how to respond to transgender students’ housing requests (Woodford et al., 2017). Spagna (2014) 

found that transgender students are often offered housing accommodations that are usually 

reserved for students seeking accommodations for medical or mental health reasons. Spagna 

(2014) asserted that this type of response to transgender students’ housing requests implies that 

transgender students are somehow disabled. These environmental microaggressions perpetuate 

the idea that transgender students are rare and marginalize these students and their needs. 

Preferred Name, Pronoun, and Gender Policies 
 

Inadequate name and gender policies, along with improper pronoun usage, negatively 

affect transgender students’ perceptions of campus climate, as well as their privacy and safety. 

Transgender students who were unable to use their preferred name and gender on institutional 

documents reported feelings of frustration toward their institutions (Woodford et al., 2017). Also, 

some transgender individuals who identified as genderqueer, which means that they did not 

adhere to a binary gender system, reported being forced to choose male or female when 

completing campus forms (Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). Encountering these types of issues can 

lead to perceptions of a hostile or unwelcoming college environment and cause additional stress 

within the classroom (Grasgreen, 2013). 

Some transgender individuals are open about their gender history, while others prefer to 

maintain their privacy regarding previous gender histories (Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). The use of 

birth names, as opposed to preferred names, on campus documents often forces students to “out” 
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themselves and, potentially, face harassment or discrimination (Woodford et al., 2017). Beyond 

the external repercussions of the use of birth names like harassment and discrimination, using a 

transgender individual’s birth name also causes serious damage to that individual’s mental and 

emotional well-being (Riedel, 2017). Calling a transgender person by their preferred name can 

induce high levels of anxiety by triggering what is known as gender dysphoria, which is 

“significant and durational distress caused when a person’s assigned birth gender is not the same 

as the one with which they identify” (Adams, 2017, para. 10). When a transgender student is 

referred to by their birth name, as opposed to their preferred name, this action “can induce a 

visceral sense of terror that no matter how much progress one makes in their transition, the 

person they used to be (or pretended to be) is still there” (Riedel, 2017, para. 3). For a student 

already struggling to navigate the adjustment to college or struggling academically, this 

additional stress and anxiety can act as a significant impediment to reaching their academic 

goals. 

Lack of Family Support 
 

Research indicates that family support is an important factor in the academic achievement 

of college students. Parental support includes spending time with and indicating an interest in the 

activities of the child as the child acclimates to the college environment (Ratelle et al., 2005). 

Students’ perceptions of parental involvement and support affect their feelings of autonomy, 

academic competence, and integration into the college community (Ratelle et al., 2005). These 

feelings are all factors in college students’ decisions about persistence (Ratelle et al., 2005). 

Pusch (2008) found that “while friends tended to be supportive, parents often had a 

negative reaction to their children coming out as transgender and sought to dissuade the students 
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from transitioning,” (p. 45) and “the bulk of disapproving messages came from parents” (p. 49). 

Transgender women of color have “described the pain and feelings of loneliness that resulted 

from rejection by their families of origin at a young age” (Sevelius, 2013, p. 680). Respondents 

to the 2015 USTS reported experiencing high rates of harassment and violence, with 1 out of 

every 10 respondents reporting violence perpetrated by a family member to whom they were out, 

and 8% reporting being forced to leave the family home for identifying as transgender (James et 

al., 2016). Without adequate parental support, transgender individuals might experience an 

increased sense of alienation and awareness that others do not view them as they view 

themselves (Pusch, 2008). The added stress of parental rejection and a lack of familial support 

negatively impact the academic endeavors of transgender college students and could make their 

academic progress and persistence more difficult or inhibited altogether. 

Interactions with Faculty and Staff 
 

Some faculty seem to have minimal understanding of recommended approaches in 

supporting transgender students (Pryor, 2015). Pryor (2015) reported that transgender students 

discussed a lack of inclusive teaching methods or means of supporting transgender students. 

Research indicates that administrative units differ in their attitudes about LGBT issues and topics 

(Brown et al., 2004). Notably, student affairs professionals and residence assistants express more 

interest in LGBT topics than do faculty and non-LGBT students (Brown et al., 2004). Further, 

faculty members from the soft sciences (i.e., psychology, political science, sociology) possessed 

more positive attitudes toward issues affecting LGBT students than did faculty members in the 

hard sciences (i.e., chemistry, math, physics) (Brown et al., 2004). 
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Within the course curricula, transgender-related topics remain largely absent (Ullman & 

Ferfolja, 2014). Although transgender visibility has increased in both society and within 

“subfields of sociology, this change is not reflected in sociologists’ scholarship on teaching” 

(Wentling et al., 2008, p. 49). Similarly, curricula and policy inadequately cover LGBT issues 

and education, even though topics on sexuality are present throughout higher education curricula 

(Ullman & Ferfolja, 2014). Even when LGBT lessons are taught, transgender topics might be 

minimally included, while lesbian, gay, and bisexual topics are prominently featured (Green, 

2010). Transgender students often experience these exclusions from curricula as 

microaggressions in classrooms, and this erasure of transgender identities has a negative impact 

on the academic engagement of transgender students (Miller, 2015). 

Emotional and Mental Health Issues 
 

An association has also been found between gender nonconformity and factors pertaining 

to mental health, which include social anxiety and emotional distress (Puckett et al., 2016). 

Respondents to the 2015 USTS reported significantly higher rates of serious psychological 

distress when compared with the general population (James et al., 2016). One of the more 

significant findings indicated that 40% of respondents to the 2015 USTS had attempted suicide, 

which was almost nine times the attempted suicide rate for the general population in the United 

States (James et al., 2016). Further, although 77% of respondents to the 2015 USTS indicated 

that they wanted to seek therapy or counseling, only 58% had obtained treatment (James et al., 

2016). 

Transgender college students also experience higher rates of mental and emotional health 

issues than their cisgender peers. Empirical findings indicate transgender college students more 
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frequently encounter distress due to self-injury, suicidal ideation, and suicide attempts than 

cisgender individuals (Effrig et al., 2011). Additionally, 52.1% of entering and first-year college 

transgender students reported their emotional health was below average or in the lowest 10% 

when compared to cisgender first-year students, and 47.2% of transgender college students 

reported frequent feelings of depression (Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). These mental and 

emotional health issues can negatively affect transgender students’ ability to concentrate in class, 

to engage with their peers, and, for some, to persist to graduation. 

Persistence to Graduation 
 

The presence of barriers can affect the persistence of transgender students in college 

(Goodrich, 2012; Crede & Niehorster, 2012; Ottenritter, 2012). Regardless of sexual or gender 

identity, students who lack adequate physical, social, and emotional resources will often not 

persist to graduation (Goodrich, 2012; Ottenritter, 2012). Researchers found that transgender 

students based their decisions about persistence on their “level of discomfort, perceived social 

supports, level of secrecy, and academic achievement” (Goodrich, 2012, p. 219). The following 

sections examine how adjustment to college, minority status, and institutional support influence 

persistence decisions made by transgender students. 

Adjustment to College and Persistence 
 

A student’s first semester and, ultimately, the first year at college are vital to the student’s 

ability to persist to graduation (Tinto, 1988). The first year builds the foundation for student 

success and persistence (Reason et al., 2006). The three most influential factors for students who 

are adjusting to college are their academic, social, and emotional adjustments (Friedlander et al., 

2007). Students’ experiences, campus climate, and institutional policies influence their academic 
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confidence, which is another factor in adjustment to college, developed by first-year students 

(Reason et al., 2006). 

During the first year, students’ experiences and interactions with peers, faculty, and 

others within the campus community have a significant impact on their adjustment to college. 

Specifically, successful adjustment to college is directly linked to students’ self-esteem, an 

effective social support system, and minimal levels of stress (Friedlander et al., 2007), all of 

which can be negatively impacted by a student’s perception of an unwelcoming or hostile 

campus climate. A meta-analytic analysis of literature on adjustment to college, revealed, 

“Students’ experiences with bullying, hazing, racism, sexism, and homophobic behavior are 

likely to exert powerful influences on students’ adjustment to college and their willingness to 

remain enrolled” (Crede & Niehorster, 2012, p. 160). 

Many transgender students indicate that positive interactions with faculty that validate 

their identities result in their feeling accepted into the college community; however, many 

transgender students report issues with hostility and harassment from their peers, which increase 

the stress levels of these students (Pryor, 2015). The harassment and discrimination encountered 

by transgender students results in “a significantly lower sense of belonging within the campus 

community” (Dugan et al., 2012, p. 732). These findings are important because a student’s 

decision to leave college is most closely linked to psychological stress and social integration 

(Wright, 1973). Specifically, Wright (1973) found: 

An individual with both high stress and low integration had nearly twelve times the 

probability of leaving school as an individual with low stress and high integration, and he 
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had four to five times the probability of leaving school as an individual with either low 

stress or high integration, but not both. (p. 240) 

A sense of belonging and successful integration into the academic and social realms of an 

institution can reduce the effects of stress on students (Wright, 1973). 

Research on student adaptation to college shows that attachment to the institution and 

social adjustment are consistently associated with student departure (Beyers & Goossens, 2002). 

As levels of adjustment increase, student academic motivation increases and loneliness and 

depressive symptoms decrease (Beyers & Goossens, 2002). These findings support Tinto’s 

(1975, 1988) theory of student departure, which asserts that students must successfully assimilate 

to and become integrated into the college environment to persist to graduation. 

Minority Student Persistence 
 

The retention rates of minority students are significantly lower than retention rates of 

nonminority students (Wohlgemuth et al., 2007). A perceived lack of inclusion or discrimination 

on campus for minority groups, like transgender students, can negatively affect student 

participation and motivation (Cabrera et al., 1999; Rankin, 2003; Spagna, 2014), as well as 

student adjustment and persistence (Cabrera et al., 1999; Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2003). The 

educational gains and sense of belonging of transgender students are significantly lower than 

those of their cisgender peers, and those differences are due to the barrage of signals transgender 

students receive from their environment that suggest their experiences and feelings are not valid 

(Dugan et al., 2012). 

Allen (1992) conducted research on the success of African American college student 

outcomes at both predominantly White and historically Black public institutions. Findings from 
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this research showed that students who feel “valued, protected, accepted, and socially connected” 

(Allen, 1992, p. 39) develop best because supportive environments provide a safe place for 

students to “take the risks associated with intellectual growth and development” (p. 39). In fact, 

the likelihood of student persistence declines as students encounter an adverse climate rather 

than a welcoming one (Ancis et al., 2000; Milem, 2000; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Reason et 

al., 2006; Umbach & Kuh, 2006). However, Cabrera et al. (1999) found that, although a 

discriminatory climate lessened African American students’ commitment to their university, 

support from their parents and academic successes increased their commitment to their 

institution, with parental encouragement exerting the largest influence. It is probable that these 

findings are applicable to other minority campus groups, like transgender students. These 

findings highlight the need for transgender college students to feel safe and engaged at their 

institutions, especially if they lack adequate parental support. 

Support and Persistence 
 

A campus environment that is supportive and responsive to students’ needs can have a 

positive effect on students’ decision-making regarding persistence (Bergman et al., 2014; 

Goodrich, 2012; Pryor et al., 2016; Reason et al., 2006). Bergman et al. (2014) noted, “As a 

student felt more strongly that the institution was responsive to his or her needs, the odds of 

persisting increased by about 63%” (p. 98). Student needs are related to levels of comfort, 

perceptions of campus climate, availability of social support mechanisms, and academic self- 

efficacy (Goodrich, 2012). The resources that are likely to encourage transgender student 

persistence address the physical, social, and emotional needs of these students (Goodrich, 2012). 

Goodrich (2012) noted that a lack of any one of these resources might result in student departure. 
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Recommended Approaches 
 

Research indicated that interactions with others with diverse backgrounds and 

perspectives that differ from one’s own can positively impact student development in college 

(Pascarella, 2006). Higher education institutions must create inclusive, equitable campus 

environments that value all constituents, regardless of cultural differences (Rankin, 2003). A lack 

of inclusion of transgender students, faculty, and staff in institutional policies serves to overlook 

their needs and indicates that this population does not matter (Bauer et al., 2009). Institutions can 

foster positive, diverse learning communities by referencing this initiative in the institutional 

mission statement (Whitt et al., 2001). Rankin and Beemyn (2012) asserted, “Only after a 

complete transformation of institutional cultures will colleges and universities become truly 

welcoming to transgender students” (p. 10). Such a transformation includes the provision of 

equal access to campus spaces; inclusive language and protections in institutional policies and 

processes; educational programs and resources; welcoming classrooms and inclusive curricula; 

and physical and mental health services. 

Access to Campus Spaces 
 

When working to create an inclusive and welcoming environment for transgender 

students, implementing facilities that take into consideration the unique needs of this student 

population is critical (Brown, 2012). Seelman (2016) reported: 

Findings indicate relationships between denial of access to bathrooms and gender- 

appropriate campus housing and increased risk for suicidality, even after controlling for 

interpersonal victimization in college. These results suggest that the setup of a college 

campus connects to the wellbeing of trans* students, whether or not the campus has 
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intended to actively deny this population access to campus spaces. Administrators and 

advocates can use these findings to help call for changes to college and university settings 

so that they more effectively support and welcome people who are trans*. (p. 1396) 

Restrooms and Locker Rooms 
 

Institutions should ensure that gender nonconforming students have access to campus 

spaces by implementing policies that establish students’ rights to use restrooms that align with 

their gender identity (Beemyn, 2012; Brown, 2012; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). Additionally, 

all campus buildings should have at least one gender-inclusive restroom (Beemyn, 2012; Brown, 

2012; Rankin, 2003; Spagna, 2014; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). In addition to addressing 

issues related to restroom access, institutions must also focus on issues involving transgender 

student access to campus locker rooms (Brown, 2012). 

Beemyn (2012) recommended that campuses provide single-person showers and 

changing rooms in their fitness areas. Additionally, institutions should implement policies 

allowing transgender students to access the locker or changing room that aligns with their gender 

identity (Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). Sellman (2016) suggested institutions inform the campus 

community that it is unacceptable to attempt to deny anyone access to a facility based on their 

perceived gender. 

Campus Housing 
 

Beemyn et al. (2005) maintained that the housing policies of institutions must move past 

the gender binary to effectively serve transgender students. When possible, assessment of the 

housing needs of transgender students should occur on a case-by-case basis (Beemyn et al., 

2005; Pryor et al., 2016). However, a general approach would be to implement a transgender- 
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inclusive housing policy that allows these students to live in residence halls that align with their 

gender identity (Beemyn, 2012). Providing gender-neutral or gender-inclusive housing to 

students who request it is also a transgender-inclusive approach to campus housing (Beemyn, 

2012; Brown, 2014; Pryor et al., 2016; Seelman, 2016; Spagna, 2014). This option would permit 

students to reside with other students regardless of gender (Beemyn, 2012). The provision of 

gender-neutral housing provides safe and supportive housing accommodations to transgender 

students (Spagna, 2014). 

Policies and Processes 
 

Clear egalitarian policies that create a more supportive campus environment for everyone 

advances morale and proves instrumental in “supporting the free exchange of ideas because 

students feel comfortable to be who they are” (Brown, 2012, p. 7). Institutions need to examine 

their existing policies and modify them to make them more inclusive of diverse individuals 

(Manning et al., 2012). A commonly suggested approach for colleges and universities is to 

include gender identity and expression in the institution’s nondiscrimination policy (Beemyn, 

2003; Beemyn, 2012; Rankin, 2003; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). Including this language in 

the institution’s nondiscrimination policy demonstrates the commitment of the institution to 

creating a safe environment for all students (Seelman, 2016). Additionally, institutions should 

consider their existing name policies and record change processes to be more responsive to the 

needs of transgender students (Beemyn, 2012; Spagna, 2014; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). 

Transgender students who have transitioned, or who are currently transitioning, from one 

gender to another may want to use a preferred name that is different from the name used on their 

official institutional record (Beemyn et al., 2005). The name change process is often daunting or 
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nonexistent for transgender students (Beemyn et al., 2005). Several researchers provided 

recommendations for protecting the privacy of transgender students through the adoption of a 

transgender-friendly name policy (Beemyn, 2012; Brown, 2012; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). 

For example, institutions can enact a preferred name policy that allows students to use a 

preferred name on class rosters, institutional records, and other documents upon request 

(Beemyn, 2012). Having such a policy in place mitigates the fear that many transgender students 

experience at having to reveal their gender identities to institutional employees and peers 

(Brown, 2012; Spagna, 2014). 

Furthermore, institutions should review campus forms and records and omit gender 

information or prompts that request gender information when it is not pertinent (Brown, 2012). 

Lastly, institutional processes should permit transgender students to change their gender identity 

on campus records without having to provide proof that they have undergone surgery (Beemyn, 

2012; Beemyn et al., 2005; Brown, 2012). As Beemyn et al. (2005) noted, an increasing number 

of transsexual students are opting out of gender reassignment surgery, even though their gender 

identity and expression differ from their birth gender. 

Educational Programming and Resources 
 

Institutions can also help support transgender students by providing transgender-specific 

educational programming to faculty, staff, and students (Beemyn, 2012; Beemyn et al., 2005; 

Dugan et al., 2012; Goodrich, 2012; Manning et al., 2012; Pryor, 2015; Rankin, 2003; Renn & 

Bilodeau, 2005; Seelman, 2014; Spagna, 2014; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). This programming 

should address human sexuality and gender identity topics (Manning et al., 2012). Furthermore, 

student affairs professionals should be well-versed in transgender-related topics (Evans & 
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Broido, 2005; Goodrich, 2012). Beemyn et al. (2005) asserted, “If student affairs professionals 

are committed to working with all students and helping foster their personal development and 

academic success, then they cannot ignore transgender students” (p. 49). Having transgender- 

focused educational programming available for the campus community signals an institutional 

commitment toward an equitable and diverse climate (Manning et al., 2012; Spagna, 2014). Such 

programming also positively affects the resiliency of transgender students (Renn & Bilodeau, 

2005). Furthermore, transgender-specific educational programming increases students’ openness 

to diversity (Whitt et al., 2001), and ultimately creates a safer environment for transgender 

students (Spagna, 2014). 

Many institutions have created LGBT resource centers on their campuses to support 

students (Rankin, 2003). Findings indicate institutions “with an LGBT center are much more 

likely to make progress on creating a campus that is inclusive of, and welcoming to, transgender 

students” (Beemyn, 2012, p. 507). Beemyn (2012) recommended equipping these centers with a 

full-time professional director, as well as support staff. By having or establishing groups for the 

transgender community on campus, institutions are helping to move this population out of the 

margins and indicating that the institution intends to welcome and support these students 

(Seelman, 2014). This approach can help transgender students feel more accepted and supported, 

which can have a positive effect on their adjustment to college and persistence. 

Classrooms and Curricula 
 

Faculty can take a proactive approach to be inclusive to transgender students by 

indicating that their classes are inclusive, safe areas for all student populations and by including a 

nondiscriminatory policy or supportive language in their course syllabi (Pryor, 2015). To avoid 
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forced outing of transgender students, professors can ask students for their preferred names and 

pronouns on the first day of class, rather than calling names from a printed roster (Pryor, 2015). 

Instructors should model and promote the use of gender-neutral language in the classroom and 

allow the transgender experience to be a part of course curriculum when appropriate (Green, 

2010; Rankin, 2003). 

Health Resources 
 

Recommendations for supporting the health needs of transgender students involve 

providing adequate health insurance coverage for transgender students (Brown, 2012) and 

ensuring the competency of health care providers and counselors who treat this student 

population (Goodrich, 2012; Seelman, 2014). Transgender students “would benefit from having 

their university health insurance cover their transition procedures as well as any therapy 

(hormone, mental health) that may accompany it” (Brown, 2012, p. 6). To ensure effectiveness, 

college counselors should understand the types of challenges and issues that transgender students 

face (Goodrich, 2012). Supportive and knowledgeable counselors can provide transgender 

students who are struggling academically or considering withdrawing from the university the 

motivation needed to remain enrolled and to continue working toward their degree (Goodrich, 

2012). 

Summary 
 

There is scant research that focuses specifically on transgender college students due to 

most studies either failing to identify transgender students or because this population is grouped 

with lesbian, gay, and bisexual students (Dugan et al., 2012). The binary format of gender 

questions on college forms and data collection instruments makes it difficult to obtain statistical 
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information about transgender students (Dugan et al., 2012). However, the existing research 

indicates that transgender college students face specific and different barriers than their non- 

transgender peers (Dugan et al., 2012; Effrig et al., 2011; Goodrich, 2012). The literature 

supports the idea that these barriers impact the educational outcomes of this student population 

(Goodrich, 2012), and higher education institutions should seek to minimize these barriers when 

possible (Beemyn et al., 2005; Case et al., 2012; Dugan et al., 2012; Garvey et al., 2015; Ivory, 

2012; Ottenritter, 2012; Singh et al., 2013). 

An examination of adjustment to college and minority persistence literature provides 

insight into how the experiences of this student population might have adverse effects on their 

attempts at educational attainment. Although some research has been conducted on the 

experiences of transgender college students as well as the institutional approaches suggested by 

experts in the field, there is a dearth of literature on transgender student perspectives of those 

recommended approaches. The current study sought to address that dearth using the research 

design and methodology described in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Research indicates that a lack of adequate support and the various barriers that 

transgender students encounter affect their decisions to persist in college (Sanlo, 2004; Sherrill & 

Hardesty, 1994). Specifically, transgender students’ level of discomfort, perceived social 

supports, level of secrecy, and academic achievement affect their decisions to persist in college 

(Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Goodrich, 2012; Seelman, 2014). The purpose of this study was to 

identify which approaches, if any, transgender students believe helped them persist in their 

higher education institutions. I used qualitative research methods to achieve this purpose. 

This chapter provides the rationale for the study as well as the research questions used to 

focus the study. Also in this chapter are descriptions of the study’s design, sample, participant 

selection technique, and data collection and data analysis methods used to conduct this research 

study. Additionally, I provide a subjectivity statement and discusses validation and reporting 

methods. 

Rationale for Research Study 
 

A qualitative approach was necessary for this study as I sought to explore the perceptions 

of transgender college students regarding their higher education experiences. Creswell (2013) 

explained that qualitative research is appropriate when researchers want to explore the meaning 

attributed to a situation, event, or problem by those who experienced it. This study was designed 

to explore transgender student perceptions, which directly ties into Creswell’s explanation since 

the study explored the thoughts, feelings, and beliefs of transgender college students regarding 

their experiences at and recent or pending graduation from their institution. 
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Research Questions Reiterated 
 

The study sought answers to the following research questions: 
 

1. What impact do institutional policies and processes have on transgender students’ 

decisions to persist in college? 

2. How do transgender college students conceptualize their successful progression in 

their institutions? 

Research Design 
 

Crotty (1998) stated that the primary components of any research project are 

epistemology, theoretical framework, methodology, and methods. Constructivism is the concept 

that humans “invent concepts, models, and schemes to make sense of experience, and we 

continually test and modify these constructions in light of new experience” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 

30). When defining constructivism, Crotty (1998) emphasized that “each one’s way of making 

sense of the world is as valid and worthy of respect as any other” (p. 58). Schwandt (2001) also 

explained that this sense-making does not happen in an individual vacuum; instead, it occurs 

through the use of concepts and interpretations developed by the greater society. Similarly, 

Freire (1970/2006) asserted that genuine reflection requires one to examine context in concert 

with the perceptions of individuals. This philosophy was central to the study as I sought to 

understand the perceptions of transgender students and the meanings that they attribute to their 

own experiences at a higher education institution. 

Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory of student departure served as the theoretical framework for 

this study. According to this theory, student departure occurs when a student fails to overcome 

the challenges encountered during one of the following three stages: separation, transition, and 
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incorporation (Tinto, 1988). Tinto’s theory highlights the importance of student adjustment to 

college and integration into the college environment for successful progression in college and 

persistence to graduation. This theory also explains the critical role that support plays in 

successful transition to the college environment. The theory of student departure contends that a 

student’s failure to fully integrate will likely result in their departure from the institution (Tinto, 

1988). 

Using Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory of student departure as a framework and an 

interpretive iterative approach, I utilized a systematic, deductive and inductive, open-ended 

thematic analysis for identifying, analyzing, and presenting categorical patterns within the data 

(Attride-Stirling, 2001; Boyatzis, 1998; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). This allowed me to 

identify participants’ perceptions of successful college persistence. I wanted to understand the 

experiences of transgender college students who recently attended, or were currently attending, a 

four-year college or university and persisted to graduation. 

Through interviews, I explored the narratives of the participants, seeking to understand 

their experiences as college students and determine if they attributed their academic success to 

any of the measures used by their institutions to provide support to this student population. I used 

what Kvale (1996) referred to as “a semi-structured interview with the purpose of obtaining 

descriptions of the life world of the interviewee in order to interpret the meaning of the described 

phenomena” (p. 6). 

Sample 
 

To uphold the ethical standards of qualitative research, information pertaining to the 

participants and their institutions should remain anonymous and confidential (Stake, 1994). To 
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that end, descriptions of the participants’ institutions involved only regional information, 

institutional size, and public or private status. All participants chose their own pseudonyms to 

use in place of their names in this study. The institutions were four-year colleges or universities. 

Focusing solely on four-year institutions allowed me to explore transgender college students’ 

decisions to persist to graduation. 

Participants 
 

Upon obtaining approval from Mercer’s Institutional Review Board (see Appendix A), I 

used snowball sampling methods to solicit participants for this study. Snowball sampling utilizes 

a referral or networking method to locate participants who meet the specifications for research 

(Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). Specifically, the criteria were to be a junior or senior transgender 

or gender nonconforming student or recent graduate (within two years) from a four-year U.S. 

college or university. 

To solicit participants, I sent an electronic flyer to LGBTQ organizations, college 

LGBTQ student organizations, colleagues, and associates, who shared the flyer with their 

contacts. The flyer introduced me as the researcher, explained the purpose and significance of the 

research study, and specified the participant criteria. Interested candidates contacted me via my 

email address, provided on the electronic flyer. I responded to the emails of interested candidates 

and sent each person a demographic questionnaire and informed consent form to complete. 

Participation was incentivized, as each participant received a $20 Amazon gift card for their 

participation in the study. I obtained 13 participants for the study. Guest et al. (2006) explained 

that 12 interviews produce 92% of the meta-narratives, which is sufficient for data saturation in 

qualitative research. Data collection began after all participants completed consent forms. 
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Data Collection 
 

I collected data via internet-based interviews using a responsive interviewing technique, 

which means that I remained flexible in her interviewing approach and adapted my questioning, 

as needed, based on participant responses (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). In using this technique, the 

tone of the interviews was informal and conversational, allowing the participants to be candid 

while permitting me access to their experiences (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Creswell (2013) 

asserted that interviewing is an effective data collection method for qualitative studies. 

An interview guide (see Appendix B) provided parameters for the interview, but I 

remained flexible and veered from the guide as necessary as participants explored exposed 

motivations, beliefs, and attitudes (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Open-ended interview questions 

encouraged participants to speak at length about the question and provided me the opportunity to 

find cues in their responses that elicited further probing (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). I also took notes 

during the interview to record any observations or jot down questions I had. Interviews were 

conducted using Zoom web-conferencing software. An audio recording of each interview was 

saved and transcribed. 

I stored all paper notes and documents in a locked file cabinet in my locked office on the 

Mercer University campus. All electronic files, including audio recordings and transcriptions, 

were on a password-protected laptop. A portable, password-protected hard drive secured in a 

locked file cabinet in my locked office served to store backup copies of all digital files. 

Data Analysis 
 

Following data collection and interview transcriptions, I began the data analysis process. 

I adhered to Fereday and Muir-Cochrane’s (2006) process of thematic analysis, which, “although 
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presented as a linear, step-by-step procedure, [was] an iterative and reflexive process” (p. 83). 

The six stages of thematic analysis included: 

1. Developing the code manual, 
 

2. Testing the reliability of codes, 
 

3. Summarizing data and identifying initial themes, 
 

4. Applying template of codes and additional coding, 
 

5. Connecting the codes and identifying themes, and 
 

6. Corroborating and legitimizing coded themes. (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p. 
 

84) 
 

By using a template, I provided “a clear trail of evidence for the credibility of the study” 

(Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p. 84). Codes related to transgender college students were 

developed using deductive and inductive thematic analysis. As indicated in stage 2 of Fereday 

and Muir-Cochrane’s (2006) six stages of thematic analysis, my methodologist and I reviewed 

codes to ensure they were applicable to the study. During the third stage of the analysis process, I 

became more familiar with the data by examining notes, transcripts, listening to audio 

recordings, synthesizing the data (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). Next, I applied the codes 

from the code manual “to the text with the intent of identifying meaningful units of text” 

(Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p. 86). In stage five, codes were clustered into themes across 

all data (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). In the final stage, “the previous stages were closely 

scrutinized to ensure that the clustered themes were representative of the initial data analysis and 

assigned codes” (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p. 90). 
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Subjectivity Statement 
 

Creswell (2013) described the researcher as the primary instrument in qualitative 

research. Regarding this study, I have worked in academic support at a private liberal arts 

institution for 16 years. Additionally, I am an advocate for the transgender population within and 

outside of the educational realm. Neither my experience nor my advocacy affected the collection 

or analysis of data for this research study. To mitigate any potential bias, I made sure to “bracket 

past knowledge about [the] phenomenon, in order to encounter it freshly and describe it precisely 

as it is intuited (or experienced)” (Giorgi, 1997, p. 238). 

Trustworthiness 
 

The study adhered to Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) suggestions for establishing 

trustworthiness of data by ensuring credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

To address credibility, I used member checking, or member validation, by “soliciting feedback 

from respondents on the inquirer’s findings” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 155). Transferability ensured 

through the provision of rich, in-depth descriptions of the sample and participants (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). Dependability and confirmability were completed via external auditing of the 

research process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Reporting Results 
 

Chapter 4 presents selected participant demographics and pseudonyms. Results in the 

form of narrative display specific quotes or phrases as they pertain to a particular topic. In table 

format are the codes, categories, and themes resulting from data analysis. 
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Summary 
 

This chapter outlined my approach to conducting the research study. The chapter 

included a reiteration of the study’s purpose and the guiding research questions. The explanation 

of the study’s theoretical framework, methodology, and methods in detail promoted reader 

understanding of the premise of the study. In addition, the description facilitates replication of 

the study by future researchers. A qualitative approach utilizing interviews was appropriate to the 

intent of this investigation, which was to gather perceptions of transgender college students who 

had achieved or were nearing graduation from higher education in order to understand their 

experiences in terms of factors that contributed to their perseverance. 

Findings of the study have the potential to provide insight into an under-researched 

student population. Specifically, findings should serve as useful feedback about the approaches 

suggested by existing literature. Higher education administrators can use the findings to improve 

existing approaches or to determine which approaches should be implemented on their campus. 

Chapter 4 presents the results of this qualitative study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Prior research indicates that transgender college students encounter barriers that affect 

their decisions regarding persistence in college (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Goodrich, 2012; 

Seelman, 2014). The purpose of this study was to determine which institutional provisions, if 

any, helped this student population persist to graduation within their higher education 

institutions. I conducted qualitive research to gather information from transgender college 

students and recent graduates regarding their successful progression in their institutions. 

I used snowball sampling methods to find and recruit participants. I sent electronic flyers 

to LGBTQ organizations, LGBTQ student organizations, colleagues, and associates, who then 

shared the flyer with their contacts. Participant criteria were to be transgender or gender 

nonconforming and either a recent college graduate (graduated in 2017 through 2019) or 

approaching graduation (expected to graduate between December 2019 and December 2020). 

The 14 interested candidates received a demographic questionnaire and informed consent form to 

complete. The questionnaire gathered the following information: 

• Age 
 

• Gender identity 
 

• Pronouns 
 

• Name of institution 
 

• Graduation date 
 

• Degree information 
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I interviewed 13 participants via Zoom between July 23 and August 16, 2019. Each 

participant received $20 gift card upon completion of interview. Following the recording and 

transcription of each interview, I analyzed the transcripts using thematic analysis and journaling 

reflective notes. Participants received the opportunity to reflect on major themes and findings via 

member checking. This chapter presents detailed data analysis procedures, participant and 

institutional profiles, and the findings from the inquiry. 

Review of Research Questions 
 

The study sought answers to the following research questions: 
 

1. What impact do institutional policies and processes have on transgender students’ 

decisions to persist in college? 

2. How do transgender college students conceptualize their successful progression in 

their institutions? 

This research sought to clarify the challenges transgender students face that affect their college 

persistence (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Goodrich, 2012; Seelman, 2014). The purpose of this 

study was to identify strategies within higher education institutions that they perceived helped 

them persist in their higher education institutions 

Participant Profiles 
 

Fourteen participants responded to the initial flyer; however, one candidate did not 

respond for the interview request, resulting in a total of 13 participants. Participants provided 

their gender and preferred pronouns on the demographic questionnaire. Table 1 provides detailed 

participant information. 



49  

 

Table 1 
 
Description of Participants and Their Institutions 

 
Pseudonym/ 

Preferred Pronoun 
*Demographic Information 

Trey 
he, his, him 

26 years old; identified as trans male; attended a large, Midwestern U.S. 
private research university with a Catholic affiliation; graduated in 2018; B.A. 
in Psychology 

Jessica 
she, her, hers 

24 years old; identified as a woman/trans woman; attended a small, 
Midwestern U.S. private liberal arts college with a United Methodist Church 
affiliation; graduated in 2019; B.A. in History 

 
Stacy-Anne 

they, them, theirs 

27 years old; identified as enby (non-binary); attended a large, Pacific 
Northwest U.S. public research university; graduated in 2018; Ed.M. in 
College Student Services Administration 

 
Monty 

he, they 

26 years old; identified as transmasculine; attended a medium, Northeastern 
U.S. private research university; graduated in 2020; B.S. in Materials Science 
and Engineering 

Caitlyn 
she, her, hers 

21 years old; identified as female; attended a medium, Northeastern U.S. 
private research university; graduated in 2019; a B.S. in Electrical Engineering 

Ryan 
they, them, theirs 

22 years old; identified as non-binary; attended a small, Midwestern U.S. 
private liberal arts college and conservatory of music; graduated in 2018; B.A. 
in Environmental Studies with an English minor 

Lumi 
she, her, hers 

21 years old; identified as female; attended a large, Midwestern U.S. public 
university; graduated in 2020; B.S. in Information Technology 

Lark 
he, him, his 

24 years old; identified as male; attended a medium, Northeastern U.S. private 
research university; graduated in 2017; a B.S. in Mathematics 

Peter 
they, them, he 

22 years old; identified as non-binary transmasculine; attended a small, 
Northeastern U.S. private liberal arts college; graduated in 2019; B.S. in 
Psychology and Gender 

 
Cecil 

they, them, theirs 

20 years old; identified as genderfluid; attended a medium, Midwestern U.S. 
private college specializing in arts and media disciplines; graduated in 2020; 
degree in Film Production 

 
Reyes 

he, him, his 

22 years old; identified as non-binary transmasculine; attended a small, Upper 
Midwest U.S. private liberal arts college; graduated in 2019; B.A. in 
Environmental Studies with a Chemistry minor 

Victor 
he, him, they, them 

29 years old; identified as male; attended a small, Midwestern U.S. private 
university; graduated in 2017; B.A. in Journalism 

Chuck 
they, them, theirs 

20 years old; identified as non-binary transmasculine; attended a small, 
Midwestern U.S. private liberal arts college with a United Methodist Church 
affiliation; graduated in 2020; B.A. in Politics and Spanish 

Note. *Used Carnegie Classifications to determine small, medium, or large descriptor 
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The participants were divided as follows among the different gender categories: two 

male, three female, one trans male, two non-binary, one transmasculine, three non-binary 

transmasculine, and one gender fluid. Their ages ranged between 20 and 29 with a mean age of 

23 years old. Seven participants chose Midwestern higher education institutions, one participant 

went to college in the Upper Midwest, one chose an institution in the Pacific Northwest, and four 

went to college in the Northeastern United States. Two participants indicated that they chose to 

attend their institution because it was perceived as being LGBTQ friendly. Five participants were 

still in college at the time of their interviews, and eight had graduated. Ten of the participants 

indicated that they came out as transgender while in college; the other three participants came 

out prior to attending their institutions. 

In this chapter, I use pseudonyms, which were chosen by the participants, in lieu of 

participants’ names and their preferred pronouns when referencing individuals. For example, 

Stacy-Anne identified as enby (non-binary) so they are identified as Stacy-Anne, as well as 

“they,” “them,” and “theirs” in the narrative. For example, “They” indicated that the resources 

that “their” institution put into diversity initiatives impressed “them” and influenced “their” 

decision to attend. 

Findings 
 

After completing the transcription of the interviews, I began data analysis using the steps 

of thematic analysis (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006), “an iterative and reflexive process” (p. 

83). The six stages used included: 

1. Developing the code manual, 
 

2. Testing the reliability of codes, 
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3. Summarizing data and identifying initial themes, 
 

4. Applying template of codes and additional coding, 
 

5. Connecting the codes and identifying themes, and 
 

6. Corroborating and legitimizing coded themes. (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p. 
 

84) 
 

By using a codebook, I provided “a clear trail of evidence for the credibility of the study” 

(Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p. 84). Codes related to transgender college students were 

developed using deductive and inductive thematic analysis, as shown in Table 2. I completed 

line-by-line coding and identified 98 initial codes, which I then reviewed with a committee 

member to ensure they were consistent for the purpose of reliability. For the third step of the 

analysis process, I familiarized myself with the data by identifying and summarizing categories, 

then applied the codes from the code manual to the text. For step five, codes/categories were 

clustered into themes, then in the final stage, previous stages were scrutinized and legitimized to 

ensure that the clustered themes represented the assigned codes (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 

2006). 
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Table 2 
 
Excerpt from Code Manual for the Theme: Barriers Encountered by Students 

 
Initial Codes Categories Theme 

• Lack of institutional support 
• Representation 
• Didn’t utilize campus support 
• Resources 
• Trans-competent therapist 
• Pronoun usage 
• Difficult to change gender identity with school 
• Name change process 
• Policy 
• Preferred name-change process 

 
 
 
 

Lack of Support and 
Resources 

 

• Faculty not experienced with trans students 
• Had to inform professors 
• More comfortable coming out in certain 

classes 
• Older professors less trans-competent 
• Professors understanding 
• Support from faculty 
• Lack of admin support 
• Support from admins 
• Supportive staff 
• Unsupportive staff 
• Peer groups 
• Student groups 
• Support from peers 

  
Barriers Encountered 

by Students 

 
Negative 

Interactions with 
Faculty, Staff, 
and Students 

 

 
 

The participants varied regarding specific individual characteristics, such as when they 

became aware of their gender identity, their intersecting identities, openness about their identity, 

and when or if they transitioned while at college. However, there were some consistencies in 

their experiences of being a transgender college student, including their overall feelings about 

their college experience and strategies for persistence to graduation. These commonalities 
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created six descriptive categories during data analysis. As shown in Figure 1, two themes 

emerged from the six categories. 

 
Figure 1 

 
Categories and Themes from Interviews 

 
 

 
Note. Categories are represented in square text box; themes are represented in circle text box. 
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The three emergent categories of the lack of support and resources, the participants’ 

negative interactions with faculty, staff, and students, and the emotional and mental health 

challenges that the participants had to cope with while at their institutions formed the theme, 

Barriers Encountered. Three more categories also emerged to form the theme of the students’ 

Ability to Persist despite these barriers: integration into the campus community, overall feelings 

about college experience, and self-support and persistence. Table 3 displays the categories and 

major themes from the data analysis, along with the number of participants for which each 

category was applicable. 

 
Table 3 

 
Themes by Category 

 
Themes Participants/Category Categories 

 
9 Lack of support and resources 

Barriers Encountered by 
Students 

 
9 Negative interactions with 

faculty, staff, and students 
 10 Emotional and mental health 

challenges 

  
8 Integration into campus 

community 
Ability to Persist 

7 Overall feelings about college 
experience 

 13 Self-support and persistence 

 
 
Theme 1: Barriers Encountered by Students 

 
Three categories supported the theme Barriers Encountered by Students: lack of support 

and resources, negative interactions with faculty, staff, and students, and emotional and mental 
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health challenges. In their interviews, 9 out of 13 participants reported a lack of substantive 

support from their institutions, either comprehensively or in specific areas. This category 

included institutional approaches taken by the institution to manage student housing, implement 

specific policies and procedures, and provide access to campus spaces. In addition to navigating 

in an environment where there was a perceived lack of support, these students also had 

experiences with negative interactions with members of their college community, which they 

described as a lack of support and a barrier to degree completion. Another category was the 

emotional and mental health challenges the participants reported. Each of these categories 

provided evidence of Barriers Encountered by Students while working toward their degrees. 

Lack of Support and Resources 
 

When asked to describe their access to support on campus as a transgender college 

student, the participants’ responses varied in terms of the availability of adequate support. Only 

two participants, Stacy-Anne and Reyes, indicated that their institutions did a good job providing 

them with adequate support. Stacy-Anne indicated that their university had trans visibility, 

meaning there were transgender faculty and staff members employed by the institution, and there 

were also Pride Centers within each of the diversity centers. Stacy-Anne stated that the resources 

and funds that their university put toward diversity efforts “really impressed me.” Stacy-Anne 

said that they had researched the institution prior to attending and the aforementioned supports 

influenced their decision to attend. 

Reyes also found his institution’s supports to be ample and reported that his institution 

had a Gender and Sexuality Resource Center, as well as a Department of Multicultural life. In 

addition to these offices, Reyes’ college also had “identity specific events” and “identity 
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collectives, which are just school-sanctioned student-run organizations that would be around a 

specific identity like a trans or gender nonconforming.” Reyes said his institution offered free 

counseling, which he utilized during his sophomore and senior years. He said, 

I was able to have my counselor be one of the queer people of color counselors, which 

was fantastic and definitely . . . a great experience for me . . . he was very clear about like 

“I don’t know what your experience is as a trans person, but here’s how I have 

experienced things as a gay man,”. . . so that was really good for me, I think. 

Reyes did not find any transgender or gender nonconforming counselors, and “that was a bit of 

a bummer.” Reyes noted that the director of the Health and Wellness Center had a transgender 

child and thus was a strong advocate for transgender healthcare at his institution. 

In contrast, most participants had different experiences. Lark’s comments about his 

institution’s support were mixed. When he decided to come out, he met with a LGBT+ 

coordinator recommended from orientation. This coordinator provided information to him and let 

him know which supports “were available, which included a coffee hour where more quiet 

LGBT people would come and meet each other and have coffee and snacks.” Lark also indicated 

that there was an LGBT club, and the university also had a health/counseling center. Lark met 

with the counselor but felt like that meeting was not helpful. He explained, 

I think they were accepting, but they weren’t trans themselves—that’s what I wanted. I 

wanted to talk to a trans person so we could relate and share experiences, because that is 

pretty healing to me . . . they were kind of just lax. 

Five participants indicated that their institution perceived itself as, and projected an 

image of, being supportive of transgender college students; however, reality was different. Ryan 
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remarked, “The optics of [institution] make it seem like it’s really progressive or it’s really up to 

snuff, but then the reality is a lot more nuanced than that.” Ryan also expressed, 

There are papers that I wrote where I didn’t take the academic risks that I wanted to 

because if a professor won’t let you use “they/them” pronouns in a paper, how are they 

gonna let you talk about queer theory in a way that they’ll grade fairly compared to 

another paper about Foucault? I think that those sorts of institutional challenges where 

it’s like, “Okay, [institution] at its face value is very welcoming and very friendly.” But 

then they are just these small things that end up being larger. 

The institution projected the image of being trans-friendly, but this image did not always reflect 

the attitudes of faculty or staff. 

Monty said that, although there were administrators who supported transgender students, 

there were others who did not support them. They said that the administrators did not like that 

they had petitioned for a preferred name policy to be implemented at their institution. Monty also 

said, 

The president of the school is the one who said that we didn’t have to do that. In her 

words to one of the highest student leaders, “We do enough for the LGBT community. 

We should be focused on other things.” 

Monty said many administrators at their university would “say things to look good but don’t 

necessarily believe in the things that they’re saying.” Monty added that the LGBT coordinator at 

their institution also was not supportive of transgender students. They explained that the 

coordinator was “propping up all the LGBT stuff [but] doesn’t believe that trans women are 

women.” Monty said the LGBT coordinator also rebuked them for causing trouble: 
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[She said] I was being too difficult about asking her to use the name that I wanted to use. 

There were a number of students who just gave up, and that was kind of the last straw for 

them leaving school was the fact that the person who’s supposed to be there for us also 

isn’t there for us. 

Monty’s experience indicates that institutional supports must have buy in from faculty and staff 

because students’ perceptions of support are essential to the success of those departments. If the 

students doubt the sincerity of the support offered to them, they are reluctant to use it, which 

impacts the institution’s ability to retain them. 

Ryan felt that their institution’s counseling center, where there was “always a long 

waitlist,” was inadequate. Further, although their institution had a Multicultural Resource Center 

where LGBT students could seek out support, they felt that the Center was geared more toward 

students of color, and that White LGBT students did not want to encroach on their space. A 

major concern that Ryan discussed in regard to their institution’s availability of adequate support 

was the following: 

Most college offices . . . it’s really unclear how you’re supposed to use the resources, just 

on a basic level . . . the offices get a really bad rap for being unprepared, but then they 

also don’t get the opportunity to do the things that they’re set up to do because people 

don’t know that that’s an appropriate use case for that office. 

Similarly, Jessica discussed how her institution projected the image of being supportive 

of its LGBT students, but that sentiment felt like “lip service” instead of actual support. Jessica 

found her institution’s LGBT alliance group was primarily geared toward cisgender bisexual 

women who “don’t really understand [the trans] line of experience very well.” Although, she 
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explained that the college provided students with rides to the local hospital and doctor’s offices, 

she credited her institution’s gender studies group as being extremely helpful during her coming 

out process by providing her with cosmetics and other gender-affirming items. Peter also felt that 

there was an aspect of insincerity occurring at their institution as well. They explained that 

although they attended a small liberal arts institution that modeled diversity initiatives in its 

marketing materials and by having a gender sexuality center, they believed that to be more of a 

projected image than reality. 

Victor indicated that they delayed their coming out until their last semester of college 

“basically because I felt like they were not the most supportive institution.” Victor explained 

how this lack of support was “very disappointing, especially because the university that I went to 

is a self-called social justice university; that’s what they call themselves and I felt like regarding 

transgender people, they were either very ignorant or they just did not care.” They were 

particularly frustrated by the lack of guidance available when trying to navigate the university’s 

policies to change their name on the school records. After legally changing their name and 

updating their information with the school, they were surprised to learn that there might be 

complications with their FAFSA that no one had previously informed them about. That 

experience aside, Victor found the institution’s counseling center to be helpful. They indicated, 

“If there was no supportive counseling at all, I think it would have been a lot harder.” This 

statement suggests the necessity of counseling for student retention. 

Monty explained their frustration “when administrators want to say, ‘We do so much for 

LGBT stuff . . . we do all of these great events and stuff,’ when really the extent is that we have a 

mentoring network that includes zero trans people.” Monty explained that this created a 
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perception of a lack of support. Monty said while Safe Zone included transgender support, 

it was intended to provide LGBT support, and primarily focused on gay and lesbian issues. 

Monty reflected, 

It was really hard to access help in a lot of different ways because in a lot of ways there 

just wasn’t anything established. One of the big things about my school…all the trans 

people dropped out by their second year, which was something that we knew amongst 

ourselves . . . we had a lot of trans women and every trans woman I had encountered and 

every trans woman that other people have encountered religiously didn’t make it past her 

second year. 

This statement indicates the difficulties these students had with the culture of the institution. 
 

Peter explained that their institution had a gender sexuality queer space on campus, with 

a three-person staff. Peter explained that, at one time, they had been very close to the employees 

of that office, but felt that those relationships changed after Peter was embroiled in a plagiarism 

turned civil rights case with the college. Peter explained, 

[They] Were worried about their jobs, [they] decided that my life and my education 

wasn’t as important as saving their asses, so I literally . . . had zero supports. I had less 

than zero support because the people that were supposed to support me were actually 

harming me. 

Chuck’s primary concern with their institution’s support options was that there was a 

general lack of transgender-focused programming. They did not feel there was “sufficient 

activism or education.” Chuck indicated that they only attended one meeting of their campus’s 

Alliance group and found: 
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They don’t make everybody say their pronouns . . . I think their idea behind that is so you 

don’t force people to out themselves, but I think . . . that if you don’t make everyone say 

their pronouns that only trans people will say their pronouns, so that’s outing themselves 

anyway. 

Chuck’s reluctance to attend the meetings of a group that was intended to provide them with 

support because of the group’s preferred pronoun protocols nullified the institution’s attempt to 

provide this student population with support. It also implies that developing best practices and 

increasing trans competency would bolster their available supports. Chuck indicated that they 

would like the Alliance organization to serve as less of a social gathering group and as more of 

an advocacy group. Chuck acknowledges that their institution has a diversity committee, but 

feels that their focus is too broad, making it difficult for them to provide adequate advocacy 

support. Chuck believed that with more efforts to educate the campus community about 

transgender issues, they would be forced into an educator role less often: 

[It is] Really stressful especially as a non-binary person because people are really hostile 

towards the idea of being non-binary . . . I love to do advocacy and activism, but I hate it 

because it’s so personal and it’s very draining. It’s not my job to tell people that “they” is 

grammatically correct . . . or to tell them that you can be respectful and not have to 

“ma’am” and “sir” every person you see because you don’t necessarily know . . . I don’t 

want to have to explain to people you don’t necessarily know what gender they are just 

by looking at them. 

Chuck did acknowledge that, overall, the campus supports had been “fine,” but that regarding 

“actual, tangible resources, not so much.” They think that providing money for actual resources 
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like gender-affirming clothing or binders would be helpful to transgender students as opposed 

to only providing “interpersonal support.” Ultimately, Chuck believed that institutions should 

formalize processes to help this section of the college community so students know where to go 

to for information on how to navigate the institution’s processes and support options. 

Cecil, Caitlyn, and Trey indicated that their institutions had minimal supports in place for 

transgender students. Cecil explained that their institution touted the fact that it provides each 

student with 12 free therapy sessions, but the reality was that it was difficult to make an 

appointment, and then once at that appointment, the therapist was not competent in transgender 

issues and suggested that they seek outside help. Cecil believed there was a small LGBT group 

on campus, but no formal LGBT office. Caitlyn said her institution had various organizations to 

provide support to transgender students, but that they were not very good. She indicated that 

there was a mentoring network, an inactive Greek spectrum organization for LGBT students in 

Greek organizations, a pride alliance and lavender ambassadors. She attributed her lackluster 

impression of these supports to the fact that “they are very understaffed . . . on top of not being 

very good.” Trey said his institution had an LGBTQA inclusion office with one full-time staff 

member. 

In addition to available support offices, organizations, and health services on campus, 

participants also discussed preferred name policies, housing options, and their access to campus 

restrooms and locker rooms. These institutional infrastructures have a direct impact on the 

campus experiences of transgender students. 

Ten participants said their institutions had preferred name policies in place at their 

institutions. Stacy-Anne said there was a preferred name policy in place at their institution, 
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which they explained was an easy, online process. They said that the preferred name process 

allowed students to change how their name appears on class rosters but not on official university 

documents. Reyes reported that his institution also had a preferred name policy. To change their 

name, students would meet with a staff member, provide them with their preferred name, and 

then they would receive a new identification card with their preferred name, as well as an 

updated photo for free. Lumi explained that once a student changes their name at her institution, 

which is an online process, their name is changed on their identification cards, emails, and even 

diplomas. Jessica also said the name change process at her institution was easy; however, even 

after a student changes their name with the institutions, their campus email information remains 

the same. She said this exception is “a frustrating experience for a lot of trans students.” Monty 

encountered a similar frustration at their institution. They explained that although students can 

submit their preferred name, both their birth name and their preferred name appear on class 

rosters and school email, making this even more confusing for faculty who might inadvertently 

out a student when taking attendance in class. Monty also took exception to their institution’s 

refusal to allow students to change their names on their student identification cards. Since these 

cards were primarily used for dining hall purchases, they did not understand the university’s 

position. 

Ryan said their college did not have a preferred name policy, and to have their name 

changed within the institution, students had to first have their name legally changed. They 

explained that this lack of support makes college more difficult for transgender students because 

their birth names are on class rosters, residence hall lists that student resident assistants receive, 

and the campus email system. Ryan said the act of being called by your birth name as opposed to 
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your preferred name is defined as being “dead-named.” They explained how their college’s lack 

of a preferred name policy meant transgender students did not have “a lot of ways to hide.” 

Seven participants indicated that their institutions had gender-neutral housing options 

available to students. Although he did not utilize it himself, Lark appreciated the availability of 

gender-neutral housing at his university. He explained that he thought this was a helpful resource 

for transgender students. Ryan said while they were not certain if their college had gender- 

neutral housing, they believe there was an option on the housing request form where students 

could indicate if they were “comfortable living with someone who is transgender or not” as well 

as an option for transgender students to indicate which “kind of person [they are] most 

comfortable living with.” Cecil explained how even though their college provided a gender- 

neutral housing option to its students, they found it confusing. They said, 

I just think that when you have that specific gender-inclusive housing button . . . I didn’t 

know if it was going to mean I was just going to be put in rooms with all 

transgender/gender-fluid people, which I didn’t know if I was ready for, and I didn’t want 

my parents, who didn’t know at the time, to run into [them]. 

Chuck appreciated the residence hall policies at their college. Regarding housing policies, they 

said, “I would recommend that every college have gender-neutral bathrooms, gender-neutral 

floors, and have them not be stigmatized.” They explained that gender-neutral housing on their 

campus has been “normalized” to the point that most students utilizing it are not transgender or 

non-binary. 

Although all participants reported that their institutions had gender-neutral, family-style, 

or single-stall restrooms available to students, 10 participants felt the availability of these 
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restrooms was inadequate. While gender-neutral restrooms were available on campus, Reyes said 

the location of the gender-neutral bathrooms in the underclassmen residence halls was 

inconvenient. He explained that although there were two male and two female bathrooms on 

each floor of the residence hall, there was only one gender-neutral bathroom, which was either 

on the first floor or in the basement. Additionally, Reyes said that while newer campus buildings 

had “plenty of gender-neutral bathrooms that are single stall,” which are the kind of bathrooms 

he prefers, there were only gender-neutral bathrooms available on certain floors in the older 

buildings. He explained, “It’s not like the end of the world, but I mean, it’s something that 

people who use binary restrooms don’t have to deal with.” Monty said that their institution had 

no formal restroom policy, which allowed students to use any restroom. Monty said that while 

there were “a number of single-occupancy restrooms around campus . . . they [were] just kind of 

hard to find.” To combat this inconvenience, Monty created a directory of single-stall restrooms 

and their campus locations to share with other transgender students. 

Lark said there were “pretty limited gender-neutral bathrooms” when he attended his 

university, but explained that since he left, he has “heard that they’ve opened five more gender- 

neutral bathrooms.” A lack of convenient access to restrooms is a challenge to transgender 

students and one that their cisgender peers do not generally encounter. 

Additionally, only two participants indicated that single-stall or gender-neutral locker 

rooms were available to students. A third participant said that while their campus had only binary 

locker rooms, students were free to use whichever locker rooms they chose. Two other 

participants indicated that there were single stall changing rooms at their institutions, but there 

were no showers available or lockers to store personal belongings in those spaces. Reyes had an 
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issue with the locker room configuration on his campus. He said in addition to having male and 

female locker rooms in the gym, there is also one all-gender locker room; however, the all- 

gender locker rooms can only be used by one person at a time. Stacy-Anne thought the locker 

room situation was one drawback to their institution. They explained that, although their 

institution had gender-inclusive bathrooms and a single-stall shower room at the gym that 

transgender students could use, the lockers outside of the single-stall shower room were binary 

lockers, which they explained informed their decision of whether to use the facility. Not having a 

place to store their belongings or being unable to shower is prohibitive to transgender students 

who would like to access the same amenities as their cisgender peers. 

Negative Interactions with Faculty, Staff, and Students 
 

Data supported that the participants had both positive and negative interactions with the 

faculty, staff members, and students at their respective institutions. Participants seemed to 

characterize their experiences as positive when they interacted with trans-competent campus 

members who allowed them to be themselves, respected their pronouns, and understood the 

emotional and mental challenges that they endured. Exchanges in which the participants were 

misgendered and situations in which the participants felt marginalized or invalidated 

predominantly characterized participants’ negative interactions. This section reports these 

negative interactions as barriers encountered by this student population. 

Chuck stated that whether their interactions with staff were positive or negative typically 

depended on the staff member’s level of trans-competency. They explained, “If they’re 

competent, they’re usually the type that does the discreet thing rather than asks you straight up.” 

Conversely, Trey related only positive interactions with the faculty at his institution. He 
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indicated that the university had policies in place for preferred names and pronouns, and faculty 

were “competent and understanding of transgender issues.” Trey stated that those who were not 

as experienced with these issues were still very accommodating and willing to adjust and learn 

about transgender issues to provide better support to him. Stacy-Anne echoed that their faculty 

interactions were positive because there was “a certain atmosphere where people are already in 

tune with the basics of social justice.” 

Some participants had strong relationships with campus members and felt comfortable 

being out to specific staff, especially if those people were minorities themselves or taught certain 

classes. Stacy-Anne said their advisor was a transgender faculty member, which contributed to 

their positive experience. Peter explained that they had a sociology/gender, sexuality, and 

women’s studies professor who was a great source of support to them at a judicial board hearing. 

This professor respected their pronouns and their identity and helped support them throughout 

the hearing. Similarly, Chuck, who majored in politics and Spanish, said they had great personal 

relationships with several of their professors, and those faculty have been especially supportive. 

Reyes said he had positive interactions with his queer professor. He also really enjoyed working 

with the staff in the Department of Multicultural Life, many of whom, according to Reyes, were 

queer. Reyes also said he had positive interactions with staff who worked in student support 

areas. 

Participants provided different points of view on how professors should address pronoun 

usage in the classroom. Chuck said they would like for it to be standard practice for professors to 

request their students’ pronouns in each class, so that it is not just the transgender students who 

say their pronouns. Chuck would also like for the inclusion of pronouns in faculty email 
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signatures to be standard practice. They explained that “despite how liberal our institution is, 

most people do not have pronouns in email signatures.” Ryan explained how, although well- 

intentioned, some professors presented challenges to transgender students by the way in which 

they approach preferred pronouns with their students. They described: 

[Students are] Constantly pushed to introduce themselves with their pronouns, which in 

many ways is very affirming for many trans people and many non-binary people . . . and 

at the same time, when people are exploring or questioning [their identity], or like don’t 

trust the people around them . . . asking is like implicitly asking your transgender students 

to do a lot of work around like educating [their] peers and educating [their] professors. 

Reyes said he based his decision on whether to come out to professors based on whether 

they had students in the classes introduce themselves with their names and pronouns at the 

beginning of the term. He explained, “If they were the kind of professor who did that, they were 

totally fine and didn’t really mess up or make a big deal out of using non-binary pronouns.” Like 

Reyes, Ryan also based their decision about coming out to certain people on how they receptive 

they were to their pronouns. 

Monty explained that some professors were happy to accommodate the requests of their 

transgender students. They said, “It’s kind of a shot in the dark . . . some faculty are totally like, 

‘Cool. Whatever. I’ll call you whatever you want, just turn your homework in on time,’” but 

there were some faculty who were resistant to accommodating the preferred pronoun and name 

requests of their students. Chuck described an experience of being misgendered by a new 

professor and how they had to correct the professor themselves because the other students did 

not correct the professor on their behalf. Stacy-Anne found that some of the older faculty 
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struggled with pronoun usage. They explained that there were some older professors “who would 

instead of using pronouns, they may use their first name, so I caught little things like that.” 

Ryan, who was an English minor at their institution, discussed the difficult time they had 

with the English department’s resistance to using gender-neutral pronouns when referring to an 

individual. They explained, 

It’s one thing to talk to people like almost hypothetically about the validity of ‘they/them’ 

pronouns, but then . . . standing there and expressing your identity and then hearing that 

people just don’t believe in it because . . . even though they’re like teaching Shakespeare, 

who created like a whole new version of English . . . they think the same “to be” of 

subject/verb agreement is too sacred to even be questioned. That was the kind of pathos 

around here that many academics hold themselves as grammar experts . . . I know a 

couple of people who tried to convince professors to use neo-pronouns for them and 

professors being like “absolutely not.” Like, that’s a big thing. 

Being misgendered via incorrect pronouns directly impacted the college experiences of 

participants. Jessica explained that although her college chaplain was supportive, he “just 

couldn’t seem to get my pronouns right,” which caused her to reduce her level of involvement in 

the spiritual life department. She said, “These basic little microaggressions just kind of got 

overwhelming.” She said these types of encounters hindered her experience at the institution, and 

she isolated herself and “just did nothing but hung out in the computer lab and, you know, 

avoided people.” Still, Jessica said that her professors were supportive overall, but that the older 

faculty really seemed to struggle with using the correct pronouns for her. 
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Cecil explained that they understand that it can be difficult for professors to adjust to the 

pronouns and names of their students. They said that most of their professors had received 

training, and they were accommodating of their students’ pronoun and name preferences, but that 

there was one older professor in particular who was really nice yet, 

[He] Felt very strongly about the things that he felt and when gender stuff came up, he 

kind of thought it was ridiculous . . . he didn’t say anything like that, but he said some 

things that made us all kind of go, “Oh, my God.” 

Cecil felt that regardless of how difficult it might be for a professor, “there should be some level 

of being a role model for everybody else.” 

Similarly, Ryan said: 
 

[I was] Constantly frustrated because . . . academics give so much attention to shit that 

does not matter at all . . . but then they’re not willing to give that same respect or 

attention to something that people are saying is really important. 

Ryan said this lack of attention to something that they consider so vital felt “disrespectful and is 

something that kept [them] from being open with [their] professors.” Ryan explained that it was 

challenging to tell professors that they were struggling because of the emotional challenge of 

coping with their gender identity, because it “could often be seen as way less legitimate than 

saying ‘I’m really overwhelmed because I’m taking a really rigorous course load’ . . . or ‘I have 

the flu.’” Not trusting their professors made it hard to be open about these challenges, and Ryan 

felt unable to explain to professors, “You know, I’m really struggling with my gender, I’m just 

struggling; it’s taking up a lot of bandwidth and, it’s been really hard for me to focus.” Ryan 

added that there were discussions among their peers about “which deans you could talk to 
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honestly about mental health and which deans you could talk to honestly about queerness or 

gender, and which deans who had more of a ‘pull yourself up by the bootstraps’ narrative.” Ryan 

said that sometimes it was easier to be dishonest about the reason for an accommodation request 

than to speak honestly to a certain dean. 

In addition to improper pronoun usage and a lack of openness about the challenges they 

are experiencing, some transgender participants encountered hostility on their college campuses. 

Victor described a negative interaction they had with a faculty member who they had as a 

professor for four classes. They said that during a break the professor and some students were 

discussing recent articles about Jaden Smith wearing a dress or a skirt. The professor told the 

students that he had a discussion with his own son about the Smith story and “that to do this was 

morally wrong.” Victor said, “After that happened, I didn’t really feel safe coming out with my 

gender identity to that professor.” In another class, Victor had a professor who kept 

misgendering the transgender woman in a case study that they were discussing. Victor explained 

the impact that these professors had on them went beyond the classroom. They explained, 

The hardest thing also for me emotionally was the thought of you know these professors 

are people I’m supposed to network with . . . and the thought of doing that with these 

people who are either hostile or very ignorant was extremely discouraging, and I felt like 

I could barely search for a job. 

Being around these hostile professors also made Victor second guess their decision to attend 

their institution. They believed the faculty needed more training, especially since the university 

called itself “the social justice institution.” 
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Participants’ interactions with their peers were primarily positive. They characterized 

their negative interactions as those that involved microagressions, issues with pronoun usage, 

transphobic behaviors, and apathy. Some participants gravitated toward other students with 

whom they had commonalities. Trey said students were accepting of him when he came out. He 

explained that he only came out in certain classes, specifically his psychology and sociology 

classes. Once he started his LGBTQ studies minor, Trey came out in those classes where “peers 

were overwhelmingly also queer as well.” Reyes also said he made a lot of great friends in the 

LGBTQ community. He explained that he shied away from negativity and spent time around 

positive students instead. 

Lumi said that most students on her campus were accepting, and, if not completely 

accepting, they responded curiously instead of angrily. Similarly, Lark said that most of his 

student interactions were positive. Peter also said that their interactions with peers were good, 

and students were supportive. Peter, who was on one of their college’s sports teams, said they 

spent most of their time with those athletes, who were totally supportive of them. Peter said that 

they worked to surround themselves with positive people, and they were well known on campus 

for being a transgender advocate. 

Chuck characterized their classmates as being “pretty aloof.” They said their peers did 

not care if other students were transgender. Even so, Chuck did describe exchanges where 

students were misgendered, but they said that most of their friends were “pretty supportive and 

chill.” Stacy-Anne said their interactions with students were primarily positive. They related 

that some students had a better understanding of gender than other students; however, the 

students maintained a level of respect. Stacy-Anne said one of the challenges they experienced 

when 
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interacting with other students was the staring. “A lot of people weren’t able to comprehend my 

gender identity,” they explained. Similarly, Jessica said that she perceived “little 

microaggressions and stuff . . . but . . . nothing overwhelmingly negative.” She explained that she 

experienced some staring and overheard some negative comments from other students. Reyes 

said the biggest challenge he experienced was students failing to refer to someone using their 

preferred name and pronouns or making disparaging remarks about transgender people. 

Cecil said that their peers were very accepting “even if they don’t understand.” Although 

they had been accepting, Cecil said they noticed that students sometimes seem annoyed by their 

pronoun and preferred name requests. When students do use the wrong pronoun, Cecil does not 

like to correct them. Cecil described how it was difficult as a gender-fluid person because “in a 

perfect world people would call me the gender I feel,” adding that being gender fluid is “like a 

step past transgender and people tend to not like that.” Cecil said it was difficult because they 

were unable to explain to classmates, “Hey, I’m gender fluid . . . call me by this pronoun today, 

and next week when I don’t have boobs call me by the other one.” 

Ryan said being an ally was a big thing at their institution, but they sometimes doubted 

the sincerity of that allyship. One example they gave were student groups that would only 

introduce themselves using pronouns if a transgender student were at the event, instead of doing 

that consistently to normalize the practice. Another example was when the students would 

introduce themselves using pronouns but then not remember other students’ pronouns. In 

addition to challenging interactions with allies, Ryan said they also struggled in their interactions 

with other trans or non-binary students. Ryan said, “There’s a lot of policing that goes on around 
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what it looks like to be trans . . . maybe you’re not trying hard enough to pass or, if you’re non- 

binary, maybe you’re not eschewing you assigned gender enough.” 

Victor encountered issues with classmates laughing and seeming to agree with anti-trans 

sentiments and frequently using the incorrect pronouns. Victor also described a specific incident 

they had with a student coworker. After forming a close relationship, Victor said one evening, 

when the classmate had been drinking, the classmate essentially outed them to people with 

whom they had had minimal interaction. Victor said they were no longer friends with the 

classmate after that negative interaction. Negative interactions with members of the campus 

community affects students emotionally and practically as they navigate through college. 

Emotional and Mental Health Challenges 
 

Of the thirteen participants in this study, seven of them indicated that they were in, or had 

been to, therapy for emotional or mental health support. Nine of the participants discussed the 

emotional or mental health challenges that they had to cope with while also managing their 

coursework. These challenges included feelings of isolation or loneliness, dysphoria depression, 

depression, and suicidality. 

Stacy-Anne recounted how the loneliness that they experienced made it difficult to 

concentrate on their academics. They explained that the isolation that they experienced while at 

the university was “a constant struggle,” which “can diminish people’s ability to succeed and 

feel confident.” Stacy-Anne, who attended a large, public research institution, attributed the 

isolation and loneliness that they felt to their classmates’ minimal understanding of gender and to 

difficulty in finding someone to date because of the location of their institution. 
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Peter said they felt isolated when they lost the privilege that they had been afforded prior 

to coming out as transgender. Peter explained, 

My life completely changed when I came out as gender queer, when I came out as trans, 

because I lost all of the institutional supports, whether from professors, the dean’s office, 

support groups on campus that no longer applied to me, and I was completely isolated, 

abandoned, and alone. 

Coping with these feelings was especially difficult because Peter was already managing their 

obsessive-compulsive disorder and generalized anxiety. Peter had weekly phone calls with their 

long-time therapist while they were at college but credits their supportive and affirming 

colleagues at their job at a queer law firm that summer as providing the critical support they 

needed. 

Jessica described how she encountered transphobia as well as a negative response from 

her family when she came out, which caused her to go back into the closet. After going back in 

the closet, Jessica experienced dysphoria that “just go so bad that I had to do something about 

it.” According to Adams (2017), gender dysphoria refers to “significant and durational distress 

caused when a person’s assigned birth gender is not the same as the one with which they 

identify” (para. 10). 

When asked if her depression hindered her academic performance, Lumi responded 

“Definitely, the dysphoria depression absolutely did, I felt like I got run over by a train . . . I was 

like ‘I can’t look in the mirror;’ I almost felt like I was going to hallucinate.” Lumi said that prior 

to her struggles with her gender identity, she had not experienced depression, and she was doing 

well in her classes. 
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While at college, Monty was assaulted by someone with whom they were building a 

romantic connection. The assault was so severe that it required a hospital visit and crutches 

afterwards. Monty explained how coping with this violent assault deepened their severe 

depression, which runs in their family. Monty recounted, “I was just kind of living my life in a 

blur,” failing six classes the next semester with limited school resources to accommodate their 

needs. Monty decided to take a reduced course load the following semester as this emotional 

work was taxing, especially for transgender students. 

Ryan experienced depression when dealing with their gender identity. They explained, 

It’s a miracle that I graduated . . . because I almost died there because I couldn’t get the 

resources that I needed . . . if you are struggling with severe mental illness . . . a 

residential college far away from your family is probably not the place to do that. 

When struggling with depression, Ryan tried to visit their college’s counseling center but with a 

long waitlist, seeing a school counselor was not an option even though they were “dealing with 

some suicidality.” These mental health challenges caused Ryan to take a semester off to navigate 

their gender identity concerns while also confronting depression and anxiety. Ryan explained 

that they were unable to disclose to their professors why they were experiencing anxiety and 

depression, so instead they created other reasons when asking to make up missed assignments. 

They noted, “I think that that lack of transparency and that lack of closeness made my life way 

harder because it felt like some of these things that I was struggling with weren’t legitimate.” 

Caitlyn also reported that her emotional and mental health struggles affected her 

academic performance. Caitlyn said that her mental health had gotten worse while she was at 
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college, which ultimately affected her academic performance. She attributed her worsening 

health to her difficulty coping with her gender identity. 

Similarly, Chuck explained they began questioning their gender identity during their 

freshman year. The mental health struggle that Chuck experienced that semester led to their 

having to withdraw from a course “because I was in a gender crisis.” Chuck explained how there 

were times that they were triggered, and their mental health struggles would result in their 

missing class, like “when Trump had the big memo about reversing all of the discrimination 

protections . . . I didn’t go to class for three days . . . sometimes I had to take mental health 

days.” Chuck said that they had other mental health issues before transitioning, but that their 

gender crisis exacerbated those issues. 

The emotional and mental health challenges experienced by the participants impacted 

their academics and college experience in various ways, ranging from being distracted from 

studies to having to take a semester off from taking classes. Three participants reported being so 

distracted from their coursework that their grades were affected. One participant had to take a 

medical withdrawal from a course. One participant had to drop some classes and considered 

withdrawing, and one participant had to take a semester off from college. 

Theme 2: Ability to Persist 
 

Analyses of the interview transcripts revealed that, despite the barriers they encountered, 

all the participants persisted to graduation because of their self-advocacy and integration into the 

campus community. Their overall feelings about their college experiences indicated that 

although they encountered various barriers while working toward their degree, seven of the 

participants had a positive college experience, which likely led to the positive outcome of 
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completing their course of study. The categories within this theme include integration into the 

campus community, overall feelings about college experience, and self-support and persistence. 

Integration into the Campus Community 

When asked if they felt they had successfully integrated into the campus community, 11 

participants felt that they had. One participant was undecided about whether they had 

successfully integrated. Only 2 of the 13 participants stated that they did not feel that they had 

successfully integrated. Both students who said they did not integrate into the community said 

that they preferred a smaller, more select friend group. 

Each participant described integration differently. Although Trey said that he 

successfully integrated into the campus community, he added that he was not “hyper involved” 

in student groups because he focused instead on his own research and course work. He said he 

did not have a large peer support group at his institution. 

Conversely, Jessica said she integrated in some ways, but not others. She explained that 

her socioeconomic and nontraditional student status made social integration difficult for her. 

However, she said her overall experience was positive. 
 

Other participants credited involvement in campus activities helped to successfully 

integrated them. As a college student services administration major, Stacy-Anne had to maintain 

an active presence at their college and worked in a campus department that helped provide 

students assistance with food and housing. Stacy-Anne also had an internship providing support 

for low-income, first-generation, and disabled students. In addition to having other on-campus 

internships, Stacy-Anne said they also attended campus events. 



79  

 

Monty said they did a good job incorporating themselves into their campus community 

academically and socially. Socially, Monty said they created their own peer group or community 

within the university’s larger community. As an engineering student, Monty had to work to 

become a part of the community that extended past the engineering school. Overall, Monty 

explained that they felt like they were getting the college experience and were a part of their 

institution. 

In regard to successfully integrating themselves in their campus community, Ryan said 

that for the most part they did. Ryan explained that they were a resident assistant and involved 

with other activities, such as their institution’s Cooperative Association. Activities aside, Ryan 

said that they did not necessarily feel free to fully express themselves. They said, 

It’s like a version of me that was really fully integrated into college life, but since I’ve 

left college, I’ve realized it’s not a holistic version of who I am, and I think that at 

different points that was really challenging for me. 

Parts were integrated; others were not. 
 

Reyes said his work at the Gender and Sexuality Resource Center helped him integrate 

into his college community. He said that he only had a few queer friends prior to coming out and 

gaining work at the Gender and Sexuality Resource Center. He attributed his campus 

involvement and working with other staff members and students with helping his integration 

process. 

Others did not feel integrated. Cecil and Chuck both indicated that they had not 

integrated into their college communities. Cecil said that they had not fully socially integrated, 

and their friend group consisted primarily of other LGBTQ students. Similarly, Chuck said that 



80  

 

they preferred to be friends primarily with other trans people. They explained that they chose not 

to integrate into their institution’s community; instead, they elected to seek out other trans people 

to be friends with because they felt that “trans people have a lot more emotional intelligence” in 

regard to “all the stuff you have to go through.” Lark also stated that he did not feel that he 

integrated into his campus community. He felt not being out “hindered” him. He said that he was 

relatively social during his freshman year but “was still self-conscious and . . . didn’t really feel 

like [he] should join in other groups if [he] wasn’t [his] true self.” 

Overall Feelings about College Experience 
 

Seven of the thirteen participants interviewed indicated that they had an overall positive 

experience at their institutions. A few of the participants indicated that their overall feelings 

about their experience were mixed. The participants characterized their positive experiences 

based on the availability support and resources, whether their institution had LGBTQ 

organizations, their level of social integration, positive interactions with campus members, and 

the institution’s overall trans friendliness and trans competency. 

The students with mixed feelings about their college experiences cited reasons that 

centered on support for transgender students. Stacy-Anne admitted to both positive and negative 

feelings about their overall college experience. While their institution “made efforts to be trans- 

inclusive,” the university, located in a conservative town, tended to attract conservative students 

as well. Stacy-Anne said, “In general, there are much more trans-nurturing institutions” out 

there. 

Caitlyn said that although the students and some professors at her institution are 

supportive, there were still systematic issues that affected her experience. She was not confident 
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that the higher administrative employees at her institution embraced supporting transgender 

students, and she felt like some of the efforts made, like gender-neutral bathrooms, were “half- 

assed.” 

Ryan’s experience was also negative and positive. They appreciated the small class size 

and active LGBTQ community at their institution. Ryan’s major complaint was what they 

referred to as “elitism” on campus. Ryan explained that “elitism” referred to the fact that their 

institution was a “highly selective college,” so students were academically pretentious, but also 

the transgender student population was judgmental toward other transgender students regarding 

their gender expression. This elitism from both transgender and cisgender students affected 

Ryan’s confidence in how they expressed their gender. Ryan said, 

I definitely felt isolated a lot of the time. I think it definitely brought me to a realization 

that even at places where it’s supposed to be really liberal . . . there’s still not a lot of 

understanding of non-binary people and transgender people. 

Trey based his overall positive experience on the fact that his institution had a lot of 

LGBTQ student groups and groups for transgender and non-binary students. Jessica said she 

also had an overall positive experience even though the small institution she attended did not 

have a lot of resources available. She said that most of her interactions with others were positive, 

except for the encounters she had with older professors who used the wrong pronouns for her. 

Similarly, Reyes said that although some professors were challenging, his overall experience at 

his institution was good. He had a good financial aid package and felt that his college did a good 

job providing mental health support to its students. Lark attributed his positive experience to his 

accepting friends and the LGBTQ people that he interacted with on campus. Chuck said that 
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while their overall experience was positive, on-campus bathrooms were an issue. Chuck 

appreciated the convenience of their college’s preferred name policy but hated it when they 

would occasionally receive invitations that used their former name. Chuck also attributed their 

positive college experience to the support they received from their academic advisor when they 

came out. The overall positive feelings about their college experiences provide insight into how 

the participants managed to persist to degree completion. 

Self-Support and Persistence 
 

To successfully navigate college as a transgender student, participants took a “do-it- 

yourself” approach to developing social networks and support systems. Some described relying 

on others such as family and friends. However, some credited themselves for their own 

persistence. 

When asked to describe their thoughts on how they succeeded in obtaining their college 

degree, Stacy-Anne explained that their community was one of the supports that helped them as 

succeed. They said, 

Even though it was a struggle for dating and for some social activities, the people that I 

did get to meet . . . really helped me through living in that area and going to the 

institution. I think that if I didn’t have them, I wouldn’t have made it through. 

Stacy-Anne said their own confidence, self-awareness, and the support of others also helped 

motivate them while earning their degree. 

Similarly, Monty discussed how they, along with their peers, essentially developed their 

own support system for transgender students at their institution. They called this system a Trans 

Life Support Group. The group had about 100 active members who were “current students, 
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alumni grad students, and . . . incoming students as well.” They explained that they were filling 

in the gaps that existed at their institution that were identified as they and their peers worked 

through their own “trials and tribulations” of their college experiences. 

Their support group put students in touch with health resources, provided support to 

students who were questioning their gender identity, and identified specific campus resources for 

students, like the location of single-occupancy bathrooms on campus. Monty explained that it 

was important for them to work to support other transgender students by participating in 

transgender programming to promote transgender awareness but said that their advocacy comes 

at a price. Monty said, 

There have definitely been times where I’m just like, I am so fortunate that I’m in a 

position to help people, but I am a little bit fatigued by the fact that I have to . . . I think 

it’s called compassion fatigue or something like that . . . there are times where it’s just 

like, “Man, you really shouldn’t have said that, and I’m exhausted now, but I’m going to 

talk to you about it because it’s the right thing to do.” 

Monty acknowledged that this advocacy while having no support system themselves was 

difficult. They explained, 

The support system is something that we had to make ourselves. There just was no 

infrastructure for what we were doing and what I was doing. All my trans elders had left 

the school or the ones that had like gotten through school were usually people who didn’t 

come out until years after they left school. 

Despite the lack of support and the emotional toll that advocacy took on Monty, they still 

persisted to graduation. Monty attributed their successful degree completion to the support 
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system that they and their peers created. They indicated that they would not have made it through 

college without the helpful and supportive group that they surrounded themselves with at 

college. Although they acknowledged that part of their success comes from their own personal 

drive, Monty said that their support group was critical. They explained, 

If no one had helped me, I would be somewhere else. I either wouldn’t be alive because 
 

. . . all the stress would have built up to the point where I couldn’t handle it anymore, or I 

would just be back with my parents living on my couch doing nothing. 

Also attributing their persistence to the support received from others, Victor said that the 

Counseling Center and having a supportive counselor who guided them to available resources 

were helpful. Victor also explained that their own “drive to succeed and to get an education” 

were instrumental as well. They said they did not want their transition to prevent them from 

reaching their academic goals. Victor said they were also motivated by graduation because it is 

such a big milestone, and they wanted to achieve that with their “right identity.” 

Interestingly, Reyes said that changing majors, from a chemistry major to an 

environmental studies major, afforded him the opportunity to be more open, which helped him 

graduate on time. He explained that chemistry classes did not afford students many opportunities 

to talk about their personal lives, so he would often not express his identity to others unless asked 

about it. Conversely, he said that his new major allowed him to be truer to himself: 

With environmental studies I felt I was able to be there as a full person, and I mean, 

nobody in any of my chemistry classes ever asked about or did a pronouns introduction; 

whereas in my environmental studies classes, we would always do that, and sometimes 

we would do that every single class . . . I think that was a really big step for me where I 
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felt I could be more my authentic self in the classroom . . . that really contributed to me 

graduating on time and not totally mentally broken down. 

Like the other participants who reflected on how the support of others helped them 

achieve their academic goals, Trey credited his having the support of his partner as being 

instrumental in helping him persist to graduation. He said that being able to depend on his 

partner financially was also helpful. Trey also said his positive internship experience helped him 

earn his degree. He explained that his internship “was probably the primary thing that helped 

[him] get through” college because of the supportive people there. Trey even went on to work 

there after he graduated. 

Jessica also attributed her persistence to having a good source of support. She said that 

although her stepfather did not speak to her, her mother had been very supportive. She also had a 

supportive religion professor who bolstered her confidence to continue pursuing a degree in 

ministry, which was a career she thought was no longer an option after coming out as 

transgender. Those supports aside, Jessica also acknowledged that she succeeded in large part 

because of herself. 

Ryan also credited their success to their personal drive, the support they received from 

their family, and their LGBTQ-friendly institution. Ryan said, 

It would have taken a lot of adversity for me to not graduate from a college, but on the 

same token, it’s a miracle that I graduated from [institution] because it was such a mixed 

bag because I had so many hard experiences there. 

Ryan said that education was extremely important in their family, and they relied on their 

family’s support while earning their degree. Ryan explained that although they had to take time 
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off, they had no issues coming back and finishing their degree, even though it took longer than 

four years. The fact that their family was able to pay for them to complete their degree was 

central to their success. Ryan said they chose their institution “above like academically more 

rigorous schools . . . because [they] really wanted to go to a school that [they] felt really 

expressly was LGBTQ friendly.” They said, “It would have been harder for [them] to graduate if 

[they] had gone to a school that wasn’t right.” 

Cecil also attributed their persistence to their personal drive. Whether they were drawing, 

writing, or taking classes, they were passionate about their activities. Cecil said they had a 

difficult time as a transgender college student because the onus was on them to navigate the 

issues of gender expression and speak to others at their college about their gender identity, but 

they explained that it became easier to navigate those issues once they started meeting other 

LGBT students. Although Cecil had to navigate those issues and manage their attention deficit 

and hyperactivity disorder while at college, their passion to learn helped them persist. 

Stacy-Anne said, in addition to community, they attributed their persistence to their own 

curiosity and consistency. They explained that curiosity drove them to see how far they could go 

in terms of education and made them want to become more educated about various subjects. 

Stacy-Anne said the consistency helped them stay focused through diligent time management 

practices. 

Peter said the way they were raised and their own ability to persevere helped them obtain 

their degree. They explained they learned at an early age to be resilient and independent. Also, 

Peter said they were raised to believe they could accomplish their goals, which helped build their 

resilience and helped them succeed at college. Peter said they were essentially their college’s 
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poster child for transgender students. The institution wrote articles about them, used them in 

fund-raising campaigns, and highlighted them and their cohort-mates when they did well. 

However, because Peter had a negative experience at their college regarding a judicial turned 

civil rights dispute, they felt their college use of them as a poster child was misleading because 

they feel that they succeeded despite their institution, not because of it. 

Similar to Peter, Chuck stated their resiliency helped them persist to graduation. They 

said that although they had a lot of support, they had to fight for that support. Chuck confided 

they had to do a lot of work, and they developed their own support system. Determination, 

support, and resiliency was how they managed to complete their degree program. 

Part of the participants’ academic persistence and success included their gender identity. 

While the participants described the challenges that their “coming out” created, overwhelmingly 

they knew they were on “their path.” While one participant indicated that their awareness of their 

gender identity caused them to self-isolate in certain circumstances, they found this knowledge 

of self to be helpful. Recognizing their gender identity created a sense of awareness, 

empowerment, and empathy for participants. This self-awareness helped two participants choose 

their academic and career paths. Two participants indicated that their gender identity helped 

them form friendships with others with whom they shared commonalities. 

Reyes said that his gender identity hindered him because he was not completely open 

about his identity. This caused him to avoid certain social activities to avoid having 

conversations that he was not comfortable having at the time. How others saw him also impacted 

his decision making regarding going to activities or taking advantage of certain opportunities. 
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Although Ryan did not believe that their gender identity helped them academically, they 

said, “Being non-binary forces you to be more introspective,” a change that they believe had a 

positive impact on them. They explained, 

I think having any sort of real shifting of your identity forces you to become a better 

version of yourself because you have to do all this work to become who you want to be or 

who you realized you are in doing that work, but you also just become a better person. 

Ryan said their confidence increased, they experienced a great deal of personal growth, and they 

became more empathetic after their own identity shift. Ryan stated there were times when it 

established “commonality” between them and their friends, which was helpful in making friends, 

but there were no academic or institutional benefits that came from their gender identity. 

Like Ryan, Reyes explained the ways in which his gender identity helped him. He 

attributed his having a community of supportive friends to his gender identity. He explained, “I 

love the people that I have met that I probably would not have met or would not have had a deep 

relationship with without me coming out and going through this journey while at my school.” 

Trey also expressed how his gender identity helped him in multiple ways. He said that the 

knowledge of self that required to come to terms with his identity also helped him when 

determining the path that he wanted his life to take, which is something many students struggle 

with at college. He explained, “I kind of had to do that work within to be able to work later on 

outwards, so I felt like I was more aware of my goals in life.” 

Monty said that their gender identity helped them in high school as well as college. They 

explained the impact of their early awareness of who they were and who they wanted to be: 
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[It] Colored [their] world in some way in terms of the fact that . . . it gave [them] a lot of 

empowerment . . . because being in a single-sex education, it was kind of the first time 

that [they] felt like people took them seriously and not because of [their] gender. 

They said that this empowerment helped them significantly in college as well because they were 

not afraid to speak up and express themselves. 

Lumi contended that her gender identity provided her with “an interesting perspective,” 

and she said she was better able to relate to others because of it. She stated that when she was 

growing up, people did not talk about LGBT issues or identities. Lumi explained that the 

awareness that came from understanding her own gender identity broke down a lot of social 

barriers for her and helped her see things from others’ perspectives. 

Peter stated their gender identity definitely impacted their college experience. Once they 

realized they were gay, they decided to explore gender and sexuality courses, which resulted in 

their changing their course of study. This change likely would not have happened had it not been 

for their gender identity. 

Chuck said their gender identity helped them become “way more self-aware” and smarter 

because of it. They explained, “When you’re trans you have to become an expert on gender, and 

biology, and reproductive health, and . . . it’s made us aware of a lot of different intersectional 

issues.” Chuck also thought they were a better person morally because their gender identity made 

them “a lot stronger and compassionate and aware” without affecting their academics. 

Synthesis of Themes 
 

The institutions attended by participants presented themselves as being LGBTQ or 

transgender friendly. In fact, two participants indicated they chose to attend their institutions 
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because of the transgender-friendly environment, and 10 participants chose to come out while at 

college, which indicates that they expected institutional support and acceptance. However, 

findings indicate that most students did not find their institutions to be trans competent and felt 

that the support provided to them was inadequate. To combat the absence of a supportive 

environment, most participants discussed how they developed their own sources of support. 

These sources manifested in different ways to provide support for these students through 

community building, resource development, and resource sharing. 

When participants identified gaps in institutional supports, they tried to fill in these gaps 

themselves. Some served as activists on campus by participating in discussion panels or by 

confronting professors and other campus members on pronoun usage. Others relieved their sense 

of isolation and networked by forming friendships with other transgender or LGBTQ students. 

One participant, Monty, also discussed the Trans Life Support group that they formed with other 

transgender students at their institution. This support group provides students with information 

about healthcare, transgender-specific information, and institution-specific information like safe 

restroom locations on campus. Chuck summed up this type of do-it-yourself-support strategy by 

recalling, “I’ve also really fought for the support I had; it didn’t just land in my lap…I worked 

my butt off and I have a lot of support.” In other words, the barriers created by the institutions’ 

failure to fully live up to their promise of support led to the need for transgender students to 

create their own systems of support, which gave them the ability to persist. 

Summary 
 

Two major themes emerged as I analyzed the data. These themes were Barriers 

Encountered by Students and Ability to Persist. Six coding categories supported these two 
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themes. The three categories that supported the theme, Barriers Encountered by Students, were 

lack of support and resources, negative interactions with faculty, staff, and students, and 

emotional and mental health challenges. The three categories that support the theme, Ability to 

Persist, were integration into the campus community, overall feelings about college experience, 

and self-support and persistence. 

Participants encountered barriers while earning their degrees. While some participants 

felt that their institution provided them with adequate support, the majority indicated their 

institutions believed they provided adequate support for transgender students and/or projected an 

image of providing adequate support, but the reality was actually quite different. Additionally, 

although most participants indicated that they had positive interactions with other students, there 

were mixed feelings regarding their interactions with faculty and staff members at their 

institutions. Finally, in addition to encountering the previous two barriers and trying to keep up 

with their coursework, most participants were also trying to cope with emotional or mental 

health challenges while at college. Experiencing these barriers can often cause students to leave 

their institutions without earning a degree; however, all participants were able to persist to 

graduation despite the barriers they encountered at their institutions. 

To try to capture which characteristics of each participant’s college experience helped 

them persist to graduation, I considered their responses to questions about campus integration 

and overall college experience. Most participants felt they had successfully integrated into the 

campus community and had an overall positive college experience. Furthermore, most 

participants credited their own drive and motivation to succeed as factors in their degree 

completion. Many participants spoke of creating their own support systems to compensate for the 
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lack of support from their institutions. While others referenced supportive people in their lives, 

like their partners, fellow workers, and their families, as being instrumental in their success. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to identify which institutional supports help 

transgender students persist to degree completion. I utilized snowball sampling methods to 

obtain participants for this study. Each participant engaged in audio-recorded interviews, and I 

analyzed transcripts data using thematic analysis. Chapter 4 presented detailed findings, 

including the data analysis procedures, participant information, and findings from the study, 

viewed through the lens of Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory of student departure. The theory of 

student departure provided structure to the findings as I considered the barriers encountered by 

transgender college students and how they managed to persist to degree completion despite these 

barriers. This chapter provides a summary of key findings, discusses implications for current 

practices and potential for future research, explains the study’s limitations, and concludes with a 

reflection. 

Summary of Key Findings 
 

This study sought transgender participant descriptions of their college experiences, 

including the challenges they encountered as transgender college students, and how those 

challenges affected their ability to manage their coursework and ultimately earn their degrees. 

The purpose of this study was to identify strategies within higher education institutions that the 

participants perceived as having helped them persist in their higher education institutions. Two 

research questions guide the research: 

1. What impact do institutional policies and processes have on transgender students’ 

decisions to persist in college? 
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2. How do transgender college students conceptualize their successful progression in 

their institutions? 

To glean answers to these questions, I used an interpretive iterative approach for this 

study. I used constructivism for the epistemology since I sought to understand the perceptions of 

transgender students and the meanings that they attribute to their own experiences at their higher 

education institutions. Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory of student departure and transgender theory 

(Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010) served as the theoretical framework for this study. These theories 

served as the lens through which I looked when preparing the data collection materials, as well 

as when analyzing the data collected during research. Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory of student 

departure provided insight into the influence of institutional supports, campus integration, and 

overall feelings regarding college experience on transgender students’ ability to persist to degree 

completion. Transgender theory (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010) allowed me to recognize the 

intersectionality of the participants and how their intersecting identities affected their perceptions 

of the barriers they encountered as well as their persistence. 

Findings from this study support Tucker’s (1999/2000) assertion that vision is an 

influential characteristic over student persistence. When asked how they conceptualized their 

ability to persist, most participants said it was their drive to earn a college degree that helped 

them succeed. The findings also support Tinto’s (1975, 1988) theory of student departure 

because, although participants encountered challenges at their institutions, their ability to cope 

with and overcome those challenges enabled them to persist to degree completion. Findings 

show that a sense of community, vision, and overall feelings of their college experience likely 

helped participants persist to degree completion. 
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The intersecting identities of participants were also apparent in the findings. One 

participant, Peter, referenced how, after coming out, they essentially lost all of the supports and 

privileges they had once enjoyed as a White cisgender male. Peter explained how this loss of 

privilege affected their perception of institutional supports. Another participant, Jessica, 

discussed how she was concerned about how her gender identity would affect her ability to 

continue her religious education to become a minister. Another participant referenced their 

identities as both a transgender college student as well as a person of color, while another 

referenced their socioeconomic status. These intersecting identities affected the perceptions of 

these participants and highlight the multi-dimensional nature of the experiences of transgender 

college students. The findings support Nagoshi and Brzuzy’s (2010) transgender theory that 

asserts it is necessary to consider these intersections and that these participants were empowered 

through the telling of their experiences. Each of these theories and perspectives influenced my 

approach to constructing data collection materials and informed my approach to data analysis. 

I used inductive and deductive thematic analysis for the research methodology and 

conducted interviews for data collection. I interviewed 13 transgender or non-binary recent 

college graduates or students approaching graduation. I analyzed the transcribed interviews using 

thematic analysis (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006) to look for commonalities among 

participant experiences. Two major themes emerged from the data analysis: Barriers 

Encountered by Students and Ability to Persist. Six coding categories supported these two 

themes. 

The first theme, Barriers Encountered by Students, encompassed the lack of support and 

resources, participants’ negative interactions with faculty, staff, and students, and the emotional 
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and mental health challenges participants encountered. Data indicated 12 participants 

encountered barriers while earning their degrees. While two participants felt their institution 

provided them with adequate support and resources, the majority indicated that their institutions 

believed that they provided adequate support for transgender students or projected an image of 

providing adequate support, when the participants perceived, in actuality, they did not. This 

finding supports the literature that indicates most institutions lack adequate support resources for 

this student population (Beemyn, 2012; McKinney, 2005; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). Support for 

transgender college students includes availability of trans-competent counseling, access to 

LGTBQ campus offices and student organizations, and positive interactions with trans- 

competent members of the campus community. 

The two participants who reported having adequate support at their institutions cited the 

following forms of institutional support as helpful: 

• Transgender visibility on campus via faculty and staff, 
 

• LGBTQ/Diversity offices, 
 

• Transgender programming for the campus community, 
 

• Counseling services, and 
 

• A staff member who was a transgender advocate. 
 
These supports provided participants with representation on campus, places to meet other 

LGBTQ students and staff, inclusive events, and sources of support that made them feel valued 

by the institution and its members. 

The participants who did not feel adequately supported by their institutions felt this way 

because of their experiences with improper pronoun usage, the attitudes and lack of trans- 
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competency of faculty and staff, inadequate counseling centers, LGBT groups that were not 

competent with transgender issues, and a lack of transgender programming events. Support for 

college students matters because research indicates that students remain at institutions that they 

feel provide support and an environment conducive to their safety (Garvey et al., 2015). 

Institutions that fail to consider the needs of transgender students essentially create 

barriers for those students (Spagna, 2014). Additional barriers include policies regarding 

preferred names for institutional records (Rankin & Beemyn, 2012; Spagna, 2014; Woodford et 

al., 2017), housing accommodations (Spagna, 2014; Woodford et al., 2017), and bathroom and 

locker room access (Brown, 2012; Rankin, 2003; Spagna, 2014; Woodford et al., 2017). 

Ten participants said their institutions had preferred name change policies in place. While 

a few participants indicated that their institution’s preferred name policy was convenient, there 

was a common complaint regarding these policies. This complaint centered around a student’s 

name not being changed on all campus documents and in all campus systems. A student might 

go through the process to have their preferred name used within the institution yet find that their 

birth name still appeared on a class or residence hall roster, campus email, or campus 

identification card. Riedel (2017) warned that when a transgender student is referred to by their 

birth name, as opposed to their preferred name, this action “can induce a visceral sense of terror 

that no matter how much progress one makes in their transition, the person they used to be (or 

pretended to be) is still there” (para. 3), a fear which participants in this study expressed. 

Seven participants indicated that their institutions had gender-neutral housing options 

available to students. While participants appreciated the availability of this housing option, one 

explained that by choosing to live in gender-neutral housing, they might be outing themselves to 
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their parents who would notice that they were rooming with a transgender student. Another 

participant recommended that institutions try to normalize this housing option by having a 

gender-neutral floor in each residence hall. 

Rankin (2003) found that transgender students were fearful that they would be asked to 

leave campus restrooms because they regularly experienced issues with a lack of access to safe 

restrooms. Similarly, research indicates that because of the opportunity for hostile situations to 

occur, locker rooms are often risky areas for transgender students and other vulnerable 

populations (Brown, 2012). Affirming the literature, participants indicated that although their 

institutions had gender-neutral, family-style, or single-stall restrooms available, they were 

inadequate, and participants highlighted the contrast between the amenities for themselves and 

the cisgender peers. The primary complaints about restrooms were their scarcity on campus and 

the inconvenience of traveling up or down a floor or even going to another building to access 

them. Results from the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey indicated that 32% of transgender adults 

reported that within the last year they had restricted themselves from food and drink to avoid 

having to use the restroom (James et al., 2016). Additionally, 8% of respondents to the 2015 U.S. 

Transgender Survey reported having health issues such as a urinary tract infection or a kidney- 

related issue because of their restroom avoidance (James et al., 2016). 

Similarly, access to locker rooms was also an issue reported by participants. Only two 

participants reported that their institutions had single-stall or gender-neutral locker rooms 

available. These rooms were single-occupancy spaces that did not include showers or lockers for 

students to store their personal belongings. The lack of gender-neutral locker rooms on campus 

again highlights the discrepancy between amenities for cisgender and transgender students on 
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campus. Without a safe space for changing and showering, students will likely opt out of using 

their institution’s gym to avoid having to enter a binary locker room. 

In addition to campus support options, institutional policies, and access to campus spaces, 

participants encountered barriers through their interactions with members of the campus 

community. Although most participants indicated that they had positive interactions with other 

students, there were mixed feelings regarding their interactions with faculty and staff members at 

their institutions. The positive feelings the participants had occurred when they trusted the 

faculty or staff member enough to be out to them. This trust often centered around the faculty or 

staff member’s level of trans-awareness or competency, as well as how they handled pronoun 

usage. Listing pronouns in their email signature, providing pronouns on their name badges at 

campus events like orientation, and asking students to introduce themselves using their pronouns 

in class indicated to participants that these individuals were likely trans-friendly and trustworthy. 

The negative feelings participants had about members of their campus community often 

centered around pronoun usage. While some professors seemed ill-informed about transgender 

students, which likely caused them to misunderstand or misuse pronouns, participants indicated 

that other professors were somewhat hostile toward the concept. Participants described how 

older faculty members, adjunct professors, and English professors seemed to be most likely to 

invalidate them by failing to acknowledge their preferred pronouns. These findings support the 

literature that transgender students have reported some faculty appear to have limited 

understanding of suggested strategies for supporting transgender students (Pryor, 2015). 

The findings from this study indicated that while most participants felt that their 

interactions with peers were positive, microaggressions like staring, snickering, and acting 
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annoyed by having to learn the participant’s pronouns were some of the negative interactions 

reported. Participants also described other negative interactions involving transphobia, hostility, 

and even physical assault. These findings support Norton and Herek’s (2013) conclusion that 

transgender people are subject to negative attitudes in the United States (Norton & Herek, 2013), 

likely due to cisgenderism, which research has associated with antagonism, alienation, brutality, 

and prejudice toward individuals who are transgender and gender nonconforming (Case et al., 

2012; Garvey et al., 2015; Gordon & Meyer, 2007; Lombardi et al., 2001; Pryor, 2015; Rankin & 

Beemyn, 2012; Sandfort et al., 2007). 

Finally, in addition to encountering the previous two barriers and trying to keep up with 

their coursework, most participants were also trying to cope with emotional or mental health 

challenges while at college. This affirms existing literature that reports an association between 

gender nonconformity and mental health factors, which include social anxiety and emotional 

distress (Puckett et al., 2016). Despite the literature reporting the potential negative effect that a 

single barrier has on transgender college students’ persistence (Crede & Niehorster, 2012; 

Goodrich, 2012; Ottenritter, 2012), all participants remained persistent and determined to 

graduate despite the numerous barriers they encountered at their institutions. 

I considered participants’ responses to questions about campus integration and overall 

college experience when trying to determine which characteristics of each participant’s college 

experience helped them persist to graduation. Most of the participants felt they had successfully 

integrated into the campus community. These findings help provide insight into their ability to 

persist despite the barriers they encountered as a low sense of integration, when combined with 

stress, increases a student’s chances of leaving an institution; however, the effects of stress on 
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students can be reduced by their sense of belonging and successful integration into the academic 

and social realms of an institution (Wright, 1973). 

There were a couple of participants who indicated that they did not fully socially 

integrate into their college community because they preferred to spend time primarily with their 

LGBTQ peers. Students are less likely to remain enrolled at their institution when they fail to 

establish a sense of belonging at that college or university. However, these students did establish 

a sense of community with their LGBTQ peers, which Tucker (1999/2000) asserted likely had a 

positive impact on their ability to persist. 

Most participants indicated that they had an overall positive college experience, and a 

few said their experience was both positive and negative. According to Tinto (1975, 1988) these 

overall feelings of being a part of the campus community and having an overall positive 

experience at college may have helped participants while on their path to earning a degree. 

When considering how participants persisted to degree completion, I reviewed 

participants’ thoughts on how they were able to succeed. Most participants credited their degree 

completion to their personal motivation and volition for success. This finding supports Tinto’s 

(1988) assertion that an individual’s personality, coping skills, and educational goals and 

commitments are characteristics that heavily influence the student’s ability to overcome the 

challenges experienced during their transition to college. This finding also supports Tucker’s 

(1999/2000) assertion that a student who has a vision of degree completion is more likely to 

persist that a student who is unsure of their plans or who does not have a clear idea of what their 

path to degree completion looks like. Many participants spoke of creating their own support 

systems to compensate for the lack of support from their institutions. Other participants 
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referenced supportive people in their lives, like their partners, supportive people at their 

internships or jobs, and their families, as being instrumental in their success. 

Discussion 
 

Findings from this study revealed that transgender college students encounter specific 

barriers while at their higher education institutions. These students encounter these barriers as 

they navigate college life alongside their cisgender peers, who do not encounter the same types 

of barriers (Newhouse, 2013). The extra burden that these added challenges place on this student 

population makes them more likely to have difficulties persisting to graduation, especially when 

a lack of adequate support is one of the barriers often encountered. 

The data indicate that despite these barriers, the participants in this study were able to 

earn a college degree. One strategy that helped them persist was their ability to successfully 

integrate into the campus community. Feeling like they were a part of this community, regardless 

of the challenges they were experiencing, likely influenced their thoughts about their overall 

college experience, which was another factor that contributed to their ability to graduate. One 

strategy that participants used to counter and help cope with the challenges they were having was 

to create their own support networks. The composition of these networks varied—some were 

composed of other LGBT students and others of supportive partners and family members. The 

personal drive to complete their degree program and the development of their own support 

systems seemed to be instrumental in helping participants persist to degree completion. 

In analyzing the results of this research, I came to several different conclusions about the 

experiences of transgender college students and the ability of these students to earn a degree. In 

this section, I discuss the role of student perceptions on persistence, the expectations students 
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have of higher education institutions, and the paradigm shift that is needed to make college 

campuses more conducive to transgender student persistence. 

Student Perceptions Drive Persistence 
 

How students perceive their institution’s support and resources and how they perceive 

their campus community can impact their ability to persist to graduation. This conclusion is 

supported by the literature that indicates that students’ decisions to persist are directly affected 

by their perceptions of support and their own academic abilities (Goodrich, 2012). Institutional 

resources and policies impact transgender student perceptions of support. Further, interactions 

with members of the campus community also color the perceptions transgender students have 

about institutional support. 

Institutional support for transgender students includes not only access to counseling 

services and campus LGBTQ or diversity offices but also policies pertaining to 

nondiscrimination and access to campus spaces. For students to have positive perceptions of 

support resources, they have to perceive these offices and the staff members within as being 

trans-competent. This competency comes from hiring transgender faculty and staff, interacting 

with transgender people, and providing educational programming to educate campus members 

about best practices for supporting transgender students. 

Institutional policies also shape the perceptions of this student population regarding 

campus support. The inclusion of gender identity in institutional nondiscrimination clauses 

signals to the campus at large that the institution recognizes the existence of these students and 

values and seeks to protect them. Additionally, having policies in place that address transgender 

student access to physical spaces gives a positive impression. Research indicates that “access to 



104  

 

inclusive restrooms, inclusive forms, and inclusive housing” affect the academic outcomes of 

transgender students (Woodford et al., 2017, p. 106). Creating a culture of inclusion and 

protection positively affects transgender students’ perspectives regarding institutional support as 

policies provide insight into the institution’s attitudes toward this student group. 

Interactions with members of the campus community also affects student perceptions 

regarding institutional support. How campus members handle preferred names and pronouns 

influences the level of openness and honesty that transgender students are willing to bring to 

those interactions. Participants in this study acknowledged that it is not always easy to get these 

things right; however, efforts to acknowledge that gender extends beyond the binary by 

requesting student pronouns when taking attendance in class or making room for transgender 

topics in the curriculum signal to these students that they are seen and respected. Research that 

indicates transgender students feel accepted and interpret interactions as positive when their 

identity is validated by their professors (Pryor, 2015) supports this assertion; whereas, a lack of 

empathy and understanding of transgender issues from faculty adds stress to the transgender 

student experience (Pryor, 2015). This can be detrimental to their persistence as research 

indicates that stress and a lack of integration have a major influence on a student’s decision to 

leave their institution (Wright, 1973). 

Participants’ perceptions of institutional supports, access to spaces, and interactions with 

campus members informed their thoughts about their level of campus integration and overall 

feelings about their college experience. The absence of adequate, trans-competent supports made 

participants feel as though their institutions were not trans-friendly or that their institutions were 

just ticking a box to appear to provide support, even if that support was inadequate. If they 
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perceived a student organization as not being trans-inclusive, they were not likely to attend 

events held by that organization. If they perceived their professor as being not trans-friendly, 

they were hesitant in sharing the trans-related reason they missed a class or assignment deadline. 

Students Expect More from Higher Education Institutions 

Two participants in this study chose to attend their institutions because of their perceived 

LGBTQ friendliness, and most participants in this study chose to come out while at college. 

These findings might indicate that students come to college expecting to be free to be themselves 

and anticipate acceptance and support from their institutions. However, research suggests that if 

students find an unwelcoming environment instead, their ability to succeed at the institution is 

challenged (Rankin, 2003). 

Institutions should attempt to rise to the expectations that their students have of them. 
 
Research has shown that diversity is valuable to higher education institutions (Pascarella, 2006; 

Spagna, 2014). Through interactions with people who are different from themselves, students’ 

views and perspectives are challenged, providing opportunities for growth while at college 

(Pascarella, 2006). Spagna (2014) found, “Transgender students, like most students, offer new 

insights, experiences, and opportunities to their colleges and universities” (p. 139). These 

findings show there is value in welcoming and supporting these students. 

Beyond the institution itself, participants in this study seemed to hold faculty to a high 

standard and believed they should model ideal behaviors for their students. This expectation 

indicates that what professors say about gender-related topics matters. It also indicates that how 

professors approach preferred names and pronoun usage matters. Feeling safe and respected 

correlates with student perceptions of integration and bonding with others, and research shows 
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that students who fail to integrate academically and socially at their institutions are less likely to 

persist to graduation (Tinto, 1988). 

Paradigm Shift is Necessary 
 

Since the perceptions of transgender students affect their ability to earn a degree and 

because they expect more from higher education institutions, a paradigm shift is necessary to 

align the attitudes and approaches of institutions with recommended best practices to support 

transgender college students. Rankin and Beemyn (2012) asserted, “Only after a complete 

transformation of institutional cultures will colleges and universities become truly welcoming to 

transgender students” (p. 10). Further, findings from past research revealed that “a lack of 

consideration of trans people in protocols and policies provides for continued erasure of trans 

people’s needs and does not signal their importance or even existence to staff and providers” 

(Bauer et al., 2009, p. 356). Institutions must begin considering the needs of these students to 

initiate this paradigm shift on their campuses. 

To accomplish this shift, institutions should look to the existing, although sparse, 

research on the experiences of transgender students and current best practice recommendations 

for higher education institutions regarding support for these students. Whitt et al. (2001) 

suggested institutions begin by incorporating diversity initiatives into their institutional mission 

statement to improve campus climate for transgender students. Establishing “a no-tolerance 

policy for anti-transgender harassment and discrimination” (Rankin & Beemyn, 2012, p. 10) is 

another recommended approach to supporting these students. Specifically, researchers suggested 

including the phrase gender identity and expression in the institution’s nondiscrimination policy 

(Beemyn, 2003; Beemyn, 2012; Rankin, 2003; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). The inclusion of 
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such language in institutional policy sends a message to community members that the institution 

is committed to creating a safe climate for all students (Seelman, 2016). Further, institutions 

should enact name and record change policies that are responsive to the needs of transgender 

students (Beemyn, 2012; Spagna, 2014; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). 

Beyond policy, institutions can support transgender students by providing transgender- 

specific educational programming to the campus community (Beemyn et al., 2005; Beemyn, 

2012; Dugan et al., 2012; Goodrich, 2012; Manning et al., 2012; Pryor, 2015; Rankin, 2003; 

Renn & Bilodeau, 2005; Seelman, 2014; Spagna, 2014; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017) and 

establishing a trans-inclusive and trans-competent LGBTQ resource center on campus. 

Institutions should also establish a preferred name and pronoun request protocol to be 

implemented in classrooms and at campus events, making the act of requesting names and 

pronouns standard practice. These changes emphasize the messages of inclusion and acceptance 

of all students to faculty, staff, and students and help stop the institutional erasure of this student 

population, bringing them into the fold and providing them with their best chance to be 

academically successful. 

Institutions should implement practices that work to normalize the existence of these 

students rather than continuing to marginalize them. Taking inventory of the ways in which the 

institution reinforces binary systems on campus would be a helpful first step in improving the 

physical aspect of campus life for transgender students. Providing gender-neutral housing 

options to support transgender students is recommended (Brown, 2014; Seelman, 2016; Spagna, 

2014). Also, in regard to campus spaces, institutions should provide ample access to 

conveniently located gender-neutral restrooms in campus buildings (Brown, 2012; Spagna, 2014; 
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Stolzenberg et al., 2017), as well as implement a policy that allows students to use whichever 

restroom they prefer (Brown, 2012; Stolzenberg et al., 2017). Implementing these changes will 

help move the campus beyond the binary, as well as signal to transgender students that their 

existence is acknowledged and valued by the institution. 

The experiences of transgender college students should continue to be studied to bolster 

the research in this area. The findings from this study provide insight into the barriers that 

transgender college students encounter at their institutions. Furthermore, the findings revealed 

how the participants were able to persist to graduation. Through continued research, along with 

the evaluating and adjusting existing approaches, a paradigm shift can occur, resulting in better 

outcomes for institutions and transgender students alike. 

Implications for Current Practice 
 

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into approaches transgender students 

believe affected their ability to persist in college. The findings in this study illustrate the need for 

data collection for the retention of LGBTQ+ students at higher education institutions. The 

findings also highlight how difficult it is for transgender college students to persist to degree 

completion. While institutions believe they are adequately supporting this student population, 

they are unable to see data to ascertain the real outcomes or benefits of their supports. 

Findings indicate that it is critical for college professors to understand the needs of 

transgender students. Institutions may want to consider mandatory faculty training to combat the 

apathy and hostility reported in this study. Findings show that transgender students struggled to 

be honest with professors about the issues they were experiencing because of their identity, 

compounding the student’s stress at a time when they needed to be supported. 
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Participants had varied opinions about best practices for pronoun usage within the 

classroom, which reveals a need for institutions to explore this topic and develop an institutional 

protocol that best supports this student population, avoids forced outings of transgender students, 

and normalizes and acknowledges the validity and existence of these students. These findings 

also highlight a need for transgender programming on campuses to educate the campus 

community at large about issues related to transgender students. Topics for these events should 

cover pronoun usage, the transgender student experience, and sensitivity training. Educating the 

campus community on these topics will not only have a positive impact on the experiences of 

transgender students, but will also indicate that institutions want to support and retain these 

students by increasing trans-competency and awareness within the community. 

Additionally, findings from this study indicate that institutions may want to consider the 

physical spaces available on campus for transgender students. As reported by participants and in 

the literature, access to spaces is a concern for this student population. Failure to consider their 

access to spaces constitutes institutional erasure by providing access to only binary spaces, which 

assumes everyone has either a cisgender or male/female identity (Bauer et al., 2009). This 

practice further marginalizes this student population. Overall, these research findings could be 

used to shape and prioritize the policies and procedures adopted by higher education leaders to 

better serve and retain this population of students. 

Recommendations for Future Research 
 

This study provided qualitative data on the experiences of transgender college students, 

the barriers they encountered, and the ways in which they persisted to degree completion. There 

is a need for additional research that examines how institutions evaluate the supports and 
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resources allocated to this student population. A multi-site case study of institutions considered 

trans-friendly would provide insight into this area. 

Additionally, future research on the thoughts and attitudes of college professors regarding 

minority students, including sexual minorities, might provide insight into how they perceive 

themselves regarding inclusivity in the classroom and compassion toward their students. 

Research into this topic might provide further insight into the experiences of transgender 

students in the classroom. 

Another potential study could center on the use of pronouns and their effects on 

transgender students. The research should compare different pronoun protocols used in 

classrooms to glean information about which method is best and the attitudes of faculty and 

transgender students toward the application of each method. The findings would help establish 

best practices for institutions to implement. 

Finally, a qualitative study on the attitudes of cisgender students toward transgender 

students and their use of college spaces like residence halls, bathrooms, and locker rooms would 

be beneficial. Results could inform institutional decisions about how to best manage access to 

these spaces to provide similar college experiences for transgender and cisgender students. 

Limitations of the Study 
 

There was one primary limitation to this research study. I selected participants from 

multiple institutions in four regions of the United States, which means that findings might not be 

applicable to other regions. Since the purpose of the study was to understand which, if any, and 

to what extent transgender-specific approaches helped students persist to graduation, these 

institutions may have several recommended approaches in place. 
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Conclusion 
 

This study explored the experiences of transgender college students who persisted to 

degree completion. Through this research, the experiences of 13 transgender college graduates 

and soon-to-be graduates were explored, compared, and contrasted. The commonalities among 

experiences affirmed the existing literature and emphasized that institutions need to try to 

capture data on this student population for support and retention purposes. 

Higher education institutions tend to value diversity and inclusivity. With the emerging 

information on this student population, efforts can be made to not only acknowledge their 

existence, but to also create an environment that relieves some of their stressors and supports 

them as they seek to earn a college education. Hiring transgender faculty and staff, educating the 

campus community about transgender issues, and providing adequate support and access to 

spaces will help ensure that this population receives the same opportunities and amenities as their 

cisgender peers. 
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

1. How open are you about your gender identity? 
 

2. Describe your experience at your institution. 
 

3. Do you feel like you successfully integrated into the campus community? Describe 

your response. 

4. Describe your access to support on campus as a student who identifies as [gender 
 

identity]. 
 

5. How has your gender identity hindered you or helped you in regards to your 

academics and overall campus experience? 

6. Describe your feelings regarding your safety on campus. 
 

7. What are your observations of faculty behavior toward transgender students? 
 

8. What are your observations of the behavior of peers/classmates toward transgender 

students? 

9. What are your observations of the behavior of college staff and/or administrators on 

campus toward transgender students? 

10. Describe how the policies or procedures on campus that address transgender student 

needs have affected your experience at this institution. 

11. Describe any challenges that you faced as a student at your college who identifies as 

[gender identity]. 

12. Describe your thoughts on how you succeeded in obtaining your degree. 
 

13. Explain your housing situation during your time at college. 
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