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colleges campuses: (a) (In)visibility, (b) Negotiating Spaces, (c) Support, Comfort & 
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Negotiating Conflicted Climates:  

The Experiences of Transgender Students Attending Women’s Colleges  

Chapter I - Introduction to the Study 

Background 

A growing number of transgender students are arriving on college campuses 

(Beemyn 2003, 2005a; Beemyn, Curtis, Davis & Tubbs, 2005; Beemyn & Rankin, 

2011; Pettitt & Krutzsch, 2004).  Some students enter college already identifying 

outside the socially constructed gender binary, while others discover and develop 

their transgender identity during college (Evans, Forney, Guido Patton & Renn 2010). 

Additionally transgender individuals are coming out at a younger age (Beemyn & 

Rankin, 2011; Quart, 2008; Teich, 2012) and this has contributed to an increase in the 

transgender population on college campuses. The internet has been cited as a point of 

access for transgender resources and the increased visibility of transgender people in 

pop culture and the media has influenced transgender people to come out as trans at 

younger ages (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Herbert, 2010).  “Although there is no 

accurate measurement of the current number of transgender college students, direct 

observation and anecdotal evidence indicate that an increasing number of [college] 

students are challenging the traditional understanding of gender as binary” 

(Schneider, 2010, p.97).   

Discussions about supporting transgender students are especially complicated 

at women’s colleges (Hart & Lester, 2011; Marine, 2011; Marine 2009, Quart, 2008; 

Schneider, 2010).  “More so than other types of higher education institutions, 

women’s colleges have experienced significant controversy around transgender 



2 

 

issues” (Schneider, 2010, p. 100). Women’s colleges, which are historically situated 

deep within the gender binary, have faced unique challenges regarding the presence 

of transgender students on their campuses (Schneider 2010; Marine, 2009). For 

example, student services at women’s colleges including housing, locker rooms, 

student forms and processes have a history of operating under the assumption that all 

students use female pronouns and identify as women.  Most women’s colleges were 

founded in response to the exclusion of women from higher education.  Those that 

remain are dedicated to serving women in part because of the research that supports 

the benefits of education in an environment centered on women (Marine, 2009).  

Despite research highlighting the strengths and advantages of women’s colleges 

(Hardwick & Day, 2012; Kinzie, Gonyea, Kuh, Umbach, Blaich, Korkmaz, 2014; 

Kinzie, Thomas Palmer, Umbach & Kuh, 2007) many women’s colleges are 

struggling with enrollment (Biemiller, 2011). The number of U.S. women’s colleges 

is shrinking.  In May 2014, Chatham University became the most recent women’s 

college to embrace coeducation (Chatham University, 2014).  A further discussion of 

women’s colleges, their history and current place in the landscape of U.S. higher 

education, appears in chapter two.   

The conversation surrounding women’s colleges’ response to transgender 

students has garnered the attention of popular media (Biemiller, 2011; Brune, 2007; 

Chittum, 2012; Grassgreen, 2011; Quart, 2008; Schnetzler & Conant 2009; Troop, 

2011). Student newspapers, blogs and campus organizations have also served as a 

medium for dialogue on this issue (kcintransition, 2011; Lukoff, 2011, Metz 2007; 

Pecht 2011).  In April 2007, the Boston Globe published an article titled “When She 
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Graduates as He”.  In this article, Brune (2007) discussed the experiences of students 

at Bryn Mawr, Smith and Mount Holyoke; three of the remaining 44 women’s 

colleges in the United States (Women’s College Coalition, 2014.).  Brune (2007) 

described a growing number of students who identify as transmen at elite 

Northeastern women’s colleges.  “Young women, some still teenagers…are exploring 

the possibility of growing up to be men. And it’s creating a social upheaval at these 

historically all-female enclaves as they wrestle with what to do about all this gender 

bending” (Brune, 2007, para. 3). Transmen refers to individuals who were assigned 

female gender at birth and currently identify as men (National Center for Transgender 

Equality, 2014); they are one segment of the greater transgender community. 

Terminology is discussed further in a later section of this chapter.  In a New York 

Times article, Quart (2008) offers a question that is often at the center of the 

controversy about transgender students at women’s colleges:  “[T]he presence of 

trans students at women’s colleges can’t help raising the question of whether — or to 

what degree — these colleges can serve students who no longer see themselves as 

women” (p. 2). Although the very presence of transgender students challenges 

women’s colleges to engage with Quart’s (2008) question, many women’s colleges 

have not responded to the challenge.  As cited in Grassgreen (2011), Beemyn a 

leading scholar on transgender policy and higher education stated, “most women’s 

colleges shy away from written policies or non-discrimination clauses that include 

gender, in part because they are afraid of what that would mean” (para. 24).    

The case of Hollins University.  Not all women’s colleges have refrained 

from taking a stance on this issue. A Hollins University policy created in 2006, stated 
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that transgender students will be dismissed from the University if they self identify as 

male and initiate any of the following: (a) hormone therapy with the intent to 

transform from female to male, (b) undergo any surgical procedure to transform from 

female to male, or (c) legally change their name with the intent of identifying as a 

man (Chittum, 2012; Hollins University, 2013).  The policy as cited in the Hollins 

University’s 2013-2014 Student Handbook and Planner continues: 

Applicants to the undergraduate program, who have completed the physical 

sex reassignment surgery and legal transformation from male to female will 

be evaluated for acceptance to the undergraduate program on the same basis 

as other women candidates. 

 (Hollins University, 2013, p. 8) 

 

For four years, the policy sat unused and unnoticed.  When women and gender studies 

professor Susan Thomas heard about it, she drafted a memo to the administration 

about her concerns, highlighting issues of fairness and legality (Chittum, 2012).  Now 

this policy has received national attention (Troop, 2011).  According to an article in 

The Chronicle for Higher Education, scholars and student-affairs officials agree that 

the Hollins policy is the strictest one they have seen at a United States (U.S.) college 

(Troop, 2011). No students have been dismissed and the policy is under review 

(Troop, 2011).  

Despite having such an explicit policy, Hollins Associate Dean of Cultural 

and Community Engagement (CCE) makes the follow statement on the CCE 

welcome page.  

CCE assists in fostering an environment that values and actively supports an 

inclusive community…The program offers a wide range of services which 

include: providing cultural leadership opportunities, assisting with retention and 

graduation of students from underrepresented groups at Hollins; organizing 

workshops to become allies to the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) 

students; advocating for diverse students, faculty, and staff; collaborating and 
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supporting student organizations’ programming efforts, as well as campus-wide 

initiatives; and serving as a community liaison. (Suarez, 2013) 

 

The conflicting messages sent by one institution illustrate the complexity of 

serving transgender students, especially at today’s U.S. women’s colleges. “While 

women’s college have historically operated under the broad cultural assumptions that 

there is a fixed, easily identifiable, and immutable form of identity known as 

‘woman’, transgender individuals clearly problematize this notion” (Marine, 2009,  p. 

31). 

Statement of the Research 

At a time when numerous women’s colleges are closing their doors or 

embracing coeducation, the examination of practices and policies regarding 

transgender students adds an important voice to the dialogue regarding the future of 

women’s colleges.  In this study I examine the impact of policies and practices on 

transgender students attending women’s colleges.  This research explores two 

research questions: (1) What are the participants’ lived experiences as transgender 

students attending U.S. women’s colleges? (2) What policies and practices exist at 

women’s colleges that mention and acknowledge transgender students?  I personally 

believe that the authentic voices of transgender students at women’s college need to 

be a part of the perspectives considered by these colleges as they move forward in 

addressing the issue.  To date, no scholarly research has focused on the experiences of 

transgender students at women’s colleges. One other study, Hart and Lester’s from 

2011, included the voices of transgender students as part of their broader case study 

about gender performance on a singular women’s college campus, but mention was 

minimal.  In contrast, this research study focuses on and highlights personal accounts 
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of the experiences of ten self-identified transgender students across six separate 

institutions.  

Terminology: A Word About Words 

For the purpose of this study, it is important to define key terms that are 

relevant to understanding the complexity of sex, gender, and sexuality.  The 

following definitions are provided to enhance the readers’ understanding of this 

research.   

 Sex: Sex is biological and includes physical attributes such as sex 

chromosomes, gonads, sex hormones, internal reproductive structures, and 

external genitalia. At birth these attributes are used to identify individuals 

at male, female (Gender Spectrum, 2014) or intersex – is a term used for 

people who are born with a reproductive or sexual anatomy and/or 

chromosome pattern that does not seem to fit typical definitions of male or 

female (National Center for Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

 Gender: Gender is not connected to one’s physical anatomy (Gender 

Spectrum, 2014) and gender is comprised of two components: gender 

identity and gender expression (Teich, 2012). 

 

 Gender Identity: Gender identity is the internal sense of who one 

is; man, woman, masculine, feminine, or somewhere in between 

(Teich, 2012). Since gender identity is internal, one’s gender 

identity is not necessarily visible to others (National Center for 

Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

 Gender Expression: Gender expression is how a person represents 

or expresses their gender identity to others, often through behavior, 

clothing, hairstyles, voice or body characteristics (National Center 

for Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

 Transgender: Transgender is an umbrella term for people whose gender 

identity, expression, or behavior differs from those typically associated 

with their assigned sex at birth (Teich, 2012). Some transgender 

individuals transition across the binary whereas others reject the idea of 

choosing a gender and instead identify as genderfluid, gender-bending, 

genderqueer or pan-gender (Herbert, 2010). 

 

 Problematic Terms: “transgenders,” “a transgender” 

“transgendered”.  “Transgender should be used as an adjective, 
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not as a noun. Do not say someone ‘is a transgender,’ or ‘The 

parade included many transgenders.’ Instead say, ‘Tony is a 

transgender man,’ or ‘The parade included many transgender 

people’” (GLAAD, 2010). Additionally, adding “ed” is not only 

grammatically incorrect it implies something happened to the 

person to make them transgender, which is not the case (Killerman, 

n.d.). These terms are found in some research and used by some 

but they are currently viewed as offensive to the transgender 

community and should not be used.  

 

 Trans*: Trans* (with the asterisk) is used in an effort to include all non-

cisgender [defined below] identities including but not limited to the 

following: transgender, transsexual, genderqueer, genderfluid, non-binary, 

pan-gender, genderless, agender, non-gendered, third gender and two-

spirit (Killerman, n.d.).  

 

 Transition: Transition refers to the time when a person begins to living as 

the gender with which they identify rather than the gender they were 

assigned at birth, which often includes changing one’s first name, 

dressing, and grooming differently. Transitioning may or may not also 

include medical and legal aspects, including taking hormones, having 

surgery, or changing identity documents (e.g. driver’s license, Social 

Security record) to reflect one’s gender identity. Medical and legal steps 

are often difficult for people to access and afford (National Center for 

Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

 Cisgender:  Cisgender refers to people whose sex assignment at birth is in 

congruence with their gender identity and expression (Teich, 2012).  “To 

simply define people as ‘non-trans’ implies that only transgender people 

have a gender identity…Like sexual orientation, race, class, and many 

other identities, all of us have a gender identity” (Basic Rights Oregon, 

2011). 

 

 Transphobia: Transphobia is a reaction of fear, loathing, and 

discriminatory treatment of people whose identity or gender presentation, 

or perceived gender identity, does not “match” in the socially accepted 

way, the sex they were assigned at birth.  (UC Davis, 2014)   

 

 Sexual Identity: Sexual Identity is a term that refers to being romantically 

or sexually attracted to people of a specific gender. Our sexual orientation 

and our gender identity are separate, distinct parts of our overall identity 

(Gender Spectrum, 2014). 

 

 Queer: Queer is term used to refer to lesbian, gay, bisexual and, often also 

transgender, people. Some use queer as an alternative to “gay” in an effort 

to be more inclusive. Depending on the user, the term has either a 
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derogatory or an affirming connotation, as many have sought to reclaim 

the term that was once widely used in a negative way (National Center for 

Transgender Equality, 2014). 

 

 LGBTQ+: Within this study, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, 

Questioning, and additional sexual and gender minorities will be 

abbreviated as (LGBTQ+).  When research is cited that addresses specific 

identities the acronym will be adjusted to accurately reflect the identities 

represented within the given research.  Some organizations and articles 

place the letters in differing orders.  

 

 Out:  “Coming out" describes voluntarily making public one's sexual 

identity and/or gender identity. "Being out" refers to not concealing one's 

sexual identity or gender identity (UC Davis, 2014). 

 

The terminology shared above is offered to inform the understanding of the 

experiences of participants in this research; however, it is important to note that the 

terminology used to describe transgender experiences has limitations.  While 

terminology is evolving quickly, the current language remains insufficient to describe 

the complexities of gender (Beemyn, 2005b; Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Bilodeau. 

2005).   

There are many terms for expressions of gender variance and each term 

conveys different meanings for individuals and the community (Herbert, 2010). 

Transgender is also thought of as a spectrum which includes, but is not limited to: 

transsexual, transman, transwoman, FTM, MTF, transfeminine, transmasculine, 

genderqueer, gender nonconforming, gender variant, androgynous, bi-gender, third 

gender, two spirit, and cross dresser. Transgender students may identify with one, 

more than one, none, or all of these terms (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011).  In their study 

of the experiences of transgender people, Beemyn and Rankin (2011) reported “the 

1,211 individuals who identified specifically as ‘transgender’ provided 502 additional 

descriptors for their gender identities, of which 479 were unique responses” (p. 23).  
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Because terminology use can be extremely individualized, “[i]t is important to allow 

transgender people the freedom to define who they are” (Lees, 1998, p. 37).  The 

participants in this research are referred to using self-selected gender and sexual 

identity terminology.  This includes the use of gender neutral pronouns.  Ze or sie, are 

a gender-neutral pronoun used in place of “she” or “he”, and hir, also gender-neutral, 

used in place of “him” or “her” (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011). Additional terms are 

defined as they appear throughout this thesis. 

The transgender population is estimated between 0.5% and 4% of the general 

population; however, the commonly accepted percentage is around 1% (Shults, 2005; 

Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation, 2010). While identities represented 

within the LGBTQ+ are commonly discussed together it is important to note that 

gender identity is separate from sexual identity.  Transgender individuals may 

identify as heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, asexual, queer or something else 

(Beemyn, 2012). Transgender individuals, intersex people, lesbians, gay men, 

bisexuals, and other non-heterosexuals are common targets of transphobia (UC Davis, 

2012). The impact of transphobia is highlighted in Injustice at Every Turn: A Report 

of the National Transgender Discrimination Survey (Grant, Mottet, & Tanis, 2011). 

Their survey, which included 6,450 transgender and gender non-conforming 

participants, reported 63% of the 6,450 participants had experienced a serious act of 

discrimination — defined as events that have a major impact on persons’ quality of 

life and ability to sustain themselves financially or emotionally.  
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Significance of Study  

The conversation regarding transgender students in higher education is 

relatively young. “Twenty years ago, it was rare to find a student at any college or 

university who openly identified as transgender” (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011, p.159).  

While the number of out transgender college students is increasing, this is a relatively 

new population being served by college campuses. The primary focus of this study is 

to share the experiences of trans* identified students attending women’s colleges.  

There has been minimal scholarly research on transgender students in the context of 

women’s colleges (Hart & Lester, 2011; Kraschel, 2012; Marine, 2009; Marine, 

2011; Perifmos, 2008).  None of these studies have focused on the experiences of 

transgender students currently attending a women’s college.  In her 2009 doctoral 

dissertation, Susan Marine stated the following. “Arguably, transgender students who 

do not identify as female do not logically ‘fit’ in the current milieu of the single-sex 

institution for women in America, so their reasons for enrolling and these institutions’ 

reactions to their enrollment invite further exploration” (Marine, 2009, p. 21).  This 

research will contribute to this gap in the literature. This study is not exhaustive of the 

diverse experiences of transgender college students at women’s colleges.  However, it 

is the first to highlight the voices of these students in scholarly research. A secondary 

component of this research is to examine the current policies and practices at 

women’s college which mention or acknowledge trans* students.   

Researcher Biases & Disclosures 

My interest in the study of women’s colleges is rooted in the positive and 

influential experiences I had during my undergraduate studies. I am an alumna of two 
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women’s colleges.  I earned both my Associate in Arts and Bachelor of Arts degrees 

at women’s colleges.  I am passionate about the unique learning environment that 

women’s colleges foster. I hold the belief that women’s colleges still maintain a place 

of relevance within U.S. higher education. 

I first garnered an awareness of transgender topics facing higher education 

while serving on student government as an undergraduate student at a women’s 

college.  We voted to remove all gendered pronouns from our constitution in 2002; 

changing references from she and her to ‘the student’.  Our decision was driven by a 

desire to be inclusive of transgender classmates.  

In addition to my years studying at women’s colleges I spent five years 

working as an admissions professional at one of my alma maters. During my years 

working in admissions, I spent hours advocating for and educating others about the 

opportunities afforded to students at women’s colleges.  I received occasional 

questions from prospective students regarding admission of transgender students 

while working at the college.  Through discussions with the Dean of Students and 

Human Resources, I learned there was no written policy at that institution.   

As the researcher, my personal lens influences this study. As a result, I believe 

it is important to disclose some of my social identities. I have unfairly benefited from 

privileged identities, including being white, cisgender and from an upper-middle class 

socio-economic background.  My subordinated identity as a queer person who has 

experienced heterosexism and transphobia will also impact my research.  I must 

acknowledge that my identities may impact how I am perceived by the research 

participants. For example, for most participants my queer identity and women’s 
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college alumna status may enhance the researcher/participant rapport.  It would also 

be possible that in other instances my identities could have the potential to cause 

mistrust.  

Summary 

 The primary goal is this research is to examine the lived experiences of 

transgender college students attending a U.S. women’s college.  Because the 

experiences of trans* students who participated in this study are uniquely situated in 

the context of a women’s college, a secondary goal is to present an overview of the 

current landscape of policies and practices regarding trans students attending 

women’s college. This thesis is organized into the following five chapters.   

 Introduction. I use the introduction to present foundation of this study. In the 

introduction I describe the current issue this research seeks to address. Further, I 

specifically use the introduction to (a) present relevant terminology, (b) introduce this 

study’s research questions, (c) discuss the significance of this study, and (c) disclose 

my researcher bias. 

 Review of the literature.  This literature review begins broad with an 

overview of the history of women’s colleges and the focus progressively narrows to 

the literature that specifically address the intersection of trans* students and women’s 

colleges.  Included in this chapter is discussion of current research regarding 

transgender students in the broader context of higher education, including student 

development theory. The final portion of the literature review includes references to 

this topic that appear outside the realm of academic scholarship in popular media. 
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Methods. The methods chapter presents the research perspective as well as 

description of the research design and implementation. This chapter details the data 

collection processes and the research protocol as approved by the Oregon State 

University Intuitional Review Board. Specifically I address the: (a) research 

perspective, (b) research design, (d) researcher positionality, (e) data collection, and 

(d) data analysis.   

Findings/Discussion. The findings and discussion of this study are explored 

within chapter four. This aim of this chapter is to provide a comprehensive 

presentation of the study findings based on the data collected. The chapter is focused 

around how the data collected in this study informs the research questions. The 

findings which inform the first research question are discussed in relation to four key 

themes. Four limitations are discussed in the conclusion of this chapter. 

Conclusion. In this final chapter, the key findings from this research are 

discussed in connection to recommendations.   These recommendations for action are 

informed both by the student interviews and my analysis as the researcher.  The 

recommendations address the implications for practice based on the study findings. 

This chapter concludes with study limitations and suggestions for additional research.  
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Chapter II: A Review of the Literature 

The purpose of this section is to provide an overview of significant literature 

regarding women’s colleges and transgender college students. What follows are key 

areas of scholarship that will both aid the reader in understanding the foundations and 

context of this present study, as well as offer insight when considering the 

contribution of this research.  This literature review begins broad with an overview of 

the history of women’s colleges and the focus progressively narrows to the literature 

that specifically address the intersection of trans* students and women’s colleges. 

Due to the limited amount of scholarly research addressing trans* students in the 

context of women’s colleges, this review of the literature also draws on the larger 

body of research written about transgender college students.   Identifying the lack of 

scholarly research specifically addressing the intersection of women’s colleges and 

transgender students, I investigated this issue through blogs, student newspapers and 

popular media publications.  While I have relied upon coverage of this research topic 

by popular media, I find it important to note that the mainstream media often 

sensationalizes trans* bodies and the experiences of trans* people (McAvan, 2011). 

When possible I have sought to find news articles that include the voices of trans* 

students.   

The following section presents a brief history of women’s colleges.  It is 

intended to help frame the current struggle women’s colleges are facing as they 

wrestle with how to respond to transgender students within the greater history of 

women’s colleges. 
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Women’s Colleges: Then & Now 

From the beginning of U.S. higher education, opportunities were gender 

dependent. When Harvard was founded in 1636, the thought of educating women was 

in no-one’s mind; college was not even seen as the place for most American men 

(Rudolph, 1990). There were rigid gender expectations during the colonial era. 

“Colleges were not for women because colleges were vocational training schools, 

training for professions not open to women” (Boas, 1971, p. 9).  Cohen and Kisker 

(2010) stated, “women who ventured outside the home were mistrusted” (p. 77).  

Further, “The colonial view of woman was simply that she was intellectually inferior 

– incapable, merely by reason of being a woman, of great thoughts” (Rudolph, 1990, 

pp. 307-308).  Even as colleges for women were founded, leading scholars professed 

that educating women had consequences to their health and reproductive abilities. 

Edward Clark, a retired Harvard Professor published Sex in Education in 1873.  In 

this text he warned that excessive study and lack of proper rest could lead to mental 

and physical breakdowns in women, and would impact the development of their most 

valuable asset – their reproductive system (Eisenmann, 1998; Miller-Bernal, 2006). It 

was these sentiments that early advocates for women’s education had to challenge.  

Most women’s colleges were founded at a time when women were otherwise 

unable to access higher education; those that remain today are dedicated to serving 

women in part because research supports the benefits of education in an environment 

centered on women.  The current research to date continues to conclude that women’s 

colleges offer greater educational outcomes for women when compared to 

coeducational institutions (Marine, 2009, Women’s College Coalition, 2014). It is 
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difficult to discern the first women’s college.  Though numerous sources cite Georgia 

Female College [now Wesleyan] founded in 1839 as the earliest women’s college 

(Boas, 1971; Cohen & Kisker, 2010; Rudolph, 1990), it was predated by numerous 

seminaries and academies that eventually developed into colleges.  Academies began 

to flourish in the mid-eighteenth century; the term seminary began to appear more 

frequently in the antebellum era (Eisenmann, 1998).  While some seminaries had a 

religious component, the term did not imply religious study as it does today.   The 

women’s college movement was an extension of the female seminaries.  The late 

1800’s were a crucial time for the establishment of women’s colleges and the 

promotion educational opportunities for women.  “By 1880, female students in both 

women’s colleges and coeducational institutions comprised 33% of the baccalaureate-

seeking population” (Langdon, 2001, p. 7).  

The racial integration of the Seven Sisters.  Founded opposite the all-male 

Ivy League, the seven women’s colleges that make up the Seven Sisters are: Barnard, 

Bryn Mawr, Mount Holyoke, Radcliffe, Smith, Vassar, and Wellesley. At a 1926 

meeting of their college presidents, these seven colleges formed a partnership 

dedicated to the promotion of women’s education (Eisenmann, 1998). This section 

specifically examines their process of racial integration and provides context for the 

current study.  Racial integration of the Seven Sisters is a historical example of 

women’s colleges deliberating the inclusion of marginalized students. 

Women’s colleges do not have a history of being open to all women. Racial 

identity, socio-economic status, and religious affiliation have all been causes of 

discrimination from women’s college (Perkins, 1998; Marine 2009). An overview of 



17 

 

the experiences faced by the Seven Sisters helps illustrate the potential struggles 

women’s colleges may face as they wrestle with trans* inclusion.  

 Racial discrimination existed in some form at each of the Seven Sisters. The 

following incident occurred at Bryn Mawr College in the early 1900s: 

In 1903, Jessie Fauset, an African American from Philadelphia, graduated at 

the top of her class at the city’s Girl’s High. It was customary that the school’s 

top student would enter Bryn Mawr on scholarship, but when it was 

discovered that Fauset was black, President Thomas raised money for Fauset 

to attend Cornell rather than have a black woman attend Bryn Mawr. (Perkins, 

1998, p. 106)  

 

In 1998, Perkins published The Racial Integration of the Seven Sister Colleges. The 

remainder of this section presents a summary of her findings.  

In 1887, Wellesley College was the first of the Seven Sisters to graduate an 

African American student.  Radcliffe began admitting African American women in 

the 1890s, but did not allow them to live on campus.  By the 1920s, Radcliffe was 

graduating four per year.  Smith was much slower.  After graduating their first 

African American in 1900, Smith accepted roughly one African American student 

each year but would not provide campus housing. Including African students and 

those students who attended without earning a degree, only 69 black students had 

attended Smith by 1964. Mount Holyoke College graduated Martha Ralston, their 

first African American, in 1898.  According to college records, officials were 

surprised by Ralston’s race when she arrived on campus. By 1964, Mount Holyoke 

had graduated only 39 African American women.  As demonstrated in the earlier 

example, racial discrimination was quite rampant at Bryn Mawr.  In 1922, an African 

American student left after attending only one week.  Bryn Mawr did not graduate an 

African American student until 1931, and a second did not graduate until 1933.  A 
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mere nine African American students had graduated from Bryn Mawr by 1960. 

Barnard College accepted now famed writer Zora Neale Hurston as a transfer student 

in 1925.  She was the only African American student at Barnard during the entirety of 

her attendance.  Hurston spoke positively about her experiences at Barnard in her 

autobiography.   

Vassar College had graduated an extremely light-skinned African American 

student in 1897, but her race was unknown to the College.  In 1940, Vassar became 

the last of the Seven Sisters to knowingly admit African American students.  Only 

twenty-three African American students graduated from Vassar by 1960.  Perkins’s 

(1998) study provides an insight into the influence systems of oppression have had on 

higher education.  The example of discrimination against African Americans is a 

reminder that colleges and universities do not exist within a vacuum, free from 

external influence.  Institutions exist within the context of time and place and are 

influenced by cultural context. While liberal and progressive in their mission to 

educate women, women’s colleges have a history of exclusion:  

The evidence thus suggests that black women, women of lower 

socioeconomic classes, Jewish women, and women identified as lesbian or 

bisexual have all experienced exclusion from women’s colleges at difference 

times and in different contexts. (Marine, 2009, p. 20) 

 

Today, transgender students are the latest population to navigate the conflicting 

discourses that exist at women’s colleges. Women’s colleges tout progressive ideals 

yet as is discussed later in this chapter, many are hesitant to take a stance in regards to 

trans* inclusion. 

The rise of coeducation.  Social movements of the 1960s profoundly 

impacted higher education.  The civil rights movement, anti-Vietnam War protests, 



19 

 

the gay liberation movement, and the sexual revolution created a cultural mood that 

called for closer ties between oppressed genders and races (Miller-Bernal, 2004). It 

was in this climate that coeducation blossomed.  From June to October of 1968, 64 

women’s colleges closed or become coeducational (Langdon, 2001).   

 Vassar was the last of the Seven Sisters to admit African American students, 

but it was the first to admit men.  In 1969, Vassar College split from the Seven Sisters 

when it made the bold decision to become coeducational. 

Vassar had not suffered financially or experienced any obvious problem in the 

number and academic qualification of its applicants. But by the late 1950s 

there were signs that Vassar’s isolated single sex environment was becoming 

less attractive to the most active and talented women. (Griffen & Daniels, 

2006, p. 27)  

 

The Vassar decision was not met with much resistance.  Decades later, a more 

profound reaction took place after Mills College, a women’s college in California, 

decided to admit men.  In 1981, Mary Metz became the president of Mills College.  

Metz began a decade-long study to create a strategic plan for Mills’ future; its goals 

included increased enrollment, improved rankings and attracting high-achieving 

students (Sheldon, 2006).  Once the plan was in place, enrollment actually declined.  

In 1989, the Board of Trustees voted to admit men.  This sparked an outrage among 

Mills students.  In an act of defiance, students embarked on two-week boycott of 

classes and campus activities, demanding a reversal of the Board’s decision. The 

protest was successful (Sheldon, 2006, pp 194-195).   

In the 1960s, when Vassar College was exploring the possibility of 

coeducation, then-president Sarah Blanding made a chilling prediction for the future 

of women’s colleges: “She predicted that of the hundred or more women’s colleges 
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now in existence no more than then ten will be functioning in the year 2061” (Griffen 

& Daniels, 2006, p.27). Today, there are 44 women’s colleges (see Appendix A) in 

the United States (Women’s College Coalition, 2014).  This is down significantly 

from the 233 that existed in 1960 (Langdon, 2001).  Over the past fifty years, some 

women’s colleges have begun to admit men and embrace coeducation, while others 

have closed their doors.  In 2011, Biemiller reported that seven women’s colleges had 

embraced coeducation over the past ten years.  In 2013, the Wilson College Board of 

Trustees adopted series of measures aimed at rejuvenating the college, including the 

decision to begin admitting men for fall 2014 (Wilson, 2013).  As of February 2014, 

Chatham University, in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania, is the most recent women’s colleges 

to consider admitting men. “University president Esther Barazzone cited economic 

pressures and enrollment realities in telling a campus wide meeting of students and 

employees why Chatham has become the latest women's institution in Pennsylvania 

and beyond to consider going coed” (Schackner, 2014, para. 2).  On May 1
st
 2014 the 

Chatham Board of Trustees voted in favor or coeducation and the University will 

begin accepting men at the undergraduate level starting in the fall of 2015.  (Chatham 

University, 2014) 

Women’s colleges have played an influential role within the greater landscape 

of American higher education since their creation.  With the rise of coeducation, 

research has been conducted on the climate women are facing in coed environments. 

Researchers have identified that women face a “chilly climate” at coed colleges in 

that professors more often called on male students, and women are not encouraged to 

be involved (Miller-Bernal, 2006, p. 9). Miller-Bernal (2006) argued for further 
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scholarly research on women’s colleges in order to preserve or replicate some of the 

benefits of their educational model. 

Women’s colleges have played an important role in the lives of thousands of 

women. They are defended passionately by many students and alumnae who 

see them as having a unique environment in which women’s interests and 

needs are given priority. It behooves all of us who are committed to gender 

equity to study women’s colleges so that we can better understand the 

particular ways in which they have benefited women and so that we can use 

them as models for the increasingly prevalent coeducational institutions 

(pp.14-15). 

 

In 2007, the Women’s College Coalition partnered with the National Survey 

of Student Engagement (NSSE) and several leading higher education researchers to 

study the experiences of women’s college students. Examining National Survey of 

Student Engagement (NSSE) data, Kinzie et al. (2007) compared the experiences of 

women at coeducational colleges with those at women’s colleges.  Their research 

concluded that women’s colleges provide a distinct and positive environment for their 

students.  Among their findings include the following: (a) women’s college students 

have more opportunities to interact with people of differing economic, racial and 

social backgrounds, (b) students at women’s colleges scored higher on nearly every 

measure of engagement, and (c) women’s college students report a higher level of 

academic challenge (Kinzie et al., 2007).  In the conclusion of their study, Kinzie et 

al. reported that “single-sex colleges are a vital postsecondary option for women” 

(2007, p. 163).   In the early years women’s colleges were about access, where as in 

more recent decades they are about equity (Langdon, 2001). The conversation about 

transgender students at women’s colleges is further complicated by the struggle many 

women’s colleges are facing to survive as women’s institutions.  The presence of 
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trans* students may be viewed as a way for institutions to passively become 

coeducational.  

LGBTQ+ Students Services and Higher Education 

LGBTQ+ students often struggle with learning how to integrate their sexuality 

and gender identity in a positive way during their college year (Zubernis & Snyder, 

2007).  In September of 1971, the University of Michigan opened a Human Sexuality 

Office operated by two quarter-time staff members (Burris, n.d.).  “This achievement 

was monumental, in that it was officially the first staff office for queer students in an 

institution of higher learning in the United States” (Burris, n.d.).  Over thirty years 

later, leading scholar on LGBTQ+ issues in higher education, Rankin (2003), 

published a ground-breaking research study: Campus Climate for Gay Lesbian 

Bisexual and Transgender People.  Published by the Policy Institute of the National 

Gay and Lesbian Task Force, it was the first of its kind—and it presented sobering 

statistics. As of 2003, only 100 colleges out of the estimated 5,500 American colleges 

and universities had a LGBTQ+ student center (Rankin, 2003). The study also 

included a survey of 1,669 students, faculty, and staff at 14 colleges and universities 

across the U.S.  It is important to note that all 14 institutions in the study had a visible 

LGBTQ+ community and thus the findings may indeed be understated.  Notable 

findings include 51% of LGBTQ+ student, staff and faculty reporting they concealed 

their sexual orientation or gender identity for safety and to avoid intimidation, and 

41% of respondents stated that their institution did not address issues related to 

gender and sexual orientation (Rankin, 2003).  Rankin also found that 92% of the 
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transgender respondents reported they were targets of harassment because of their 

gender identity (2003). 

Genny Beemyn, who has also published under the names Brett Beemyn and 

Brett Genny Beemyn (2003; 2005a; 2005b; Beemyn et al. 2005; Beemyn & Pettit 

2006; Beemyn & Rankin, 2011) is the Director of the Stonewall LGBTQ+ Resource 

Center at the University of Massachusetts Amherst (U Mass Amherst, 2014) and is 

the most published educational researcher on the lives of transgender students.  His 

research provides a rich foundation for my research, specifically regarding the 

experiences of, and climate faced by trans* college students.  

Supporting transgender students.  Most colleges and universities are 

unprepared to meet transgender students’ needs (Beemyn 2005a; Beemyn et al., 2005; 

Beemyn & Pettit, 2006; Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Pettit & Krutzsch, 2004). Despite 

commonly being lumped among the ever-growing list of letters used to express 

identities under the queer umbrella, gender identity development is different from 

sexual identity development.  Renn (2010) separated transgender from the broader 

LGBT umbrella, and pointed out that while there has been growth in the literature 

addressing LGB students, the literature regarding transgender students is still quite 

lacking.  “Only after a complete transformation of institutional cultures will colleges 

and universities become truly welcoming to transgender students” (Beemyn & 

Rankin, 2011, p. 165).     

Recommendations.  The research consistently identifies six campus elements 

that should be modified in order to promote a trans-inclusive campus climate.  These 

six campus features are: (a) residence halls, (b) locker rooms, (c) bathrooms, (d) name 
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changes/use of correct name and pronouns, (e) health care, and (f) programming 

(Beemyn et al., 2005; Beemyn, 2005a; Beemyn & Pettit 2006; Miner, 2009; 

Schnetzler & Conant, 2009).  On most campuses, these six areas are where 

transgender students are most likely to experience transphobia and to face 

discrimination. Multiple functional areas each play an active role in revamping policy 

to embrace transgender students including, but not limited to: residential life, student 

health services, campus recreation, facilities, campus activities and the registrar.  The 

needed cross-departmental approach to change illustrates the interdependence of 

student affairs functional areas and demonstrates the multifaceted approach needed by 

institutions seeking to be more trans*-friendly. 

Anecdotal and research evidence suggest that transgender people are at risk of 

verbal and physical assault when using gender-specific facilities (Beemyn, et al., 

2005).  Gender neutral residence halls as well as non-gendered private bathrooms and 

locker rooms are direct combatants to those risks. As of 2010, “Almost 300 colleges 

have updated their nondiscrimination policies to include gender identity and 

expression and more than 50 campuses have gender-neutral housing” (Tilsley, 2010). 

There is no standard definition of gender-neutral housing.  The concept plays 

differently on each campus.  Gender-neutral housing options have benefited trans-

identified students as well as the broader student population.  It offers more choices to 

students who want to live with friends, regardless of sex or gender (Schnetzler & 

Conant, 2009).  More recently, NASPA (2012) stated that more than 400 campuses 

have updated their non-discrimination policies to include trans* people. However, 

more than 90% of colleges and universities have not implemented any changes, 
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resulting in campuses that remain inaccessible and unwelcoming to transgender 

students (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Transgender Law and Policy Institute, 2012).  

According to Injustice at Every Turn, the 2011 report on transgender discrimination, 

61% of the respondents who expressed a transgender identity or gender non-

conformity at school reported experiencing abuse because of their identity/expression 

– the survey showed high levels of harassment and bullying, physical assault, sexual 

assault, and expulsion from school from elementary through graduate school (Grant, 

Mottet, & Tanis, 2011).   

Policy changes are one step to address transgender students, but they do little 

to transform campus culture. The ability to easily execute name changes, access to 

health services with trans-supportive providers, and campus programming are all 

important components to fostering a trans-inclusive campus culture.  The University 

of Vermont created a software patch for its student information system that permits  

students’ to select the name and pronouns used on class rosters and identification 

cards” (Tilsley, 2010).   Beemyn (2005a) promoted the need for hormone therapy to 

be available through student health services via partnerships with area health care 

providers. One of the major obstacles to trans* inclusion is that colleges are entering 

uncharted territory.  The existence of trans* students challenge many of the gendered 

systems that exist within higher education:  For example, Greek life, housing and 

athletics.   

Senior Student Affairs Officers.  Beemyn (2003) articulated the importance 

of senior administrators taking the lead for combating prejudice and discrimination on 

their campuses.  Roper (2005) echoes Beemyn’s message in his call to fellow Senior 
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Student Affairs Officers (SSAO).   “The role of the senior student affairs officer is to 

develop, articulate, live, and lead by an educational philosophy that promotes campus 

wide awareness and support for LGBT students. Our failure to nurture support for 

LGBT students means those students will receive less educational value from their 

campus experience than we are capable of providing” (Roper, 2005, p. 83). Both 

Beemyn (2003) and Roper (2005) assert that SSAOs play a crucial role in supporting 

changes to campus culture. The key theme of Roper’s call is to transform conflict into 

community. 

LGBTQ+ Organizations.  The Consortium of Higher Education Lesbian Gay 

Bisexual Transgender Resource Professionals (Consortium) and Campus Pride are 

two leading organizations with a primary focus on the LGBTQ+ issues in higher 

education.  

Consortium. The Consortium grew out of a meeting of 11 professionals, 

representing nine college campuses who met in 1994 on the University of 

Pennsylvania campus (Consortium, n.d).  This meeting, which started as a chance to 

gather and share ideas, has evolved to a national organization supporting student 

affairs professionals working in LGBTQ+ student services.   The mission of the 

Consortium is “[t]o critically transform higher education environments so that 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender students, faculty, administrators, staff, and 

alumni/ae have equity in every respect” (Consortium, n.d.).  Consortium members 

live out the organization mission by providing support to colleagues serving 

LGBTQ+ communities in higher education, advocating for policy changes and 

program development that acknowledges LGBTQ+ people’s needs, and consulting 
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with administrators in higher education in the interest of enhancing the campus 

climate for LGBTQ+ students, faculty, staff, and alumni/ae (Consortium, n.d.).  The 

membership list is not available online but does include a directory of queer serving 

offices at campuses around the country.  The map below, developed by the 

Consortium, illustrates the locations of college and university LGBTQ+ centers 

(Consortium, 2014).  It is important to note that this map does not include student run 

centers.  The Consortium believes that campuses should employ professional staff to 

work with students around issues of sexual orientation and gender identity.  They use 

the following criteria when including a center on their directory,  

The position must be at least 50% time (20 hrs/wk). The position must be 

filled by a professional staff person OR a graduate assistant. The position's job 

description must include primary responsibility for providing LGBT services. 

Graduate assistants' job descriptions must be solely dedicated to LGBT 

services (Consortium, 2012). 

 

Figure 1. A map of the location of U.S. College/University LGBTQ+ resource 

centers staffed by graduate students or student affairs professionals. Map created 

2012 (Consortium, 2012). 
 



28 

 

This map (Figure 1) illustrates how much work is left to fulfill the mission of the 

Consortium.  Of the 190 centers recognized by the Consortium only two are women’s 

colleges: Bryn Mawr and Wellesley. 

 Campus Pride. Women’s colleges are also under-represented on the LGBT-

Friendly Campus Pride Index.  In development since 2001, the LGBT-Friendly 

Campus Pride Index was created in response to the increasing demand for tools and 

resources to support campuses in assessing their policies, programs and practices 

(Campus Pride, 2014).  The assessment tool relies on self-reported data to evaluate 

campuses on eight components: (a) LGBT policy inclusion, (b) LGBT support & 

institutional commitment, (c) LGBT academic life, (d) LGBT student Life, (e) LGBT 

housing, (f) LGBT campus safety, (g) LGBT counseling & health, and (h) LGBT 

recruitment and retention efforts (Campus Pride, 2014). After completing the self-

assessment, institutions receive three scores: a sexual identity score, a gender 

identity/expression (I/E) score and an overall score. The index currently included 416 

campuses and only five of those are women’s colleges.  Table 1 presents the women’s 

colleges listed with the Campus Pride Index along with their scores.  

Institution 
Campus Pride Index Score 

Sexuality Gender I/E 

Agnes Scott College 5 4.5 

Bryn Mawr College  5 4 

Mount Holyoke College 4.5 3 

Simmons College 4 3.5 

Spelman College  3.5 1.5 
 

Table 1. This table provides Campus Pride Index scores for the 5 women’s colleges 

listed on the Index (Campus Pride, 2014).   
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Identity development theory 

Identity development theory may assist in understanding the processes 

through which trans* students come to understand and form their gender identities. 

There is not a predominant gender identity development model that applies to college 

students; the lack of a unified terminology compounds the difficulty in identifying a 

model to describe gender identity development in college students (Evans et al., 

2010).  The study of trans* specific identity development has been further 

complicated by the medical pathologizing of transgender persons.  Bilodeau and Renn 

(2005) posit: 

The term disorder dominates the literature. Medical and psychiatric literature 

focuses primarily on a binary construction of transgender identity (all 

individuals should be assigned to either male or female categories), with an 

emphasis on “correcting” gender deviance through reassignment to the 

“appropriate” gender (p. 30). 

 

The medical and psychiatric approach often reinforces the gender binary.  Few 

studies of trans* people include the experiences of those who cannot afford or do not 

desire surgery (Bilodeau, 2005).   

D’Augelli’s theory of LGB development & Bilodeau’s theory of trans* 

development.  Responding to a void in the research, Bilodeau (2005) adapted 

D’Augelli’s theory of lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) development to describe 

transgender identity development. D’Augelli’s (1994) theory of lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual (LGB) development is a lifespan model of sexual identity development that 

identifies six processes that LGB individuals navigate as a part of their sexual identity 

development.  These six developmental processes are: (a) exiting the heterosexual 

identity, (b) developing a personal lesbian/gay/bisexual identity status, (c) developing 
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a lesbian/gay/bisexual social identity, (d) becoming a lesbian/gay/bisexual offspring, 

(e) developing a lesbian/gay/bisexual intimacy status, and entering the 

lesbian/gay/bisexual community.  The processes are informed by three interconnected 

variables: personal subjectivities, interactive intimacies, and socio-historical 

connections (D’Augelli, 1994).  Personal subjectivities refer to one’s individual 

feelings, perceptions, feelings and actions linked to their sexual identity, as well as 

the meanings an individual attaches to them.  Interactive intimacies addresses the 

influences of others including family, friends and significant others.  Socio-historical 

connections account for the influence of cultural norms during a given time and 

space. As a life span model, these processes are not steps or stages. D’Augelli’s 

(1994) theory emphasizes the individualization of the sexual identity development 

process.   

Bilodeau (2005) studied two transgender students and “their responses were 

analyzed using the D’Augelli (1994) lifespan model of sexual orientation 

development” (p. 31). The study had significant limitations due to the exceptionally 

small sample size, but Bilodeau discovered that the D’Augelli (1994) model loosely 

fit the experiences of the students in his research. Bilodeau (2005) coined the 

following six processes for transgender identity development:  (a) exiting a 

traditionally gendered identity—involves recognizing that one is gender variant, 

attaching a label to this identity, and affirming oneself as gender variant through 

coming out to others, (b) developing a personal transgender identity, (c) developing a 

transgender social identity, (d) becoming a transgender offspring—consists of coming 

out as transgender to family members, (e) developing a transgender intimacy status, 
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(f) Entering a transgender community—involves making a commitment to political 

and social action connected to challenging transphobia.  In comparison to D’Augelli 

(1994), Bilodeau identified that transgender students experience developing a social 

identity and entering the transgender community simultaneously. One of the strengths 

of Bilodeau’s (2005) life span model is it maintains “the possibility that gender 

schemas are not fixed and immovable by the time a student enters college” (Evans et 

al p. 343).  While some of these processes have the potential to be stunted, others may 

be enhanced for trans* students attending a women’s college. Quart (2008) explains 

how the women’s college environment may impact gender identity development:  

In a sense, transgender and genderqueer students could be said merely to be 

holding women’s colleges to their word: to fully support women’s exploration 

of gender, even if that exploration ends with students no longer being female-

identified (para. 28). 

 

As introduced by Bronfenbrenner (1979) a common aspect to identity development 

theories involves the consideration of the environment or context that influences 

behaviors and attitudes. 

Further, concepts of identity categories are socially constructed and as such, are 

influenced societal changes, including changes in the campus environment (Torres, 

Jones & Renn 2009). Women hold the dominant gender identity on women’s college 

campuses and thus can influence the way in which trans* and other gender non-

conforming students are seen and valued. Bilodeau (2009) introduced the concept of 

genderism—the social structures and norms that require individuals to be one and 

only one gender, expressed as a woman or a man. While writing specifically about 

transgender students, Bilodeau (2009) acknowledges that genderism affects people of 

all genders.  Bilodeau posits suggests that a fluid approach challenges genderism and 



32 

 

provides an opportunity for transgender students to move across the spectrum of 

gender identity and expression. Torres, Jones and Renn (2009) agree with a call for a 

greater fluidity within identity categories and also assert that the role of environment 

in identity development remains under-theorized and under-studied.  

Trans* milestone schema.  Similar to D’Augelli (1994) and Bilodeau (2005), 

Beemyn and Rankin (2011) did not use stages to define development.  Based on their 

research published in The Lives of Transgender People, Beemyn and Rankin (2011) 

identified identity development milestones for four gender identities that exist under 

the trans* umbrella.  The trans* milestones theory presented in the table below is 

based on common themes commonly experienced by members of each identity group.  

The milestones in this theory may not be reached linearly.  Further not all milestones 

are relevant to all who identify within a given identity category and even between 

those who experience the same milestone there may be variation between how a 

milestone is experienced (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011).  The Trans* Milestone Schema 

is viewable in Table 2. The FTM and MTF gender categories in this theory refer to 

transsexuals; meaning there is a desire to medically transition. Additionally, in the 

Table 2 the abbreviation CD stands for female-presenting cross-dresser and GQ is an 

abbreviation for genderqueer. While creating this theory Beemyn and Rankin 

discovered variation in the relevancy of milestones based age.  For example, some 

milestones did not apply to younger participants who grew up with greater access to 

resources related to transgender issues identified their trans* identity early in life.  
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Trans* Identity Development Milestone Schema  

 
FTM Milestones MTF Milestones CD Milestones GQ Milestones 

Feeling and often 

expressing a male 

gender identity 

Feeling and often 

expressing a female 

gender identity from a 

young age 

Attraction to 

“women’s” clothes 

and cross-dressing 

from a young age 

Feeling and often 

expressing a different 

gender identity 

Repressing or hiding 

one’s male identity in 

the face of hostility 

and/or isolation 

Repressing or hiding 

one’s female gender 

identity in the face of 

hostility and/or 

isolation 

Buying or obtaining 

one’s own “women’s” 

clothing 

Realizing that 

genderqueer is a 

viable identity 

Thinking of oneself 

as lesbian, but 

realizing over time it 

is not a good fit 

Learning about and 

meeting other 

transsexual women 

Repressing the desire 

to cross-dress and 

purging clothing 

because of shame 

Deciding how to 

express oneself as 

genderqueer 

Realizing that there 

are FTM individuals 

and that transitioning 

is possible 

Recognizing oneself 

as transsexual rather 

than a cross-dresser 

Learning about and 

meeting other cross-

dressers 

Encountering 

resistance to a non-

binary gender 

expression or identity 

Learning about and 

meeting other 

transsexual men 

Overcoming denial 

and internalized 

genderism to accept 

oneself as female 

Overcoming shame to 

accept oneself as a 

cross-dresser 

Not fitting in with 

transgender or LGBT 

communities 

Overcoming denial 

and internalized 

genderism to accept 

oneself as male 

Taking hormones and 

perhaps having 

surgery to look more 

like self image 

Cross-dressing in 

public for the first 

time and adopting a 

feminine name 

Creating a home 

within or outside of 

transgender/LGBT 

communities 

Taking hormones and 

having top surgery to 

look more like self 

image 

Whether and when to 

tell others, and 

developing new 

relationships after 

disclosure 

Whether and when to 

tell others, and 

developing new 

relationships after 

disclosure 

 

Whether and when to 

tell others, and 

developing new 

relationships after 

disclosure 

Having a sense of 

wholeness even when 

unable to be seen as a 

woman 

Arriving at a 

comfortable place 

with cross-dressing 

 

Having a sense of 

wholeness as a 

different kind of man 

   

 

 

Table 2.   Trans* Identity Development Milestone Schema by Gender Group 

(Beemyn & Rankin, 2011, p. 116). This table presents milestones trans* individuals 

may experience in the process of their gender identity development. 
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Identity Development & College Men. The students who participated in the 

current research were female assigned at birth but do not currently identify as women.  

Socialized as female, as they develop their trans* identity, they are also developing 

male and masculine identities.  Research regarding the experiences of college men 

and their gender identity development can be used to inform the understanding the 

gender identity development of the participants in this research and how that 

development is impacted by the unique context of attending women’s colleges.  

Early student development research was based largely on the experiences of 

men (Evans et al., 2010). However, Davis and Laker (2004) argued that these theories 

were not developed through a gendered lens seeking to understand men as gendered 

beings.  Early theories did little to further student affairs educators’ understanding of 

the gendered nature of men and women, but instead reinforced patriarchy and male 

privilege by rendering men’s experiences as the norm (Davis & Laker).  Recently, 

student development scholars have begun to research and theorize about college men 

and masculinity (Edwards & Jones, 2009, Harris III & Struve, 2009; Harris III, 2010).   

Grounded theory of college men’s gender identity development. In 2009, 

Edwards and Jones developed a theory of college men’s gender identity development 

grounded in the experiences of ten college men.  Their development model describes 

college men’s process of negotiating society’s “narrow, rigid and limiting ways of 

being a man” (p. 214). “In order to try and meet these expectations and be seen as 

men, the participants in the study put on a performance that was like wearing a mask” 

(Edwards & Jones, 2009, p. 214). As summarized in figure 2, Edwards and Jones 

(2009) found that college men perform masculinity according to social norms through 
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three phases: (a) Feeling a Need to Put On a Mask, (b) Wearing a Mask, and (c) 

Experiencing and Recognizing Consequences of Wearing a Mask.  

Social Context: External Expectations of What it Means To Be a Man 

 Dominant society’s expectations. 

 Subordinated cultural group expectations 

 

Performing Masculinity According to External Expectations 

     Phase 1: Feeling a Need to Put on a Mask: 

 To meet society’s expectations after feeling like one does not measure up as self. 

 To portray an image of a man according to society’s expectations 

 To cover-up aspects of self that do not fit society’s expectations. 

 Both intentionally/consciously and unintentionally/unconsciously. 

     Phase 2: Wearing a Mask: 

 By “partying” as college men 

 To make transgressing against society’s expectations in other ways acceptable. 

 In response to experiencing oppression. 

 By creating one’s own mask based on society’s expectations 

     Phase 3: Experiencing and Recognizing Consequences of Wearing a Mask: 

 Demeaning integrating relationships and attitudes towards women 

 Limited relationships with other men, including friends and fathers 

 Loss of authenticity and inhumanity 

 

Beginning to Transcend External Expectations 

 Accepting the ways the mask doesn’t fit 

 Critical influences and critical incidents help the men transcend the performance in 

certain aspects of their lives and/or in specific circumstances 

 

Figure 2. Grounded theory of college men’s gender identity development. This figure 

illustrates a process college men experience through masculine development within 

the context of “wearing the mask” (Edwards & Jones, 2009) 
  

 

Societal expectations which pressure men to embrace hegemonic masculinity 

include, “being competitive, in control of emotions, or unemotional, aggressive, 

responsible, the breadwinner, in a position of authority, rational, strong, successful, 

tough, and breaking the rules” (Edwards & Jones, 2009, p. 214-215).  The men in 

Edwards and Jones’s (2009) research reported the process of taking off the mask as 

complex and challenging.  According to Edwards and Jones (2009), taking off the 

mask may begin through acceptance of a more true and authentic self or by 

experiencing a critical influence or incident that served as a catalyst. For example, 
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becoming a father, death of a loved one, or establishing a serious relationship. Yet, 

the mask may be put back on as soon as men were perceived as not meeting external 

expectations on how to be masculine and felt insecure (Edwards & Jones, 2009).  

None of the participants in Edwards and Jones’s (2009) research were found to have 

successfully transcended society’s expectations of masculine identities but it was a 

goal for all of them. This research provides a point of comparison for the 

development of trans* male masculinity by the participants in this study in light of 

their early socialization as girls. 

Contextual influences on college men’s meanings of masculinities. Harris 

III and Struve (2009) examined the contextual factors influencing the behaviors of 

college men.   Based on research conducted by Harris III at a selective private 

research institution, Harris III and Struve (2009) identified ways the campus culture 

had a meaningful influence on the participants learning related to masculinity. Sixty-

eight college men participated in individual interview with Harris III.  These 

interviews yielded the following campus characteristics influencing the participants 

learning about masculinity: (a) diverse, (b) patriarchal, and (c) competitive (Harris III 

& Struve, 2009).  The participants shared that their college afforded them the 

opportunity to meet, interact with and become friends with men who represented 

diverse backgrounds and experiences.  “Through these interactions, the participants 

recognized that masculinity can be expressed in ways beyond what they had learned 

and observed prior to college” (p. 7).  While the diversity of campus allowed for the 

expression of masculinity beyond stereotypical norms, the dominant masculine norms 

were patriarchal and established by student-athletes and fraternity men (Harris III & 
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Struve, 2009). These two populations set the standards against which all men on 

campus were judged.  The patriarchal campus culture fostered double standards for 

women and reinforced male superiority and dominance (Harris III & Struve, 2009). 

Finally the competitive culture experienced by the participants was accepted as 

something they must engage in to gain respect and success.  While they 

simultaneously expressed frustration and anxiety related to the pressure to complete 

none of the participants consciously avoided opportunities to compete.  According to 

Harris III and Struve (2009) the most important questions resulting from their 

research relate to how educators can reshape their campus culture to infuse lessons 

about healthy masculinity. Considering the impact of campus culture on gender 

identity is of interest to the current research because of the prevalent assumption on 

women’s college campuses that all students identify as women.  

Based on the same research discussed above, Harris III (2010) proposed the 

conceptual model of the meanings college men make of masculinity illustrated in 

Figure 3.  
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Figure 3.  A conceptual model of contextual influences on college men’s meanings of 

masculinities (Harris III, 2010, p. 303) 
 

 

As Figure 3 depicts, the key variables in Harris III’s (2010) model are: (a) meaning 

making of masculinities, (b) contextual influences, and (c) male gendered norms.  

Each of these variables is discussed below.  

Meaning making of masculinities includes “participants’ gender-related 

attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions” (Harris III, 2010, p. 305).  The defining 

characteristics of the meanings of masculinities participants had learned prior to 

college include: (a) being respected, (b) being confident and self-assured, (c) 

assuming responsibility and (d) embodying physical prowess (Harris III, 2010).  This 
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is the core category of the model and thus it is centered in the illustration above.  The 

smaller circles and arrows indicate interactions with the other variables.  Harris III 

(2010) identified several socio-cultural factors that “emerged as contextual influences 

on both the meanings the participants ascribed to masculinities as well as the ways in 

which they expressed masculinities in the campus context” (p. 307).  These factors 

are represented by four of the five circles surrounding the core and include: pre-

college gender socialization, the campus culture, campus involvement, academic 

interests, and male peer group interactions.  These factors have the ability to either 

reinforce or challenge previously learned lessons about masculinities (Harris III, 

2010). The fifth circle on the diagram and the last variable in the model is male 

gendered norms. Male gender norms represent the outcomes of the interaction 

between the contextual influences and participants’ means of masculinities (Harris, 

2010).  The following three gender norms emerged from Harris III’s (2010) research: 

(a) work-hard, play-hard mentalities, (b) hyper-masculine performance and (c) male 

bonding. 

Harris III’s (2010) research reflects several of the same key themes found by 

Edwards and Jones (2009).  Participants in both studies reported a fear of being 

perceived as feminine or gay; they also relied on hyper-masculine gender expression 

and embraced similar conceptualizations of what it means to be men (Harris III, 2010; 

Edwards & Jones, 2009).  The research discussed in this section provides a 

framework for exploring the ways in which the trans* students in this study may or 

may not experience masculine/male gender identity development in ways similar to 

cisgender men. 
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Research Addressing Trans* Students & Women’s Colleges 

Marine (2009, 2011) is one of the few scholars who have explicitly studied the 

intersection of transgender students and women’s colleges.  Marine’s (2009) 

dissertation research and subsequent journal article (2011) sought to gain a deeper 

and clearer understanding of the lived experiences and perceptions of student affairs 

professionals regarding the presence of transgender students on their campuses.  

Marine (2009, 2011) interviewed 31 student affairs professionals who worked at five 

women’s colleges; 24 reported experiences of directly working with transgender 

students.   A key contribution of Marine’s research is the demonstration that trans* 

student exist on women’s colleges campuses. Marine categorized the professionals 

she interviewed into one of three personality profiles based on their opinions of 

transgender students at women’s colleges.  The profile types were: ambivalent, 

supporter, and advocate (2011). These categories reflect practitioner’s attitudes and 

work towards inclusion of transgender students. Marine’s (2009, 2011) research 

indicates that transgender students attending women’s colleges experience varying 

levels of support from their institutions. 

Perifmos (2008) wrote an article based on a hypothetical scenario about a 

male to female (MTF) transgender student who has applied to a women’s college and 

discussed the legal boundaries between women’s colleges’ right to exclude and 

transgender rights.  A further discussion of the legal issues that exist in relation to 

women’s colleges’ rights and trans* rights are discussed in a later sub-section.  For 

Smith College, a women’s college in Northampton, Massachusetts, the hypothetical 

scenario discussed by Perifmos became a reality in the spring of 2013 when Calliope 



41 

 

Wong applied for admission.  When Wong, a MTF transgender student, applied to 

Smith she was denied admission (Bennett-Smith, 2013).  According to the letter 

Wong (2013) posted to her Tumblr page on March 10
th

 2013, the problem with her 

application was that her Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) identified 

her as male. At the time of Wong’s application, proof of gender confirmation surgery 

was commonly required in order to change the gender marker on a birth certificate or 

social security card (Bennett-Smith, 2013).  In June 2013, the Social Security 

Administration changed its policy to longer require proof of surgery for a person to 

change their gender marker (ACLU, 2013). This change may assist transwomen in 

their ability to gain access to women’s colleges. Following the denial of Wong’s 

application over 4,000 signatures were collected through a Change.org petition and 

were delivered to Smith officials (Boverman, 2013).  In response, the dean of 

admissions, Debra Shaver, announced a committee would be formed to assess the 

needs of prospective trans* students at Smith (Boverman, 2013). Student coordinated 

activism is continuing to advocate for the inclusion of transwomen.   On April 24
th

, 

2014, dozens of protesters gathered at the Smith College admission office calling for 

Smith to change its policy regarding transgender women (Lederman, 2014).  

Messages on the signs of protestors included: Womanhood Does not Reside in 

Documentation and Trans* Issues are Feminist Issues (Lederman, 2014).  No 

statement from the College in response to the protest was published.     

 When Hart and Lester (2011) wrote about gender performance at a women’s 

college, they referenced Perifmos (2008) as the only study they identified, to date, 

that explored transgender issues in the context of a women’s college.  Hart and Lester 
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(2011) conducted a qualitative study to better understand how gender is constructed at 

a women’s college.  Employing focus groups and interviews, the researchers 

conducted a case study at an East Coast women’s college.  Student, faculty and staff 

viewpoints were each considered. Their research used Judith Butler’s (1990) work on 

gender performativity as a framework for how members of the campus community 

perceived transgender students.  Butler (1990) argues that when individuals perform 

femininity or masculinity, they create and define gender. Hart and Lester (2011) point 

out that how individuals perform gender and construct their identity is in relationship 

with specific contexts, and that regulatory powers often police what is deemed 

appropriate within a given context (2011). This study illustrates regulatory powers, 

“for example, administrative discourse and the hiding of gender-inclusive 

restrooms—that function to reinforce the ‘deviance’ of transgender” (Hart & Lester, 

2011, p. 199). Hart and Lester (2011) focused their study broadly on diversity, with a 

specific focus on transgender students.  “Colleges and universities for women pose a 

unique situation related to how transgender individuals are included (or not), due to 

an organizational structure for students that limits enrollment to one sex—female” 

(Hart & Lester, 2011, p. 194).  Their research discovered the following themes 

regarding how trans* issues and trans students were acknowledged on this specific 

campus: (a) transgender invisibility, (b) transgender hyper-visibility and (c) 

transgender oppression.  Transgender invisibility refers to the lack of recognition of 

the presence of trans* students within the college’s public discourse.  For example, 

the use of female pronouns to address the entirety of the student population. The 

hyper-visibility of trans* students is in that “they embody a departure from the gender 
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singularity of the women’s college” (p. 207).   The result of hyper-visibility is two 

sided.  On one hand, some see it as a call for activism and others as a violation of 

contextually appropriate gender. The theme of transgender oppression highlights the 

costs associated with both the invisibility and hyper-visibility of trans* students and 

demonstrates the regulatory powers that police the performing of gender.  This study 

begins to unpack the complexities of gender identity and expression in relation to the 

unique context of women’s colleges. 

Legal perspective.  Articles discussing women’s colleges and transgender 

students have begun to appear in law journals and are advocating for trans inclusion 

(Brymer, 2011; Kraschel, 2012; and Perifmos, 2008). In the earliest of these articles, 

Perifmos (2008) opened with an anecdote about a male to female (MTF) transgender 

student who has applied to a women’s college.  While the scenario is fictional, 

Perifmos (2008) used it to construct a legal analysis of an assumed conflict between 

women’s college admission policies and support for transgender students.  Using a 

discussion of Supreme Court cases, Perifmos (2008) argued that there is a possible 

legal framework for women’s colleges to implement policies that both fairly treat 

transgender students and honor the schools’ single-sex tradition.  Brymer (2011) 

suggests that “because ‘woman’ is not clearly defined in the law, all-women’s 

colleges can take advantage of this flexibility to craft policies that will enhance 

diversity and embrace the nontraditional” (p. 137).  Krashel (2012) pointed out flaws 

in the use of Title IX (1972) to legally justify the exclusion of trans students from 

women’s colleges.   
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The Education Amendment of 1972 (20 U.S.C. § 1681) states “no person in 

the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be 

denied benefits from, or be subjected to discrimination under any education program 

or activity receiving Federal financial assistance.” Commonly known as Title IX, it 

was passed to help women gain equality in educational opportunities that were at the 

time dominated by men (Kosse & Wright, 2005). The language of Title IX contains 

‘on the basis of sex’, not on the basis of ‘gender’ which makes legal cases difficult, if 

not impossible, for those who do not identify with their biological sex.  Further, Title 

IX does not prohibit non-vocational, elementary and high schools or private 

undergraduate institutions from discriminating based upon sex in their admissions 

processes (Krashel, 2012). 

 To date, there has been no case law that has specially addressed the 

intersection of women’s colleges and transgender students.  In fact, issues relating to 

transgender identities are a relatively new area of law. Transgender issues have only 

recently come into the legal discourse, which makes older laws that use the term 

“sex” difficult to interpret (Taylor, 2007, p. 833). Taylor (2007) clarifies by stating:  

The statues that define one’s legal sex are vague, contradictory, and 

inadequate. Therefore, the resulting sex classification of transgender 

individuals and the subsequent conveyance of legal rights is often the result of 

agency rule-making, administrative discretion, or judicial decree (pp. 833-

834). 

 

Some courts have tried to apply the term sex and gender synonymously; however, the 

interpretation of “sex” can vary from court to court and case to case (Shults, 2005). 

The Case of Matter of Anonymous, 57 Misc.2d 813 (1968) is one of the most 

seminal cases the transgender movement; this case involved the legal recognition of a 
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sex change in a Civil Court of New York.  Judge Pecora’s ruling granted the 

petitioner her name change and attached an updated sex marker to her birth 

certificate. The Judge indicated intent of expanding legal conceptions of gender but 

explained that such expansion had limits. He explicitly noted that his decision to grant 

the petitioner’s requests was tied to fact that all of her male organs had been removed 

and replaced by female genitalia.  More recently, a judge in Oklahoma denied a 

transwoman’s name change.  Judge Graves wrote, “A so-called sex-change surgery 

can make one appear to be the opposite sex, but in fact they are nothing more than an 

imitation of the opposite sex.” (Ring, 2012, para. 3).   

Title IX applies to all public schools and to many private schools that receive 

federal funding. The ACLU (2013) has asserted that Title IX should protect 

transgender students from harassment and discrimination, and in April 2014 the 

Department of Education issued a letter extending the application of Title IX to cover 

gender identity and gender expression. According to a letter sent by the Department 

of Education and Office of Civil Rights (OCR): 

Title IX's sex discrimination prohibition extends to claims of discrimination 

based on gender identity or failure to conform to stereotypical notions of 

masculinity or femininity and OCR accepts such complaints for 

investigation….Indeed, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) youth 

report high rates of sexual harassment and sexual violence.  A school should 

investigate and resolve allegations of sexual violence regarding LGBT 

Students using the same procedures and standards that it uses in all complaints 

involving sexual violence. (Lhamon, 2014, pp. 5-6) 

 

The letter additionally advocates for increased training for counselors about 

working with LGBT and gender non-conforming for students (Lhamon, 2014). This 

move by Department of Education and the OCR has been viewed as a successful 

advancement for trans* rights. While Brymer (2011), Kraschel (2012) and Perifmos 
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(2008) have developed legal arguments for trans inclusion, most women’s colleges 

have been reluctant to create policy around this issue.  Beemyn—a leading scholar on 

transgender policy and higher education—has observed that most women’s colleges 

have avoided creating written policies (Grassgreen, 2011). Even with clarification 

regarding the protection of trans* student under Title IX, it is unclear how the it will 

be a applied at women’s colleges due to their Title IX exemption.  

Media Coverage 

From student newspapers and blogs (kcintransition, 2011; Lukoff, 2011, Metz 

2007; Pecht 2011) to the Boston Globe (Quart, 2008), the New York Times (Brune, 

2007) to the Roanoke Times (Chittum 2012), the topic of transgender students 

attending women’s colleges has been garnering increasing amounts of press coverage 

in recent years.  In 2006, the Sundance Film Channel aired a series that followed four 

college students undergoing gender transition.  One of the students profiled is Lucas, 

a male identified student attending Smith College.  When Lucas is first introduced, he 

poignantly questions his place at a women’s college.  “I don’t necessarily think I 

belong at Smith College, I am the one who has to carry around a Smith diploma the 

rest of my life and explain that to people” (Smothers, 2006).  More recently Salem 

College was in the news after the media learned a about a student seeking gender 

confirmation surgery and desiring to remain on campus (Dipasquale, 2013).   

Prospective students. Another trans* student at Smith, Jake Pecht is 

confident in his place at Smith.  Riffing on the school’s slogan, “I am Smith,” Jake 

wrote an editorial in the school newspaper titled “I am Smith and I am Male.”  In his 

editorial, Jake expresses his frustrations with not being allowed to fulfill his duties as 
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a Gold Key, a student ambassador, because the school would not allow him to serve 

as an overnight host for prospective students.  Jake ends his piece with the following 

words, urging his peers to show the real Smith to visiting prospective students:   

The real Smith teaches you to stand up for what you believe in. It gives you 

the strength to write an article like this. Smith students, I hope you show them 

the real Smith, the one made up of students like you and me (Pecht, 2011, para 

5). 

  

Wellesley student blogger kcintransition (2011) agrees with Pecht’s (2011) assertion 

that there is a place for transmen at women’s colleges. Further, kcintransition argues 

that this message should be promoted to prospective students.  “Before a student steps 

in, she/he/they should know that Wellesley is home to people of all races, religions, 

abilities, ages, socioeconomic statuses, sexual orientations, and, the real kicker, 

genders” (kcintransition, 2011, para.1). The blog switches gears from celebrating 

progressive inclusion—such as the queer open mic night for prospective students and 

gender-neutral bathrooms—to one of frustration.  Blogger kcintransition (2011) 

learned of an alumnus who was unable to help out with admissions interviews 

because he was trans*.  While it was not a firsthand experience, kcintransition’s 

(2011) blog echoes Pecht’s outrage and illustrates how some students feel 

marginalized by women’s colleges not supporting their trans* identities. 

Trans students tend to stand out on women’s college campuses. Unlike many 

other sexual and gender minorities who can often “pass,” transgender students, 

particularly those attending women’s colleges, are unable and/or unwilling to hide 

their transgender identity (Beemyn et al, 2005) 

Thoughts on trans-inclusion: Students. The dialogue surrounding 

transgender students at women’s colleges is inherently complex and has resulted in 
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polarizing opinions and responses. In this section, I present an overview of opinions 

expressed by women’s college students regarding trans* inclusion.  The section is 

broken in up by opinions of transgender students followed by those of cisgender 

students.  In the next sub-section, I present opinions of college administrators. 

Transgender students. Many of the transmen quoted in the media stated that 

they first heard the term transgender when they got to college (Brune, 2007; Chittum, 

2012; Quart 2008; Smothers, 2006). “‘I've always felt male…..but I'm from South 

Carolina. We don't talk about those things.’ That changed when he got to Hollins in 

fall 2010 and met Jake Bedsaul, a transgender student who led one of Hanner's 

orientation sessions” (Chittum, 2012, para 13). 

One transman interviewed by the New York Times (Quart, 2008) stated, 

“There’s no safer place for transmen to be than a women’s college because there’s no 

actual physical threat to us, I have more in common with women because of that 

shared experience than I do with men” (para. 27).  In the same article, another 

transman states, “women’s schools can — and should — act as havens for transmale 

students, that they are, in fact, natural beacons for trans people, because feminists and 

trans activists are both interested in gender” (Quart, 2008, para. 27).   

Two trans students at Hollins University have different views about staying at 

Hollins.  One student who decided to transfer stated, “this is a women's college, and I 

respect that….I don't feel like I can legitimately call myself a man and stay here” 

(Chittum, 2012, para. 60). Another student, who has decided to wait to have any 

surgery until after graduation, “won't deny his birth sex. ‘I was a woman at one point. 
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I don't want to let go of that because I learned a lot from that’ he said” (Chittum, 

2012, para. 60). 

  A transgender alumnus of Barnard College loved his college but admits he 

should not have attended a women’s college. In his blog, he shares a speech he gave 

at Barnard.  His speech suggests that other transmen should not attend women’s 

colleges. Lukoff (2011) says: 

I’m actually tired of this conversation being so centered on men, and fixated 

on always discussing whether or not men should be allowed in women’s 

spaces.  I’d rather keep the attention focused on women, and the force of all 

this creative and intellectual energy directed towards asking what kinds of 

women are allowed to access this place, and which women are systematically 

excluded….I think it is deeply hypocritical for women’s institutions to 

exclude trans women but welcome trans men.  Men who choose to attend 

Barnard should do some serious self-interrogation about whether it is 

appropriate to use resources intended for women, and to decide for themselves 

whether they want to be defined by their assigned birth status rather than their 

gender. In conclusion, I actually don’t think it’s super awesome for me to be 

up here telling women what to do.  As a man and a feminist, I make it a point 

to let women’s spaces make their own policies.  The best way I can support 

them is to remove myself from them and make room for all women (para. 9-

10). 

 

Cisgender students.  In a recent Roanoke Times article, Chittum (2012) 

explained that students confess feeling caught between the values of preserving an 

all-female environment, and being tolerant of all kinds of people.  Brune (2007) 

quoted a Smith student who said,  “I think it’s ironic that there are Smithies [a 

nickname for Smith students] who do not want to be women, and, to be completely 

honest, it seems to me that it defeats the purpose of being at a women’s college” 

(para. 13).  

Other cisgender students are in favor of inclusion. In an act of support for 

trans-inclusion, a student in the Smith College of Social Work started Translate, a 
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non-profit aimed at providing trans* positive training and seminars for women’s 

colleges and their students. Cited by Brune (2007) in the Boston Globe, Translate’s 

founder believes colleges should offer counseling, provide hormone therapy, and 

advocate for transgender students. “Any person that age needs direction and my 

concern is that they’re not receiving it.  Someone needs to say, ‘OK, you want to be a 

transman, let’s discuss these options.’ Or, ‘OK, you want to remain genderqueer and 

use female pronouns the rest of your life, that’s just great, too’” (Brune, 2007, para. 

14).   

Thoughts on Tran-Inclusion: Administration. A Mount Holyoke student 

wrote an article in the student newspaper in response to the Boston Globe article that 

mentioned two trans* students who attended Mount Holyoke.  The administrators 

interviewed for the article, including the college president at the time, supported 

trans* inclusion.  President Creighton stated that, “Our policy is to admit women and 

to support them in their intellectual and personal development. We expect that 

students will explore a wide range of issues of identity’” (Metz, 2007, para. 11). 

Quoted in the Roanoke Times (Chittum, 2012), O’Toole, the dean of students at 

Hollins University, endorsed her university’s policy of expulsion for trans* students.  

“The policy in effect demonstrates the university's respect for the students’ gender 

identity by asking them to leave. ‘We support you in that we recognize you as a man,’ 

O'Toole said” (Chittum, 2012, para 35). Hollins University’s controversial policy was 

created in 2006. 
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Theoretical Influences 

 In addition to the identity development theories discussed above.  This study 

is informed by Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of marginality and mattering and by 

identity politics.  These theoretical influences impact the development of my 

methodology including my data analysis.  

Identity politics.  Identity politics are a branch of intersectional feminist 

theories. Legal and critical race theory scholar, Kimberlé Crenshaw is credited with 

coining the term intersectionality in 1989.  Yet the concept of intersectionality has 

roots in the works of African-American women writers from the ninetieth and early 

twentieth centuries (Mann, 2012).  Intersectionality theories were born out of modern 

womanist movement by women of color who felt their concerns were being 

overlooked by the predominately white second-wave feminist movement.  

Intersectionality theory recognizes the multidimensionality of lived experience 

(Crenshaw, 1989).    

Historically, identity politics have played a role in a number of successful 

social movements, including both the civil rights and women’s movements (Alcoff & 

Mohanty, 2006).  Identity politics uses a person’s social location, based on group 

identities, as a point of departure for political action for social change (Mann 2012).  

In 1977 the Combahee River Collective (CRC) issued “A Black Feminist Statement.”  

Published in Estelle Freedman’s (2007), The Essential Feminist Reader, the CRC 

statement called for separate organizing for black women because all forms of 

liberation come from an understanding of one’s own oppression. Rooted in identity 

politics ideology the CRC stated, “[w]e realize that the only people who care enough 
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about us to work consistently for our liberation is us” (p. 326).  For the CRC and 

other movements rooted in identity politics identity played a central role in political 

mobilization.  

Identity politics have been a successful tool, but the use of identity politics 

have also been criticized in both the political and academic spheres (Alcoff & 

Mohanty, 2006).  One of the leading criticisms of identity politics is their use of 

essentialism (Mann, 2012).  Essentialism makes universal claims about a given group, 

more specifically it is the “belief in innate, intrinsic, or indispensable properties that 

define the core features of a given entity or group,” (Mann, p. 175).  When seeking to 

honor the diversity that exists within a community, for example the variety of trans* 

experiences that are represented lived experiences, essentialism can be problematic.   

In their critique of the essentialism within identity politics, Alcoff and 

Mohanty (2006) present an alternative approach to understanding identity: realist 

theory.  They posit that realists “define identities as socially significant and context 

specific” further identities are “not mere descriptions [emp. original] of who we are 

but rather, casual explanations [emp. original] of our social locations in a world that 

is shaped by such locations, by the way they are distributed and hierarchically 

organized” (p. 6). Alcoff and Mohanty’s (2006) realist approach starts with the 

assumption that identities have political relevance and from that base assumption the 

question they ask is how much and what kind. Applying this realist approach to 

identity, trans* students at women’s colleges have a unique social location around 

which work for social change can be organized.  Strategic essentialism as introduced 

by Spivak’s (1987) is another useful framework when utilizing essentialist identity 
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categories for political purposes while concurrently acknowledging the flaws and 

limitations inherent within the practice of essentialism. The use of strategic 

essentialism within this research provides an avenue for advocating for a social 

change.  Further strategic essentialism can be employed to bridge the gap between 

gender identity categories destabilized by my participants and by identity politics.  

Alcoff (2000) suggests that strategic essentialism offers a strategy for the temporary 

utilization rather than a deep commitment to identity categories.   

 Marginality and mattering.  Student development theory is used to inform 

educators on phenomenon surrounding student growth and understanding (Evans et 

al., 2010). Schlossberg’s (1989) Marginality and Mattering theory resonates with my 

approach to this research.  This theory can be applied to help foster understanding of 

how identities may impact a student’s sense of belonging. Schlossberg asks, “Are we 

part of things; do others care about us and make us feel we matter?” (1989, p. 6).  She 

examines how marginality and mattering impact how college students’ experiences 

and how identities such as their age, gender, social class, ethnic and religious 

identifications, and the state of their emotional and financial resources influence their 

sense of mattering.  She then goes on to state “describing marginality and mattering is 

not enough. There is a critical need to help people deal with marginality so that they 

will eventually matter” (p. 12).  A sense of mattering has a positive impact on a 

students’ development and success (Schlossberg, 1989).  Sue (2010) draws a 

connection between microagressions and marginality.  Microagressions are “the 

everyday verbal, non verbal, and environmental slights, snubs or insults, whether 

intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative 
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messages to target persons based solely on their marginalized group membership” 

(Sue, 2010, p. 3).  If trans* students experience microagressions on their campuses 

this can result in sense of marginality which has the potential to hinder their 

development. Applying Schlossberg’s theory to trans* students’ experiences at 

women’s colleges can help assess a student’s sense of belonging in relationship to 

these feelings of mattering or marginalization.   

Summary 

In this review of literature, I present an overview of the history of women’s 

colleges with a particular focus on the racial integration of the Seven Sisters and the 

rise of coeducation. Next is a discussion of current research regarding transgender 

students in the broader context of higher education and identity development theories.  

Through the chapter the focus progressively narrows to the literature that specifically 

addresses the intersection of trans* students and women’s colleges.  The final portion 

of the literature review includes references to the research topics that have appeared 

in the media as well as theoretical influences. Also included is an overview of the 

theoretical influences informing this study.  

In the following chapter, I present my research methodology.  Included in the 

methodology chapter is a discussion of my research lens as well as description of the 

research design and implementation.  In the final two chapters I present my findings 

and a discussion of the potential application of this research including the 

recommendations of potential best practices for fostering trans* inclusion at women’s 

colleges.  
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Chapter III – Methods 

The aim of this study is to examine the experiences of transgender students 

attending women’s colleges and how those experiences are influenced by campus 

policies and practices. The research topic was explained in the first chapter, including 

the significance for this study as well as an overview of key terminology. In chapter 

two, background information, along with relevant research was provided to set a 

framework for the current study. The intent of this chapter is to reintroduce the study 

purpose, restate the research questions, and describe the research methods utilized.  

This chapter is broken down into five sections.  Each section addresses a key step in 

the research design and implementation. 

This research contributes to the significant gaps in the research on transgender 

college students, a population that remains under researched.  Specifically, this is the 

first study focusing on transgender students at women’s colleges that centers the 

voices of trans* students.  The central purpose of this research is to gain insight into 

the experiences of transgender college students attending women’s colleges and how 

the context of attending a women’s college has impacted their experiences.  The 

research was guided by the following two research questions:  

(1) What are the participants’ lived experiences as transgender students 

attending U.S. women’s colleges? 

 (2) What policies and practices exist at women’s colleges that mention and 

acknowledge transgender students?  
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Research Perspective 

Jones, Torres and Armino (2014) explain that who we are as individuals, 

including our beliefs about the nature of reality, truth and knowledge impacts our 

approach to research.  “Theoretical perspectives reflect an individual standpoint about 

the philosophical tenets regarding sources of knowledge and how this standpoint 

influences the way data are interpreted” (Jones, et al., p. 54).  Informed by identity 

politics, this study is epistemologically anchored in a critical feminist research 

perspective.  Identity politics suggest that identities are politically relevant and can 

function as catalysts for social change (Alcoff & Mohanty, 2006).  In alignment with 

identity politics, both critical research (Rubin & Rubin, 2005) and feminist research 

(Ropers-Huilman & Winters, 2011) approaches advocate for social change.  While 

acknowledging that there is no single feminist epistemology, Jones et al. (2014) 

directly connect feminist perspectives to a critical research approach.   

Ropers-Huilman and Winters (2011) argue that the use of feminist research is 

well positioned to offer new and valuable insights for studies of higher education and 

argue for its increased use. They offer that, “[f]eminist research, by definition, is 

committed to considering how gender implicates or is implicated by the phenomenon 

of interest…. It also urges feminist researchers to consider the ways in which gender 

norms are maintained or disrupted by current institutional practices” (Ropers-

Huilman & Winters, 2011, p. 671).  Gender identity and expression, as well as 

questions about institutional practices are situated at the core of this study. In 

agreement with Merriam (2009), who offers that critical research seeks not only to 

understand the phenomenon being studied but also to critique the way things 
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currently are in pursuit of bringing about change, a critical research approach 

supports the aims of this study.  I employ critical theory not to critique or discount the 

participants’ experiences but rather to critique how the context of their college 

experience has influenced those experiences. 

Research Design 

A qualitative research design was intentionally selected for this study.  

Qualitative research allows the researcher to “to get at the inner experience of 

participants, to determine how meanings are formed through and in culture, and to 

discover rather than test variables” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 12).  Qualitative 

inquiry is a strong match for the critical feminist research perspective guiding this 

study. Qualitative researchers (Merriam, 2009),  as well as feminist researchers 

(Ropers-Huilman & Winters), are interested in learning how participants understand, 

interpret and construct meaning from their experiences (Merriam, 2009). “Feminist 

researchers are generally guided by a purposeful belief that they want to be faithful to 

the words of their participants while also engaging in a critical feminist analysis of 

those words and the contexts in which they were developed” (Ropers-Huilman & 

Winters p. 677).  Numerous methodological approaches exist under the umbrella of 

qualitative inquiry (Jones et al., 2014; Merriam, 2009).  For this study I’ve selected 

phenomenology, specifically hermeneutic phenomenology, as the methodological 

strategy.  

“The primary focus of phenomenology is the essence of a particular 

phenomenon or lived experience” (Jones et al., 2014, p. 88).  This focus supports the 

goals and aims of this study.  Phenomenology is commonly associated with 
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constructivist/constructionist/interpretive research perspectives (Jones et al., 2014; 

Merriam, 2009).  However, I situate this study alongside the work of Martinez (2014) 

and Simms and Stawarska (2013), who argue for a critical feminist phenomenology.  

I embrace Simms’s and Stawarska’s (2013) description of critical phenomenology, as 

well as their assertion that “[f]eminist phenomenology is, by definition a critical 

phenomenology” (p. 11).  Simms and Stawarska (2013) write, “A critical 

phenomenology understands the contingencies of human experiences and 

consciousness and works on understanding the pervasive influences of ideology, 

politics, language, and power structures as they construct and constrain the lived 

experiences of people” (Simms and Stawarska, 2013, p. 11).   

Hermeneutic phenomenology, developed in the early 20th century by 

philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), emphasizes the study of “the life world 

or experience as it is lived” (Laverty, 2003, p. 7). Humans, according to Heidegger, 

are inextricably located in their personal histories, as well as the specificities of the 

cultural and historical context in which they exist (Marine, 2009).  Edmund Husserl 

(1859-1938), who is often referred to as the father of phenomenology (Jones et al., 

2014; Marine, 2009; Merriam, 2009), proposed that one needs to “bracket” out the 

outer world as well as individual biases in order to clearly see and understand the 

phenomenon being studied (Laverty, 2003).  The hermeneutical approach to 

phenomenology asks the researcher to engage in a process of self-reflection quite 

differently. Heidegger saw “bracketing as impossible, as one cannot stand outside the 

pre-understandings and historicality of one’s experience” (Laverty, 2003). To that 
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end, my researcher positionality cannot be “bracketed” or set aside, but is instead 

central to the analysis. My positionality is discussed below. 

Researcher Positionality 

I’m currently a graduate student studying women, gender, and sexuality 

studies as well as college student services administration, and my current career goals 

involve working in higher education.  My desire to work in higher education 

influences my interest in understanding how policies and practices impact the day-to-

day lives of students.  My specific interest in the study of women’s colleges is rooted 

in the positive and influential experiences I had during my undergraduate studies. I 

earned both my Associate in Arts and Bachelor of Arts degrees at women’s colleges.  

In addition to attending women’s colleges as a student, I worked in admissions at a 

women’s college for five years.  These experiences influence my beliefs about 

women’s colleges and their continued importance as an option for students.  I identify 

as a feminist who is not only empathetic towards the aims and goals of women’s 

colleges, but also to the aims and goals of transgender students and their claims to a 

rightful place within these environments.  I feel it is important to acknowledge that I 

began this research with vacillating views regarding how women’s college should 

address the presence of transgender students.   

As I undertook this study, I made every possible effort to be conscious of my 

interactions with the participants in my study and to openly claim my identities. I 

come from an upper-middle class socio-economic background and I identify as a 

white, cis-gender queer woman.  I must acknowledge that my identities may impact 

how I am perceived by the research participants. For some of the participants my 
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queer identity and women’s college alumna status may enhance the 

researcher/participant rapport.  My identities also have the potential to cause mistrust 

in other instances. Additionally, my identities and experiences impact my data 

analysis. 

Data collection 

In this multiple-methods phenomenological study, two qualitative methods of 

data collection were utilized: (a) a document review and (b) semi-structured 

interviews.  The two methods were developed to mutually complement one another.  

The data collected through each method inform my analysis in relation to each 

research question.   

Document review. The experiences of the students who participated in this 

study are situated in the context of women’s colleges. This context is crucial to 

understanding their experiences. “Colleges and universities for women pose a unique 

situation related to how transgender individuals are included (or not), due to an 

organizational structure for students that limits enrollment to one sex—female” (Hart 

& Lester, 2011, p. 194).  Document review is an effective method for providing 

contextual information (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). This research employed a 

document review of mission statements, student handbooks, and college websites in 

order provide a snapshot of the current landscape at U.S. women’s colleges in regards 

to how and if they acknowledge transgender students.   

Institutional eligibility. The Women’s College Coalition (2014) currently 

recognizes 43 U.S. women’s colleges.  A list of these colleges can be found in 

Appendix A.  For the sake of this research, five of those colleges were eliminated 
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from the research. Broadly, the decision to exclude the following five colleges was  

based on their affiliation with a coeducational institution.  Specifics related to each 

decision are explained below.  

Barnard College: Barnard was founded in 1889 as a coordinate college to 

Columbia University.  The application to Barnard remains independent from 

Columbia, yet the students at each institution can take courses at the other, 

live in the same residence halls, compete together in the Columbia-Barnard 

Athletic Consortium and share access to campus resources including libraries 

and student organizations (Barnard, 2014).  Barnard is legally separate and 

financially independent from Columbia but Barnard graduates earn a 

Columbia degree (Barnard, 2014).  The shared facilities and the fact that 

graduates earn a Columbia degree were the primary reasons for excluding 

Barnard.  

 

College of Saint Benedict: The College of Saint Benedict (CSB) and Saint 

John’s University (SJU) form a partnership. The two schools share a website 

and the following question is included among the frequently asked questions. 

“Is SJU an all men's school and CSB an all women's school?”  The following 

answer is offered:  

Yes . . . No. . . Maybe?...Student services and residences are structured 

to fulfill the needs of men at SJU and of women at CSB but the student 

experience is not limited by the location of a residence hall. Men and 

women attend classes together on both campuses, join clubs and 

organizations on both campuses, and utilize the facilities on both 

campuses…Men and women are everywhere on both campuses. After 

a few days at CSB/SJU they cease to be two separate campuses and 

simply become "home.” (CSB & SJU, 2014, FAQ 6) 

The near complete integration of the two campuses and students experiences 

resulted in the CSB exclusion from this research. 

 

Douglass College of Rutgers University: Douglass College is a residential 

college for women that exists within the larger Rutgers University – New 

Brunswick campus.  Prior to applying to Douglass, students must apply and be 

admitted into Rutgers (Douglass, 2014).  Once admitted to Rutgers female 

students have the opportunity to elect to become a member of Douglass 

Residential College. Students at Douglass take the majority of their classes 

through Rutgers and earn a degree from Rutgers.  Further, some men live in 

the Douglass residence halls.  These are the main reasons for excluding 

Douglass from the current study. 

 

Russell Sage College:  The Sage Colleges offer undergraduate and graduate 

degree programs. Russell Sage College (RSC) is an undergraduate college for 

women and is part of the greater Sage College family.  The partnership 
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between RSC and the other programs is unclear online, so a follow-up phone 

conversation with the RSC admissions office was used to determine the 

college eligibility for the current study.  Students apply to RSC separately 

from other Sage programs (RSC Admissions, personal communication, May 

2014).  Once admitted and enrolled, students take classes across the two 

campus locations, which are 20 minutes apart, they participate in shared 

athletic programs and all students receive a Sage Colleges diploma. (RSC 

Admissions, personal communication, May 2014).  For these reasons RSC 

was not included in this research. 

 

Colorado Women’s College: Also referred to as The Women’s College of the 

University of Denver, Colorado Women’s College (CWC) functions as a 

college within the University of Denver (DU).  Their current programs 

primarily focus on non-traditional students (Colorado Women’s College, 

2014).  The decision to exclude CWC from the current study is due to the fact 

CWC students take classes at DU, earn a DU degree and have access to all the 

student resources and programs offered at DU (Colorado Women’s College, 

2014).  

 

Without including further research into the complexities of each of these institutional 

relationships, which is beyond the scope of the current research, these affiliations 

render it difficult to compare their policies and practices with the other women’s 

colleges included this study. It is important to note that several of the institutions 

included in the study do have partnerships with local area colleges or have expanded 

to offer coed degree programs which operate as distinctly separate from their 

residential women’s college campuses. However, none are as intertwined in regards 

to application processes, housing, shared classes and the awarding of diplomas as the 

five colleges that have been excluded.  In total, the document review portion of this 

study included 38 colleges and universities (n = 38).   

The review process. “For those who accept a critical paradigm, the truth they 

study is the reality of oppression” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 25).  The document 

review was used to examine the ways in which policies and practices at women’s 

colleges may be oppressive or supportive of transgender students.  The document 
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review relied upon information available online.  The decision to utilize only online 

documents was informed in part by the role the internet has played as a point of 

access for transgender individuals to gain information (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; 

Herbert, 2010; Teich, 2012) as well the role the internet plays in the college 

admissions process (Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010).  As reported by Lindbeck and Fodrey 

(2010) a 2009 survey by Noel-Levitz found that 88 percent of college-bound 

prospective students would be disappointed, or possibly eliminate a school from 

consideration, if the institution’s website did not meet their expectations. 

Additionally, their study of 746 perspective college students found that students 

perceived college websites to be an effective a tool for learning about campuses – 

participants rated websites’ importance at 2.8 on a scale of one to three (Lindbeck & 

Fodrey, 2010).  This document review considered the following: (a) mission 

statements, (b) student handbooks, and (c) college/university websites. Of the 38 

institutions in this study, 33 student handbooks for the current 2013-2014 academic 

year were available online and were reviewed for this study.  Websites and mission 

statements were reviewed for all 38 institutions.   

Data analysis.  

Mission statements. College and university mission statements were reviewed 

as a way to determine if women’s colleges profess a gendered focus through their 

missions. Of the 38 institutions in this study, 33 include women centric language in 

their mission statement. These 33 mission statements specifically state their identity 

as a women’s college and/or designate the education of women as their central aim 

and purpose. In some instances, these statements make mention of educating both 
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men and women, but only in relation to specific programs.  Knowing that 33 of these 

institutions identify with gendered mission statements, particular focus was paid in 

the review of websites and student handbooks to how and if these colleges articulate 

their definition of woman/women. 

Student handbooks.  The 33 available student handbooks were reviewed, 

looking for any mention of the terms transgender, gender identity, and gender 

expression in relation to students.  Specific attention was paid to looking for any 

policies apart from non-discrimination policies and statements.  While inclusion of 

gender identity and gender expression in non-discrimination policies is an important 

step towards making campuses more trans* friendly (Dirks, 2012), it was impossible 

to discern if the inclusion of non-discrimination statements was a formality rather 

than a specific acknowledgement of the possibility of transgender students. Many 

were worded in a manner that applied to the entire campus community. In most cases, 

non-discrimination policies were included under employment or federal regulations 

sections of the handbooks.  In addition to looking for specific policy statements, I 

reviewed the handbooks for trans* inclusive student organizations or for the mention 

of practices that acknowledge trans* students.  I identified that only 11 of the 33 

available student handbooks included any mention of the terms transgender, gender 

identity, and gender expression in relation to students.  What was found and a 

discussion of what those findings may mean is included in chapter four. 

Websites.  In addition to reviewing student handbooks, I examined the 

websites of all 38 institutions included in this study.  The websites were reviewed 

using similar criteria as the review of student handbooks.  I looked for explicit 
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policies, practices and campus organizations that mention trans* students.  Using the 

search feature, I looked up the following terms on each website: transgender, trans*, 

gender identity, gender expression, and LGBT.  Twenty-two of the 38 websites had 

no mention of any of the search terms beyond broad non-discrimination statements, 

which were again disregarded.  Similar to the review of student handbooks, non-

discrimination statements listed on websites were found to speak to the campus 

community at large with a particular focus on staff and faculty.  

On the 16 websites that did have references to one or more of the search 

terms, the searches yielded various findings.  The search results included everything 

from student organizations and campus diversity statements to trans* related 

coursework, presidential speeches, and campus events. I assessed each search result 

looking for a mention of the possibility of transgender students as current students. I 

quickly determined that the existence of search results did not equate with content 

that could be interpreted as recognizing the possibility of trans* students on a given 

campus.  For example, a trans* guest speaker or a class on LGBTQ+ history cannot 

be understood to reflect a campus’ acknowledgement of current transgender students.   

Interviewing. The decision to include interviews was driven by the research 

questions. Interviewing is a common method of data collection for phenomenological 

research, and phenomenological interviewing rests on the “assumption that there is a 

structure and essence to shared experiences that can be narrated” (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006, p. 104).  Interviews with current trans* identified women’s college 

students provided an opportunity for students to share how their college environment 

has impacted and influenced their college experience and development. Interviewing 
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as a method of data collection is an effective way of documenting, in their own 

words, participants’ feelings, opinions, values, attitudes and beliefs about their 

personal experiences and social world (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  A semi-structured 

format allowed participants to share their experiences more fully than simply 

answering questions in a fully structured interview (Merriam, 2009). Semi-structured 

interviewing allowed participants the freedom to express their views and experiences 

in their own terms.  The questions that guided each semi-structured interview can be 

found in Appendix B.  

A feminist approach intentionally empowers interviewees (Rubin & Rubin, 

2005). In alignment with this approach, I employed the following interview strategies. 

Embracing a semi-structured interview process allowed each participant to control the 

direction of the interview. Further, each participant was informed that they could stop 

the interview at any point and/or they could choose which questions they answered.  I 

developed broad questions to guide the interviews but utilized responsive 

interviewing.  The following three characteristics guide responsive interviewing: (a) 

the interviewer and interviewee develop a relationship during the interview that 

creates ethical obligations for the interviewer, (b) the goal is a depth of understanding 

versus breadth, and (c) the design of the research remains flexible throughout the 

research (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 30). It is important to note the ethical obligations.  

These include: “the obligation to report the interviews accurately and fairly, the 

responsibility to keep any promises made in order to get the interview, and the 

commitment not to harm the interviewees” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 34).  

Participants’ narratives added richness to the interviews. Qualitative interviews 
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allowed this study to identify how policies impact students and what is important to 

them. “Qualitative research is not simply learning about a topic, but is also learning 

what is important to those being studied” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 15). Participants 

were interviewed once.  Each interview lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and was 

audio recorded.  In addition to the audio recording, notes were taken during each 

interview.  

Participants.  

Criteria for participation. The research population was limited to students 

who met the following characteristics: (a) currently attend a women’s college in the 

United States, (b) at least 18 years old, and (c) self-identify as transgender. For this 

study the term transgender is employed as an umbrella term for people whose gender 

identity differs from the sex they were assigned at birth.   

Participant recruitment. This study was approved by the Oregon State 

University Institutional Review Board (IRB) in April 2013.  Participant recruitment 

began the same month.  Participants were identified through a version of snowball 

sampling. Developed as a solution to overcome problems of data sampling in the 

study of hidden populations, snowball sampling provides an efficient and practical 

means for obtaining information on difficult-to-observe phenomena (Faugier & 

Sargeant, 1997). Further, snowball samples are a valuable tool in studying the 

lifestyles of groups often located outside mainstream social research (Browne, 2005).  

These reasons illustrate why snowball sampling is an appropriate fit for identifying 

participants this study.  This study utilized snowball sampling, starting with my 

personal contacts and social network involvement to begin the process of identifying 
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participants. I provided information regarding the project as well as my contact 

information to personal contacts, encouraging them to pass it along to others who 

might be interested in participation or learning more about the research.  Recruitment 

materials included a description of the study and the desired research participant 

characteristics. Prospective participants were invited to contact me via email or phone 

for more information and possible participation.  A copy of the recruitment message 

can be found in Appendix C. 

Strategies to ensure protection of participants.  Several measures were taken 

in order to ensure that the safety and privacy of participants’ were protected. The 

language in the recruitment message (Appendix C) intentionally stated, “If you are 

interested in learning more about the study” instead of if you are interested in 

participating in the study so that responding to the recruitment message would not 

“out” someone as trans*.  Those interested in learning more about the study were 

invited to respond via phone or email.  Additionally those responding to the 

recruitment message were encouraged to correspond using an e-mail address 

unaffiliated with their school and asked not to include their name.  In fact, at no point 

in the research were participants asked to disclose their legal name.  To further 

prevent a paper or electronic trail between participants and this study, a verbal 

consent process was approved by the Oregon State IRB Office.  Due to the existence 

of policies and practices at some women’s colleges that do not support transgender 

students, IRB agreed that requesting a signed consent presented a greater than 

minimal risk for potential participants. The verbal consent document that was read to 

each potential participant can be viewed in Appendix D.   
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Following the verbal consent process, potential participants were invited to 

complete eligibility screening.  A copy of the eligibility screening can be viewed in 

Appendix E.  During the eligibility screening, potential participants were asked to 

confirm that they met the eligibility requirements and to disclose their school of 

attendance.  This was the only point at which participants were asked to disclose their 

school.  This step was included because the study limited participant enrollment to no 

more than three students from a single institution.  The total enrollment goal was 15 

students.  Ultimately, ten (n = 10) participants representing six institutions were 

enrolled in the study. Participants were selected on a first-come first-serve 

recruitment process. The verbal consent process, eligibility screening, and interviews 

were conducted via phone or Skype based on each participant’s preference. Audio 

recording of the interviews was a required study component, and participants were 

asked not to consent to participate if they wished not to be recorded. At the time an 

interview was scheduled, the participant was encouraged to select a location where 

they would be comfortable discussing content related to the study topic.  I conducted 

all interviews from a private campus study room.  At the start of each interview, 

participants were reminded that their participation was voluntary, and they were 

allowed to withdraw from the study at any point with no penalty.  Once an interview 

was scheduled and conducted, all email correspondence was deleted. 

In the research, all participants are referred to using self-selected pseudonyms.  

Institutions were also assigned a pseudonym as needed. Any materials linking 

pseudonyms with identifiers were deleted. Additionally, demographics of the 

participant population are discussed broadly to avoid linking any participant to a 
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specific institution.  The same pseudonym is used for each person and each institution 

throughout the duration of this study to help ensure that participants’ information is 

kept confidential.  All materials, including notes, were kept in a private locked 

location, and all digital information is password protected. After the interviews were 

transcribed, coded and analyzed, all audio recordings were disposed of or deleted. 

Additional study information will be kept for the required three years before it is 

discarded. 

Participant population. As stated above, This study enrolled ten (n=10) self-

identified transgender students.  Participants were identified via snowball sampling 

(Browne, 2005; Faugier & Sargeant, 1997), and the population represents attendance 

at six different institutions across four states.  All ten participants identify as White.  

The students in the study range in age from 18 to 23 with a median age of 21.  The 

breakdown of year in school is as follows: Seniors – 2, Juniors – 5, Sophomores – 1 

and First-Years – 2.  Six of the participants questioned their gender identity prior to 

enrolling at a women’s college.  Of those six students, four came out as trans* before 

attending college.  The other two participants did not come out at trans* until after 

attending college; both cited their college experience as a catalyst for understanding 

their identity and for learning language to describe their gender. The remaining four 

participants first realized their gender identity while attending college.  The students 

expressed various levels of being out.  At one end of the spectrum, participants 

express feeling that they are 100% out both on and off campus.  Whereas, others are 

only out to a few close friends.  The majority expressed having minimal to no familial 

support.  
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The ten participants are at various stages of their desired transition.  Seven of 

the students bind, which is the process of flattening one's breasts in order to create a 

male-appearing chest and to assist in passing. In the transgender community, passing 

refers to being perceived to be the gender that one feels they are (Teich, 2012).  Of 

those seven, most bind every day, including one participant who has been binding for 

over six years.  One student has had top surgery to have their breasts removed and a 

male chest constructed. Six of the other students desire to have top surgery as a part 

of their transition; some of these six are in the final planning stages for the procedure.  

Four participants are currently taking testosterone and a fifth has taken testosterone 

on and off.  Testosterone (commonly called T in the FTM community) is taken to 

help masculinize the body.  Two of the other participants desire to take T as a part of 

their transition. When taking T, one experiences a puberty-like process.  Some of the 

results include: a deepening voice, body hair and facial hair growth, ceasing of 

menstruation, and body fat redistribution (Teich, 2012).   

Table 3 introduces the participants and is free from any identifying 

characteristics. Participants are organized by (a) their chosen pseudonym, (b) the 

pronouns they use, (c) their gender identity, and (d) their sexual identity.  The 

language used in Table 3 reflects the self-selected terminology participants shared 

during their interviews.  As a researcher, I made the intentional choice to ask 

participants “what are your pronouns?,” or “what pronouns do you use?” instead of 

asking for their preferred pronouns.  I believe there's nothing preferred about 

pronouns. The term preference implies a certain measure of choice, which in turn 
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discounts that one’s gender identity is who they are, not a choice.  The participants 

are presented in alphabetical order, by pseudonym. 

Pseudonym Pronouns Gender Identity Sexual Identity 

Alex They  Genderqueer/Agender Fluid 

Avery * See Below       Genderqueer/Transgender Queer 

Ben He/Him/His Guy Queer/Bisexual 

Bryce 

 

I use any and all 

pronouns – 

she/her/hers in public 

he/him/his in private 

Transgender/Masculine of 

Center Lesbian 
Pansexual 

Elliott He/Him/His Transguy/Feminine Guy 

“I'm still trying to 

figure it out…but 

mostly I like boys 

that much I know”. 

Jace 

As long as you don't use 

she/her pronouns, I'm 

pretty happy. 

Male/Genderqueer/Feminine 

Male 

Poly & Pan  

(polyamorous & 

pansexual) 

Josh He/Him/His Transgender/Genderqueer Queer 

Kensdoll He/Him/His Transgender/Fluid 
Straight (still 

questioning) 

Kyle He/Him/His Transman Queer 

Rick He/Him/His 

Transguy - whether that 

includes an * is not a big deal 

to me 

Straight Guy 

 

*Avery’s Pronouns: “When people ask me my pronouns I ask them to call it like they see it, I just 

prefer for any discomfort about my gender to be placed on other people; it is not to say that I do not 

have preferred pronouns, I just prefer for others to call it like they see it”. 

 

Table 3. – Participant Information.  This table presents participants’ pronouns, gender 

identities and sexual identities.   
 

A couple of the sexual identity terms used by the participants may benefit from being 

defined.  Pansexual or Pan refers to a person who is attracted to people of any and all 

genders (Teich, 2012).  Unlike the term bisexual, which refers to people who are 

attracted to men and women (Teich, 2012), pansexual rejects the notion of binary 

sexes or genders. Polyamorous or polyamory is the practice of having multiple open, 

honest love relationships (UC Davis, 2014). This table not only introduces the 

participants but also demonstrates the complexity of gender and sexual identity 

among the study participants. 
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Data Analysis. “Data analysis is the process of moving from raw interviews 

into evidence-based interpretations” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 201). While this 

section focuses on the analysis of the interview data, it is important to note that the 

findings from the document review also inform this analysis.  To prepare the 

interview data for analysis, the first step involved transcription.  Transcribing the 

audio-recorded interviews was completed within two months of the last conducted 

interview.  After being transcribed, the interview transcriptions along with notes 

taken during each interview were reviewed for common themes or categories. 

Phenomenological analysis specifically focuses on ferreting out the essence of the 

phenomenon under investigation (Jones et al., 2014; Merriam (2009).  Jones et. al 

(2014) suggest that, “unlike other methodological approaches, the outcome of 

phenomenological research is less about portraying individuals’ unique experiences 

and meaning-making and more about uncovering an essential structure of a particular 

phenomenon that resonates with many individuals”  (p. 91).   

To arrive at the essence of the phenomenon, I engaged in an analysis process 

outlined by Creswell (2007).  According to Creswell, phenomenological data analysis 

begins with horizontalization, which reviews data with the assumption that all parts of 

the data have equal weight and value.  At this phase of the analysis process I began by 

listening to the audio recordings while simultaneously reading through the 

transcription for each interview.  I used the comment feature in Microsoft Word to 

make note of the emerging concepts and topics.  Once the data were initially 

reviewed, meaning-units were identified and grouped into clusters (Creswell, 2007).  

During a second read through of the interview transcripts, significant statements were 
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highlighted using the highlighter tool in Microsoft Word.  The significant statements 

from across all ten interviews were analyzed and grouped into clusters based around 

similar meaning.  When the meanings of the significant statements were considered, 

the following four categories emerged: (a) (In)visibility, (b) Negotiating Campus 

Spaces, (c) Support, Comfort & Safety, and (d) A Call to Action. Each category was 

assigned a color.  Using the highlighter tool, I reviewed the interview transcripts and 

used the color coding scheme to make note of interview data that fit within each 

category.  These themes are used to inform the description of “what” the participants 

in the study experienced as well as “how” the experience was constructed.   Together 

these form the textural and structural descriptions of the topic of inquiry (Creswell, 

2007), which are used to distill the essence of the phenomenon.  The findings from 

the document review are used to provide valuable context to both layers of 

description.  I discuss these descriptions at length in chapter four.   

Summary 

  In this chapter I have focused on the research design and methodology of the 

current study.  Specifically, I addressed the: (a) research perspective, (b) research 

design, (d) researcher positionality, (e) data collection, and (d) data analysis.  “In 

qualitative research, the procedures themselves are not the criteria on which a study is 

deemed sound, but rather it is the congruency of the theoretical perspective, 

methodology and method” (Jones et al, p. 49). I’ve explained each component in 

order to not only inform the reader about the development of this research but also to 

demonstrate consistency between each aspect.   
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In chapter four I provide an in-depth presentation of the research findings 

from both methods of data collection: document review and interviews.  I specifically 

address the following four themes: (a) (In)visibility, (b) Negotiating Campus Spaces, 

(c) Support, Comfort & Safety, and (d) A Call to Action. The findings are presented 

in relation to the current literature that was introduced in chapter two.  Chapter four 

concludes with a discussion of limitations to the current study. In the final chapter, 

conclusions and results of the study are discussed in relation to recommendations and 

suggestions for further research and practice. 
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Chapter IV – Findings & Discussion 

 

This chapter details the research findings.  The central purpose of this research 

is to gain insight into the experiences of transgender college students attending 

women’s colleges and how the context of attending a women’s college has impacted 

their experiences.  The study was guided by the following two research questions:  

(1) What are the participants’ lived experiences as transgender students 

attending U.S. women’s colleges? 

(2) What policies and practices exist at women’s colleges that mention and 

acknowledge transgender students?  

As was discussed in the methods chapter, this phenomenological study 

engaged in two methods of data collection: document review and interviewing.  The 

two methods were developed to mutually complement one another and to inform the 

research questions.  The findings pertaining to the second research question are 

presented first because the answers provide the reader with important context for 

understanding the lived experiences of the participants, which is the primary focus of 

the first research question. The findings on policies and practices are informed by 

both data collection methods. Knowledge about participants’ lived experience is 

primarily informed by the student interviews. However, these experiences are greatly 

influenced by the policies and practices that inform their campus climate. The 

findings pertaining to the lived experiences of participants are organized into the 

following four themes: 

 (In)visibility 

 Negotiating Campus Spaces  

 Support, Comfort & Safety 

 A Call to Action 
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These themes as well as the sub-themes within them are examined and discussed 

using narratives and quotes taken from the interviews and information analyzed from 

participant responses. The aim of this chapter is to provide a comprehensive 

presentation of the findings based on the data collected.  

Policies & Practices 

The experiences of trans* students who participated in this study are situated 

within the context of women’s colleges. This context is crucial to making meaning of 

the participants’ experiences. To gain contextual insight, a document review was 

conducted. The document review portion of this study included 38 colleges and 

universities (n = 38) and considered the following: (a) mission statements, (b) student 

handbooks (n = 33), and (c) college/university websites.  Additionally, each of the 

participants (n = 10) were asked versions of the following two questions about the 

policies and practices at their intuition: (a) what policies or practices support 

transgender students? and (b) what policies or practices make it difficult to be trans* 

on your campus? Answers to these questions as well as other mentions of policy and 

practices during the interviews are used alongside the document review data to 

answer the following research question – What policies and practices exist at 

women’s colleges that mention and acknowledge transgender students?  

Findings 

During his interview Josh stated, “I have no idea what the policies are.” This 

statement is not surprising given that the majority of the institutions in this study 

make no mention of trans* students or the possibility of gender diversity on their 

campuses. Thirty-three of the 38 mission statements contain women centric language 
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and specifically state their identity as a women’s college and/or designate the 

education of women as their central aim and purpose. Only ten of the 38 institutions 

have any sort of written statement, either on their website or in their student 

handbooks, which mentions transgender students or an understanding of gender 

diversity.  Those statements, three of which assert the exclusion of transgender 

students, are discussed below.  In addition to looking for statements about policies or 

practices during the document review, I looked for the existence of trans* inclusive 

organizations.  A presentation of those findings and discussion about what the 

presence of trans* inclusive student organization may mean is included in this 

section. The second half of this chapter will present findings about participants’ 

observations and lived experiences with campus practices.   

 Policies of exclusion. Hollins University’s policy to dismiss transgender 

students was discussed in chapter one, but they are not the only women’s college to 

have a policy that excludes transgender students. Two additional colleges have 

written policies in their student handbooks that express the dismissal of transgender 

students, specifically FTM/transmale students.  Students who identify as transgender 

and take transition related steps at Alverno College, Converse College or the 

aforementioned Hollins University are at risk of no longer being permitted to attend 

or graduate from their institution.  All three policies identify steps that are used to 

define at which point a student becomes ineligible to attend the institution.  Alverno’s 

policy states: 

In the Catholic tradition of caring and respect we support students in their 

journey of self identity. Therefore when persons take decisive steps to change 

their identity from female to male such as changing their gender on their birth 

certificate or changing their gender on their driver’s license, we will recognize 
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the integrity of your self expression as a male. We support and respect that 

decision and will work with you during this transition period.  Your decision 

though will mean that you will no longer qualify to earn an undergraduate 

degree from Alverno or live in the residence halls because we offer degrees to 

individuals who identify as women. (Alverno College, 2013, p. 14) 

 

In relation to Alverno’s policy, the policies at Converse and Hollins are more 

extreme, including the inappropriate use of female pronouns when discussing 

transmale students.  These two policies, almost identical in their wording, both state 

that a student will not be able to continue attendance beyond the term that the 

institution determines they initiated “sex reassignment” from female to male 

(Converse College, 2013; Hollins University, 2013).  Both institutions consider sex 

reassignment to have occurred when a student “self identifies” as male and initiates 

any of the following: hormone therapy, surgical procedures or legal identity (name or 

gender) changes (Converse College, 2013; Hollins University, 2013).  The severity of 

these policies can be understood when you realize that according to Converse and 

Hollins, merely changing one’s name is considered “sex reassignment.”  The 

Converse College (2013) policy goes on to state, “misrepresentation of any 

application materials or attempts to conceal sex reassignment, is considered to be 

fraud; thus the matter will be considered a violation of the honor tradition” (p. 27).  

Hollins’ policy goes on to discuss transwomen.  As was cited in the first chapter, 

Hollins (2013) will consider a transwoman only after they “have completed the 

physical sex reassignment surgery and legal transformation” (p. 8).  This policy 

strongly reinforces the gender binary and embodies the concept of genderism 

introduced by Bilodeau (2009). Hollins clearly has a rigid definition of woman. Full 

text of all three policies is available in Appendix F. Elliot one of the participants in 
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this study suggests that the detriment of the policies must be considered. Elliot 

offered the following reflection about policies that advocate for exclusion.   

One of the things the people say is that once you transition to male you 

should get kicked out. Like that is something a lot of people say on campus 

but here’s the thing, if you have a policy like that some people are not going 

to come out. Some people will just stay in the closet because it is easier than 

to transfer schools so that is my main thing why they shouldn’t kick trans guys 

out because preventing people from coming out is really cruel and really 

dangerous so that is what I mean when it comes to function versus ideology.  

Ideologically that’s perfect for a women’s college to only have women but 

functionally there are a lot more problems than that it’s a lot more 

complicated than that.  

 

Elliot statement about cruelty is extremely powerful in light of the much higher rate 

of suicide among the trans* community. In the recent Injustice at Every Turn: A 

Report of the National Transgender Discrimination Survey 41% of respondent 

reported attempting suicide compared to 1.6% of the general population (Grant, 

Mottet, & Tanis, 2011).  

 Trans* acknowledgement.  Seven colleges have statements that demonstrate 

at least a minimal understanding of trans* identities and acknowledge the possibility 

of more than one gender represented in their student body.  Those seven colleges are:  

Agnes Scott, Bryn Mawr, Mills, Mount Holyoke, Simmons, Smith and Wellesley.  

The depth of acknowledgement and understanding of trans* students expressed in 

writing varies greatly across these seven colleges. The recognition of trans* students 

by these colleges is discussed below from most to least explicit. 

Mills College has the most progressive statements about transgender students.  

Available through their website, the Mills College report on Inclusion of Transgender 

and Gender Fluid Students: Best Practices Assessment and Recommendations was 
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completed in April, 2013 (Mills College, 2013). In this comprehensive report, the 

Gender Identity and Expression Sub-Committee states: 

As a women’s college, historically Mills has strived to create a campus 

climate that promotes the intellectual and personal development of female 

students and empowers women to challenge a broad range of social 

inequalities. While gender fluid people have always been a part of the Mills 

community, the increasing recognition of transgender and gender fluid 

students, staff, and faculty challenges the college to push our vision of what it 

means to be a women’s college beyond gender binaries (Mills College, 2013, 

p. 8). 

 

Not only does Mills acknowledge the existence of trans* students and embrace the 

opportunity to grow their vision of what it means to be a women’s college, the report 

suggests that Mills should – 

[D]istinguish itself as a national leader and innovator in the area of gender 

diversity by issuing an unambiguous statement that both welcomes 

transgender and gender fluid applicants and explicates the relationship of trans 

inclusivity to the women's college mission. In so doing, Mills College would 

place itself at the forefront of the national discussion around gender diversity 

and single-sex education. (Mills College, 2013, p. 11) 

 

Mills has yet to issue such a statement but the report alone is an important step 

towards representing the college’s desire to foster a welcoming and inclusive 

environment for transgender and genderfluid students.  

 Smith College has the most substantial amount of trans* content on their 

website including a page dedicated to “Resources for Trans Students and Allies” 

(Smith, 2014a).  This page provides information about on and off-campus support 

services and mentions name changes.  Name changes are also addressed in the Smith 

student handbook in relation to their email use policy. Specifically, the email use 

policy states: “Upon request, ITS will change the full name and user name associated 

with the Information Technology Services issued user account of any student who has 
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officially changed his or her name with the Registrar's office” (Smith College, 2013).  

This is the only official mention of students using male pronouns that was found 

anywhere across the document review.  The “Gender Identity and Expression” page 

of the Smith website poses and answers seven questions about trans* students.  In 

contrast to the use of a male pronoun in the student handbook, the answer to “How 

are transgender students supported at Smith?” ironically uses the her pronoun to refer 

to every Smith student.  

The college provides many kinds of support through its student life programs 

to every Smith student, no matter her race, social class, country of origin, 

religion, gender identity, gender expression or sexual orientation. (Smith 

College, 2014b, para. 7) 

 

The use of the female pronouns to refer to all students was pervasive across nearly 

every website and student handbook that I reviewed.  Other significant messages 

found within these questions and answers include (1) Smith’s affirmation that, once 

admitted, any student who completes their degree requirements is eligible to earn a 

degree; and (2) the answer to “How does Smith decide who is a woman?” (Smith 

College, 2014b).  Their answer is as follows: 

It doesn’t. With regard to admission, Smith relies upon the information 

provided by each student applicant. In other contexts, different definitions and 

requirements may apply. For example, the definition of a woman for NCAA 

competition may differ from the definition of a woman for purposes of 

admission to Smith or other single-sex colleges (Smith College, 2014b, para. 

4) 

 

Unfortunately, this answer clarifies very little about who will be considered for 

admission and demonstrates the resistance among women’s colleges to take a clear 

stance on trans* issues.  
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Agnes Scott and Bryn Mawr have each developed statements on gender 

identity and expression. An excerpt from Agnes Scott’s statement, which is available 

both on their website and in their student handbook, is shared below.    

We support students, including students who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, queer, intersex or questioning (LGBTQIQ). This support takes 

the form of a variety of campus services designed to create a safe learning and 

living environment for all. To maintain our Title IX status as a women’s 

college, we admit undergraduate students who identify as female. Our goal is 

to embrace both our identity as a woman’s college and our identity as an 

inclusive community (Agnes Scott College, 2013, p. 157). 

 

The sentiment expressed in the first half of the excerpt demonstrates support of their 

trans* students, however the second half speaks to the difficulty for transwomen to 

gain access.  Nowhere in their handbook or website does Agnes Scott articulate how 

they define female for their admissions process.  

Bryn Mawr, who is listed with a score of 4 out of 5 on the gender identity and 

gender expression variables of the Campus Pride Index (2014), articulates an 

evolving understanding of gender and expresses that their “community (comprised of 

faculty, staff, students, alumnae/i and student parents) includes members who are and 

who identify as transgender” (Bryn Mawr, 2014).  This recognition of transgender 

students along with their Campus Pride Index score could be interpreted to show a 

high level of support for trans* students, however the document review of Bryn 

Mawr’s website conflicts with their self-reported data to Campus Pride.  According to 

Campus Pride (2014), trans* students at Bryn Mawr have the option to be housed in 

keeping with their gender identity/expression.  This may be true for transwomen but 

nowhere on the Bryn Mawr website is an option for male or gender-inclusive 
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housing. In fact, none of the institutions reviewed for this study have any published 

information about trans* housing options. 

 Of the colleges that make mention of trans* students and gender diversity, 

Wellesley, Simmons, and Mount Holyoke’s are the most nominal.  Wellesley 

College’s statement about understanding and supporting LGBTQ+ students simply 

offers that “during the college years, our students may be questioning or exploring 

their sexuality and/or gender identity for the first time” (Wellesley College, 2014), 

and goes on to provide very introductory information about gender identity and 

sexuality.  There is no information about how the institution supports students past 

the questioning phase.  The Simmons College (2013) student handbook has a 

message from their dean of students in which she shares that the multicultural affairs 

office offers programs and services specifically designed for a number of diverse 

student populations, including transgender students.  While the dean speaks favorably 

about the college’s commitment to supporting students, the message includes the 

problematic term “transgendered.” Mount Holyoke’s mention of gender identity is the 

most subtle.  Their Diversity and Inclusion for Students statement expresses the 

following aspiration.   

It is our aim to embrace the multiple identities of race, gender identity, class, 

sexual orientation, ability, age, sex, and religious and faith identity and the 

ways in which those identities can move us to greater connection and 

communication, rather than polarize us (Mount Holyoke College, 2014). 

 

The statement mentions gender identity and sex separately recognizing the difference 

between sex and gender, yet it takes a liberal reading of this statement for it to be 

explicitly understood as an acknowledgement of trans* students.  
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Student Organizations. In addition to looking at polices and other written 

recognition of trans* students and gender diversity by the administration of the 

institutions in this study, I reviewed the websites and student handbooks for any 

mention of trans* inclusive student organizations. Table 4 summarizes which schools 

have any acknowledgement of trans* students as well as the presence of trans* 

inclusive student organizations.  
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College/University 
Has LGBT/Gender 

Specific Student Group  

Written Policy/Statement                   

Regarding Trans* Students  

Agnes Scott College YES - Gender/Sexuality 
Statement on Gender 

Identity/Expression  

Alverno College YES - Gender/Sexuality 
Transgender Policy - 

Exclusion 

Bay Path College  NO NO 

Brenau University  NO NO 

Bryn Mawr College  YES - Gender Specific 
Statement on Gender 

Identity/Expression  

Cedar Crest College NO  NO 

Chatham University NO NO 

The College of New Rochelle NO NO 

College of Saint Elizabeth   NO NO 

College of Saint Mary  NO NO 

Columbia College YES - Gender/Sexuality NO 

Converse College NO 
Transgender Policy - 

Exclusion 

Cottey College YES - Gender/Sexuality NO 

Hollins University YES - Gender/Sexuality   
Transgender Policy - 

Exclusion 

Judson College  NO NO 

Mary Baldwin College  NO NO 

Meredith College YES - Gender/Sexuality NO 

Midway College NO NO 

Mills College YES - Gender/Sexuality Report on Trans-Inclusion 

Moore College of Art &Design NO NO 

Mount Holyoke College YES - Gender/Sexuality Statement on Diversity  

Mount Mary College NO NO 

Mount St. Mary’s College NO NO 

Notre Dame of Maryland Univ. NO NO 

St. Catherine University  YES - Gender/Sexuality NO 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods NO NO 

Saint Mary’s College NO NO 

Salem College NO NO 

Scripps College YES - Gender/Sexuality NO 

Simmons College YES - Gender/Sexuality 
LGBT Services Mentioned in 

Handbook 

Smith College  YES - Gender Specific 
Statement on Gender 

Identity/Expression 

Spelman College  YES - Gender/Sexuality NO 

Stephens College NO NO 

Sweet Briar College NO NO 

Trinity Washington University NO NO 

University of Saint Joseph YES - Gender/Sexuality NO 

Wellesley College  YES - Gender/Sexuality 
Statement of Support for 

LGBT Students 

Wesleyan College NO NO 

Table 4. – This table show which of the study institutions have a trans* inclusive student organizations 

as well as an overview of which institutions have written recognition of transgender students. 
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Despite the lengthy discussion of the policies and written recognition of trans* 

students by ten institutions, the gray area in Table 4 speaks volumes about how little 

recognition of trans* students exists across all 38 institutions in this study.  The 

findings of my document review echo Shults’ (2005) observation that many colleges 

and universities do not want to approach transgender issues because they would rather 

avoid the confrontation that comes from challenging the status quo (Shults, 2005).  

 Researchers on transgender college students have cited student organizations 

as a significant form of support for trans* students. (Bilodeau, 2009; Bilodeau & 

Renn, 2005).  Informed by the research, I examined the documents I reviewed for the 

mention of trans* student organizations.  I looked for organizations focused on 

transgender/gender-identity topics as well as for LGBTQ+ organizations, looking 

specifically for the inclusion of the “T.”  As is reflected in Table 4, sixteen of the 38 

institutions I reviewed made mention of trans* inclusive student organizations on 

their website or in their student handbook, but only two organizations were 

specifically focused on gender.  Based on the interviews I conducted, the number of 

LGBTQ+ organizations may not be a positive for trans* students at women’s 

colleges. Even among the participants who attend gender related or LGBTQ+ student 

organizations, not one participant cited it as a significant source of personal support.  

Alex asserted “our GSA [Gender & Sexuality Alliance] doesn’t really support trans* 

people.  It’s more supportive in regards to sexuality.” Several students also expressed 

conflict between trans* students and the LGBTQ+ communities on their campuses.   

According to Ben, “There is a definite line drawn between people of different sexual 
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orientations and people who are different gender identities.” Elliott expressed a desire 

for a trans* student group and also identified a struggle of creating such a group.   

I know a guy that tried to start a trans* group and he said he basically ‘got shit 

on’ by everyone. I wouldn’t normally say it that way, but that’s his words –

that’s what he said.  He said that he tried to start a group and people, well he 

tried to start an exclusively trans* group – which I think is the only way it can 

really work and be safe; everyone is you should only come if you are trans* 

identifying. No allies just because you need to be safe. He tried to do that and 

it just didn’t work. People were like this is a women’s college you can’t do 

that.  You can’t create a space that excludes women and I so desperately want 

a trans* group. 

 

This anecdote raises questions regarding how privilege may intersect with trans 

identities.  For example, is it an exertion of male privilege to exclude women from a 

group/space at a women’s college? Or is it an exertion of cis-privilege to assume such 

a space is not needed?  Male privilege did come up in a couple of the interviews.  In 

his interview, Kensdoll, discussed the newness of needing to navigate being 

perceived as male:  

I find myself having to evaluate some things before they come out of my 

mouth because sometimes my friends and I are joking around, like, I have to 

be aware that now they perceive me as male, which is what I want, but it 

means that what I want to say isn’t always appropriate any more…They’ll just 

be like, “Whoa, man, whoa. You can’t say that now. It’s not cool.” So there’s 

this interesting dichotomy. 

 

Participants, policies and practices.  The document review helps to inform 

what official policies and practices are documented at women’s colleges that mention 

and acknowledge transgender students.  Yet the participant interviews provide 

valuable insight into what those policies actually mean to the students as well as 

unofficial practices they’ve experienced.  During each interview, I asked students 

about policies and practices that exist on their campus related to trans* students.   The 

general consensus among the participants was the lack of acknowledgement they 
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experience on their campuses. The decisions by institutions to remain silent on trans* 

issues has had profound impact on trans* students.  Bryce shared, “the abject denial 

by the administration that trans* students exist is really harmful and hurtful.  You’re 

never going to see my face on the cover of the webpage.”  Avery’s campus 

considered creating a trans* policy but stopped short of taking any official stance. “So 

in the end it was like kind of telling us to be quiet and just accept that we are allowed 

to live here as long as we don’t keep being really loud about the political and policy 

aspects of it – sort of like don’t ask, don’t tell.” Alex feels discomforted and lost as a 

result of people assuming there are not trans* people at their school and stated that 

“any acknowledgement is very downplayed.” This lack of any clear 

acknowledgement was expressed by all ten participants and will be discussed further 

in relationship to the interview themes.  

Lived Experiences 

This section presents the findings and discussions related to the lived 

experiences of the students who participated in this study.  Their experiences are 

inherently complex and I have sought to honor the “messiness” of their day-to-day 

lives navigating campuses and processes that were built without them in mind.  As 

Jace shared, “sometimes I’m completely satisfied with it [my college]. And other 

times I’m annoyed with things like the fact there’s really no system in place set up for 

people of my gender identity.”  Each of the students expressed a complicated 

relationship with their college but the participants all believe there is still a need for 

women’s colleges today and have a measure of gratitude for how their college 

experiences have impacted their identity.  Rick repeatedly referred to his campus as 
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“home.” Bryce stated “I don’t know if there’s another place I would be happier than 

here.” Ben, who has some desire to live stealth after college, is not sure if he would 

take the path again but expressed being happy and enjoying his campus. Even Josh, 

who doesn’t want to continue life fully admitting that he went to a women’s college 

and hopes to transfer to avoid carrying around a women’s college diploma, spoke 

positively about his experiences.   

I do not regret my decision because it led me to an environment that was very 

accepting. And it gave me the place where gender identity is something that is 

questioned and talked about on a daily basis. So in terms of figuring it out and 

having friends and a support system in place where I actually feel comfortable 

and confident enough to come out and change, it was the place to do that. And 

I mean I’m surrounded by trans guys. 

 

For many of the participants, their college has helped them develop a more complex 

understanding of identity and of themselves.  Kyle credited a women and gender 

studies course as the venue where he first learned the term “transgender.”  Rick 

shared: 

I don’t know where I would be today if I wasn’t at this school and at – if I was 

at a coed school. I don’t know that I would have the vocabulary or the 

knowledge of gender itself all the many different gender identities if I weren’t 

at a women’s college – particularly this woman’s college. 

 

Avery said ze didn’t have the language to claim a trans* identity in high school.  

 

Then my first year of college when I became more aware of a wider more 

progressive way of thinking about gender and sexuality and how it plays in 

the world and intersecting identities I learned about the word transgender and 

more about words like genderqueer and I thought that is definitely me. 

 

Ze credits hir college with providing new language for understanding hirself and 

directly connects that to the need for trans* inclusion.  

I just believe that if a college is going to provide an environment where people 

are allowed to radically define, like radically educate themselves and be able 

to understand new ways of perceiving their genders, then there should be no 
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reason that they’re allowed to think those big thoughts and then, when they 

conclude that about themselves, be excluded. 

 

The way in which some women’s colleges are providing students with new ways for 

students to understand themselves while simultaneously responding to trans* students 

issues with silence is one of the many ways trans* are sent mixed messages. Another 

mixed message, which is demonstrated in Table 4 and was discussed in chapter 1, is 

the Hollins policy of exclusion alongside the presence of an LGBT student 

organization and statement from their Associate Dean of Cultural and Community 

Engagement about becoming allies to the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 

(LGBT) students” (Suarez, 2013). In relationship to Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of 

marginality and mattering, the many mixed messages sent to students have the 

potential to both enhance and hinder the students’ development and sense of 

belonging.  The following three themes emerged throughout the interviews I 

conducted with the study participants and are discussed in relationship to 

Schlossberg’s theory: (a) (In)visibility, (b) Negotiating Spaces, and (c) Support, 

Comfort & Safety.  Combined, these three themes inform the fourth theme which is 

(d) a Call for Action. There are no clear or easy answers regarding how women’s 

colleges should best respond to transgender students, however it is vital that the 

voices of trans* students are a part of the conversation.  This section provides some of 

those voices.  These voices represent ten students from six campuses in four states.  

(In)visibility 

 The theme of (in)visibility refers to the way in which trans* students are both 

invisible and hyper-visible on women’s college campuses. In both cases, the level of 

visibility is a result of overt and passive practices.  Invisibility is discussed first and 
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was more directly mentioned by the participants. However, the two levels of visibility 

exist in relation to each other.  The byproduct of institutional invisibility of trans* 

students is the hyper-visibility experienced by individuals.   

 Invisible. 

 Overt invisibility. Earlier in this chapter, I included a quote from Bryce in 

which he expressed how you would never see his picture on the school website.  Josh 

has felt similarly and shared the following story about being hidden from view and 

being made to feel invisible.  

In any of the publications, any of the websites, there’s no one who is trans is 

involved in that - in fact, the photo shoot they did last year and one of my 

professors who I’m really close with emailed me specifically and said can you 

come? They’re taking pictures in my class and it would be great if there 

someone who looks totally queer and one of the pictures because publications 

never include that, so a Professor even noticed that. To me her email was 

saying come and maybe they’ll include you but of course none of the pictures 

of me were printed. There are two pictures on the main website from her class 

but they’re feminine--of two women.  

 

Several of the students shared a similar understanding about their administration’s 

desire to have a particular female image associated with their campus; this image was 

cited as being feminine and having the ability “to at least pass for straight.” Trans* 

students not being allowed to host prospective students was a practice mentioned in 

many of the interviews. Ben was elected to be on welcoming committee for his 

residence hall but believes he would have never been selected if the admissions office 

was involved.  He went on to say: 

As far as tour guides go they are looking for a very cookie cutter type student 

that it is almost entirely based on what they think you look like because that 

can shove all the facts into your head with their flashcards so it is basically as 

far tour guides go it is what you look like and I don't think that I would even 

bother to apply to be a tour guide. 
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Many of the students shared a sense of being hidden from prospective students as 

well as alums.  Josh, Rick and Bryce all explicitly made the connection between 

being hidden and the administration not wanting to lose financial support from 

alumnae or other donors. Rick questions these practices.  “It’s bullshit when they try 

to hide us from the alumnae’s vision or from like anything – that’s insulting.  You 

wouldn’t do that to a race of people on campus, so why would you do that to a group 

of people of different identity?” 

The pervasive use of feminine pronouns is another way in which trans* 

students at women’s colleges are overtly made to feel invisible. As was discovered 

through the document review, gendered language at women’s colleges was found in 

mission statements, student handbooks and throughout websites.  During the 

interviews, students shared how they experience practices that refer to all students 

with female pronouns on daily basis.  For example, in class when professors use the 

term “ladies” to address everyone, and their use of female pronouns on syllabi, to 

language about a sisterhood among students, and on campus forms. Josh stated not 

feeling included when his class syllabus include statements such as “her assignment.”  

He shared “a lot of the time, I can feel like I belong in this community and then all of 

a sudden I get this thing it says ‘she’ and I’m like that’s not me. Is this talking to me 

or not?”   

Bryce articulated, “It’s a combination of the administration hiding us and us 

hiding ourselves… I think a lot of the trans guys shy away from having any 

interaction with the outside world, be it through the admissions office, or just another 

visible organization on campus.” As will be discussed in the hyper-visibility section 
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below, sometimes trans* students’ lack of ability to blend in can result in students 

hiding themselves.   Because of policy at the institution(s) they attend, two students in 

this study are forced to hide themselves in order not to be kicked out—something 

these two students cannot afford.  Getting kicked out or making the decision to 

transfer would mean giving up scholarships and adding additional time to a students’ 

degree completion. I suggest this can put pressure on students not only to be invisible, 

but also to tolerate negative experiences or environments.   

Some participants referred to the overt practices which work to render trans* 

student invisible as microaggressions.  Sue (2010) suggests that microaggressions can 

foster a sense of marginalization.  According to Schlossberg (1989), marginalization 

has detrimental effects on students’ sense of mattering; something she believes is 

crucial to fostering student development and learning.   

Passive invisibility. The invisibility of trans* students on campus is not 

always through overt practices. The results of the document review demonstrate the 

vast amount of silence that women’s colleges have responded to the topic of trans* 

students.  This silence can be interpreted to mean most women’s colleges are 

operating from the assumption that all students on their campuses are cisgender.  

When schools operate from this viewpoint, they erase the ability to recognize their 

students as anything but women.  Avery discussed that erasure. “We’re like 

acknowledged as invisible. We are just invisible to those higher powers who make the 

policy so are not affirmed in all the great work that we do as individuals and that is a 

totally crappy feeling.”  A couple of students discussed how being read as male in 

their campus dining hall has resulted in them being viewed as guests who are 



95 

 

“stealing” food, even though they are students who paid for meal plans as a part of 

their tuition.  Ben shared that he has had campus safety called on him several times 

because he wasn’t recognized as a student.  When trans* students are not recognized 

as students, it discounts their role as members of the campus community and as Alex 

stated, “it feels like being at a women’s college downgrades my identity.”  For Bryce, 

being at a women’s college has called his attention to how much he loves passing.  

He expressed that being at a women’s college removes the anxiety of being 

discovered or outed as female bodied but that a “different stress exists from still not 

being able to be seen the way you want to be seen.”   

These experiences illustrate the complexity involved in the way passive 

practices that result in invisibility impact students. For students who pass as male, 

their ability to feel welcomed and be considered students is called into question.  On 

the other hand for those who are viewed and accepted as students, their ability to pass 

as men or any gender identity beyond one of “woman” is compromised. These 

experiences raise the following questions: Is it oppressive to expect women identified 

students to accommodate maleness at an institution specifically designed in response 

to patriarchy? What obligation do institutions have to the students they accept?  In 

either instance described above, the wholeness of the students’ identities is not being 

recognized.  Practices that foster the invisibility to trans* students do not honor the 

fullness of lived experience. In alignment with Schlossberg (1989), I assert 

recognizing the wholeness of students in all their identities is a requirement to the 

sense of belonging required for development.  In 2004, the two leading student affairs 

professional organizations, the National Association of Student Personnel 
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Administrators (NASPA) and the American College Personnel Association (ACPA) 

released the joint statement, Learning Reconsidered: A Campus-Wide Focus on the 

Student Experience. The preamble to this document introduces the dominant 

paradigm guiding current student affairs as follows: 

Learning Reconsidered is an argument for the integrated use of all of higher 

education’s resources in the education and preparation of the whole student. It 

is also an introduction to new ways of understanding and supporting learning 

and development as intertwined, inseparable elements of the student 

experience. It advocates for transformative education – a holistic process of 

learning that places the student at the center of the learning experience. 

(NASPA, 2004) 

 

Assumptions which passively result in the invisibility of trans* students only place 

certain students at the center of the learning experience.  Women’s colleges need to 

wrestle with their institutional identities and supporting students in the manner 

advocated for as best practices by NASPA and ACPA.  

Hyper-visible. As I suggested at the start of this theme, the ways in which 

women’s colleges create a climate of invisibility for trans* students assist in the 

creation of hyper-visibility for those same students.  

Overt hyper-visibility. Schneider (2010) stated, “the outward visibility of 

gender expression makes it impossible for students who are experimenting with 

gender identity and/or beginning the process of transitioning to remain closeted.”   

Based on the interviews I conducted, the students in this study agree with the 

sentiment that they can’t choose when they want to disclose their trans* identity, 

especially on campuses where the majority of students identify as women.  As Jace 

offered, “there is no way for me to not be out at this school.”  Against the dominant 

feminine identities, trans*masculine students become hyper-visible. I suggest this 



97 

 

hyper-visibility is directly linked to practices mentioned above which are designed to 

overtly hide trans* students from the “public eye.”  For example, when campuses 

perpetuate a singular image or notion to illustrate who their students are, they are 

creating the climate which defines particular identities as other and thus hyper visible. 

That visibility can place added pressure on these students. Kyle shared a story about 

being hired as an RA.  “I turned it [the RA position] down mid-summer because I had 

some internal problems with being trans* and being an RA, like how do I go about 

this?” The visibility of being trans* combined with the visibility of being an RA 

pushed Kyle away from taking the position. The feared lack of support for Kyle’s 

trans* identity resulted in his decision to decline an opportunity that may have 

enhanced his sense of belonging and development. The sense of hyper-visibility 

caused Kyle to question his ability to be an effective RA. When Kyle responded to 

this hyper-visibility by not taking the position, he may have been succumbing to the 

messages institutions send trans* students about accepted visibility.  

Passive hyper-visibility. Again the silence that women’s colleges have greeted 

the topic of trans* students with is impacting how these are student perceived.  The 

lack of education about trans issues or acknowledgement of trans* students by 

women’s colleges fosters a climate in which prospective students, new students and 

others are surprised by the presence non-woman identified students.  The examples I 

shared earlier in the section about passive invisibility can be simultaneously be read 

as examples of hyper-visibility.  The same factors that render students as invisible 

members of the campus community are what marked them as hyper-visible.  Further 
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for students who desire to pass as male, they are hyper-visible as trans* men and not 

simply men.  

The hyper-visibility of being trans* at a women’s college can continue beyond 

graduation. A few participants’ mentioned hearing that Simmons had accepted a 

transwoman.  I saw this mentioned on social media but through my research, I was 

unable to confirm of any instance of women’s college accepting a known 

transwomen.  Thus under current admissions practices alums of women’s colleges 

can be assumed to have been female assigned at birth.  Through earning a degree 

from a women’s college, trans* alums are limited in their ability to live stealth.   In 

this instance, it is difficult to identify possible institutional responses for this hyper-

visibility but this example demonstrates the need for women’s colleges to engage in 

conversations about trans* students.  Even the students in this study who identified as 

trans* prior to college had not considered the legacy of their decision to attend and 

graduate from a women’s college.  Again, this raises questions about what obligations 

an institution has to current and prospective students.  

Both visibility and hyper-visibility have impacted the students in this study.  

In nearly all instances, the institutions played a controlling role around level of 

visibility the students experienced limiting students’ autonomy.  

Negotiating Spaces 

Obstacles to student success are one of the topics that is most researched in 

regards to campus climates for transgender students and changes/improvement to 

physical spaces are one of the most common recommendations for making a campus 

more trans* friendly  (2003; 2005a; 2005b; Beemyn et al., 2005; Beemyn & Pettitt, 
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2006; Beemyn, 2012; Bilodeau 2005; 2009; Campus Pride 2014; Miner, 2009). The 

physical space of college campuses often presents the most salient forms of 

discrimination faced by trans* students.  All of the participants discussed their 

processes for negotiating campus. All the campuses were designed with only 

cisgender women in mind and it is not surprising that the trans* students in this study 

often struggle to negotiate their campuses. Within this theme, I discuss the students’ 

experiences negotiating both the gendered and non-gendered spaces that exist on their 

campuses.  

 Non-gendered spaces. The notion of what is gendered space and non-

gendered space is complicated in the context of women’s colleges.  In some regards, 

all of campus could be viewed as gendered space.  I consider non-gendered spaces as 

the public spaces on campus for this subtheme.   

Health services, including counseling services were cited in several interviews 

as a difficult place to navigate.  While free counseling services were mentioned by 

positively by the students, a few participants  lacked confidence in their institutions to 

provide trans* positive counseling options. Ben stated that health services on his 

campus is “very problematic.” On a recent visit to have his blood drawn the nurse 

continually kept checking the waiting room but never announced a name.  Well after 

his scheduled appointment time he was still waiting. 

Eventually she [the nurse] comes out and I am like ‘who are you looking for’ 

and she's like ‘I am waiting for a student”, and I am like “I am a student who 

are you waiting for’ and she's say my name and I am like ‘yeah that me’ and 

she kinda gives me that look and I am just sitting there like yeah this is going 

to be fun and it was just not one of the most pleasant of experiences. 
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Not only were the health services forms not trans* inclusive but again Ben being read 

as male resulted in his invisibility as a student. He now advises other trans* students 

to avoid health services.  Students from other campuses also stated that their health 

care providers are extremely under-educated in regards to the health needs of trans* 

students.  One of the students at a college with a policy of exclusion has been forced 

to stop visiting the campus health center because of his decision to start testosterone.  

He fears it would be bad for his health to not disclose that he is on T but also fears 

that health services wouldn’t honor his confidentiality and he would be kicked out.   

 The dining hall was mentioned in several interviews has a difficult place to 

navigate as a trans* student.  In addition to trans* students not being perceived to be 

students by staff members, dining halls are a common place for students to interact 

with the campus visitors including visiting boyfriends. Kensdoll shared:  

If there was a place [on campus] I feel unsafe it would probably be the dining 

hall—especially on weekends when people’s boyfriends are there. There’s a 

fear being called out or you know someone confronting me because I’m not a 

girl, but I’m at the school. 

 

This wasn’t the only mention of interaction with cis-men. One of the reasons Elliott 

chose women’s college was because he couldn’t imagine sharing a dorm with cis-

men. These comments raise questions about the impact a women’s college 

environment may have on transmen’s masculine identity development.  Kyle also 

stated “I don’t necessarily feel safe when I go to the dining hall.”  For Kyle, going to 

the dining hall created anxiety because of the possibility of running into unsupportive 

administrators.  

 In regards to classes, the majority spoke favorably about their experiences in 

the classroom. Kyle offered “I feel very safe in my classrooms especially in my 
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departments.” Kyle’s reference to his academic department as a safe location was 

feeling echoed by most students.  In general, students were most critical of faculty 

and spaces dedicated to departments beyond their area(s) of study on campus.  

Regular interaction with faculty in their discipline of study seems to positively impact 

the feelings of trust and support felt from their professors.  Time spent in the 

classroom has been a highlight of Avery’s college experience. 

Like I’ve said the professors and the faculty at large are progressive, accepting 

and create a climate in their classrooms for the most part where trans* folks 

are not only respected but acknowledged as being valuable for what they 

contribute. 

 

I believe the sense of feeling valuable described by Avery is an example of an 

institution communicating that trans* students matter.  Two exceptions to the comfort 

felt in classrooms emerged from the interviews.  The participants experienced a 

measure of discomfort in their classrooms when professors employed feminine 

pronouns and language in reference to the full class as well as the professors’ lack of 

knowledge surrounding trans* issues. I suggest that the ability for students to feel safe 

in their classrooms has a positive impact on student learning but the amount of time 

college students are in class versus out of class needs to be taken into account when 

considering their full campus experience. 

Gendered spaces. “Bathroom signs suck because nobody knows I’m allowed 

to use this bathroom, or that bathroom. I don’t even know which bathrooms I’m 

supposed to use” (Elliot). Gendered spaces such as bathrooms, locker rooms, 

residence halls and athletics are a known issue for transgender students across the 

country. All of the participants mentioned their interaction with gendered space. As a 

student athlete, Rick was unable to begin hormone therapy until after his final sport 
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season in order to remain eligible for NCAA athletics. The two spaces that came up 

frequently were restrooms and residence halls.  Josh articulated “there are no 

accommodations in the dorms – you’re screwed the moment you’re stuck with a 

roommate.”  Josh’s statement resonates with Bryce’s current roommate situation. 

Referring to his roommate, Bryce shares 

We can cohabitate even if she thinks I’m going to burn in hell. It’s not really, 

it’s not – I’m mean my roommate right now is from Kansas and a little bit 

homophobic. I’m not going to broach the trans* issue with her because you 

know like if we can’t talk about gay marriage, then probably shouldn’t talk 

about trans* things. 

 

Ben has experienced a more favorable housing situation. 

On the housing forms there is a space where you can write any additional 

concerns that you may have about living with other people and when I filled 

that out, I didn’t say that I was a guy, I wrote that I didn’t identify as a women 

and they gave me a fantastic roommate. 

 

Housing accommodations are intimately connected to bathrooms.  On Kensdoll’s 

campus, male bathrooms are difficult to find and in residence halls and do not exist at 

all residences for first year students.  His “little brother” on campus is a first-year “so 

he has to deal with that awkward only women’s bathrooms available situation day-to-

day.”  Similar to Kensdoll’s “little brother” to not have access to correct bathrooms 

because of living in first-year housing, Elliott has also had the experience of not 

having access to gender inclusive restrooms because of his need to live on a quiet 

floor. “There are only two quiet floors and they both have single sex bathrooms and I 

need to live on a quiet floor; it’s a disability thing.”  These examples demonstrate that 

even when gender appropriate facilities exist students don’t always have access to 

them. Josh pointed out another oversight made by an institution when adding gender 

inclusive facilities. 
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So they did redo one of the dorms over the summer and I was just in there for 

the first time and noticed that each floor does have a gender-neutral bathroom 

but they don’t have showers. So if a friend stayed over the guy would have to 

shower in the women’s bathroom or if a male student lived in that dorm he 

would have to shower in the women’s room. 

 

Jace alluded to being at least minimally aware of his male privilege when he 

discussed feeling distress in regards to bathroom use.   

It gets uncomfortable bathroom because I feel like I’m invading space or 

taking up space that I shouldn’t be. And plus since it’s a women’s college 

there are not many men’s bathrooms or many gender neutral bathrooms on 

campus. 

 

A need for increased gender inclusive facilities was a common thread across 

several interviews. 

 It is important to note that not all gendered spaces are physical.  Forms, 

processes and campus traditions were commonly referred to as gendered.  Many of 

the participants shared about how connections with fellow trans* students provided 

them tips for exploiting loopholes and tools for navigating campus practices as a 

trans* student. 

 Queering gendered spaces.  The majority of the participants advocated for 

what I’m calling a queering of gendered spaces. Queer is a critique of all things 

normal with specific attention to conventional ideas about sex and gender (Mann, 

2012).  To queer gendered spaces is to call for the development of spaces that 

challenge verses reinforce the gender binary.  For example, gender inclusive 

bathrooms instead of male/female options. Gender inclusive spaces may help ease 

some of the discomfort experienced by trans*students on women’s college campuses.  

For example, Jace may not feel like he is taking up space he shouldn’t in a space 

designated as gender inclusive. Specifically in regards to bathrooms, Kensdoll 
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described unisex options as taking the pressure off trans* individuals to “pick the 

right one.”  Further, queered spaces could help alleviate social policing and remove 

the power exerted by others to dictate who is in the “right” space.  Kensdoll, Kyle, 

and Jace each called for queer housing in the form of a themed floor or hall similar to 

specialty living areas built around shared interests.  Queered residence halls and 

others campuses spaces could help foster what Avery would call a “radicalized notion 

of genders.” The idea of queering spaces will likely be met with discomfort and 

resistance by institutions due to reasons discussed in the findings thus far. In 

connection to the discomfort expressed the trans* students in this study is it too much 

to ask institutions quit avoiding the discomfort that is needed in order to wrestle with 

questions related to transgender students? 

Support, Comfort & Safety 

A sense of support, comfort and safety emerged throughout the participant 

interviews. Despite conflicting messages being sent to trans* students at women’s 

colleges, all of the students who participated in this study discussed having feelings of 

support, comfort, and safety in relationship to their college experiences. Throughout 

this theme, students’ experiences are examined to help identify main sources of this 

theme. I argue that each of these emotional factors are an avenue through which 

students can foster a connection and sense of belonging between campuses and their 

trans* students.  

Support. 

Support from fellow students.  Avery experienced a tangible expression of 

support from hir peers. “I have many close friends and the community at large was so 
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supportive of me, they fundraised over thousand dollars to help with my top surgery 

so wonderful.”  In recognition of Transgender Day of Remembrance (TDOR), 

students on Kyle’s campus students created tissue paper flowers which they sent to 

the Dean of Students as a form of activism to help increase the awareness of trans* 

students. In connection to another TDOR event Kyle shared: 

Around 50 people came out…I can’t explain how great I felt leaving, knowing 

that there was that much support on campus.  I have never had a student say 

anything bad to me. I have never or never hear people talking bad about me.  

I’ve never had that. I have actually had students reach out to me say I hope 

you know that I support you so I have never had a problem with students. 

 

The participants unanimously expressed having found more support from students 

than from the administration. As Jace offered, “I would say the student body could 

use some work, but not a lot of work.” 

Support from fellow trans* students. The most significant form of support 

expressed by the study participants is support they’ve found from fellow trans* 

identified students. While formal trans*support groups and student organizations 

seem to be nonexistent or ineffective according to the students in the study, most of 

the participants have been able to cultivate connections with and find support from 

fellow trans* students.  A positive result of the hyper-visibility discussed earlier is the 

ability for trans* students to recognize and find one another.  The size of transgender 

student communities varies greatly across the six campuses in this study. On the small 

end, one participant was one of two known trans*students on campus. At the other 

end of the spectrum were trans*communities of around 30 students.  One participant 

noted that the size of the trans*community grew exponentially to the hundreds when 

including non-binary gender identities and expressions. While the size varied, the 
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positive impact of a trans*community was consistent. Avery described the trans* 

community on hir campus as follows: 

It’s not that we all hang out all the time…but we are a community of support 

for on another. We all will always acknowledge each other in passing, if we’re 

out, we will acknowledge each other when we pass on campus – you know we 

do the ‘head nod’…Personally I’ve taught at least two other trans* people 

how to do their testosterone shots I am like a source of information. We share 

information.  People are always contacting me where can I go to get therapy? 

where do I go in get T? Can I get top surgery if I love my nipples? They are 

super intimate questions and concerns that we share with one another just 

recognizing that we are all a part of the same community. 

 

Several students talked about trans* students as a source or information and 

resources.  One student mentioned that his campus has a binder sharing program.  

Ben and Josh each mentioned email and facebook as a tool for connecting with trans* 

students on their campus and for keeping everyone in the community up to date on 

evolving policies and practices.  Bryce compared what he believes a trans* 

community might be like at a co-ed school in comparison to his women’s college. 

Let’s say I go to a coed school, I could basically count on having maybe one 

or two people who would at all either empathetic to my situation, or 

understood it. Where in coming to a women’s college, while doesn’t make 

much sense on the surface, by coming to a women’s college, I can find a 

community of trans*men. 

 

Alex who transferred from a religious co-ed college to their current women’s college 

found the women’s college has found a greater sense of trans* community. It is 

important to remember that these positive experiences are often tempered with 

feelings of exclusion and a lack of support.  Jace shared:  

I have a strong group of gender queer and gender nonconforming friends and 

That is really help me with my trans identity and being okay with a lot of 

these things. However, outside of my friend group, I don’t often have gender 

reaffirming experiences at my college. 
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Rick shared the following attitude that was echoed by many of the participants.  

“There’s a difference between administration and the student body and some of the 

ways they approach things.”  Avery further articulated the power the administration 

holds in relation to students and how their support or lack thereof has fostered fear 

among the trans* students community. 

Then there is the Board of Trustees and those higher up people and that 

creates for us, for the trans folks, a climate of fear and uncertainty and 

unclarity because we still don’t know what our policies are. And they refuse to 

take a stand other. It is a climate conflicted I guess where we are very 

comfortable in our own spaces amongst one another our peers but then there is 

that looming fear of what’s going to happen. 

 

 Administrative support? “The only problems that I’ve ever run into is with 

the administration” (Kyle).  “A lot of the trans* students have issues with the Deans” 

(Jace). For a few of the students in this study, the totality of their experiences with 

“the administration” has been negative. The exceptions discussed in this section are 

aligned with the research that identifies the role administrators can play in working 

for change (Beemyn, 2003; Roper, 2005).   One participant shares, “so we have this 

[administrator title], and if you meet with her and tell her why you need more money 

to give you like 200 or $300. And I know one of the transmen, that he got some of his 

money to do gender therapy and hormones.”  This is an example of administrative 

support is even more profound when you know the student who shared this is 

attending a school with a trans* exclusive policy.  Avery, Kensdoll and Rick 

mentioned specific individual or departments that have been particularly supportive.  

Avery stated that the Dean of students office was critical in helping to advocate for 

trans*students during their policy battle. Kensdoll has found support through his 

campus work.   
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I actually have two jobs on campus. And both of them have been really, really 

supportive. One is in admissions and the other one is in the psych department, 

and both of them have been really supportive. You know, respecting my 

name, respecting my pronouns. I haven’t encountered anyone who was non-

supportive. 

 

Rick pointed out the leadership of their president as having phenomenal positive 

impact on campus practices.  Roper’s (2005) call to student affairs administrators to 

transform conflict into community has been answered by some of the folks mentioned 

above, but in general his call has not been ignored by many women’s colleges.  Roper 

(2005) argues that “Our failure to nurture support for LGBT students means those 

students will receive less educational value from their campus experience than we are 

capable of providing” (Roper, 2005, p. 83).  In alignment with Roper’s point, the 

experiences of the students in this study are not getting the full value from their 

campus experiences as possible.  I further suggest that the participants’ reliance upon 

peers is a result of the ways institutional policies, practices and processes continue to 

fail them. 

Safety & Comfort.  Despite the negatives that can be read into the 

participants’ experiences with (in)visibility, negotiating spaces and minimal 

institutional form of the support, the students in this study articulated a clear sense of 

safety and comfort on their campus.  Alex compared their co-ed campus to their 

current school and shared “there’s less violence and people are more accepting.”  Ben 

shared “I feel incredibly safe at all hours of the day and night. I felt safe on campus 

when I first arrived. I felt fairly safe before I was accepted as a student just visiting I 

feel safer here than other places.”  Kyle discussed how the sense of safety and 

community he feels on campus is greater than any he has ever experienced. 
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As someone who goes to a women’s college it is just a feeling you get of 

safety when you are on a campus.  Especially [college name] which is so 

small.  I have felt safe there because of my students both as a woman, and as a 

trans man.  It’s a place of acceptance that I have never felt anywhere in my 

entire life even in a trans group. I just think they create a sense of community 

and really push each individual to go farther and not think about boundaries 

which I love. 

 

Kensdoll also shared about how the feelings he has about his campus experiences 

have not waned since coming out as transgender.  

I feel safe there. I know that I have friends who have my back. I know that I 

have teachers who care about me and my success. It’s expensive, but I’ve 

always been an introvert, so I would just get lost in the crowd at a larger 

university, and that hasn’t changed, despite my gender identity changing.  

 

Josh’s sense of safety extends off campus the great community.  “I feel so safe here, I 

feel so safe in this environment – I know every bathroom within 30 miles that I can 

use.”  

 In Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of marginality and mattering, she suggests that 

marginality can manifest when a transition or change in one’s life occurs.  Going 

away to college can be understood as having the potential to result in marginality for 

all students. One could deduce that or these feelings could be compounded for trans* 

students at women’s college as they process their trans*identity within campus 

environments which often render them invisible.  I argue that the safety the 

participants expressed feeling might act to lessen feelings of marginality.   

 Masculinity.  Several students in this study mentioned their identity in relation 

to masculinity.  When comparing the participants’ experiences to current masculine 

identity development models (Edwards & Jones, 2009, Harris III & Struve, 2009; 

Harris III, 2010) as well as to trans*identity development models (Beemyn & Rankin, 

2011; Bilodeau’s 2005), both models fall short of being able to capture the students’ 
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lived experiences.  Several of the students in this study have experienced FTM 

milestones described by Beemyn and Rankin’s model (2011), such as moving through 

the process of identifying as a lesbian.  In congruence with Harris’ (2010), discussion 

of context as it relates to masculine identity development, I posit that the culture of 

safety the students in this study feel in their on their campuses has created a unique 

context for students to explore their masculinity in manner which challenges 

hegemonic notions of masculinity.  Examples of the students’ thoughts about 

masculinity are offered below.  

 I feel safer to kind of be more gender fluid with my expression than having to 

be more stereotypically male on my campus (Kensdoll). 

 I have never felt I have had to be manly or more masculine just because I am 

trans*, I have never felt that testosterone fight that people get, so I have 

always been able to be myself as an effeminate man with women on campus 

(Kyle). 

 I think the thing is without having cis-men on campus it creates an 

opportunity for masculinity to be something that is done differently, and done 

differently from what people do in the rest of society (Josh). 

 I think it was easier to come out initially because there were other people here 

and they might have been at other co-ed colleges…it is never easy but it is 

easier to given that there are not cis-males around for people to compare me 

to. [college name] women sort of, not forget what boys look like - just it is 

different when they don't see guys every day and then they see me I don't look 

quite as unmanly in comparison to cis-guys…I don’t really intend to become a 

full-on manly man, hyper masculine anything. I just want to be me but I still 

trying to figure out what exactly what that means (Elliott).  

 

Elliott recognizes that a women’s college environment may also hinder his 

development since he hasn’t had much in terms of role models for becoming as male. 

I suggest that without the sense of safety described above such the exploration of new 

forms of masculinity may not be possible.   
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A Call to Action 

The final theme that emerged regarding the lived experiences of the study 

participants is their call for women’s college to take action and to move beyond 

silence for in their response to transgender students. The participants unanimously 

expressed that the responses to trans* student by their campuses and women’s 

colleges in general are insufficient. While the call to action existed across all 

interviews, the participants surprisingly expressed some conflicting views in regards 

to how they believe women’s college should respond to trans* men. 

The knowledge the participants have gained as current women’s colleges 

students has afforded them an intimate understanding of the difficulty involved in 

talking about trans* issues but also of the potential negative consequences of 

continued silence. Alex offered “I think it is important for all schools not just 

women’s colleges but [colleges] have to be willing to talk about trans issues, even if 

that might be hard.”  In a similar vein, Elliot challenges women’s colleges to engage, 

“don’t shy away from the issue.  That is something that a lot of people do, that a lot of 

the colleges do, don’t shy away from it.  Find a way to talk about it even if it’s 

uncomfortable.” 

As a whole, the trans* students in this study are tired of being put in the role 

of educators on their campuses. Students reported that beyond providing them with 

new language to understand their own identities, most campuses offer very little 

education about or for trans* students. Three of the participants shared specific 

instances where they needed to educate or correct faculty members who were 

perpetuating incorrect information related to transgender topics. Bryce articulated 
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“the thing that it would improve my life and the likes of other trans than on campus, 

would be to educate professors.” According to Josh the education is “all on the 

students… It takes a lot of educating on the individual’s part which is very 

exhausting.” Elliott shared, 

I’m normally happy to do the whole education thing on my own time and 

when I feel like it, but I don’t like it when it’s an everyday thing. I don’t like it 

when I have to explain myself. I’d like to choose when and where and with 

whom I want to do that. 

 

Women’s colleges: who are they for?   During each interview there was an 

explicit discussion about women’s colleges; their continued purpose and who they 

should serve. All ten participants unanimously believe there is still a need and 

purpose for women’s colleges today, yet the students expressed mixed sentiments 

regarding policies for trans* students.  The participants’ opinions embody the 

complexity that exists surrounding trans* identity and women’s colleges.  

Ben succinctly sums up the shared opinion of all the participants. “Accept 

transwomen, period.”  All ten students I interviewed believe their college should be 

more open towards the acceptance of transwomen.  Acknowledging the supportive 

environment women’s colleges foster several participants argue that women’s 

colleges are the perfect place for a transwoman. One of the students who attends an 

institution with a trans* exclusive policy points out that he wishes trans* women 

would apply at his school to help them see the contradictions in the current policy. 

We kick people out for doing one thing but we don’t let them in until it is all 

done – the other way around.  I have never met or talked to or heard of a 

transwoman applying to our school but if that did come up, I would push for 

them to be allowed in for the same things we kick people out for. I would 

change it in a heartbeat, if they are going to kick me out for this then I want 

people to be let in for this or like vice versa, you know.  I wish there were 

more transwomen around who are applying to [college name] to make them 
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see, but there aren’t. 

 

Even if a transwoman is able to “fully transition” Rick points out that “it’s tricky 

because some states have different regulations for changing gender markers.”  

Avery’s statement about the inclusion of transwomen acknowledges further 

complications that arise from a school determining who is “woman enough” to attend.  

I asked what if a transwoman applied and she [the vice president] said she 

would see no reason that a transwoman would not be admitted if she checked 

the box that said woman and the rest of her documents didn’t give anybody a 

reason to be skeptical which is problematic of course so if she looks like a 

woman, and says she’s a woman, then she can come. 

 

Elliot’s thought about transwomen expresses his belief that transmen also have a 

place in women’s colleges.  “I wish they would let transwomen in, I really do.  I mean 

I don’t want them to kick me out and I hope that letting one in doesn’t mean kicking 

out the other.”  Some but not all the participants fully agree, even ones who are not 

choosing to leave or transfer.   

I was surprised to find so much diversity among the participants’ opinions 

about the acceptance and support of transmen and other trans-masculine identities. 

Josh advocates for the inclusion of transmen while simultaneously recognizing that in 

the inclusion of transmen might actually discount their male identity.  

I feel very strongly about the fact that my school only allows transmen to be 

around, or people who are transitioning from women, and I think that on some 

level they are still regarding us as women, uh but I think that it is more 

important that it’s community of people who have lived experience at women 

either that be in your childhood or that means at age 25 you decide to 

transition from male to female you still have a lived experience of being a 

woman and transwomen should be included in our environment and I think 

that is the important thing.  That’s while I still feel that my time at a women’s 

college wasn’t wasted because I do know what it was like – I was socialized 

female. That will always be with me and I will always share that with other 

women – and I think that is a really significant thing and I think that it is 

important for trans* guys to be able to be included in environments like that. 
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Kensdoll currently thinks that trans* men at women’s college invalidates their male 

identity and doesn’t think they really belong. 

Gee, this is a hard one for me because I see both sides of it. Like, because I go 

to a women’s college I would hate to have to leave, but at the same time, I feel 

like if women’s colleges accept trans* men on the basis that they’re still 

biologically female, I feel like that’s perpetuating that idea that it doesn’t 

matter what you identify as, it matters what’s in your pants. And so, as much 

as I don’t think I would be as comfortable with transitioning without the 

support network at my college, I really, I don’t think they should make that 

kind of exception. But, the flip side of that is, I think they should admit Trans* 

women. Because they are women, despite whatever they look like physically. 

Which is going to be harder for them to implement because back to the “It 

matters what’s in your pants thing,” And so I feel like I’m kind of kicking 

myself in the butt because I’m saying I don’t think women’s colleges should 

accept Trans* men because it invalidates their identity to an extent. 

 

Avery feels ze would leave hir school if he identified as a trans* man and not 

genderqueer.  He stated several times that his personal feminism would not allow him 

to stay in a women’s space if identified fully as male.  Ben also expressed some 

worry about taking up space on campus.  At Ben’s campus,  

All of the deans go by this kind of principle is that they accept women and 

graduate students that is what they have been repeating to me ad nauseam 

since I went to them with my concerns about this and the space that I occupy 

currently – the space that I occupy in a classroom and in the dorms.  And the 

unanimous line that they have been telling me is that they accept women and 

graduate students.  So I think if they had any other answer besides that I 

wouldn’t be here still.   

 

Determining where and if to draw a line in the sand in regards to who women’s 

colleges are for is likely to remain if to not grow more, complex.  Yet as the students 

in this study expressed complexity is not an excuse not to engage the dialogue.  
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Summary 

In this chapter, I provided a comprehensive presentation of the findings based 

on the data collected. These finding were discussed in response to the two research 

questions guiding this study.  The findings pertaining to the lived experiences of 

participants were organized into the following four themes: (a) (In)visibility, (b) 

Negotiating Campus Spaces, (c) Support, Comfort & Safety, and (d) A Call to 

Action.  The call to action theme provides a foundation for the recommendations that 

I discuss in the following chapter. Specific recommendations for action are informed 

both by the student interviews and my analysis as the researcher.  Details regarding 

recommendations are presented in chapter 5 that serves as the conclusion and final 

chapter of this thesis. 
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Chapter V – Recommendations & Conclusion 

This final chapter will continue to build upon the understanding of the 

experiences of transgender students attending U.S. women’s colleges which has been 

developed throughout the first four chapters.  Building on the work presented in the 

previous chapters, this chapter provides a further analysis of the themes that emerged 

from study findings in relation to recommendations. Following a short summary of 

the current study, the four key themes related to the participants’ lived experiences 

are discussed in connection to recommendations.  The recommendations address the 

implications for practice based on the study findings. This chapter concludes with 

study limitations and suggestions for additional research. 

Study Summary 

This qualitative research study employed hermeneutic phenomenology as a 

methodological strategy to gain insight in to the lived experiences of transgender 

college students currently attending U.S. women’s colleges. The unique context of 

women’s colleges is central to these lived experiences. Specific attention was given to 

how the context of attending a women’s college has impacted participants’ 

experiences.  The research was guided by the following two research questions:  

(1) What are the participants’ lived experiences as transgender students 

attending U.S. women’s colleges? 

 (2) What policies and practices exist at women’s colleges that mention and 

acknowledge transgender students?  

I developed two methods of data collection help inform the research questions: 

document review and semi-structured interviewing.  The document review examined 
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mission statements, websites and student handbooks at 38 U.S. women’s colleges. A 

list of these institutions can be found in Appendix A.  The document review was 

conducted to develop and understanding of the current landscape at U.S. women’s 

colleges in regards to transgender students..  Identified via a version of snowball 

sampling, the participant population included ten self-identified transgender students 

attending women’s colleges during the 2013-2014 academic-year.  These ten students 

represent six institutions in four states.   

The results from this study were discussed in chapter 4 in relation to four 

central themes which emerged from the collected data. Later in this chapter the 

following four themes will be analyzed within the context of the theoretical 

frameworks guiding this study: (a) (In)visibility, (b) Negotiating Campus Spaces, (c) 

Support, Comfort & Safety, and (d) A Call to Action. These themes, particularly the 

call to action theme, provide a foundation for the recommendations that I offer in this 

chapter.  In alignment with a critical feminist research perspective my analysis and 

recommendations are rooted in critique and advocate for social change. 

This research contributes to the significant gaps in the research on transgender 

college students, a population that remains under researched.  Specifically, this is the 

first study focusing on transgender students at women’s colleges that centers the 

voices of trans* students.   

Recommendations – A Call to Action 

Interpretation of the research findings is vital; to simply report data is 

insufficient.  Through the process of interpretation the researcher makes meaning of 

the phenomenon being studied (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Jones, Torres & Armino, 
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2014).  In this section, I interpret the four prevalent themes that emerged from the 

data collected from this study and how these themes inform my recommendations. 

Each of the four themes relate to how identity, specifically transgender identity, 

impacts the day-to-day lives of the study participants. A short description of each 

theme is offered below.  

 (In)visibility - The theme of (in)visibility refers to the way in which trans* 

students are both invisible and hyper-visible on women’s college 

campuses. As was discussed in chapter 4, both levels of visibility are a 

result of overt and passive practices.  

 Negotiating Space – This theme describes the struggles faced by trans* 

students as they navigate their campuses; which were designed with only 

cisgender women in mind.  Within this theme are the students’ 

experiences negotiating both gendered and non-gendered spaces.  

 Support, Comfort & Safety – Despite the often conflicting messages being 

sent to trans* students at women’s colleges, the students who participated 

in this study identified support, safety and comfort as significant emotions 

in relation to their college experiences. 

 Call to Action – This theme embodies a shared belief among the study 

participants.  The students in this study are asking their colleges to move 

beyond silence for in their response to transgender students. Even on the 

more progressive campus more action is needed.  

Each of these themes, but particularly the call to action, inform the recommendations 

shared within this section.   
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 Theoretical frameworks. This study is informed by Schlossberg’s (1989) 

theory of marginality and mattering as well as identity politics.  These theoretical 

influences impacted the development of my methodology as well my data analysis.  

Schlossberg’s work on marginality and mattering is part of a larger body 

theory on college student development.  In her theory, Schlossberg posits that a sense 

of belonging and mattering has a positive impact on students’ development and 

success and conversely marginality has a negative impact (Schlossberg, 1989).  The 

students who participated in this study exist on the margins of their campuses which 

were built without thought to their identities.  Polices, practices and experiences have 

the ability to further marginalize these students or to offer support to students in ways 

that foster a sense of mattering.  The themes that emerged from this study include 

examples of each.  For example, the use of female pronouns to address all students 

actively marginalizes trans* student who identify with male or gender-neutral 

pronouns. The student experiences which resulted in the support, comfort and safety 

discussed in the third theme illustrate the ways in which the participants experienced 

mattering.  I suggest that the fourth theme, a call to action, is anchored in fact that the 

participants have experienced both marginality and mattering on their campuses.  

Because the students have experienced some sense of mattering, they are able to 

identify the ways in which they are marginalized and now seeking more ways to gain 

a greater sense of belonging. I theorize that if the participants had only experienced 

marginalization they would be more apt to drop out of college of transfer to co-ed 

institution. According to Schlossberg “There is a critical need to help people deal 

with marginality so that they will eventually matter” (1989, p. 12).  For women’s 
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colleges which assert women-centric missions and educational philosophies, 

developing practices to foster mattering for students who may experience male 

privilege is inherently difficult.  What obligation do women’s colleges have to their 

trans* male students who selected a women’s college? As a researcher I am still 

wrestling with this question but my recommendations are critical of current practices 

in order to identify further ways in which women’s colleges can support their 

students.   

Despite gender being a social construct, there are very real ways it impacts 

lived experiences.  The very real sense of marginality and mattering that the students 

in this study experienced can viewed as examples of the way in which identity, in this 

case trans* identity, has very tangible influence on lived realities.  Identity politics 

use a person’s social location, based on group identities, as a point around which to 

advocate for social change. Using a lens of identity politics I suggest that the social 

location a women’s colleges combined with trans* identity represent a point of 

departure for change.  Identity politics have been critiqued for being essentialist. In 

my use of identity politics as a theoretical framework, I situate myself alongside 

Alcoff and Mohanty (2006) who in their critique of the essentialism within identity 

politics offer an alternative approach to understanding identity: realist theory.  They 

posit that realists “define identities as socially significant and context specific” further 

identities are “not mere descriptions [emp. original] of who we are but rather, casual 

explanations [emp. original] of our social locations in a world that is shaped by such 

locations” (p. 6).  In his interview Josh shared about his experiences attending a 

women’s college.  
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I think it’s definitely not the same experience. But I think there’s something 

about it. Some of my best friends from high school actually went to different 

women’s colleges and when the three of us get together, it’s really interesting 

to share all of our experiences which are so different, but it’s still a shared 

experience. It’s a different shared experience than most people who go to 

coeducational institutions and its deeper connections to the people you went to 

college with it’s a deeper connection with your school and it’s definitely a 

different education model. 

 

This quote grounds my understanding of women’s colleges as unique intuitions but 

with comparable experiences, especially in relation to the dominant norm of 

coeducation.  Trans* identity within this context was the central phenomenon 

researched in this study.  The themes, which represent the essence of this study and 

the participants’ experiences, are the place in which my recommendations are rooted.  

 Recommendations for Change.  As was discussed within the call to action 

theme in chapter 4, the students in this study are unanimously calling for women’s 

colleges to do more in response to transgender students.  These recommendations for 

action are informed both by the student interviews, document review and my analysis 

as the researcher. I personally believe that the authentic voices of transgender 

students at women’s college need to be a part of the conversation as women’s 

colleges respond to call for action that the participants in this study suggest. For this 

reason, I use their voices within my discussion of recommendations.  

 Admissions & enrollment polices. Policy decisions will undoubtedly be 

handled on an individual institutional level.  However, I advocate that colleges do not 

shy away from having conversations about their policies and what those policies 

mean for both for prospective and current students.  In the words of Elliott one of the 

study participants: 
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I don’t want women’s colleges to not exist I just think they need to change to 

keep up with the times because any institution that doesn’t change over time – 

the meaning of that institution will change. 

 

In alignment with the study participants, I advocate that women’s colleges begin to 

embrace a less binary understanding of gender and that admitting transwomen and 

non-binary gender identities is a tangible way to put that understanding of gender into 

action.  Regardless of what policy decisions individual institutions develop, I believe 

is important to consider its potential impacts.  I also suggest that as two participants in 

this study demonstrate, the existence of trans* exclusive policy does not equate with a 

campus free from the need to continue engagement with issues related to trans* 

students.  I believe the following four recommendations are relevant for all women’s 

colleges to consider.   

 Campus-wide education. The (in)visibility experienced by the participants in 

this study as well as their struggle negotiating spaces is central to the need for 

increased campus-wide education about transgender students.  Lack of education and 

acknowledgement of the potential for transgender students by most women’s colleges 

means trans* students have been placed in the role of educators.  Some of the students 

who participated in this study don’t mind answering but most are exhausted from 

playing the role of educator.  The participants spoke favorably about the how good it 

felt when they were included.  For example, Rick made the following statement about 

a recent speech on his campus.   

I think she was the present of the Alumnae Association and in her speech she 

did include ‘we have such an enormous community of people of different 

races and ethnicities sexual orientations and gender identities’ and the fact that 

she acknowledged it I was like ‘bravo’ because we do – way to go. 
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Ben’s experiences with campus safety, students’ experiences in dining halls and the 

classroom practices that erase trans* identities suggest a more comprehensive 

education for all staff and faculty across the institution is needed.   

 Queering gendered spaces. As a researcher, I echo the recommendations that 

were suggested by the participants in the queering gendered spaces section within 

chapter 4.  These suggestions for improvement include the following. The 

development of gender-inclusive housing options through the creation of a themed 

floor or hall open to all students would allow for students who are either trans* or 

questioning to live in a space supportive of their gender.  By allowing all interested 

students to live in this designated space, a trans* student would not be outed simply 

by making this housing choice.  Campuses should also consider developing more 

gender inclusive spaces including bathrooms.  By opting to offer more gender-

inclusive bathrooms instead of more male bathrooms women’s colleges can avoid 

centering men or male needs on their campuses.  

 Names. Referring to someone by name is way to show respect and to 

demonstrate you value them.  This can be especially true for trans* students who have 

endured being referred to by a name with which they do not identify.  Women’s 

colleges should develop processes that allow students to have correct names on 

rosters, ID cards, email accounts and other identifying documents.  The technological 

processes for updating student records exist. The University of Vermont created a 

software patch for their student information system which allows students’ to select 

the name and pronouns used on class rosters and identification cards” (Tilsley, 2010).  

Kyle shared the frustration about not being able to change his name. 
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Allow me to change my name in our system so every time I look at it I’m not 

like ‘well damn-it’ or my professors’ get very very confused when I email 

them...don’t make me feel like I have to explain myself to you. 

 

Schools need to find ways to allow student names to be accurately reflected in as 

many places as possible even if legal names remain required for documents such as a 

students’ financial aid documents.  Even if a college cannot make sweeping changes 

to their student information system to allow for use of correct, smaller steps can be 

taken.  For the classroom, participants’ suggested having the professor pass around a 

blank sheet of paper on the first day or to take attendance by last names – allowing 

students to then provide the correct first name.  Names and pronouns are important.  

 Pronouns.  “If they go by a pronoun, refer to them by that pronoun, don’t 

question it” (Kensdoll).  As Kensdoll articulates, there is no reason to question 

someone’s pronouns. “One of the biggest challenges people face when addressing or 

talking about trans* individuals is the use of pronouns” (Teich, 2012, p. 11).  

Developing opportunities to allow folks to disclose their pronouns can help with this 

challenge. When these processes are created the use of the term “preferred” should 

not be used – there is nothing “preferred” about pronouns.  At women’s colleges, a 

first step in pronoun use is working to remove the assumption that all students use 

female pronouns and references to the universal student subject as “she”.  This can be 

a part of the campus-wide education efforts recommended above.  Josh, who is 

hoping to transfer from his women’s colleges talked about his campus’ use of asking 

for pronouns on tours.   

I’ve spoken with a couple first-years who are gender nonconforming, and as 

someone who’s gone here for a couple years and I’m not really happy, I’ve 

asked them why if they’re super aware of this at age 18, why did they choose 
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to come to a women’s college. And a lot of them said on our tour was the only 

tour that they were asked their pronouns. 

 

 Asking for pronouns on a tour may be a way that Josh’s campus is trying to show 

they are trans* friendly.  The inconsistency of asking a prospective student for 

pronouns and then not fully supporting them when they arrive on campus is an 

additional example of the mixed messages women’s colleges send students. Timing 

of when to ask pronouns is of importance. Bryce struggled when asked his pronouns 

at orientation.  

I would say one of the sort of pitfalls of having such a conscious campus is 

that it forces you to make a decision, right? So like, you’re sitting at 

orientation with people you’ve known for five minutes and they’re asking you 

what pronouns you prefer. They’re asking you out yourself as trans* or to not 

out yourself has trans*. Um, and in most of situations I just defaulted to what 

most people were doing, which is not doing that and just saying I prefer ‘she’ 

or ‘hers’ - because I do want to be accepted.  I mean I stand out enough on 

campus as it is, looking the way that do, sort of removing myself that one step 

further isn’t something that I like to do very often.  

 

Bryce’s experiences should serve a reminder for colleges to be nuanced in their 

approach to trans* students. 

 The recommendations offered in this section are starting points for women’s 

colleges who wish to be more inclusive of their trans* students and should not be 

viewed as comprehensive of all the steps needed to address the ways cis-privilege 

permeates women’s colleges, higher education and society. 

Study Limitations 

There are numerous limitations to this study.  As a graduate student 

researcher, this project was limited by my degree completion timeframe as well as my 

knowledge and skills as a new researcher. Other limitations in relation to specific 

aspects of the study are discussed below. 
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The study population represented only 10 students from six institutions and all 

participants identified racially as white.  Each of these factors represents limitations. 

Because this research used a variation of snowball sampling to recruit participants, 

the identities that were represented are unlikely to be representative of the actual 

trans* population at women’s colleges. There is lack of any available data to confirm 

the number of trans* students currently attending women’s colleges, however the all-

white sample is not representative of the racial diversity that exists on these 

campuses.  To participate in this research, the students risked disclosing their trans* 

identity to researcher unfamiliar to them and whom they would not have the 

opportunity to meet in-person.  Additionally, this study might be over representative 

of students without a desire to live stealth. This is because students who wish to live 

stealth might not be connected to the trans* communities and contacts used to recruit 

study participants and may be less likely to discuss their trans* identity; particularly 

in a study such as this one. While this study centers the experiences of trans* 

students, the voices and experiences of other representatives at these women’s 

colleges are lacking in the research. 

The data collection methods also include limitations. The document review 

was limited by the number of student handbooks available online, as well as to the 

information available college/university websites.  It is possible that additional 

schools have policies which are published in other places. Further, it is difficult to 

truly assess a campus climate via electronic resources.  I also decided to eliminate 

five colleges that are recognized as women’s colleges by the women’s college 

coalition.  Other researchers may have made different decisions regarding which 
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institutions to include a study. The interviews also posed limitations. Each participant 

was interviewed once via phone or Skype. Scheduling multiple interviews with each 

participant and/or in person interviews may have yielded more in depth results.  

This study has limitations in its generalizability. While the data collected 

informs and provides some answers to the research questions guiding this study, the 

results are not fully comprehensive of the policies, practices and experiences, 

regarding transgender students at women’s colleges.  For reasons listed above, it is 

difficult to apply these findings to women’s colleges across the board. However, 

themes and findings do offer an important contribution to the limited research on 

trans* students, particularly trans* students at women’s colleges.  

Future research 

 The experiences of transgender college students remain highly under-

researched.  In order to more fully understand the complexities of the relationship 

between transgender students and women’s colleges, additional research is needed.  

Suggestions for future research include the following.  A case study at an individual 

women’s college in which the perspective of trans* students can be viewed in 

relationship to the perspectives of staff, faculty and cisgender students.  A case study 

could offer a more in-depth understanding of this phenomenon and could identify 

recommendations which may apply at additional colleges.  This topic could also 

benefit from quantitative research.  No demographics exist about this hidden research 

population.  A quantitative study may offer a more anonymous research instrument to 

garner this data.  I also believe Historically Black College and Universities (HBCUs) 

may offer a model for women’s colleges to follow as they look to their future. During 
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his interview Elliott shared: “I would love to see if changed to a historically women’s 

college instead of a women’s college.” A historically women’s college model may 

allowing school to broaden admission to all genders while leaving gender central to 

the educational philosophies and experiences. I suggest that a study exploring the 

possibility/feasibility of women’s colleges embracing a historically women’s college 

model is needed.  I hypothesize that such a model may offer mutually beneficial 

solution for women’s colleges and trans* students. As a growing number of 

transgender students are arriving on college campuses (Beemyn 2003, 2005a; 

Beemyn et al. 2005; Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Pettitt & Krutzsch, 2004), additional 

research is required in order to best serve this often marginalized student population. 

Concluding Thoughts 

 This research has captivated my interest since I began preparing for this study 

in the fall of 2011.   I am thankful for the 10 students whose experiences and voices 

made this research possible. Avery’s statement about “It is a climate conflicted” 

inspired the title of this thesis. The four themes as well as the recommendations 

which emerged from this study offer important points of consideration for all 

remaining U.S. women’s colleges.  At a time when numerous women’s colleges are 

closing their doors or embracing coeducation, the examination of practices and 

policies regarding transgender students adds an important perspective regarding the 

future of women’s colleges.  
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Appendix A  

Remaining U.S. Women’s Colleges determined by the Women’s Colleges Coalition 

 

 

Remaining U.S. 

Women's Colleges 

Year 

Founded 
Region 

Location 

(City/Town) 

Undergrad 

Student 

Population 

Total 

Student 

Population 

Agnes Scott College 1889 South Decatur, GA 885 885 

Alverno College 1874 Midwest Milwaukee, WI 2,522 2,522 

*Barnard College 1889 Northeast New York, NY 2,504 2,504 

Bay Path College 1897 Northeast Longmeadow, MA 1,558 2,370 

Bennett College for 

Women 
1926 South Greensboro, NC 707 707 

Brenau University 1878 South Gainesville, GA 1,723 2,777 

Bryn Mawr College 1885 Northeast Bryn Mawr, PA 1,313 1,765 

Cedar Crest College 1867 Northeast Allentown, PA 1,359 1,567 

Chatham University 1869 Northeast Pittsburgh, PA 922 2,178 

The College of New 

Rochelle 
1904 Northeast New Rochelle, NY 3,301 4,131 

*College of Saint 

Benedict 
1913 Midwest St. Joseph, MN 2,070 2,070 

College of Saint 

Elizabeth 
1899 Northeast Morristown, NJ 1,079 1,687 

College of Saint Mary 1923 Midwest Omaha, NE 782 1,037 

Columbia College 1854 South Columbia, SC 1,082 1,257 

Converse College 1889 South Spartanburg, SC 682 1,216 

Cottey College 1884 Midwest Nevada, MO 292 292 

*Douglass College of 

Rutgers University 
1918 Northeast New Brunswick, NJ 1,917 1,917 

Hollins University 1842 South Roanoke, VA 613 794 

Judson College 1838 South Marion, AL 357 357 

Mary Baldwin College 1842 South Staunton, VA 1512 1,791 

Meredith College 1891 South Raleigh, NC 1,662 1,944 

Midway College 1847 South Midway, KY 1,434 1,575 

Mills College 1852 West Oakland, CA 949 1,545 

Moore College of Art 

and Design 
1848 Northeast Philadelphia, PA 482 529 

Mount Holyoke College 1837 Northeast South Hadley, MA 2,325 2,347 

Mount Mary College 1913 Midwest Milwaukee, WI 1,054 1,640 

Mount St. Mary’s 

College 
1925 West Los Angeles, CA 2,458 3,146 

Notre Dame of 

Maryland University 
1895 South Baltimore, MD 1,227 2,864 

*Russell Sage College 1916 Northeast Troy, NY 800 2,965 

St. Catherine University 1905 Midwest St. Paul, MN 3,663 5,075 

Saint Mary-of-the-

Woods College 
1840 Midwest 

Saint Mary-of-the-

Woods, IN 
864 1,030 

Saint Mary’s College 1844 Midwest Notre Dame, IN 1,469 1,469 

Salem College 1772 South Winston-Salem, NC 945 1,165 

Scripps College 1926 West Claremont, CA 945 962 

Simmons College 1899 Northeast Boston, MA 1,792 4,830 

Stephens College 1833 Midwest Columbia, MO 673 882 
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Remaining U.S. 

Women's Colleges 

Year 

Founded 
Region 

Location 

(City/Town) 

Undergrad 

Student 

Population 

Total 

Student 

Population 

Sweet Briar College 1901 South Sweet Briar, VA 723 739 

University of Saint 

Joseph 
1932 Northeast West Hartford, CT 1,066 2,525 

Wellesley College 1870 Northeast Wellesley, MA 2,482 2,482 

Wesleyan College 1836 South Macon, GA 654 715 

*The Women’s College 

of the University of 

Denver 

1864 West Denver, CO unavailable  

 

 

* Indicates colleges that were removed from this study.  Explanations regarding the 

decision to exclude each of these institutions from the present study can be found in 

Chapter III.  

 

Source: Women’s College Coalition – http://www.womenscolleges.org/ 
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Appendix B 

Guiding Interview Question 

 

This research study is employing semi-structured interviews. The questions included 

in this document are intentionally broad as to allow the interview to flow naturally.  

The questions listed below and will serve as the framework for each interview. 

 

Assessment of comprehension:    

So that I am certain you understand this study, please tell me what this study 

is about and what your role as a participant is? 

 

Introduction: 

Can you please introduce yourself (using your selected pseudonym) ? 

Where you are from/hometown/state/region? 

What year in school are you?  

Age? 

 

Identities – How do you identify? 

Gender?  

How do you describe your gender identity/expression 

Pronouns used? 

Sexual Identity? 

Race?  

Ethnicity? 

 

Why did you choose to attend a women’s college? 

Top choice? 

Satisfaction with college decision? 

 

Transgender Identity – “Coming out” story 

When do you first acknowledge your trans* identity? 

How ‘out’ are you? – On campus? Off campus? 

Transitioning – Steps taken?  Desired steps, if any? 

How has attending a women’s college enhanced/hindered your trans identity? 

 

If you do not identify as a woman, why have you stayed at a women’s 

college? 

*question may not apply to all participants depending upon how they describe 

their gender identity. 
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Campus Climate 

How would you describe the climate on your campus regarding transgender 

students? 

What policies or practices support transgender students? 

What policies or practices make it difficult to be trans on your campus? 

Is there a trans* community? 

Do you feel safe on campus? – Safe/Unsafe locations? 

What offices/departments are most/least supportive 

Personal Experiences with policies/practices 

 

Opinions 

Should women’s colleges support students who do not identify as women? 

If yes, How? Why? 

 Is there still a need/purpose for women’s colleges today? 

What recommendations would you give to a women’s college who wanted to 

be more trans* friendly? 
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Appendix C  

Recruitment Message 

 

Greetings, 

  

I am conducting research for my Master Degree Thesis in Women, Gender and 

Sexuality Studies at Oregon State University.  The topic of my research is 

“Examining the Impact of Policies and Practices on Transgender Students Attending 

United States Women’s Colleges”.  In order to conduct my research I will need to 

interview several transgender identified students who are currently attending a 

women’s college.  I am reaching out to you and other personal acquaintances who 

have a connection to women’s colleges and/or transgender students to help identify 

students who may be interested in participating in this study.  

 

Participants for this study will be invited to engage in a semi-structured interview to 

share their experiences.  This is a great opportunity for the voices of transgender 

students to be included in research about women’s colleges.  All interviews will be 

conducted in a way that maintains the privacy of the participants and the institutions 

they attend.   

  

The research population will be limited to students who meet the following 

characteristics:  

(a) Currently enrolled at women’s college in the United States. 

(b) At least 18 years old   

(c) Self-Identify as transgender.   

For this study the term transgender is employed as umbrella term for people whose 

gender identity differs from the sex they were assigned at birth. 

  

Please forward the information about this study to others you know who might be 

interested in participating or learning more about this research.  

  

If you are interested in learning more about the study, please contact Whitney Jones 

at your earliest convenience.  Whitney can be reached at the following e-mail address 

or phone number. Those who choose to contact the researcher using e-mail are 

encouraged to correspond using an e-mail address unaffiliated with your school and 

asked not to include your name. At no point in the research will participants be asked 

to disclose their legal name. 

  

Phone (541) 250-2555 

Email: Whitney.Jones@oregonstate.edu 

  

Thank You, 

Whitney Jones 

 

 

https://exmail.oregonstate.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=40QXsgszAkePrZzxVU12BdmkPV7-WdEIHQVpgqc2IgbfpyMGfiJBFayA7C_bapBr4fbj0kPS1v8.&URL=mailto%3aWhitney.Jones%40oregonstate.edu
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Appendix D 

Verbal Consent Document 
 

Participant Criteria: 

 Participation in this study requires that the following inclusion criteria: 

 Currently attending a U.S. women’s college 

 Self-Identify as transgender 

 At least 18 years old. 

Can you confirm if you that you are eligible to participate? 

 

If yes – the researcher will continue with the consent process 

 

The following information is provided to help inform your decision as to whether or 

not you choose to consent to participate in this study. You are welcome to ask 

questions about any aspect of this research. 

 

Purpose. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the impact of policies and practices on 

transgender students attending women’s colleges.  This research is intended for a 

Master Degree Thesis along with the possibility of use for future publication, 

presentations or conferences. Researchers will be able to use the findings of this 

research to inform the discussion regarding how women’s colleges respond to 

transgender students.  

 

Activities. 

Your participation involves a one-time interview via phone or Skype.  The 

interview will last between 30 and 60 minutes and will be audio recorded.  If it 

takes longer, you be asked the option to continue with the interview.  Being 

recorded is a study activity.  Please opt out of participation in this research if you 

do not want to be recorded. Up to 10 students may be invited to participate, with 

no more than two students attending the same institution.  

 

Risks. 

Participants may feel the disclosure of their transgender status puts them at risk.  

In order to ensure your privacy, you will be asked to choose a pseudonym that 

will be used throughout the research to ensure all participant information is being 

kept confidential.  Your college/university will also be assigned a pseudonym.  

To protect the privacy of participants the interviewer will use a private campus 

study room to conduct all interviews.  You are encouraged to select a location 

you feel safe discussing topics related to this research 

 

Because of the communication over email there is a possible breach of 

confidentiality, however this is minimal. Information sent by email can be 

intercepted, corrupted, lost, destroyed, arrive late or contain viruses. To minimize 
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these risks, the researchers will not open any email, or data files on any public 

computers. All e-mail correspondence will be deleted.  

 

The researchers will not be using identifiers in their reports/manuscripts. 

However, there is a risk that we could accidentally disclose information that 

identifies you   

 

This research will be asking you to share your personal experiences about your 

gender identity and college experiences.  There is the potential that sharing these 

experiences will may evoke emotions or cause discomfort.  

 

Benefits. 

The interview will allow you to explore and reflect on your own experiences 

however, this study is not designed to directly benefit you or other participants. 

 

Voluntariness. 

Your participation in this study is voluntary.  You may choose to skip questions 

you do not want to answer during the interview and you may discontinue 

participation in this study at any time. There is no penalty for choosing not to 

participate or for leaving the study at any time 

 

Contact Information 

Questions? 

Any questions pertinent to this research, should be directed to either Susan Shaw, 

the Principle Investigator or Whitney Jones, the Student Researcher. 

 

Dr. Susan Shaw    Whitney Jones 

sshaw@oregonstate.edu   Whitney.Jones@oregonstate.edu 

1 541 737 3082     (541) 250-2555 

 

If you have any questions about your rights or welfare as a participant, please 

contact the Oregon State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) Office at 

(541) 737-8008 or by email at IRB@oregonstate.edu 

 

 

Do you consent to participation in this research? 

If yes, the researcher will conduct eligibility screening. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:sshaw@oregonstate.edu
mailto:Whitney.Jones@oregonstate.edu
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Appendix E 

Eligibility Screening 
 

Thank you for your interest in participating in our study about the impact on 

policies and practices on the lives of transgender students attending United States 

women’s colleges.   

As stated in the recruitment materials and verbal consent process this study is 

seeking participants whom: 

 Currently attend a U.S. women’s college 

 Self-Identify as transgender 

 At least 18 years old 

To confirm your eligibility will you please answer the following questions:  

 

Do you identify as transgender? 

*For this study the term transgender is defined as umbrella term for people 

whose gender identity differs from the sex they were assigned at birth.   

What college do you currently attend?  

*In the research both you and your college/university will be assigned a 

pseudonym 

What is your current age? 

 

If the participant meets the above requirements and no more than two students 

from their institution are participating in this study the researcher will invite them 

to be interviewed. At this point an interview day/time will be arranged.  

Participants will be selected on a first come first serve recruitment. 
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Appendix F  

Policies for the Dismissal of Transgender Students 

 
Alverno College: 

 

TRANSGENDER POLICY  

 

Alverno College is a four-year, liberal arts, independent, Catholic college for women, 

offering undergraduate programs for women, and graduate programs for women and men. 

While men occasionally attend undergraduate courses at Alverno under special 

circumstances, Alverno does not award undergraduate degrees to men.  Alverno’s mission is 

to create an institution and programs appropriate to the educational needs of women in the 

21
st
 century. In the Catholic tradition of caring and respect we support students in their 

journey of self identity. Therefore when persons take decisive steps to change their identity 

from female to male such as changing their gender on their birth certificate or changing their 

gender on their driver’s license, we will recognize the integrity of yourself expression as a 

male. We support and respect that decision and will work with you during this transition 

period.  Your decision though will mean that you will no longer qualify to earn an 

undergraduate degree from Alverno or live in the residence halls because we offer degrees to 

individuals who identify as women. (Alverno College, 2013, p. 14) 

 

 

Converse College:  

 

At the heart of Converse College is a women’s college which offers a distinctive 

undergraduate program for women. The College recognizes the needs of students vary widely 

and administrators, faculty, staff and students do their best to support all Converse students. 

Transgender is an umbrella term used to describe people who have gender identities, gender 

expressions, or gendered behaviors not traditionally associated with their birth sex.  If a 

degree-seeking undergraduate student in the women’s college initiates sex reassignment from 

female to male (as defined by the College below) at any point during her time in the women’s 

college at Converse, she will not be permitted to continue attending the undergraduate 

women’s program at Converse beyond the conclusion of the term in which Converse 

determines that sex reassignment has occurred, and under no circumstances will such student 

be allowed to graduate from the undergraduate women’s college program at Converse.  

 

The College considers sex reassignment to have occurred when an undergraduate student 

“self identifies” as a male and initiates any of the following processes: 1) hormone therapy 

with the intent to transform from female to male, 2) any surgical process (procedure) to 

transform from female to male, or 3) changes her identity legally with the intent of 

identifying herself as a man. Since Converse College holds students accountable to the 

established Honor Code, misrepresentation of any application materials or attempts to 

conceal sex reassignment, is considered to be fraud; thus the matter will be considered a 

violation of the honor tradition 

 

If sex reassignment (as defined above) occurs during any academic term, the administration 

reserves the right, based on the best interest of the student and the College community, to 
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decide if the student will be permitted to continue living in college housing for the remainder 

of that term. (Converse College, 2013, p. 27) 

 

 

 

Hollins University:  

 

Policy on Transgender Issues 

 

As expressed in the mission statement, Hollins University offers undergraduate liberal arts 

education for women. In order to matriculate into, and graduate from the university, an 

undergraduate student must be female.  

 

Needs of students very widely and university administrators, faculty, staff, and students do 

their best to support all of Hollins’ students. Transgender is an umbrella term used to describe 

people who have gender identities, gender expressions, or gendered behaviors not 

traditionally associated with their birth sex. If a degree-seeking undergraduate student 

undergoes sex reassignment from female to male (as defined by the university below) at any 

point during her time at Hollins, the student will be helped to transfer to another institution 

since conferral of a Hollins degree will be limited to those who are women.   

 

In an effort to recognize and honor the choices of individual students, the university considers 

sex reassignment to have occurred when an undergraduate student “self identifies” as a male 

and initiates any of the following processes: 1) undergoes hormone therapy with the intent to 

transform anatomically from female to male; 2) undergoes any surgical process (procedure) 

to transform from female to male; or, 3) changes her name legally with the intent of 

identifying herself as a man.  

 

Applicants to the undergraduate program, who have completed the physical sex reassignment 

surgery and legal transformation from male to female will be evaluated for acceptance to the 

undergraduate program on the same basis as other women candidates. 

 

This policy applies to all undergraduate students, but if the undergraduate student is a 

residential student and she chooses to begin sex reassignment as defined above, the 

administration reserves the right, based on the best interest of the student and the university 

community, to decide if the student will be permitted to continue living in university housing.   

 

Circumstances that invoke the terms of this policy will be considered by the dean of students. 

Decisions by the dean of students are directly appealable to the president of the university or 

his or her designee. 

 

Recognizing the changing landscape as it pertains to individuals on the transgender spectrum, 

this policy will be reviewed on a regular basis. (Hollins University, 2013, p. 8) 
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