
Supporting Transgender 
Students in Higher Education in 

the UK

Presentation for LGBT History Month, University of Kent
February 2022

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Good morning. My name is Lynne and as well as working at Kent, I am a part-time Open University student, and have recently completed a Doctorate in Education. My research looks at the experiences of transgender students in Higher Education in the UK. This presentation will give an overview of my research, and will then look at what is available at Kent. 



Terminology

• In this presentation, transgender is used as an umbrella term for those 
whose gender identity and/or gender expression does not match the sex 
they were assigned at birth, or who do not conform to conventional gender 
binaries of man/woman. I use the term ‘trans’ and ‘transgender’ as 
inclusive terms to reflect the full spectrum of identities within this, 
including but not exclusive to transgender, transsexual, genderqueer, 
gender fluid, non-binary and gender non-conforming. 

• Cisgender - someone who exclusively identifies as the sex they were 
assigned at birth.

• Cisnormativity - how society is orientated around the assumption that a 
person’s gender matches the biological sex they were assigned at birth. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Just a note on terminology before we start. I am using the term trans or transgender as an umbrella term to represent all whose gender identity and/or gender expression does not match the sex they were assigned at birth, or who do not conform to conventional gender binaries of man and woman. Cisgender describes someone who exclusively identifies as the sex they were assigned at birth.Cisnormativity describes how society is orientated around the assumption that a person’s gender matches the biological sex they were assigned at birth. 



Background

• UK Gender Identity Clinic (London) – “an unprecedented rise in 
referrals in the last year… outstripping the number of available first 
appointments by a factor of 2 to 1.” (Gender Identity Clinic, 2018).

• 435 referrals made to the London GIC in December 2021 alone.
• 49-month wait for first appointments.
• December 2021: 10,648 people on the waiting list with first 

appointment referrals being made to those referred in November 
2017 (Gender Identity Clinic, 2022)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First some background about the current environment trans young people are navigating. The experiences of trans people are becoming more visible through international, national and social media. In 2018 the UK Gender Identity Clinic in London reported an “unprecedented rise in referrals… outstripping the number of available first appointments by a factor of 2 to 1”. This has increased year on year, and the latest figures available are that there were 435 referrals made to the London GIC in December 2021 alone, and there is a 49-month wait for first appointments at this clinic (up from 18 months in 2018). As of December 2021, the London GIC had 10,648 people on the waiting list and were offering first appointments to people who were referred in November 2017. Over 4 years to get a first appointment. Would that be acceptable anywhere else in the NHS?With university often being the first experience of real independence for young people it may also be a place where young people feel they can be themselves for the first time, as they navigate an environment outside of family and friendship ties from the past. 



There is more to trans issues than pronouns 
and toilets
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Presentation Notes
I am not trans, so my research intended to ensure that trans people’s voices were heard and that my research ideas did not originate from my own personal experience of gender identity. Trans students at Kent were involved in helping me to make sure that my research questions addressed their immediate needs and were not based on my supposition of what their needs may be. Identifying some of the issues that trans people face, this image also highlights the impact of these issues on mental health, with some of the main issues being inaccessible mental health care, long waiting times at gender clinics, violence, homelessness, and trans existence being constantly debated by others which is a huge issue currently, in the UK and the US especially. 



Study

• Internet survey:
• 164 participants
• 61 HEIs
• 65 identified as male
• 30 identified as female
• 61 identified as non-binary
• 8 ‘other’

• One-to-one interviews (Skype):
• 7 participants
• 7 HEIs

• Documentary analysis:
• 8 HEIs
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Presentation Notes
My study used an Internet survey, with 164 respondents from 61 HEIs across the UK. I conducted 7 one-to-one interviews which provided me with a far greater insight into their experiences. The second part of the research was an analysis of a selection of trans student policies in place at UK HEIs with regards to identify how, or whether, HEIs were meeting the needs of this student group.



Main themes

• Findings from the literature review and from my study identified four 
main themes: 

• Institutional facilities and administration
• Harassment, bullying and transphobia
• Inclusion/exclusion
• Representation in the curriculum.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Four main themes were identified in the existing literature and investigated in my study. Institutional facilities and administrationHarassment, bullying and transphobiaInclusion/exclusion, andRepresentation in the curriculum.



Institutional facilities and administration

• “One of the biggest problems for me in my experience was that I was 
constantly reminded of the name I didn't choose. I don't even care all 
that much about the pronoun stuff, to be honest, I care way more about 
the name because if they call me by my old name, I just feel 21 years of 
frustration and anxiety building up in me… That’s just all of these 
constant reminders are just really unpleasant and hurtful .”

• “The gender-neutral toilets are also the disabled toilets, which is 
interesting because I’m able-bodied and so I don’t always feel 
comfortable using toilets that are specifically for disabled people.”

• “I had to either go to the women’s restroom and feel wrong, or go to the 
men’s restroom and feel even more wrong because, you know, I can’t 
pee standing… It really comes down to these very detailed personal 
experiences.”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many of the students reported difficulties with getting their name changed on university records. Although a formal name change by deed poll is required for degree certificates, HEIs should be allowing students to change their name and/or gender markers on internal systems, or to use a ‘preferred name’, without the need for a deed poll, but this was not always the case. Many HEIs also had no non-binary gender marker option available. HEIs differed in provision of gender-neutral facilities, with many relying on shared use of disabled toilets, which is something that most of the interviewed students mentioned discomfort with. One survey participant also reported problems when the university designated disabled toilets as being gender-neutral facilities, describing how someone had put a sign on the door saying, ‘for disabilities only.’ Non-binary participants reported more anxiety where there were no gender-neutral options available. 



Harassment, bullying and transphobia

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Although most of the students who took part had thankfully not been the target of harassment, bullying or transphobia, most were also unaware of how they would report this if they needed to, and some also reported a lack of trust that their reports would be dealt with appropriately.Where survey participants reported having experienced harassment, bullying and/or transphobia, this slide shows breakdown of the type of experiences, where you can see that being outed without consent, misgendering, rumours and deadnaming were amongst the top issues. The five ‘other’ responses included people refusing to use non-binary pronouns “because it’s linguistically challenging”; incorrect pronouns being used by someone who “doesn’t ‘agree’ with trans people”; and a participant being told that their gender identity was the result of not being allowed to do “male things” as a child. This shows that at least some misgendering is quite deliberate and potentially used to harm, rather than just being a genuine mistake.



Inclusion/exclusion

• Student unions/LGBT+ societies
• Counselling 

• “[The] counsellor just blamed everything on me being gay, or just blamed 
everything on me being trans…Clearly all your trauma, trauma comes from 
this… I go to a counsellor, but I can tell you that being trans is like, the least of 
my problems.”

• “I've also had the situation where they found out I'm trans, and then they 
wanted me to teach them about the whole process of transitioning… [so they] 
can then go away and help other trans students… It has, it has stopped quite a 
few students from like wanting to access their services.”

• “…without fully understanding their experiences, college counselling centre 
clinicians may struggle with how to best support students who identify 
outside a gender binary” (Swanbrow Becker, 2019 – BACP website)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Most students felt included in the social side of university, with many HEIs having dedicated trans officers within the student union. Some, though, reported that LGBT+ societies were very much LGB focused, mostly run by “gay white guys” with little understanding of trans issues. Most students did report positive support from peers and staff. However, counselling support was highlighted as being a difficult area. These first two quotes are from a student, who felt that being trans was being blamed for their issues, and also that they were expected to ‘teach’ uninformed counsellors about transition. The BACP website notes that “without fully understanding their experiences, college counselling centre clinicians may struggle with how best to support students who identify outside a gender binary.”



Representation in the curriculum
• Do you feel represented in the university curriculum?

• Representation in professional health sciences curricula:
• “It needs to be demystified and debunked. And I think the heat needs to be taken 

out of it… It’s about having a vocabulary for it, about feeling okay not knowing 
and feeling okay to be able to sort of say ‘… I’m not that familiar with working 
with trans people, can you help me out here? What pronouns do you like to use? 
How do you like to refer to things?’… It’s not one size fits all. Language that I 
might feel comfortable with might not be suitable for somebody else.”
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Most of the interview participants reported experiences of poor or lacking trans representation in the curriculum. The survey showed that although the majority (146) felt that trans representation in the curriculum was important or somewhat important, most did not feel at all represented in the curriculum. Some participants described specific relevance in health sciences subjects, where students are likely to come across trans clients and/or parents of trans children in their working role, including when on placement. One participant who was also working in healthcare felt that “Having a vocabulary for it” was important, and also “feeling okay [about] not knowing and feeling okay to say, ‘I’m not that familiar with working with trans people, can you help me out here’.” Participants also noted how diversity in teaching seems to focus on more on inclusion of women in, for example STEM subjects, reasonable adjustments for disabled students, and on race with the ‘decolonising the curriculum’ agenda encouraging teaching provision to be more representative of BAME groups and attempting to break down institutional racism. 



Acknowledging and questioning institutional 
cisnormativity
• “Institutional cisheteronormativity”, where university education is 

orientated around a presumption of cisgender, heterosexual identities 
and is therefore more exclusionary for trans students Marzetti (2018).

• HEIs need to acknowledge the privilege of a majority cisgender 
environment with, in most cases, totally cisgender decision and policy 
makers at the higher echelons of leadership and avoid approaches to 
equality and diversity in which “certain identities trump others in 
terms of what counts as diversity” (Calafell, 2020).

• Invalidation and exclusion for trans students and the creation of an 
atmosphere of inequality.
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The implications for professional practice that have come out of this research include improving administration and facilities, acknowledging and questioning institutional cisnormativity, creating an inclusive curriculum with specific considerations for professional health science courses, and improving mental health support for trans students. Universities are not designed for or by trans people and assume cisnormativity in their structure – that university education is orientated around a presumption of cisgender identities and is therefore more exclusionary for trans students. Problems with cisnormativity were highlighted in the study: accidental misgendering perpetuating cisnormativity; administrative processes based on cisnormative assumptions of gender identity; binary normativity in the choice of gender markers; and gendered toilet facilities. These problems result in feelings of invalidation and exclusion for trans students and the creation of an atmosphere of inequality. Participants talked about a disconnect between policy and practice, and that other HEI policies are not inclusive of trans people, for example in use of gender binaries. 



Creating an inclusive curriculum

• Resistance to anti-oppressive change.
• Working collaboratively with trans students around inclusive teaching.
• Inclusive language.
• “What is oppressive is having to experience, again and again, the 

privileging of only certain ways of identifying, thinking, or relating to 
others” (Kumashiro, 2002).

• The inclusive curriculum needs to address not only a lack of 
knowledge, but a resistance to knowledge, and in particular a 
resistance to any knowledge that disrupts what the students already 
know.
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Creating an inclusive HE curriculum will require effort on behalf of those involved in curriculum design to critically examine cisnormativity within the curriculum, and on behalf of the institutions to address resistance to anti-oppressive change in teaching practices. It will also require working collaboratively with trans students about decisions being made around inclusive teaching, to ensure their needs are being met in an appropriate manner. Small gestures around language in the teaching environment can go a long way to making trans students feel validated, by using language that does not assume gender identity and by not taking pronouns for granted. 



Professional health care sciences curricula

• Students are need to be provided with the ‘tools’ to help them work 
with and respect trans people.

• Improving the curriculum in these areas will help to reduce the 
variation that exists in health and mental health care and improve the 
experiences of trans people. 

• It is important that professional health sciences students learn about 
how to address and talk to trans people, the value of affirming 
language, and how to recognise and address prejudice and bias.
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Presentation Notes
It was found that participants who were studying professional health science subjects were not being provided with the ‘tools’ to help them work with and respect trans people they might encounter in the professional environment, whether on placement or once qualified. Improving the curriculum in these areas will help to reduce the variation that exists in health and mental health care and improve the experiences of trans people. It is important that professional health sciences students learn about how to address and talk to trans people, the value of affirming language, and how to recognise and address prejudice and bias. Better knowledge of the specific barriers and experiences that trans patients will have when accessing health and social care services, as well as the understanding that being trans is not always the number one reason for accessing medical or mental health care, are important in reducing the invalidation and invisibility that trans people frequently face. In a societal climate where trans people experience hostility and vulnerability, practitioners who are supportive, non-discriminatory and culturally competent are more important than ever. 



Mental health difficulties and gender 
dysphoria
• Gender dysphoria is no longer classed as a mental health disorder.
• It can be confusing, distressing, frightening.
• Trans people are often at higher risk of mental health difficulties due 

to a number of factors, including having experienced social exclusion, 
discrimination and violence, or having kept their identity hidden. 

• Waiting times for GIC support and lack of services .
• GICs and wait times in England: 
• Northampton (32 months), Exeter (65 months), London (49 months), Leeds 

(43 months), Newcastle (49 months), Nottingham (35 months), Sheffield (44 
months) (Gender Construction Kit, 2022)
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The ICD-10 diagnostic manual classified gender identity ‘disorders’ under the section ‘Mental and behavioural disorders.’ However, the latest diagnostic manual, ICD-11, which came into effect on 1st January 2022, no longer classifies this as a disorder or as a mental illness, categorising instead under the section ‘Conditions related to sexual health.’ However, trans people are at higher risk of mental health difficulties, self-harm and suicide – they may be finding their feelings confusing, distressing or frightening; they may have faced discrimination, violence, or exclusion from friends and family, or may have kept their identity hidden for years. Waiting times for referral to Gender Identity Clinics are high. As you can see, there are only 7 GICs in England, with only London and Exeter covering the whole of the south, west and east of England, so access to specialist support is limited. 



Supporting trans students’ mental health 
needs
• Entrenched cisnormativity can make the campus climate “hostile” and 

exclusive as the needs of trans students are not being met (Swanbrow
Becker et al., 2017).

• Trans students are at a higher risk of mental health difficulties.
• BACP: Despite the higher rate of mental health concerns among trans 

students, there is a lack of understanding and experience in 
supporting this student group (Swanbrow Becker, 2019).

• Counselling and mental health providers must have an understanding 
of the difficulties they may be experiencing.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For trans students, adjusting to university life can be hard and this can be exacerbated by a lack of understand of their identities. Participants in this study reported feeling unsupported by HEIs with regards to mental health and counselling support. The BACP acknowledges that despite the higher rate of mental health concerns among trans students, there is a lack of understanding and experience in supporting this student group and suggested that in addition to the stressors experienced by all HE students, trans students have additional complications to deal with, including lack of social support (including rejection by family, religion and friends); managing an outward appearance that may not correspond with their identity; and added financial difficulties, especially if they have no family support. Counselling and mental health services are essential to support trans students, but those providing the support must have an understanding of the difficulties they may be experiencing.



What can I do? 

• Rainbow lanyards
• Put your pronouns in your email signature
• Inclusive language

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So, what can you do to support trans students at Kent?A very simple step is to wear one of our new Rainbow lanyards. These are available for staff and students from most college and library receptions at Canterbury and Medway. Designed around the ‘Inclusion Flag’ which incorporates the Pride rainbow flag with pink, blue, brown and black representing the trans community and people of colour within the LGBT+ community. Wearing the lanyards shows students that they can ‘bring their whole selves’ to you without fear of judgement or an unsupportive reaction. One of the interview participants in my study stated “I love that many of the lecturers wear these lanyards with the rainbow pattern on them, which signals to the students that they are LGBTQ+ allies and can be approached… I like that I have someone I can actually turn to very visibly… It makes me feel very welcome.” You can put your pronouns in your email signature line, and include a link to a website such as mypronouns.org so that people can find out more. This normalises sharing pronouns, taking away the expectation that only trans or non-binary people need to share pronouns and disrupts the privilege of assumption.Another thing you can do is to use inclusive language and respect pronouns. If someone has told you the pronouns that they use, then respect this. Use the pronouns they have asked you to use. You may find it difficult, particularly if the person uses ‘neo-pronouns’ such as zi/zir, but using correct pronouns shows respect and is not much to ask. Try not to use the term ‘preferred pronoun’ or ‘preferred name’ – being transgender is not a choice. Do not assume pronouns based on the way someone looks or sounds. 

https://www.kent.ac.uk/equality-diversity-inclusivity/effective-allyship/rainbow-lanyards/rainbow-lanyard
https://www.mypronouns.org/sharing
https://media.www.kent.ac.uk/se/23722/InclusiveLanguage.pdf


What about Kent? 
• Kent’s Trans Student Policy and Support Procedures

• Guidance about transitioning (Appendix 1a, 1b)
• General advice and guidance (Appendix 2)
• Terminology guide (Appendix 3)
• Support guidance (Appendix 4)
• Action plan for supporting a student during transition (Appendix 5)

• Gender reassignment toolkits and resources
• Support for trans students – TG Pals
• Report + Support – reporting incidents such as sexual assault, harassment, 

relationship abuse or hate crime
• Change of personal details – How students can amend their title (including 

to Mx), amend their gender identity marker (male, female, other, prefer 
not to say), change their preferred name, or advise a legal name change.

• Gender-neutral toilets
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Familiarise yourselves with the support available for trans students at Kent. Trans students at Kent should be pleased to know that the Kent Trans Student Policy was one of the better policies I examined as part of my research. But, did you know this existed? And if so, do you know where to find it? And would you know what to do if someone comes out to you as trans or wants to know how to change their name on KentVision? The university’s trans student policy and support procedures document is available on the website. This provides guidance for students and staff about transitioning and general advice and guidance including careers advice, study abroad, facilities on campus and replacement degree certificates. There is a useful terminology guide, including words not to use, support guidance, and an action plan for supporting a student during transition. It really is worth familiarising yourself with this – if someone comes out to you then they trust you with this knowledge. Being able to help them and know how the university can support them will make things much easier for them in what can be a confusing and difficult time. Kent also has a dedicated web page, as part of the Equality, Diversity and Inclusivity Protected Characteristics pages, which gives a lot of information about support for trans staff and students at Kent, and we are fortunate to also have a trans support group, TG Pals. As I mentioned earlier, many students in my research were unaware of how to report hate incidents, bullying and harassment. Kent has the Report + Support page, where you can report, with the option of reporting anonymously if you wish to. There is also information on how to change personal details such as name and gender identity marker, and a map of gender-neutral toilets which actually identifies whether these are also accessible toilets, or specific gender-neutral facilities. I will email the slides out after, so you will be able to visit these links. 

https://www.kent.ac.uk/studentservices/files/Trans%20Student%20Support%20Policy%2020%20Feb%202018.pdf
https://www.kent.ac.uk/equality-diversity-inclusivity/protected-characteristics/gender-reassignment
https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/lgbtq#trans-students
https://reportandsupport.kent.ac.uk/
https://www.kent.ac.uk/csao/student-service/personaldetails.html
https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/lgbtq#trans-students


Staff and student training

• Transgender Awareness staff training
• This module provides information, guidance and resources relating to gender 

and transgender identity. 
• LGBTQI Awareness staff training

• This module provides information, guidance and resources relating to LGBTQI 
awareness. 

• Links to both modules are on the EDI Training page
• Expect Respect module for students
• Student Equality, Diversity & Inclusivity pages
• University of Kent guidance on pronouns
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There is staff training available at Kent via the Staff Moodle pages – a module on transgender awareness and another on LGBT+ awareness. Please do have a look at these if you have not completed them already. Other useful staff courses and resources on this page include Active Bystander training and Effective Allyship. For students, there is the Expect Respect module, which looks at issues around racism, bias, harassment and consent, and information on the student EDI pages.  The University also has a guide to pronouns, explaining why using the correct pronouns matters, ways you can share your pronouns, and what to do if you make a mistake. 

https://www.kent.ac.uk/equality-diversity-inclusivity/training#staff
https://moodle.kent.ac.uk/2020/enrol/index.php?id=3570
https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/equality
https://www.kent.ac.uk/equality-diversity-inclusivity


The research is done, so what now?

• Presentation to Executive Group at Kent
• Presentation to KMMS students and Social Work students?
• Presentation to Student Support & Wellbeing staff. 
• Webinars to HEIs across the UK
• Presentation to Student Finance England/Wales/Northern Ireland and 

Student Awards Agency in Scotland?
• Publication of research

Presenter
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So, it’s all very well doing the research, but what happens now? For Kent, despite the good work that has been done around policy, there is still a way to go. I have spoken to the Vice Chancellor and will be presenting my research to Executive Group members this month. Here we can discuss what else Kent needs to be doing to improve the university experience for trans students. I hope to also present my findings around representation in professional health care science curricula to Kent and Medway Medical School and Social Work students at Kent. I will be presenting to Student Support & Wellbeing staff here at Kent, including counselling and mental health advisers. I will be running webinars to HEIs across the UK, and invites will be sent to all UK HEIs via their Equality, Diversity & Inclusion teams, Student Services, Student Unions and Executive Groups. As people have become accustomed to attending remote training, this is an ideal way of covering a large geographical area and reaching a large number of people. I aim to present to Student Finance as well, to ensure that students are getting the best experience right from the start.



Useful links
• Young Minds Gender and mental health.
• 16point6 LGBTQ inclusive healthcare.
• TransActual Information about the trans community, and resources 

for trans healthcare.
• Mermaids Support for trans, non-binary and gender diverse students 

aged 18-25.
• Gendered Intelligence Trans support, and inclusivity training, 

including information for therapists and counsellors.
• Stonewall LGBT+ inclusion.
• Mind Out LGBTQ mental health service.

Presenter
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Just to finish, here are some useful links for you to find out more and for signposting.

https://youngminds.org.uk/find-help/looking-after-yourself/gender-and-mental-health/
https://16point6.wordpress.com/
https://www.transactual.org.uk/
https://mermaidsuk.org.uk/
https://genderedintelligence.co.uk/
https://www.stonewall.org.uk/
https://mindout.org.uk/
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