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Trans-Centered Acceptance within a University:
Offering a Model of Acceptance Created By and Centered
Around Trans Student Experiences

Sean TE Maulding
Southern Illinois University

Despite attending the same universities and working toward the same
degrees, trans students and cisgender students do not always have the
same perceptions of acceptance at their university. The transmale, gender
nonconforming, and gender nonbinary students who participated in this
study continue to experience a layer of rejection due to their gender identities
and expressions. Using queer theory and feminist standpoint theory, this
study sought to answer the question of what acceptance looks like from the
standpoint of trans students at the University. Through these theoretical lenses
and thematic analysis, it was determined that there were four general levels
of acceptance experienced by members of trans communities at this university
(i.e., active and passive acceptance, & active and passive rejection). Using
their stories and experiences as a guide, a definition for both levels of
acceptance and rejection was created. The discussion section includes a list
of actions universities could take, provided by the participants of this study.

Keywords: trans, acceptance, university, standpoint theory, queer theory

I’m very open about being transgender inside the school, and he went
and told some students that that’s a man and students looked at me and
were like, “What, that’s not a man. Look at her face and she has breasts.
That’s not a man.” So, they were standing and looking at me like if I
was a circus freak, you know . . . as usual. (Nadal et al., 2012, p. 69)
In this excerpt from a previous study by Nadal et al., a trans university
student details an experience on her campus of being openly misgendered
while other students stared at her and analyzed her body. This experience
represents one of many such experiences uniquely lived by trans students,
namely, an openly intrusive, negative reaction to their gender identities or
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expression. Indeed, this excerpt was chosen because of its resemblance to
stories told by participants of this current research conducted at a different
university, nearly a decade later. One participant of this current study, a student
at Joan University (JU; renamed to protect the anonymity of participants)
provided an unfortunately similar quotation when he said, “I’m just used
to people, like, staring at me all the time back when I was on campus, you
know, or like, audibly talking loud about like, what gender you are and it’s
everywhere” (Max). In general, universities have the expectation of being
open and accepting (Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018). When students are
accepted and given the opportunity to grow as individuals, college years can
be a period of positive development (Yost & Gilmore, 2011). Unfortunately,
this is not always the case for trans communities. For members of trans
communities, fitting in might mean a decision between denying their true
gender identity or facing violent harassment (Seelman, 2014).

As trans communities continue to face marginalization and inequality, it
is important to hear from members of trans communities. As a genderqueer
scholar, who was a graduate student of JU at the time of this study, I
intended to use this research to better understand the ways members of trans
communities perceived acceptance at Joan University. From this data, it
was possible to justify definitions of four levels of acceptance and rejection
(i.e., active and passive acceptance, & active and passive rejection) and the
primary factors contributing to the classification of acceptance or rejection
at each level. These definitions were created by intentionally centering the
study and analysis around the lived experiences of trans students.

Conceptual Framework

This study is guided by feminist standpoint theory (FST) and queer
theory. Feminist scholars in the 1970s noted a power difference between
men and women (Anwaruddin, 2013) and sought to create “conceptual
frameworks in which women as a group became the subjects or authors of
knowledge” (Harding, 2004, p.29). Standpoint theory has since become more
generalized and is used today to provide insight into how the perspectives
of oppressed groups differ from those in different positions of power
(Anwaruddin, 2013), in part by deliberately focusing research from the
standpoints of marginalized communities.

An important tenet of FST, epistemological advantage, is the claim
that members of oppressed groups have an advantage in some cases over
members of dominant groups, by virtue of their place within the power
hierarchy (Ardill, 2013; Intemann, 2010) because of their need to understand
the ways in which oppression and power structures work within their lives
(Harding, 2009). Those in privileged positions, even those with good
intentions, may never experience certain types of oppression within their
society and, therefore, do not have the knowledge this version of reality
provides (Littlejohn & Foss, 2010), nor can they easily see the standpoint of
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those with less power (Ardill, 2013; Dougherty & Krone, 2000; Hartsock,
1997; Hekman, 1997).

Queer theory began to unify as an offshoot of LBGT studies in the
early 1990s (Yep et al., 2003). Some early queer theorists believed the
identity politics of LGBT theorists were exclusionary and too focused on
assimilationist goals (Slagle, 2006). Queer theorists are not seeking to fit in
with dominant society by proving similarities; they are seeking to challenge
the power structures of a given space that create systems of oppression for
certain groups of identities and to create systems in which this oppression is
nonexistent (Slagle, 2003). Like the epistemological advantage of standpoint
theory, queer theory studies power structures starting from the margins of
gender and sexual identities, arguing that these standpoints will likely have
a wider perspective that are equally as valid as any other (Henderson, 2001).
These standpoints help to illuminate the power structures created by and
sustaining norms of sexuality and gender.

Although these theories are often considered at odds with one another
because standpoint theory relies on essentialist categories (Dougherty &
Krone, 2000; Hekman, 1997), while queer theory finds this type of fixed,
generalized category problematic (Slagle, 2003), pairing these theories was
useful for critically observing power dynamics affecting trans students at
Joan University and explaining the findings using familiar categories (i.e.,
transmen & gender non-conforming people), rather than as occurrences only
experienced by individual students. Although I was careful not to generalize
all trans students, finding similarities between participants suggested similar
positions on the power hierarchy of JU, which allowed for the creation of
the larger, temporary category of trans student. Forming this temporary
category allowed for an exploration of the experiences of trans students
using a queer lens.

Trans

Trans is often used as an umbrella term for individuals whose body
and resulting societal gender expectations do not conform to their gender
identity. For example, a person who identifies as bigender might shift between
communicating masculine and feminine gender expressions (Luke et al.,
2017). Although transgender can be used as a label for many identities that
do not conform to cisgender expectations (Miller & Behm-Morawitz, 2017;
Nuruy, 2014), it is not the accepted label for every community member. For
this reason, and to lessen the risk of excluding identities, trans has emerged
as a more accepted umbrella term for those with gender variant identities
(Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018). However, as this research is meant to explore
the experiences of individual members of the trans communities who should
all have the power to control their identity labels (Burdge, 2007), I deferred
to any identity label desired by individual participants (e.g., transmale or
transmasc).
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The College Bubble

As stated above, college is often considered a time for students to
discover who they are and to grow as people (Yost & Gilmore, 2011).
College students, residential and commuter, often have support and guidance
through these potential life changes that they may not find outside of this
college space. At the university, students may have the freedom to explore
new labels with less fear of negative judgements (Goldberg & Kuvalanka,
2018). However, this is not always the experience for every community on
a college campus.

Within the college bubble is the campus climate, or “cumulative attitudes,
behaviors, and standards of employees and students concerning access for,
inclusion of, and level of respect for individual and group needs, abilities,
and potential” (Garvey et al., 2017, p. 796). Due to power structures on
campus, the campus climate is the overall attitudes and behaviors among the
more largely represented campus community members (i.e., heterosexual,
cisgender students and faculty). The climate they create shapes the
experiences of all others. Although studies have found a connection between
universities and a greater acceptance of diversity (Holland et al., 2013;
Rockenbach et al., 2017), the larger body of research suggests an overall lower
level of acceptance of LGBTQ students compared to their cishetero peers
(Evans et al., 2017; Tetreault et al., 2013). This creates a chillier climate for
students within those groups. This is problematic for such students, because
there is a direct correlation between campus climate and identity exploration
(Vaccaro & Newman, 2017). Consequently, the warmer, more accepting the
climate, the more likely queer students are to explore and live openly with
their LGBTQ status(es).

As JU campuses shut down due to the Covid-19 pandemic and courses
shifted from in-person to online, the campus climate was still manifested
through available student resources and university communications (e.g.,
emails, webpages). As noted in the interviews, some participants’ initial
perceptions of the campus climate for trans students at JU were fostered by
these available resources and university communications.

Research Design

This study examines the lived experiences of transmale, transmasc,
and nonbinary students at JU and their understanding of acceptance at this
Southern California public university. The following research question
guided this study:

RQ1: What does acceptance look like according to transmale, transmasc,

and nonbinary students at Joan University?

Data Collection, Analysis, and Participants

To answer RQ1, this study employed one-on-one interviews with
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students who self-identified as members of one or more of JU’s trans
communities. The data was analyzed using a thematic analysis, which allowed
me to find important patterns and shared meanings between and among the
lived experiences disclosed through the interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2012).

Interested participants responded to emails sent to every instructor
during the term in which the data was collected. Seven students agreed to
be interviewed for this study. Of the seven, four identified as transmale, one
identified as female gender non-conforming, one identified as transmale/
gender-neutral, and one identified as nonbinary. No student identifying as
a transwoman or transfemme responded. A pseudonym was provided for
every participant.

Research Site

I conducted this research at a mid-size, public, four-year university
located in a Southern California city of roughly 200,000 people. The vast
majority of its approximately 22,000 students are undergraduates. The
campus has a queer and trans resource center, which offers social events
and events for raising awareness of issues related to gender and sexuality.
Additionally, this campus has a diversity, equity, and inclusion committee
and houses a Title IX resource center. All students and faculty are required
to undergo annual sexual violence prevention training.

Findings

Throughout the conversations with research participants, it became
apparent that being accepted was more complicated than accepted or rejected.
When asked the question “How do you define acceptance?” the responses
varied widely. Some examples include the more passive “not focusing on
gender” (Julian) and the more active “fighting outside the binary” (Adan).
When describing their experiences with acceptance at Joan University,
the term became even more complex. Some participants desired a passive
acceptance that would allow them to assimilate into the dominant culture at
Joan University without an emphasis on their gender identity. Others desired
a more active and directed acceptance where trans lives would be uplifted
and valued. Participants provided examples of interactions on campus (e.g.,
discussions with peers) and with campus (e.g., official JU correspondence)
that were used as evidence to justify the structuring of perceptions of
acceptance into four levels. These are not merely the definitions for
acceptance provided by participants. They are the result of an analysis of
the experiences shared by the participants. There are other factors which
likely impact a student’s perception of acceptance (e.g., college major, racial
or ethnic identities), but this study did not focus enough on these factors to
draw a conclusion about them.
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Active Acceptance

The activist level of acceptance is active acceptance. This type of
acceptance follows an equity approach, which means it involves identifying
which actions and resources are needed to uplift trans communities and to
bring them from the margins of Joan University. To Zack, a transmale student
who identifies as passing enough to rarely be misgendered, active acceptance
includes “finding ways to support” trans communities, “trying to make it
easier” for trans communities, and providing trans communities the resources
they need. Active acceptance is when students, faculty, or administration
intentionally act with the aim to help trans students.

One example of active acceptance at the university level is the Queer
and Trans Resource Center (QTRC) on campus. Joan University took the
steps required to open a resource center specifically for queer and trans
students. This center is staffed by members of the communities who can
assist those students in need. During our interview, Max, a transmale student
who is engaged in multiple ways with campus, (e.g., a student organization,
courses, and housing), brought up some of the ways the QTRC helps trans
students:

Pretty much the only time I’ve gone in there is like to ask, like, how

to change my name, and like how to do this or that because like, you

know, legal forms are hard. So, they have people there that’1l like walk
you through stuff. ... They’re also the ones, I was just thinking about
it, that got me my doctor to start hormones.
It is true that some trans students on campus do not believe the QTRC is the
perfect solution for their communities, but this is an example of the University
taking action it believes to be in the interest of helping trans students.

Active acceptance does not require such large steps as opening a
resource center. Drew, who identifies as transmale and who stated they
love being trans, recounted an instance of passive acceptance. When a
professor unintentionally deadnamed Drew in an email, that professor
quickly sent a follow-up with an apology. The professor understood the
mistake and corrected herself. As Sofia, a female non-conforming student
who self-identified as being of an older generation argued, some professors
are attempting to “lead by example” through their use of pronouns in email
signatures. Each of these examples were received positively by the research
participants because it set the tone for their acceptance in the course. In those
moments, their identities were validated.

Active Rejection

Active rejection is the opposite of active acceptance. Whereas active
acceptance required a deliberate effort to uplift trans communities, active
rejection is when students, faculty, or administration act with the intent to
harm or bring down trans communities. What sets this apart from passive
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rejection is both the intent to not accept trans students and the understanding
that the actions are problematic to trans students. Adan, who identifies as
transmale/gender-neutral and who is a vocal advocate on campus for trans
communities, shared an example from his course, Women as Agents of Social
Change, regarding rejection from his professor. Adan recounted the story of
when he asked his professor to do his final presentation on why pink pussy
hats are problematic:

I had to present to her the idea of talking about trans identity first for

her to accept it. She said at first, no, because I already talked about

my transness in class and that students didn’t need to learn about that
anymore, and I was just, and that killed me. Because here’s a class about
women as agents of social change and the teachers are talking about
allowing Black and White women within the job force getting more
rights, and not even talking about Marsha P. Johnson, not even talking
about Sylvia Rivera, or any of those queer leaders of color. I felt so
erased in that class.
In a college-level course regarding the contributions of women to social
change, Adan was denied his request to speak about trans issues on the
grounds that the students did not need to learn more about the contributions
of trans women. It is clear that this rejection had a negative impact on Adan,
as he describes the experience as emotionally damaging and contributing
to feelings of being erased. In a course about women, when a trans student
attempts to include trans women in the conversation, the professor likely
understood the importance of this request as this was not the first time the
student brought this up. Telling a trans student that his classmates do not
need to hear from a trans perspective, knowing the importance, is a clear
example of active rejection.

At the student-to-student level, several of the respondents have
internalized being stared at as a typical experience. Max describes being
stared at everywhere, including the restrooms. Max also discussed situations
around campus when other students would be “audibly talking loud about
what gender you are.” The students must have understood the negative
consequences of their actions and yet Max stated this happens “everywhere”
on campus. Active rejection is felt when people take an action knowing the
consequences will be harmful to trans communities or their members.

Passive Acceptance

Passive acceptance is seamless acceptance, with no gaps or differences
in treatment between people or communities. When asked for her definition
of acceptance, Sofia provided the following explanation “it’s not saying I
need special; I don’t need special rules. I don’t need special accommodations.
I need to be treated fairly and equally like everyone else. That’s what
acceptance means to me.” During the data analysis, I found that Sofia’s
explanation clearly defined what is meant by the category of passive
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acceptance. Passive acceptance is being treated like everyone else, without
discrimination or intentional acts to uplift or bring down trans students or
communities. This type of acceptance follows an equality approach, with
the goal to be balanced with the distribution of power and resource to all
students without providing any special accommodations or allowances for
any community. Under the equality approach, every student is treated equally,
regardless of their gender identity. The call for equality is also present in the
definitions provided by Max and Zack. Max, in an example of institutional
level passive acceptance, states “they don’t have to, like have trans pride
everywhere or like, have, you know, like, extra things for us just kind of
a balanced thing.” At the person-to-person level of Joan University, Zack
states his hope that trans people are seen as normal. “You see [trans students]
and you’re like, yeah, like, there’s nothing to question about that, like that
is completely run of the mill at this point. There’s nothing like different
about it.” Their gender identities do not receive different treatment. Passive
acceptance does not set trans students apart from cis students as they navigate
life as a JU student.

Passive acceptance is also present when instructors and students use
proper pronouns and names. Outside of his department, Max stated that
most of his professors would use his name and pronouns as long as he talks
to them on the first day of class. For passive acceptance, the professors
do not have to go out of their way or do extra work to ensure identities
are respected. When they learn the identities do not match the roster, they
correct the roster for trans students just as they would for any other student
whose name is incorrect on the roster. Julian, a transmale student who has
not attended class in-person at JU also appreciated this passive acceptance
when he noted his true name was present on his class roster, rather than his
deadname. This was not the case for his student email address, but he still
perceived the true name on course rosters as a step in the right direction.
Despite not being physically present on campus, Julian experienced passive
acceptance through the actions of his instructors and administrators who
changed the course roster.

Drew spoke about the passive acceptance he felt from his co-workers
at his campus job. When talking specifically about his co-workers he stated
“they were accepting, like they knew I was a trans guy. Very cool. And
they use my pronouns, used my name. That was very important to me.”
His co-workers did not need to go out of their way to demonstrate passive
acceptance. They only needed to use his name and pronouns as they would
for anybody else. The University would not have to do any extra work for
trans students either, beyond recognizing and correcting, as they would for
any cultural group, the issues that are making student life more difficult for
trans students at Joan University. This is what makes it an equality approach,
which, in turn, makes it passive acceptance.
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Passive Rejection

As with passive acceptance, no special action is required to be passive
rejection. The difference, however, is that the absence of action in passive
rejection is harmful to trans communities. Passive rejection occurs when
there is a lack of understanding about an issue, either of its existence or
of the magnitude of its harm, resulting in no perceived need to solve the
problem. With passive rejection, there is no intent to harm trans students, but
there is also no desire to understand how actions or policies are negatively
impacting students.

One example of passive rejection provided by Zack is the unavailability
of menstrual products designed for trans men. In addition to menstrual
products in the men’s restrooms, Zack explained that, as some trans men do
have their period, menstrual pads have been designed to fit different types
of undergarments. These products, I personally noted, are not available on
campus at JU, despite being useful to some of the JU population. Having
menstrual products that require women’s underwear works well for gender-
conforming, ciswomen, or for transmen who wear women’s underwear, but
not for the trans students who do not wear women’s underwear and do not
want to express differently while menstruating.

A second example of passive rejection is the inadequate availability of
gender-neutral bathrooms on campus. Drew, who both works and lives on
campus, recognized the gender-neutral bathrooms at JU as lacking, while
speaking of necessary changes for the university:

I have to rush to the one in the Student Union, you know, or, I mean, I

think there’s another one in like, the newest building, but it’s like, there’s

like two to three. And it’s like, that’s not enough. You know? It’s like

there, here’s one. Deal with it. We did our job.
Drew’s concern with the availability of a safe bathroom was shared by Adan
and Grace-Ronaldo, both questioning which bathroom they would use.
Grace-Ronaldo, who identifies as nonbinary discussed their concern about
bathrooms as their transition continued, arguing “the outside world is very
odd about androgyny.” As of the interview, they were using female restrooms,
but were still considering options for expressing as more androgynous and the
consequences of doing so. The administrators at this university either have
not been made aware of these issues or do not believe the issues are large
enough to correct. This is an important distinction between active and passive
rejection. If the administration is ignoring the issues, rather than working
to solve them, this is active rejection. If the administration is not putting in
the effort to reach out to trans communities in an attempt to understand their
needs, this lack of adequate effort makes this passive rejection.

Passive rejection is also the “little things that you interact with every
single day that just remind you of how kind of invisible you are in these
spaces” (Adan). These are the microaggressions that occur when male and
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female are the only options on forms and when male and female restrooms
are labeled with dresses and pants. It is living with a constant fear of being
misgendered because it “happens all the time on campus” (Drew), when cis
students, faculty, and staff do not realize this is a problem. There may not
be the intent to harm trans communities, but without expending the effort
to understand the problems being created or perpetuated, trans communities
do suffer.

Discussion

This study revealed multiple levels of acceptance perceived by members
of trans communities at Joan University. It is clear that a variety of factors
impact the perceptions of their own acceptance at this university, some in
positive ways and others in negative ways. When feeling accepted, trans
students are able to communicate their identities in ways that feel authentic
to them. This acceptance helps them explore who they are and grow as
individuals. However, when their trans identities are rejected, students do
not feel like equal members of Joan University. There is no reason trans
students should feel rejected for their trans identity, particularly in a space
that purports to be open and accepting.

This research includes two major practical contributions for universities:
1) reasons for perceptions of acceptance or rejection and ways to identify the
type of acceptance or rejection being perceived and 2) a list of suggestions
to improve universities as described by members of the trans communities.
The first practical contribution is an overview of acceptance versus rejection
and potential reasons for perceiving acceptance or rejection. There were four
levels of acceptance, defined throughout the findings section, which were
identified through coding the interview data (i.e., active acceptance, active
rejection, passive acceptance, & passive rejection).

The second practical contribution of this study is a list of ways to
improve the university for trans students. The interviews ended by asking each
participant a hypothetical question: What changes would they implement if
they were declared the unquestioned leader of the university? The following
is a synthesis of these changes. These are not my suggestions. They are
paraphrases of the suggestions made by trans students. If you recognize
these needs or know of solutions, do not dismiss them. They are the hopes
for improving the University, directly from the trans communities. There
were three university-level suggestions:

1. University administration should be more vocal with their advocacy
for trans issues and needs. The university should be more deliberate
when ensuring trans students feel comfortable and have the same
opportunities around campus.

a. Trans students should be invited to the table to discuss
how they are affected by all aspects of the university, even
those taken for granted as cisgender topics (e.g., birth
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control, pregnancy).

b. Trans students should feel empowered to make complaints,
knowing the university will take them seriously.

c. There should be more trans and queer representation
around campus.

L The trans flag should fly.
ii. There should be trans and queer therapists,
administrators, and professors.

d. The university should create a video that teaches about
trans and queer identities and bullying and how we can
be more inclusive.

e. A gender studies course should be a requirement for
every student.

f. Queer and trans students should never feel they are
not being treated with respect and with human dignity
in academia.

L Queer and trans students should be compensated
for their activist labor.
ii. Queer and trans students should receive the same

accolades as cis students doing the same work.
2. This university should audit its use of gender specific norms. Not
everything needs to be (cis)gendered.

a. There should be more gender diversity in sexual assault
trainings, so that trans students feel they are included in
attempts to make all students safer on campus.

b. Menstrual pads for masculine underwear should be
available in stores on-campus and, menstrual products
should be available in all restrooms.

c. There should be more gender-neutral restrooms on campus
so that trans students who rely on these do not have to rush
to certain buildings.

i.  Single-occupant restrooms with a locking door
are safe for everyone.
3. This university should allow for more authentic identities on
official documents.

a. The names on campus emails need to reflect true names,
not deadnames.

b. There should be no gender boxes to check that are
exclusively male or female.

c. The names on campus ID cards should allow for the
inclusion of true names, instead of only deadnames.

There were three faculty and staff-level suggestions:
1. Faculty and staff should be required to take gender-sensitivity
training seriously.
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a. This is a campus of diverse students who may need to
rely on faculty and staff to know what to do in difficult
situations covered by these training courses.

2. Faculty and staff should respect and use the proper identities of
the students.

a. Students may face many institutional and personal barriers
when trying to legally change their names. This legal
change should not be a requirement to feel their identity
is respected.

b. Faculty and staff should learn about pronouns so that their
use becomes natural for all.

3. Every syllabus should declare the classroom a safe space, and every
professor should take that seriously.

a. Curriculum should be open for debate.

b. Queer and trans histories need to be included even if they
make students or professors uncomfortable.

Student emails, student centers, student IDs, rosters, and administrative staff
are now commonplace at colleges and universities. Each of these provides
hardships and opportunities for improvement that can be used as guides for
members of universities.

Limitations and Future Research

There were a few limitations to this study. First, the sample size only
included seven trans students. Although I am grateful for every one of them,
the study would have benefited from comparing the experiences of more
participants. With campus being closed due to Covid-19, the recruitment
efforts were stunted. Future research would benefit from more perspectives.
The second limitation is that five of the seven participants identified as
transmale, which was helpful for understanding a transmale perspective, but
did not include the perspective of any transfemale identified participants.
Research has shown that transwomen can have different struggles than
transmen (Raun, 2016). This is a limitation in the sense that a fuller picture
of trans student experiences would benefit from those of transwomen.

Although this current study aimed to illuminate experiences and
perceptions of acceptance of students within the temporary category of
trans students, I do acknowledge the importance of future research that is
more intentionally intersectional. There are numerous factors that contribute
to a student’s perception of their reality (e.g., race, socioeconomic status,
sexuality, physical ability, etc.) and future research to test these four categories
of acceptance in light of those intersecting identities would be beneficial
and worthwhile.
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Concluding Remarks

This research was undertaken as an effort to better understand how
members of the trans communities at Joan University viewed acceptance.
Through one-on-one interviews with seven trans students and a thematic
analysis with a queer lens, I was able to uncover a variety of factors
contributing to their understanding of acceptance. Queer theory focused the
inquiry on individual students who are marginalized for their trans identity,
while standpoint theory allowed for a discussion of these individual students’
experiences as that of the collective identity trans students. Together, these
theories allowed for an analysis and discussion of the lived-experiences
and perceptions of acceptance of trans students at Joan University. It was
disappointing to hear the ways in which not every student can benefit from
perceptions of acceptance at this university. College should be a time for all
students to be supported and accepted enough to grow. It is my hope that this
research can be used by those in power or those finding their own power to
not only understand a problem exists, but to use the words of trans students
to make the positive changes they have suggested.
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