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ABSTRACT 

RICHARD DEAN POLLARD 

TRANSGENDER AND GENDER-NONCONFORMING STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF 

RISK AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS THAT AFFECT THEIR COLLEGE EXPERIENCE 

 

Under the direction of OLIVIA BOGGS, Ed.D. 

The stigma and daily distress routinely experienced by transgender and nonbinary (TGNB) 

individuals negatively disturb their safety, mental stability, physical health, school success, 

employment opportunities, and societal inclusion, resulting in systematic marginalization and 

isolation in a variety of settings, including families, schools, and employment. This 

phenomenological study aimed to explore the higher education experiences of TGNB students to 

gain insight into self-identified factors associated with their academic success and college 

completion. 

Using snowball and chain sampling techniques for recruitment, the researcher recruited 8 

participants. All participants self-identified as TGNB, were over the age of 18, and had either 

graduated or dropped out of higher education within the previous five years. The researcher 

employed semi-structured interviews, and data collection was completed via HIPAA-compliant 

Zoom videotelephony. The researcher used an audit trail, a reflexivity journal, member checking, 

and detailed, thick descriptions to ensure trustworthiness. 

Following the steps outlined by Smith et al. (2009), the researcher discovered six 

subordinate themes: (a) Exploration and Self-Education for Gender Identity Determination, (b) 

Anticipated Resistance: The Struggles of Daily College Life for TGNB Students, (c) Intolerance 

and Injustice Just to Be Me, (d) Internal and External Factors of Loss and Growth, (e) Human 



 

 

xv 

Pillars on the Campus to Create Belonging for TGNB Students, and (f) Transferring the 

Responsibility of Survival to One’s Self. These six emergent themes provided insight into how 

the participants navigated their gender identity during their higher education experiences. Each 

participant was persistent in doing what was necessary individually to move forward, which was 

evident in this study. The one participant that did not graduate indicated their desire to return to 

higher education. 

Future research recommendations included (a) gain greater comprehension of the 

connectedness of TGNB students on campuses to buffer isolation and promote wellness among 

the TGNB student population, (b) conduct a case study for a college that works well with TGNB 

students, and (c) study TGNB assigned males to understand better the differences in their 

experiences in the higher education environment. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The stigma and daily distress routinely experienced by transgender and nonbinary 

(TGNB) individuals negatively disturb their safety, mental stability, physical health, school 

success, employment opportunities, and societal inclusion, resulting in systematic 

marginalization and isolation in a variety of settings, including families, schools, and 

employment (Azeem et al., 2019; Budge & Katz-Wise, 2019; Lerner, 2019; Murchison et al., 

2019; Sevlever & Meyer-Bahlburg, 2019). Recent large-scale national and state surveys that 

include the National Transgender Discrimination Survey (2016), the 2017 National School 

Climate Survey: Experiences of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Youth in our Nation's 

Schools (Kosciw et al., 2018), and the Virginia Transgender Health Initiative Study (Bradford, 

2015) have accelerated a broadened and needed understanding of the demographics and 

characteristics of transgender people. While these surveys shed critical light on this growing 

population, more knowledge of the inhibiting and possibly beneficial factors associated with the 

academic success of this population of college students is necessary. The purpose of this 

phenomenological study was to explore the higher education experiences of TGNB students to 

gain insight into self-identified factors associated with their academic success and college 

completion. 

TGNB people are disproportionally at-risk for severe mental health issues resulting from 

discrimination, isolation, and stigma that often lead to severe and debilitating psychological, 

social, and physical complications (Kuper et al., 2018; Narang et al., 2018; Toomey et al., 2018). 

Globally, while attempted suicide rates of the general population are 5% and 10% to 20% within 
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the gay, lesbian, and bisexual community, the attempted suicide rates for transgender individuals 

are 41% for trans-women and 46% for trans-men (UNAIDS, 2014). Furthermore, the literature 

reveals that family rejection and violation of the right to education and employment are leading 

determinants of the attempted suicide rates (McCann, 2010; Trujillo et al., 2017; Woodford et 

al., 2018). 

The 2015 Transgender Survey contained essential information, including input from 

27,715 respondents in all 50 states and the District of Columbia and American Samoa, Guam, 

Puerto Rico, and U.S. military bases overseas. James et al. (2016) reported some especially 

significant statistics: 

Forty percent of respondents have attempted suicide at some point in their life, compared 

to 4.6% in the U.S. population. Forty-eight percent of respondents have seriously thought 

about killing themselves in the past year, compared to 4% of the U.S. population, and 

82% have had serious thoughts about killing themselves at some point in their life. (p. 

112) 

James et al. (2016) also reported that the survey indicated attempted suicide rates were highest 

for transgender men at 45%, followed by 40% for transgender women and 39% for nonbinary 

(individuals not identifying with either gender) respondents. Racially, American Indian 

respondents had the highest attempted suicide rate at 57%, followed by people who identified as 

multiracial at 50%, Black at 47%, Latino at 45%, Middle Eastern at 44%, and White at 37% 

(James et al., 2016).  

Before 2013, the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 

of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) identified Gender Identity Disorder as a mental disorder 
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(American Psychiatric Association [APA], 1994). Because of this previous designation, many in 

the majority cisgender population pathologized TGNB as being mentally ill (Reed et al., 2015; 

White Hughto et al., 2015). The term cisgender is used in contrast to transgender to describe 

someone whose gender identity matches their assigned gender (Simmons & White, 2014). While 

being TGNB is not classified as a mental illness in the 21st century, the discrimination and 

macroaggressions perpetrated toward them can drive many mental health conditions due to the 

stress, creating anxiety and conditions for other mental illnesses (Nadal et al., 2016). Although 

TGNB people are usually classified in LGBTQIA+ groups, Norton and Herek (2013) reported 

that attitudes towards TGNB individuals are significantly more negative than the attitudes 

towards other sexual minorities. Specifically, in a recent study of 391 self-identified cisgender 

heterosexual students conducted at a Midwestern university, transphobia and prejudice were 

much more prevalent among cisgender male students rather than cisgender female students 

(Glotfelter & Anderson, 2017).  

In the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, 53% of the transgender college students, ages 18 to 

25, reported experiencing severe psychological distress compared to 10% of their cisgender 

peers in the same age range (James et al., 2016). In fact, James et al. (2016) reported, “Twenty-

four percent of respondents who indicated that classmates, professors, or staff at college or 

vocational school thought or knew they were transgender were verbally, physically, or sexually 

harassed” (p. 136). In addition, of those same respondents perceived as transgender or living 

openly as a transgender person, 16% percent left college because of deliberate harassment. James 

et al. (2016) also noted that with just one or more negative experiences at schools, TGNB 

students are subject to elevated rates of homelessness, attempted suicide, and acute psychological 
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distress. For TGNB people ages 17-25, the damage of victimization also increases non-suicidal 

self-injury (Arcelus et al., 2016). These environmental responses in the college experience 

contribute to attempted suicide rates of this population (Oswalt & Wyatt, 2011). 

Many colleges and universities still do not have campus-based support for TGNB 

students, and many colleges do nothing until a crisis or tragedy occurs (Lipka, 2011). 

Fundamental remedies of acknowledgment like using correct pronouns and chosen names can be 

beneficial, even though other resolutions like restrooms and housing might be more involved. In 

a recent study of 913 participants, Witcomb et al. (2018) found that gender-affirming treatment, 

which included increased self-esteem and improved social support, reduced depression and 

anxiety. If the college experience is not inclusive and supportive for TGNB students, there can 

be long-term detrimental effects (Oswalt & Wyatt, 2011). While the rates of discrimination and 

mistreatment in our schools toward TGNB students are still high, there are indicators that 

suggest school cultures are improving (James et al., 2016).   

Significant strides for transgender student rights have been achieved in some states and 

school districts, while equal rights have been fought bitterly in other states. Cultural controversy 

about TGNB students and their rights in public schools and universities has resulted in an 

upsurge in litigation and cases from the academic sector on both sides. As TGNB student rights 

continue to be illuminated in courts, educational institutions must evolve to accommodate and 

provide support (Vade, 2005; Wood, 2017). At the core of the fight for equal rights is the 

deliberation about whether Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, Title IV of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964, or the Equal Protection Clause grants protection to TGNB students (Barry et 

al., 2016; Bryk, 2015; Stern et al., 2018; Whelan, 2016).  
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Statement of the Problem 

The purpose of the phenomenological study was to explore the higher education 

experiences of transgender and nonbinary (TGNB) students to gain insight into self-identified 

factors associated with their academic success and college completion. Traditionally, it has been 

challenging to determine the number of TGNB enrolled students due to a lack of data collected 

by colleges and universities (Sausa, 2002), although suggestions indicate the number was rising 

(Beemyn, 2005). Current data indicate that the number of TGNB students in higher education 

has risen to 4.14% of current student enrollment in American colleges and universities 

(American College Health Association [ACHA], 2021). Although environmental responses to 

the college experience contribute to attempted suicide rates (Oswalt & Wyatt, 2011), research 

indicates that supporting TGNB students to manage the impact of discrimination and rejection 

can improve mental health outcomes and possibly help reduce suicidal ideation and self-harm 

(Trujillo et al., 2017; Woodford et al., 2018). Currently, 1,036 colleges and universities that 

include gender identity/expression as part of their nondiscrimination policies (Campus Pride, 

2022). However, of the 5,300 colleges and universities in the United States (Selingo, 2015), less 

than 20% of these institutions have any indicated protection. McCarthy (2003) suggested, 

“Including transgender individuals in the broader LGBTQIA+ community, which is based on 

sexual orientation (rather than gender identity), actually serves to isolate and promote invisibility 

of transgender perspectives” (p. 48). 

Research Questions 

The researcher used a phenomenological approach to explore the lived higher education 

experiences of TGNB students from various higher education institutions. The central research 
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question was as follows: What are the higher education experiences of TGNB students regarding 

higher education participation and involvement? Additionally, the researcher explored the 

following ancillary questions:  

1. How do TGNB students describe discrimination experienced in the higher education 

environment?   

2. What actions do TGNB students take to ensure safety and a level of comfort in their 

daily college experience? 

3. What support services do TGNB students utilize to support mental health and to 

create an environment of inclusion? 

4. How can higher education administration and faculty help reduce discriminatory 

actions and create a safe environment for TGNB students? 

Theoretical Framework 

The researcher utilized a transgender theoretical lens to view the research problem. Most 

Western cultures’ social construction of gender is the binary system based on physical 

characteristics (Hausman, 2001). However, according to Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010), moving 

beyond the gender binary, transgender theory embodies feminist and queer theory but transcends 

“with self-constructed aspects of social identity” (p. 432). Transgender theory is a paradigm 

inclusive of an individual’s emotional constructs regarding physical characteristics and sexual 

identity. Deconstructing gender into assigned gender versus gender identity means that “gender 

is mutable until it mutates” (Fleming, 2015, p. 116). Even though some have previously used 

feminist and queer theories for transgender people, neither work with the separation needed from 

sexual identity and gender identity (Nagoshi et al., 2014). 



 

7 

Conceptual Framework 

Social constructivism and interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) represent the 

framework for this study. Crotty (1998) discusses socially constructed “meaningful realities” (p. 

55) by the social scientist, such as the social construct of gender (Nagoshi et al., 2014). 

According to Schwandt (1994), the challenge of what is socially believed to be the truth is the 

core of constructivism. Therefore, the core belief challenged is the contemporary constructed 

truth of the gender binary. Phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography are the three primary 

philosophical areas of IPA (Smith et al., 2009). 

Significance of the Study 

This study explored the authentic experiences of TGNB college students to determine the 

efficacy of campus leadership and support systems in facilitating this population’s college 

experiences and completion rates. Additionally, the study explored the extent to which colleges 

assist TGNB students in identifying risk and protective factors that can inhibit and assist their 

daily experiences. Further, the study sought to determine what actions higher education 

leadership can take to improve outcomes for these students.  

Substantive research documents the elevated rates of mental illness (Christian et al., 

2018) and attempts of suicide (Boyum & Daniolos, 2018) associated with discrimination and 

stigma of transgender people, as compared to cisgender populations. The critical question is: 

how does campus leadership ensure that support services and employees (faculty and staff) meet 

the myriad needs for transgender college students necessary for college completion? 

With the lack of gender identity protection at most U.S. universities and colleges, 

possibly blatant and inherent discrimination occurs that results in adverse outcomes for the 
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students (Oswalt & Wyatt, 2011). Additionally, possible legal exposure without legal 

protections, knowledge, and appropriate guidelines for TGNB students exists. Arenas et al. 

(2016) contended, “Schools have become ground zero for clashes on transgender rights” (p. 20). 

Therefore, the protection and support of TGNB students are not only the ethical actions to take 

for students; they are also the proper actions to protect the institution. TGNB students need 

protection remedies without adding additional stigma and exclusion (Curtis, 2016). 

Procedures 

This study explored the college experiences of self-identified TGNB students. The three 

criteria identified for participants were as follows: (a) self-identification as a TGNB person, and 

(b) age 18 or older, and (c) graduate of an institution of higher education in the past five years or 

higher education dropout within the past five years. The researcher used purposeful criterion 

sampling and utilized snowball sampling as a strategy (Patton, 2002). 

Data collection began after the Mercer University Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

approved the study (see Appendix A). Within the recommendations for IPA, the target was eight 

participants for interviews (Smith et al., 2009). Via personal communication (May 5, 2018), J. A. 

Smith said that eight was ideal. The researcher identified eight participants by the 

aforementioned criteria. The eight participants interviewed and recorded via Zoom Video, which 

provided maximum convenience and comfort for each participant. The researcher used a semi-

structured interview approach as defined by Merriam (2009), meaning that the questions were 

designed with flexibility. Upon completing the interviews, the researcher transcribed and 

reviewed the conversations. 
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The data were analyzed following the interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) 

methodology, following the guidelines outlined by Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014). According to 

Clarke (2009), aspects of both Husserlian and Heideggerian phenomenology influence IPA and 

the dynamic connection of the researcher in the interpretation and analysis of the research. 

Understanding that TGNB students are the experts in their experiences, a line-by-line analysis 

was used to understand individual occurrences and better understand emergent themes. The 

researcher utilized the four methods for data trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1986).  The 

methods include credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

A possible limitation of this study was disclosing sensitive information by the 

participants despite the guarantee of anonymity. De-identifying each participant in all interview 

transcripts reinforced the confidentiality of each participant. In addition, utilizing pseudonyms 

significantly improved confidentiality for each participant.   

A potential limitation was a lack of knowledge about the previous mental health illnesses 

or conditions of the participants. While being TGNB is not a mental illness, as noted earlier, 

discrimination and stress contribute to mental health and well-being. Another possible limitation 

was the difficulty in obtaining participants through snowballing sampling. While a limitation of 

this study is that all participants were assigned females, it did provide a specific niche 

appropriate for a homogenous sample for IPA. 

As previously stated, delimitations included the three criteria for participation : (a) self-

identification as a TGNB person, and (b) age 18 or older, and (c) graduate of an institution of 

higher education in the past five years or higher education dropout within the past five years.   
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Definition of Terms 

Although many terms and evolving jargon are used when discussing TGNB people, the 

following are terms for understanding in this document. 

Agender is “a person who does not identify with or conform to any gender” (Erickson-

Schroth, 2014, p. 611)  

Assigned sex refers to “the sex (male, female, intersex) that is assigned to an infant at 

birth based on genitalia” (Simmons & White, 2014, p. 4). 

Cisgender is “a person whose gender identity matches their gender assigned at birth” 

(Simmons & White, 2014, p. 6). The term is often preferred over terms such as biological or 

natal man or woman.  

Cisnormativity is “a term that describes the assumption that all people are cisgender or 

that those assigned males grow up to be men and those assigned females grow up to be women” 

(Simmons & White, 2014, p. 18). 

Deadname is the act of using a transgender person’s given name that would usually 

indicate their assigned gender rather than their correct gender identity. This can be intentional 

and discriminatory, or unintentional and possibly a microaggression (Anonymous, 2021). 

Female-to-male (FTM) refers to transgender people who are assigned female at birth, but 

their gender identity is male (Simmons & White, 2014). 

Gender binary is “the conviction that there are only two distinct and opposite genders, 

male and female, and that one's gender has to be either one or the other” (Bass et al., 2018, p. 

1821). 
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Gender dysphoria is “a mental health diagnosis defined as a marked incongruence 

between one’s experienced/expressed gender and assigned gender. In the DSM-5, this diagnosis 

replaced the previous Gender Identity Disorder” (APA, 2013, p. 451)  

Gender expression “refers to the clothing, mannerisms, gestures, and other ways people 

choose to present their gender” (Palmer et al., 2017, p. 71). 

Gender fluid refers to “someone who embodies the characteristics of multiple genders or 

shifts in gender identity” (Simmons & White, 2014, p. 13) 

Gender identity “is each person’s innate sense of being male, female, both, or neither. 

Gender identity may or may not be consistent with assigned or natal sex and can challenge 

cultural views and the way other people view us physically” (Simmons & White, 2014, p. 3). 

Gender incongruence is the feeling for a TGNB or intersex person that their physical 

attributes are not aligned with their gender identity (Kreukels & Guillamon, 2016). 

Gender nonconforming refers to “people whose gender expression does not conform to 

traditional expectations for their gender” (Palmer et al., 2017, p. 71). 

Gender-queer is “a term that is sometimes used to describe someone who defines their 

gender outside the constructs of male and female. This can include having no gender, being 

androgynous, or having elements of multiple genders” (Simmons & White, 2014, p. 615). 

Gender spectrum is the wide range of gender identities and expressions (Simmons & 

White). 

Hetero/gender-normativity is “the production and reproduction of heterosexuality and the 

gender binary as norms, including practices that marginalize people who do not conform to these 

norms” (Palmer et al., 2017, p. 71). 
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Heterosexism refers to the attitudes, bias, and discrimination in favor of heterosexuality 

(Worthen, 2016). 

Hormone replacement therapy (HRT) refers to “hormonal medications taken for gender 

transition” (Erickson-Schroth, 2014, p. 615). 

LGBTQIA+ “stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, asexual, and 

expansion of the term. Usually refers to the broader community that includes all these identities” 

(Simmons & White, 2014, p. 9). 

Male to female (MTF) refers to transgender people who are assigned male at birth, but 

their gender identity is female (Simmons & White, 2014). 

Misgender means to assume or make an incorrect judgment about someone’s gender 

identity, intentionally or unintentionally (Simmons & White, 2014). 

Nonbinary gender is “a gender that is neither strictly male nor strictly female” (Bass et 

al., 2018, p. 1851). 

Out, according to Erickson-Schroth (2014), 

. . . derives from the phrase “come out of the closet.” [It]Can be used as an adjective to 

describe someone who is open about their sexuality or gender identity (e.g. “She is out”) 

or as a verb to describe the process of becoming more open or being forced by someone 

else to be open (e.g., “She came out” or “He outed her”). (p. 617) 

Pansexual is “an identity term for those who are attracted to people of many different 

genders” (Erickson-Schroth, 2014, p. 617). 

Passing privilege, according to Erickson-Schroth (2014), occurs: 
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When a person can appear in public as their affirmed gender and not be identified as 

transgender. Also known as being read correctly. The term pass can be problematic 

because it suggests a level of secrecy and implies that trans people are responsible for 

dressing are behaving in certain ways so that other people will gender them correctly. (p. 

617) 

Queer is “a term that was historically used as a slur against LGBTQ communities. Has 

more recently been reclaimed by some people, although others are uncomfortable with its use. 

Can imply a transgressive stance towards sexuality and the gender binary” (Erickson-Schroth, 

2014, p. 618). 

Sexual orientation “refers to the kinds of people to which we are attracted.  Typically 

used to describe the sexes or genders of those people” (Simmons & White, 2014, p. 9). 

Stealth is “a term used to describe transgender individuals who do not disclose their trans 

status in their public lives” (Erickson-Schroth, 2014, p. 619). 

TGNB is an acronym for transgender nonbinary. 

Transgender or trans is defined by Simmons and White (2014) as follows: 

An umbrella term that may be used to describe people whose gender expression does not 

conform to cultural norms and possibly whose gender identity is different from their sex 

assigned at birth. Transgender is a self-identity, and some gender-nonconforming 

nonbinary people do not identify with this term. (p. 3) 

Trans-male, trans-man, trans-masculine is a term that refers to a “transgender person 

who identifies as a man” (Erickson-Schroth, 2014, p. 620). 
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Transition is “the process one goes through to discover and affirm their gender identity. 

The transition can include, but does not always, taking hormones, having surgeries, or going 

through therapy” (Simmons & White, 2014, p. 7). 

 Transsexual, a term some consider outdated, refers to a person who has a strong desire to 

physically change their body to live as a gender other than their natal or assigned sex. People 

who identify as transsexual may or may not identify as transgender (Stryker, 2008). 

Transphobia is fear, hatred, or discrimination toward TGNB people (Simmons & White, 

2014). 

Summary 

Transgender and nonbinary students are currently navigating most institutions of higher 

learning in the United States with little to no emotional, social, or academic support or 

protection. As previously noted, research indicates that providing support and inclusion can 

reduce the anxiety and depression that often lead to suicide in this population. Positive 

experiences and outcomes also lead to the retention and graduation of these students. This study 

highlighted the support and protection needed by exploring the lived experiences of TGNB 

students. Institutional leadership can learn more about these students, educate their faculty and 

staff, and review their policies and procedure. 

The follow chapter, Chapter 2, provides a review of literature that is relevant to the study. 

Chapter 3 describes the research design and methodology. Chapter 4 presents the finds, and 

Chapter 5 offers a discussion of the findings, as well as implications and recommendations for 

future research.
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Transgender and nonbinary people are an at-risk population for discrimination and stigma 

that can precede mental health issues leading to suicide (James et al., 2016; Peterson et al., 2017; 

Ream, 2019; Testa et al., 2017; White Hughto et al., 2015). This chapter will highlight basic 

terminology while explaining a basic understanding of gender identity. An exploration of 

population estimates and the lack of historical data is included while presenting information that 

is getting close to current TGNB student estimates in colleges and universities. Finally, 

information will be provided about how discrimination impacts mental health as well as possible 

legal implications for schools and universities. 

Terminology Expansion 

Understanding how transgender and gender non-conforming people are labeled is almost 

as complex as understanding individuals because descriptive words change and evolve quickly. 

A recent systematic review identified 82 terms that relate to and describe the sexual minority 

community in the literature (Lee et al., 2016). Simmons and White (2014) defined LGBTQIA+ 

as a collective term that represents the terms “lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or 

questioning, intersex, asexual or allies” (p. 9), while the “+” further represents anyone with any 

other form of gender expression or sexual orientation (Moreno et al., 2017). The acronym has 

many different versions, depending on the writer or speaker and the context of the subject. At the 

same time, the connotation can be positive or possibly negative to some people who associate it 

more with sexual acts rather than a descriptive term (Schwartz & Laub, 2017). Although initially 

used as underground synonyms for homosexuals, lesbian (L) and gay (G) are considered the 
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most current and direct terms for someone sexually attracted to another person of the same 

gender. The use of queer (Q) in past decades was as a negative term toward gay men. However, 

since the 1990s, many people have claimed the colloquial expression as a positive self-

descriptive term that can refer to sexual orientation, gender identity, or expression, or all three. 

Queer is frequently an umbrella term that encompasses many facets of identification outside of 

being a cisgender heterosexual person. Bisexual (B) refers to a person who is sexually attracted 

to both genders (Faderman, 2015; Simmons & White, 2014). Depending on the frame of 

reference, questioning (Q), sometimes part of the acronym in place of queer, refers to people not 

utterly sure about their sexual orientation or gender identity (Simmons & White, 2014). 

Since the 1970s, the most common gender identity term has been transgender (T), which 

generally refers to a person who does not identify with a natal gender and supports the cultural 

notion that everyone identifies with the gender binary of male and female. Currently, transgender 

is an umbrella term for many aspects of gender identity (Aguirre-Sánchez-Beato, 2018; 

Faderman, 2015).  

Intersex (I) is the current term that describes a person with sexual characteristics of either 

male or female regarding their internal organs and possibly external genitalia (Karkazis & Davis, 

2015). Including an intersex person in the transgender community is a personal decision, since 

many people pass as male or female and never reveal their intersex status to others (Karkazis, 

2008; Simmons & White, 2014). However, just like transgender people, intersex identification is 

about a person’s sexual characteristics and gender identity, not their sexual orientation.  
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Asexual (A) is a term that describes someone who is not attracted to anyone else 

sexually. At the same time, allies (A) can also be represented in the acronym depending on the 

frame of reference (Simmons & White, 2014). 

Gender Identity 

Depending on the context of the conversation, gender identity has different meanings. 

Most often, using LGBTQIA+ is a collective expression—the connotation for most people is that 

it simply refers to sexual orientation—while gender identity is not consistently recognized as an 

independent facet of a person’s sexual identity (Roselli, 2018). Our culture has traditionally 

defined our understanding of the gender binary to mean simply that everyone is male or female, 

with no deviation. However, the perception of gender has dramatically evolved to be inclusive of 

all; thus, it is better represented as a gender spectrum (Bass et al., 2018; Simmons & White, 

2014). While there is growing literature about transgender identities, some studies indicate that 

up to one-third of their transgender participants identify as nonbinary or gender nonconforming, 

rather than male or female (Coleman et al., 2012; James et al., 2016). For this study, the acronym 

TGNB (transgender and nonbinary) serves as an umbrella term to affirm and recognize gender 

identity as understood within and outside our cultural gender binary (Nolan et al., 2019). 

Present-day culture follows the traditional acceptance of gender identity as the sex 

assigned at birth to an individual and defined within a binary system that means each person is 

either male or female. However, individually, gender identity is how one senses their masculine 

or feminine characteristics, or somewhere in-between, or something completely different from 

their inner self (Casteñeda & Pfeffer, 2018; Diamond, 2002). When individuals identify and 

align with their natal gender category or assigned sex, they are cisgender. When a person does 
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not align with their assigned sex, they are considered gender variant, and the way they identify 

can take many different paths. Some of these will identify as transgender, meaning that within 

the gender binary system, they identify as the reverse of their natal sex (Bass et al., 2018; Burn, 

2016; Simmons & White, 2014). Gender variance can also mean that a person identifies 

somewhere else on the gender spectrum, bound by the extremes of male and female or identify 

as nonbinary, meaning that they do not identify within the boundaries of the gender binary 

system (Bass et al., 2018; Harrison et al., 2012; Matsuno & Budge, 2017; Richards et al., 2017). 

Neurobiology 

In a personal communication (January 31, 2018), Dr. Michael Gurian said, “Many people 

consider TGNB people in terms of morality, religiosity, and politics when it is simply biology of 

the brain.” The comment was directly about gender identity and the reason it is critical to 

understand it is concomitant with brain development and not merely a lifestyle choice. The 

science community has documented that the combination of X and Y chromosomes initially 

determines whether an embryo will develop into a male, female, or intersex body. However, the 

introduction of hormones into the brain will create structural differences in the brains of 

embryos, whether designated male or female (Arnold, 2004; Hahn et al., 2014; McCarthy & 

Arnold, 2011; Zaidi, 2010). Neuroscience research documents the differences in male and female 

brains and previously focused on brain function in a more linear model of the binary system. 

However, there is an ongoing debate about how much gender identity links to social 

development versus biological factors like chromosomes and hormones (Roselli, 2018). While 

the causal scheme is not entirely understood, recent research identifies a critical correlation in the 

brain that determines gender identity (Burke et al., 2017; Garcia-Falgueras & Swaab, 2009).  
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As neuroscience research has evolved to consider the differences in the brains of TGNC 

people, there are clear indications of gender identity linked with brain scans. Recent brain 

research has documented that the brains of most trans-men are more like those of typical males, 

whereas the brains of trans-females are more like those of typical females (Burke et al., 2017; 

Guillamon et al., 2016; Hahn et al., 2014; Nota et al., 2017). Gurian (2018) utilized the term 

“bridge brains” (p. 15) to describe females and males who bridge the genders, which is a clear 

indication that a gender spectrum exists to elucidate variations within gender identity.  

Transgender Population Estimates 

The Institute of Medicine (2011) assembled a committee to accurately review LGBT 

health issues, along with research gaps and opportunities. The extensive project included specific 

recommendations for research with demographic specifics for transgender people while 

exploring the gaps in research for this population. Accumulating population demographics for 

the transgender population is essential so that agencies at all government levels can assist with 

the disparities facing this population (Cahill & Makadon, 2017; Gender Identity in U.S. 

Surveillance [GenIUSS] Group, 2014; Reisner et al., 2015). However, most national surveys, 

including the U.S. Census, have never included gender identity demographics, and official 

records relating to the population have never recorded gender identity; therefore, no specific 

records exist that measure the transgender population (Harris, 2015; Meerwijk & Sevelius, 

2017). According to Gates (2011), estimating the size of the LGBT population is also 

challenging for various reasons that include terminology, differences in survey methods, and 

consistent questions. Specifically, it becomes more challenging within the transgender 

community when one addresses gender identity and sexual orientation, which are two completely 
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different aspects of a person (Meerwijk & Sevelius, 2017). During the past decade, various 

surveys and research have started including data that reflect gender identity and transgender 

status; however, the methods have been inconsistent. Therefore, various ways have been used to 

estimate the transgender population of the United States, thus highlighting the need for standards 

of uniformity. 

To create consistency for SOGI (sexual orientation gender identity) data within surveys, 

the Williams Institute, a research center at the UCLA School of Law, assembled the Gender 

Identity in U.S. Surveillance (GenIUSS) group in 2011, which brought together a 

multidisciplinary collection of experts for this purpose. After researching and examining 

successful and unsuccessful practices, they published a white paper that outlined a two-step 

method for transgender and cisgender identification. According to the GenIUSS Group (2014), 

“The first question asks about their assigned sex at birth, then follows with a second question 

about their current gender identity” (p. 9). They also reported that initial research was favorable 

to understand transgender and cisgender identification labels with survey participants clearly. 

Since the publication of recommendations, many surveys have successfully utilized the two-step 

method in other countries and the United States (Deutsch, 2016; Lombardi & Banik, 2016; 

Reisner et al., 2016). While the medical and health communities quickly adopted the method, 

government surveys have been slower. Through 2016, during the Obama-Biden administration, 

sexual orientation data was included in 12 federal studies and surveys, while seven also surveyed 

gender identity and transgender status (Cahill & Makadon, 2017).  

After the Trump-Pence administration took office, efforts to collect SOGI data on the 

2020 US Census halted. In addition, the Census Bureau and Health and Human Services have 
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amended two surveys to remove SOGI questions. With the importance of collecting this data, 

these actions have led activist groups and the medical community to question the lack of LGBT 

data as a method to not have federal policies and protections for this group, since there will be no 

national data to support it (Cahill & Makadon, 2017).  

The United States Population Estimates 

With the lack of uniformity in surveys, estimates ascertained by different methods to 

calculate the transgender population in the United States during the past decade are inconsistent 

but indicate a transgender population increase. Analysis of one of the first estimates, based on 

information from four surveys and two state-level population-based surveys, suggested there 

were approximately 9 million Americans, or 3.5% of the adult population, that identified as 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (Gates, 2011). To further fracture his estimate, nearly 

700,000 people, or 0.3% of the adult population at that time, identified as transgender in the 

United States.  

In a study explicitly based on the 2014 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System 

(BRFSS) administered by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 19 states chose 

to include an optional section that included transgender status (Crissman et al., 2017). With those 

19 states, the results indicated that 0.53% of transgender individuals identified themselves 

(Crissman et al., 2017). Based on this data, the estimate was about 1 in 189 U.S. adults that 

identify as transgender, or about 1.4 million. The Williams Institute completed another study that 

utilized the BRFSS data from the same 19 states and applied multilevel regression to complete 

estimates for the transgender population of each state. The study also estimated the national 

transgender population at about 1.4 million for 2014 (Flores et al., 2016). 
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In another analysis, Meerwijk and Sevelius (2017) utilized a broader cross-section of data 

from 12 surveys completed from 2005 to 2015. Through their meta-analysis, Meerwijk and 

Sevelius (2017) estimated nearly 1,000,000 (390 per 100,000) in the United States in 2016. They 

postulated that future numbers would grow even higher, not necessarily because there are more 

transgender people than previously, but because individuals are more comfortable identifying 

themselves, possibly due to societal progression and visibility. Meerwijk and Sevelius (2017) 

also noted that some previous national surveys included transgender as part of the sexual 

orientation category rather than separating it as gender identity, which again highlights the lack 

of uniformity that has existed to extrapolate data on population estimates. 

College Population Estimates and Percentages 

Knowing the number of transgender students who attend college has the same challenges, 

but the ability to ascertain that number is improving. In an analysis of 2014 health data from 19 

states, the Williams Institute estimated the transgender population to be 1.4 million (Flores et al., 

2016). Of the total 1.4 million, another study approximates 205,850 of that population were 

between the ages of 18 to 24, the age of traditional college students (Herman et al., 2017). More 

specific to college students, the American College Health Association (ACHA) has administered 

the National College Health Assessment (NCHA) since 2000. From the initial survey until 2008, 

there were no survey questions about gender identity other than if the student was male or 

female. From 2009 until 2015, the survey revision gave options for students to self-identify as 

male, female, or transgender. The inherent flaw was that even if someone identifies as 

transgender, many also identify as male or female. Despite the flaw, the number of students who 

self-identified as transgender rose steadily each of those survey years, as represented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 

Percentage of Transgender Students in Higher Education 2009-2015 

 
Note. Percentage of college students that self-identified as transgender as a gender option with male and female from 

the American College Health Association-National College Health Assessment-II (American College Health 

Association, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015).    

 

 

Beginning in 2016, the ACHA made another revision that was more in line with the two-

step question process, as previously discussed. They expanded it by first asking about the 

student’s assigned birth and if they identified as transgender. Finally, they asked the student’s 

terms or words to describe their gender. With these questions, they gained the additional 

confidence that the statistics more accurately captured the gender identity of the students. Figure 

2 depicts the jump in 2016 to 1.76% of the respondents self-described as transgender with the 

new questions on the ACHA-NCHA-II survey (ACHA, 2016). Based on the survey’s 2020 

percentage of 2.11% and the total 2020 higher education enrollment of 19.4 million (ACHA, 

2016; National Center for Education Statistics, 2020) that could indicate up to 409,340 

transgender students enrolled in the United States in 2020. 
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Figure 2 

Percentage of Transgender Students in Higher Education 2016-2021 

 
Note. 2016-2020 Percentage of college students that self-identified as transgender with additional gender 

identification questions from the American College Health Association-National College Health Assessment-II. 

2021 data include self-identified transgender and gender-nonconforming students (American College Health 

Association, 2016-2021). 

 

 

In 2021, the ACHA began including gender-nonconforming students and identified 

transgender students in a separate column on the report. ACHA changed none of the questions on 

the survey, but in prior years, students designated as gender-nonconforming failed to be 

identified separately. The 2021 reports include the gender-nonconforming and transgender 

students in a separate column labeled “Trans/Gender Nonconforming.” In contrast, the 

traditional male and female columns were changed to “Cis Men” and “Cis Women” This change 

in the reporting process reflects 4.14% of participating students as transgender and gender-

nonconforming, as seen in Figure 2. If the higher education enrollment numbers remain steady 
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for 2021, that could indicate approximately 803,160 transgender and gender nonconforming 

students currently enrolled in the United States. 

Transgender Mental Health and Discrimination 

Even with emerging neurobiology for TGNC people indicating the biological differences, 

the etiology of transsexualism is unknown. Beyond science, gender incongruence can cause 

distress for some TGNC individuals because their gender identity does not match their exterior 

sex identity (Beek et al., 2016). Historically, the psychiatric community pathologized TGNB 

people with the diagnosis of transsexualism in the third edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-III) in 1980, followed by the diagnosis of Gender Identity 

Disorder used in the fourth edition (DSM-IV) in 1994 (Decker, 2013). Controversial steps have 

been made onward because the American Psychological Association removed Gender Identity 

Disorder and replaced it with Gender Dysphoria in the fifth edition (DSM-5) in 2013. In their 

opinion, Gender Dysphoria is less pathological because it removed the word disorder (APA, 

2013; Reiner & Reiner, 2011). The APA used the term Gender Dysphoria because the World 

Professional Association for Transgender Health (WPATH), an organization dedicated to the 

science and health of TGNB people, already accepted and explicitly used the term . The concern 

is that using the term as a diagnosis will instill its meaning as a psychiatric diagnosis, validating 

it is a mental health disorder rather than a biological condition to be treated (Cabral et al., 2016; 

Davy & Toze, 2018; Selvaggi & Giordano, 2014). 

Controversy regarding the pathology of gender incongruence as Gender Dysphoria in the 

DSM-5 is ongoing within the TGNB and intersex communities and their health providers. Not all 

TGNB people experience gender incongruence, and not all are diagnosable with Gender 



 

26 

Dysphoria. However, the current certainty is whether a person has gender incongruence or not, 

they must be diagnosed with Gender Dysphoria to obtain the most appropriate treatments (Cabral 

et al., 2016; Fraser & Knudson, 2017; Selvaggi & Giordano, 2014; WPATH, 2011). Treatment 

options include any combination of changing social gender expression, puberty blockers, 

hormone replacement therapy (HRT), and medical reassignment surgeries (Beek et al., 2015; 

Nolan et al., 2019).  

TGNB people experience disproportionately higher rates of mental health issues when 

compared to the general population (Crissman et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2019). These issues can 

emanate from discrimination and prejudices that possibly lead to austere consequences 

(Crissman et al., 2019). A TGNB person can also experience gender incongruence from having 

negative feelings resulting from harassment, abuse, and violence. Emotions deriving from these 

actions typically mean that the individual needs to receive support and assistance to lessen 

feelings of rejection and isolation, frequently accompanied by anxiety and depression (APA, 

2013).  

Cultural Norms and Stigma 

Most western cultures have subscribed to the assumption that there is a strict binary of 

male and female. Neuroscience demonstrates that gender is a brain-related facet of each person’s 

development (Guillamon et al., 2016; Gurian, 2018; Nota et al., 2017; Roselli, 2018). Even still, 

whether it is lack of knowledge or merely cultural bias, numerous people and groups view 

TGNB people as mentally ill, immoral, sinful, unnatural, abominations, perverts, or deviant, to 

name a few terms (Hartke, 2017; Mathers et al., 2018; Wolff et al., 2017). Religious institutions 

and zealots, which drive most of the political turmoil for TGNB people, also drive most of the 
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cultural bias (Cragun, 2013; Sumerau, Grollman et al., 2018). Since TGNB students’ gender 

identities and gender expression are conveying themselves in ways that do not correlate with 

their natal sex at birth, they are usually opposed to accepted cultural norms and much of society 

(Baum et al., 2012). Currently, only 20 states have laws to protect against hate crimes towards 

sexual orientation and gender identity (Human Rights Campaign, 2020).     

Discrimination 

According to the National Transgender Discrimination Survey, while the statistics are 

higher for K-12, in higher education, 35% of transgender and gender non-conforming students 

experienced harassment and bullying by students, teachers, and staff (Grant et al., 2011). In 

comparison, 5% experienced physical assault, and 3% were  sexually assaulted.  Furthermore, 

5% of the respondents were denied campus housing, while 20% reported denial “of gender-

appropriate housing and appropriate bathroom facilities” (Grant et al., 2011, p. 33). Fifty-one 

percent “of respondents who were harassed, physically or sexually assaulted, or expelled because 

of their gender identity and/or expression” (Grant et al., 2011, p. 33) in educational environments 

attempted suicide. Attempted suicide rates were even higher when the perpetrators were 

teachers—76% for respondents that teachers physically assaulted and 69% for respondents that 

teachers sexually assaulted (Grant et al., 2011). In a more recent survey of 35,000 LGBTQ 

youth, ages 13 to 24, 52% of the participants that identified as TGNB considered suicide in the 

past year, while 20% attempted suicide (Trevor Project, 2021).  

The primary reason to ensure that appropriate rights, services, and policies exist for 

TGNB people in higher education is to improve their quality of life and help create more positive 

outcomes (Grant et al., 2011). In the Campus Climate Survey, transgender students considered 
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leaving their institutions because they were afraid for their physical safety (Rankin et al., 2010). 

In addition to the aforementioned attempted suicide rates, the National Transgender 

Discrimination Survey “found that being mistreated in school aligned with various adverse 

outcomes later in life” (Grant et al., 2011, p. 44). These outcomes include a higher percentage of 

working in the sex trade and drug sales, higher unemployment, higher incarceration incidents, 

and a higher percentage of homelessness than the respondents who did not report maltreatment in 

school (Grant et al., 2011). In the United States, a strong connection between educational 

attainment and income exists (Ma et al., 2016). Furthermore, individuals with higher education 

levels have less dependence on public programs and more positive health outcomes; they are less 

likely to be incarcerated and less likely to experience extreme poverty (Ma et al., 2016).  

Norton and Herek (2013) published a study measuring heterosexuals’ attitudes toward 

transgender people to understand discrimination better. Norton and Herek (2013) discovered that 

“adults’ feeling thermometer ratings for transgender people strongly correlated with their scores 

for gay, lesbian, and bisexual targets” (p. 748). In addition, the authors confirmed that the 

attitudes of heterosexual women were more tolerant toward transgender people than the attitudes 

of heterosexual men. This statistic completely echoed the previous pattern of increased negative 

attitudes of heterosexual men toward gay and bisexual men (Norton & Herek, 2013). Further, as 

expected, the connection to an LGBT person improved the attitude of the heterosexual 

respondents (Norton & Herek, 2013).  

However, hate crimes, ranging from verbal harassment to physical and sexual assaults, 

happen in multiple ways to TGNB people (Gauthier et al., 2021). In a study conducted by 

Gauthier et al. (2021), approximately 72% of the hate crime offenders were strangers, while in 
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others, victims knew their offenders. The FBI began collecting statistics for hate crimes in 2013 

and reported that by 2019, the hate crimes increased by 587%; however, there is the belief that 

many hate crimes are not reported (Gauthier et al., 2021).  

Looking specifically at traditional college students ages 18 to 25 years, James et al. 

(2016) reported that 53% reported experiencing severe psychological distress, as compared to 

10% of people ages 18 to 25 years who were not transgender or gender non-conforming. James 

(2016) elaborated, “Twenty-four percent of respondents who indicated that classmates, 

professors, or staff at college or vocational school thought or knew they were transgender were 

verbally, physically, or sexually harassed” (p. 136). In addition, of those same respondents 

perceived as transgender or living openly as a transgender person, 16% percent left college 

because of deliberate harassment. With just one or more negative experiences at school, TGNB 

students are subject to elevated rates of homelessness, attempted suicide, and acute psychological 

distress (James et al., 2016). Additionally, transgender students in higher education are also at 

higher risk for negative outcomes with alcohol (Tupler et al., 2017).  

However, while there are still high rates of discrimination and mistreatment in U.S. 

schools toward TGNB students, some indicators suggest school cultures are improving (James et 

al., 2016). How can support services and employees of educational institutions support the 

mental health and the future success of transgender students’ education? Arenas et al. (2016) 

claimed, “Schools have become ground zero for clashes on transgender rights” (p. 20). 

LGBT students have faced obstacles concerning safety and discrimination nationwide 

across institutional campuses; however, transgender students have been referred to as an 

invisible population (Lipka, 2011). Strauss (2005) supported this invisibility perception through 
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her omission of transgender students in her discussion of the more prominent LGB sexual 

minorities. When discussing the issue of higher education and transgender students, Monroe 

(2012) contended the difference between the level of consideration given to bisexual and 

transgender students in contrast to the attention given to gay and lesbian students was “tragic.” 

With the constant “othering,” it is vital to acknowledge that belonging is an essential factor in 

creating an environment conducive to contributing to students’ success (Suhlmann et al., 2018). 

Need for Education About TGNB People 

Ehrensaft (2011) talked about paving the road for healthy development for transgender 

and gender non-conforming children and claimed, “The first thing it will take is to unlearn what 

we have been taught about gender and its development” (p. 21). In western society and most of 

the world, the gender binary system is viewed simply as a two-gender dichotomy without much 

consideration for anything between the opposite ends of gender, currently defined as male and 

female (McQueen, 2006). Regarding schools, McQueen (2006) purported the gender dichotomist 

ideology—a belief that everyone is born unambiguously into one gender or the other—is 

supported, and it leads to a lack of understanding of transgender students. He acknowledged the 

variances between gay, lesbian, and bisexual students versus transgender students, creating 

different experiences as both groups are accustomed to external conflict. However, transgender 

individuals also have an internal conflict based on gender identity that exacerbates the negative 

experiences (McQueen, 2006). 

McQueen (2006) asserted that schools have reinforced heterosexism and homophobia by 

engaging in two unspoken practices: systematic exclusion and systematic inclusion, which 

McQueen (2006) argued also reinforced negative attitudes and lack of understanding.  Systemic 
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exclusion includes eliminating positive role models or messaging, while systemic inclusion 

occurs when discussions are always presented negatively. McQueen (2006) further stated, 

“Schools can begin to raise awareness by educating students about the existence of 

transgenderism” (p. 2). Education can improve understanding and challenge the gender binary 

system while benefiting transgender students and non-transgendered students. In support of 

transgender higher education, Monroe (2012) encouraged “colleges and universities that are 

serious about institutionalizing gender equity to take deliberate steps to nurture a campus-wide 

recognition” (p. 1). 

As many schools continue to experience discrimination and harassment within their 

environments, school employees and students need education about TGNB people to have a 

basic understanding. However, this is without precedent and established curriculum in many 

districts and states. While some schools have attempted transgender training with their 

employees, there has been a recognized need to also educate and guide school administrators 

about transgender students and their needs. Students, staff, and parents often challenge solutions 

that are equitable without shame and marginalization to cisgender and transgender students. No 

one has to accept any minorities, but training and education for diversity can help increase 

understanding to decrease further discrimination and the startling statistics of transgender 

students. 

Legal Precedent for TGNB Students 

Controversial attention toward transgender and nonbinary students has resulted in 

numerous cases in various courts around the United States. As anti-discrimination laws evolve 

and face possible revocation, cases will continue to change the landscape for transgender civil 
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rights. In school cases, proponents on both sides of the fight for transgender rights argue Title 

IX, a federal civil rights law passed as a component of the Education Amendments of 1972.  

Civil Rights in Education: The Path to Protection 

The Fourteenth Amendment, one of the reconstruction amendments of the U.S. 

Constitution, includes what is commonly referred to as the Equal Protection Clause. The 

amendment passed after the Civil War in 1868, and the original intention was to give Black men 

the same protections as White men. However, Greene (2012) contended, “the Fourteenth 

Amendment was a failure in its time” (p.980), arguing that subsequent generations were more 

responsible for protection; however, it set the stage for civil rights.  

Years later, in 1892, Homer Plessy bought a ticket to sit in the first-class “Whites only” 

car on the train, violating the Louisiana Separate Car Act (1890) in Louisiana. In the case of 

Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), the U.S. Supreme Court upheld racial segregation and developed the 

doctrine of separate but equal. Although the case was not about schools, its rule concerned 

public facilities and set a precedent. 

In the case of school segregation, one of the first landmark cases for equality was 

Westminster School Board v. Mendez (1947). In this case, five Mexican-American fathers went 

to the U.S. District Court and challenged segregation because the school board sent their children 

and thousands of others to schools separate from the White children. Their claim was that school 

segregation based on their Mexican ancestry was unconstitutional. U.S. District Court Judge Paul 

J. McCormick ruled, “A paramount requisite in the American system of public education is 

social equality” (para. 16). The U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit affirmed the trial 

court’s judgment, which held that school segregation in a public school violated the taxpayer’s 
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rights. Westminster School Board v. Mendez (1947) was the first case in the United States that 

addressed and favored school desegregation, supporting equality. 

The Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) legacy of separate but equal was enforced and remained 

doctrine in U.S. law until Brown v. Board of Education (1954). The Supreme Court finally ruled 

that state legislated segregation was unconstitutional and unanimously decided that separate 

schools for Black students and White students were not equal. The Equal Protection Clause of 

the Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution served as the basis for deeming racial 

segregation unconstitutional. Although the court decided unanimously, the decision met 

resistance throughout the United States, especially in the South. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 

outlawed discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin. Racial segregation 

encountered stiff resistance, and even though the courts mandated school integration, many years 

passed before it wholly happened. 

While the Civil Rights Act of 1964 gave protections concerning the workplace, there 

were no protections over sex in regards to education until the Education Amendments of 1972. 

Title IX addresses sex explicitly as follows: “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of 

sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to 

discrimination under any education program or activity receiving federal financial assistance” (p. 

373). Although this amendment initially sought to protect women from gender discrimination, 

currently, there is controversial consideration to include gender protection for transgender 

students. Even with continued debate, since 2000, decisions in a series of court cases have 

supported that sex discrimination laws protect transgender people (Vade, 2005). McCann (2010) 

noted that specifically in Schroer v. Billington (2006), the court ruled that discrimination against 
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a transgender female in the workplace was a violation of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 

1964. 

Significant Guidance for Transgender Students 

During 2016, the rights of transgender students in public schools escalated on the national 

scene, as evidenced by state laws, attempts at state laws, and court cases around the country. This 

attention was in response to the Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice 

(USDOJ) and the Office for Civil Rights of the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE). They 

issued a letter of Significant Guidance for schools about compliance with Title IX (and their 

federal funding) for transgender students concerning sexual discrimination (USDOE & USDOJ, 

2016). The USDOE and USDOJ (2016) wrote: 

A school’s Title IX obligation to ensure nondiscrimination on the basis of sex requires 

schools to provide transgender students equal access to educational programs and 

activities even in circumstances in which other students, parents, or community members 

raise objections or concerns. As is consistently recognized in civil rights cases, the desire 

to accommodate others’ discomfort cannot justify a policy that singles out and 

disadvantages a particular class of students. (p. 2) 

The document was crafted with significant consideration and was consistent with “courts’ and 

other agencies’ interpretations of federal laws protecting sexual discrimination” (p. 2). The 

departments further outlined the specifics for school guidance with the following categories: 

• safe and nondiscriminatory environment 

• identification documents, names, and pronouns 

• sex-segregated activities and facilities 
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• privacy and education records 

Within a month, 11 states already had suits against the federal government for what they 

considered a states’ rights issue and federal overreach (Arenas et al., 2016). Unfortunately for all 

transgender students, the new Trump administration’s statements of policy and guidance were 

withdrawn on February 22, 2017, ending current attempts of anti-discrimination laws for schools 

(USDOE & USDOJ, 2017).  

Transgender Legal Cases in Education 

Since Dear Colleague letters are typically the antecedents of law, the statements of policy 

and guidance indicated that anti-discrimination laws are not likely to happen soon. While there 

has been an evolution with civil rights, and there are no federal laws protecting transgender 

people, discrimination drives legal action and cases within schools.    

Secondary School Cases 

Citing the letter of Significant Guidance (USDOE & USDOJ, 2016), Judge Algenon L. Marbley 

issued a judgment in Board of Education of the Highland Local School District v. United States Board 

of Education (2016) for the school district to treat Jane Doe “as the girl she is” (p. 25) and explicitly 

“requiring the school district to allow her to use the girls’ restroom and use her female name and 

pronouns when referring to her” (p. 25). There is much fear-based opposition to the use of restrooms in 

schools and public facilities; many use the argument that this type of policy gives any man or boy with 

inappropriate or ill intentions full access to female restrooms or locker rooms (Whelan, 2016). 

Currently, 19 states and over 200 municipalities have passed laws that protect LGBTQ people in 

employment, housing, and public accommodations (GLAAD, 2017). However, there are no proven 

cases of transgender people as predators in restrooms or public facilities.  
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Moreover, the current reality is that transgender people are more likely to encounter harassment 

and violence in restrooms rather than cisgender people do. James et al. (2016) reported 59% of 

transgender people surveyed indicated that they avoid using public restrooms, and 32% indicated that 

they avoided or limited eating or drinking while not at home to avoid using public restrooms. Most 

students (and adults) using the restroom of their gender identity have already socially transitioned, 

which means they already have the gender expression that correlates with their identity. Walking into 

the girls’ restroom with the appearance of being a boy or into the boys’ restroom appearing to be a girl 

creates a dangerous situation for these transgender students. As a result, 63.4% of transgender students 

avoid using the restroom at school because they feel unsafe (Kosciw et al., 2016). Currently, 14 states 

and the District of Columbia have anti-discrimination laws for gender identity that protect transgender 

students in their schools (Orr et al., 2016).  

In Chicago High School District 211, the case of Students and Parents for Privacy v. United 

States Department of Education (2016) involved a transgender girl and her right to use the restrooms 

and locker rooms at her high school, consistent with her gender identity. After being granted to right to 

use the facilities, 51 families filed suit against District 211 for privacy rights. The court denied their 

petition for a preliminary injunction.  

In Johnston v. University of Pittsburgh (2015), Seamus Johnston, a transgender man who had 

socially, medically, and legally transitioned, was living as a man at school using the men’s locker rooms 

and restrooms. His name was legally changed, and his driver’s license contained a male marker, as did 

his U.S. passport and social security record. He also had submitted a notarized affidavit requesting the 

University of Pittsburgh to change his gender marker when he changed his legal name. However, 

because his birth certificate indicated female, which was in the university's record, they denied him 
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access to the male-designated locker rooms and restrooms. Since the U.S. Supreme Court has not 

recognized transgender as a suspect classification under the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment, District Judge Kim Gibson dismissed his claim. She further stated, “The Seventh Circuit 

Court of Appeals has provided the following definition for ‘discrimination based on sex’ under Title 

VII, which this court finds instructive in defining sex discrimination under the Equal Protection Clause” 

(p. 671). Judge Gibson explained,  

The phrase in Title VII prohibiting discrimination based on sex, in its plain meaning, 

implies that it is unlawful to discriminate against women because they are women and 

against men because they are men. The words of Title VII do not outlaw discrimination 

against a person who has a sexual identity disorder, i.e., a person born with a male body 

who believes himself to be female, or a person born with a female body who believes 

herself to be male; a prohibition against discrimination based on an individual's sex is not 

synonymous with a prohibition against discrimination based on an individual's sexual 

identity disorder or discontent with the sex into which they were born. (Johnston v. 

University of Pittsburgh, 2015, p. 671) 

However, regardless of what many consider a setback for transgender rights, the 

University of Pittsburgh stated that they had made many supportive changes for the LGBTQ 

community due to this case. The changes included adding physicians and counselors with 

medical and therapeutic expertise specific to LGBTQ individuals, additional private bathrooms 

and locker rooms throughout the campus, and accommodating student requests to change their 

name in records and classroom rosters (Jaschik, 2015).  
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In many cases, religious beliefs intersect with LGBTQ discrimination. In Keeton v. 

Anderson-Wiley (2011), Augusta State University placed graduate student Jennifer Keeton on a 

remediation plan. She was pursuing a counseling degree, and because of her intersection with her 

religious beliefs, she supported conversion therapy and urged fellow students to do the same. 

Keeton initially tried the remediation plan, which included diversity and sensitivity training. 

However, she later sued for her First Amendment rights of free speech and free exercise. 

Augusta State University did not expect her to change her religious beliefs; however, they did 

expect her to abide by the American Counseling Association’s Code of Ethics concerning 

counseling. The U.S. District Court of Appeals upheld the district court’s judgment that Augusta 

State University could dismiss her from the program.  

A few years earlier, the courts had a similar opinion in Watts v. Florida International 

University (2007). A student in a Master’s counseling program had blurred the lines between 

personal beliefs and religious freedom. Reviewing these cases in consideration of anti-

discrimination, Hancock (2014) stated, “It is important to note that there is a difference between 

what a person may believe and what that person can do in the eyes of the law” (p. 7).  

Supreme Court Involvement 

Transgender student rights were highlighted in the case of Gloucester County School 

Board v. Gavin Grimm (2016). Gavin Grimm sought and received permission to use the boys’ 

restrooms. However, after he began to use the restrooms, the school board passed a policy that 

banned him from the restrooms. Grimm alleged that the school board discriminated against him 

based on the Equal Protection Clause and Title IX. Grimm had socially and medically 

transitioned and legally changed his name; however, the school board used the fact that he had 
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not had sex reassignment surgery as a basis to deny him access. In this case, it is noteworthy that, 

according to the World Professional Association for Transgender Health (2011) and the WPATH 

Standards of  Health Care, transgender people cannot elect to have sex reassignment surgery 

until they are of age, parental permission notwithstanding.  

The Virginia District Court dismissed Grimm’s Title IX claim. They also rejected 

Grimm’s solicitation for a preliminary injunction to use the boys’ restrooms as it aligned with his 

gender identity. After repeal, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 4th Circuit supported Grimm in 

April of 2016, ruling that he could move forward with his case against the school board. In May, 

a month later, the USDOJ and the USDOE (2016) issued their letter of Significant Guidance for 

schools concerning compliance with Title IX. In October of 2016, the U.S. Supreme Court 

justices accepted a petition to overturn the lower court’s ruling after previously voting five-to-

three to support the Virginia District Court’s ruling while the case was in appeal. It was placed 

on the docket for March 28, 2017. There was much speculation and controversy over the 

potential outcome, while the U.S. Supreme Court received 76 supportive and non-supportive 

Writ of Certiorari documents. However, with the withdrawal of Significant Guidance on 

February 22, 2017 (USDOE & USDOJ, 2017), the U.S. Supreme Court ordered the following on 

March 6, 2017: 

The judgment is vacated, and the case is remanded to the United States Court of Appeals 

for the Fourth Circuit for further consideration in light of the guidance document issued 

by the Department of Education and Department of Justice on February 22, 2017 

(Leonard, 2017, para. 4).  
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 The U.S. Supreme Court sent the case back to the Virginia court to review the case from 

the perspective of Title IX. By the time District Judge A. Allen found in favor of Gavin Grimm 

in May of 2018, A year had passed and Gavin had graduated. After waiting over another year 

and having graduated high school (Gavin Grimm v. Gloucester County School Board, 2018). As 

of June 2021, Gavin’s case was refiled with the U.S. Supreme Court, which once again denied to 

hear the case. 

Unfortunately, since the U.S. Supreme Court did not ever make a ruling about the Grimm 

case, TGNB students face legal battles in lower courts across the country (Lewis & Eckes, 2020). 

Just as the battle over racial segregation was fought in the courts for many years, the legal battles 

for transgender students will likely be ongoing for the foreseeable future. Because the debate of 

Title IX and the Equal Protection Clause over school restrooms and locker rooms is ongoing, 

transgender students will continue to face discrimination every day in many schools and 

institutions of higher learning all around the United States, since 52% of LGBTQ people live in 

states that do not provide anti-discrimination laws (GLAAD, 2017). Arenas et al. (2016) 

asserted, “For schools to meet their obligation to educate all children, they must be equitable, 

accessible, and safe” (p. 24). However, “without the far-reaching authority of the Supreme Court 

. . . [and] lack of guidance from courts in some jurisdictions, school districts are unclear about 

their legal obligations” (Lewis & Eckes, 2020, p. 49). 

Trials will continue in courts across our country as the controversy over TGNB rights 

continues. Legislation across the United States is currently attacking the rights of TGNB people, 

and the ongoing controversy will impact educational institutions. Several Christian-right 

organizations like American Center for Law and Justice, Alliance Defending Freedom, the Billy 
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Graham Evangelistic Association, and the Fellowship Foundation, have been sponsoring anti-

trans (and anti-LGBTQIA+) legislation in states across our country. In the first three months of 

2022, 238 anti-LGBTQ bills were introduced in state legislatures, with 154 of the bills targeted 

explicitly as anti-trans bills (Lavietes & Ramos, 2022). The trend is expected to continue, and 

some of these bills will likely lead to additional laws restricting rights for TGNB people. 

Summary 

LGBTQIA+ is a collective term used to describe many individuals who may identify as 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, asexual, or an ally. The plus sign at the end 

of the acronym allows for expanding any self-descriptive terms that an individual may choose in 

addition to the ones already mentioned. Transgender is a self-descriptive word about gender 

identity used by many transgender and nonbinary people. As neuroscience continues to evolve to 

support the brain differences in TGNB people, it is clearer to understand why gender identity can 

vary from the sex assigned at birth to anywhere on the gender spectrum. 

Population estimates have advanced and improved over the past 15 years, but data 

collection to identify TGNB individuals lacks uniformity. The evolution of ACHA data on the 

National College Health Assessment II since 2016 has made it easier to estimate the number of 

TGNB students currently enrolled in higher education. Based on the 2021 reports, 4.14% of the 

participating students were TGNB (ACHA, 2021), indicating possibly more than 800,000 

students in higher education. 

Discrimination continues for TGNB people, as documented through numerous studies, 

and the indication is that it is present in secondary and higher education schools (Grant et al., 

2011; James et al., 2016; Rankin et al., 2010). The discrimination and controversy of TGNB 
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students and their civil rights in schools have already led to many court cases around the United 

States. To date, the U.S. Supreme Court has denied a hearing or failed to issue opinions on any 

state court cases involving TGNB students. Additionally, the U.S. legislature has not passed any 

federal legislation to guarantee rights for TGNB students. Currently, the political struggle is 

intense in every state, with the introduction of anti-LGBTQ bills , of which the majority targets 

TGNB people (Lavietes & Ramos, 2022). As any of these bills turn into laws, they will likely 

affect these students’ educational journeys. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter further outlines the research design, beginning with the central research 

question’s focus and four ancillary questions to explore the topic. The research design included 

the epistemology, theoretical framework, methodology, methods, sampling process for 

participants, verification techniques, data collection, the analysis plan, and results reporting. 

Research Questions Reiterated 

The researcher used a phenomenological approach to explore the lived higher education 

experiences of TGNB students pursuing higher education. The central research question was as 

follows: What are the higher education experiences of TGNB students during their college 

matriculation? Additionally, the researcher explored the following ancillary questions: 

1. How do TGNB students describe discrimination experienced in the higher education 

environment?   

2. What actions do TGNB students take to ensure their safety and a level of comfort in 

their daily college experience? 

3. What support services do TGNB students seek and utilize to support their mental 

health and to experience an environment of inclusion? 

4. As described by TGNB students, how can higher education administration and faculty 

help reduce discriminatory actions and create a safe environment for TGNB students? 

Research Design 

The study applied the four elements proposed by Crotty (1998) as the beginning of any 

research development for a proposal. Social constructivism was the epistemological framework 
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for this study. Crotty (1998) explained, “We do not create meaning, we construct meaning” (p. 

44). Crotty (1998) further discussed socially constructed “meaningful realities” (p. 55) used by 

the social scientist, such as the social construct of gender (Nagoshi et al., 2014). According to 

Schwandt (1994), social beliefs are the core challenge for constructivism. In this context, the 

socially constructed gender binary is a core belief possibly challenged by TGNB people as they 

advocate for themselves. The evolution of human culture has dictated the way we make sense of 

our experiences; however, Crotty (1998) suggested, “We need to reverse this way of viewing 

culture” (p. 53). This study explored the perspectives and experiences of TGNB people within 

the framework of the current constructs of western culture in a higher education environment. 

Lincoln and Guba (2016) stated, “[The] social reality is relative to the individuals involved and 

to the particular context in which they find themselves” (p. 39). This social reality is the essence 

in which the researcher explored the lived experiences of TGNB students. 

The researcher viewed the context of the problem through a transgender theoretical lens 

(Nagoshi & Brzuzy (2010). The social construction of gender of most western cultures is the 

binary system derived from physical characteristics (Hausman, 2001). In a similar agreement, 

Butler (1990) argued that, in regards to transgender women, indications of gender are based on 

displayed physical characteristics. Initially, researchers studied transgender women through 

feminist theory with little benefit, but according to Namaste (2009), “What is required is nothing 

short of undoing theory” (p. 28). Her stance is based on the complexity of transgender lives that 

surpasses gender identity. However, according to Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010), moving beyond 

the gender binary, transgender theory embodies feminist and queer theory but transcends “with 

self-constructed aspects of social identity” (p. 432). Deconstructing gender into assigned gender 
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versus gender identity means “gender is mutable until it mutates” (Fleming, 2015, p. 116). 

Although some previous transgender studies have used feminist and queer theories, their use is 

inappropriate when considering the necessity to separate gender and sexual identity (Nagoshi et 

al., 2014). 

Phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography are the three primary philosophical areas 

that inform interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA). The methodology assesses how 

individuals make sense of critical events in their life (Smith et al., 2009).  Husserl (1962) first 

defined phenomenology as an unbiased study of an experience as it exists. One of Husserl’s 

central arguments was the need to bracket to separate from understood cultural norms to view the 

phenomenon as it occurs. Concerning societal norms and social construction, Berger and 

Luckman (1966) stated, “Everyday life is taken for granted as reality” (p. 23), which also 

supports why bracketing is essential. Giorgi and Giogi (2003) insisted that the researcher must 

“begin by assuming the correct attitude” (p. 4), emphasizing the abandonment of constructs and 

expectations, which include gender norms. Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre further 

developed Husserl’s work, as each of them helped it evolve with nuances of particular 

importance (Smith et al., 2009). 

Hermeneutics is the confrontation and understanding of interpretation (Gardner, 2010). 

However, taking it a step further with IPA involves a double hermeneutic as “the researcher is 

making sense of the participant, who is making sense of x” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 35). Smith et 

al. (2009) further discussed a third hermeneutic consideration as the IPA researcher is ultimately 

writing for the reader of the study. IPA and the dynamic connection of the researcher on the 

interpretation and analysis of the research are subject to influence by aspects of both Husserlian 
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and Heideggerian phenomenology (Clarke, 2009). Lastly, idiography is the study of specific 

parts of the lived experience for individuals (Smith et al., 2009). In this study, the researcher 

interpreted and analyzed the higher education experience of the TGNB students individually 

before conducting cross-case analysis of all the participants (Eatough & Smith, 2008). The 

idiographic engagement of IPA highlighted the specifics involved in the respondents’ examined 

experiences to explore further the variations of a shared experience (Shinebourne, 2011). 

The creation of interview schedules began after vetted participants acknowledged 

informed consent. The researcher utilized a semi-structured interview approach as defined by 

Merriam (2009), meaning that the design of the questions permitted flexibility. With a base set of 

questions utilized for each participant, the evolving dialogue led to additional and unexpected 

questions providing that flexibility (DiCicco‐Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Additionally, DiCicco‐

Bloom and Crabtree (2006) suggested that interviews be scheduled individually (rather than 

group interviews) to increase confidentiality and more in-depth information. Van Manen (1990) 

stated that the interview “may serve as a resource for developing a richer and deeper 

understanding of a human phenomenon” (p. 66). Smith et al. (2009) explained, “The goal is that 

the researcher facilitates the interview, which permits participants to tell their own stories, in 

their own words” (p. 57). Following the protocols for question development proposed by Smith 

et al. (2009), the researcher utilized a pivotal informant to review the questions for sensitivity 

and appropriateness (DiCicco‐Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). 

Participants 

This study explored the college experiences of self-identified TGNB college graduates 

using purposeful criterion sampling, as outlined by Patton (2002). The three criteria identified for 
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the inclusion of participants were (a) they self-identified as a TGNB person, (b) were age 18 

years or older, and (c) graduated from an institution of higher education in the past five years or 

attended an institution of higher education and dropped out within the past five years.  

Smith et al. (2009) suggested between four and ten interviews for a broad examination 

and warned that a higher number was not necessarily indicative of a better doctoral study. The 

researcher began with purposive sampling to contact the known TGNB individuals who met the 

previously mentioned criteria and asked if they would like to participate in the study. After 

working with those participants, the goal was to utilize snowball or chain sampling with the 

known participants to obtain a total of eight interviewees (Patton, 2002). The nonprobability 

sampling technique known as snowball sampling helped to identify enough participants through 

a network of people to fulfill the goal of the initial participants (Neuman, 2011). The goal of the 

sample size was to obtain enough information to achieve saturation with themes and issues to 

achieve a thorough analysis (Kerr et al., 2010). In one study, Hennink et al., 2017) found 91% of 

possible codes developed after nine interviews, so the researcher concluded a minimum of eight 

interviews should yield the vast majority of codes and themes.  

Data Trustworthiness 

The researcher utilized methods for data trustworthiness that incorporated “credibility 

(internal validity), transferability (external validity), dependability (reliability), and 

confirmability (objectivity)” (Lincoln & Guba, 1986, p. 77). An essential component of 

trustworthiness is establishing credibility, which includes trust in the interpretations of the data 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To promote credibility, the researcher utilized member checking, a 

strategy for credibility (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Smith et al., 2009). In addition, 
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the researcher attended multiple transgender-focused conferences over the past couple of years to 

obtain knowledge and familiarity with the population.  

Transferability, or external validity, is to what degree a study’s results can be applied to 

similar settings (Merriam, 2009). The researcher recruited participants from multiple institutions 

of higher learning for a cross-section of experiences to analyze. Shenton (2004) emphasized the 

importance of including a “sufficient thick description of the phenomenon” (p. 70), so that others 

can make their inferences about transferability to their environments. Therefore, the researcher 

used thick, rich description in Chapter 4 when presenting the data results. 

The consistency and potential replication of a study are essential for dependability or 

reliability, according to Lincoln and Guba (1985). To further support the dependability, Shenton 

(2004) suggested describing the research design specifics in enough detail to serve as a 

“prototype model” (p. 71) for duplication. Thus, the researcher created an audit trail for future 

researchers to follow or duplicate. 

Confirmability is the last of the four methods discussed by Lincoln and Guba (1985). Its 

intent is to eliminate the researcher’s bias so that the findings are objective. With this goal in 

mind, the researcher conducted member checking, created a subjectivity statement, and engaged 

in reflexivity throughout the study. 

While the researcher applied all four of Lincoln and Guba’s methods in this study, Morse 

et al. (2002) emphasized the importance of ensuring the application of rigor throughout the study 

and not just after the study. Thus, the researcher maintained focus and attention throughout the 

study to ensure the data’s trustworthiness. 
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Subjectivity Statement 

Working professionally in therapeutic education for many years has made the researcher 

aware of some of the inherent problems and discrimination encountered by TGNB individuals. 

Therefore, it was necessary for the researcher to simply listen during interviews and not impart 

any previous knowledge or expectations. Van Manen (2016) discussed methods of the epoché, 

which includes the bracketing required for phenomenological reflection. Creswell (2013) also 

discussed bracketing personal experiences as a challenge for consideration. As a Caucasian, 

cisgender, gay male, the researcher is part of the LGBTQIA+ community. Although there are 

shared discriminatory experiences, the researcher took measures to mitigate bias through the 

practice of bracketing. In addition, the researcher is a member of WPATH, the World 

Professional Association for Transgender Health, Vice President of the GEMS (Gender 

Education Demystification Symposium) Conference for therapeutic programs, and a past board 

member of NATSAP, the National Association of Therapeutic Schools and Programs. The 

researcher used a reflexivity journal in conjunction with the bracketing process to reflect and 

record thoughts and decisions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Creswell (2005) described the process of 

reflexivity as the active acknowledgment of assumptions, biases, and values identified in the 

research process. Vicary et al. (2017) asserted that transparency is achieved for the researcher 

during journaling “whilst also recording and reflectively prompting the process of learning, 

interpretation, and bracketing” (p. 550).  

Data Collection 

After obtaining IRB approval, the researcher approached the individuals who met the 

criteria previously presented to participate in this study. Exponential non-discriminative 
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snowball sampling was utilized; each participant was asked about other willing people who 

might meet the criteria (Etikan et al., 2016). This process was duplicated with every participant 

until reaching a total of eight interviewees. 

The researcher scheduled individual interviews with each participant at a convenient time 

for their schedule via HIPAA-compliant Zoom videotelephony and chat technology (DiCicco‐

Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Using the participants' pseudonyms, the researcher transcribed the 

interviews from the recorded interview and then erased then after analysis to maintain 

confidentiality. Following the advice of Smith and Nizza (2022) and Willig (2013), the 

researcher made handwritten notes on hard copies of the transcripts, rather than use computer 

software. The researcher used this manual process of handwriting and color-coding to begin the 

analytical and discovery techniques of noting, developing emergent themes, and collectively the 

super-ordinate themes, following the steps outlined by Smith et al. (2009). Following analysis, 

the researcher presented themes to the respondents to obtain their view of the processed data and 

omissions (Creswell, 2013). This step, known as member checking or respondent validation, is a 

method to assess the trustworthiness of the subjective data (Birt et al., 2016).  

Institutional Review Board Approval 

After the researcher successfully defended his study proposal, he applied for and received 

permission to proceed with the study from Mercer University's Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). No additional IRB approval was necessary because the participants had already graduated 

from their college or university. Following transcription, the researcher de-identified all names 

and institutions, referring to them only with pseudonyms. Subsequently, the researcher stored all 

data in a password-protected server with the plan to destroy them in three years. 
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Data Analysis 

Larkin and Thompson (2012) explained, “IPA is concerned with meaning and processes, 

rather than with events and their causes” (p. 102). The core of IPA is analyzing how the 

participants try to understand their experiences, their meanings, and their processes (Smith et al., 

2009). The analysis is a shared endeavor between the researcher and the participants. As Smith et 

al. (2009) described the guidelines of analysis, they noted that the researcher needs to start with 

the most complex interview first and thoroughly analyze it before moving to the second 

interview, and then on to each subsequent interview to maintain the “IPA’s idiographic 

commitment” (p. 82). In an IPA workshop (May 5, 2018), Smith emphasized the importance of 

understanding the participant’s individual experience and emergent themes in a comprehensive 

analysis before moving on to emergent themes across all participants. 

Utilizing the guidelines for IPA data analysis as described by Smith et al. (2009), the 

researcher following these steps:  

1. After the transcription of the interviews, the researcher read and re-read each 

interview multiple times to immerse the words of each participant as the focus of the 

analysis. In addition to reading the transcripts, listening to the audio recording again 

resonated with the participant’s voice and meaning.  

2. After complete familiarity with the texts of each interview, there was an initial 

brainstorming to comment on anything that came to mind as a result of the words, 

phrases, and connections experienced. It was crucial at this stage to remain with the 

text and words of each individual to linger with that person’s experience, rather than 

crossing themes. This initial analysis was the most time-consuming to explore each 
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line and focus on keywords and phrases and what it possibly meant to the participant. 

After noting explicit meanings, interpretations emerged for that person’s experience. 

3. The primary task during this phase was to utilize the notes in an attempt to create 

statements that describe the emergent themes. As all the initial notes and 

interpretations were reviewed, the analysis yielded emergent themes, words from the 

participant, and the researcher’s thoughts on interpretations of longer data segments. 

This step was completed for each participant’s transcript independently. 

4. The researcher began to look at the themes from each participant to understand the 

connections and patterns of emergent themes from their words. The suggestion during 

this step was to utilize various strategies to elevate the analysis and better interpret the 

words of the participants. During this phase, strategies to organize emergent themes 

included abstraction, polarization, subsumption, contextualization, numeration, and 

function. 

5. The previous steps were repeated for each interview. Moving to the following 

interview and trying to detach from the previous one was the challenge for the 

researcher as he sought not to allow themes and emergent themes from the previous 

participant influence him. It was also imperative to maintain independent analysis 

from other participants to recognize individual themes at this stage. This separation is 

the core of the ideographic commitment of the IPA process to honor each individual’s 

experience. 

6. Following the analysis of each interview independently, the researcher began the 

process of cross-analysis to look for patterns that possibly emerged across the cases. 
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During this phase, the researcher noted and highlighted unique individual 

experiences, while also connecting the shared experiences and super-ordinate themes. 

Emergent themes and interpretations were viewed across the cases to understand each 

participant's individual experiences better. 

Upon completion of these steps, more profound levels of interpretation were viewed in minor 

detail or much larger themes (Smith et al., 2009). Finally, proposing a more extensive IPA study 

with the eight participants, the guidelines indicated classifying recurrent super-ordinate themes 

consistent in at least one-third to one-half of the interviews. However, this did not dismiss the 

individual experiences that contributed to the group of shared themes (Smith et al., 2009). 

Reporting Results 

Chapter 4 is written as a narrative around the subordinate themes and emergent sub-

themes revealed from the analysis. Two tables outline the relevant demographics and 

information about the participants. Additionally, as individual themes were categorized into sub-

themes, quotes from all the participants are utilized to illustrate and support the subordinate 

themes. The researcher used a table to illustrate the subordinate themes, as well as identify the 

sub-themes. The goal was to better understand the lived experiences of TGNB students and how 

they made sense of their experiences. An additional goal was to translate actionable items for 

higher education administration when the analysis was complete. 

Summary 

This chapter has presented the central research question supported by four ancillary 

questions for this study. The researcher also identified the social constructivist epistemology 

with a theoretical framework of transgender theory as a lens and Smith et al.’s (2009) IPA as the 
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methodology for the study. After obtaining IRB approval, the process for recruiting participants 

was presented along with the eight interviews for data saturation. Developing the semi-structured 

interview was vital to the use of compelling interviews and essential data. The researcher 

addressed the efforts for meeting Lincoln and Guba’s four trustworthiness methods of credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. In conjunction with trustworthiness, the 

researcher offered a subjectivity statement, along with methods to mitigate bias. The researcher 

analyzed the lived experience in higher education of TGNB students by utilizing the guidelines 

presented by Smith et al. (2009). Finally, the researcher identified the plan for presenting the 

results in Chapter 4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

55 

  CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

TGNB individuals are subject to daily stigma and distress routinely that negatively 

impacts their safety, mental state, physical health, school achievement, job prospects, and social 

inclusion, leading to their marginalization and isolation in numerous contexts, such as families, 

schools, and employment (Azeem et al., 2019; Budge & Katz-Wise, 2019; Lerner, 2019; 

Murchison et al., 2019; Sevlever & Meyer-Bahlburg, 2019). The purpose of this study was to 

understand the experiences of TGNB students better while pursuing higher education.  

In 2009, responses to the questions on the National College Health Assessment added by 

the ACHA indicated .015% of the students surveyed identified as transgender (ACHA, 2009). 

This number grew significantly in the next 12 years, as indicated by the 2021 data report that 

4.14% of the students surveyed identified as transgender or nonbinary (ACHA, 2021). If the 

higher education enrollment numbers remain steady for 2021, that could indicate approximately 

803,160 TGNB students currently enrolled in the United States. The growth of this population in 

higher education highlights the significant need to create an inclusive and supportive 

environment devoid of discrimination and microaggressions (Closson & Comeau, 2021; Garvey 

et al., 2017; Johnson et al., 2021; Palmer et al., 2017; Rankin et al., 2019).  

Social constructivism provided the epistemological framework for this study. With this 

constructivist foundation, the interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) appropriated the 

researcher with the structure to examine each participant’s human-lived experience. This chapter 

presents the primary and ancillary questions sought in the interviews with participants. The 

presentation of the results begins with the provision of the participants’ demographics and basic 
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information. Finally, the researcher presents the analysis and discoveries using the framework of 

IPA (Smith et al., 2009).  

Review of the Research Questions 

The researcher used a phenomenological approach to explore the lived higher education 

experiences of TGNB students in their pursuit of higher education. The central research question 

was a follows: What are the higher education experiences of TGNB students during their college 

matriculation? Additionally, the researcher sought the results for the following ancillary 

questions: 

1. How do TGNB students describe discrimination experienced in the higher education 

environment?   

2. What actions do TGNB students take to ensure their safety and a level of comfort in 

their daily college experience? 

3. What support services do TGNB students seek and utilize to support their mental 

health and to experience an environment of inclusion? 

4. As described by TGNB students, how can higher education administration and faculty 

help reduce discriminatory actions and create a safe environment for TGNB students? 

Participants 

The researcher used purposeful and snowball sampling techniques to find and recruit 

eight participants for the study. The researcher started by asking two known transgender 

individuals to participate and from there was able to recruit an additional six participants for the 

study. Since each recruit had various journeys with their gender identity and higher education 

experiences, the researcher questioned them to determine if they met the approved participation 
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criteria. The criteria were as follows: self-identification as a TGNB person; age 18 years or older; 

and graduated from an institution of higher education in the past five years or attended higher 

education and dropped out within the past five years. After determining that participants met the 

outlined criteria, each of the eight participants completed the informed consent form before their 

interview. Table 1 outlines the participants’ profiles and relevant demographic information.  

 

Table 1 

Participants' Profiles and Demographic Information 

Participant 

Pseudonym 

Age Assigned 

Birth Sex 

Race Pronouns Descriptive  

Gender ID 

Eli 55 Female White he, him, his Trans-man 

Masculine 

Sky 26 Female White he, they Trans-man 

Nonbinary 

Third Space 

Sam 28 Female White they, them Nonbinary 

Blu 21 Female African -

American 

he, she Nonbinary 

Queer 

Gender-queer 

Fir 23 Female White they, them Nonbinary 

Trans 

Transgender 

Ded 25 Female White they, them Nonbinary 

Trans-masculine 

Hum 22 Female White they, them Nonbinary 

Trans 

Agender 

Mar 22 Female White he, him, his Male 

Trans-male 

Trans-man 

 

 

Because of COVID-19 restrictions, the researcher conducted all eight interviews via 

HIPAA-compliant Zoom videotelephony and chat technology. This technology allowed the 
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researcher to watch and observe seven participants while listening to them during the interviews. 

The eighth participant did not have access to a device to enable the video portion of Zoom, so 

their interview was only audio. The interviews ranged from 33 minutes to 88 minutes in length, 

with an average of 64 minutes.  

They eight participants acknowledged that they identified as transgender or nonbinary; 

however, they had their personal descriptive gender identity terms. All participants were 

traditional college-age except for Eli, who returned later in life to get a Master's degree. All 

participants were assigned females at birth. All participants were White except one African-

American identified participant (Blu). They each designated the pronouns of choice that they 

used and their gender ID descriptive terms. Data were not collected on participants’ medical 

treatments or hormones due to the sensitivity of that data.  

Table 2 data displays each participant’s graduation information and indicates each 

participant’s college or university demographics. Seven participants graduated from their college 

or university. One participant attended a large university and a community college but dropped 

out of both. The southeast was the geographic location for all colleges and universities except for 

one in the northeast. Additionally, the size of the institution's student body is indicated for each 

participant. The participants attended and represented eight different universities and colleges. 

Two participants attended the same school but at different times. The eight various universities 

and colleges included two community colleges. 
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Table 2 

Participants' Institutions of Attendance 

Participant 

Pseudonym 

Graduation 

Year 

Geographic 

Location 

Campus 

Census 

Institutional  

Pseudonym 

Eli 2018 Southeast 12,000 Mountain View University (MVU) 

Sky 2016 Southeast 1,000 Valley College (VC) 

Sam 2017 Southeast 3,600 Ridge University (RU) 

Blu Stopped 
Stopped 

Southeast 
Southeast 

32,000 
11,000 

Central State University (CSU) 

Reedy Community College (RCC) 

Fir 2020 Southeast 7,000 Mountain Community College 

(MCC) 

Ded 2017 Northeast 5,600 Eastern State University (ESU) 

Hum 2020 Southeast 1,000 Valley College (VC) 

Mar 2018 Southeast 21,000 Mega State University (MSU) 

 

 

Narrative Descriptions 

All eight participants completed an interview with the researcher, as previously 

discussed. Each participant discussed various facets of their life as they evolved during their 

higher education experiences. A central tenet of IPA is the individual relevance and reality of 

events for the participants (Eatough & Smith, 2008). As Smith and Nizza (2022) reminded 

researchers “to communicate your participants’ world” (p. 58), the following sections highlight 

the idiosyncratic nature of each person’s odyssey by providing introductions and narratives of 

how participants approached their gender identity during their higher education experience. . 

Eli 

“I didn't accept any kind of negative responses because I won't accept that from 

somebody—keep  it to yourself. That's also a little bit of privilege because being over 30 years 

past (transition) and being comfortable in my skin."  
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At 55 years of age, Eli was the oldest person interviewed. He recently returned to college 

to get a Master’s degree. However, he transitioned from 1985 to 1986 while earning his 

undergraduate degree. Eli, who was an assigned female at birth, used the pronouns of he, him, 

and his and said, “I’m old-fashioned; I use trans-man.” His current higher education experience 

was vastly different from the other participants because he had been male for many more years 

than female. As an older participant, the researcher had to decipher the experiences from Eli's 

undergraduate years from his current graduate years, which were very different because of his 

current maturity, placing him in an advanced transition stage. As a developed man who 

transitioned over three decades ago, Eli presented as a middle-aged bald man with a beard. In 

Eli's words, “I have huge passing privilege. I want to say it’s almost always been a positive thing 

because they can’t think of me any other way.” With that said, Eli shared that sometimes he 

revealed his transgender status and discussed it in his academic classes if relevant to topic 

discussions. 

Sky 

"I almost died just drinking myself to death [in college] trying to escape my body and my 

culture."  

Sky was a 26-year-old graduate of a small liberal arts college in the Southeast who coped 

with his gender identity transition through alcohol and substance abuse during his higher 

education experience. Sky said, “I built an identity around drinking a lot,” and his gender identity 

journey was a slow and emotional battle. He self-described as a trans-man, nonbinary, and third-

space and used he and they pronouns. Assigned as female at birth, Sky experienced a gender 

identity shift gradually through his first three college years. It accelerated during his final year of 
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college. As his gender identity evolved, he became “more conscious” during his senior year and 

changed his outward expression by cutting his hair, changing his clothes style, and adding 

neutral pronouns. In his interview, Sky presented as a young, bearded man who had gained self-

esteem but still occasionally strived for confidence in his words. However, Sky was very proud 

that he had been sober for the past three years. 

Sam 

"It [going to college] opened the world. It also opened all the negative things that come 

with the world, but it definitely expanded my horizons infinitely." 

Sam grew up in a small town in upstate New York described as a “sheltered area,” 

primarily White and cisgender. Before the move to college, Sam did not even have words to 

describe themself and shared, “I was so ignorant when I went to college, so I was learning about 

everything.” Sam said, “I didn't have access to a computer or even seeing (LGBTQIA+) 

individuals around me.” After moving to a more liberal college town in the southeast, Sam met 

other LGBTQIA+ people and had the opportunity to explore their gender identity. Sam was 28 

years old and graduated from a smaller liberal arts university in 2017. An assigned female at 

birth, Sam currently identified as a nonbinary person, using they and them pronouns. Based on 

their interview, Sam’s outward gender expression was skewed more feminine, probably because 

they currently work for a relatively conservative company. 

Blu 

"I was uncomfortable sharing that kind of thing with them. It was just kind of awkward 

for me to just come up and start talking to them about that kind of thing. I'd rather just keep it to 

myself." 
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This statement disclosed and almost summarized Blu's impassioned struggle, evident 

throughout her interview, even though this quote was explicitly about sharing with her professors 

at her first university. Blu emotionally toiled to be open with her gender identity even after she 

was able to define it and share the internal strife multiple times during the interview. Her other 

comments included, “I really didn't feel comfortable sharing that with them,” as she talked about 

not telling her gender identity with her roommates, and “I wouldn't ever address it outright,” as 

she expressed not telling her professors at her community college.  

Blu, who identified as an African-American, nonbinary individual, was the only 

participant in this study who did not graduate from college. Additional terms that Blu used to 

describe herself were queer and gender-queer. Blu originally went to a large state university in 

the Southeast but only attended for about a year before leaving to pursue a website design 

business. While in college, Blu shifted to a nonbinary identification and said she never addressed 

her gender identity shift with anyone “like higher authority” at the institution. Blu further said 

that she only questioned and shared her gender identity with close friends because “I was kind 

of, I guess, afraid of what people might say.” She later took more classes in another town in the 

same state at a community college but chose to stop again. At the end of her interview, she 

shared that she was considering college again, expressing interest in studying social justice. Blu, 

who was gentle and soft-spoken, presented as androgynous with a short hairstyle. 

Fir 

"It felt like other people's concerns and comforts were maybe more important than mine 

as well. I think that about sums it up." 
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Fir persisted and graduated with an Associate degree in psychology in 2020 but felt like 

their institution constantly overlooked their needs. However, Fir also declared, “Basically, my 

entire experience overall was a good college experience because I was a little more tip-toey and a 

little more avoidant of the situations.” Fir was a student who went to early college at the young 

age of 17 while questioning their gender identity. Although Fir felt transgender, they continued 

to externally present as a cisgender female during this first time in college. However, before 

turning 18, they dropped out of college due to undisclosed personal circumstances.  

While out of college for over two years, Fir evolved with their gender identity and began 

to use nonbinary, trans, and transgender as words to describe themself. When Fir subsequently 

returned to a community college at the age of 21, they shared that “I was fully out as nonbinary, 

and my identity didn’t fluctuate at all.” Fir’s presentation at the time of their interview was 

somewhat androgynous, for they had a short haircut but displayed slightly feminine mannerisms 

and expressiveness of their face and hands. 

Ded 

"I didn't really feel female at all, but I also didn't feel completely male, and I didn't really 

have the words to describe it yet." 

An assigned female from a small town in New England, Ded shared, “I started to 

ruminate on my gender identity” at 19. Ded had a conservative family, and life became 

complicated when Ded became a teenage parent as a high school senior. As the only participant 

who was also a parent, they had little time to engage in traditional college life, since most of their 

time was spent parenting their son or doing academic assignments. Ded said, “I kept to myself a 

lot” and did not have much experience with LGBTQIA+ life or time to explore it. Ded explained, 
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“I didn't feel educated enough to be in those groups and not secure enough in my own identity.” 

Although Ded hardly knew any LGBTQIA+ people, they spent time “researching more about it” 

and concealed that they “were undercover for a while.” Ded eventually came into their gender 

identity at a state university of about 5,500 students in the Northeast after spending their first two 

years at a local community college, graduating in 2017. Ded presented somewhat androgynous 

with a short haircut and a masculine voice and mannerisms. Ded used they and them pronouns 

and described their gender identity as nonbinary and trans-masculine.  

Hum 

"We're constantly learning—learning new language and new ideas and new concepts, 

and the world's understanding of transness; from when I came out to now, is radically different." 

Hum embodied the unceasingly changing nature of the current transgender and nonbinary 

evolution. Hum was a 2020 graduate from a small, southeastern liberal arts college of about 1000 

students. Preferring they and them pronouns, Hum was a 22-year-old, assigned female at birth. 

Additionally, they used the terms nonbinary, trans, and agender to self-describe. However, Hum 

shared, “I came out initially as trans-masculine my senior year of high school.” Hum was the 

only participant who came out earlier than college. Hum used he and him pronouns for the 

following two years, then transitioned to using they and them pronouns and subsequently shifted 

their identity to nonbinary while in their higher education experience. Hum spoke with great 

confidence and, while in college, “did a lot around racial justice activism” and “community 

engagement.” Hum’s outward expression was one of the most nonbinary, with physical traits like 

a full beard, shoulder-length wavy hair, and an animated voice. 
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Mar 

"There was an overwhelming joy to finally know that I was finally in the right direction 

[gender identity transition during college]." 

Mar was able to express much happiness as he transitioned, despite the anguish of 

ongoing daily challenges during the process. A 2018 graduate, Mar used the terms male, trans-

male, and trans-man while using he, him, and his pronouns. He shared that he only described 

himself as male “unless it's romantic wise or medical wise.” An assigned female at birth, Mar 

entered college as a female rugby team member at a large southeastern university of about 

25,000 students. Mar said he “always knew there was something off, like a piece that I just 

couldn’t understand; but when I put together the pieces and understood what it was, it was in 

college.” Ironically, through the friendship of a transgender woman on his college women’s 

rugby team, he finally started “connecting the dots” for himself and transitioned while in college. 

Although Mar had to leave the rugby team after transitioning, the friendships, camaraderie, and 

support from the team members and the sport remained throughout his higher education years. 

Although Mar did not have the electronic capability to use the video portion for his Zoom 

interview with the researcher, Mar presented as a masculine young man when met at a 

conference a few months before the interview. 

Research Findings 

The researcher used interpretative phenomenological data analysis to analyze the data 

collected through interviews with the eight participants. The core of the IPA methodology is that 

the researcher reviews the idiographic nature of individual cases (Smith et al., 2009), leading to 

different perspectives of similar experiences (Larkin et al., 2018). Smith et al. (2009) outlined the 
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process for analysis with the following steps: read and reread, initial noting, developing 

emergent themes, searching for connections across emergent themes, moving to the next case, 

and looking for patterns across cases. Utilizing these steps, the researcher analyzed each 

transcript to explore and analyze the participants’ experiences. 

Initially, the researcher developed the subthemes individually for the participants. The 

researcher designated the subthemes as significant if they occurred for at least half of the 

participants. Smith et al. (2009) advised researchers, “For an emergent, or super-ordinate theme 

to be classified as recurrent, it must be present in at least a third, or half, or more stringently, in 

all of the participant interviews” (pp. 105-106). Following the IPA protocol, the researcher 

ascertained six superordinate themes after analyzing and categorizing the sub-themes of the eight 

participants in this study. The six superordinate themes were as follows: (a) Exploration and 

Self-Education for Gender Identity Determination, (b) Anticipated Resistance: The Struggles of 

Daily College Life for TGNB Students, (c) Intolerance and Injustice Just to Be Me, (d) Internal 

and External Factors of Loss and Growth, (e) Human Pillars on the Campus to Create 

Belonging for TGNB Students, and (f)Transferring the Responsibility of Survival to One's Self. 

Table 3 outlines the superordinate themes (SOT) with the supporting sub-themes. Table 4 

outlines the prevalence of participants’ inclusion in the superordinate themes and supporting sub-

themes.  
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Table 3 

Superordinate Themes with Supporting Sub-Themes 

Superordinate Themes (SOT) Supporting Sub-Themes 

SOT1: Exploration and Self-Education for 

Gender Identity Determination 

Gender identity development 

Education for self 

Timing of gender identity transition 

 

SOT2: Anticipated Resistance: The Struggles of 

Daily College Life for TGNB Students 

Resistance from self 

Peer struggles 

Staff struggles 

Faculty struggles 

 

SOT3: Intolerance and Injustice Just to Be Me Blatant discrimination 

Microaggressions  

Controversial management 

 

SOT4: Internal and External Factors of Loss and 

Growth 

Loss and self-rejection 

Keeping up appearances 

 

SOT5: Human Pillars on Campus to Help Create 

Belonging for TGNB Students 

Early personal, supportive relationships 

Campus allies and safe spaces 

Role models 

 

SOT6: Transferring the Responsibility of 

Survival to One’s Self 

Coping 

Self-protection 

Survival and safety 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

68 

Table 4 

Prevalence Table for Participants' Inclusion in Superordinate Themes and Sub-Themes 

Superordinate Theme/Sub-Theme Eli Sky Sam Blu Fir Ded Hum Mar 

Exploration and Self-Education for 

Gender Identity Determination 

        

Sub-theme         

Gender Identity Development N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Education for Self N N Y Y N Y Y N 

Timing of Gender Identity 

Transition 

N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Anticipated Resistance: The Struggles of 

Daily College Life for TGNB Students 

        

Sub-theme         

Resistance from self N Y Y Y Y Y N N 

Peer struggles N N Y N Y Y Y N 

Staff struggles N Y Y N Y N Y N 

Faculty struggles N N N N Y Y Y N 

Intolerance and Injustice Just to Be Me         

Sub-theme         

Blatant discrimination N Y N N Y Y Y N 

Microaggressions Y Y Y N Y Y Y N 

Controversial management N Y Y N Y Y Y Y 

Internal and External Factors of Loss and 

Growth for TGNB Students 

        

Sub-theme         

Loss and self-rejection N Y Y Y Y Y N Y 

Keeping up appearances Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Human Pillars on Campus to Help Create 

Belonging for TGNB Students 

        

Sub-theme         

Early personal, supportive 

relationships 

N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Campus allies & safe spaces N Y Y Y Y N Y Y 

Role models Y N N Y Y N Y Y 

Transferring the Responsibility of 

Survival to One’s Self 

        

Sub-theme         

Coping Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Self-protection N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Survival and safety Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 
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SOT1: Exploration and Self-Education for Gender Identity Determination 

During the discovery process, the participants approached their gender identity during 

their higher education experiences with curiosity, angst, struggles, joy, and differing acceptance 

levels. Lev (2004) described six stages as States of Emergence for the evolutionary process. 

Many TGNB people have thought about it for years as described in the first stage of Awareness 

and ongoing as they move to the second stage of Seeking Information (Lev, 2004). The 

awareness and exploration were ongoing, but the TGNB participants indicated various events 

would illuminate their processes and therefore create the timing for their journeys. While the 

approaches varied for the participants, they all shared their gender identity transitions with the 

researcher, and collectively, participants ranged in age from approximately 17 to 22 years old as 

the timing of understanding and beginning their gender identity transition. Only one student 

came out as transgender before college, but their understanding evolved further during their 

higher education experience. Some students were already questioning their gender identity, and 

others went to college without understanding their gender identity or that alternative gender 

identities existed. In some cases, they did not have the education or personal connections in their 

life to know why they felt different, and their exploration and seeking information started after 

beginning their higher education experience. While TGNB people typically do not have a linear 

gender identity transition, the exploration and self-education for their gender identity 

determination was part of the journey as each scrutinized their choices as they moved forward on 

their paths. Table 5 displays the supporting sub-themes of the first superordinate theme (SOT1), 

Exploration and Self-Education for Gender Identity Determination, and their definitions. 
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Table 5 

SOT1: Exploration and Self-Education for Gender Identity Determination 

Supporting Sub-Theme Definition 

Gender identity development The process of the individual to determine, 

evolve, and change their gender identity 

Education for self The process of seeking information to better 

understand their gender identity 

Timing of gender identity transition The readiness of individuals to move forward 

with their gender identity transition 

 

 

Gender Identity Development 

As Lev (2004) described the States of [Transgender]Emergence, the stages are explored 

at different paces for individuals but begin with the first stage of Awareness. Awareness can 

begin as early as being a toddler, but generally, people have been aware for a while before 

beginning any type of transition (Lev, 2004). Hum was the only participant who shifted their 

gender identity before college, so Hum entered college with a different gender identity than 

assigned at birth. Furthmore, at a younger age, Fir entered college early at 17, already 

questioning their gender identity. However, Fir dropped out of college for undisclosed reasons 

and returned with a grounded nonbinary gender identity two years later but also used the terms 

trans and transgender. As Hum continued to evolve during their higher education experience, in 

the summer before their junior year in college, their gender identity developed further to a 

nonbinary identity. Hum described this evolutionary process as follows: “We're constantly 

learning—learning new language and new ideas and new concepts, and the world's 

understanding of transness, from when I came out to now, is radically different.” Hum used the 

term agender to describe themself as well. 
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Blu attended a large state university, Central State University, and while valuing the 

diversity of the campus, she remained hesitant to share this personal information. Like Sky, Blu 

was also internally trying to make sense of her gender identity while not sharing with others 

because it was “mainly a more private thing” and she was “afraid of what people might say.” Blu 

disclosed: 

It was very sad because I could tell there was a different way that I wanted to express 

myself, but I didn’t know how. I was also in a situation where I was like, “I don't know if 

I’m in a position to even try to express myself like that,” so it was kind of upsetting. 

Blu revealed that she dealt with mental illness, and while not sharing specifics, the self-

doubt and lack of self-esteem were very apparent throughout their interview process. There was 

a sense of sorrow that Blu did not reveal her gender identity exploration or discovery to her 

roommates, class peers, or professors, as highlighted by this comment: 

I feel like I’m dampening a part of myself for someone else, and you know, no one likes 

to conceal a part of themselves. I feel like I’m doing that, and it isn’t a good feeling. I 

wish I could just be open and not have anyone question anything about it. 

After a year, Blu dropped out of Central State University and transferred to Reedy Community 

College. Blu remained very guarded and said she never addressed her gender identity with 

anyone “like higher authority” at either institution. Eventually, Blu dropped out of the 

community college to begin a website business. However, Blu was clear that she was still on a 

path to continue the evolution of her gender identity. Her awareness was grounded as she 

continued to build confidence, and seek and implement information for comfort. Gender identity 
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development happens in different ways, but seeking information or education for self is essential 

for their growth and understanding. 

Education for Self 

Seeking information and knowledge about gender identity also happens in different ways 

and is subject to the influence of numerous cultural factors. Sometimes the information is gained 

organically based on living in a more urban environment that includes exposure to LGBTQIA+ 

people or belonging to more liberal families. Both Sam and Ded were examples of students who 

grew up without knowledge to understand better why their gender identities did not align 

internally. Therefore, they had to seek answers with education for themselves.  

Sam grew up in a small conservative town with a religiously conservative family. They 

described their hometown experience as not knowing anyone who was part of the LGBTQIA+ 

community. Their parents only allowed a family computer while at home, so it was challenging 

to consider research. Sam grew up in such a sheltered life and shared, “I was so ignorant when I 

went to college, so I was learning about everything,” and “it was overwhelming because I was 

learning about sexuality and gender.” Sam went to a campus known for liberal views and 

continued, “So when I got into this college space, I learned very quickly that it was okay. I can 

use this time to experiment and figure out without the pressures of my family.” Sam's freedom to 

learn, experiment, and grow, led to excitement to have descriptive terms and a better 

understanding of self.  

Ded discussed the lack of an educational process at their more conservative college as a 

detriment because they did not feel educated enough to understand themselves. Ded shared, “I 

didn’t really feel female at all, but I also didn’t feel completely male, and I didn’t really have the 
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words to describe it yet.” In retrospect, through frustration, without previous education around 

gay or trans topics, Ded thought their institution should have introductory classes because 

“education is the most important piece. I think that educators should do their job and educate on 

gay and trans issues.” Ded shared that they began to “ruminate on their gender identity” but 

remained “undercover” while continuing to research and learn more about it. They even tried to 

maintain a heterosexual relationship as a cisgender female while attempting to understand better. 

Ded stated, “In terms of trans issues, I did not have anyone I felt I could talk to about that,” so 

the internal process continued.  

The educational stage of transgender emergence is critical for the individual’s journey to 

have internal focus and understanding of their identity to begin coming out and reaching out to 

others (Lev, 2004). This education for self can happen in different ways but is essential to the 

growth and understanding of their gender identity development. As each person has acquired the 

education and information to better understand their gender identity, it is intrinsic and influential 

on each TGNB person’s timing of their gender identity transition. 

Timing of Gender Identity Transition 

The timing of gender identity transition begins as a private process, as some participants 

discussed. Trajectories for TGNB emergence are general but begin with awareness, followed by 

a period of seeking information and educating themselves (Lev, 2004). The exploration is 

ongoing for different periods, but the TGNB participants indicated various events would 

illuminate their processes and therefore create the timing for their journeys. One day in class, 

Ded was called by a more masculine name as an alternative because another student possessed 

the same name. At that moment, Ded described the feeling as “gender euphoria.” Then 
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ironically, through a final class project in psychology, Ded had an awakening moment upon 

discovering one of the options was a gender assignment. The assignment indicated that if the 

student was a girl, go out in a public setting, and do something more manly. If the student was a 

man, then go out into a public space, do something more feminine, see the reaction of others, and 

write a paper about the experience. Ded approached the professor and shared that they thought 

they were nonbinary, and they did not know how to approach the assignment. Although the 

professor did not respond positively to the revelation, Ded moved forward with the project. After 

research and exploration, Ded decided and wanted “a better way to express my gender identity.” 

Described in more detail in a later section, Ded decided to get a traditional man’s haircut at a 

barbershop. Through the project’s education, Ded studied more information and terms while 

exploring and relating the knowledge to their gender identity. Ded finally had a better awareness 

of their gender identity through the examination in this process. Acquiring knowledge and 

unexpected events can trigger the timing of gender identity transition, but the burgeoning 

awareness will continue to grow through these avenues. 

Mar, Sky, and Blu all entered college in a state of confusion. Mar declaimed: 

I always knew something was off, like a piece that I just couldn’t understand, but I think 

when I put together the pieces and understood what it was, it was during college. It was 

very chaotic and super stressful. But when I put the pieces together, I was like, “All right, 

this is what I’m going to do.” There was an overwhelming joy to finally know I was in 

the right direction. 

Sky's confusion manifested differently as he negatively cogitated about his gender 

identity during his first couple of years in college. He described his gender identity as a gradual 
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process, but instead of embracing it, he “built an identity around drinking a lot and being kind of 

this character.” Outside of a few close friends, Sky did not discuss his gender identity with the 

professors, the institution, or even with LGBTQIA+ peers. He was guarded and internally 

shunned his gender identity. Sky confided that he thought “it actually has more to do with some 

deeply internalized transphobia that I have had and still I’m working on, but it was a strong 

rejection of that part of myself.” He shared that he felt angry, and by his senior year, “I couldn't 

really contain it anymore. I would either be drinking or doing something every single day.” 

However, during his senior year, as he self-medicated with alcohol and substance, Sky described 

how his gender identity process accelerated. Sky stated with resolve, “When it became more 

conscious, I cut my hair off and just changed the clothes I wore and switched to using neutral 

pronouns.” It was apparent through Sky's words and emotions that he summoned the courage to 

shift his gender identity timing to his authentic self through his addiction. Through his continued 

journey after college, he did become sober. 

Eli was the oldest in this group of participants, and he transitioned from female-to-male 

(FTM) over 30 years ago. He decided to return to college to get a Master's degree in nursing 

education, so he entered this higher education experience as a well-established, mature 

transgender man. However, for the discussion of transition timing, it is worth noting that he also 

came out in the second year of his undergraduate college experience in the 1980s. His transition 

experience was more solitary and incomparable to the other participants in this study who have 

transitioned in recent years. Through his exploration and discovery, Eli had a counselor that “he 

saw for a brief period,” a sexologist that he saw once and then only through correspondence. Eli 

continued, “I was just by myself between me and my doctors” as he transitioned. He further 
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shared, “There was no internet,” and “There was no communication with other people who have 

either walked this path or were walking this path.” While his transition was not like other 

participants, it may illustrate the generational difference. 

The exploration and self-education for their gender identity determination comprised a 

critical process for participants. Gender identity development was dependent on the variables 

that helped create awareness for the individuals through their education for self. The timing of 

their gender identity transition evolved through the awareness and education that gave each the 

confidence to move forward. As they evolved with their gender identity, they had to manage 

anticipated resistance to the evolution of their everyday living environments. 

SOT2: Anticipated Resistance: The Struggles of Daily College Life for TGNB Students 

As previously discussed, the timing of participants’ transitions occurred primarily during 

their higher education experiences. The adjustment to a traditional higher education experience is 

arduous, but these participants had additional burdens. Anticipated resistance describes the 

resistance and opposition that an individual anticipates encountering once they declare any 

deviation from their perceived gender identity. Sam reported it as follows: 

Everyone goes into college a little scared. You know because it’s your first time on your 

own for some people. It’s your first time to be fully responsible for yourself. So, I feel 

like everyone’s really nervous, and everybody’s figuring out what’s my major and the big 

“Who am I?” question that applies to everybody. I feel like even more so for trans or 

gender fluid, gender-queer individuals like me, who come to terms with that [gender 

identity] while they’re trying to balance all of that.  
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Six participants shared various struggles with daily living in the higher education 

environment. These struggles with their gender identities ran the gamut from dealing with 

institutional staff to faculty to peers. Sam further shared, “In college, when you’re trying to 

balance academia and testing, having that extra everyday problem. Just one more thing—a whole 

other everyday problem that really is a problem.” As a mature transgender student, someone 

asked Eli to talk with a younger student at his university. He recalled a conversation:  

They were getting ready to embark upon their transition, and they were, of course, 

understandably afraid. Afraid of what are their parents going to think, what are their 

teachers going to think, what are their friends going to think, and then the question that 

had to be asked, “If you don’t do this, then what happens?” You’re worried about 

everything else around you, but inside of you, what happens if this road is not followed?  

Absorbing the implications of this conversation, each individual must decide when they are 

willing to receive anticipated resistance to move forward on their path. Anticipated resistance 

also included internal opposition from themselves, while managing and processing the daily 

strife encountered with peers, staff, and faculty at their respective institutions, in addition to their 

families and friends. Therefore, the external resistance from others had to be resolved internally 

to move down their path, while also managing their internal resistance. Table 6 displays the 

supporting sub-themes of the second superordinate theme (SOT2), Anticipated Resistance: The 

Struggles of Daily College Life for TGNB Students, and their definitions. 
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Table 6 

SOT2: Anticipated Resistance: The Struggles of Daily College Life for TGNB Students 

 

Supporting Sub-Theme Definition 

Resistance from self The resistance to self-acceptance that can 

evolve from cultural, societal, and self-

imposed norms 

Peer struggles The struggles presented by participants with 

or from other students of their institution 

Staff struggles 

 

 

Faculty struggles 

The struggles presented by participants with 

or from staff members of their institution 

The struggles presented by participants with 

or from faculty members of their institution 

 

 

Resistance from Self 

With the layers of anticipated resistance, the participants’ resistance from self would 

emerge from different aspects of their internal experiences while on their gender identity 

discovery. Resistance from self was evident as Sky shared, “I think if I had attempted to more 

fully integrate myself and navigate those systems in the institution, then I would have been 

confronted with my own feelings of safety; so, my tactic was just not to engage.” However, as he 

evolved, Sky said that by his senior year that he “couldn’t contain it anymore,” albeit, he used 

alcohol and substance to manage it.  

As each participant disclosed their experiences, some approached their journeys more 

openly, which meant they would begin to share their gender identities. However, the comfort to 

share depended on where they were in their gender identity journeys. In contrast, Blu, Ded, and 

Sky were more cautious about sharing if they shared anything. This caution was their internal 

resistance. Blu remained closed throughout her higher education experiences and said, “It was 
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just kind of awkward for me to just come up and like start talking to them about that kind of 

thing. I’d rather just keep it to myself.”  

When participants revealed their gender identities to the staff, faculty, and peers at their 

institutions, they sometimes encountered opposition and various struggles as they attempted to 

be their authentic selves. Sam shared,  

It’s not to say just once—it’s not like coming out one time. It’s like you have to come out 

every single day to people. [It’s] having that extra everyday problem; just one more thing 

that not only is a test coming up, but it’s something you have to deal with every day. 

Sam, Blu, Ded, Hum, and Fir all stated that there were times they did not correct others, so there 

was a constant choice driven by each situation whether they spoke up for themselves or not. The 

external resistance they felt became internal. Sam further illustrated this internal resistance and 

shared, “It’s a little battle you continually have to go through.” Just hearing the word “battle” as 

a daily choice implied the ongoing “war” that Sam experienced daily through each decision 

while managing their resistance from self. Managing ongoing resistance brought various 

obstacles along the way, and for some participants, that included peer struggles. 

Peer Struggles 

Six participants entered higher education as their assigned cisgender selves, so the 

admissions process was not necessarily an immediate obstacle. Hum, who came out as 

transgender in high school, and Eli, who transitioned many years before, were the exceptions. All 

participants except Blu and Eli shared various peer struggles throughout their higher education 

experiences. Sky experienced generally uncomfortable peer situations with “cis[gender], straight, 

dudes” and described it as “a certain energy like hostility or discomfort from them towards me.” 
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Even though Hum chose their small college based on a liberal LGBTQIA+ stance, they 

expressed, “I was terrified about housing!” Hum was encouraged when they arranged to room 

with a cisgender male friend on the male floor of the dorm and was relieved as they said, “I knew 

that I would have an affirming roommate.” Even though Hum's roommate was initially 

affirming, he had problems with Hum’s medical hormone replacement therapy (HRT) while in 

their shared room. Hum shared, “Even though I’m white and have that safety, I felt really acutely 

that I’m trans, and I don’t have that safety.”  

The gendered bathrooms were an ongoing issue on that floor because there was not a 

gender-neutral or private option. Hum also had uncomfortable situations with a particular student 

who lived across the hall, especially as Hum would exit the male restroom after showering. Once 

this happened and “he stood there and took a step closer. He was 6’4," and I’m 5’6", so this very 

tall, angry, cis[gender] man is really close to me.” Through these unhealthy peer circumstances, 

other friends convinced Hum to pursue another room arrangement, since Hum was seeking other 

places to sleep, rest, and relax. Before the end of the semester, Hum had the opportunity to move 

into a single room on the “queer floor” of the dorm with a private bathroom. Hum’s initial 

solution for housing backfired, and while struggling with their peers, the decision to move to the 

“queer floor” worked out to be a more prosperous situation for daily living. The impact of peer 

struggles ranged depending on the circumstances, but it certainly had an influence on the daily 

college life of the participants. 

Staff Struggles 

While peer struggles were frustrating to manage, staff struggles potentially had a greater 

impact when TGNB students encountered this external resistance. It included situations primarily 
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outside of the classroom, from dealing with the housing and registration and ID procedures to 

working with IT departments. Sam shared a significant encounter with the admissions 

department as they entered their senior year after transitioning to nonbinary. Sam returned to 

campus from an internship, and their previous roommates had already graduated. Sam went to 

the admissions office of Ridge University (3,600 students) to arrange appropriate housing and 

explicitly revealed their gender identity to the staff. Sam questioned the admissions staff if they 

could identify gender-queer, gender-fluid, or nonbinary potential roommates on the application 

to better match roommates. Sam found these admissions employees “uneducated on how to deal 

with the situation.” Sam went three different times and talked to various folks to get answers and 

possibly create change. Through frustration and anguish about the admissions department, Sam 

shared, “It was very much like jumping in an ocean they’ve never been before, and they were 

like ‘Oh no,’ also ‘No,’ and ‘No.’” One of the admissions department employees told Sam that 

the other students would be more comfortable with their placement in the female dorm since they 

“appeared female.” On how other TGNB students managed housing at their institution, Sam 

surmised, “I guess people just ignore it, just go under the male dorms or the female dorms 

because they don’t have a choice; they just have to suck it up essentially.” Additional 

conversations with the admissions department “did not go well” because they did not shift from 

the traditional binary options of male or female and did not have any alternative options 

available. Sam finally had an opportunity to move off-campus and live with their sister. In defeat 

Sam decided that living off-campus would be the easier option, but they realized after being off-

campus for a while that they “didn't really feel any sense of community toward the college 

anymore.”  
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After initially dropping out of college, Fir shared that they returned to college with a 

nonbinary gender identity two years later. They were initially excited after admission when they 

saw a board that listed staff and faculty of the campus who had completed “safe-space” training, 

a sensitivity training about creating safe spaces for LGBTQIA+ people. However, one of Fir’s 

first negative encounters was a staff struggle as they tried to get their college identification card 

with their chosen name rather than their deadname, the name given to them at birth. Fir left that 

office with frustration and “didn’t want to walk around with my deadname on my ID card.”  

Later, Fir worked with one of the “safe-space” trained library staff members, who told Fir 

that their ID could contain their chosen name, and the staff member took Fir to the ID office and 

advocated to correct it. Fir shared as they went back to the ID office, still very nervous, that they 

“felt happier and a lot safer going into a situation with someone, a cis(gender) person to stand 

up” for them. Even after getting the corrected ID, Fir shared: 

Anytime I knew he was working, I tried not to go back into the building. Not out of fear 

necessarily, I just didn’t want any negative interaction to happen at my college campus 

because I didn’t want it to detract from my learning experience. 

As participants worked with their institutions’ various departments, seven participants 

experienced constant frustration regarding the use of appropriate names and pronouns. Fortunate 

for him, Eli legally changed his name many years ago. However, it was only “within the past five 

years” that he could finally change his birth certificate from Nevada to reflect that he is male. For 

all participants, except Eli, their emails were tied to their deadnames, which were their legal 

names. Hum said, “Everything was under my legal name, which was my deadname, so that was 
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frustrating.” However, it was a constant antagonistic reminder as Hum further voiced, “All of my 

emails came from my deadname, which was horrible!”  

Mar transitioned to male and shared, “My email was never changed, so that was always 

an awkward piece” because his email and ID included a very feminine name. Mar explained that 

it put him in a position to explain his transition repeatedly to anyone checking IDs and that “they 

would want to argue” and challenge the ID. Sometimes he would have to show other forms of 

identification to prove himself. While working through institutional staff struggles was ongoing 

in various capacities, participants also had to manage situations in the classroom through some 

faculty struggles. 

Faculty Struggles 

Faculty are part of the culture of an institution, and the relationship with faculty was 

tested as some participants highlighted faculty struggles. Sam, Fir, Ded, and Hum all shared 

stories of strife with faculty members. Some of these students had difficulties with faculty use of 

their names. Unfortunately, rosters for classes were traditionally created from legal names, which 

often included deadnames for many TGNB students. This style of roster system was not a 

positive “set-up” for faculty regarding students' names. Professors attempted to utilize rosters to 

maintain attendance records for the institution, which inadvertently created conflict with TGNB 

students, depending on the situation. Mar, who went to a large university (25,000 students) and 

described dealing with the roster in a large classroom setting sometimes as “confused,” stated, 

“They didn’t even really know most of us by name.” He added, “I don't think it was ill-

intentioned” when they used legal or deadnames. Mar said their roster system “could change 
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your preferred name” so you could impact “how it will come up on the roster.” Although the 

encounters were not perfect, Mar rationalized the experiences and indicated that he was okay. 

However, in class settings with fewer students at a small college (1,000 students), Hum 

resented being deadnamed in front of the other students on the first day of class. He stated, 

“There needs to be a standard way for professors on the first-day orientation” to avoid students’ 

possible deadnaming and outing.  

Regarding names, in Ded’s senior year, they shared their chosen name with professors, 

and some started using the new name. However, with some professors, Ded said:  

They just kind of stopped referring to my name, or if I raised my hand in class, they 

would point instead of using any name, which did not make me feel great. It was their 

own confusion. I understand. I tried to be understanding to people who knew me in my 

previous experience as a woman. I try to be more understanding, but some people just 

couldn’t get over that and decided instead of referring to me as a name, they would just 

point. 

As much as Ded tried to express understanding, the anguish of feeling “less than” and “othered” 

was present in the tremor of their voice.  

Fir stated, “In general, I felt supported” by professors and would immediately share with 

them, “I am nonbinary, and I use they and them pronouns. I know you have a ton of students, 

and it’s okay if you slip up and don’t remember me.”  

However, Fir also shared two different stories about adverse interactions with professors. 

At the time, Fir, who was a 4.0 GPA student, felt confident in their academic abilities. Fir was in 

a public speaking class, which included dress requirements for presentations. Fir described their 
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clothing as professional, primarily black, and would wear a tie, so “it was masculine” even 

though “I would have my hair up in a bun or a ponytail; I would have typical glasses on and a 

small amount of eyeliner.” However, “I got comments on my presentations that I was dressed 

inappropriately” several times from the professor. Fir recalled, “I obviously can’t be 100% like I 

know what was going through her brain.” Still, Fir truly felt the ongoing comments were a 

response to “the way she acted about my first (presentation) topic about discrimination against 

transgender people and what bathrooms they are allowed to use.” As a follow-up, Fir “put in a 

complaint to the Dean about the behavior, and I never got a response.”  

In a completely different experience, Fir changed their original major from art primarily 

because of a distressing situation with the art professor. The project was about transformation, 

and there were no guidelines except to “transform anything to anything.” Fir’s project included a 

gender switch. Additionally, a different TGNB student in the class had a “trans symbol” in their 

transformation project. Regarding the instructor, Fir said, “It felt as though the way she spoke 

that she didn’t like the pieces explicitly because of the trans-related message to both.” Fir further 

shared, “It takes a lot to dissuade me from wanting to learn because that’s my thing—I want to 

be able to create things and know new things.” However, Fir felt “pretty discouraged” and 

decided to change their major from art because “she ran the art department, and I don’t ever want 

to take another class with her. I don’t want to even be in the same vicinity.” As Fir recalled the 

story, their emotions were emphatic and assertive about the professor’s reactions to the 

assignment. The switch of majors seemed to happen because of Fir’s perceived rejection. This 

rejection felt very personal because it was an art project imitating Fir’s real life.  
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The layers of managing anticipated resistance are ongoing for TGNB people but continue 

to evolve through their gender identity journeys. Internally growing to overcome resistance to 

self can be difficult, but peer struggles, staff struggles, and faculty struggles for each of these 

participants created angst and contributed to their anticipated resistance while managing the 

struggles of daily college life. 

SOT3: Intolerance and Injustice Just to Be Me 

While participants faced daily struggles, their awareness dictated how they perceived the 

actions directed their way. Sometimes, it was simply an ongoing annoyance or challenge, but 

when it seemed intentional or with a lack of respect, it tilted toward discrimination and 

microaggressions. Participants felt the intolerance and injustice “just to be me” while 

experiencing these negative actions.  

The distinction between what is considered discrimination and what is defined as 

microaggression is often blurry. Ongoing discrimination and microaggressions are an everyday 

occurrence for many TGNB people, as was true for six participants in this study. The context of 

the situation and the impact on the individual determined if a particular action felt like 

discrimination, microaggression, or simply controversial. Participants identified intolerant 

behaviors, such as intentional deadnaming and misgendering, derogatory comments, and calling 

of slurs. The attitudes and reactions varied for participants, as well as their perceptions and 

responses to these hostile actions or interactions. However, each TGNB participant simply 

wanted to manage their day-to-day life with dignity while receiving respect from others.  

Blu was the only participant who did not describe any situations of discrimination or 

microaggressions about her gender identity on campus, since it was a large university with a 
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“pretty inclusive campus,” and she “saw a lot of representation of different people.” Yet because 

of internalized fear and anticipated resistance, she did not share her gender identity with either 

higher education institutional staff or faculty where she attended. Therefore, she never 

encountered any direct negative actions about her gender identity. Blu never identified her race 

as an obstacle. However, Blu could not hide her race, while her gender identity could be 

undetected and only exposed at her will, giving her control over that type of discrimination.  

Ironically, Mar and Eli did not experience, or perhaps perceive, intolerance and injustice 

to just be me as the other participants. Even after describing very frustrating situations with 

university staff, Mar shared, “I just don’t take everything as discrimination; they’re just trying to 

do their job.” When he was in these particular situations, and he would have to explain himself, 

he seemed to exercise patience. However, he acknowledged that would vary “depending on the 

day. . . if you were tired.” Mar’s attitude was unique among the participants, and he seemed 

optimistic, even as he justified other people's actions toward him. While he clearly described acts 

of discrimination and microaggressions, such as deadnaming and arguments about his identity, 

he chose not to perceive them that way as he attempted to justify others’ actions. 

Alternately, Eli did not describe any external discrimination or microaggressions in the 

traditional sense. However, it likely existed, but he did not acknowledge it. His presence exuded 

self-esteem, confidence, and an understanding of why he did not perceive hostile actions from 

others. With his age and maturity, he declared power with his privilege as he said, “I didn’t 

accept any kind of negative responses because I won’t accept that from somebody; keep it to 

yourself. That’s also a little bit of privilege because being over 30 years past [transition] and 

being comfortable in my skin.” Through his confidence, he overcame discrimination before he 
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experienced it. However, the researcher also noted that Eli had the advantage of passing privilege 

of being a cisgender male, which probably aided his lack of discrimination and 

microaggressions. Most other participants were not so fortunate, and they had to cope with 

intolerance and injustice just to be me while dealing with blatant discrimination, 

microaggressions, and controversial topics. Table 7 displays the supporting sub-themes of the 

third superordinate theme (SOT3), Intolerance and Injustice Just to Be Me, and their definitions. 

 

Table 7 

SOT3: Intolerance and Injustice Just to Be Me 

Supporting Sub-Theme Definition 

Blatant discrimination Discrimination toward participants that was 

blatant and intentional to cause harm 

Microaggressions Subtle and insensitive prejudice that can be 

verbal or behavioral, sometimes unintentional 

Controversial management Managing issues that are controversial by 

societal and cultural norms 

 

 

Blatant Discrimination 

Although well documented and prevalent for TGNB people, blatant discrimination is 

frequently unaddressed to minimize confrontations. Ded shared their chosen name with a 

specific professor, and afterward, the professor consistently called Ded the wrong name to the 

point that it felt intentional. Ded said, “She actually started slipping more than she did before.” 

Ded added:  

I was definitely not confrontational at that point about my gender identity. I just wanted 

to hide from everything and be as discreet as possible with it. So, I did not have the 

courage at that point to correct her [the professor] or anything like that. 
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Ded also experienced students in classes “saying that transgender people should be in the 

DSM and should be cured of this disease.” Ded would not speak up, saying, “It was just me 

uncomfortable in my identity and almost ashamed of it.” However, in this example and countless 

others, it is clear that silence is also used as a protection strategy against blatant discrimination. 

As a point of clarification, the revised DSM-5 published in 2013 removed Gender Identity 

Disorder as a diagnosis. In contrast, earlier editions of the DSM had pathologized transgender 

people.  

While Sky and Hum both went to a small school considered LGBTQIA+ friendly, Sky 

said, “Some factions of the student body were more transphobic, like foreign exchange students 

who had come on scholarship to play sports,” and acknowledged it might be cultural.  

Hum shared that while working in the dining hall at the school, other students would “call 

me a faggot or tranny.” Hum recognized, “When I hear that, I know they’re trying to hurt me, 

and then I have a more visceral reaction, which is kind of weird, like ouch.” Hum went on to say 

the reaction to those types of slurs would also depend on “where I was at emotionally when it 

was said to me.” 

Fir shared that they also were called “tranny,” and when confronting the person, the 

individual yelled to Fir “about not fucking talking to him.”  

Blatant discrimination was not just from cisgender heterosexuals. Interestingly, Eli shared 

blatant discrimination within the LGBTQIA+ community because of his passing privilege:  

In some other situations, not so fortunate [to pass as cisgender] because it’s sometimes 

hard in a queer-only space when you’re not being perceived as queer. You get the odd-
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man-out exclusion from people who say, “Oh no, inclusivity,” and then they exclude 

because they make an assumption, I’m a straight, White guy. 

To combat blatant discrimination from others, Eli discussed the layers of his privilege as 

a White male and shared, “I embrace that privilege so that I can use it to make others aware 

hopefully.” He further described, “The privilege of passing is a two-edged sword. It gives you 

lots of opportunities to re-educate people, and yet it also gives you different opportunities to be 

excluded.” He further clarified, “The old mindset is once you’re trans, you’re always trans, and 

it’s a road you never actually arrive. It’s a journey.” However, he added that in “newer thought 

processes for younger people is once you’re passing, you are no longer transitioning, and you are 

no longer trans, you’re ex-trans.” During this conversation, it’s clear that blatant discrimination 

can also occur internally within the LGBTQIA+ population. Eli said to them, “Hey, I’m here; 

I’m available if you want to see what life is like down the road.” While the younger TGNB 

population have many more resources than he had at their age, he thought “in some ways is sad 

because there’s a perspective they could learn; it’s kind of bittersweet.” Blatant discrimination is 

usually direct, and there is no misperception that it is happening. However, microaggressions are 

not typically as clear, since these actions can be more subtle or even disguised. 

Microaggressions 

Microaggressions came to participants in multiple ways with lack of awareness, implicit 

bias, and often unintentional, as evidenced by the situation described earlier between Hum and 

their first roommate. The roommate was supposedly a friend but became incompatible because 

of consistent microaggressions. Hum shared that his roommate “lashed out” and said “weird 

transphobic things” and thought they “should be able to debate anything, including, but not 
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limited to transness.” In addition, his roommate thought that “he should be able to use slurs 

related to trans folks.” Hum said, “Since I wouldn’t take his justifications, it went to tension.” 

This ongoing strain and pressure added to Hum’s stress, and they eventually needed to move. 

An evident microaggression occurred for Sam as they tried to problem-solve their 

housing situation. Sam shared, “This is where they [admissions staff members] were insulting, 

without being insulting,” as they said, “You look female, so it should be fine for other people” in 

regards to placing her in the female dorm. Sam went on to say, “It was a little embarrassing. I 

felt, I don’t want to say angry, it’s a very strong emotion, but if there is a step before that when 

they were implying, ‘Well you look this way, so it should be fine.’” This encounter disturbed 

Sam so much that he decided to move off-campus.  

In a different situation, Ded described a problem when “I did have my professors using 

my name as Ded, instead of my deadname,” and one of the professors said, “Oh, but you look 

like . . . ,” referring to their deadname.  

Hum recounted experiences when they would speak up in support of transgender people, 

and “folks would be: ‘Wow, I never would have guessed, you don’t look like you're trans.’” 

Hum continued: 

And so those were definitely a different vibe microaggression, but equally weighty, and 

the fact that they pissed me off so much when they happen. I was just like, “Okay, glad to 

know I don’t look trans. Thanks for letting me know.” 

Fir described some of the slights when other students would specifically misgender them. 

Fir further explained that when Caitlyn Jenner came out, “There were some students 

misgendering her and calling her by her deadname where I had to speak up.” When necessary, 
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Fir expressed themselves with confidence to speak out in most social settings within their school. 

Within the LGBTQIA+ community on their community college campus, Fir described a situation 

when the group introduced themselves and shared their pronouns in an LGBTQIA+ meeting. Fir 

said, “A cis[gender], gay man that was in the club, laughed when asked what his pronouns 

were.” Fir shared that it was “pretty disheartening and disrespectful of the space,” and he “ended 

up not coming back.”  

Despite the ignorance of microaggressions committed by many people, it does not lessen 

the discriminatory impact on the TGNB individuals. Although no participant used the word 

bigotry, it was evident from their emotions that they perceived it as such in some of these 

actions. The comments and actions of microaggressions simply invalidated their gender identity. 

While regulating through blatant discrimination and microaggressions, participants also had 

ongoing issues, which led to controversial management. 

Controversial Management 

There are similarities in negative connotations and actions shared between discrimination 

and microaggressions. However, because of societal notions about gender and gender identity, 

many discussions and topics are controversial about transgender and nonbinary issues. The 

participants had to employ controversial management daily, and sometimes it was repeated with 

different people. Sam said a prevalent conversation to encounter was some people’s confusion 

about understanding the difference between gender identity and sexuality—having to explain the 

difference was common. While some participants felt discrimination or a microaggression 

around pronouns, when misgendered by professors, Sam would remind them and shared, “I don’t 

think gently reminding someone is controversial; I think it’s a friendly reminder.” Sam further 
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said, “I feel like minimally just using correct pronouns isn’t a big ask,” but if teachers 

misgendered them, “I tried to be extra nice.” Essentially, Sam just wanted them to acknowledge 

and move on and not make “a bigger deal than it is” and know “it makes me feel bad because 

I’m not here to make you feel bad.” In trying to understand Sam’s stance better, the researcher 

learned that Sam did not want to be seen as a problem or controversial. Sam also correlated being 

a gender minority that they felt like they had to “be a certain way to prove to peers or professors 

that I want to be taken seriously, not only as a person but as a nonbinary person.” 

Ded shared that the college art community was comprised of “open-minded people who 

were more liberal-leaning,” and “I felt safe in those communities.” However, “the students did 

express homophobic and transphobic views” in discussions in their psychology classes, in a 

different part of the campus. As most topics are controversial about TGNB people, it is 

challenging to have deliberation without negative scrutiny. 

Probably the most controversial management topic for TGNB people has been the 

bathroom battle fought in states across the country. It has been legislated in many states, and 

institutions of higher learning are not exempt. Beyond legislation, the emotions of TGNB people 

and others have created a situation where many have to manage bathroom strategies as a part of 

daily living. This controversial issue of using suitable restrooms was present for all participants 

except Eli and Blu. The other participants preferred to use gender-neutral restrooms, but those 

options varied from campus to campus and even from building to building. On using gender-

neutral bathrooms, Sky would “track where they were on campus, and I would go to them;” 

otherwise, “we kind of get stares, no matter which bathroom.”  
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Sam typically used the gender-neutral bathrooms when available; however, “I'm not 

going to walk out of the building down to another building to go,” and they used the female 

restrooms.  

Hum said as they started college, “[Using the bathrooms] was something I was really 

thinking about. [I] was super aware that I was trans, and I was at the beginning; I started 

T[testosterone] a month before I started school.” Hum described earlier in their college 

experience when their presentation was “like a butch lesbian” that dealing with bathrooms was 

tough. Hum said their school slowly developed more gender-neutral bathrooms, especially in the 

dorms. However, Hum acknowledged, “There weren’t many gender-neutral bathrooms” in the 

academic buildings. Thus, Hum said, “I would go into the bathroom and feel this weirdness of 

the people in the bathroom because I only use the men’s room.”  

Mar described his bathroom struggles with much more detail about being on a large 

university campus. Mar stated, “Especially in the beginning parts of your transition, that’s like 

the scariest part. ‘Oh my gosh, I’m about to pee in my pants.’” Mar would consistently look for 

bathrooms with single stalls for privacy and said that the multicultural center tried to create a 

guide “for all the campus where there were single-stall bathrooms.” However, trying to use 

single-gender restrooms was a constant battle through transition; as Mar said, “You’re toeing the 

line, and you don’t realize you’re starting to look more masculine, but then you start getting 

looked at in the women’s bathroom or people trying to ask you to leave.” He continued, “It’s like 

turning a lot of figuring out when to switch bathrooms and all that, and it’s just like, I wish I 

didn’t have to pee.” After switching to the men’s restrooms, Mar said: 
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If it’s somewhere you’ve been before, you know the layout of the bathroom and what 

kind of plan of action to make and how to watch the bathroom; but if you don’t know the 

layout in the bathroom, then it’s just stressful, and you don’t want to wait until you’re 

about to pee in your pants to check it out. There’s just a lot of anxiety and stress around 

it. So then, that’s the phase where I tried to plan my drinking so I wouldn’t have to pee on 

campus. 

Mar also shared, “I didn’t use that many changing facilities” and “tried to avoid areas like that.” 

If he went to the gym, he would go home to change to avoid any confrontational situation.  

Ded declared, “I knew that if I went into the male restrooms, there would have been some 

sort of confrontation, whether verbal or physical; I just did not feel safe.” Unfortunately, there 

were no gender-neutral restrooms at Eastern State University, so Ded always used the female 

bathrooms.  

Blu said they never had a problem with the restrooms, but she liked it when there was an 

“all-inclusive” bathroom. Fir, who was obstinate about the bathroom situation at Mountain 

Community College, angrily said, “According to the base rules of the school, I’m to use a 

bathroom that matches with your gender identity; you have to go to one of the ones that locks.” 

Fir found having only three or four sets “of these on campus makes getting to the bathroom in 

any class really difficult.” Within the LGBTQIA+ support group, most were “fine with it,” but 

Fir stated, “I said, ‘Fuck no. I want to be able to pee in whatever building I want to pee in.’” For 

Fir, walking to the other side of campus or another building to use the restroom “absolutely 

disrupts the learning process.”  
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While participants tried to navigate the healthiest options for using toilets, they had to use 

various strategies to manage as institutions of higher learning continue to evolve to support 

TGNB students while on their campus. Blatant discrimination, microaggressions, and 

controversial topics will continue to have blurred lines, and the intent from the persecuting 

individual can determine to which category it belongs. While these actions can be hurtful, they 

also contribute to the internal and external factors of loss and growth for TGNB students. 

SOT4: Internal and External Factors of Loss and Growth 

The path through the transition of gender identity is filled with twists and turns as TGNB 

people find their unique way. These ongoing events of internal and external factors of loss and 

growth continue on the path of their gender identity journey. There are episodes where they 

experience loss and even reject themselves as they process all the stressors coming their way. 

Sometimes this is simply because they do not want to confront microaggressive behaviors from 

others, and they are “mitigating their own feelings of shame, blame, and guilt” (Johnson et al., 

2021, p. 1025). Other times it may be internalized transphobia while building resilience 

(Scandurra et al., 2018). Another stressor, and sometimes joy, depending on the situation, is how 

their physical appearance and expression affect them and others. Nonetheless, the negative 

actions through others and sometimes themselves lead the path toward growth while moving into 

the light of their gender identity. Table 8 displays the supporting sub-themes of the fourth 

superordinate theme (SOT4), Internal and External Factors of Loss and Growth, and their 

definitions. 
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Table 8 

SOT4: Internal and External Factors of Loss and Growth 

Supporting Sub-Theme Definition 

Loss and self-rejection Loss created as a result of moving forward 

with gender identity transition along with 

self-rejecting in the growth and acceptance 

process 

Keeping up appearances The process of transitioning physical 

appearance and expression as the participants 

evolve in their gender identity growth 

 

 

Loss and Self-Rejection 

As TGNB people traverse the path of their gender identity, as mentioned previously, 

there are times that they can experience loss as they transition and also reject themselves during 

those processes. Blu expressed the loss and self-rejection throughout her interview in various 

ways, seemingly attempting to preserve her mental health. As previously discussed, Blu was very 

closed about discussing gender identity and said, “It was mainly a conversation I had with my 

queer peers.” Outside of a very few, Blu never grew confident enough to claim her gender 

identity or verbally express it with class peers or professors at either college that she attended. 

While Blu simply said that she did not want to share, it could be argued that she was rejecting 

her gender identity. Blu shared that she did utilize the counselor services at both the more 

prominent state university and community college because it was free. However,she stated, “It’s 

hard to find a good counselor that you trust to talk to,” so she never shared or discussed her 

gender identity with any counselors. Again, even with a counselor bound by ethics and privacy, 

Blu did not have the confidence to share her identity, resulting in the loss of well-being with her 

self-rejection. 
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As a women’s rugby team member, Mar experienced a significant loss of self when he 

realized that he was transgender and decided to transition. However, Mar said, “It was very 

chaotic and super stressful,” and he decided, “this is what I’m going to do.” He not only gave up 

his identity as a team member but “also lost a lot of the socialization” on and off the field. Mar 

continued, “Even though it was a big loss, I still had friends on the team,” with a “happier life; 

that joy outweighed the losses.” Mar’s enthusiasm about his emotional growth as he transitioned 

was evident in his voice and words describing this part of his discovery. He experienced losses 

but also gains.   

Even though Sky decided to transition his gender identity, he suffered internal emotions 

as he consistently self-rejected. He described internalized transphobia as “a strong rejection of 

that part of myself,” and it was self-realized for him as not participating in activities or groups. 

Though Sky went to a small liberal school with other TGNB students, he shared, “I didn’t have 

any trans friends; my queer community was limited.” He also shunned LGBTQIA+ support 

groups at the time and said, “It’s not for me; I’m not going to go do those support groups.” These 

years were a challenging growth period for Sky. His anguish and regret were present as he 

shared, “I have built that [supportive trans] community up now.” In hindsight, Sky said, “In 

retrospect, I think I would have liked to be a part of all that.” However, as he rejected himself 

during this period, it resulted in the loss of activities and a supportive community during his 

higher education experience. As participants moved from self-rejection to acceptance for 

themselves, appearance and expression were an essential part of their process to better align with 

their gender identity. 
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Keeping Up Appearances 

Physical appearances and expression are a significant part of the transition process for 

many TGNB people, and they typically evolve as they are getting more comfortable with 

themselves. Sometimes with concern and fear, participants would begin to make external 

changes to align with their gender identity while keeping up appearances, and some would 

continue to avoid it. Medical procedures and surgeries are personal choices, and while no 

participants were questioned, some shared memoirs of changed appearances. While Blu mostly 

dressed feminine to eliminate bringing attention to herself, a friend urged her to get a haircut. 

She shaved her head and said, “’Most of the feedback was, you look wonderful, really 

wonderful.’” She expected “a lot of negativity because I did it.” Despite the fear, Blu said, “I got 

a lot of positive feedback, which I think was very good because I felt freedom at least being able 

to change my hair to some degree. I felt like a little baby step in doing something.” As Blu 

discussed this experience, she smiled, and her entire face brightened as she relayed this positive 

stride. She further said, “It was freeing,” and “My hair was matching with myself at the time, and 

I felt like that was a good start, figuring out the way I like to express myself.” The excitement of 

the haircut was conspicuous, but Blu continued to battle the desire to shop in “the men's section.” 

There was a fear that “I don't want to explain myself,” or someone saying, “You’re in the wrong 

area.” The hesitation in Blu’s words presented an unease or awkwardness with the prospect of 

dressing as she wanted to express in order to keep up appearances.  

Ded also shared a story about having long hair and eventually “started to cut it shorter.” 

Then Ded finally went to a barber and announced, “I just want a shave; I want a high and tight.” 

Ded chuckled and said, “They looked at me strangely,” and asked about being sure, and Ded 
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responded, “Yes, this is what I want. Please cut my hair.” Ded was quite excited about the 

haircut, and ironically, the shop “charged me for a women's cut!”  

During his senior year, Sky said his expression “accelerated” and “I cut my hair off and 

just changed the clothes I wore.”  

Regarding hair, Hum chose to express their appearance with long hair and a beard. 

However, Hum’s frustration was indisputable while declaring:  

Something I’ve learned about being trans over five years is that people are really dumb. I 

have a beard, and people don’t care and don’t see it. They see long hair, and they’re like, 

you’re a woman, and this is so much worse now with masks, so much worse. 

During his first and second years, Hum shared, “I was very preoccupied ‘with presentation.’” 

However, after those first two years of emotional growth, during their junior and senior years, 

Hum said: 

I didn’t think about my specific gender presentation. I picked out an outfit because it 

looked cute, and I would go about my day. I would sit with my friends, and then it didn’t 

matter at all because I knew it didn’t matter. 

Mar purported that he felt that transitioning from female-to-male (FTM) was much more 

manageable “in comparison to my friends that I had on campus that were male-to-female 

(MTF)” because of the physical perceptions as you transition. Mar alluded to his physical 

changes from hormones and “in the beginning stages of transitioning, people just take you as a 

lesbian,” and the next stage, “maybe this is a gay dude, but the other way around, you receive a 

lot more of the awkwardness.” None of the participants in this study were assigned males, so it 

was interesting to hear Mar’s awareness as he observed this phenomenon with some MTF 
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college friends. Regarding appearances, Mar also shared that during his senior year that “a 

wardrobe closet” was opened for TGNB students, “where you could go get a new outfit for 

people who didn't have funds, no questions asked.” It included casual and seasonal clothing 

while supplying “formal stuff” for business jobs and interviews. Mar seemed proud that it was an 

option for TGNB folks at his university.  

Unfortunately, presentation and clothing felt like a conundrum for Sam while at Ridge 

University, which was much smaller, and they did not have a wardrobe closet for students. Sam 

also described physical attributes as an obstacle and stated, “When you say nonbinary, [there is] 

this almost immediate image of an androgynous person, who is skinny and flat-chested, or 

skinny in the sense you can pass for a male figure.” Sam continued, “That's very difficult, I can’t 

really speak for them, but anybody who has curves and is fat, it’s harder for them to be, yes, I’m 

nonbinary.” Sam's annoyance was apparent as they described being a “nonbinary gender-fluid 

person” and would hear, “you don’t look like this person that I envision a nonbinary person.” 

Sam said the surprise from others continued “because I was mostly wearing clothes from high 

school and it was a lot more feminine clothes because I couldn't buy them [new clothes]. You’re 

in college; no one has the money to go on a shopping spree.” Despite that, Sam sounded assured 

as they described these interactions around keeping up appearances during their day-to-day 

activities. 

Eli had a medical transition back in the 1980s, so while not similar to the timeframes of 

other participants, it set him up for life success regarding his gender identity and keeping up 

appearances. While nothing changed for Eli in his physical expression as he got his Master's 

degree, throughout his interview, he constantly discussed his passing privilege in multiple ways 
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that created an advantage. The number of times that it was discussed in various contexts 

emphasized the importance of this attribute for him. Eli said it best as he stated, “I can just focus 

on what I’m doing. I don’t feel like I have to defend myself at every corner.” Because of the 

longevity since his transition, Eli had an advantage in keeping up his appearances as his passing 

privilege served him.  

The internal factors for some participants drove self-rejection and sometimes created loss 

as they were moving forward in their journeys. However, these situations also developed their 

resilience to evolving in their gender identity transitions, albeit at different individual rhythms. 

As they grew through these situations, keeping up appearances would aid in the forward 

trajectory of each. It seems that moving from moments of self-rejection to acceptance and 

external presentation was part of the transition process for these participants. 

SOT5: Human Pillars on the Campus to Help Create Belonging for TGNB Students 

While people may differ in their level of interdependence with others, the sense of 

belonging to a group of people is needed to develop into an autonomous individual (Maslow, 

1968; Wilczyńska, 2021). TGNB students need to belong on their campuses to thrive and grow 

socially and academically while having their gender identity affirmed. Early personal and 

supportive relationships assisted the participants in various ways during their higher education 

experiences. Some relationships were on-campus with other TGNB students as role models, and 

for others, those relationships were with staff or professors. The supportive connections with 

staff and faculty created campus allies that aided with safe spaces around the campus. Additional 

associations were off-campus with co-workers for some participants. The support from each of 

these relationships for each participant fueled the sense of belonging that helped build resilience 
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and growth to continue their path to their gender identity. Table 9 displays the supporting sub-

themes of the fifth superordinate theme (SOT5), Human Pillars on the Campus to Help Create 

Belonging for TGNB Students, and their definitions. 

 

Table 9 

SOT5: Human Pillars on the Campus to Help Create Belonging for TGNB Students 

 

Supporting Sub-Theme Definition 

Early personal, supportive relationships Relationships in the early stages of transition 

that supported the participant 

Campus allies and safe-spaces Relationship with campus staff and faculty 

that provided support and both physical and 

emotional safe spaces for the participants 

Role models 

 

Individuals, whether peers or institutional 

employees, that provided positive examples 

of living as TGNB people 

 

 

Early Personal and Supportive Relationships 

Early personal and supportive relationships came in different forms for each participant, 

primarily from people they identified as friends. Some were on-campus, and some were off-

campus, but they became supportive when the participant developed enough trust to share their 

gender identity. Blu was the most guarded participant in the study. Regardless, Blu shared, “I 

mainly just started telling my friends I’m questioning my gender identity right now.” Blu 

mentioned a friend who “lived across campus” and “[I] got really close with her because we’d 

see each other every day.” As she spent time with this friend, along with her neighbors, Blu 

learned that they were “LGBT friendly and queer in general as well.” While it was evident that 

Blu lacked confidence and trust in most people, she “felt more comfortable hanging out with 

them.”  
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Ded and Sky shared that they only told personal friends in the early stages of their gender 

identity discovery. Ded said, “I was only telling people that I really trusted. I told co-workers and 

certain friends that I could trust that I was using those pronouns.” Eventually, Ded had a 

nonbinary co-worker who became a supportive friend in an off-campus job. Ded shared the 

importance of this relationship in these words, “I had someone there holding my hand through it 

[sharing gender identity], and that was a really good experience.” Ded continued talking about 

support and said: 

I was able to kind of suss out which ones would be more accepting and which wouldn’t. 

So, I told the ones that I try to spend as much time with them as I could because that’s 

where I got my gender euphoria. 

Sky initially did not want anyone to know and said, “I just sort of changed within and 

with some of my friends.” Through the process of growing in his gender identity, Sky said that 

emotional support came “through friends and lovers who were supportive and saw me, and 

accepted me.” Blu, Ded, and Sky found comfort and support through these friend circles of 

support.  

Discussing supportive relationships, Sam found it with the art student community at their 

university. Sam said, “I’d really like to give that space credit to my peers in general and the other 

students being open-minded and creating that space.” Sam continued praising that group of peers 

and also shared that “the general community that flocked to that [art] major made me feel more 

relaxed” and would not “be judged because of a couple of words like they/them or she/her.” 

Outside of the campus, Sam also discussed the support “of living with my sister” during their 
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senior year after solutions did not work out with the admissions department. Sam further said, 

“My sister was extremely good about it [my gender identity].”  

For Mar, early supportive relationships continued with friends from his rugby team, even 

though he had to stop playing because he transitioned to male. Mar said, “The rugby scene is 

very LGBT friendly.” In addition, he shared, “It wasn’t the big support from the university as it 

was the little support from people in the [university] community that cared.”  

Fir shared, “It was pretty easy and enjoyable to make contact with peers.” Fir talked 

about developing relationships and said, “I would specifically hang out longer on campus to 

meet up with other LGBT people” after the LGBTQIA+ club meeting. Fir later shared that 

through the group, “I met some really, really close friends.”  

Hum said, “I had an interesting and difficult start to making friends” because “almost all 

the friends I initially made dropped out, so it took a lot of restructuring and trying to make new 

friends.” However, what became important for Hum was having a “really strong vibrant queer 

friend group and community [because] I didn’t really have a lot of community when I was 

growing up.” Hum went to a small college known for its LGBTQIA+ community, so “having a 

lot of trans people” for friends was “really empowering for me.” Hum said, “I don’t think, other 

than my girlfriend, I don’t think I had any straight, cis[gender] friends at [Valley College].” As 

Hum reflected on the connection to the TGNB population at Valley College, there was a 

melancholy echo in the revelations. Hum further expressed with passion, “I had trans best 

friends, trans friends, trans acquaintances, trans enemies, just so many trans people that I could 

have this girth of relationships with them.” With sadness, Hum shared, “It has been really 

difficult” not having these everyday relationships since graduating college. With irony, the 
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researcher realized that Hum experienced loss when graduating college because they had a rich, 

vibrant social circle of TGNB students at their institution. This seemed to be the opposite for all 

the other participants. In addition to personal, supportive relationships with peers, most 

participants had positive experiences with campus allies that became human pillars in their lives. 

Campus Allies and Safe Spaces 

Campus allies developed from staff and faculty at the various institutions attended by the 

participants, and sometimes they came from unexpected departments and created safe spaces for 

the students. These campus allies were crucial for these participants in that they became human 

pillars to support the LGBTQIA+ students at their respective institutions. While Blu never 

shared her gender identity with any professors, she was very excited as she described a couple of 

professors [who] had them write their pronouns on nametags or the “place card thing, and if you 

have pronouns, just put it there.” Even though Blu would not discuss her gender identity with 

them, this simple task created a perception of belonging without having to expose herself.  

Fir shared the stories of several supportive professors perceived as campus allies. A 

particular professor corrected a student when Fir was misgendered and said, “You're going to 

respect the people in my classroom, or you’re not going to be in my classroom.” With gratitude, 

Fir expressed that the experience “was empowering. It really felt like a good place that I wanted 

to be. I loved that class from then on out!” Additionally, Fir shared that several professors were 

“safe-zone certified,” and they would offer safe spaces on campus in their offices or classrooms 

when needed. One of the professors who supported the LGBTQIA+ group stated, “If you ever 

need a safe ride home and don’t want a stranger doing that, you can call me.” Fir commented that 
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it felt “extremely supportive.” As Fir described the support of this professor, it was easy to 

understand they were a campus ally for their LGBTQIA+ students and indeed, a human pillar. 

Although Sky remained sheltered during his transition journey and would not participate 

in activities with other LGBTQIA+ students, he discussed a Baptist minister who was the 

chaplain, and “he was like ground zero for all are welcome. He just loved all the queer students.” 

This chaplain was a human pillar and ally for the LGBTQIA+ students. It was interesting to hear 

Sky’s perspective that support was available, but learn that he remained in his chosen isolation 

rather than others knowing about him and “risk being ostracized.” 

Interestingly, Hum shared a story about the same human pillar at Valley College, a 

college of only 1,000. Hum said, “I was not raised with any kind of religion, and so, I had a lot of 

stereotypes associated with religion, but also I didn't care.” Because of the lack of expectations 

regarding religiosity, with laughter, Hum said, “Having a gay Baptist Chaplain wasn’t weird to 

me.” Hum continued, “He has been a huge support for me. He’s both like spiritual and gender 

guide, and it’s been really lovely. And so, I think he provides that space well.”  

Hum also discussed another campus ally, a professor involved with the interfaith group, 

and said he “also provides that space” and “became a really important mentor for me.” As Hum 

discussed “space,” it was clear he described it as a safe space with the opportunity to be themself 

without restrictions. Hum also affirmed that if awkward situations happened in class, some 

professors would send “follow-up emails” just to check-in. Valley College also “had a 

specifically nonbinary counselor” who worked “around trans support and trans healing.” Hum 

shared that after a significant surgery that “was really traumatizing,” the counselor “was really 

helpful and affirming for me.” Again, the support was immense from these campus allies. 
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Discussing human pillars during his university experience, Mar declared, “Some of the 

professors were very LGBT-friendly, and they made it really known.” Mar also discussed other 

campus allies coming from several different professors outside of the classroom. One professor 

led a change for “bathroom accessibility for trans folks” in their building and “was able to 

convince the people in her building to change some of the bathrooms.” Ultimately, it led to 

“more trans-friendly accessible bathrooms and changed out the signs of everything.”  

Mar also discussed that eventually, at Mega State University, they allowed preferred 

names on their university identification cards. However, 40 dollars was the cost of a new card. 

Mar continued, “There was a professor on campus who was involved in the LGBT community 

who offered to pay for students who really could not truly afford it.” Mar shared his enthusiasm 

as he described these campus allies who made a difference at this large university for him and 

others. Based on the experiences of these participants, the value and impact of the campus allies 

and safe spaces cannot be underestimated for the healthy development for each to continue their 

gender identity journeys. 

Role Models 

While campus allies and safe spaces provided support, it was also important to have role 

models. Not all participants had role models, but the significance was apparent for those who 

did. Eli shared, “The good news is that campus is very welcoming,” and acknowledged “prior 

strides that had been made by other [TGNB] people I know.” He added, “They had laid the 

groundwork before I got there.” While Eli had no allies or role models when he transitioned in 

the 1980s at a different university, Eli realized he was a transgender mentor to younger students 

grappling with their gender identity at Mountain View University. Even though he felt the 
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LGBTQIA+ population rejected him at times, as discussed earlier, he said to them, “Hey, I'm 

here. I’m available if you guys want to see what life is like down the road.” Eli shared that he 

“was kind of just being there for them, and giving it back to them with a positive reinforcement.” 

When questioned about the responsibility of being a mentor, Eli said: 

This goes back to when I transitioned originally; there was nobody for me. I decided at 

that time that when I meet somebody who was transitioning of any sort, they should not 

have to do this alone. So, my goal in life was never to let anybody do this alone. 

As an older TGNB student at the university, Eli took on this added obligation. However, he 

further stated, “I also feel like it’s part of my role in life to be there for other people who are 

transitioning because I can be that visible person for them.” 

From the isolation that many TGNB people feel, it is vital whenever they see someone as 

a role model. Hum shared they “was the only out trans person in my high school of 2000 

[students].” Hum discussed in their higher education experience the need for a “trans elder” and 

an “assistant director of spiritual life at the time was trans.” As a result, Hum began spending a 

lot of time around the spiritual life office creating a place for belonging as there were “faculty 

and staff folks that I could see were trans, and that was incredible.” Seeing their success was 

very motivating, and “it’s comforting for trans folks to see other comfortable trans folks.” Based 

on interviews, Hum described more trans representation at Valley College than other institutions 

described by the participants. As Hum continued to evolve, they also became a mentor and role 

model for many other students. From basic tasks like changing names in the system, Hum said, 

“I don’t know how many trans folks I had to guide through the process because I knew exactly 
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who to talk to because I had done it five times.” Correct names were so crucial for Hum, as they 

said:  

I worked at orientation [during] my junior and senior years. So, I would be really strong 

at advocating for my trans freshman and making sure that they got everything changed 

before their classes started so that they would get off on the right foot with their 

professors. 

It was apparent in Hum’s discussions that there was a sense of determination driven by pride to 

help any student in need. Hum realized their needs, even before they knew them, and would try 

to intervene and problem-solve in advance based on his experiences. While Hum expressed his 

need for role models in his experience, as he evolved he became a role model for others during 

his last college years. 

While working an on-campus job at a coffee shop in the library, Blu grew close to a co-

worker described as a “pan[sexual] man.” Blu’s admiration for this role model was unmistakable 

as she said, “He was always very open about sexuality, expressed it freely, and I always loved 

talking to him.” She continued, “I knew I felt very safe, even though I didn’t know quite how to 

express myself yet. I could just express my thoughts very freely, which was nice.” Blu shared 

they were still friends, and about seeing him recently, she stated, “He just always inspires me to 

try and be more of an authentic person.” 

Mar had a role model on his rugby team at Mega State University, even though he did not 

realize it for a while. As Mar observed this transitioned student, he realized that TGNB people 

could “live their lives with a normal life like this. This [trans] girl’s in college. She’s on a sports 

team.” Although she could not compete in league games because of her transgender status, “she 
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still got to be a part of the team, practice, and everything. So, I was like, ‘Wow, this is real life.’” 

Unknowing at the time, this student became a role model as Mar observed and said, “You can 

live your life, and it’s okay.” With more confidence, Mar embarked on his transition and never 

looked back.  

The support from these early personal, supportive relationships and from the campus 

allies that also provided safe spaces and, finally, the role models was invaluable to the growth in 

the gender identity journeys for each of the participants. Every positive interaction gave 

reinforcement to take another step forward. As each participant progressed on their paths, most 

gained the confidence to continue their academic trajectories as they coped and protected 

themselves. 

SOT6: Transferring the Responsibility of Survival to One's Self 

Cisnormativity essentially ignores all people who identify as transgender or nonbinary, 

for it assumes that everyone is cisgender and supported by the gender binary and (Sumerau, 

Mathers et al., 2018). It works in tandem with heteronormativity to exclude anyone who 

identifies as LGBTQIA+ (Schilt & Westbrook, 2009). While each participant discovered and 

evolved their gender identities, they all had to learn how to cope, self-protect, and create survival 

and safety strategies. This process happened in various ways, and each situation was unique for 

participants as they navigated the societal norms around them. Some were able to have support in 

multiple ways, while others felt isolated. Sky summed it up with this comment: “I just didn’t see 

myself reflected or celebrated.” This absence of reflection culminated in the growth to take 

charge of themselves and their gender identity journey. However, the personal growth during 

their higher education experience happened individually as they found their way while they 
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coped with adversity, and created responses for self-protection to survive the stressors. As each 

grew through these experiences and strategies, they were transferring the responsibility of 

survival to themselves. Table 10 displays the supporting subthemes of the sixth superordinate 

theme (SOT6), Transferring the Responsibility of Survival to One's Self, and their definitions. 

 

Table 10 

SOT6: Transferring the Responsibility of Survival to One's Self 

Supporting Sub-Theme Definition 

Coping Managing the emotional stress through the 

growth process of gender identity transition 

Self-protection The process of strategies to protect self; the 

strategy of avoidance is discussed in this 

paper 

Survival and safety 

 

Ongoing survival dependent on the coping 

strategies and decisions around physical and 

emotional safety 

 

 

Coping            

Adapting to stress creates responses for TGNB people that helps build resilience 

(Scandurra et al., 2017). These responses, referred to as coping, can happen in healthy or 

unhealthy ways. As the participants described stressful situations, they sometimes developed 

resilience with solutions and sometimes would be self-protecting themselves. As mentioned 

earlier, Ded, Sky, and Blu initially coped by opening up about their gender identity to just a few 

close friends. Ded explained that experience: “It was a little bit testing the waters, seeing how I 

felt with people using those pronouns for me, and it developed from there.” 

Blu described her strategy to participate in clubs or events: “I felt comfortable because I 

have friends with me.” 
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 Even though he disclosed his gender identity with some close friends, Sky shared, “I 

think I had a lot of anger, and I think I just coped, I just kind of compartmentalized.” However, 

the way that Sky compartmentalized was “drinking and distractions” because “it wasn’t 

comfortable. It just felt awkward and fearful, and I didn't want to talk about it.” His approach 

would provide some temporary relief, but his angst would rebuild. After graduating college, Sky 

developed healthier coping mechanisms for his emotional health, and he shared that he was 

currently sober.  

Eli essentially ignored others if they were contrary and said, “I can care less what 

somebody else’s opinion is, so long as it doesn’t keep me from learning what I need to learn or 

progressing how I need to progress.”  

Mar had an optimism that was evident as he coped with his transition during college, as 

he would inherently accept outcomes and not necessarily consider them personal.  

Sam mentioned several times that they did not want to be a problem and declared, “I try 

not to be a controversial person.” One strategy Sam used was to be very polite and friendly to 

people, even when they were in a conflicting position with each another.  

As an additional coping strategy, Hum attempted to “make a difference” with various 

departments at their college. Hum worked multiple times with their IT and admissions 

departments and said, “It took a lot of advocating.” As some of these participants created coping 

strategies for solutions, depending on the situation, a different approach was to avoid for self-

protection.  
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Self-Protection 

All participants except Eli chose to use avoidance as a strategy for self-protection. Early 

in Hum’s college experience, while administering HRT injections, Hum said, “I would do my 

shot in other people's rooms” because it created anxiety for their roommate. In addition, Hum 

stated, “I slept in other people’s rooms, and one time I slept in the common area,” or went 

without sleep. He shared, “I was incredibly avoidant,” dealing with the stress of their roommate. 

Luckily, Hum developed friends that helped them realize the need to make changes as they said, 

“This is clearly unhealthy for you.”  

Sky also revealed that he used avoidance very regularly to self-protect. He said, “I think 

to avoid confrontation, I just didn’t institutionalize the change.” He further disclosed, “I just did 

a lot of avoidance tactics, like drank a lot,” and chose not to integrate or participate in college 

life.  

As discussed earlier, Blu avoided sharing her gender identity with anyone at either 

institution she attended. She said, “I was slightly more uncomfortable sharing that kind of thing 

with them.” Nor did she reveal it to her mental health counselor.  

While working in the school library, Sam said when they were misgendered that, they 

never corrected students because “I don't feel like I’m in the position to correct them.” This 

sentiment also was felt by Sam when working with supervisors and not being in a controversial 

position with them. Sam discussed their conflicting thoughts about correcting their pronouns: “I 

don’t want to lose this job because this is my first official job. I just want to be a good employee. 

So yeah, I didn’t correct them.” Sam's perception of work in the school library was that 

“anybody about my age was fine with it, but anyone older or a supervisor, either they didn’t 
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remember, or they just didn’t care.” Either way, Sam would move on with business and not 

address it with them. Although this differed from what Sam wanted to do, avoiding correcting 

supervisors or students preserved their job; thus, it was apparent self-protection.  

Ded also would not correct peers or professors regarding the simple use of pronouns and 

said, “It started to bother me a lot more.” Ded continued,  

It was a lot more difficult to go to school where people were still calling me by my 

deadname and using she and her pronouns. It started to get on my nerves, and I felt as if I 

was an imposter almost. 

Despite this frustration, to self-protect, Ded allowed this to continue through most of their higher 

education experience. It did not help that Ded felt primarily isolated from other LGBTQIA+ 

individuals. Even though Eastern State University was a school of 5,600 students, Ded shared 

that they were aware of only one other trans person, and “he was the only person that I had found 

to be trans within the school, other than myself.” The lack of camaraderie and peers probably led 

to the fact that Ded would not correct others. 

Fir stated that they avoided yoga or any other classes that required going into the 

changing room. They explained the reason: “In high school, I never went in the changing room, 

[so] I failed a whole class because of it. I didn’t want to relive that experience.” As mentioned in 

the discussion of previous themes, Fir shared the most memoirs about avoiding various students, 

staff, and faculty, and self-protection was ostensibly the motivation. Intentional avoidance for 

self-protection was common for seven participants, but all participants discussed acknowledging 

survival and safety strategies.  



 

116 

Survival and Safety 

The strategies used by each participant contributed to their safety, which allowed them to 

survive and evolve with their gender identities. Survival was not only physical safety—it was 

also their emotional survival. Participants approached survival and safety in different ways, but 

the end goal was the same. Blu simply used silence to survive but had hopes to be more open 

with her gender identity as she evolves and feels more safety. Blu shared, “I definitely imagine 

seeing myself doing it [being open] down the road. I think I’m definitely working towards it in a 

way, but I’m still worried [about] what people say about certain things.”  

For Ded, using silence led to survival and safety. In the early days of attending college, 

when Ded would hear derogatory comments about TGNB people, they “did not feel educated on 

the subjects enough to say anything contrary because it was during the first part of my 

exploration. Now, I definitely would have fought; I definitely would have fought them.” In 

another comment about their silence, Ded stated, “I did not have the courage [to speak].” In a 

different situation, Ded found themself in a project with a student who “expressed she voted for 

Trump.” It created such discomfort for Ded, based on Trump’s “homophobic and transphobic 

policies,” and “I did not feel comfortable going on with that photoshoot, so I left as soon as 

possible.” Thus, Ded created emotional survival with silence and departure. 

In the earlier discussion of Sky’s lack of engagement, safety was also a factor described 

as “ranging from physical safety to fears and insecurities.” From his words, it was apparent that 

Sky was protecting his safety, but the researcher could discern that he possibly did it for his peers 

to be more comfortable with his absence. Regardless, if he did not participate in activities, he 

was not putting himself in harm’s way.  
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Eli leveraged his “passing privilege” regarding safety. Eli explained, “Another part of the 

privilege of passing as a straight White male was nobody questioned you; why you’re going 

there, where you’re going, or what you’re doing. You don’t get questioned, so it’s almost like a 

safety cloak.” With his layers of privilege, Eli was probably the only participant who always felt 

safe. 

Fir had an unfortunate experience with safety while asleep in a library chair, for they 

“woke up to another trans student touching me.” Fir’s emotions were discombobulated and 

confused while sharing, as this was “the only negative experience with another trans person.” Fir 

continued, “I was sad. I felt so betrayed, and I couldn’t believe that was happening.” To create 

personal safety for survival, Fir said, “I stopped going to the library. After that, I stopped going 

to the LGBT meetings because I was always afraid that she would be in them.” However, despite 

“being sexually assaulted on campus,” Fir did not go to campus police about the incident because 

“I was concerned about demonizing trans people.” There was grief as Fir recalled the episode 

and described suppressing their welfare and needs to justify the adverse actions of another 

TGNB student on campus. 

While bathroom strategies were a topic of discussion the controversial topics section, it is 

work mentioning here that in some situations, it could also be a safety issue. Regarding their 

safety, bathroom strategies were paramount for all participants, again except for Eli. Sam, Ded, 

and Blu consistently used the female restrooms to maintain safety. Fir shared, “I was always 

nervous to go to the bathrooms that didn’t lock,” and “I didn’t go through the [Baylor] building 

because I didn’t want to have to use those restrooms.” 
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Mar strategized his bathroom use, as discussed earlier, but said, “A reality for a lot of 

trans folks is they get the shit beat out of them.” However, he said, “You eventually get to a point 

where, all right, I can’t do this my whole life. I’m just going to start using the bathroom, and if I 

get beat up, then [I] will have it to do.” Bathroom safety for TGNB students is likely to be an 

ongoing issue for the years to come. 

Another component of safety outside of restrooms and bathrooms was caution about 

being alone. While this is true for all people, some participants had heightened awareness. Fir 

reflected walking past someone who made a direct slur on a campus bridge. Fir stated, “That was 

kind of scary,” and “There were no cameras up there.” Because of spoken slurs and other strange 

encounters, Fir said, “I just stopped walking over the bridge eventually and walked across the 

road with no crosswalk.” To create additional safety, Fir also shared, “I didn’t want a situation 

where I looked like I was alone.”  

Mar stated, “I never really felt unsafe,” but “if there was any situation uncomfortable, I 

would just take myself out of them.” The dichotomy of these opposing statements reinforced the 

optimism this participant typically portrayed while even discussing safety. 

While approaching survival and safety for most participants involved physical situations, 

Eli approached survival through a different lens. With his maturity and wisdom, it was evident 

that Eli saw a means of continued survival, not only for himself but also for future TGNB 

students, as to educate others. Eli’s tenacity embraced his various privileges and served as his 

impetus to educate as he said, “I embrace that privilege so that I can use it to hopefully make 

others aware.” He added, “At this point in my life, because it’s no longer a factor of feeling the 

need to hide and the need to stay stealth and undercover, I feel like I have an opportunity to 
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educate educators.” With ironic laughter about talking with professors, Eli continued, “It’s 

almost as an equal saying, ‘Well, yes, I’m your student; but, I’m also older than you, and I’ve 

been me longer than you’ve been you!” Coping, self-protection, survival, and safety manifested 

in different ways for the participants, but their responses to each situation created a level of 

comfort or security as they traversed their gender identity journey. 

Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to report the study’s research findings. This chapter 

summarized the IPA approach to the study and provided narrative descriptions of the eight 

participants interviewed for this study. Using Smith et al.’s (2009) six-step data analysis 

protocol, the researcher discovered six subordinate themes: a) Exploration and Self-Education 

for Gender Identity Determination, (b) Anticipated Resistance: The Struggles of Daily College 

Life for TGNB Students, (c) Intolerance and Injustice Just to Be Me, (d) Internal and External 

Factors of Loss and Growth, (e) Human Pillars on the Campus to Create Belonging for TGNB 

Students, and (f)Transferring the Responsibility of Survival to One's Self. These six emergent 

themes provided insight into how the participants navigated their gender identity during their 

higher education experiences. Each participant was persistent in doing what was necessary 

individually to move forward, which was evident in this study.
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS  

This study explored the higher education experiences of transgender and nonbinary 

(TGNB) students to gain insight into self-identified factors associated with their academic 

success and college completion. Research indicates that supporting TGNB students to manage 

the impact of discrimination and rejection can improve mental health outcomes and possibly help 

reduce suicidal ideation and self-harm (Trujillo et al., 2017; Woodford et al., 2018). Moving 

from a mindset that pathologized TGNB people (APA, 2013) to a mentality of creating support 

has been a difficult and slow transition (Reed et al., 2015; White Hughto et al., 2015). This study 

explored the higher education experiences of self-identified TGNB college students and their 

perceptions of the risks and protective factors at their institutions.  

Summary of the Study 

The researcher used Smith et al.’s (2009) interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) 

as the methodological approach and social constructivism as the epistemological framework. 

Viewing the context of the problem through a transgender theoretical lens allowed a better 

understanding of the perspectives of gender identity for each participant. The researcher 

interviewed eight participants over the age of 18 years who self-identified as transgender or 

nonbinary and either graduated from or attended an institution of higher education within the 

past five years. The researcher conducted eight interviews via HIPAA-compliant Zoom 

videotelephony and chat technology. The researcher utilized a semi-structured interview 

approach to answer the central research question: What are the higher education experiences of 

TGNB students during their college matriculation? 
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After completion, the researcher transcribed the interviews and followed the six steps of 

IPA to analyze the data. From these analyses, the researcher identified six superordinate themes: 

Exploration and Self-Education for Gender Identity Determination, (b) Anticipated Resistance: 

The Struggles of Daily College Life for TGNB Students, (c) Intolerance and Injustice Just to Be 

Me, (d) Internal and External Factors of Loss and Growth, (e) Human Pillars on the Campus to 

Create Belonging for TGNB Students, and (f)Transferring the Responsibility of Survival to One's 

Self. Each of these superordinate themes was supported by sub-themes outlined in Table 3. 

Additionally, Table 4 provided the frequency of participant responses for each superordinate 

theme and the correlating sub-themes. Each subsequent section provided a table to define the 

sub-themes for that particular superordinate theme, along with discussion and evidence for each 

theme in the form of a narrative that included participants’ quotes. 

Summary of Major Research Findings 

The purpose of this section is to summarize each superordinate theme (SOT) with the 

supporting emergent sub-themes. Analyses of the eight participants’ transcripts used in this study 

revealed six superordinate themes defined by emergent sub-themes. Collectively, all participants 

answered the central research question as they shared their higher education experiences.  

Summary of SOT1 

The researcher found the first superordinate theme, Exploration and Self-Education for 

Gender Identity Determination, as the shared experience for each participant as they internally 

approached their education with awareness. For one participant, this process started in high 

school, and for the others, it began to manifest after beginning their higher education experience. 

Gender identity development was not a linear process as described by the participants. Doubt and 
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fear prescribed the actions for some participants. For example, Blu consistently said, “I’d rather 

keep it to myself,” and Ded shared they stayed “undercover” for a while during the discovery 

process.  

After awareness of their gender identity, participants sought information differently. For 

some, it happened naturally due to environmental factors. For others, education for self was 

evident in gathering information as they navigated their journeys. Ded described it as follows: “I 

didn’t have words,” and Sam stated, “I was so ignorant,” while Blu said, “I was confused 

myself.” Their words depicted shame and embarrassment that impacted their interactions with 

others. Conversely, Mar described “overwhelming joy” to move beyond “chaos” to better 

understand his gender identity.  

The timing of transition did not follow a pattern other than to identify that it happened 

during their higher education years. Each participant had stories about the timing of better 

understanding their gender identity, except for Blu, whose self-esteem was still overshadowed by 

apprehension and fear. Although not questioned about it, Blu, Fir, Hum, Sky, and Ded all 

revealed dealing with mental health issues during their higher education experience. Blu referred 

to “dealing with mental illness,” while Fir said they initially “dropped out” for “personal 

circumstances.” Fir did not state the reason, but they returned to college as a nonbinary person. 

Hum discussed dealing with “a lot of mental health stuff” but only mentioned anxiety as a 

specific symptom. Sky confessed to managing addiction issues throughout his higher education 

journey, while Ded shared spending a spring break in the “psychiatric unit” because of 

“deteriorating mental health.” It was clear that managing their mental health connected to the 

vacillation in their journeys but did not deter them.  
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Summary of SOT2 

The second superordinate theme shared among participants was Anticipated Resistance: 

The Struggles of Daily College Life for TGNB Students. This theme was conceived as anticipated 

resistance because the participants’ responses revealed they had to decide to combat resistance in 

advance of any revelation to others about their gender identity. Anticipated resistance was a daily 

process as participants chose to talk about anything regarding their gender identity or live more 

openly. Initially, five participants had to deal with resistance from self.   

Sky shared that rather than participating in “healthy community building,” he “built an 

identity around drinking,” which he eventually moved beyond. At the time of their interview, 

Blu maintained a hidden gender identity from most people. Peer struggles happened in different 

ways for participants, like the confrontations that Hum experienced with their roommate and 

subsequently with another hall resident. Hum shared, “On several occasions [he] made overt 

aggressions towards me.”  

Participants often experienced peer struggles in the classroom when topics addressed 

transgender people in derogatory ways. Ded shared, “[There] had been some discussion about 

transgender and the gay community, and I do remember not wanting to speak during those 

classes.” As participants discussed these instances, their emotions seemed to go from shame to 

resistance, then frustration and internal anger. 

Staff struggles seemed to be most anticipated, as some participants tried to navigate the 

systems within their institutions. The opposition was sometimes due to institutional policies and 

others because of individual personal bias. Furthermore, Sam perceived that older people “either 

didn't remember or they just didn’t care.”  
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In addition to institutional staff, there were also faculty struggles in classroom settings. 

These struggles ranged from managing names and pronouns to confrontations in the classroom. 

One of the most common and frustrating situations for the participants was being deadnamed in 

front of other students because it essentially outed them in classroom settings or other social 

situations. Deadnaming was incredibly frustrating as they entered new classes with different 

students who did or did not know about their gender identity status. Unfortunately, there is no 

way to discern the intentions of a professor when taking specific actions, such as Fir’s experience 

with two different professors in unrelated circumstances. However, when the student perceived it 

as a direct insult, it felt deliberate with no respect. 

Summary of SOT3 

The third subordinate theme was Intolerance and Injustice Just to Be Me. Participants 

experienced blatant discrimination in various ways, from intentional deadnaming to 

confrontations. While Mar was very forgiving, choosing not to perceive “everything as 

discrimination,” other participants regularly experienced blatant discrimination. Ded and Fir 

experienced direct hostile situations with professors and other students. Sky witnessed blatant 

discrimination from foreign exchange students and, along with Hum, had confrontations with 

other students that included intimidation, name-calling, and faux “debates.” Ironically, Eli 

experienced discrimination from within the LBGTQ+ community. After all, they perceived him 

as a cisgender male, beyond the classification of being transgender because he was many years 

past transition and certainly had “passing privilege.”  

Microaggressions were often unintentional but discriminatory nonetheless from 

ignorance. Fir had bouts with other students, including a cisgender gay student laughing at the 
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use of pronouns in an LGTBTQ+ support group to the discourtesies of gender assumptions. Sam, 

Hum, and Ded also experienced the gender assumption comments, such as, “but you don’t look 

like . . . .” Microaggressions were a standard part of each participant’s experience as they 

navigated their journeys. 

Throughout the process of dealing with blatant discrimination and microaggressions, the 

participants had to navigate controversial management constantly. Essentially every topic about 

TGNB people is controversial to some, so it was an ongoing campaign to manage, since the 

participants encountered these most days. Sam described this phenomenon, “When you’re asking 

somebody to respect [you], they see you as some rebellious person” or “in some sense 

disrespecting them” or “wrecking their beliefs.” Much of this became rhetoric as TGNB students 

repeatedly said the same thing to different people. Still, it also included living daily life as they 

managed the controversial use of restrooms. Several participants dealt with the daily anguish of 

how, when, and where to use the bathroom. Even Mar, who managed discrimination and 

microaggressions with a forgiving attitude, would try to avoid using restrooms by limiting water 

intake and controlling it in his private home space. He also would avoid changing rooms for the 

gym for the same reasons, and it would essentially eliminate any confrontations or controversy 

with others. Others managed restroom obstacles on a case-by-case basis depending on the 

building or place they were attempting to navigate. Bathroom use is a complex topic for most 

TGNB students, and it will continue to be controversial as courts continue the bathroom debate. 

Summary of SOT4 

The fourth subordinate theme was Internal and External Factors of Loss and Growth for 

TGNB Students. Loss and self-rejection seemed to go in tandem for some participants as they 
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described situations they managed. Blu insinuated that she did not share with others because it 

was none of their business; however, it appeared that her lack of building confidence contributed 

to this constant rejection of her needs as she navigated her gender identity. Interestingly though, 

Mar shared loss because he did finally accept himself and made the decision to transition. His 

loss was his inclusion on the women’s rugby team and the socialization accommodated by the 

team atmosphere. Sky verbalized internal transphobia specifically as the reason for his rejection, 

leading to the loss of activities and a supportive social community while in college. While Sky 

could recognize and acknowledge the loss in hindsight regarding the transphobia, he said, “I’m 

still working on [it].”  

Another growth area for students was keeping up appearances as they navigated their 

adjacent journey of expression. Some participants shared medical transitions that affected their 

expression, while others shared physical attributes relating to haircuts and clothing. Their 

expression seemed to evolve as they gained confidence with the forward trajectory of their 

gender identity transition. Multiple participants mentioned hair and haircuts that certainly had an 

impact on their confidence as well.  

Summary of SOT5 

The fifth superordinate theme was Human Pillars on the Campus to Create Belonging for 

TGNB Students. This theme depicted the power of positive individuals in the participants’ daily 

lives. As the first sub-theme, early personal, supportive relationships were usually the first 

people with whom the participants would begin to share their quest for gender identity transition. 

Confidence was built with this support as participants described these relationships, which 

ranged from campus peers to co-workers and family members.  
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Campus allies grew from relationships that included staff and faculty. These relationships 

supported participants in various ways, from listening to taking action on their behalf. In turn, 

these campus allies also created safe spaces that participants described as spaces that ranged 

from providing emotional safety to physical safety. For some, the support from these 

relationships also felt protective, which also help build confidence.  

As the participants appreciated the support from these early personal relationships and 

campus allies, the participants with role models could witness TGNB people living their lives. 

Mar described that a rugby team member, a transgender woman, was able to live a “normal” life. 

Seeing this regulated Mar’s thought processes and allowed him to make a plan for his transition 

as he shared “the joy” he felt as he arrived at this decision. The human pillars described in these 

relationships supported the foundations for each participant to move forward with their gender 

identity evolutions.   

Summary of SOT6 

Transferring the Responsibility of Survival to One's Self was the sixth and final 

superordinate theme revealed by data analysis. The participants developed coping strategies 

while self-protecting themselves and ultimately surviving in otherwise adverse situations. 

Coping was crucial for managing day-to-day problems, and each participant approached this in 

ways that worked for them at that moment. For instance, Ded said, “I was undercover for a 

while,” as they researched and wanted to exist while not being detected by others. Sky used 

alcohol and substance to cope, while Mar used a positive optimism approach to counter negative 

situations. Each participant coped in various situations with their responses to tolerate 

discomfort. Avoidance was a tactic for self-protection that seven participants demonstrated. The 
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reasons varied for the students, ranging from ignoring disparaging comments to not correcting 

others for correct pronouns. Some would just avoid certain people and places as well. These 

individuals used this self-protection technique regularly.  

Finally, participants’ survival and safety were paramount as they navigated their gender 

identity evolution. Safety was comprised of physical and emotional safety. Two participants had 

their physical safety compromised while on campus, and seven participants discussed bathroom 

strategies to maintain safety while maneuvering the use of bathrooms. Some took additional 

measures to manage not being alone or in places where they felt unsafe away from others. Eli’s 

ongoing strategy for survival was the education of others as he embraced his privileges to 

confront and educate others.     

Discussion of Major Findings  

This study explored the higher education experiences of TGNB students to gain insight 

into self-identified factors associated with their academic success and college completion. The 

central research question for the study was as follows: What are the higher education experiences 

of TGNB students during their college matriculation? Additionally, the study explored the 

following ancillary questions:  

1. How do TGNB students describe discrimination experienced in the higher education 

environment?   

2. What actions do TGNB students take to ensure their safety and a level of comfort in 

their daily college experience? 

3. What support services do TGNB students seek and utilize to support their mental 

health and to experience an environment of inclusion? 
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4. As described by TGNB students, how can higher education administration and faculty 

help reduce discriminatory actions and create a safe environment for TGNB students? 

The following sections provide a discussion of how the superordinate themes and supporting 

sub-themes relate to the ancillary questions as participants described their higher education 

experiences. 

Ancillary Question 1: Discrimination 

The first ancillary question was as follows: How do TGNB students describe 

discrimination experienced in the higher education environment? This question examined the 

experiences of the participants and their responses. The superordinate theme, Intolerance and 

Injustice Just to Be Me, evolved from the participants’ responses to this question. The National 

Transgender Discrimination Survey (Grant et al., 2011) and the 2015 U.S. Trans Survey (James 

et al., 2016) discussed in Chapter 2 highlighted various types of discrimination experienced by 

TGNB people. Four participants described blatant discrimination experienced in their higher 

education institutions, and six described microaggressions in their environments. Only one 

participant did not share any form of discrimination; however, she did not reveal publicly her 

gender identity, so it was not an issue for others. The other seven participants described various 

types of discrimination and microaggressions. Some were more intense than that of the others, 

but the fact is that 100% of the participants that were out as transgender or nonbinary 

encountered discrimination from peers, staff, and faculty at their institutions during their higher 

education experiences. 

Additionally, all seven of these participants graduated with their pursued degrees. The 

one participant who did not share their identity nor experienced discrimination went to two 
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different colleges, a substantial state university, and a smaller community college, but did not 

graduate from either institution. She also was the only African-American identified student, and 

she did not share any racial problems that hindered her. In responses to continuing discrimination 

against TGNB people, the Equality Act, which advances equality for gender identity and sexual 

orientation, was introduced and passed in the U.S. House of Representatives in 2021; however, it 

has not yet passed in the U.S. Senate. 

Ancillary Question 2: Safety and Comfort 

The second ancillary question was as follows: What actions do TGNB students take to 

ensure their safety and a level of comfort in their daily college experience? Physical safety is 

multifaceted, and in the case of TGNB people, it can include many components and layers as 

they navigate daily life. Like discrimination and microaggressions, the violence, aggression, and 

fears about safety that violate the well-being of TGNB students have been well documented 

(Grant et al., 2011; James et al., 2016; Rankin et al., 2010; Rankin, 2005). Personal safety was 

well documented in the superordinate theme, Transferring the Responsibility of Survival to 

One’s Self. All eight participants in this study discussed safety during their interviews. Their self-

protection strategies included avoiding various situations from ignoring disparaging comments, 

misgendering, and deadnaming. Participants also used avoidance for bathroom strategies because 

of uncomfortable bathroom situations or the lack of knowledge of bathroom access. For Blu, her 

safety strategy was simply not sharing her gender identity and hiding it from others around her, 

except for a very exclusive group of trusted friends.  

Based on where they were in their gender identity journey, bathroom strategies differed 

among individuals. For Eli, as a passing trans-man, bathroom issues were nonexistent. Blu, who 
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did not express her gender identity, continued to use female restrooms to ensure her safety. 

While being more open about their gender identity, Sam and Ded described using the female 

restrooms to keep from drawing attention to themselves as they developed more confidence. The 

other participants described various stages of gauging safety as they transitioned and felt more 

comfortable switching bathrooms, but safety was always in their minds, as expressed in 

interviews. Mar even expressed the consequence that if others beat him up, it was where he was 

in his journey. Although the fear existed, only one participant discussed being thrown out of a 

bathroom at a local college hangout, but not on campus.  

Fortunately, outside of stares and occasional comments, none of the participants 

described any aggressive encounters in their restroom experiences. It is unknown whether that is 

because the climate is better or because they gauged and avoided potentially dangerous 

situations. Either way, in 2021, 33 states introduced over 100 bills in their states that would limit 

the rights of transgender people (Krishnakumar, 2021). At the time of reporting, over half (58) of 

the bills included bathroom and locker room bans combined with youth athletics (Krishnakumar, 

2021). The controversy around bathrooms and other rights for TGNB people will continue for 

years, as evidenced by the ACLU report that anti-transgender bills have steadily increased since 

2018.  

Ancillary Question 3: Mental Health Support 

The third ancillary question was as follows: “What support services do TGNB students 

seek and utilize to support their mental health and to experience an environment of inclusion? 

The literature showed disproportionate rates of mental health issues and attempted suicide in the 

TGNB population (Grant et al., 2011; James et al., 2016; Peterson et al., 2017). These issues 
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grow with the amount of discrimination and microaggressions that an individual faces each day. 

While the researcher did not question participants about any mental health issues, five 

participants revealed struggles with mental health. For example, Ded shared that during their 

2017 spring break, they spent in the psychiatric unit “for deteriorating mental health.” While not 

sharing specifics, the other four participants mentioned mental health issues in various scenarios 

as they managed daily life on campus. Blu, the only participant who did not finish a degree, 

despite attending to two different colleges, discussed her mental health as an ongoing issue. 

While Sky was the only participant who discussed his alcohol abuse, Tupler et al. (2017) 

reported that TGNB students are at greater risk for alcohol abuse than are their cisgender peers. 

Three participants specifically discussed the need for more on-campus counseling 

services. They said scarce campus resources created difficulties in gaining access to see a 

counselor, and if they did get to see one, the counselor likely had little knowledge about TGNB 

issues or concerns. Mar shared that he was on a wait list to see a counselor for his entire college 

experience. While waiting, he had a couple of appointments with an office aid, not a licensed 

counselor. Conversely, Hum shared the presence of a queer counselor that made a great 

difference for the TGNB students at their college. Surprisingly, this was the smallest college 

represented in this study. Fir said that seeing a campus counselor was beneficial. Mar shared that 

the hiring of LGBTQIA+ staff in the multicultural center had a significant and positive impact on 

university students. 

In regards to specific LGBTQIA+ activities, some participants did participate in campus 

activities while others did not. However, based on participants’ responses, the participation rate 

was traditionally low for events designed for LGBTQIA+ students. Mar attended one of the 
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largest universities (21,000 students) represented in this study, and he said that, on average, there 

would be 15-20 students to participate in an event. He said the most at any event was between 

60-100 people for an LGBTQIA+ prom event. While it sounds good for some TGNB individuals 

to have options for events, what seemed more important was their inclusion and acceptance by 

others, not necessarily events created to keep them segregated. Mar said that his university added 

an “LGBTQ cabinet” to the student government, and he was beginning to see some changes 

before his graduation.  

Unfortunately, within the larger LGBTQIA+ spectrum, there is not always open 

acceptance by others in the group, as demonstrated by Fir’s description of the discrimination 

coming from a cisgender gay male student in a group activity on their campus. The superordinate 

theme of Human Pillars on Campus to Help Create Belonging for TGNB Students was described 

with examples of the significance of the support of early, supportive personal relationships, 

along with campus allies and role models. Support from all these people is essential for the well-

being and mental health of TGNB students as they are on their gender identity journeys. 

Inclusion and acceptance by these individuals nurture the nature of TGNB people and allow 

them to grow and evolve in healthy ways, as demonstrated by some participants in their 

interviews. Belonging to the campus community adds a layer to well-being and supports mental 

health.  

Ancillary Question 4: Institutional Assistance 

The fourth ancillary question was as follows: As described by TGNB students, how can 

higher education administration and faculty help reduce discriminatory actions and create a safe 

environment for TGNB students? A review of the participant interviews quickly revealed the 
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position of each participant in resounding need for more education on the higher institution 

campuses for everyone. Faculty, staff, and students need ongoing and required education to 

understand TGNB students and their needs better. The study indicated that various colleges had 

made forward strides around TGNB education, but nothing that was consistent across the 

spectrum of these eight institutions represented. For example, Fir discussed that some of the staff 

and faculty at their college were safe-space trained; however, apparently, participation was on a 

volunteer basis rather than a requirement. Fir also shared that there were faculty who had not 

even heard the term nonbinary as they shared their gender identity, so they could not support 

when they had no understanding. Additionally, Sam said the admissions department was caught 

“off-guard” when they asked about nonbinary housing on campus.  

As TGNB students learn, grow, and evolve during their college years, the education 

supports them as they find and create their community on campus. Hum shared that some TGNB 

education at their small college helped, but there needed to be more. In separate interviews, Hum 

and Sky both expressed the sentiment that “all staff and students needed trans 101” training. 

However, every participant mentioned or discussed the need for education for all. Specifically, 

for Sam and Ded, that also included education for them so they could better understand 

themselves. As previously mentioned, Mar and Hum both expressed gratitude that their 

institutions hired queer-specific counselors and staff for LGBTQIA+ students and described how 

positive it was for the community. All participants at some point expressed the desire for 

LGBTQIA+ staff for ongoing support during their interviews to increase the number of human 

pillars for institutional growth within the LGBTQIA+ campus community. The gratitude 

expressed for the allies on campus was immeasurable for the well-being of the participants and 
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their higher education journey, which is directly affected by the hiring decisions of the 

institutions.  

Conclusions 

In the last decade, from 2011 to 2021, the TGNB student population in higher education 

has grown from a mere 0.21% to 4.14%, as measured by the ACHA (2011, 2021). This estimate 

indicates a significant number of students, and based on the trends of the ACHA health 

assessment for this information, the percentage will likely continue to grow. Research and 

surveys continue to illuminate how discrimination continues to create adverse situations and 

outcomes for TGNB people. These negative situations include mental health conditions leading 

to attempted and actual suicide. While there has been much discussion in this study about the 

development of additional supports and protections, all participants were able to share positive 

impacts. Seven of the participants graduated with degrees, and the research demonstrates that 

they should have better outcomes in their lives due to their educational attainment (Grant et al., 

2011; James et al., 2016).  

However, as legislation across the United States is constantly attacking the rights of 

TGNB people, ongoing controversy will impact educational institutions. Several Christian Right 

organizations like American Center for Law and Justice, Alliance Defending Freedom, the Billy 

Graham Evangelistic Association, and the Fellowship Foundation, just to name a few, have 

sponsored anti-trans (and anti-LGBTQIA+) legislation in states across the United States. In the 

first three months of 2022, of the 238 anti-LGBTQ bills introduced in state legislatures, 154 were 

explicitly anti-trans bills (Lavietes & Ramos, 2022). While this study is neither about the 

political or religious stances of any individual or higher education institution, it must be 
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mentioned because of the impact on the well-being of all TGNB people. As some of these bills 

become laws, they will challenge the TGNB population and the institutions and people who 

support them. Dismally, the laws have the potential to legalize discrimination. 

Implications for Practice in Higher Education 

The findings of this study suggest compelling implications for higher education related to 

the persistence and completion of TGNB students in the college environment. The study’s 

findings informed the ensuing implications of risk and protective factors that affected 

participants’ college experiences. Based on this study, all of the institutions represented in the 

Southeast were making some positive strides for TGNB students. Some were better, but all 

colleges and universities will continue to face challenges to support TGNB students. As they 

establish one support, they will immediately need to develop another. 

Integrating TGNB Cultural Educational Requirements for Campus Staff, Faculty, and 

Students 

All institutions could benefit from developing primary education about TGNB students. 

As all participants discussed, TGNB education must be required for all campus staff and faculty. 

In contrast, it is necessary to institute comprehensive training for student affairs and student 

services employees to understand better the impacts of heteronormativity and cisnormativity on 

TGNB students' identity and retention. Additionally, the education needs to involve students, so 

peers can better understand and know how to better support TGNB students. The capacity to use 

correct pronouns and names continues to be a fundamental cornerstone for support. While not 

eliminating it, these educational opportunities for all on the campus should help reduce 

discrimination and microaggressions on campuses. A potential result is the creation of increased 
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protection by additional “educated others” on the campuses that will contribute to the emotional 

and physical safety of TGNB individuals. Creating safe spaces, whether by the institution or by 

individuals, bolsters inclusivity for all TGNB students. Educating all on the campus could lead to 

better policies for inclusion and guidelines for conduct and discipline to better protect TGNB 

students. 

Implementing TGNB Initiatives on Campuses  

Based on this study, early college years are significantly important for the gender identity 

transition of every participant. Ongoing support and initiatives are critical for every TGNB 

student’s well-being as they achieve educational attainment to improve their lives. Again, every 

TGNB student lost from higher education experiences higher rates of many adverse outcomes, 

including lack of employment, food insecurity, homelessness, and violence (Grant et al., 2011; 

James et al., 2016). Just as most student affairs departments have utilized research to support 

cisgender and heterosexual students, continued strides for TGNB students must continue as the 

student numbers continue to rise. In the words of Mar, “little support” made all the difference in 

daily campus life. He specifically meant that it was not always about the broad sweeping 

initiatives, but that simple little changes in departments and programs could make all the 

difference.  

All participants discussed the hiring of LGBTQIA+ specific staff. Hiring employees from 

the LGBTQIA+ community would better serve the TGNB students and create more opportunities 

for community engagement just because of the leadership. While the change of legal names and 

birth certificates is dependent upon the home state of each TGNB individual, assistance by the 

institution to allow chosen names and appropriate pronouns indicated within the database 
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systems of universities would benefit TGNB students. This topic has been discussed in previous 

literature, and in our age, electronic data should not be a complex task. However, for some 

participants in this study, it was still an ongoing issue.  

Managing Ongoing Legal Battles on Campuses 

Based on the current political trends, there are likely to be ongoing attacks related to 

TGNB rights that will continue to be a subject of debate in the majority of states and with the 

U.S. federal government. As bills become laws in some states, institutions of higher learning will 

be in precarious positions between maintaining the laws of a particular state, while trying to 

provide support and services that help ensure degree completion for TGNB students. Legal 

precedents have been established in the past around TGNB rights, but there are likely to be many 

developing challenges ahead in the courts as laws change and evolve. The challenge of 

fundamental rights in various states increases the probable inevitability of U.S. Supreme Court 

involvement. As demonstrated in some of the cases highlighted in Chapter 2, institutions will 

continue to face challenges to provide appropriate accommodations and support for TGNB 

students, which increases their retention and graduation rates. While some of the institutions 

represented in this study had made strides to have all-gender bathrooms available, it was evident 

from the participants that ongoing accommodations for existing academic buildings need further 

exploration. As participants discussed new buildings, more options seemed to be available. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study, which explored the experiences of TGNB students as they pursued higher 

education, highlighted opportunities for future research. A need for better understanding includes 

more comprehension of the connectedness of TGNB students on campuses to buffer isolation 
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and promote wellness among the TGNB student population. TGNB students at the smallest 

college represented in this study seemed to have more connections with the other identified 

LGTBQIA+ students. While other stressors still existed, the camaraderie made a difference in 

welcoming and supporting new students in the higher education environment. Conducting a case 

study of the institutions that do this well could help develop a model for other schools.   

Additionally, there needs to be more research about the nuanced differences in campus 

services necessary for the ongoing success of TGNB students. The literature reveals the 

disparities that present negative paths for outcomes (Grant et al., 2011; James et al., 2016). Just 

as there is no one specific method to support cisgender and heterosexual students, there is no one 

specific way to support TGNB students. Understanding the services that make a difference and 

building from that foundation could be critical for higher education institutions to serve their 

diverse populations better. 

Finally, because of the limitation of this study with only assigned females as participants, 

additional research should include assigned males to understand better the differences in their 

experiences in the higher education environment. As assigned males evolve in their gender 

identity journey, they face different challenges and higher rates of anti-trans violence and 

discrimination (James et al., 2016; Miller & Grollman, 2015; Norton & Herek, 2013). Mar 

acknowledged this during his interview as he expressed being a witness to the struggles of trans-

female peers at his university. 

Final Thoughts 

Each TGNB person reacts to struggles and joys in disparate ways that make their gender 

identity journeys unique. Even as some higher learning institutions are trying to support TGNB 
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students better, this study has given insight into the eight journeys highlighted in this data. The 

findings suggest that positive strides are being made in some institutions of higher learning; 

however, ongoing work is still necessary, and it needs to begin with primary education about 

TGNB people in every institution. The implications bring action items for administrators, staff, 

and faculty in higher education, including integrating TGNB cultural educational requirements 

for campus staff, faculty, and students; implementing TGNB initiatives on campus; and 

managing ongoing legal battles on campus.  
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Richard Pollard    
Interview Questions 
 
Name : _______________________________________   Current Age: ________________________ 
 
Date: _________________________________________   Pronouns: ___________________________ 
 
Style of interview:  Zoom Telephone   Pseudonym: _________________________ 
 
 
Reminder: If you do not want to answer a question, simply say so - OR Not applicable if not 
relevant to your experience. 
 

1. This will be de-identified in analysis, but for the purposes of determining the size of 
your school, what college did you attend? 

 
 

2. What terms do you use to describe yourself and your current gender identity?  
• Male 
• Female 
• Transgender 

o If so – FTM or MTF 
o Prefer not to say 

• Trans-masculine 
• Trans-feminine 
• Non-binary 
• Gender non-conforming 
• Genderqueer 
• Demi-guy 
• Demi-girl 
• _____________________________________  
• I am still exploring my gender Identity 

 
3. What sex were you assigned at birth, on your original birth certificate? 

• Male 
• Female 
• Intersex 
• Prefer not to say 

 
4. Did your gender identity change or shift before college, during college, or after 

college? Do you mind sharing the timing? 
 
 

5. How was your gender identity addressed during your admissions process? For 
general student services (ie. records, email, IT, food services, library etc.)? 
 

 
6. Describe your experiences with housing.   
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7. Describe your experiences with academics. Professors, staff?   
 
 

8. Describe your experience with your peers and friends. 
 

 
9. Can you describe any safety concerns you felt or experienced in regard to your 

gender identification on your campus? 
 

 
10. Describe your emotional support on your campus? 

 
 

11. What LGBTQ services existed to support you in your college experience, but you 
think failed to support you? If so, why did they fail? 
 

 
12. Can you describe your participation in campus events and organizations that are not 

specific to LBGTQ students? (Greek life, sports, clubs, etc) 
 

 
13. Can you describe your access to appropriate restroom/changing facilities on your 

campus? 
 
 

14.  Did you interview for any campus jobs? If so, what was your experience in regard to 
your gender status? 
 
 

15. Describe any specific discriminations or microaggressions that you experienced at 
your college/university, in regard to your gender identity status, that we have not 
already discussed? 
 
 

16. Do you think the administration/leadership at your college could have done 
anything to make a difference in your college experience?  

 
 

17. Anything you would like to add? 
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