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1

PRACTICES AND POLICIES TO support transgender students are becoming 
more prevalent on college and university campuses, but  refl ections 
on the process of implementing these practices and policies are rarely 

documented by college and university administrators. Higher education 
administrators have yet to truly state an understanding of what, why, and 
how barriers to transgender inclusion happen on campus. What  challenges 
exist on and off campus for transgender community members? Why 
are these challenges left as barriers to transgender students when they arrive 
on  campus? How do the ways barriers are addressed on campus still leave 
transgender students excluded from the greater campus community? Is it a 
lack of understanding of transgender culture, identities, and experiences? 
Is it the rigidity of current societal norms, practices, and traditions around 
gender? Our guess is that the problem is both—a lack of information about 
transgender people and the way society defi nes sex, gender, gender expression, 
and gender identity. Thus, generally, educational settings like colleges and 
universities practice a segregation of gender that makes being transgender 
uniquely challenging on campus. 

The challenges and barriers faced by transgender students are not exclu-
sive to this student population. There is a pattern of exclusion and sociali-
zation of gender that can be traced through educational systems and other 
societal institutions. Harro (2010) describes “this socialization process [as] 
pervasive (coming from all sides and sources), consistent (patterned and pre-
dictable), circular (self-supporting), self-perpetuating (intradependent) and 
often invisible (unconscious and unnamed)” (p. 45, emphasis in original). 
Gender socialization begins prior to birth when children are color coded by 
pink for girls and blue for boys. This socialization continues in school when 
boys and girls use separate restrooms, and teenage boys and girls are required 
to use separate locker rooms. By college, gender separations increase in hous-
ing assignments, by room, fl oor, or even building. The escalating segregation 

Introduction

Stephanie H. Chang and Craig Leets Jr.
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2 INTRODUCTION

and separation of boys and girls and men and women and labeling of gender 
as restricted to boys, girls, men, and women enhances the struggles and expe-
riences of transgender students who often do not fi t neatly into traditional 
gender binaries. This poses a challenge, not for transgender students, but for 
educators and administrators in student affairs and higher education to be 
proactive and vigilant about changing the practice of exclusion and segrega-
tion by gender. 

Before moving forward in this chapter, it is important to acknowledge 
our experiences with transgender students in higher education. Both authors 
have had differing trajectories through student affairs and higher educa-
tion, but both of us have centered our higher education work on equity 
and inclusion and serve as directors of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
and queer (LGBTQ) centers and services on our campuses. In the remain-
der of the chapter, we use our names in specifi c instances when writing 
about our experiences, and when we speak together, we use we and other 
plural pronouns. Stephanie’s entry into LGBTQ student services in higher 
education occurred through serving as a practitioner in the LGBTQ Cent-
ers. This included developing and facilitating educational programs, such 
as Safe Zone and other ally trainings, and promoting annual events in the 
LGBTQ community, such as National Coming Out Day, Transgender Day 
of Remembrance, and Pride celebrations in the spring. In addition, she also 
advocated for LGBTQ-inclusive university and departmental policies and 
practices. Similarly, Craig has worked in multiple LGBTQ centers. Our 
experiences during our work in these centers and the anecdotes we present 
later have informed our understanding of the topic of this book.

 In our work with student affairs colleagues outside LGBTQ resource 
centers, we have found that many colleagues know quite a bit about the 
issues and challenges facing lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer students but 
have limited to no experience with transgender students, which results in 
minimal awareness relating to the barriers on campus affecting transgen-
der community members. However, there has been a growing body of lit-
erature to support and advocate for transgender services on college and 
university campuses. There are many ways institutions can be even more 
proactive in meeting the needs of transgender and gender nonconform-
ing students (Beemyn, Curtis, Davis, & Tubbs, 2005; Beemyn & Rankin, 
2011;  Jardine, 2013).

Many scholars and researchers have demonstrated that transgender 
students experience college and university campuses as negative and dis-
criminatory environments (Bilodeau, 2005; Dugan, Kusel, & Simounet, 
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INTRODUCTION 3

2012). Beemyn and colleagues (2005) suggested that campus administra-
tors “address [transgender] students’ needs in areas of campus life where 
transgender students have unique concerns: programming, housing, bath-
rooms and locker rooms, counseling and health care, and records and doc-
uments” (p. 49). Truly, beyond these areas of campus life, any facet of the 
institution that segregates and divides individuals by sex and gender can 
be a barrier to transgender students. In many cases, these barriers, such as 
a lack of suitable housing options, can adversely affect students’ academic 
performance and sense of belonging on campus (Baumeister & Leary, 
1995; Chapman & Pascarella, 1983; Kane, 2013; Pascarella & Blimling, 
1996). However, as mentioned earlier, our experience shows that much 
of the awareness of transgender students’ experiences is limited, and we 
have found that our colleagues’ knowledge of transgender communities is 
often limited to introductory LGBTQ terms and defi nitions instead of a 
more nuanced, personal knowledge of the issues facing these students on 
campus. 

Because LGBTQ terminology is constantly evolving and may be new for 
some higher education practitioners and administrators, we encountered 
colleagues who found themselves frustrated or challenged by which terms 
to use to identify LGBTQ students. Our position and response to this type 
of sentiment is to not only recognize our colleagues’ struggles but also chal-
lenge them to consider LGBTQ and, more specifi cally, transgender students’ 
challenges before their own. To us, this means honoring the  identities and 
labels that students use for themselves as opposed to assigning them identi-
ties and labels. In this introduction, we provide a working defi nition for 
transgender as an identity and an umbrella term for the purposes of this 
book. At times, transgender and trans* may be used  interchangeably, but 
we want to acknowledge that terms to defi ne and describe transgender com-
munities are viewed differently from campus to campus as well as within the 
transgender community itself. We also review various ways transgender stu-
dents have experienced the campus environment and highlight the impor-
tance of housing and residence life (HRL) as a key component to fostering 
students’ sense of belonging on campus. Our intent in this introduction is 
to introduce transgender experiences on college and university campuses and 
encourage educators reading this volume to think critically about the ways 
campuses are truly fostering inclusion for transgender students and their 
sense of belonging. We pose critical questions to consider when reading the 
stories and experiences of individuals who have worked to support transgen-
der students on campus. 
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4 INTRODUCTION

A WORKING DEFINITION

There is a degree of subjectivity with the terms and related defi nitions for 
the language used within, among, and about the LGBTQ community. Con-
sequently, the terms and defi nitions we provide are those we see commonly 
used among LGBTQ student service professionals in higher education. 
These defi nitions also align with the meanings used by the other contribu-
tors to this book. However, we want to emphasize there are multiple ways of 
identifying and expressing gender beyond the identifi ers we are using here. 

The National Center for Transgender Equality (NCTE, 2016) offered 
the following defi nition for the term transgender: “A broad term that can be 
used to describe people whose gender identity is different from the gender 
they thought to be when they were born. Trans is often used as shorthand 
for transgender.”

NCTE’s defi nition is a useful entry point to becoming more informed 
about transgender identities, and we fi nd this defi nition valuable as it comes 
from an organization that advocates for transgender justice on a national 
scale. However, merely knowing this defi nition is insuffi cient when serv-
ing transgender communities. Although defi nitions can place an institution 
closer to knowing and recognizing possible barriers and challenges for an 
LGBTQ campus community, we encourage educators to continue in their 
efforts to understand the unique experiences that transgender students have 
on campus. In the NCTE defi nition, transgender is viewed as an umbrella 
term that may also be relevant for people whose current gender identity does 
not match the sex they were assigned at birth (i.e., genderqueer, nonbinary, 
agender); this highlights the complex and in fl ux nature of identity, expres-
sions, and identifying with a particular social identity term. 

For our purposes and the purposes of this book, we expand on the NCTE’s 
defi nition by including trans*, which has already appeared throughout this 
introduction. As Tompkins (2014) wrote, trans with an asterisk (*) “signals 
greater inclusivity of new gender identities and expressions and better repre-
sents a broader community of individuals” (p. 27). Tompkins further stated 
that trans* is “meant to include not only identities such as transgender, trans-
sexual, trans man, and trans woman that are prefi xed by trans- but also identi-
ties such as genderqueer, neutrios, intersex, agender, two-spirit, cross-dresser, 
and genderfl uid” (p. 27). Using trans* in place of transgender or another gen-
der identity and expression term is an attempt to be inclusive of multiple 
gender-bending, gender-blending, and genderqueer identities. In addition, 
the term trans* also marks a clear distinction between trans* and cisgender 
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INTRODUCTION 5

identities. Cisgender indicates people “[with a] gender identity [that aligns] 
with the sex they were assigned at birth” (Jardine, 2013, p. 241). When think-
ing about sex, gender identity, and gender expression for people who are not 
cisgender, these concepts are not neatly defi ned or categorized.

It is important to mention there is no community-wide agreement on 
whether to use the asterisk with trans*. Because the identities, labels, and 
concepts of the transgender community are so intimately connected to one’s 
sense of personhood, many individuals adopt defi nitions that most closely 
align with their personal experience. It is important for educators to be aware 
of one defi nition for each LGBTQ term while also being open to someone’s 
disagreement with that defi nition because it does not align with that person’s 
experience. Similarly, we must remember that experiences shared by one les-
bian, gay, bisexual (LGB) or trans* person are not refl ective of the entire 
community. The experiences of an LGBTQ person can inform our under-
standing of the community but should not be interpreted as an experience 
that can be expanded to include every LGBTQ person. 

Similar to other defi nitions within the LGBTQ community, opinions vary 
on using the asterisk. Killerman (2015), a cisgender ally to the trans* com-
munity, explained that the asterisk originated from electronic Internet searches 
where adding an asterisk to the end of a term signals the browser to fi nd the 
term by itself while also fi nding words that have the term embedded in a longer 
word (e.g., residen* can include residence and residential ). Killerman agreed 
with Tompkins on why the asterisk makes trans* more inclusive than trans. 
However, Killerman’s use of the word also provides an argument for those 
who oppose the use of the asterisk. Electronic searches using trans* would not 
retrieve words and identities without trans and, therefore, would not be inclu-
sive in scope. Some who oppose the asterisk emphasize trans and transgender 
as umbrella terms that should not need any additional indicators to emphasize 
their expansive, inclusive usage (Gabriel, 2014). If trans and transgender are 
understood to be inclusive umbrella terms that represent a variety of identities 
that exist beyond the gender binary of woman and man, then some argue that 
we should not need the asterisk to overemphasize the inclusion of those identi-
ties that do not include trans in their label. Nonetheless, in this book trans* is 
used as the primary term to refer to the transgender and trans* student com-
munity on campus. However, the other contributors to this volume may indi-
cate and explain their decision to use a different primary term or descriptor.

Moving forward with terms and defi nitions, a solid understanding of the 
terms sex, gender identity, and gender expression is needed when discussing 
trans* communities. Sex does not neatly fi t into two discrete categories. The 
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6 INTRODUCTION

Intersex Society of North America (2008) described intersex as “a general 
term used for a variety of conditions in which a person is born with repro-
ductive or sexual anatomy that doesn’t seem to fi t the typical defi nitions of 
female or male” (para. 1). The Intersex Society clarifi ed that being intersex 
may become known at birth or later in life with the development of intersex 
anatomy or other secondary sex characteristics. The purpose of defi ning sex 
as beyond female and male and including intersex is to demonstrate how 
the binaries of male and female and man and woman are inherently fl awed 
because they are based on a binary sex classifi cation system, which ignores 
the variety of biology represented among human beings. 

According to the Center for Gender Sanity (CGS, 2009), assigned sex at 
birth can be interpreted as male, intersex, or female. Assigned sex at birth is 
about an individual’s anatomy, chromosomes, and hormones and is typically 
externally defi ned by others because doctors make a sex designation based on 
the genitalia they see immediately after a child is born. Working in LGBTQ 
centers, many trans* students have told us they prefer the use of assigned 
sex at birth over sex or biological sex to emphasize that the sex designation 
forced on them at birth does not agree with their gender identity when they 
are older. According to the CGS, gender identity involves a psychological 
and internal sense of self and refers to being a man, genderqueer, bigender, 
or woman. Although gender identity is internal, the expression of gender 
is external and outwardly communicates gender as masculine, androgy-
nous, and feminine (CGS, 2009). Gender expression is most understood 
through gendered behaviors and socially accepted or normative gender roles. 
Generally, the predominant expectation is for females and males to match 
their socially expected gender identity, expression, and roles. For example, 
the socially expected gender identity and expression for a person assigned 
female at birth is for her to identify as a woman and act feminine or at least 
express herself in feminine ways. Femininity may include wearing makeup, 
high heels, dresses, and skirts, and acting in ways stereotypically attributed 
to women. This may not be accurate or real for many people assigned female 
at birth. Similarly, social expectations and stereotypes of masculinity may 
not be accurate or real for people assigned male at birth. A fl uidity and 
redefi nition of gender identity and expression needs to become part of stu-
dents’ experiences on campus, but this is diffi cult to achieve when campuses 
promote and reinforce expected sex and gender binaries. Some examples of 
where colleges and universities may reinforce social expectations and gender 
as solely a function of women’s and men’s spaces include restrooms, locker 
rooms, athletic teams, sororities and fraternities, demographic questions on 
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INTRODUCTION 7

campus surveys and questionnaires, and housing. Changes to the ways gen-
der is viewed and defi ned on campus is a must, and for this book we start the 
process of encouraging and promoting some long overdue changes in HRL. 
A student affairs functional area focused on providing students with a sense 
of security and a place to call home while on campus, HRL has historically 
been one of trans* students’ main barriers to fully accessing their institution. 

CAMPUS CLIMATE

Existing scholarship in higher education on transgender students, although 
rare, largely focuses on trans* students’ perceptions of campus climate 
(Brown, Clarke, Gortmaker, & Robinson-Keilig, 2004; Rankin, 2005). 
Based on climate studies that group transgender students with LGB students 
(Brown et al., 2004), trans* students are more likely to have negative percep-
tions of a campus community. According to Rankin (2005), LGB  and trans* 
students negatively experience the campus climate through discriminatory 
comments, messages, and physical violence. In some cases, higher educa-
tion administrators respond to these experiences by establishing sexuality 
and gender diversity resource centers, creating support groups, developing 
ally trainings, and offering additional institutional changes such as providing 
gender-inclusive bathrooms and residence halls (Rankin, 2005). However, 
as Rankin (2005) noted, even with these and other initiatives lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgender students may still perceive a negative campus cli-
mate. Administrators should regularly ask themselves questions such as the 
following:

 What is the climate and culture like on your campus? 
 In what ways do you, personally, or your institution formally measure 

campus climate for LGBTQ students, faculty, and staff? 
 What actions, steps, and measures have been taken on your campus to 

improve the campus climate and culture for the LGBTQ community? 
How is the effectiveness of these actions being assessed? 
 Is climate measured specifi cally for trans* students, faculty, and staff, 

separately from LGB individuals? How is your institution responding 
to this information? How is that response being assessed? 

In a legal perspective related to serving trans* students, Pomerantz (2009) 
stated, “The fear and uncertainty surrounding the transgender experience 

Gravey.indb   7Gravey.indb   7 02-02-2018   22:28:0202-02-2018   22:28:02

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



8 INTRODUCTION

result in part from limited public exposure to individuals in the transgender 
community” (p. 1216). What aspects of a campus environment communicate 
to trans* students that the campus is a safe and secure place to be an out trans* 
student? Unfortunately, it is likely that the symbols, signals, and spaces that 
communicate a trans*-inclusive campus environment are minimal. A campus 
environment is often a refl ection of the surrounding community or greater 
society (Kane, 2013; Rankin, 2005; Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002). 
Thus, the prejudices, stereotypes, and biases toward trans* communities off 
campus can be readily found on campus. For example, Lombardi, Wilchins, 
Priesing, and Malouf (2002) studied gender violence in society and found 
that because trans* people “are seen as breaking gender norms in a major way, 
they are most likely to experience extreme sanctions for it, such as violence 
and discrimination” (p. 100). In their study, Lombardi and colleagues (2002) 
found that trans* youths “have a greater likelihood of experiencing violence 
than older people” (p. 98), and violence (e.g., physical, sexual, and verbal) 
frequently leads to unemployment, homelessness, and “secondary victimiza-
tion—experiencing other forms of victimization” (p. 99). Trans* students on 
campus are not protected or sheltered from society’s gender violence or the 
consequences found in Lombardi and colleagues’ study. Therefore, institu-
tions should ensure that trans* students have access to additional resources 
and support by providing trans*-inclusive services on campus to respond to 
these additional societal consequences faced by these students. 

In exploring services available to trans* students, McKinney (2005) found 
that trans* students felt there were gaps in transgender-specifi c programming 
and resources on campus to address their identities and concerns. Specifi -
cally, participants in McKinney’s study cited concerns related to identifying 
knowledgeable health-care professionals, student groups that support only 
trans* (not LGBTQ) students, and campuswide programming that encour-
ages education and discussion related to LGBTQ topics. Similarly, Beemyn 
(2005) also noted that “health center staff are . . . often not sensitive to or 
knowledgeable about the medical needs of transgender students” (p. 78), and 
counseling centers on campus rarely have counselors trained in understand-
ing the specifi c needs of trans* students. These gaps in services and resources 
to trans* students communicate noninclusive campus environment mes-
sages. Where will our trans* students fi nd health care, psychological services, 
or housing if they cannot fi nd them on campus? What actions are insti-
tutions taking to ensure that trans* students are able to access competent 
resources similar to those of our cisgender students? 
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INTRODUCTION 9

Fortunately, many colleges and universities are offering more services 
and resources to trans* students by identifying and supporting LGBTQ- 
specialized psychologists; trans*-specifi c student groups; and, on some cam-
puses, academic LGBTQ studies programs (Beemyn, 2005; Kane, 2013; 
McKinney, 2005). Although this is happening on some campuses, there is 
still much to be learned about trans* students’ experiences of campus cli-
mates in higher education and much to be done to ensure all campuses offer 
some level of specifi c support to these students. 

GENDER VIOLENCE

In addition to the perceptions of negative campus climate experiences, the 
transgender community also faces a great deal of gender violence off campus 
as well. This type of gender violence needs to be reemphasized to ensure that 
educators fully understand the importance of supporting trans* students who 
face a myriad of barriers, challenges, and safety concerns, on campus and off, 
simply for being who they are. In recent years, more organizations have started 
to collect data and information on the dangers faced by trans* people in the 
United States to inform the greater public of the many ways trans* people 
experience marginalization in society. Nonprofi t organizations produce annual 
reports and maintain online databases to track the violence faced by trans* 
people as part of their work to achieve the greater goal of ending the margin-
alization that trans* people experience (Grant et al., 2011; Herman, Haas, 
& Rodgers, 2014; National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs [NCAVP], 
2014). These documents present a harsh climate for transgender people in our 
country and present a clear answer to the question of who suffers when higher 
education institutions do not work to intentionally and specifi cally welcome, 
support, and include trans* students in all aspects of university life.

In 2010 the National Coalition for Transgender Equality and the National 
LGBTQ Task Force (formerly the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force) 
conducted the largest and most comprehensive study of trans* people in the 
United States. These two organizations worked together to collect informa-
tion about the lives of transgender people through the National Transgen-
der Discrimination Survey, which was repeated in the summer of 2015, but 
results had not been released at the time of this.

The lead researchers compiled a report from the 2010 survey data that 
depicts the harsh realities transgender people face in their daily lives and 
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10 INTRODUCTION

throughout their lifespans (Grant et al., 2011). This report highlighted sig-
nifi cant disparities faced by trans* people in employment, income, educa-
tion, housing, health care, and public accommodation. A reader could stop 
after the report’s executive summary and get a strong understanding of the 
discrimination, exclusion, and violence faced by transgender people in the 
United States.

One of the most staggering statistics in this report is that “41% of respond-
ents reported attempting suicide compared to 1.6% of the general popula-
tion” (Grant et al., 2011, p. 2). The overrepresentation of transgender people 
attempting suicide shows a clear outcome resulting from the marginalization 
trans* people are facing in almost every part of their lives. Following the 
release of this report and the attempted suicide statistic, the American Foun-
dation for Suicide Prevention and the Williams Institute further analyzed the 
results of the National Transgender Discrimination Survey to better under-
stand the prevalence of suicide attempts among transgender people (Herman 
et al., 2014). Through further investigation, these scholars found that suicide 
attempts were more prevalent at intersections of transgender identities and 
other factors, including youth status, lower educational attainment, lower 
economic status, level of outness, HIV-positive status, and lack of acceptance 
by family (Herman et al., 2014).

Although the two previous reports focus on discrimination and the 
resulting challenges for trans* people, the NCAVP specifi cally focuses on 
and reports the hate-related violence faced by LGBTQ people annually. In 
its latest report, the NCAVP (2014) places trans* people fi rst in the list of 
the most affected communities. The NCAVP reported that trans* women, 
trans* people of color, and trans* people with HIV experience more vio-
lence than their cisgender, White, and HIV-negative peers (NCAVP, 2014). 

Although this information is not limited to college students and is not 
put in the context of higher education, it is important to remember the 
ways trans* students are facing the same challenges, barriers, and dangers 
reported in the previously mentioned documents. Before trans* students 
come to our campus, they face many challenges in their homes, schools, 
jobs, and other parts of their lives. Additionally, when transgender students 
come to our campuses they face these challenges in the classroom, on cam-
pus, and in their lives outside the institution. Our campuses are not immune 
to the interpersonal, systemic, and societal marginalization that those reports 
help us to understand. We must also remember that trans* students will 
be facing these barriers when they leave our universities. Considering this, 
HRL professionals have a unique opportunity to create a living environment 
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INTRODUCTION 11

that might be safer and more positive and inclusive than trans* students will 
experience in other times of their lives.

HOUSING OPTIONS

For campuses with residential facilities, the safety, security, and comfort 
offered by an inclusive on-campus housing option cannot be overemphasized 
for transgender and trans* or LGB students. HRL plays a critical role in stu-
dents’ success and livelihood while they are in college. The primary role and 
responsibility of HRL is to provide students with a safe living environment 
that can reasonably feel like home while living on campus. A secondary role 
and concern of HRL is the promotion of curricular and cocurricular programs 
to support students’ academic interests. However, for trans* students, fi nding 
a physically and psychologically safe place to live is not always possible. Some 
questions considered by us and the chapter contributors include the following:

 How are HRL professionals understanding transgender student identi-
ties and experiences? 
 What options exist for trans*-inclusive housing on campus? 
 What happens when transgender students have no on-campus living 

options? 
 How can trans* students pursue their academic interests when basic 

housing needs cannot be met? 

These questions position administrators, practitioners, and educators in 
HRL units as key players in meeting the needs of trans* students on campus. 

Much is at stake for transgender students when it comes to identifying 
physically and psychologically safe living conditions. Beemyn (2005) noted 
the importance of creating transgender-inclusive housing options but also 
discussed the complexities of creating trans* housing options given the 
politicized nature of trans* identities and experiences. For example, Beemyn 
(2005) cited Wesleyan University’s efforts to offer a “gender-neutral hallway” 
(p. 80), but “school administrators disbanded the hallway [after] they were 
concerned about segregating the students” (p. 80). The University of North 
Carolina’s (UNC’s) board of governors blocked a trans* housing option for 
the Chapel Hill campus (Owens, 2013). The trans*-inclusive housing option 
was approved by Chapel Hill’s board of trustees but ultimately rejected by 
the board of governors (Owens, 2013). Also complicating services to trans* 
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12 INTRODUCTION

students (and faculty and staff ) on North Carolina campuses is the state 
law challenging the existence of all-gender bathrooms. This type of legisla-
tion and governing from UNC’s board of governors demonstrates persistent 
trans* exclusion in higher education and society. The exclusion of transgen-
der services, policies, and practices is pervasive.

Tilsley (2010) wrote about Amanda Stevens, a trans* woman at the State 
University of New York at Albany, who recalled her experiences with on-
campus housing in “special accommodations in the dormitories” (para. 7). 
Amanda stated, “Eventually, I had to out myself ” and “It was kind of embar-
rassing” (para. 3). Amanda’s situation illustrates how trans* students often 
are required to disclose their identity (referred to as coming out) to university 
professionals to be able to apply for trans*-inclusive housing. In many cases, 
like Amanda’s, a trans* student may fi rst be required to come out to receive 
any notice of acquiring adequate accommodations. HRL administrators 
need to consider the following questions: 

 How many times must a trans* student come out to receive an inclu-
sive, affi rming housing assignment?
 Will the students be made aware of anyone else in the department who 

is aware of their housing request, and how will the department main-
tain the students’ confi dentiality if they have not come out to certain 
people in their lives, such as their family, and they are worried about 
those people knowing they are trans*? 
 What will happen from one year to the next? Will Amanda and other 

trans* students in similar situations have to repeatedly apply and reveal 
their trans* identities again each year? 

We think it is important for HRL professionals to consider the ways that this 
process might be extremely stressful for a trans* student. When approaching 
every new person to whom they have to come out in their journey to inclu-
sive housing, trans* students face the stress and worry that comes with not 
knowing if the next person will be transphobic and add to the discrimination 
they face in other areas of their life. Also, if HRL departments are not aware 
of this issue and have not created a process for this situation, trans* students 
are often faced with the stress of educating others on their experience, and 
these others often fi nd subtle or overt ways to invalidate or question trans* 
identities and experiences. If there is a preliminary application and request 
process that requires students to disclose their identity to receive appropriate 
housing, the foregoing questions and factors should be considered. 
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Even if an HRL department is supportive and creates trans* housing 
options, the type of housing option may still be a problem. As suggested in 
the example of Wesleyan University (Beemyn, 2005), establishing a hallway 
or fl oor of a residence hall to be trans* inclusive may be a solution, but what 
are the risks of isolating trans* and LGB students in one location on campus? 
Does one designated hallway send the message that the campus is trans* 
friendly? Or, does a separate hallway reveal trans* or LGB students and iso-
late them from the rest of the campus population? According to Beemyn, 
Domingue, Pettitt, and Smith (2005), an advanced level of serving trans* 
students would be to provide “gender-neutral bathrooms and private show-
ers in existing and newly constructed residence halls” and “establish a LGBT 
and Allies living-learning program” (p. 91). This creates a housing option 
that is open to any student interested in using gender-inclusive bathrooms 
and showers. The result of this option is a space not only designated for 
trans* and LGB students but also where trans* students are included as part 
of the community. 

In yet another option, Beemyn (2005) suggests that transgender stu-
dents’ needs can be addressed on a case-by-case basis, which has two ben-
efi ts. First, given the physical confi guration of residence halls, dedicating a 
hallway or fl oor to trans*- and LGB-themed housing may not be an option. 
Second, trans* students may not want to live in trans*-designated spaces if 
they desire to pass or appear cisgender (Beemyn, 2005). The complexity of 
offering trans* housing options illustrates the important role the functional 
area of HRL plays for trans* students’ livelihood, sense of safety, and sense 
of belonging on campus. Without suitable living arrangements on campus, 
how are colleges and universities actually demonstrating their support for the 
academic success and well-being of trans* students? 

SENSE OF BELONGING

Strayhorn (2012) described perception of social support on campus as “a 
feeling or sensation of connectedness, the experience of mattering or 
feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued by, and important to 
the group (e.g. campus community) or others on campus (e.g. faculty, 
peers)” (p. 3). Hurtado and Carter (1997) referred to sense of belong-
ing as a psychological dimension that relates to underlying feelings and 
assumptions of being part of a campus environment or community. The 
development of the literature on sense of belonging in higher education 
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14 INTRODUCTION

largely concerns that of marginalized student populations. For instance, 
Hurtado and Carter studied the experiences of Latino students, and 
Strayhorn (2012) explored the experiences of African American students. 
For trans* students, sense of belonging is frequently integrated into LGB 
students’ experiences. As already noted, trans* students are more likely to 
have negative perceptions of climate and feel less belonging as compared 
to their cisgender and LGB peers (Brown et al., 2004; Rankin, 2005). 
This is a clear indication that more attention needs to be paid to trans* 
students’ experiences and campus policies such as HRL trans*-inclusive 
housing options. 

Baumeister and Leary (1995) reviewed literature on belonging and con-
cluded that the need to belong requires positive interpersonal interactions 
and sustained stability of relationships with peers. They stated, “The per-
ception of the bond is essential for satisfying the need to belong” (p. 500). 
Although Baumeister and Leary referred to the relationships individuals have 
with one another, their suggested criteria for belonging can be easily trans-
lated into social settings, such as campus environments. Ostrove and Long 
(2007) suggested that “social structures inform who belongs and who does 
not in any given context” (p. 364). As social structures, college and univer-
sity campuses communicate messages regarding learning objectives, institu-
tional priorities, and future aspirations. Many of these messages reveal how 
campuses relate and respond to diversity and inclusion. For example, non-
discrimination policies frequently include sexual orientation and, at times, 
gender identity or expression. The existence of a nondiscrimation policy is a 
great way of protecting LGB and trans* students, faculty, and staff on cam-
pus, but how nondiscrimation policies are implemented or practiced may 
drastically differ from the intent of the policy. In any case, a nondiscrimina-
tion policy is a symbolic gesture of inclusion and can relate to notions of 
belonging for the trans* campus community. 

However, there are also symbols, practices, and policies on college and 
university campuses that signal exclusion and a lack of stablity for trans* 
students, such as not offering gender-inclusive bathrooms, locker rooms, 
or housing options. What messages are sent to trans* campus communities 
when there is a lack of trans*-inclusive options on campus? How do these 
messages set trans* communities apart from the greater campus environ-
ment? By not offering some form of trans*-inclusive environments on cam-
pus, it is easy to imagine that members of the trans* community will have 
negative campus climate perceptions. 
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CONCLUSION

Throughout this introduction we review a number of concepts to set the 
context for the chapters to follow in which colleagues from a variety of insti-
tutions share their experiences of shifting the culture of their HRL depart-
ments to be more inclusive of trans* students. Taking the expanded view of 
gender described earlier, these professionals seek to create housing options 
that lead trans* students to perceive a more positive campus climate and 
sense of belonging at their institutions. Given the information and statistics 
presented earlier, we cannot overemphasize the importance of making inten-
tional change on multiple levels of an institution to create more inclusive, 
welcoming environments for trans* students.

In addition to a dedication to inclusive environments, HRL department 
staff should consider their legal obligations to accommodate trans* students. 
The Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Department of Justice and the Offi ce 
for Civil Rights of the U.S. Department of Education’s Dear Colleague Letter 
focuses on the protections for trans* students under Title IX of the Education 
Amendments of 1972 (Lhamon & Gupta, 2016). The letter includes a section 
that states specifi c expectations for HRL departments and their obligations 
in including trans* students. HRL administrators should consider how their 
campuses will comply with the expectations set by this letter under Title IX.

HRL professionals are uniquely situated in their institutions to have a 
great impact on trans* students, and we encourage them to use this book as 
a tool to create change on their campuses. We hope the questions we pose, 
the experiences related in the following chapters, and the recommendations 
throughout this book will prompt readers to fi nd concrete strategies to lead 
change on their campuses. We assert that the inclusion of trans* students 
is not a possibility to choose out of goodwill but is, instead, a necessity for 
higher education professionals to immediately address to ensure that this 
growing student population on campus is able to access opportunities in the 
institution and succeed in the same way their cisgender peers are able to. As 
Beemyn and colleagues (2005) stated,

If college administrators are to continue to meet the changing needs of stu-
dents, they must develop procedures that recognize diverse gender identities 
and expressions. This professional obligation is also a legal requirement at 
institutions where state or municipal laws or college politics ban discriminat-
ing against their gender identity or expression. (p. 52)
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16 INTRODUCTION

Whether through legal obligation, a desire to ensure equitable access to the 
institution for all students, or both, HRL professionals can be an essential, 
positive contributor to the success of trans* students on campus. 

Finally, although much of this chapter discusses the challenges facing 
transgender people and trans* students and affecting their experiences on 
campus, we do not want readers to perceive trans* people solely as victims 
on campus and in society. Trans* people are rich contributors to our class-
rooms, campuses, and society. Trans* students are leaders and are leading 
great change at our institutions and in our nation, and higher education has 
the ability to encourage the success of trans* people through ensuring our 
institutions are as inclusive as possible for this vibrant community.
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