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ABSTRACT 

 
The contemporary American women’s college boasts an illustrious history of providing 

superior education for women, one that leads to significantly more positive educational 

outcomes for women than a coeducation college experience (including graduate degree 

attainment, persistence in science and mathematics, and achievement of high-level 

positions in many career fields). Recently, a small but vocal group of students who 

identify as transgender and who are living as male, genderqueer, or transitioning to live 

as male have emerged as a visible sub-population in many highly selective women’s 

colleges. In this qualitative, phenomenological study of the perceptions of student affairs 

administrators (n=31) regarding their perceptions of and experiences working with 

transgender students, these key facilitators of student growth and development expressed 

beliefs and actions that characterized them almost uniformly as supporters of transgender 

students. A smaller subset of participants (advocates) took decisive and change-oriented 

action on their campuses, resulting in a shift of policy and practice. The data indicated 

that there appeared to be coherence between these two identities and adherence to a 

philosophy of feminist and/or womanist identity and practices. By effectively navigating 

what one participant named ‘discourses of discomfort’ about transgender students on 

campus, participants demonstrated professional identities typified by an ethics of care and 

social justice in their work, as well as demonstrating practices that were defined by 

normalizing belonging for transgender students. Implications for practice include 

continued attention to advancing social justice at women’s colleges, enhancement of 

learning and teaching about transgender lives and identities at women’s colleges, and 

increased commitment to trans-formation of coeducational college environments. Further 
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research about transgender students’ experiences at women’s colleges, as alumni of 

women’s colleges, and the effects of policy implementation regarding transgender 

students at women’s colleges is warranted. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Problem 

Introduction 

In the opening episode of the documentary series Transgeneration (Smothers, 

2006), the viewer meets Lucas, a female-to-male transgender individual attending a 

women’s college, and follows him through his daily routine of classes, student 

organization meetings, and socializing with friends.  By way of introduction, Lucas 

describes his emerging gender consciousness as follows: 

When I came to college, one of the first things I learned about was transsexuality, 

and that’s when I realized, oh! I am a man. I was just confused for twenty years 

.… I don’t necessarily think I belong at Smith College. I’m the one who has to 

carry around this diploma for the rest of my life and explain it to people. 

(Smothers, 2006) 

Observing the daily challenges Lucas faces in his quest to be his authentic self, it 

becomes clear that his decision to self-identify as male, in the context of a women’s 

college environment, is a complicated endeavor. Lucas’s lived experience, as recounted 

in the video series, invites consideration of whether, and in what sense, he truly belongs 

at this college for women. It also invites consideration more broadly of the purpose of 

single-sex education in the 21st century, and by extension, the roles and guiding 

principles of those who are professionally charged with shaping a uniquely women-

focused learning environment.   

Student affairs administrators, through daily contact with students in residence 

halls, in academic advising, in leadership development programs, and through numerous 

other avenues of student involvement and support, are arguably among the most 
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influential players in the construction of any specific higher education setting (Komives, 

Woodward & Associates, 1996; Rentz, 1994). They are called upon, in graduate 

preparation programs and by statements of professional ethics, to support and develop 

each student, and the whole student, according to that student’s potential and goals 

(National Association of Student Personnel Administrators, 2004) as well as to facilitate 

the empowerment of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender students (American College 

Personnel Association, 2007). What does it mean for administrators who encounter 

conflicting roles within the student affairs profession, when its values and those of an 

institution collide? 

This dissertation will focus on answering this question, among others, raised by 

the emergence of a growing and vocal minority of students: Transgender (and 

transsexual) students, identified as male or genderqueer, on the women’s college campus. 

Through a phenomenological study of administrators’ perceptions of these students, I 

examined the extent to which these perceptions do or do not coexist with a feminist 

identity, values, and behaviors, as well as the ways in which student affairs 

administrators’ perceptions of this population inform the making of institutional policy, 

defined as the way that women’s colleges codify, formalize, and endeavor to bring 

uniformity to institutional practice, and to thereby declare their official stance toward a 

population or issue. Additionally, through this study, I came to better to understand how 

student affairs administrators perceptions of transgender students inform the enactment of 

practice at women’s colleges. 
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The American Women’s College: Its Origins and Today 
 

The history of the women’s colleges in the United States to date demonstrates that 

they are institutions that have survived by creatively evolving in response to the changing 

needs and requirements of women’s education.  In each successive era of American 

history, resistance to women’s education was countered with sustained advocacy by 

educational pioneers, and in turn, the sphere of post-secondary educational options 

available to women became ever more diverse. 

In 1688, a prominent and prolific member of the English aristocracy, Lord 

Halifax, addressed his infant daughter in The Lady’s New Year’s Gift with his opinion 

about the role of the sexes: 

You must first lay it down for a foundation in general, that there is inequality of 

the sexes, and that for the better economy of the world, the men, who were to be 

the law givers, had the larger share of reason bestowed upon them. (Foxcroft, 

1898, p. 394) 

Halifax’s beliefs were commonly held in this era, and were transmitted to the founders of 

the American colonies where they held sway for most of the two centuries following. 

While girls, particularly the daughters of landowners, were educated at the primary 

school level in America from the early 1700s onward, more advanced education for girls 

was essentially non-existent prior to the American Revolution. Though they attended 

‘dame schools’ (and later, town or ‘common’ schools) to learn reading and writing, girls 

were discouraged from taking up other, less practical subjects (Eisenmann, 1998).  

By the late 18th century, affluent women and educational reformers such as Mercy 

Otis Warren, Abigail Adams and Judith Sargent Murray began promoting the idea of 
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women’s advanced education (Solomon, 1985). Mary Wollstonecraft (1792) and her 

opus, the Vindication of the Rights of Women, raised the issue of women’s capacity for – 

and birthright to – education, to great public consternation in America, as well as in Great 

Britain.  

At the close of the 18th century, the ideal model of instilling Republican 

Motherhood through women’s education emerged, and was carried forward by Murray 

and Adams among others (Schwager, 1987). The notion of assuring an educated citizenry 

for the transmittal of important values to children enabled women to pursue more 

education without censure as the new century dawned. The “cult of true womanhood” 

(Welter, 1966, p. 152) -- which emphasized the four feminine virtues of piety, purity, 

submissiveness, and domesticity -- also dictated that 19th century white women, 

especially of the professional class, should be educated for the purpose of teaching, as 

well as to occupy a separate sphere from men in raising Christian children in well-kept 

homes. To this end, early academies (offering science, literature, and other liberal arts 

subjects) and three-year seminaries for women were precursors to the women’s colleges 

in the late 18th and 19th centuries (Eisenmann, 1998). 

      The literature on the earliest era of American women’s colleges, documenting 

the first half-century of their founding and growth from the 1830s until the late 1800s, 

suggests that this era was characterized by tireless advocacy on the part of women 

educator-activists. These crusaders pushed for expansion of women’s learning for their 

growth and development as pious and earnest educators of children, as teachers, and as 

mothers (Boas, 1971; Eisenmann, 1998; Goodsell, 1931; Gordon, 1990; Harwarth, 

Maline, & DeBra, 1997; Horowitz, 1993; Newcomer, 1959; Peril, 2006). The founders of 
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early American women’s colleges, including Emma Willard (who established the Troy 

Seminary, founded in 1821) and Mary Lyon (the founder of Mount Holyoke seminary, 

later Mount Holyoke College, founded in 1837), clearly conceived of their schools as 

training grounds for essentialist gender roles. Both Lyon and Willard gained traction for 

their ideas by presenting themselves less as social reformers than as respectable Christian 

women, intent on offering other women an expanded education for, in the words of 

Willard, “the improvement of the American female character” through “perfection of 

their moral, intellectual, and physical nature” (Goodsell, 1931, p. 55). The prevailing 

stance regarding women’s education in this era was that women were indeed both fit for, 

and worthy of, more access to education, which would expand their capacities for many 

tasks suited to their predestined roles as wives and mothers. Thus, the earliest women’s 

college education prepared women to be teachers, caretakers, and/or ‘ladies’ only 

(Goodsell, 1931).  

Inevitably, as women became more educated, many began to question long held 

assumptions about their proper domain, including sanctioned inequality in marriage and 

limited access to participation in public life. Recognizing the potential costs for women 

inherent in a system limited to sex-segregated education, women activists at the Seneca 

Falls convention in 1848 included admission of women to men’s colleges in their list of 

demands (Solomon, 1985). 

During and after the Civil War (1861-1865), many American state universities 

began to admit women (such as The University of Wisconsin in 1867 and The 

Universities of Michigan and Missouri in 1870) creating new avenues for access where 

before, the single-sex college was the only feasible option for educationally ambitious 
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women. Several other factors contributed to the expansion of women’s education during 

this time: Demand for primary and secondary school teachers was rising, and due to the 

historical feminization of the profession, women were encouraged to take up the call. 

Traditional, home-and-hearth centered femininity was inscribed upon women of this area 

by popular fiction and sources like Godey’s Ladies Book. Household inventions that 

reduced labor were freeing up women’s time for reading and writing. Finally, rapid 

growth in employment opportunities meant that more women workers were needed and 

more highly educated women were needed as well (Harwarth, at al., 1997; Horowitz, 

1993; Solomon, 1985). 

The years just after the Civil War were a time of expansion of women’s colleges 

also, as evidenced by the opening of Vassar in 1865, Smith and Wellesley in 1875, and 

Bryn Mawr (offering the first graduate school open to women) later in 1884. According 

to Solomon (1985),  “Women’s colleges everywhere adhered to the religious ideal of 

virtuous, true womanhood, but within its framework extended women’s sphere beyond 

family roles” (p. 49). Smith College was opened without a specific mission to shape 

women for teaching and/or the home; in fact, it was commissioned to “perfect her 

intellect by the best methods which philosophy and experience suggest” (Newcomer, 

1959, p. 55). Likewise, Wellesley College was not started for the training of teachers or 

mothers, but was opened to “help [women] in their search for self-knowledge, abiding 

principles, a broad cultural background, and honest, orderly processes of thought and 

methods of approaching situations” (Newcomer, 1959, p. 60).  

Women began to outnumber men in higher education as the 19th century ended, 

causing alarm in some circles. Chicago, Wisconsin, and Stanford opted to limit women’s 
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enrollment in an effort to curtail men’s disadvantage during this era (Eisenmann, 1998). 

While women’s ability to gain access to a collegiate education was growing during the 

19th century, dissent certainly existed, as demonstrated by a widely-read treatise critical 

of women’s participation that was generated during this era. Edward Clarke’s 1873 

volume Sex in Education, or a Fair Chance for the Girls, asserted that women would be 

harmed in their reproductive well-being (referred to as the ‘female apparatus’) if they 

pursued advanced education (Zschoche, 1989). Other theories, advanced by the then-

President of the University of Wisconsin, Charles Richard Van Hise, argued that an 

overabundance of women in college would overwhelm men and cause them to feel ill-

equipped for higher education (sex repulsion) along with the idea that having women 

around, inviting sexualized attention, would be distracting for male students (sex 

attraction) (Olin, 1909). 

Despite this considerable opposition, women continued to push for increased 

access to higher education. Around this time, wives of Harvard alumni began pressuring 

Harvard officials to create a means for the instruction of women. The Harvard Annex 

opened informally in 1874; its name was changed to Radcliffe College when it was 

officially chartered in 1892, the same year that the University of Chicago opened to men 

and women alike (Eisenmann, 1998).  

Scholars have noted that a shift in support for women’s college education 

increased as the goal of suffrage became more prominent and more socially acceptable. 

During the eras of social and progressive reform in the United States (1860-1920), 

activists gained greater acceptance for the idea that along with access to the vote, college 

attendance for women was desirable, typified not only by a continued growth in the 
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number of women’s colleges founded but also through newly-gained admission to 

coeducational state universities (Crawford, 1905; Gordon, 1990; Solomon, 1985).  

American social institutions of all kinds were being scrutinized for fairness and 

coherence to American ideals of democratic access in this era, and colleges were no 

exception. The issue of education for women was taken up in the public square of ideas 

and debate, and while the feminine ideal of future marriage and motherhood still held the 

most currency in society, the growing presence of women faculty (especially at women’s 

colleges) signaled that women were coming into their own, not only as students but as 

scholars (Aisenberg & Harrington, 1988; Horowitz, 1993; Palmieri, 1995). While the 

literature notes that early women’s college founders were reluctant, if not altogether 

averse, to link the cause of women’s education to suffrage, college women of the 

progressive era were heavily involved in demonstrating for the vote, arguing from a 

position of equal ability to participate in the electoral process as fully capable human 

beings (Cooney, 2005; Goodsell, 1931; Newcomer, 1959; Peril, 2006). 

 Women’s college alumnae (more so than current students) were especially active 

in this movement, including Harriet Stanton Blatch, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and many 

others less well-known who were at the forefront to secure voting rights for women 

(Boas, 1971; Solomon, 1985; Strom, 1975). The stereotypes associated with women who 

took a progressive stance at this time, especially in public, foreshadowed the immense 

pressure that would be levied on outspoken feminist women to conform to a more 

feminine role thereafter. There was a general sense during this time that the goals of 

activist women (the first to be labeled ‘feminists’) including access to birth control and 

equitable divorce laws were outpacing the larger society’s willingness to accommodate 
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them, and the popular press of the time often painted activist women as mannish and 

unfeminine (Jeydel, 2004; Moore, 1997). Far from being hotbeds for radicalism, 

women’s colleges became increasingly popular sites for the college education of young 

women during this time, especially as their cloistered nature could be assured during the 

years when most men of college age went off to fight World War I (Brubacher & Rudy, 

1997; Horowitz, 1993). 

While women’s participation in education grew steadily between 1870 and 1920, 

the numbers of women attending college overall remained low. Family support was 

essential for a woman to attend college; private women’s colleges were expensive, and 

many could not afford them. Working while enrolled was common for female college 

students of this era. While more women were attending college, it is arguable that they 

were not receiving an equivalent form of higher education to men. Many still viewed 

women’s colleges (often founded as coordinate colleges to men’s colleges) as inferior to 

male colleges during this era: Separate thus rarely meant equal (Horowitz, 1993). 

Reduced interest in attending a women’s college during this era might also be attributed 

to the widely published work of G. Stanley Hall, a notable psychologist who documented 

in 1905 that only 28% of women graduating from three selective women’s colleges were 

likely to marry following graduation, producing data that contributed to a pervasive 

concern about the possibility of ‘race suicide’ among middle- and upper-class whites 

(Inness, 1994; Sprague, 1915). 

In the decades immediately after World War I, a period which could be termed 

the ‘golden age’ of the American women’s college commenced (Solomon, 1985; 

Brubacher & Rudy,1997). Substantially more women from all class backgrounds and 
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racial groups sought access to higher education, along with their male counterparts 

returning from the battle lines abroad. Three more highly selective women’s colleges -- 

Scripps, Sarah Lawrence, and Bennington Colleges -- were chartered around this time. 

Many Catholic women’s colleges were also founded during this era, established both for 

the creation of a religiously devout, highly educated lay class of women, and for the 

purposes of expanding women’s access to education (Schier & Russett, 2002). Women’s 

colleges in the South were also expanding during this time, most with religious (Baptist, 

Presbyterian, or Methodist) affiliations. These colleges were predicated more on 

“gentility than utility” (Harwarth, et al., 1997, p. 20). Black women’s colleges were also 

being founded at this time; Spelman College, the first institution of higher education for 

black women, was founded in 1881; Bennett College also was converted from a 

coeducational college to a women’s college in 1926, and featured a vocational program 

as well as a liberal arts course of study for the specific advancement of black women 

(Read, 1961; Solomon, 1985).  

The Great Depression in the 1930s caused a significant decline in the number of 

jobs available and many college-educated women were sidelined during this era, unable 

to pursue employment or other fruits of their education labors. Many women turned their 

attention to home and volunteerism, charged with shoring up the morale of their 

underemployed husbands (Schwager, 1987). College attendance for both women and men 

exploded after World War II concluded in 1945, and the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act 

(also known as the GI Bill) was passed, making college both accessible and affordable to 

millions of Americans. This era ushered in the quietly mounting beginnings of 
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movements for gender equity in American society, as more women graduated from 

college and took positions in the professions and in government.  

Subtle shifts of women’s expanding role in society led inevitably to the growth 

and popularity of second wave feminism, beginning with the publication of Simone De 

Beauvoir’s book, The Second Sex, in 1949.  The principle idea asserted by de Beauvoir, 

that woman are made (rather than born) through a process of socially-inscribed 

subordination, resonated especially strongly with educated women, whose intellectual 

capacities and skills of discernment now clearly exceeded the stations in life offered to 

them through normative femininity. 

In 1963, Betty Friedan’s opus The Feminine Mystique further invited women, 

particularly privileged white women of the American middle class, to name and resist the 

stifling limitations of their roles as wives and mothers, rekindling in many the desire to 

return to, or continue, their education (which they had often abandoned for assumption of 

the vaunted middle class role of full-time wife and mother). Friedan, a graduate of Smith 

College, was the first to signal alarm at the dropping rates of women attending college 

and graduating, a trend which she blamed on cultural norms that continued to discourage 

education for women. Incredulously, one hundred and twenty-five years after the first 

women’s college was founded, women’s education still largely focused on preparing 

women  to undertake roles as wives and mothers, roles which Friedan now named as 

unfulfilling (Friedan, 1963). Validated by this recognition, many women began to return 

to higher education with a new sense of purpose. 

The 1960s were ripe with other pivotal events that inspired a rapidly growing 

educated female class. The Presidential Commission on women, which President 
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Kennedy established in 1961, was charged with examining the status of women in many 

facets of American life, including education (Martin, 2003). The Civil Rights act of 1964 

inspired women to fight for their own legally-protected equity when it became clear that 

the act would not be enforced with the needs and rights of women in mind, even (and 

especially) black women. Media attention to activism on college campuses was mostly 

centered on coeducational institutions, but many women’s colleges were also taking up 

the cause of civil rights (Solomon, 1985). At the same time, many women’s colleges 

during this era either closed or merged with coeducational institutions, due to shrinking 

enrollments and unstable financial situations. Women of this era were now gaining 

admission successfully to highly competitive coeducational institutions, reducing the 

overall demand for women’s colleges (Miller-Bernal & Poulson, 2006).  

Women’s colleges in America today, as the 21st century begins, primarily locate 

themselves on the national spectrum of higher education options as specialized breeding 

grounds for women’s leadership in an increasingly competitive post-industrial society. 

Scholars have definitively demonstrated that women’s colleges offer women a superior 

form of higher education, resulting in greater likelihood to persist to graduation, to pursue 

doctoral and professional degrees, and to achieve elevated status in their career field 

(Kim, 2001; Kim & Alvarez, 1995; Tidball, 1973, 1980, 1985, 1986; Wolf-Wendel, 

1998). More on the specific results of women’s college outcomes research will be 

addressed in Chapter Two of this dissertation.  

Consequently, women’s colleges utilize the language of empowerment, 

involvement, and engagement quite liberally in materials touting their offerings to 

prospective students (Why a Women’s College, n.d.; Why is Smith a Women’s College, 
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n.d.; The Mary Baldwin Advantage, n.d.). Women’s colleges claim to offer enhanced 

opportunities for leadership, access to advanced faculty (particularly women) in diverse 

fields, more attention from faculty and staff, and greater opportunities for pursuit of 

fellowship and internship opportunities on campus and beyond.  One women’s college, 

comparing itself to the historically most selective group of all institutions (the Ivy 

League) sums up its contemporary philosophy of female-centered education as follows: 

As the first of the Seven Sisters -- the female equivalent of the once 

predominantly male Ivy League -- Mount Holyoke established higher education 

for women as a serious endeavor. Our long, distinguished history of educating 

leaders arises from a powerful combination of academic excellence, a tight-knit, 

diverse, and international community, a worldwide network of alumnae and the 

conviction that women can and should make a difference in the world. (About 

Mount Holyoke, n.d.) 

The emphasis, as noted in this statement, is on the provision of a rigorous education as 

well as the formation of a worldwide community of women who can share in its benefits. 

It is implied that an education built by and for women is intended to motivate them to 

action, presumably including social change and the advancement of oppressed groups.  

An emphasis on diversity and internationalism is certainly also intentional; Mount 

Holyoke wishes to convey its inclusive practices to all who would enter. But a closer 

examination of the history of women’s colleges reveals that it has not always practiced 

the inclusion it purports to offer today. The varieties of exclusion practiced at women’s 

colleges over their history demonstrate that there have been differing conceptions about 
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who belonged. These practices inform this dissertation’s examination of the current 

controversy surrounding the presence of transgender students. 

Diversity and Exclusion in the History of Women’s Colleges 

Women’s colleges in the United States, which were more than 200 in number at 

the pinnacle of their popularity in the 1950s (Miller-Bernal & Poulson, 2006), offer a 

diverse array of educational environments, missions, and target constituencies, and at first 

glance have little in common with one another aside from a shared priority placed on 

educating women. Yet it would be misleading to assume that women’s colleges have 

always been open to all women. Throughout their histories, many women’s colleges 

exhibited prejudice toward particular groups of women, revealing a practice of elitism 

regarding who was considered properly educable. The incarnation of women’s education 

that occurred at highly selective women’s colleges was not initially inclusive of women 

of minority races, classes, sexual orientations, and religious faiths in the way these 

institutions profess to offer today.  

Race was an early organizing feature of the early women’s colleges, and evidence 

suggests a complicated history of both overt and subtle racist practices in admissions and 

campus climate. W.E.B Dubois documented the fact that while not explicitly barred from 

admission to the selective women’s colleges in the early 1900’s, black women were 

“strongly advised not to apply” (Perkins, 1997, p. 719). The first black women to attend 

these institutions in the early 20th century were probably not recognized as such, and if 

they were, were admitted in small numbers reflective of tokenism (Perkins, 1997). 

Consequently, the founding of both Bennett and Spelman Colleges stemmed from a 

desire to create colleges where black women could more viably enroll, and receive an 
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education of similar quality to white women at women’s colleges (Watson & Gregory, 

2005).  

Like the other women of their era, black women attending college in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries tended to come from the upper socioeconomic classes, and were 

light in complexion, with highly educated, professional parents, so they were ostensibly 

expected to ‘pass’ for white women. The goal was to prepare them for entrée into the 

higher echelons of black American society, and they were willing to endure forced 

segregation in lodging, dining and other activities at women’s colleges to achieve this 

(Perkins, 1997). Anita Hemmings, who passed for white at Vassar, graduated, but upon 

learning of her true racial identity, officials threatened to rescind her diploma (It’s Not 

True, 2000-2001). Leaders of prominent women’s colleges were not shy about professing 

their racism: M. Carey Thomas, an early president of Bryn Mawr, believed strongly in 

the inferiority of blacks, and declared that she fervently hoped to see that the “present 

intellectual supremacy of the white races is maintained…because they are the only races 

that have seriously begun to educate their women” (Perkins, 1997, p. 734). 

The historical exclusion of black women from full participation in women’s 

college life through most of the first century of their existence may have had more to do 

with what were considered to be the primary goals of educating white women (enhanced 

marriage potential and a greater aptitude for teaching) versus those for educating black 

women (potential avoidance of mundane domestic servitude in the homes of whites) 

(Watson & Gregory, 2005). In a move to establish the educational legitimacy of black 

women toward the end of the 19th century, black authors and scholars began to refer to 
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black women in writing and speech as ‘ladies,’ signaling refinement and by extension 

appropriateness, for continuing education (Perkins, 1989).  

Women’s colleges’ preference to position themselves a bastions of learning for 

women of particular socioeconomic classes at this time might best be illustrated by the 

words of Joseph Taylor, founder of Bryn Mawr, who christened the Pennsylvania liberal 

arts college a place to serve “the advanced education of young women and girls of the 

more refined and higher classes of society” (Stimpson, 1975, p. 175). During the 

progressive era, women’s colleges in the East and South were largely populated by 

women whose fathers were professionals and businessman, and were overwhelmingly 

white, middle class, and protestant (Gordon, 1990).  As World War II ended and higher 

education became a reality for more and more young people in America, many women’s 

colleges, especially the Seven Sisters, continued to project themselves as elite and 

rigorous ‘girls colleges’ for the upper classes. In her vivid chronicle of an extended road 

trip to several women’s colleges to promote the August 1970 Women’s Strike for 

Equality, Kate Millett (1975) bemoaned Vassar as a symbol of “fancy-assed ladies’ 

schools….the summit of schools I couldn’t go to because I was poor” (p. 201). 

During the late 19th century, attitudes toward the presence of Jews at women’s 

colleges were exemplified by the dismissive comment of one Vassar student, class of  

1897, who remarked to her mother that “the two Jewesses upstairs…are nicer than any 

Jews I ever saw before” (Gordon, 1990, p. 143). Even when Jewish women were 

admitted to women’s colleges in greater numbers (as they were at Barnard) they were 

prohibited from joining social clubs important for gaining prominence on campus, such 

as sororities. Barnard was the site of the so-called ‘Jewish problem’ in the 1920s --a 
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perceived over-abundance of qualified Jewish applicants, anxieties about which also 

included a class component. Barnard President Virginia Gildersleeve commented in 1924 

that “the intense ambition of Jews for education has brought to college girls from a lower 

social level…. Such girls have compared unfavorably in many instances with the bulk of 

undergraduates” (Horowitz, 1993, p. 259). While Jewish women were clearly perceived 

to be less appropriate recipients of a women’s college education than Christians, the 

experiences of women of any other religious group at these colleges were not even 

acknowledged, let alone studied. 

Perhaps most divisively, the extent to which lesbians and bisexual women have 

been a visible population at women’s colleges has been typified by minimization, if not 

erasure. In their early years, great trepidation, even foreboding, was expressed at the 

potential likelihood of students at women’s colleges falling in love, even as this was 

described euphemistically as “romantic friendship” (MacKay, 1993). The possibility of 

forming female “crushes” or “smashes” was quietly conveyed to concerned prospective 

students (and their parents), and was tolerated “so long as [the crushes] do not interfere 

with a woman’s progression into ‘mature’ sexuality” (Inness, 1994, p.54). The colleges 

themselves typified 90% of women in these situations as young, curious, and innocent, 

and 10% as “moral degenerates”  (Horowitz, 1993, p. 273).  

Despite this ostracizing characterization, lesbians and bisexual women were 

intentionally congregating at women’s colleges in the early 20th century, viewing them as 

a haven for exploration of romantic and sexual connection with other women (Faderman, 

1991). Still, lesbians have felt marginalized at women’s colleges. A lesbian at Barnard 

College, interviewed by Mirra Komarovsky (1985) in her landmark study Women in 



   

 20

College: Shaping New Feminine Identities, plaintively stated that “people don’t go 

around carrying signs, ‘no lesbians at this college’, but our daily life is full of incidents 

that combine to give one a pervasive feeling of being an outsider, of not belonging in 

one’s own college” (p. 295). Today, ambivalence about the perceived prevalence of 

lesbianism at women’s colleges continues to be voiced by some alumnae concerned about 

their women’s college image (Shaping the Future of Smith, 2006) as well as by the 

leadership of women’s colleges (Mehren, 1991). 

              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 different times and in different contexts. 

Concomitant with their evolution from ladies’ finishing school to preparer of wives, 

mothers and teachers, to their current goal of preparing diverse women for global 

leadership, women’s colleges’ policies of exclusion, whether hidden or publicly stated, 

demarcated clear boundaries around what each considered to be their ideal students.                                          

Today, the contours of a similar boundary are being shaped cautiously, as college 

officials deliberate behind closed doors regarding the presence of transgender students.  

While many women’s colleges have closed or become coeducational over the 

course of the last thirty years, the most successful and highly selective women’s colleges 

appear to have survived by practicing adaptation and resistance, as well as selective 

inclusion and exclusion. The prospect of their future as providers of superior single-sex 

and single-gender education may once again be called into question by the challenges 

presented by a group of students who have been, until now, not simply excluded but also 

largely invisible. In this dissertation, I sought to understand the perceptions of women’s 
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colleges student affairs administrators (hereafter, WCSAAs) regarding the presence of 

gender variant students, to attempt to determine the relationship of these perceptions to 

feminist student affairs practice, and to gauge the extent to which both individual and 

collective perceptions are informing policy and practice with respect to the inclusion or 

exclusion of transgender students (both literal and symbolic). 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. In order to proceed, I 

will first clarify: Who are transgender people, who are transgender college students, and 

what do we know about transgender students in the context of the American women’s 

colleges? 

Transgender Identities 
 

The term transgender encompasses a wide variety of meanings, both as a specific 

identity signifier (e.g., ‘Chris is a transgender person’) as well as an umbrella term (e.g. 

‘the transgender community’) that includes the spectrum of individual identities such as 

cross-gender, transsexual (those who medically or surgically alter their physical bodies in 

efforts to attain closer alignment with their ‘felt gender’), genderqueer, cross-dresser, and 

drag king/queen. In general, transgender people are individuals who actively defy the 

rigidly enforced system of binary gender identity practiced in America and most Western 

societies (Feinberg, 1999). The term has also been used to signify the practice of 

transgressing gender while not explicitly reforming one’s biological sex characteristics to 

match their preferred gender identity. Author and activist Virginia Price notes: 
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I coined the noun transgenderist in [19]87 or ’88. There had to be some name for 

people like me who trans the gender barrier – meaning somebody who lives full 

time in the gender opposite to their anatomy. I have not transed the sex barrier. 

(Feinberg, 1996, p. x) 

While the evidence explaining the causes of transgender identity formation in individuals 

is not yet definitive, researchers have posited a variety of explanations, including the 

possibility that during fetal development, the brain becomes washed in sex-specifying 

hormones which do not correspond to the gonad development of the child (Kotula, 2002). 

The individual’s brain is thus 'wired' to think like a member of the sex opposite to the one 

indicated by their genitals and other sex characteristics at birth. Individuals who identify 

comfortably with the gender associated with their birth-assigned sex have been termed by 

some transgender activists as cisgender (Feinberg, 1996). 

Transgender people have attained greater prominence and visibility in American 

culture through a concerted and sustained activist effort (Bornstein, 1994; Feinberg, 

1996; Namaste, 2000; Wilchins, 1997).  While documentation of people with transgender 

identities dates back to the 4th millennium B.C.E. (Feinberg, 1996), it is in the last forty 

years, since the advent of the gay liberation movement, that transgender visibility has 

mushroomed.  The Stonewall Rebellion, in which a group of gays and lesbians took the 

streets of New York City in 1969 to protest oppressive police surveillance of a local gay 

bar in Greenwich Village, was led by black and latino/a transgender people (Katz, 1992). 

Despite the close linkage of histories, and the commonly held assumption that 

transgender people must all be gay or lesbian, it is now clear that one’s gender identity 

and one’s sexual orientation are distinct, if interrelated, categories of identity, and that 
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transgender people may identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, straight, or in another way 

altogether (Bornstein, 1994).  

While exact population numbers are not known, it is estimated that as many as 1-

3% of North American adults identify as transgender (Namaste, 2000; Beemyn & 

Rankin, in press). Likewise, while the number of transgender students attending colleges 

and universities in America is not definitively known, recent evidence supports the notion 

that transgender student numbers are significantly increasing on college campuses 

generally (Beemyn, 2003a, 2005; Bernstein, 2004; McKinney, 2005), and at women’s 

colleges specifically (Brune, 2007; Greenaway, 2001; Morais & Schreiber, 2007; 

Offman, 2005; Quart, 2008; Raftery, 2003; Translate Gender, 2006). This growth in 

population signals an important change that we are only just beginning to understand. 

Just as women of color, lesbians and bisexual women, women of lower socioeconomic 

classes, and Jewish women’s presence was contested at women’s colleges in a bygone 

era, the recent appearance of transgender students at women’s colleges demonstrates that 

there may once again be a litmus test regarding full acceptance of previously invisible 

identities in one specific type of American higher education. 

 For the purposes of this dissertation, the term transgender will be used to 

specifically signify gender-variant persons who have transitioned their identity to live as 

men, part-time or full-time, after being assigned the identity of female at birth, as well as 

those who prefer not to identify with any particular gender (also known as genderqueer)1. 

Because the analysis in this study focuses on the distinct implications of transgender 

                                                 
1 Although it is outside the scope of this study, it is worth noting that to date, few openly transgender women 

(that is, individuals assigned a male identity at birth who transition to live part or full-time as women) have enrolled in 
a women’s college, and their presence has not been documented as widely as male-identified transgender individuals. 
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students’ presence at women’s colleges, it can be assumed that the transgender students 

of interest in this study are those who no longer identify as female. 

  Students enrolled at women’s colleges who currently identify as transgender 

may thus consider themselves to be female-to-male transgender or transsexual, may 

identify as genderqueer, or in some cases, as with Lucas from the Transgeneration 

(Smothers, 2006) series, they may identify as fully male. Generally speaking, these 

students were female-identified at the time of matriculation, though women’s colleges do 

not generally require students to prove their sex or gender on their application for 

admission, tacitly presuming that all students interested in attending a women’s college 

identify as both female sexed and gendered.  

 Obvious complexity exists around the uses of the words ‘sex,’ ‘gender,’ and 

‘single-sex/single-gender’ education. Generally speaking, the term sex refers to the 

physiological attributes (including genitals and reproductive organs), chromosomal 

makeup, and physiognomy associated with individuals within two distinct categories, 

male and female. It is assumed to be essential and immutable in individuals, and dictates 

behavior, customs, and mores in social groups (Francoeur, 1997). Although they are often 

used interchangeably, especially in the psychological literature, the terms sex and gender 

are not synonymous. After several decades of contestation among social scientists, 

gender activists, and gender theorists, the term gender is now used both to refer to the 

ways that individuals of a particular sex enact (or transgress) the roles deemed 

appropriate to that sex through performative rituals, as well as the ways that agents and 

agencies of cultural and social power discursively prescribe and proscribe those roles 

(Butler, 1990; Califia, 1997; Unger, 1979). The term sex refers to the biological traits, 
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functions, and markers located in and on one’s body, and is often considered to be 

coherent with one’s gender as either male/man or female/woman. 

While sex is typically (but erroneously) believed to be fixed and immutable, 

gender is understood to be fluid, transactional and contextual. The term single-sex college 

denotes that all the individuals attending that college identify with one sex, either male or 

female. In every case, these colleges may also be accurately termed single-gender 

colleges because role expectations at these colleges are congruent with the sex identity of 

its students (male or female). Through language, rituals, and symbolism, women’s 

colleges routinely communicate an expectation that their students are both biologically 

and phenotypically female, and that they embrace the gender identity of female/woman. 

Transgender individuals, those who do not conform to this system of gender and 

sex assignment at birth, face oppression in American culture due to a variety of factors. 

In addition to the aforementioned rigidity of the social systems that dictate appropriate 

gender roles, transgender people have long been labeled in the psychological literature as 

having a mental disorder which leads them to be confused about their gender (Namaste, 

2000). In 1980, the American Psychiatric Association (APA) declared that individuals 

who experienced a sense of dissonance between their assigned sex and their lived/felt 

gender were mentally disordered. In the third edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders (also known as the DSM-III), Gender Identity Disorder was 

described in children as: 

… persistent and intense distress in a child about his or her assigned sex, or 

insistence that he or she is of the other sex…[and] a profound disturbance of the 

normal sense of maleness or femaleness. In addition, in a girl there is either 
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persistent marked aversion to normative feminine clothing…or persistent 

repudiation of her female anatomic characteristics. (American Psychiatric 

Association, 1980, p. 71) 

In addition to naming the type of Gender Identity Disorder occurring in childhood, the 

APA described two other categories of gender-dysphoric identity, Transsexualism 

(gender dysphoric feelings and behavior during or following puberty) and Gender 

Identity Disorder of Adolescence or Adulthood, Nontranssexual type (in which 

individuals dress and behave in a manner consistent with people of the other sex, but do 

not wish to change their primary or secondary sex characteristics) (American Psychiatric 

Association, 1980, p. 74). The manual goes on to include one final variation of gender 

identity disorder, Gender Identity Disorder Not Otherwise Specified. Appropriate 

treatment of persons exhibiting the various forms of gender identity dysphoria described 

in the DSM-III was limited to therapeutic intervention. The attitude taken in the DSM-III 

regarding medical or surgical transition was cautious at best, including a warning that 

many who undergo such treatments may adapt well at first, but often seek reversal of 

these procedures in later years (American Psychiatric Association, 1980, p. 74). 

Following the publication of the DSM-III, medical care providers with expertise  

in care of transgender people released a set of standards of care for effective treatment 

with this population, known as the Harry Benjamin Standards of Care, describing 

treatment parameters for addressing various forms of gender identity disorder. These 

included diagnostic assessment, psychotherapy, real life experience, hormone therapy, 

and surgical therapy. The Harry Benjamin International Gender Dysphoria Association, 

named after the person thought to be the “founding father of contemporary Western 
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transsexualism,” continues to produce research findings and clinical recommendations for 

the treatment of Gender Identity Dysphoria (Ekins, 2005, p.306).   

Interestingly, the psychiatric profession has thus far resisted the effort, driven by 

members of the transgender community, to embrace the use of the term transgender. In 

the most recent edition (the 4th edition, TR) of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders (DSM-IV), Gender Identity Dysphoria has become the umbrella term of 

choice used by the APA to describe what it instead considers to be “cross-gender 

individuals.” (American Psychiatric Association, 2000, p.537). In place of a broad and 

vague range of “symptoms,” four specific criteria are now used to determine if an 

individual exhibits this form of dysphoria:  

A strong and persistent cross-gender identification (not merely the a desire for any 

perceived advantages of being the other sex; Persistent discomfort with his or her 

sex or sense of inappropriateness in the gender role of that sex; The stipulation 

that the disturbance is not concurrent with a physical intersex condition, and that 

the disturbance causes clinically significant distress or impairment in social, 

occupational, or other important areas of functioning. (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2000, p. 538)  

Transgender activists have long opposed the characterization of transgender identity, 

behavior, and desired or actual physical modification as a “disorder,” and have laid blame 

on the psychiatric profession for perpetuating the stigmatization of these identities 

(Califia, 1997; Cole & Meyer, 1998; Kaveney, 1999; Wilchins, 1997). Today, a focal 

point of transgender activism is directed toward advocating for basic health insurance 

coverage for the medical and surgical treatments (including hormones and sex 
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reassignment surgery) deemed necessary by many transgender people for a sense of 

congruence between their physical bodies and their gender identities. These treatments 

have long been considered cosmetic by those who oppose their inclusion in insurance 

coverage, but in the words of the International Bill of Gender Rights, adopted in 1993 at 

the International Conference on Transgender Law and Public Policy, transgender activists 

asserted that: 

All human beings have the right to control their bodies, which includes the right 

to change their bodies cosmetically, chemically, or surgically, so as to express a 

self-defined gender identity. Therefore, individuals shall not be denied the right to 

change their bodies as a means of expressing a self-defined gender identity… 

(Feinberg, 1996, p. 173) 

While most transgender activists reject the notion that their identities are pathological, 

mental health counseling and support is a regular feature of many transgender peoples’ 

lives, especially during youth. In recent years, the experience of the individual who 

expresses a transgender identity during adolescence or early adulthood has become better 

understood, and the needs of this population have become part of the literature on 

supporting lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender youth as a whole (Devor, 2004; Mallon, 

1999; Wyss, 2004). A recent survey of 3,500 transgender people, accessed through 

soliciting responses from transgender support groups and online transgender 

communities, revealed that 86 percent of respondents who were identified as female at 

birth but now identify as female-to-male transgender said they began to question their 

gender identities before age 12, and 98% said they began to question their identity prior 

to age 19 (Beemyn & Rankin, in press).  
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Evidence for the likelihood of a premature decision to transition, and the potential 

for negative effects of early transition, appears to be inconclusive (see, e.g., Beh & 

Diamond, 2005). Psychologist Arlene Ishtar Lev, who specializes in providing therapy to 

transgender youth, reported that she does her best to knowledgeably support young 

people determined to make a transition, with the awareness that it is always possible that 

a young person will be making a mistake by undergoing extensive physical modification 

(Brune, 2007). One positive outcome of this early self-identification is that transgender 

youth are entering college in greater numbers than ever before, and often with greater 

degrees of support from families, friends, and other transgender youth. As a result of their 

increasing visibility, it is now becoming clear that this student population has needs, 

concerns, and faces developmental tasks that are unique to their identity as gender 

variant, and that these factors are worthy of study and attention by scholars of higher 

education. 

Who are Transgender College Students? 

Recent interest in the identity development and well-being of transgender college 

students in America is evident in the small but growing body of literature addressing this 

population (see, e.g., Beemyn, 2003a, 2005; Bilodeau, 2005a, 2005b, 2007; McKinney, 

2005; Pusch, 2005). Due to their increased visibility on college campuses, coupled with 

the oppressive forces of the current norms of binary gender identification, transgender 

students face numerous challenges, including threats to their safety, denial of their ability 

to self-identify in both academic and co-curricular activities, and adverse mental and 

physical health effects stemming from generalized oppression they face in the dominant 

culture (Beemyn, 2003; Bilodeau, 2005a; Mallon, 1999; Pazos, 1999). These social 
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pressures, coupled with the practices of colleges and universities that subtly or overtly 

enforce the gender binary, create stress for transgender students. In the words of one 

female-to-male transgender student at a large, coeducational state university: 

The registrar’s office practically laughed me out the door when I requested my 

name be changed on my college records…I ended up having to file papers for a 

legal name change with a lawyer…. More than one student has gotten up from 

their desk and moved when I’ve sat next to them. One day as I walked to class,  

minding my own business, a guy pointed at me and laughed out loud….. The 

stress of continually dealing with these sorts of difficulties…caught up with 

me…. My body and soul needed a break. (Rogers, 2000, pp. 17-18) 

Despite these challenges, transgender students continue to increase in number on 

American college campuses, including highly selective colleges which are both 

coeducational and single-sex institutions (Bernstein, 2004; Brune, 2007; Offman, 2005; 

Raftery, 2005; Russell, 2003). The literature detailing the challenges faced by, and the 

developmental needs of, this student population will be more thoroughly investigated in 

the literature review of this dissertation (Chapter 2). 

As Lucas notes in the opening to the Transgeneration series, having and declaring 

a transgender (male) identity is complicated in the context of the women’s college, which 

exists specifically to serve students who identify as women from birth. What factors 

contribute to the decision-making process of a student who is struggling with defining as 

female in making the choice to attend a women’s college? 
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Transgender Student Presence at Women’s Colleges 

To date, the most thoroughly documented situations involving transgender 

students at women’s colleges have taken place on the campuses of the highly selective 

women’s colleges in the Northeast known as the ‘Seven Sisters’: Of the original seven, 

only Barnard, Mount Holyoke, Smith, Bryn Mawr, and Wellesley Colleges remain 

single-sex (Vassar and Radcliffe Colleges became coeducational in the late 20th century). 

These institutions, being among the most highly endowed and historically vaunted of all 

women’s colleges, symbolize an especially tenacious legacy of women-only education 

that has survived the forced closure or coeducational transition befalling many other 

women’s colleges in the last thirty years (see, e.g., Asheburn, 2006; Closing Colleges, 

1977; Tesoriero, 2000). 

While women’s colleges have historically operated under the broad cultural 

assumption that there is a fixed, easily identifiable, and immutable form of identity 

known as ‘woman’, transgender individuals clearly problematize this notion. Post-

modern gender theorists have made a compelling case for the idea that individuals, 

through mannerisms, dress, speech, and other performative elements, constantly enact 

their given gender (or not) to a highly discretionary degree (Bornstein, 1994; Butler, 

1990; Grace, Hill, Johnson & Lewis, 2004; Hill, 2000). An individual’s behavior, gender 

presentation, and demeanor may differ dramatically from what is considered appropriate 

to the gender role of ‘female’ in the dominant culture, but if the individual identifies as 

female, she is allowed to thus deviate – within limits. A transgender individual who 

rejects the identity of ‘female’ is generally no longer considered appropriately gendered 
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in the context of a women’s college, even if their biological sex has not been altered and 

thus, biologically, the student’s sex identity continues to be female (Brune, 2007; 

Offman, 2005; Quart, 2008). This quandary reveals that the gender identity one chooses, 

as much as one’s biology and physiognomy, is considered to be as (if not more) salient to 

their appropriateness for attendance at a women’s college. Women’s colleges began as 

single-sex institutions in the 1830s because women were not allowed access to the higher 

education offered to men; Today, they remain so because of the ample evidence that 

exists to support the educational benefits of an environment focused on women (and by 

extension, absent of men).  

In episode four of the Transgeneration series (Smothers, 2006), Lucas makes a 

visit to his physician’s office to receive a prescription for his first self-administered doses 

of testosterone. As a senior majoring in neuroscience, Lucas is developing both the 

cognitive complexity and the scientific knowledge to comprehend the gravity of such a 

step: In a previous episode, we see him thoughtfully considering conflicting reports of the 

long-term effects of hormone treatments in the Smith college library. In the waiting 

room, he confesses to his trans-identified roommate Kasey (also a Smith student) that he 

is nervous; he wonders if life will be different tomorrow when he wakes up. In baggy 

jeans, a baseball cap, and a weathered flannel men’s work shirt, Lucas looks every bit the 

part of a young man, walking through the world unselfconsciously. With reference to his 

new status of taking hormone injections, Lucas exclaims, “I’m so fucking psyched!” as 

he throws his arms around Kasey (Smothers, episode three, 2006). 

The path that led a student like Lucas to decide to enroll in a women’s college, 

while transitioning to live as male, is certainly unique to his specific life history and 
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experiences, but appears to share some commonalities with other students who have 

recently made this choice. Recent news coverage of the issue of transgender identities at 

women’s colleges has brought the voices, and histories, of the students making this 

choice to the fore. Many of the transgender female-to-male or fully male-identified 

students who have gone on record in these stories have reported making a gradual 

transition to live as transgender male or simply male, from identifying as female as 

children and teens (but feeling largely out of place in this identity, eschewing activities 

common to girls as well as modes of dress). On their way to claiming a transgender 

identity, they described embracing a butch/masculine lesbian identity, while gradually 

arriving at the realization that they are not, in fact, women at all (Brune, 2007; 

Greenaway, 2001; Morais & Schreiber, 2007; Raftery, 2003). For many of these 

transgender students, being at a women’s college – and feeling a pervasive sense of 

dissonance with one’s emerging gender identity relative to the rest of the student 

community – was the final factor in deciding that a female identity no longer fits. 

For example, Isaiah Bartlett, a transgender student at Mount Holyoke featured in a 

recent Boston Globe article, was described by the reporter as making a gradual but clear 

transition to live as male, almost as soon as he arrived at the western Massachusetts 

women’s college: 

Not long after [Isaiah, previously named] Allison enrolled, in the fall of 2005, she 

(sic) shaved most of her hair into a mohawk and picked up a few pairs of boxer 

shorts. Soon she started binding her breasts with an Ace bandage every day before 

going out. After a year of struggling in school and a semester off to sort out her 

emotions, the popular 20-year-old psychology major returned to school and went 
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to a talk by fellow student Kevin Murphy. Then things began to make sense. 

Allison realized that though she was a biological woman, she wanted nothing 

more than to be a man. (Brune, 2007, p.28) 

Transgender individuals often do not have the language to describe their identity because 

none is provided within the culture at large, though they experience a pervasive and all-

encompassing inner sense of incongruity with their assigned gender. Korey, a student at 

Lesley College in Cambridge, Massachusetts, described being born as female, but said 

that he now prefers to identify as a straight male. Korey reportedly “questioned his 

female gender identity for years but didn’t find the language to describe himself until he 

saw author and transgender advocate Leslie Feinberg speak” (Greenaway, 2001, p. 4).  

 Though the phenomenon of transgender students on women’s college campuses 

has complex and potentially far-reaching implications, the newly emerging transgender 

student population has caused consternation on coeducational college campuses as well. 

Transgender students’ presence requires examination of policies, facilities, and 

administrative procedures that were designed solely for individuals who identify as the 

gender that corresponds to their physical sex. Some of the most common adaptations that 

colleges are having to address include the configuration of bathrooms in residence halls 

and classroom buildings to accommodate transgender individuals, residence hall room 

arrangements, and issues regarding the gender identity recognized on a student’s 

transcript and other official documents from the institution (Russell, 2003; Gender 

Neutral Comes to Campus, 2004).  

As will be further discussed in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, the practice of 

genderism (Bilodeau, 2005b) -- institutional bias toward the validation of and 
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enforcement of a strict male/female gender binary -- circumscribes virtually every aspect 

of American college and university life, in a system that has gone largely unquestioned 

until the advent of an activist transgender presence on campus. 

 Aside from the very pragmatic adjustments that the presence of transgender 

students on any college campus requires, some have raised the legitimate question: Why 

would a student who identifies as male, or otherwise not-female, want to attend a 

women’s college in the first place? Some of the answer appears to be attributable to the 

historic connections drawn between the shared oppression directed at women, 

gay/lesbian, and transgender people of all identities. Ben Ley, a graduate of Barnard 

College, asserted that “women’s colleges have become a place for people of the 

‘societally speaking unempowered gender.’ They have a reputation for being safer spaces 

for queer people” (Raftery, 2003, p.3). According to a news story detailing a training 

conducted by transgender advocates at Smith College in 2003, the trainers asserted that 

transgender students wish to attend Smith College for the same reason women-identified 

students do: “for safety, excellence in academics, and atmosphere” (Keefe, 2003, p. 1). 

Additionally, the trainers maintained that the women’s college was established to educate 

individuals who were discriminated against (women), and that this laudable ideal was 

now being realized through provision of education for transgender students (Keefe, 2003, 

p.2).  Making perhaps the strongest statement for not only allowing the presence of 

current transgender students at a women’s college, but indeed encouraging the inclusion 

of more transgender students, the (now defunct) Smith student organization dedicated to 

advocating for transgender issues (known as Tangent) declared on its website that: 
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Trans[gender] students are here for a variety of reasons. College in general, and in 

particular our open and diverse campus, is conducive to self-discovery. Some of 

us came here identifying as women, and found that Smith has provided the 

environment we've needed to explore, acknowledge, and come to terms with 

being transgender. Smith is a "women's college," but this requirement is placed 

only upon assigned sex, not gender identity or expression…It is our feeling that 

an institution of higher learning for people who have been at a disadvantage in the 

classroom because of their gender was Sophia Smith’s goal for Smith College. 

We therefore believe that Smith is a space not only for the women, transgender, 

and otherwise gender variant folks who already attend, but also for individuals 

who are still excluded from our community. We feel that the question(s) should 

not be, "Why are transgender students at Smith, and do they belong here?" but 

rather, "What can we do to make Smith College a safer and more supportive place 

for currently enrolled, future, and prospective transgender students? (Tangent, 

2007) 

Transgender agency, in the context of the contemporary American women’s college, 

consists of an earnest and committed desire on the part of these students to remain 

enrolled, even after transitioning one’s gender (and sometimes, sex) to live as male or 

genderqueer. While some, like the student Lucas featured in the Transgeneration series, 

wonder aloud if they should be a member of the community, others (including Lucas) 

also have taken affirmative action to assert their belonging at the women’s college, as 

well as to insist that the institution conform its policies and practices to be more trans-

inclusive in the future (Brune, 2007; Offman, 2005; Quart, 2008; Raftery, 2003; 
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Smothers, 2006; Translate Gender, 2006). Concomitantly, women’s colleges are 

struggling to determine the parameters of inclusion and exclusion regarding these 

students, weighing competing interests and attempting to forecast the implications of 

various policy decisions (Adler, 2007; Bernstein, 2004; Brune, 2007; Greenaway, 2001; 

Quart, 2008; Raftery, 2003).  

Currently, women’s colleges facing the dilemma of how to address transgender 

students have not practiced uniform or transparent methods of determining whether a 

particular transgender student is female-identified and thus welcome to remain. One 

student at a Midwestern women’s college was told he could remain enrolled if he was a 

“vagina’d individual” (Greenaway, 2001, p. 6). At many women’s colleges, including the 

five from which participants were recruited for this study, there is an implicit -- but not 

officially codified – sense that anyone who applies to the college is presumed to be 

female both in terms of their sex and gender identities. Students identifying as 

transgender at women’s colleges report being on the receiving end of everything from 

indifference to outright hostility from college administrators (Brune, 2007; Morais & 

Schreiber, 2007; Raftery, 2003).  

The few women’s college officials who have been willing to make public 

statements to date about this student population tend to be fairly non-committal both 

about the presence of these students and their institutions’ policies concerning them. 

Although the issue of transgender students at women’s colleges has garnered attention 

from the media since the year 2000, institutions have been slow to grapple with the issue 

or create any publicly available, concrete policies for addressing it. Assistant Dean 

Christopher MacDonald Dennis, speaking about transgender students at Bryn Mawr 
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College indicated that “this is an issue that we are only now beginning to talk about…We 

realize that our other sisters [the Seven Sisters Colleges] have been dealing with this, so 

we are looking to them to help us be as supportive as we can” (emphasis mine) (Brune, 

2007, p.3). This comment suggested there may, in fact, be institutional limits which 

might circumscribe transgender student presence and belonging within at least one 

women’s college. Paul Karoff, Vice President for student affairs at (formerly single-sex) 

Lesley College, posited that “a situation [transgender students at women’s colleges] like 

this is going to raise practical issues that no one has ever contemplated or dealt with 

before” (Greenaway, 2001, p.3). In a more proactive stance, at least one institution’s 

president, Judith Shapiro of Barnard College (an anthropologist who authored an early 

article on the politics of transsexual identity in 1991) sponsored an open discussion for 

students (either not covered by, or closed to, the media) on transgender issues in 2004. 

Some administrators appear to consider requests for accommodation (particularly 

for specific housing and bathroom configurations) emanating from the transgender 

community as being equivalent to ‘special treatment’ (Russell, 2003). Silence on the 

matter appears to be the operative current strategy for some institutions: Faced with 

probing questions from student reporters, at least one women’s college did not allow its 

lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender student advisor to be available for comment 

(Morais & Schreiber, 2007).  

Lucas (from the Transgeneration series) chronicled his experience with seeking 

support from Smith’s administration, and expressed great frustration at the resistance he 

encountered, including his confusion about “why they [Smith officials] are ashamed of 

me” (Smothers, 2006). In one particularly telling scene from episode five, Lucas requests 
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a meeting with Smith College Dean of Students, Maureen Mahoney. In the closing 

sequence, the viewer sees Lucas dejectedly parting ways with Mahoney, who refused to 

allow the meeting to be recorded. Lucas reports that during his meeting with Mahoney, 

she stated that the reluctance to address transgender students’ concerns at Smith wasn’t 

personal; Lucas lamented, “it’s hard for it not to be personal” (Smothers, 2006, episode 

five). This scene clearly illustrates the prevailing civility of administrators’ current 

responses to transgender students’ presence, along with these students’ dissatisfaction 

with what they perceive to be indifference. An examination of both formal policies and 

informal practices regarding the presence of transgender students at women’s colleges 

will be a component of this dissertation, and will be explicated in more detail in Chapters 

4 and 5. 

Three specific initiatives related to the emergence of transgender students on 

women’s college campuses indicate a move toward affirming these identities. In 

December of 2006, a first ever symposium entitled “Transgender Students and Women’s 

colleges: A Conversation” was held at Mount Holyoke College in South Hadley, 

Massachusetts. The day consisted of an opening keynote by Mount Holyoke’s Dean of 

Students Lee Bowie, several panel discussions, and breakout sessions that included topics 

such as legal policies and education for transgender students, the connections between 

feminism and transgender rights movements, and ways that women’s colleges can make 

it safer for transgender students to ‘come out’ as transgender. Asserting one purpose of 

the conference, Symposium coordinator and Mount Holyoke College Associate Director 

of Residential Life, Bill Boerner, stated that “the [Mount Holyoke Transgender 

Awareness] committee is attempting to create educational opportunities supporting 
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transgender awareness. We want to make changes on campus to be more supportive of 

transgender student needs" (Adler, 2007).  

Another conference held in the Northeast each year since 2004, the “Translating 

Identity” conference at the University of Vermont, explores transgender issues on college 

campuses more broadly. Karl Surkan, an academic studying the history of transgender 

students at women’s colleges since the early days of these colleges, conducted a 

workshop on “Butches and boyz at women’s colleges: Female masculinity at women’s 

colleges” at the 2005 conference. Surkan provocatively engaged the audience at this 

trans-friendly event by opening with the query: “I think the uneasy question is…do you 

think that transgender students fundamentally threaten the women’s college?” (Smothers, 

2006). 

An additional initiative resulting from the recent debut of more transgender 

students at women’s colleges is the founding of an organization dedicated to advocating 

for this community, Trans-late: (Re)writing transgender visibility on women’s colleges 

campuses (Translate Gender, 2006). This organization, spearheaded by Sarah Lawrence 

college and Smith College School of Social Work alumna Shannon Sennott and 

Wellesley College graduate Hadley Smith, is a two-fold advocacy project which: 

Addresses the specific concerns of transgender students who attend women’s 

colleges by providing training to administrators, faculty, staff, and students, [and] 

works to create a national standard for anti-discrimination policies on women’s 

college campus. (Translate Gender, 2006) 

The group has since expanded its mission to include “(re)writing access for trans and 

gender non-comforming individuals” more broadly, and now focuses on education and 
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empowerment with a more diverse range of schools and organizations. (Translate 

Gender, 2009). 

Through outreach to women’s college administrators, faculty, staff, alumnae/i and 

students, the leaders of this organization facilitate educational trainings in order to: 

Create more dialogue but especially to foment action and awareness around the 

struggle of trans and/or gender non-conforming students at women’s colleges. 

The issue is no longer about ‘will they come?’ but instead, how can women’s 

colleges become places where trans  and other gender non-conforming students 

can flourish alongside [cisgender} women and where they can feel like they 

belong? (S. Sennott, personal communication, August 22, 2008) 

The voices of transgender male and genderqueer women’s college students captured to 

date seem to be singular in their focus: Becoming a male or otherwise non-female-

gendered person is the goal, one that the individual generally feels is best enabled by 

remaining in the familiar and safe environment of their women’s college. Yet some will 

admit that making the transition to live as male/genderqueer has not been without its 

psychic and communal costs, particularly when a crucial stepping stone toward 

acknowledgment of their real identity was membership in a tight-knit community of 

lesbian women. Kevin Murphy, a transgender male who recently graduated from Mount 

Holyoke College, relayed the sense of loss he experienced after having ‘top surgery’ 

(bilateral mastectomy) and having to come to terms with the loss of being able to identify 

as a lesbian (Brune, 2007). That can also mean the loss of romantic partners, as some 

women who identify as lesbians no longer wish to be partnered with someone who does 

not identify as female (Vitello, 2006). It can also mean the de-centering of one’s identity 
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as a feminist; in the words of one transgender male named Max who transitioned in his 

early 20s: 

As I got older, I discovered feminism and, for a while, the idea that women are 

oppressed and forced to emulate male models of empowerment made me believe 

that perhaps I had just been blind. It took many years and a lot of confusion and 

pain to remember that I was never comfortable with the idea, the gut level feeling, 

of being a woman... I never fit in to the world of lesbian feminism, although I 

tried…. I was actually, in my depths, a heterosexual man. (Kotula, 2002, p. 116) 

The issue of transition from female to male thus raises larger questions not only about 

any one individual’s sex and gender, but about the borderlines of female solidarity in the 

face of gender (and sex) oppression, and the selection of strategies most expedient to 

addressing the as-yet unattained goals of feminism. Tensions have arisen among those 

who wish to demarcate -- or alternatively, expand-- the direction and goals of the feminist 

movement, and an especially fragile dividing line is currently being negotiated between 

those who see the struggles of the transgender movement and radical feminism as being 

incompatible, and those who see these struggles as complementary. 

Contested Space: Tensions Between Feminists and Transgender Rights Activists 

In 1979, sociologist Janice Raymond authored a blistering condemnation of 

transsexuality, entitled The Transsexual Empire: The Making of the She-male. In this 

text, Raymond dismissed the reality of transsexual identity, claiming that women who 

transition to live as men are unwittingly adopting the masculinist values of the dominant 

culture, while rejecting their true identities in favor of a culturally-approved male 

appearance and identity (Raymond, 1979). Raymond goes on to say that: 
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Women may become constructed men to attain what is perceived as male creative 

energy and power, patriarchy having deceived women into believing that 

maleness is necessary for real creativity and power…female to male transsexuals 

have been forced to underestimate their own power and creativity and are not in 

touch with their own female energy source. Female to constructed male 

transsexuals divest themselves of the last traces of female identification. Their 

collusion crosses a critical boundary, from which there is little hope of return. 

They are truly the “lost women” to other women. (Raymond, xxiii-xxv) 

While tensions likely simmered long before the publication of The Transsexual Empire, 

the text is considered to be the opening salvo in the ideological battle between feminists, 

particularly radical feminists, and the transsexual community (Stryker & Whittle, 2006). 

It framed the terms of the debate in a way that allowed little room for transgender and 

transssexual agency with respect to claiming a connection to feminism. As noted by 

Heyes (2003): 

 Raymond’s work on transsexuality thus emerges from a paradigm in  

 which dissociation from men and masculinity, combined with self-definition  

 and control of women’s identity, are prime political values. The Transsexual  

 Empire ([1979] 1994) has become the archetypal articulation of radical  

feminist hostility to transsexuality and has had a persistent influence on feminist 

perceptions of transgender. (p. 1099) 

Among the specificities of this battle, one which is directly relevant to this dissertation is 

the tension that has been historically created by transgender and transsexual claims to 

enter what has been termed (and actualized as) women-only space. Women-only spaces 
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became commonly argued for and established in the second wave of feminism in the 

1970s, as a result of increased recognition of the relentless and stultifying effects of 

female subordination by males – including compromised self-concept, generalized 

disempowerment, and the ever-looming specter of physical and sexual violence (Echols, 

1989). The solution proposed by feminist theorists, such as Marilyn Frye, was to enact 

not only a psychic but a physical separation: 

… from men and from institutions, relationships, roles, and activities that are 

male-defined, male-dominated, and operating for the benefit of males and the 

maintenance of male privilege -- this separation being initiated or maintained at 

will by women. (Frye, cited in Tong, 1992, p.125)  

Woman-only spaces became, for many of this era, not only a political refuge, but a place 

to rebuild one’s individual agency and collective power. They also became a site of 

conflict, as the boundaries of who was allowed and disallowed became almost 

immediately problematic. This signaled the vexing irony of movements fueled by identity 

politics: Considerable energy must be invested in determining who belongs, and who (by 

definition) does not (Gamson, 2001). Transgender people -- whether identifying as male, 

female, both, or neither – have sought to disrupt categories of identity presumed to be 

immutable, and by extension, some have asserted belonging in spaces previously 

delimited as ‘woman-only’ (Johnson, 2005). 

One example of recently contested woman-only space that has undergone 

challenges by transgender activists is the annual Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival 

(hereafter, “the MWMF”). Each year, approximately 5,000 women attend this five-day 

festival which features musical performances, interactive workshops, and other 



   

 45

opportunities for activist dialogue around issues of women’s oppression (Michigan 

Womyn’s Music Festival, 2008). The MWMF takes place on 650 acres of land in rural 

Michigan; All who attend live on what is termed ‘the land’ for the entirety of the festival, 

sleeping in tents and eating, showering, and living communally. In recent years, the 

MWMF has been in the center of a debate about the parameters of inclusion and 

exclusion in women-only space. Bonnie Morris (2005) describes the stakes of this debate 

as follows: 

The debate over who constitutes the physical embodiment of womanhood has, 

regrettably, begun to poison the reputation of what [the MWMF] has contributed 

and accomplished….This rejection of the male-female binary has also raged 

through academia, threatening the future of women’s studies itself…there is 

certainly no consensus on the category woman. (p. 6) 

This lack of consensus has led to disparate efforts to achieve equilibrium at the festival. 

Transgender activists, protesting the ejection of a post-operative male-to-female 

transsexual in 1993, established what has come to be known as ‘Camp Trans’ (a site for 

transgender and allied activists) outside the festival gates in 1994 (Califia, 1997). Each 

year, through passive protest, dialogue, and direct action strategies, transgender activists 

of all identities have pushed the organizers of the festival to allow transgender people, 

entry into the festival. While the focus of the activist energy largely lay with the 

insistence that women who had been born male but had transitioned their sex and/or 

gender to live as female should be allowed to attend the MWMF, individuals born female 

but who had transitioned to live as male have also asserted their right to attend the 

festival without censure (Feinberg, 1996). Despite this activism, the festival’s organizers 
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have continuously denied visibility to transgender activists within the festival gates 

proper, citing that the MWMF: 

Is and always has been an event for womyn, and this continues to be defined as 

womyn-born womyn. We respect everyone’s right to define themselves (sic) as 

they wish….we mean only to define who this event is for. We hold dearly our 

right to make this determination and in the same regard we believe that it is the 

right of every other womyn’s institution and community to define these issues 

depending on their own particular needs and concerns (Vogel & Price, 1992). 

Each year, as the members of the Camp Trans community continue to resist the policy, 

MWMF organizer Lisa Vogel and others continue to both engage in dialogue with these 

resisters, as well as to refine the language used to explicate the festival’s still-

exclusionary policy. In a 2001 press release, Vogel maintained: 

The Michigan Womyn's Music Festival remains clear and firm in our 

commitment to maintain the Festival as womyn-born womyn space. At the same 

time, we stand as allies with the trans community and refuse to be forced into 

false dichotomies that equate being pro-womyn-born womyn space with being 

anti-trans[gender] (Another World, 2001, page 4).  

The MWMF, and the contestation of its inclusion/exclusion policies, is illustrative of the 

tensions that arise when feminist arguments for women-only space are challenged at their 

very foundation. In a similar fashion, the debate about the appropriateness of transgender 

students at women’s colleges engages these differently-situated communities in dialogue 

about what it means to be female. Women’s colleges share some similarities with, and 

some differences from, a woman-only space like the MWMF, and thus may be 
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considered quasi-women-only-spaces. American women’s colleges were not founded as 

politicized separatist spaces; they were founded because in the mid 19th century, all 

avenues to a higher education were explicitly exclusionary of women. While 

contemporary women’s colleges are not rigidly ‘women-only’ in their daily operations 

(since many admit male graduate students, and each college also employs male faculty 

and staff), they maintain a distinct focus on the female experience, and the cultivation of 

women’s intellectual capacity and leadership potential (Women’s College Coalition, 

n.d.).  

While women’s colleges themselves promote a defining narrative that is more 

female-focused than female-separatist, feminist scholars and activists have argued 

coherently for single-sex education as a separatist endeavor, asserting that in the context 

of the current educational system, “the power relations of domination and subordination 

between the two sexes -- characteristic of patriarchal society -- is reproduced within co-

education” (Sarah, Scott, & Spender, cited in Leathwood, 2004, p. 452). Far from 

considering their presence in feminist spaces to be constitutive of this form of patriarchal 

subordination, transgender theorists have meaningfully argued that it is possible (and in 

fact, necessary) to be both transgender-positive and feminist (Bornstein, 1994; Feinberg, 

1999; Green, 2006; Whittle, 2006). They have argued also for the space to be made for 

transgender and feminist issues to coalesce, noting that "mutual recognition and 

collaboration might prove a more theoretically productive and politically effective 

philosophy" (Johnson, 2005, p.38).  

While the primary goal of this dissertation is to increase understanding of the 

perceptions of women’s college student affairs administrators regarding the presence of 
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transgender students, in turn shedding light on the question of whether, and under what 

circumstances, transgender students belong at women’s college, a secondary focus lies in 

further defining the contours of the chasm between cisgender-dominated feminism 

(particularly the form of  feminism which maintains the value of separatism) and 

movements for transgender rights. While I began this dissertation undecided on the issue 

of whether transgender students do or do not belong at women’s colleges, the evidence is 

clear that both women and transgender individuals of all identities bear the weight of 

gender-based oppression. In the quest for better understanding, I conducted this study 

toward the mutually beneficial goal of expanding the range of political strategies 

available to cisgender women, transgender individuals, and allied men in our collective 

efforts to resist and subvert patriarchal domination. 

Rationale for This Study 

The rationale for this study is three-fold. While women’s colleges have been in 

existence for almost two centuries, and although historical records indicate that they have 

employed professional administrators for at least the last 150 years (Nidiffer & Bashaw, 

2001), there has not been a single study to date conducted assessing any aspect of 

women’s college student affairs administrators’ professional identities, values, and 

practices. This study will thus seek to establish a baseline of information regarding the 

ways in which women’s college student affairs administrators conceptualize their roles, 

understand and negotiate the intricacies of their relationships with both cisgender female 

and transgender students, and reveal the extent to which their professional practice is, or 

is not, characterized by the espousal of feminism. Examining professional ethos through 

the filter of a controversial current issue, it was my hope that this study will give voice to 
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the lived experience and professional identities of a meaningful sample of administrators 

who are supporting the advancement of women’s student development in higher 

education, in its increasingly rare single-sex milieu. 

Secondly, while ample narrative evidence of the experiences of transgender 

students at both women’s colleges and coeducational institutions has been documented in 

the popular press (Bernstein, 2004; Brune, 2007; Greenaway, 2001; Morais & Schreiber, 

2007; Offman, 2005; Quart, 2008; Raftery, 2003; Smothers, 2006) and in academic 

literature (Bilodeau, 2005a; Devor, 2004; McKinney, 2005; Pusch, 2005), there are no 

comprehensive studies to date detailing the perceptions of those who wield some forms 

of decision-making power within women’s colleges around the issue of gender inclusion 

and exclusion, namely, student affairs administrators. By virtue of their role as both 

developers and enforcers of institutional policy and practice, the perspectives of these 

administrators (and the ways these perceptions are, or are not, manifested as feminist 

student affairs practice) is crucial to understanding the parameters of the debate around 

transgender student inclusion/exclusion.  

Finally, this study seeks to augment the existing literature that informs how higher 

education environments can best adapt to the needs and concerns of an emerging sub-

population of students, those who identify as transgender. The literature to date, more 

thoroughly examined in chapter two of this dissertation, details the significant awareness 

gleaned in the last decade regarding the challenges faced by transgender college students. 

Through analysis of the perceptions of student affairs administrators regarding these 

students, and by revealing possible linkages between these perceptions and feminist 

student affairs practice (and how this practice informs the development and execution of 
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institutional policy), the data in this study will ideally inform the ongoing quest to create 

higher education environments which can support transgender students more effectively.  

Study Overview 

Qualitative research methods have offered an important vehicle through which to 

examine complex issues of identity, rights, and belonging in educational environments 

(Bogden & Biklen, 1998). In order to examine the perceptions of women’s college 

student affairs administrators regarding the presence of transgender students, I recruited 

(by email and regular mail) study participants from five highly selective women’s 

colleges,  all of which have publicly grappled with the issue of transgender students 

enrolled at their institution, as evidenced by coverage in local news sources (Bernstein, 

2004; Brune, 2007; Greenaway, 2001; Morais & Schreiber, 2007; Offman, 2005; Quart, 

2008; Raftery, 2003; Translate Gender, 2006; Vitello, 2006) as well as in online message 

boards developed for exchange of information about transgender college students 

concerns and needs. 

By conducting in-depth, semi-structured interviews (Creswell, 2009), and by 

adopting a phenomenological frame of analysis, I engaged 31 participants in discussions 

of their perceptions of the presence of transgender students on their campuses, as well as 

about their professional identities, including the extent to which they consider their work 

to be feminist in nature. I asked them also to describe their perceptions of the recent 

influx of transgender students on their campus, and the impact of the presence of these 

students, as well as to define their roles in working with them. Participation was limited 

to current student affairs administrators at one of five selected institutions, who possess a 

minimum of a master’s degree in student affairs administration in higher education, 
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counseling, social justice education, or student development, and who have at least one 

year of professional experience in their current (or another) women’s college 

environment2. All participants were compensated for their time, and were assured of 

confidentiality in the interview process, as each recorded interview was transcribed with 

pseudonyms attached.                   

Utilizing a phenomenological approach (Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994), I 

analyzed the data yielded by answers to three broad questions posed, designed to elicit 

the parameters of lived experience with transgender students and their presence on the 

women’s college campus. To this end, I posed the following to all participants in this 

study:  

1) What experiences have you had regarding transgender students in your women’s 
college environment?  

2) How have you, and/or your institution, responded to their presence? 
3) By your own definition, is this women’s college a feminist institution? Do you 

identify as a feminist? Please explain.    
 
Additionally, I asked follow-up questions designed to elicit deeper responses to 

these queries, depending on the nature of the initial responses. I then analyzed the content 

of these responses, in an attempt to identify the shared essence of the experiences 

contained within and among the responses (Moustakas, 1994). After conducting 

interviews with 31 participants, I determined that I had reached saturation, which was 

signaled by redundancy of responses (Creswell, 2009).  Prior to conducting interviews on 

each of the five women’s college campuses, I gathered important background information 

about the institution’s response to transgender student presence by conducting a thorough 

review content analysis of relevant policy documents, student newspaper and alumnae 

                                                 
2 As described further in Chapter Three, I made exceptions for inclusion of the perspectives of four 
participants who did not meet these criteria either based on degree attainment or length of service at a 
women’s college. 
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newsletter articles, fliers, websites, and advertisements, and other artifacts related to the 

presence of transgender students on the women’s college campus. Triangulation was 

achieved by conducting member-checking with participants, in order to confirm or 

disconfirm theoretical propositions. Intercoder agreement was also established to gauge 

accuracy of coding categories, themes, and patterns derived from the data. 

 In utilizing a phenomenological approach, I mined the data to hone an 

understanding of the relationship of student affairs practitioners at women’s colleges to 

the presence of transgender students, as well as to a professional feminist identity and 

practice (Santovec, 2007). Because there are no existing qualitative studies of women’s 

college student affairs administrators, the issue of transgender student presence served as 

the phenomenon of interest that elucidated the ways that women’s college student affairs 

administrators conceptualize their professional identities. This approach, gauging 

participants’ perceptions through a central phenomenon, has been documented as an 

effective means of understanding the ways that student affairs professionals make sense 

of their experiences, particularly when little is known about a phenomenon (Brown, 

Steven, Troiano, & Schneider, 2002). 

 An initial pilot study, approved on January 23, 2008 by the Boston College 

Institutional Review Board, served as the platform for testing questions and approach. 

This pilot study was conducted with four administrators at a local women’s college. This 

pilot enabled me to fine-tune my study questions, selecting those which elicited the most 

meaningful data relevant to my questions of interest. It is from this pilot that I narrowed 

my questions to the three main inquiries coupled with additional follow-up questions 

depending on the nature of the responses. 
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Taking a phenomenological approach with data gleaned with a purposeful sample 

of women’s college administrators enabled me to carefully analyze the particularities of 

the questions raised by the phenomenon of transgender students’ presence, and I used this 

platform to open up a new form of feminist inquiry, one that seeks to better understand 

feminist practice through the lens of feminism’s ideological and practical relationship to 

transgender agency. Essentially, this inquiry is postmodern in its underpinnings: What 

does it mean that these students are asserting their rights to be enrolled at a women’s 

college, and how does doing so potentially destabilize the fixed nature of the term, 

‘woman’?  How might the destabilization of the term ‘woman’ have implications for 

student affairs practice, particularly that which may be described as feminist? Through 

contemplating the contours of this phenomenon, I sought to answer the query that is at 

the heart of this dilemma: “Can feminist student affairs practice coexist with transgender 

student agency at women’s colleges?”
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

Examining the ways that college student affairs administrators at women’s 

colleges perceive the presence of transgender students on their campuses, and how these 

perceptions inform both practice and policy, requires consideration of four distinct bodies 

of literature, addressing women’s college outcomes, transgender college students, the 

history and ideological foundations of student affairs practice, and the literature 

investigating the role of social justice theory and practice in higher education student 

affairs.  

Women’s college outcomes research contributes to our understanding of the 

nature and ethos of these institutions, founded as they were with implicitly, if not 

explicitly, feminist aims. These data demonstrate that these institutions have proven 

themselves to be highly adaptable to changes in students’ goals for pursuing post-

secondary education as well as to shifts in cultural mores regarding education for women. 

Since their founding in the mid-19th century, American colleges for women have become 

lightning rods for ongoing debates about women’s rightful place in academia, and this 

literature lends insight into their resilience as well as their fragility, as an average of 5 

women’s colleges have closed or become coeducational annually for the last twenty years 

(Salomone, 2007).  

A more recent body of literature spanning less than two decades documents what 

we understand to date about transgender students’ emerging identity formation processes, 

the challenges these students face in higher education, and the ways that college student 
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affairs administrators create conditions that are either supportive or, or inhibitive of, 

transgender student agency and visibility. Often subsumed under the broad heading of 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) issues, it is only in the last five years that 

we have access to a more complex and accurate understanding of transgender students’ 

needs and concerns, thanks to a recent inundation of literature (Beemyn, 2003a, 2003b; 

2005; Beemyn, Curtis, Davis, & Tubbs, 2005; Beemyn, Domingue, Pettit $ Smith, 2005; 

Bilodeau, 2005a, 2005b; McKinney, 2005; Pusch, 2005). 

Higher education student affairs, as a profession, has set out specific goals and 

values that are well-documented in the professional practice literature, including attention 

to development of the whole student, an appreciation for diversity (including difference 

of sexual orientation and gender identity), and support for the education-based liberation 

of oppressed groups. This literature is instrumental to understanding the points of tension 

between the nurturance and growth typically fomented by student affairs practitioners, 

and the ambivalence some may experience as they encounter dissonant gender identities 

in the context of the women’s college. 

Finally, the research addressing the ways that social justice ideologies connect to 

student affairs practice provides insight about the ways that perception, practice, and 

policy might evolve in an environment dedicated to the advancement of an oppressed 

group (women), and raises new questions about whether, and how, principled student 

affairs practitioners can productively adapt to the presence of transgender students at a 

women’s college. The environmental milieu of the women’s college, the discursive 

identity formation of transgender students in relationship to the institution and to its 

personnel, and the nature of the ideological frameworks informing student affairs 



   

 56

administrators’ perceptions of transgender students on their campuses converge to usher 

in a dilemma: The extent to which a women-centered educational environment can 

meaningfully incorporate students who, though they may not be perceived to be ‘men’ in 

the traditional sense of the word, are also decidedly not women. 

Women’s College Outcomes 

As has been delineated in chapter 1, women’s colleges have followed a circuitous 

path of invention and reinvention from their founding in the mid-19th century to the 

present day, a history which has been both shaped by the prevailing gender norms for 

women of each successive era, as well as serving as a catalyst in the shifting of those 

norms. In order to understand what is at stake as these colleges are once again -- with the 

advent of openly transgender students in their student bodies -- called upon to adapt to 

changing gender roles in society, it is important to understand what women’s colleges, 

historically and in the present day, have made possible for their students in way of 

educational outcomes. What makes attendance at a women’s college, where the explicit 

focus is on the growth and development of women, a uniquely empowering experience, 

and to what extent might those outcomes depend upon the absence of men? The answers 

are central to understanding why the presence of ‘other gendered’ students may be 

considered disruptive to the order and purpose of women’s colleges. 

 The collection and analysis of data detailing the positive effects of attendance at a 

women’s college began in the late 1970s, around the time that these institutions began 

vying for the attention of women who had more choices than ever to attend coeducational 

schools (Solomon, 1985). Until that time, few studies of their outcomes existed, and most 

were culled from historical accounts and records of the lives of women students, along 
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with survey data about the post-college choices of women who had graduated from these 

institutions (Gordon, 1975; Griffin, 1979; Husbands, 1972; Mead, 1949). Studying 

outcomes exhibited by students at women’s colleges increased with the advent of the 

second wave of American feminism in the 1970s, as literally all aspects of American 

women’s lives, including educational opportunity and experience, were being examined 

in depth. Women’s colleges, historically, have offered women an education that is 

focused on combating the educational effects of sexism, including lower educational 

attainment, persistence to graduation and attainment of professional degrees (including 

the PhD), and lifetime lower income and status (Horowitz, 1993; Miller-Bernal, 1993). 

As a result of the uniquely women-centered approach of women’s colleges, we now 

know that women’s college students (and later, alumnae) experience many positive 

effects. 

During their time in college, students at women’s colleges benefit from several 

important predictors of persistence and success. Researchers have documented, for 

example, that women’s college students report a higher sense of self-esteem and 

enhanced self-concept relative to their peers at coeducational institutions (Kim, 2001; 

Miller-Bernal, 1989; Miller-Bernal, 1993; Monaco & Gaier, 1992). In their paths to 

adulthood, participation in a female-focused educational environment appears to have 

lasting effect on a young woman’s ability to articulate and pursue her goals, and to feel a 

sense of confidence in undertaking challenges. Students at women’s colleges have 

reported a higher likelihood of undertaking a leadership role during their time on campus 

than women at coeducational colleges (Kim & Alvarez, 1995; Whitt, 1994), as well as 
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generally exhibiting greater involvement in co-curricular activities (Astin, 1992; Kinzie, 

et al., 2007). 

Academic engagement appears to be optimal for women at women’s colleges 

also, as overall, students at women’s colleges report having more contact with faculty, 

greater access to influential pre-professional experiences, and overall higher satisfaction 

with the academic aspects of their experience than women at coed colleges (Astin, 1992; 

Kim & Alvarez, 1995; Kim, 2001; Miller-Bernal, 1993; Miller-Bernal, 2006; Tidball, et 

al., 1998). In fact, during their time in college, women at women’s colleges report greater 

satisfaction with every aspect of the college experience -- including academic 

engagement, pre-professional preparation, and leadership development experiences -- 

except for the quality of their social lives (Astin, 1992; Kinzie, et al., 2007; Smith, 1990).  

Social life is certainly an important, but not isolated or definitive, factor in student 

satisfaction at women’s colleges. A study conducted by Daryl Smith, Diane Morrison, 

and Lisa Wolf (1995) found that students at women’s colleges are more likely than 

women at coeducational colleges to feel their institution cares about them and their 

learning, cares more about civic involvement, and cares more about multicultural 

diversity. Importantly, they found also that the institution’s demonstrated concern for 

student development appears to mediate the lower level of social satisfaction found at 

these colleges. When they perceive their institution cares about them, women’s college 

students experience a lessened impact of their less-satisfactory social life, and rate their 

overall educational experience more highly. 

Research to date suggests that attendance at a women’s college definitively 

enables women to achieve important educational outcomes in their life after college as 
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well, such as greater graduate and professional degree attainment (Fuller, 1986; 

Harwarth, et al., 1997; Tidball, et al. 1998). Especially notable are data suggesting that 

women graduating from women’s colleges achieve higher percentages of attainment of 

baccalaureate, graduate, and professional degrees in fields such as science, math, 

medicine, and engineering, which are typically dominated by men (Astin, 1992; Carnegie 

Commission, 1973; Fuller, 1986; Tidball, 1985, 1986).   

One area of differential achievement inconsistently noted in the literature is the 

contested notion that graduates of women’s colleges exhibit greater levels of lifetime 

career achievement relative to women at coeducational institutions. An example of a 

research line which supports this claim is the extensive work of M. Elizabeth Tidball 

(1973; 1980; 1985; 1986), spanning 25 years of research in women’s college outcomes, 

that documented repeatedly that women graduating from women’s colleges were twice as 

likely to earn inclusion in Who’s Who Among American Women (hereafter, WWAAW) 

than women who had attended coeducational colleges. Five years after Tidball’s original 

study, Oates & Williamson (1978) took exception with her findings, asserting that 

WWAAW painted an incomplete picture of the characteristics of high achieving women, 

and that Tidball did not adequately control for highly influential pre-college 

characteristics such as socioeconomic status, parents’ educational level, and GPA/SAT 

scores (all of which they asserted explain the fact of the highly disproportionate number 

of women in the WWAAW achiever pool who had graduated from one of the Seven Sister 

colleges, understood to be the women’s college equivalent of the Ivy League in this era). 

Oates & Williamson (1978) further posited that it was essential to study women who had 

achieved according to a male-inclusive definition of success, and that the relative paucity 
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of women from non-Seven Sisters colleges in the achiever pool sampled by Tidball 

suggested that there were a set of factors leading these women to choose Seven Sister 

colleges, all of which were probably equally important in their ascendance to achiever 

status.  

The interest in whether, and to what extent, the confluence of pre-college 

characteristics combined with the specific advantages of enrolling in a small, elite liberal 

arts college was really driving the observed career attainment outcomes of attending a 

women’s college was revisited in a later study by Stoecker & Pascarella (1991), who 

utilized a large data set from the national CIRP (Cooperative Institutional Research 

Program) to study this possibility more closely. Through the development of a 

sophisticated causal model, these researchers found that “when controls were made for 

women’s background characteristics, pre-college aspirations, other institutional 

characteristics, college academic and social experiences, and marital status, institutional 

gender had only non-significant and trivial impacts on women’s post-college educational, 

occupational, and economic attainments” (Stoecker & Pascarella, 1991, p. 400). The 

implication of this research is that women’s college graduates did indeed experience 

many positive outcomes that currently are, and in the future would be, more achievable as 

greater numbers of talented women chose (and were granted acceptance to) elite, 

coeducational small colleges. 

A more recent replication of Tidball’s original study yielded a similar finding: 

Women attending women’s colleges -- notably, women of European American, African 

American, and Latina backgrounds -- are about twice as likely as women graduating from 
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coeducational colleges to earn a doctorate as well as to be included in “Who’s Who 

Among American Women” (Wolf-Wendel, 1998). 

Despite some dispute among researchers regarding the most salient metric by 

which to measure women’s college graduates’ career success, the balance of evidence to 

date suggests that it is relatively conclusive that women who attend women’s colleges 

enjoy greater satisfaction with college, experience greater academic and co-curricular 

engagement, and more significant educational post-college outcomes than their female 

counterparts at most, but especially large and less liberal-arts focused, coeducational 

colleges and universities. What is less clear in the available data to date is a definitive 

answer as to why this may be the case.  

Rice & Hemmings (1988), for example, argued that there are differential 

characteristics that influence a young woman in her choice of a women’s college, 

including self-motivation toward educational success and non-traditional career 

aspirations, and that these differences account for the higher degrees of success and 

satisfaction experienced by women at women’s colleges. Rice & Hemmings (1988) also 

posited that in addition to having an increased number of women faculty, a factor they 

posited to be a factor in women’s college students’ differential achievement levels, 

women’s colleges offer a more caring, nurturing environment – a “supportive garden” in 

which women can grow and flourish (p. 557).  

Tidball (1973, 1980, 1985, 1986) attributed the greater degree of career success 

experienced by women graduates of women’s colleges to be directly related to the 

presence of strong role models, principally, the faculty. Tidball noted that at women’s 

colleges, the proportion of women faculty was twice and in some cases three times the 
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proportion at coeducational institutions, and argued that  “high aspirations are held for 

these students by adult women who themselves exemplify achievement” (1980, p. 517). 

The optimal gender specificity of role models has not been conclusively determined; 

some studies dispute the fact that same-gender matching is necessarily a factor in 

successful role model/student relationships (Husbands, 1972; Wohlford, Lochman, & 

Barry, 2004), and that in at least some cases, women at single sex-colleges who choose 

male faculty role models demonstrate greater educational and career attainment outcomes 

(Erkut & Mokros, 1984). Kim and Alvarez (1995), examining the connections between 

women’s college benefits and number of women faculty, found no statistically significant 

correlation between the number of women teaching at a women’s college and the degree 

of self-reported academic success attained by students. 

While it may be subtly implied in the work of many researchers studying factors 

in women’s college outcomes, only two researchers connected the advantageous 

differences experienced by women at women’s colleges explicitly to the physical absence 

of male students. Leslie Miller-Bernal (1993) asserted that “it appears that without the 

presence of male students, women students are able to take their studies more seriously” 

(p. 371). Astin (1992), in his revision of the conclusive literature to date on the most 

meaningful college factors related to students success,  noted that "women are much 

more likely to be verbally aggressive and seek positions of leadership if they are not in 

the presence of men; Men seem to deter women's assertiveness during the undergraduate 

years" (p. 233). While other researchers imply that college environments where women 

are in the majority are beneficial for women, most attribute to positive outcomes to a 

focus on women rather than on male absence per se. 
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And yet, male absence does appear to matter in terms of the ways that classroom 

behavior and pedagogical approaches impact women students. Two landmark reports in 

particular document the ways that classroom behaviors of both teachers and students, 

from pre-kindergarten through graduate school, demonstrate a common and consistent set 

of educational practices that disadvantage girls’ learning in favor of boys. In The 

Classroom Climate: A Chilly One for Women?, Hall & Sandler (1982) described both 

overt and subtle classroom behaviors by instructors that favored male students, including 

making negative comments about women, ridiculing scholarship about women, ignoring 

women’s comments and contributions, and making direct sexual overtures to female 

students. Subsequent research on the existence of the chilly climate has yielded 

inconclusive results, with some definitive findings of gender-based educational 

discrimination (Allen & Madden, 2003; Kelly & Torres, 2006; Pascarella, et al., 1997); 

others found less compelling evidence or no evidence at all for Hall & Sandler’s claims 

(Constantinople, Cornelius, & Gray, 1988; Drew & Work, 1990).  

In order to address Hall & Sandler’s assertions in a more methodologically 

rigorous way, Myra and David Sadker (1994), through coding and analysis of literally 

thousands of hours of classroom observations and other ethnographic data, were able to 

document the concrete reasons that girls begin to fall behind in math and science 

preparation in middle and high school, through lack of encouragement, mentorship, and 

restrictive gender role enforcement by teachers. Their work also documented the complex 

reactions – typically surprise, then denial -- that teachers have when confronted with 

evidence of their behavior, signaling that sexist classroom behavior is both unconscious 

and deeply embedded in educators’ psyches.  
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While at their founding, 19th century women’s colleges created all-female 

classrooms for very different reasons -- the social mores of the time dictated a different, 

less intellectually demanding type of education for girls and women – the data gathered 

in the 20th century supporting the benefits of all-female classrooms for women is 

regularly used by women’s colleges to heighten their appeal with prospective students 

and to promote their unique institutional offerings (The Burning Questions, n.d.; Why a 

Women’s College?, n.d.; Why is Smith a Women’s College? n.d). Addressing subtly or 

overtly discriminatory behaviors through intentionally maintaining all-female, or at least 

majority-female classrooms (as some women’s colleges, including all five institutions 

from which participants were recruited for this study, allow men from other nearby 

colleges to enroll in particular courses) demonstrates that women’s colleges today stand 

by their claim of offering a more optimal academic experience for women (Women’s 

College Coalition, n.d.). 

Summarizing the outcomes studies to date, Riordan (1994) made a major 

contribution to the discourse on the differential effects of women’s colleges by 

conducting a meta-analysis and identifying the ten proposed sources of women’s college 

advantages for students. Riordan found that women’s colleges offer 1) Diminished 

strength of youth culture values; 2) Greater degrees of order and control; 3) Provision of 

more successful role models; 4) Reduction of sex differences in curriculum opportunities; 

5) Reduction of sex bias in teacher-student interaction; 6) Reduction of sex stereotypes in 

peer interaction; 7) Provision of a greater number of leadership opportunities; 8) 

Emphasis on women’s colleges as a pro-academic parent/student choice; 9) Possible 

provision of special programs for women, and 10) Accommodations to gender 
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differences in learning (Riordan, 1994). Given this wide variety of possible reasons for 

their advantages, Riordan postulated that attendance at a women’s college, even for one 

year, would have a positive impact on the experiences of women, even if they transferred 

to a coeducational college to complete their degree. Analyzing thus not only women’s 

college graduates, but also women who had transferred away from these colleges,                      

Riordan found that every year at a women’s college increases a woman’s human capital 

(defined as educational and occupational attainment as well as income) return on 

investment. By way of example of this, one particular highly selective women’s college, 

Wellesley College, boasts the highest number of alumnae who have served as high-

ranking government officials and as CEOs of Fortune 500 companies of any college or 

university in America (Dobryzynski, 1995).  

Women’s college outcomes research has thus documented what proponents of 

women’s colleges have long heralded about these institutions, claiming that women who 

attend them achieve more academically, attain greater degrees of success in their post-

college careers, and are more satisfied with most aspects of their college experience than 

women who attend coeducational institutions. One area of indeterminate impact is the 

extent to which post-college success is more strongly correlated with attendance at a 

highly selective women’s college, such as one of the remaining four of the Seven Sisters 

institutions (Bryn Mawr, Mount Holyoke, Smith, and Wellesley Colleges), and the extent 

to which heightened student engagement for women’s college students may be a greater 

factor at less selective institutions (as currently, very few highly selective women’s 

colleges participate in the National Survey of Student Engagement) (Kinzie, personal 

communication at ACPA conference, 2007).  
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The direct causal factors attributed to women’s college student success are varied, 

and include both the pre-college characteristics of the women who attend these 

institutions as well as the institutions’ both intentional and accidental qualities and 

opportunities. Overall, the research to date makes a compelling case for the preservation 

of women’s colleges insofar as these institutions appear to provide greater educational 

outcomes for women. At the same time, the absence of research on in what ways, and to 

what degree, men’s presence on campus and in the classroom mediates the benefits of 

these educational environments for women suggest it is not clear what effect transgender 

students’ presence may have on women’s experience at women’s colleges, and thus begs 

more study. The questions that will be addressed in my dissertation are intended to 

elucidate to what extent the presence of non-female-identified students is perceived to be 

a distraction or detriment to women’s colleges’ historic focus on women’s educational 

engagement and post-college attainment. 

Transgender Students: Issues and Challenges 

“I was too timid to say anything when you took attendance last week,” I 

stammered, “but I’d like to go by a different name than the one on the class list.” 

God, what would he say? I felt as though I were about to step off a cliff. I wasn’t 

just changing my name; I was taking the first step toward living and moving in 

the world as a whole person… (Rogers, 2000, p. 12) 

Although it was once a place where non-normative sexual orientations and gender 

identities were hidden and censured, the landscape of American higher education in the 

21st century has become undoubtedly redefined by the presence of students, faculty, and 

staff who openly identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (hereafter, LGBT). In 
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the last decade, greater tolerance and openness has also grown for the presence of 

students who express their gender non-normatively, identifying as transgender, 

transsexual, genderqueer, or otherwise gender-variant. As has been described in chapter 

one, the term transgender has been used as an umbrella signifier for the wide range of 

gender identities that do not fall into the traditionally utilized ‘male’ or ‘female’ binary 

system.  Though it is not known exactly how many of the nearly 18 million students 

enrolled in colleges and universities in America today identify as transgender, the recent 

spate of popular press articles, research studies, and even a television series focusing on 

transgender college students suggests their numbers, and visibility, has rapidly increased 

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

Domingue, Pettitt & Smith, 2005; Bilodeau 2005a; Bilodeau, 2005b; Brune, 2007; 

Offman, 2005; Pusch, 2005; Quart, 2008; Smothers, 2006). 

What is contributing to this recent influx of transgender students on American 

college campuses? Two specific factors are at play in the answer. First, the recent 

emergence of a visible and vocal transgender rights movement, acting at times in concert 

with and at times separate from the well-established gay and lesbian rights movement, 

has made it more possible for young transgender people to recognize their identity at a 

younger age (Bornstein, 1994; Califia, 1997; Feinberg, 1996, 1999; Namaste, 2000; 

Wilchins, 1997). Additionally, analysis of the relevant literature has demonstrated that 

late adolescence, and in particular the college years, are a time when many students 

experiment with their gender identity and expression, and thus is a likely period for the 

emergence of a fledgling transgender identity (Beemyn, 2003a; Beemyn, Curtis, Davis & 

Tubbs, 2005; Devor, 2004; Mallon, 1999). 
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As the quote beginning this section illustrates, the college years are a time fraught 

with situations that are both liberating and anxiety-provoking for transgender students. As 

a result of many years of socially-imposed invisibility and silencing of transgender youth, 

the higher education student affairs literature is just beginning to document the unique 

developmental paths, concerns, and challenges faced by these students. Even in 

anthologies dedicated to supporting and understanding LGBT college students as a 

unique population, transgender students’ issues and characteristics were not paid equal or 

proportional attention along with the needs and concerns of lesbian, gay, and bisexual 

students (e.g. Sanlo, 1998; Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002; Wall & Evans, 2000). 

This is despite the fact that it has been well-documented that gender identity is a separate, 

but somewhat interrelated, aspect of human identity from one’s sexual orientation 

(Bornstein, 1994; Califia, 1997; Cass, 1984; Wilchins, 1997).  

Because people who defy norms of sexual orientation and gender identity are 

breaking societal rules and expectations for gender roles and behavior, and because they 

are similarly oppressed for doing so (violence, harassment, and discrimination are 

common experiences of gay, lesbian and bisexual, as well as transgender individuals), it 

is pragmatic and historically accurate to describe all such people as having similar 

concerns and positions of relative powerlessness in society. As noted by one author, “the 

LGB movement and the transgender movement, although not the same, have too much in 

common to ignore” (Carter, 2000, p. 274). 

Despite the political expedience of collapsing all such identities into one category, 

recent studies of transgender college students’ lives suggest that their experiences are 

somewhat different from those of lesbian, gay and bisexual students, and thus merit 
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further exploration and understanding (Bilodeau, 2005a, 2005b; McKinney, 2005; Pusch, 

2003, 2005). The effects of what has been termed genderism (Wilchins, 2002), the 

culturally-enforced insistence on claiming one of two binary gender identities (male or 

female), results in oppression of transgender people and functions differently from the 

homo- or bi-phobia experienced by lesbian, gay and bisexual people in response to their 

affective and sexual orientations. Transgender people may identify as heterosexual, 

bisexual, lesbian, gay, or another term encompassing a less static sexual identity. 

Therefore, their primary challenge is attempting to thrive in a world that fears and 

strongly rebukes the free and open expression of gender beyond the binary system 

currently in place to regulate gender expression, and as Bornstein (2006) described, “[to] 

resist the tendency of the culture to see us as a joke” (p. 241). 

The practice of genderism, suffused as it is throughout the American educational 

system, appears to have a significant impact on the experiences of transgender college 

students. (Bilodeau, 2005a; 2005b; 2007). Bilodeau & Renn (2005) have argued that 

genderism significantly hampers both the curricular and co-curricular experiences of 

these students. Genderism appears to be currently manifested in at least four distinct ways 

in the college environment: The potential for violence committed against transgender 

students, the exacerbation of mental health effects of gender based oppression, 

problematic configurations of physical spaces on campus, and lack of provision of 

respectful and affirming record-keeping systems. 

A documented aspect of genderism that serves as a constant threat to the well-

being of transgender students is the potential for violence emanating from deeply felt 

transphobia, the irrational fear of transgender individuals. Actual and threatened violence 
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against transgender youth, including the possibility of being beaten, raped, harassed, 

and/or psychologically tormented, have been widely documented (Beemyn, 2003; 

Beemyn at al, 2005a; Bilodeau, 2005a; Burgess, 1999; Eyler & Wright, 1997; Gender 

Bullying Fact Sheet, n.d.; GenderPAC, 2007; Henning-Stout, James, & Macintosh, 2000; 

Human Rights Watch, 2001). For example, Wyss (2004) interviewed 24 trans-identified 

teens and found that 23 of them had experienced some form of physical, psychological, 

and/or sexual violence at the hands of peers. A comprehensive national study of violence 

perpetrated against teens in American secondary schools found that 74% of self-

identified LGBT students have experienced verbal harassment or name-calling, two-

thirds had experienced sexual harassment, and nearly one in five had experienced 

physical assault within the previous year due to their sexual orientation or gender identity 

(Kosciw & Diaz, 2006). The highly publicized murders of transgender teens, such as 

Brandon Teena in 1993 and Gwen Araujo a decade later, demonstrate the lengths to 

which transphobic and violent predators sometimes go when faced with the reality of a 

transgender person in their midst (Summers, 2003).  

The literature suggests also that the effects of experiencing genderism on a daily 

basis in the campus environment can cause or exacerbate mental health symptoms such 

as depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation (American Psychiatric Association, 1994; 

Lees, 1998; Swann & Herbert, 1999; Wyss, 2004). Suicides are more common among 

transgender youth, and occur disproportionate to their representation in the general 

population (Bornstein, 1994; Mallon, 1999). Treatment for transgender college students 

experiencing the adverse mental health effects of genderism has long been overshadowed 

by the belief, endorsed in the professional practice literature of physicians until the mid-
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1990s, that transgender people are innately disordered and in need of clinical intervention 

and ‘cure’ (American Psychiatric Association, 1987; Feinberg, 1996; Money, 1994; 

Strassberg, Roback, Cunningham & Larsen, 1979). In an effort to cope with the stresses 

of living in a culture typified by genderism, many transgender youth practice maladaptive 

self-injurious behaviors such as self-cutting, abuse of alcohol and other drugs, severe 

food restriction, and other forms of disordered eating as a result of the oppression they 

face in society (Devor, 2004; Feinberg, 1999; Mallon, 1999; Pazos, 1999). 

Because the vast majority of American colleges and universities existing today 

were founded during an era when there was little or no understanding of the potential 

negative effects of genderism, adherence to the binary system is persistently exhibited 

through the architectural and planning features of virtually all campuses. Transgender 

students often encounter difficulty in identifying appropriate and comfortable residence 

hall room arrangements and bathrooms on campus, and the literature indicates that their 

needs are driven not only by their preferred gender identification but by safety concerns 

as well (Beemyn, 2003; Beemyn, Curtis, Davis & Tubbs, 2005; Carter, 2000; Chess, 

Kafer, Quizar & Richardson, 2004; Lees, 1998; Rabodeau, 2000).  

Colleges struggle also with the record-keeping complexities entailed when they 

begin to enroll transgender students whose gender identity may change before, during, or 

after their time in college. To this end, transgender students typically seek (often 

unsuccessfully) official institutional recognition of their transformed gender identity, 

including respect for use of preferred first names, appropriate and sometimes gender-

neutral pronouns, and desired gender and name changes on diplomas, transcripts, and in 
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other official documents (Beemyn, 2003a, 2005; Brune, 2007; Lees, 1998; McKinney, 

2005; Nakamura, 1998).  

Astin (1992) and Kuh, et al. (2005) have demonstrated that for maximal 

intellectual growth and persistence in college, students need to be connected and engaged 

with both in-class and out-of-class activities that hold their interest and enable them to 

develop new skills and habits. In keeping with this finding, ample data indicates that a 

sense of inclusion, belonging, and affiliation with student activities generally, and gay, 

lesbian, and bisexual student community and political action in particular, is important 

for the optimal development of transgender college students (Beemyn, 2003b; Bilodeau, 

2005; Carter, 2000; Gray, 2000; Fried, 2000; Pusch, 2005; Renn, 2007; Rogers, 2000). 

Unfortunately, some transgender students have felt marginalized in the priorities of the 

mostly-lesbian, gay, and bisexual-led student organizations (Gray, 2000; Rabodeau, 

2000), a sentiment that is has also been echoed in the LGBT activist movement at large 

(Devor & Matte, 2006). 

While most of the literature to date affirms the strength, resilience, and 

resourcefulness common to transgender students who are committed to obtaining a 

college degree, some literature paints a less trans-positive picture. Case studies (Flowers, 

2000; Nakamura, 1998) and essays (Carter, 2000; Lees, 1998) addressing transgender 

student needs emphasize the sense that transgender students feel chronically 

misunderstood, are under siege by their peers (gay and straight alike), are confrontational 

in ways that are perceived to be disproportionate to the actual wrongs they experience on 

campus, and are struggling immensely with self-acceptance as well as acceptance by 

others. Students in these situations are portrayed as inexplicably hostile or dramatically 
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vulnerable, and their relationships to others are precarious if not nonexistent. For 

example, Nakamura (1998) notes: 

Many transgender students are ashamed of their status and hate the public gaze 

that is cast on them. As a result they might be unwilling to report [hate] incidents 

because they don’t want to cause more trouble. (p. 182) 

One author’s recommendation to create anonymous, internet-driven services with 

heightened confidentiality for transgender students implies that shame and fear of 

disclosure are normative for transgender college students (Lees, 1998).  The theme of 

transgender identity development as laden with traumatic moments is reflected in the way 

that Nakamura (1998) describes transsexuality as “a long term process with many short-

term crises” (p. 186). 

To be fair, this assumption is likely a reflection of the fact that transgender 

students certainly can and do face significant struggles for acceptance, as noted 

previously, and thus these case study exercises and essays are undoubtedly designed to 

emphasize the serious implications for transgender students of transphobia and genderism 

on the college campus. However, frequent representations of transgender students as 

essentially troubled reinforces the belief that these students are in some way mentally 

unstable or worse, inherently mentally ill. While the psychiatric profession continues to 

stigmatize gender variance by categorizing it as a disorder (American Psychiatric 

Association, 1980; 1987; 1994), this mindset is subtly reinforced when few examples of 

transgender student resilience are noted. While some transgender students may in fact be 

in deep turmoil regarding their gender identity, particularly at the beginning of their 

process of exploration, others (e.g., Fried, 2000; Gray, 2000; Rabodeau, 2000) exhibit 
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evidence that they became stable and secure in their sense of self as they moved through 

their college years, and are now inclined to pursue activism, public recognition of their 

concerns, and social and institutional change. Researchers have also noted that studying 

any youth population solely from the perspective of deficits is an ineffective and one-

dimensional approach, and one that is essentially outmoded in the study of human 

development (Scales, Leffert, & Lerner, 1999). 

Thus, deeply embedded practices of genderism in American culture at large and 

in higher education specifically have demonstrably hampered the growth and learning of 

transgender college students. To remedy this, it is clear that creation of optimally 

developmental environments and tasks for transgender students is essential, yet the 

specific needs of transgender students have not been considered in previously-endorsed 

models of cognitive, psychosocial, or moral development (e.g. Chickering & Reisser, 

1993; Gilligan, 1982; Kohlberg, 1971; Perry, 1970; Perry, 1981). Analysis of models of 

LGBT student development to date have revealed that these also incompletely accounted 

for the unique experiences and concerns of transgender students, focusing instead on the 

trajectories of students whose sexual orientation differs from the norm (Bilodeau & Renn, 

2005). The lone developmental theory (Devor, 2004) addressing the emergence of a 

specifically transsexual identity was not developed from data about college students, few 

of whom will completely transition to live as transsexual during their time in college 

(Beemyn, 2003a). It is not well-understood, from the literature available to date, what the 

contours of coming to know one’s self as transgender look and feel like, and in the 

absence of this crucial information, student affairs administrators will be largely at a loss 
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as to what kinds of developmental challenges and supports will be of most benefit to this 

small but growing population. 

Thanks to the recent explosion of interest in documenting the needs of 

transgender college students, colleges and universities now have a clear mandate to 

proceed with improving the campus climate with respect to their presence. As a 

beginning, several scholars have indicated specific ways that educational institutions can 

most appropriately support transgender students, such as implementing the following 

services and interventions: 1) Educational programming for students that addresses the 

identities, needs, and concerns of transgender students (Beemyn, 2005; Beemyn, 

Domingue, Pettitt & Smith, 2005; Bilodeau 2005b, 2007; Nakamura, 1998); 

2) training of staff and faculty to understand and support transgender students (Beemyn, 

2005; Beemyn, Domingue, Pettitt & Smith, 2005; Bilodeau, 2007; Henning-Stout, James 

& Macintosh, 2000; Wyss, 2004) ; 3) creation of trans-focused support services, in 

combination with lesbian, gay and bisexual student services or as ‘stand-alone’ programs 

(Beemyn, 2005; Beemyn, Curtis, Davis & Tubbs, 2005; Beemyn, Domingue, Pettitt & 

Smith, 2005; Bilodeau, 2005b, Bilodeau 2007; Henning-Stout, James, & Macintosh, 

2000; Rankin, 2004; Renn, 2007); 4) Available and appropriately trained mental health 

support professionals to cope with the effects of genderism (Beemyn, Domingue, Pettitt 

& Smith, 2005; McKinney. 2005; Namaste, 2000; Wyss, 2004); 5) Access to residence 

hall rooming arrangements, athletic facility locker rooms, and campus bathroom 

configurations which are appropriate for each students’ self-determined gender identity 

(Beemyn, 2005; Beemyn, Curtis, Davis & Tubbs, 2005; Beemyn, Domingue, Pettitt & 

Smith, 2005; Bilodeau, 2007); 6) The ability to modify official campus documents and 
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records, including name and gender changes (Beemyn, 2003b, 2005; Beemyn, Curtis, 

Davis & Tubbs, 2006; Beemyn, Domingue, Pettitt & Smith, 2005; Bilodeau, 2005); 

7) Increased attention to developing transgender-specific models of student development 

(Bilodeau, 2005b; Bilodeau & Renn, 2005) and 8) access to trans-specific medical care, 

including assistance for those who wish to medically or surgically transition their sex 

(Beemyn, 2003b, 2005; Beemyn, Curtis, Davis & Tubbs, 2005; Bilodeau, 2005a, 2007; 

McKinney, 2005).  

Taking recommendations for change a step further, some literature includes a call 

for an outright conversion of what some researchers identify as an oppressive binary 

gender system to one that embraces a more fluid, malleable, and self-created gender 

identity (Bilodeau, 2007; Bornstein, 1994; Butler, 1990; Chess, Kafer, Quizar & 

Richardson, 2004; Wyss, 2004) while others argued that such changes should be 

approached cautiously due to their unknown impact on the continuing struggle for 

advancement of women’s status on campus (Bilodeau, 2005b). 

In light of these recommendations, there is a clear mandate in the literature to date 

for higher education environments to be structured in such a way as to empower 

transgender students to navigate, and effectively utilize, campus resources (Beemyn, 

2003; Nakamura, 1998; Bilodeau & Renn, 2005).  Student affairs professionals are 

implicated heavily in assuring conditions for transgender safety and well-being on the 

college campus, as well as for fostering their developmental progress, as with all college 

students. How do the roles, training emphases, and ideological orientations of the student 

affairs profession complement these calls for action? 
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Student Affairs: A Profession’s History 
  

For the last seventy years, the diverse array of professional positions responsible 

for the personal growth and development of American college students have been 

grouped together under the professional title of ‘student affairs.’ The student affairs 

profession, and its emphasis on supporting the growth and learning of the whole student, 

was borne of several converging factors noted by historians of higher education (Barr, 

Desler, & Associates, 2000; Brubacher & Rudy, 1997; Henry, 1975; Nuss, 1996; 

Solomon, 1985; Thelin, 2004), including the establishment, in the early 20th century, of 

numerous land grant institutions, which permitted more (and increasingly diverse) 

students to enroll in what has been termed the ‘massification’ of higher education. Social, 

political, and ideological tensions playing out in the European universities upon which 

American colleges were modeled ushered in new questions about the competing values of 

humanism and empiricism. The devastating impact of two successive world wars shifted 

the demographic nature of who attended colleges and universities from the elite and 

young to the many and more mature, and in the wake of such changes, students’ 

increased needs and concerns shaped the emergence of a profession designed to address 

them.  

The increasing role of women in higher education broadened the definition even 

further of who, and what, college is for. Taken together, the results of these changes 

meant that more students, with more diverse needs, who were less adequately prepared 

for the rigors of a college education (and often far from home), required more support, 

more guidance, and more investment of time and energy on behalf of the stewards of the 
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institution. At the same time, faculty members were beginning to disengage from their 

previous roles as stand-in parents for students’ well-being, and as a result, new forms of 

professional support were required (Barr, Desler, & Associates, 2000; Nuss, 1996). 

Beginning in the 1940s, three specific streams of employment for those in student affairs 

evolved: Deans of Men, Deans of Women, and the more generic title of ‘personnel 

worker’ (Barr, Desler & Associates, 2000). In addition to bearing responsibility for 

students, many of these early student affairs personnel were also pivotal in forming the 

earliest professional organizations associated with student affairs and contributed 

important scholarship to the emerging theories and practices associated with college and 

university students (Rentz, 1994). 

Documentation of the specific histories, titles, and job responsibilities of student 

affairs administrators at women’s colleges is virtually non-existent, through there is 

evidence that some women’s colleges employed deans and other personnel workers 

whose job responsibilities included academic, personal, and in some cases spiritual 

counseling of their young female charges (Gordon, 1975; Horowitz, 1993; Schier & 

Russett, 2002; Solomon, 1985). Women’s colleges, and subsequently their student affairs 

staff, took an explicitly parental, protective stance toward their students as evidenced by 

parietal rules (such as the imposition of curfews and strict male visitation rules) for 

student housing, which were in place at most women’s colleges until the 1970s (Peril, 

2006; Solomon, 1985). Thus, it is safe to assume that student personnel workers were 

heavily involved in guidance and nurturance of their students, and perhaps remain so to 

this day, a question which this dissertation in part sought to answer. 
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The first female student affairs administrators in the history of higher education 

were the Deans of Women. These positions, typically dedicated to the integration of 

women into formerly all-male colleges, were responsible for acting as change agents 

within the campus environment, often in the face of great opposition. According to 

Nidiffer & Bashaw (2001): 

Deans of Women were among the most dedicated and persistent of professional 

innovators. Working at the very margins of campus and professional life, they 

nevertheless oversaw the expansion of women students’ access to the full range of 

campus life, the establishment of a national professional organization…and the 

creation of a legitimate body of scholarly literature concerning their profession. 

(p. 4) 

The Dean of Women position is all but obsolete on the American college campus now, 

replaced by the more generic ‘Dean of Students.’ In the thirty years since most male-only 

colleges became coeducational, women in the profession have shifted their professional 

focus, and have taken up leadership roles in every functional area within student affairs, 

including such diverse areas as residential life, career services, academic advising, 

student activities, and multicultural affairs. Scholars have suggested that student affairs, 

as a profession, has attracted a greater proportion of women due to being suffused with an 

ethic of deep caring, responsibility for others, and cultivation of the whole person, 

qualities typically associated with the feminine (Hughes, 1989; McEwen, 1991), while 

others have asserted that the devalued nature of these qualities in the society at large has 

resulted in the so-called ‘feminization’ (including salary deflation) of the student affairs 

profession (Harnrick & Carlisle, 1990; McEwen, Engstrom, & Williams,1990). 
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Studies examining the experiences and perceptions of women administrators at 

women’s colleges have excluded those whose primary responsibility is students and 

student affairs. The literature documenting these women instead leans toward capturing 

the life stories and narratives of leadership styles of the most elite: The women’s college 

president (see, e.g., Bordin, 1993; Brown, 2001; Greene, 2002; Horowitz, 1996; 

Introcaso, 2001; Ulrich, 2004; Watson & Gregory, 2005). Student affairs administrators 

with day to day responsibility for students and student affairs at women’s colleges are 

thus completely unrepresented in the student affairs literature. Though it will not fill this 

void entirely, this dissertation research enabled creation of a body of data regarding the 

experiences and perceptions of women’s college student affairs administrators (hereafter, 

WCSAAs) regarding at least one aspect of their work, that is, their perceptions of and 

experiences with transgender students. 

Student Development: The Core of Student Affairs Work 

Student affairs as a profession has evolved to consider itself responsible for the 

distinct integration of learning that happens both inside and outside of the classroom, and 

that extends beyond the purely intellectual, broadly conceptualized as student 

development. Student development has been defined by Miller & Prince as “the 

application of human development concepts in postsecondary settings so that everyone 

involved can master increasingly complex developmental tasks, achieve self-direction, 

and become interdependent” (Miller & Prince, as cited in Evans, Forney, & Guido-

DeBrito, 1998, p. 4). Student development has been conceptualized as happening across a 

number of distinct, but interrelated, domains, and addresses the ways that students think, 

learn, mature in their ability to complete increasingly complex tasks, and grow in 
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relationship to others. The major theories that inform student development work on 

college campuses include psychosocial development theories (e.g., Chickering & Reisser, 

1993; Erikson, 1968), moral development theories (e.g. Kohlberg, 1971), cognitive 

development theories (e.g. Perry, 1981; Baxter-Magolda, 1992), and person-environment 

theories (e.g. Bronfenbrenner, 1993).  

The movement to situate student affairs practice squarely in the camp of student 

development emerged in the 1960s, in an intentional move away from the earlier, more 

simplistic practice of viewing one’s self in service to students (Rhatigan, 2000). Today, 

the emphasis placed on application of student development theories to the practice of 

student affairs is evidenced by the fact that many graduate preparation programs 

incorporate the phrase “student development” into the title conferred upon recipients of 

masters degrees, as well as by the fact that the leading journal in the field is titled The 

Journal of College Student Development. 

Through training in graduate preparation programs, coursework that emphasizes 

integrating theory with practice, and direct experience working with students, student 

affairs practitioners utilize developmental theories to inform the work they do with 

students, and to create learning opportunities for students that facilitate growth in these 

domains (Komives, Woodard, & Associates, 1996). A foundational commitment to 

assisting students in all aspects of their growth and development has been incorporated 

into the statements of philosophy espoused by the leading student affairs professional 

associations, as well. 
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Statements of Student Affairs Professional Practice 

 To understand the ways that student affairs practitioners are socialized to orient 

themselves to their work, several official statements of professional practice and 

philosophy document the evolution of the profession. In 1937, the American Council on 

Education issued a statement of professional practice for the then newly-developed field 

of higher education student affairs. The statement affirmed: 

…The obligation to consider the student as a whole – his intellectual capacity and 

achievement, his emotional makeup, his physical condition, his social 

relationships, his vocational aptitudes and skills, his moral and religious values, 

his economic resources, and his aesthetic appreciations. It puts emphasis, in brief, 

upon the development of a student as a person rather then upon his intellectual 

training alone. (1994a, p. 69) 

While this statement did allude to the importance of nurturing/respecting a student’s 

moral and religious values, it did not mention any other form of diversity of identity, and 

appears linguistically to presume a universal male identity for the college student. This is 

perhaps not surprising when considering the context of the times; in 1937, approximately 

75% of college students were male, 98% were white, and attention to (let alone 

affirmation of) lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender identities was not even 

acknowledged (World Almanac, 1938). 

In 1949, following the end of a decade of tremendous national upheaval resulting 

from World War II, the Student Personnel Point of View was revised and re-published, 

this time reflecting the new values of emphasis on education for “a fuller realization of 
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democracy…for international understanding and cooperation… [and] for the application 

of creative imagination and trained intelligence to the solution of social problems and to 

the administration of public affairs” (American Council on Education, 1994b, p. 108). 

Retaining the values of nurturing the student’s whole development – mental, physical, 

spiritual and emotional, as well as intellectual – the statement asserted the importance of 

recognizing and interacting with students as individuals, yet did not yet acknowledge the 

aspects of individuality that arise from differing, and differentially powerful, group 

identities. 

Several decades passed without additional, definitive statements about the 

purpose of the student affairs profession in higher education. In 1996, the American 

College Personnel Association released a statement on practice entitled The Student 

Learning Imperative: Implications for Student Affairs. Citing the fact that “higher 

education is in the throes of a major transformation” as a result of “economic conditions, 

eroding public confidence, accountability demands and demographic shifts,” the 

statement declared that “More people are participating in higher education than ever 

before, yet the resources supporting the enterprise are not keeping pace with the demand” 

(American College Personnel Association, 1996, p. 1). As a result, the student affairs 

profession was called to rededicate itself to emphasis on the enhancement of students’ 

personal skill development, toward definable and measurable outcomes. The cornerstones 

of a meaningful college education – critical thinking and reflection,– were named as the 

goals of the effective student affairs professional, who would be entreated to use 

evidence-based theory in practice, to gather results, and to disseminate them to the public. 

While the statement makes no explicit mention of the differential experiences of 
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marginalized groups on a college campus, the statement does equate “an understanding 

and appreciation of human differences” with what it means to be a college educated 

person (American College Personnel Association, 1996, p. 1). 

At a joint professional conference of the two leading student affairs professional 

organizations in the United States (the American College Personnel Association and the 

National Association of Student Personnel Administrators) in 1997, leaders sought to 

operationalize the principles laid out in The Student Learning Imperative. To that end, 

seven principles of good practice in student affairs were established (Blimling & Whitt, 

1999). These principles, modeled after a similar statement on Seven Practices for Good 

Practice in Undergraduate Education released by a committee of the American 

Association for Higher Education ten years earlier (Chickering & Gamson, 1999), were 

intended to form a coherent vision for the manner in which student development, 

learning, and community building can best be achieved on campus. Last (but ostensibly 

not least) of these, principle seven states “good practice in student affairs builds 

supportive and inclusive communities” (Blimling & Whitt, 1999, p. 147). According to 

the authors, this entails the belief that: 

Student learning occurs best in communities that value diversity, promote social 

responsibility, encourage discussion and debate, recognize accomplishments, and 

foster a sense of belonging among their members. Good student affairs practice 

cultivates supportive environments by encouraging connections between students, 

faculty, and student affairs practitioners. This interweaving of students' academic, 

interpersonal, and developmental experiences is a critical institutional role for 

student affairs. (p. 171) 
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As efforts to clarify the purposes of student affairs continued to evolve, pressures 

for public accountability of higher education became even more intense in the intervening 

era between the “Seven Principles” and the next statement. The subsequent statement, 

detailing the purpose and direction of meaningful student affairs work issued in 2004, 

was entitled Learning Reconsidered: A Campus-wide Focus on the Student Experience 

(National Association of Student Personnel Administrators, 2004). This document, 

produced collaboratively by a joint committee of members of the American College 

Personnel Association and the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators, 

continued the framework of prioritizing student learning, stating “an argument for the 

integrated use of all of higher education’s resources in the education and preparation of 

the whole student” (National Association of Student Personnel Administrators, 2004, p. 

1). This statement was the first to acknowledge the value and complexity of the 

statements that pre-dated it; the authors acknowledged that “it has been difficult for many 

institutions – and divisions of student affairs – to implement all of the excellent 

recommendations made in earlier documents” (p. 1).   

In spirit, this statement made a significant departure from previous statements 

with its changed emphasis on what it termed “transformative learning,” contrasted with 

the focus on “information transfer” of the past (p. 9). The primary task of this 

transformative learning, according to Learning Reconsidered, ought to be identity 

development, “the ways in which students conceive their roles, abilities and contributions 

in the greater society” (p. 10). Student affairs, through intentional processes that 

encourage cognitive and interpersonal growth, reflection, and principled meaning-

making, contribute most to the overall goals of the institution, and renewed energies and 
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focus should be put toward achieving them. Toward the goal of developing the whole 

student, the enterprise of student affairs should also encourage “cultural competency and 

cross-cultural understanding” (p. 20).  

Through these varied and increasingly complex statements on the proper domain 

of student affairs work, the profession has gone from being silent on the subject of 

students’ diverse identities, to more committed than ever regarding its role in supporting 

students in effective identity development, coupled with promotion of respect for 

difference. Yet appreciation for diversity and a commitment to understanding the nature 

of privilege and power as it operates in the higher education context are two different 

things. While the official statements emanating from the professional practice of student 

affairs were turning their attention to appreciation for diversity, an undercurrent of social 

justice was emerging, quietly yet meaningfully, nudging the field toward a more critical 

examination of the constructs of power operating on campus. 

Student Affairs and Social Justice 

While student development continues to be the organizing principle around which 

the profession is practiced, a call to undertake the promotion of social justice within 

student affairs work has been heeded by many. Several highly influential scholars have 

articulated arguments for the integration of social justice principles with educational 

practice. Paolo Freire (1972), describing what he termed the ‘pedagogy of the oppressed,’ 

argued for an interruption of traditional educational practices, which he bemoaned as 

passive, stale, and static. “The teacher,” he wrote, “issues communiqués, and makes 

deposits which the students patiently receive, memorize, and repeat” (Freire, 1972, p. 46). 

While this practice is dull and unimaginative for all students, Freire asserted that it is 



   

 87

especially stultifying for the student who, due to her race, color, socioeconomic class, or 

gender identity, experiences oppression at the hands of the powerful each day of her life. 

The answer, to Freire, resounds in a commitment to approaching the educational 

experience between student and teacher as transactional, where both parties experience, 

through dialogical practice, a reformation of the very concepts of ‘truth’ and ‘fact’ 

(Freire, 1972). Through praxis, the act of engaging with the world actively as well as 

reflecting upon it, students experience what he calls conscientization, “consciousness that 

is understood to have the power to transform reality” (Taylor, 1993, p. 52). Together, 

student and educator co-create the world and their responses to it; through shifting power 

to involve the student in a more active role, the hegemonic power relations of the 

classroom are disrupted, and the student becomes empowered to change their thinking 

and by extension, their ability to imagine a different life for themselves. 

 bell hooks (1994) extended Freire’s arguments further, incorporating feminist 

ideals of care and connection into the educational transaction. hooks’ theory of 

integrating socially just teaching principles called for “teach[ing] in a manner that 

respects and cares for the souls of our students” (p. 13). Additionally, students were 

expected to undertake the role of active participant, rather than passive consumer, of 

knowledge and learning, resulting in a form of teaching she christened “engaged 

pedagogy” (hooks, 1994, p. 16). Embracing an active role is essential to naming, 

understanding, and ultimately deconstructing the structural power differences that shape 

the experiences of people of color and women, and hooks’ writing (both in Teaching to 

Transgress and in her later work) signaled a creative and liberating departure from 

‘business as usual’ in the university classroom (hooks 1994, 2003; Lanier, 2001). 
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Building on the work of theorist educators like Freire and hooks, other scholars 

have made strong cases for considering respect for diversity and attention to dismantling 

of oppressive social structures the primary focus of higher education (Adams, Bell & 

Griffin, 1997; Farmer, 2002; Young, 1997) and have especially called for the 

responsibility of student affairs to attend to the support of student diversity as a “core 

value of the profession” (Sandeen & Barr, 2006, p.66). The rationales for promoting 

social justice as a core value of a college education are several. One potential goal is the 

enhancement of college and university communities as places of shared ownership and 

equitable access to resources. This is exemplified in Boyer’s (1990) six principles of 

campus community, which affirms that “a college or university is a just community, a 

place where the sacredness of each person is honored and where diversity is aggressively 

pursued” (p. 25). An additional goal is the redistribution of resources, from those who 

have more to those who have less, as a corrective action for past wrongs, arbitrarily 

meted out through racial, gender, and other forms of discrimination. According to 

Goodman (2001), social justice education involves “addressing issues of equity, power 

relations, and institutionalized oppression. It seeks to establish a more equitable 

distribution of power and resources so that all people can…reach their full potential 

within a mutually responsible, interdependent society” (p. 4). 

Student affairs practitioners’ role in supporting the goals of social justice 

education center on encouraging paths to development of greater consciousness about 

both group and individual identity and their relationship to power, privilege, and access 

to resources. The specific paths to consciousness vary for students, depending upon their 

individual identities and group affiliations. Through a commitment to expanding the 
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literature, scholars who focused on increasing the diversity of the students involved in 

developmental research discovered important, identity-dependent processes for 

empowerment. In comparison to the theories of student development tested on white 

males, these theories more meaningfully chronicle the ways in which students gain a 

clearer sense of their identity, either as majority group members coming to terms with 

privilege or minority group members coming to acceptance of themselves and resistance 

to oppression (Cross, 1995; D’Augelli, 1994; Gilligan, 1982; Helms, 1990). 

As a result of the impact of the civil rights and feminist movements on American 

college campuses, the widespread influence of educational theorists like Freire and 

hooks, and the leadership of social justice advocates among the most respected faculty in 

higher education student affairs graduate programs, the student affairs profession is now 

characterized by a strong emphasis on supporting diversity, recognition of privilege, and 

championing the needs of previously under-represented students (Sandeen & Barr, 2006; 

Komives, Woodward, & Associates, 1996). In addition to a now well-established focus 

on valuing racial, class, gender, and religious diversity, student affairs practitioners’ 

relationships to understanding and supporting students of diverse sexual orientations and 

gender identities has evolved, as well. 

Student Affairs and LGBT Issues 

Sexual orientation and gender identity are categories of identity that were scarcely 

recognized until the social upheaval of the 1960s placed these issues front and center in 

the collective consciousness of Americans. Higher education was no different than the 

culture at large in this respect: It was not until the emergence of homophile leagues in the 

late 1960s (organizations started by student activists for the express purpose of solidarity 
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around gay and lesbian identities) that student affairs as a field began to recognize its 

responsibility for understanding the specific developmental needs expressed by students 

of minority sexual orientations and gender identities (Beemyn, 2003b; Mallory, 1998). 

Transgender visibility on college campuses was even less on the radar of student affairs 

professionals, even as recently as one decade ago, as evidenced by the fact that the 

literature describing optimal ways of working with gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender 

students typically assumed that the challenges of transgender students were synonymous 

with those of lesbians, gays, and bisexuals (Dilley, 2004; Sanlo, 1998; Wall & Evans, 

2000). 

To address the realities faced by this sub-population, scholars have noted the 

importance of student affairs practitioners’ taking a proactive approach to working with 

and supporting LGBT students (Croteau & Lark, 1995; Poynter & Washington, 2005; 

Sanlo, 1998; Wall & Evans, 2000; Zemsky & Sanlo, 2005). Specifically, student affairs 

professionals are called upon to enable students to take activist roles in promoting respect 

for LGBT identities (Watkins, 1998; Porter, 1998); to foster the creation of communities 

that are just and open (Boyer, 1990; Poynter & Washington, 2005), and to make 

additional efforts to support students for whom multiple aspects of identity, such as 

minority racial status, are at play (Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 2007; Pope, Reynolds, & 

Mueller, 2004; Poynter & Washington, 2005). 

Both of the major student affairs professional organizations affirm that support for 

LGBT students is a key principle of effective professional practice. The American 

College Personnel Association (ACPA) created a standing committee for LGBT 

awareness in 2002 (American College Personnel Association, 2007). The National 
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Association for Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) created a Knowledge 

Community for LGBT issues in 2006 (formerly, the LGBT Network), whose mission is 

to: 

provide[s] avenues for both social and professional involvement. Knowledge 

Community activities allow for personal and professional growth, increased 

awareness and acceptance of gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender professionals 

and students, and promote understanding of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 

transgender professional and student needs. (National Association of Student 

Personnel Administrators, 2007)  

The specific issues faced by transgender students appear to be on the contemporary radar 

of this organization, as a webcast on the scholarly research relevant to the topic of “The 

Lives of Transgender People Today” was offered to NASPA members and guests on 

October 16th, 2007 (National Association of Student Personnel Administrators, 2007). 

While the emergence of a recognized body of LGBT-knowledgeable professionals within 

NASPA has been an important step for visibility of these issues within the organization, 

the shift to greater visibility has not been entirely easy for those in leadership roles. In her 

2005 narrative of serving as first the chair of the LGBT Network and later the chair of the 

LGBT knowledge community, Judith Albin noted the ways in which she felt vulnerable, 

as one of few openly lesbian women in a high-visibility leadership role within the 

organization, and also described her discouragement with the lack of openly LGBT role 

models at the senior student affairs level (Albin & Dungy, 2005). 

The Council for the Advancement of Standards (2006), a consortium of 40 higher 

education student affairs professional organizations, has also affirmed that colleges and 
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universities, through creation of a separate program or a unified groups of programs for 

LGBT students, must “promote academic and personal growth and development of 

LGBT students, assure unrestricted access to and full involvement in all aspects of the 

institution, and serve as a catalyst for the creation of a campus environment free from 

prejudice, bigotry, harassment and violence and hospitable for all students” (Council for 

the Advancement of Standards, 2006, pp. 112). To this end, the programs and services 

associated with supporting LGBT communities on campus must advocate for a campus 

free of violence directed at LGBT people, promote understanding of LGBT people and 

appreciation of LGBT culture, and provide adequate, trained support for LGBT people in 

their processes of self-exploration. Expectations of staff members are clearly stated, and 

include the admonition that “staff members must strive to ensure the fair, objective, and 

impartial treatment of all persons with whom they deal” (Council for the Advancement of 

Standards, 2006, p. 119). Student affairs professionals thus must attend to these ethical 

considerations in their dealings with transgender students, with no exception made for 

institutional type. 

Because the student affairs profession has thus committed itself to the cultivation 

of diversity, a subsequent obligation to expand understanding of the developmental 

pathways of students who are transgender exists. Like women, students of color, and 

LGB students, transgender students have needs and concerns that surpass those of the 

average student studied in the developmental theory literature of the mid-20th century, for 

whom gender identity likely was not an area of evolving personal exploration (or was not 

acknowledged as such).  As the profession enters the twenty-first century, the literature 

clearly demonstrates that student affairs personnel are ethically obligated to continually 
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assess campus environments and practices for the ways in which such efforts support (or 

fail to support) the development of this student population. Graduate school is a time 

when students of a new profession typically become versed in that profession’s values, 

mores, and ethics. A consciousness of responsibility for transgender students thus 

logically begins with student affairs graduate preparation programs and the extent to 

which this training supports or discourages curiosity and commitment about this 

population. 

Professional Preparation of Student Affairs Practitioners 

The inculcation of values of respect and support for LGBT persons must begin in 

the graduate preparation program, the point of entry for most future leaders in student 

affairs. Three decades of research has consistently demonstrated the importance of a 

maximally diverse and inclusive student body for all students’ learning outcomes (Astin, 

1992; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh & Whitt, 2005). Thus, student 

affairs practitioners have both an ethical and professional obligation to develop 

competency in various forms of diversity, as well as learning skills and strategies for 

assisting students in understanding and appreciating diversity in their communities. 

Given this responsibility, student affairs graduate preparation programs have a 

unique role to play in supporting the competence of emerging professionals with respect 

to considerations of difference. However, the scholarship evaluating the extent to which 

student affairs graduate preparation programs effectively address difference has been 

inconclusive (Pope, Reynolds, & Mueller, 2004; Talbot & Kocarek, 1997).  This may be 

attributable to the fact that scholars use different terminology (sometimes the operative 

term being measured is ‘diversity’, at other times ‘multiculturalism’) and they have 
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tended to focus on the extent to which racial/ethnic and cultural difference is explicitly 

addressed in the curriculum (ignoring or marginalizing issues of gender identity and 

expression, which would be more inclusive of the specific issues of concern for 

transgender students). Nevertheless, while the operative terms are not clearly defined and 

there appears to be marginalization of the consideration of transgender identities, 

progress has been made in infusing graduate program study in student affairs with 

attention to difference. In a survey of student affairs graduate programs conducted in 

1992, 100% of respondents indicated that they had incorporated multicultural issues in 

the content, and 50% had required at least one course in multicultural concepts, or had 

infused concepts of multicultural into several non-required courses (Fried, 1995). In a 

similar study, Lamont Flowers (2003) found that among 53 student affairs graduation 

preparation programs, three-fourths offered a required course in diversity, while 

acknowledging that this course may or may not include differences in sexual orientation 

(no mention was made of diversity gender expression). The literature does not attest to 

the overall effectiveness of these courses, and some students have felt that connections 

between theory and practice in graduate programs, particularly where social justice issues 

are concerned, is weak (Kline & Gardner, 2005). 

Some of the inconsistency in the quality and breadth of teaching about LGBT 

students within student affairs graduate programs may be attributable to faculty attitudes 

toward these issues. One study concluded that student affairs faculty comfort levels with 

teaching about issues of women and minority students appears to be greater than teaching 

about LGBT issues (Talbot & Kocarek, 1997). An informal web search review of titles of 

courses offered in graduate student affairs preparation programs across the country 
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revealed very few that included specific reference to understanding LGBT student issues 

(Sanlo, 2002).  

Scholars have called upon faculty in graduate student affairs programs to begin 

educating themselves, and by extension their students, in the developmental theories and 

needs of students who are LGBT-identified (Talbot & Viento, 2005; Roper, 2005). 

Despite the lack of evidence for integration of LGBT issues into many, or most, student 

affairs graduate preparation programs to date, the research agendas of faculty in some 

graduate programs suggest that new approaches to understanding LGBT identities, 

including the use of post-structuralist theories (e.g. queer theory and feminist theory) 

indicates that this trend may be changing (Abes & Kasch, 2007; Renn, 2007; Rhoads, 

1997). 

Feminist Student Affairs Practice 

Theories related to progressive social change on the college campus, such as 

multiculturalism and the call for acceptance and advancement of LGBT concerns and 

rights, have thus been recently and gradually integrated into both professional preparation 

programs and the daily professional practice of many student affairs administrators 

(Flowers, 2003; Kline, 2005; Pope, Reynolds, & Mueller, 2004; Sandeen & Barr, 2006; 

Talbot & Kocarek, 1997). An additional social change paradigm, feminism, has become a 

critical catalyst in the position of women students and women faculty on the American 

college campus, resulting in major advances in women’s undergraduate and graduate 

enrollments, women’s stature in the faculty, at the upper echelons of administrative 

leadership, and the visibility and prominence of women’s studies (Acker, 1990; Aiku, 
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Erickson, & Pierce, 2007; Antler, 1995; Astin & Leland, 1991; Christian-Smith & Kellor, 

1999; Eggins, 1997; Kaplan & Tinsley, 1989; Martin, 2000). 

Likewise but to a lesser extent, the integration of feminist values and ideals into 

college student affairs administrators’ practice, particularly their practice with women 

students, has taken place gradually since the 1970s also, as many facets of activism 

stemming from the women’s movement took root on the American college campus (see, 

e.g, Allen & Cherrey, 1994; Greene, 2004; Nidiffer & Bashaw, 2001; Santovec, 2007). 

While student affairs practice has clearly been transformed by the integration of 

feminism, theorizing about how this process works, and is advanced or deterred, has not 

been forthcoming; Hart (2006) has noted a dearth of scholarship on feminist theory and 

practice within student affairs in the leading higher education journals.  

In April of 2007, a workshop was held at the joint conference of the American 

College Personnel Association and the National Association of Student Personnel 

Administrators addressing the complexities of feminist student affairs practice. Six 

women, both practitioners and scholars, addressed the question: What does feminist 

student affairs practice look like, in the context of the profession’s current emphasis on 

transformative learning? According to one scholar reporting on the panel, the tension 

between the dominant hierarchical organization structures in higher education and 

feminist values of empowerment, voice, and deconstructive practices results in values 

conflict for those who endeavor to practice feminist student affairs leadership (Santovec, 

2007). Diverse voices within this group of panelists expressed other precepts of their 

feminist practice, such as valuing the feminine through collaborative leadership, 

modeling the use of empowering language (such as insisting upon referring to female 
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college students as women, rather than girls), encouraging reflection among women 

students regarding the ways their language, behavior, and dress may compromise the 

goals of feminist social change, and “asking questions in our profession” (Santovec, 

2007, p. 9). Jane Rosser, one of the panelists featured at the workshop, claimed the 

importance of small, incremental change, asserting that “it’s at the micro level that we 

can have the most effect” (Santovec, 2007, p.9).  

Rosser speaks not only from the experience of being a practitioner, but also a 

scholar of feminist student affairs practice, having authored a dissertation on the subject 

in 2003. Through analysis of written narratives and interviews with six feminist student 

affairs practitioners, Rosser (2003) found that participants’ feminist identity influenced 

practice in three specific ways: That it resulted in a calculated likelihood to sometimes 

“speak truth to power” in the organizational hierarchies within higher education, that 

feminists used different tactics, both oppositional and assimilative, to cope with sexist 

structures in higher education, and that feminist identity was correlated with experiences 

of positive social change on the campus. Eight common criteria gleaned from Rosser’s 

data collection, including the ways feminist administrators experienced/resisted 

marginalization, the ways they engaged in strategic activism, and the ways they disrupted 

the status quo, provide insight into the ways that feminist philosophies are put into 

practice in higher education student affairs. Rosser’s study suggests that the foundations 

of challenging power are sometimes direct and confrontational, sometimes more subtle 

and gradual. The common thread is recognition of and response to a dominant paradigm 

that reifies current practices and power structures. 
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Feminism is not a static concept, nor is its definitional boundary clearly 

demarcated by unity of thought and action. According to Friedman (1998), in recent 

American history there has been an “acknowledgment of different feminist theories and 

movements both between and within national boundaries” (p.4). As a result, multiple 

forms of feminism -- feminisms -- have now staked a claim within the contemporary 

political landscape. For the purposes of this dissertation, feminism will be defined using 

the construct proposed by hooks, who eschewed other theorists’ proclivity to place 

feminism in terms of the rights and interests of women only. Instead, hooks (2000) 

proposes that feminism is a “a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and 

oppression” (p.1). Reflecting on the fact that she had developed this definition ten years 

previous, hooks’ acknowledged that: 

It was my hope at the time that it would become a common definition that 

everyone would use. I liked this definition because it did not imply that men were 

the enemy. By naming sexism as the problem it went directly to the heart of the 

matter… .it is a definition which implies that all sexist thinking and action is the 

problem, whether those who perpetuate it are female or male, child or adult. It is 

also broad enough to include an understanding of systemic institutionalized 

sexism (hooks, 2000, p.1). 

Hooks’ definition is especially cogent for this dissertation, since it leaves open the 

possibility that sexism negatively affects individuals of more than one category of 

identity (in this case, both women and transgender people of all gender identities), and 

that it may be manifested in institutions, including colleges.  
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As evidenced by the panel discussion at NASPA and by Rosser’s data, many of 

those who claim an identity as a feminist student affairs practitioner appear to embrace 

values which may be characterized as liberal feminist. According to Rosemary Tong 

(1992), liberal feminism:  

Wish[es] to free women from oppressive gender roles, that is, from those roles 

used as excuses or justifications for giving women a lesser place, or no place, in 

the academy, the forum, and the marketplace. They stress that patriarchal society 

conflates sex and gender, deeming appropriate for women only those jobs 

associated with the feminine personality…. Society should, they say, not only 

compensate women for past injustices but also eliminate socioeconomic as well as 

legal impediments to women’s progress today (p. 32; 34). 

Liberal feminism focuses almost exclusively on the interests and concerns of women, and 

views patriarchal domination as a symbolic extension of the literal power wielded by men 

in the culture. While it may focus on reducing sexist oppression for women, does feminist 

student affairs practice confine itself to the interests of women? Not according to some. 

Feminism asserts that the hierarchical structures found in traditional institutions, such as 

college campuses, stifle growth through reification and enforcement of outmoded 

patriarchal values. One solution to this consequently lies in “explor[ing] alternatives to 

make sure that women’s voices and those of other marginalized groups are heard” 

(emphasis mine) (Santovec, 20007, p. 7). This suggests that there may be room in 

feminist student affairs practice for the acknowledgment of multiple forms of gender 

oppression, and thus, for consideration of the needs of transgender students alongside 

those of women.  
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Situating feminism as opposition to sexism in all forms means there is room for 

consideration of how power operates within gender beyond the male-female binary. 

According to Scott-Dixon (2006), examinations of these power structures more broadly 

reveals the intersection of transgender agency and feminist aims, or what she terms 

transfeminism. As she suggests: 

Gender, then, is not just about gender. It is a slippery thing that rubs up against 

other social signifiers in indecent ways. Individual gender expression is embedded 

in systems and structures of power that include colonialism, capitalism, and 

intersecting oppressions…Examining the social anxieties and struggles over trans 

issues not only assists us in to work towards social justice and equity for all 

people but also provides insight into how normative genders are produced, 

maintained, and reproduced (p. 19). 

While a theory and practice of how this intersection may most productively be explored 

has yet to be developed, one goal of this dissertation is to determine if student affairs 

practice within a women’s college environment includes, or precludes, acceptance of, 

advocacy for, and allegiance with transgender students (and could thus also be termed 

transfeminist), or whether the practitioner sees her/his role as confined or circumscribed 

by a concern for women students and an exclusively women-centered environment 

(liberal feminist). Determining, through analysis of administrators perceptions and their 

policy-making effects, the extent to which these two ideological frames can meaningfully 

co-exist, if at all, was a primary focus of this dissertation and the questions asked were 

designed to elicit understanding of relationship or disconnect between these frames. 
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Conclusion 

 As this literature review has demonstrated, exploring the recent trend of 

transgender students presence at activism on women’s college campuses, and student 

affairs administrators’ reactions to this trend, requires reflection about the nature of the 

women’s college experience, the unique developmental needs and concerns of 

transgender students, the orientation of the student affairs professional to these students, 

and the emphasis placed on the practice of social justice theories (such as feminism) as a 

foundational principle of student affairs practice. The perceptions of student affairs 

professionals at women’s colleges, and the meaning they make of the presence of 

transgender students, are a product of several converging factors: The ways they have 

been trained and professionally socialized, especially with respect to transgender students 

and to social justice, the ways their institutions position themselves in light of their nearly 

two centuries of a focus on the advancement of women, and the tensions experienced in 

their dual role as guarantors of the institution’s priorities and advocates for oppressed 

students’ growth and development.  

Little is known, to date, about how women’s college student affairs professionals 

view their roles, and the extent to which those roles might involve gate-keeping regarding 

the protection of women-only space. In this study, I endeavored to develop a clearer 

understanding of their perceptions and related actions, with a goal of making a 

meaningful contribution to women’s colleges efforts to respond to the perceived threat -- 

or perceived opportunity -- of transgender students on their campuses. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

The goal of this dissertation was to more clearly understand the ways that student 

affairs administrators at women’s colleges perceive, and make meaning about, the 

presence of male-identified transgender students at these colleges, and the extent to 

which these administrators ascribe to and enact feminist values in their student affairs 

practice with these (and other) students. In order to understand how student affairs 

practitioners at women’s colleges are responding to the recent phenomenon of visible 

trans agency, a qualitative study of their perceptions and accompanying actions was 

indicated. According to Denzin & Lincoln (2005), “Qualitative research is a situated 

activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of interpretive, material 

practices that make the world visible.” (p. 3). Through systematically documenting the 

expressed perspectives of a representative sample of individuals undergoing a particular 

experience, and through careful analysis of the ways that their individual and collective 

perspectives form, or diverge from forming, a patterned way of seeing and thinking about 

that experience, qualitative research offers a meaningful way to understand social change 

in process.  

Qualitative research encompasses many different methods of data collection, 

analysis, and reporting, including ethnography, case study, narrative analysis, 

phenomenology, and grounded theory approaches. For the purposes of this study – the 

goals of which are to examine the perspectives of student affairs administrators regarding 

the phenomena of being exposed to a recently-emerging student sub-population, and from 
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these data to better understand how these perceptions may be influenced by claiming a 

feminist identity, a hermeneutic (interpretive) phenomenological approach was used. 

Paradigmatic Approach: Feminist Epistemology 

 In order to establish the most appropriate research method for studying the 

question at hand, it was essential to first identify the philosophic assumptions driving the 

question and its parameters (Creswell, 2007). At its core, the question being considered in 

this dissertation concerned the historical tension arising from the intersection of feminist 

conceptions of women students’ needs and concerns and transgender agency, and the 

ways in which a particular group of actors respond to this tension. Sandra Harding (1987) 

has identified three elements embedded in the ways that research is approached: 

Epistemology, methodology, and method. Epistemology addresses how the researcher 

orients herself to what is knowable, who is the knower, and under what circumstances 

knowledge can be isolated and understood. The paradigmatic approach, encompassing 

both the methodology and the method, employed by a researcher in turn defines and 

determines every aspect of the study, including who participates, who does not, and how 

data are gathered, analyzed, and interpreted (Creswell, 2007). 

Because the unit of analysis in this dissertation was the student affairs practitioner 

as she/he is specifically situated at women’s colleges, the research question is essentially 

feminist in nature – because it “centers and makes problematic women’s diverse 

situations, as well as those institutions that frame those situations” (Olesen, 2000, p. 216). 

Likewise, because the question sought to illuminate the previously obscured perspectives 

of these professionals regarding a gendered phenomenon, the study was congruent with 

the focus for feminist inquiry advocated for by Stewart (1994) -- studying power 
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relationships and how such socially inscribed relationships impact women. Feminist 

epistemology seeks to locate the truths of participants’ experiences in their own words 

and acts, and to use this truth to scrutinize the features of institutions that deter, or 

promote, women’s agency. Feminist research approaches emerged from the postmodern 

shift toward interpretive, participatory, and dialectical forms of knowledge production, 

and thus are always concerned with accurate representation of the socially-located 

realities of participants, including naming and deconstructing their multiple and 

intersecting identities (Hesse-Biber, Gilmartin, & Lyderberg, 1999). 

Feminist research methodologies are informed also by post-modern emphasis on 

the social construction of gender – the idea that all gender categories and behaviors are 

constituted according to a complex interplay of socially-inscribed power relationships, 

and that these relationships and their relative levels of privilege and oppression are 

dependent upon many other factors within a culture (Lorber & Farrell, 1991). 

Understanding the ways that gender’s social construction is not simply constituted of, but 

also constitutes, power relations within a culture is a primary focus of feminist research, 

and the feminist researcher’s work typically embodies an explicit aim toward reduction of 

oppression or other forms of social change. In assuming a feminist analytical stance 

toward the question of how student affairs practitioners perceive and behave towards 

transgender students, and whether is this stance is characterized by feminist beliefs and 

actions (hooks, 2000), I am therefore also assuming a stance toward anti-oppression. 

Methodology 

 The methodology to be employed in a feminist research project may take many 

forms, characterized by the extent to which the methodology delimits the power 
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imbalance between researcher and participant, the extent to which the voice and 

experience of the participant is given priority, and the extent to which the researcher 

acknowledges participants’ essential role in the co-creation of knowledge (Butler, 1986). 

One methodology which enables these goals is to embed the research question in a 

framework of hermeneutic phenomenology. Hermeneutic phenomenology, developed in 

the early 20th century by philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), emphasized the 

study of “the life world or experience as it is lived” (Laverty, 2003, p. 267). Humans, 

according to Heidegger, are inextricably located in their personal histories, as well as the 

specificities of the cultural and historical milieu in which they exist – and this location 

and interplay is what constitutes being (Koch, 1995).  

Phenomenology as a philosophical construct was initially advanced by Edmund 

Husserl (1859-1938), who posited that individuals experience the world, and make sense 

of those experiences, consciously – that is to say, in direct, unmediated relationship to the 

phenomena itself. The researcher’s role, within this conception of ontology, is to enable 

the participant to reveal the singular truth of their lived experience through their own 

consciousness about it. Husserl’s phenomenology posited that there are fixed qualities or 

aspects of an experience that can thus be discovered through this process, and thus, his 

brand of phenomenology is viewed as quasi-positivist in nature. The goal of inquiry into 

the lived experience of individuals experiencing a phenomenon is to identify and name 

this reality as it emerges (Moustakas, 1994). 

Heidegger, however, diverged from the belief that a singular reality may be 

uncovered/revealed through analysis of individuals’ lived experience, proposing instead 

that multiple experiences and multiple realities with a particular phenomenon may 
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emerge, and that rather than drawing out lived experience from the unmediated 

consciousness, an individual always applies an interpretive lens to their own lived 

experience. This interpretive lens determines the extent to which an individual names 

various facets of the experience as important or unimportant, noting that this naming 

enables the individual to construct a preferential reality for themselves and for 

maintenance of their self-directed identity in the world (Heidegger, 1927). Hermeneutic 

phenomenology in practice thus seeks to understand a phenomenon as a function of the 

participants’ sense of themselves in the world, in its entirety, and in awareness of the 

impossibility of distilling the meaning of experiences outside of the perspectives and 

histories of individuals. Heidegger’s theory of phenomenology implies that the 

researcher, also, is interpretive in her analysis of others’ lived experiences, and that she 

filters experience through her own process, which she is responsible for articulating and 

keeping in mind as she analyzes data. According to Laverty (2003): 

This interpretive process includes explicit statements of the historical movements 

or philosophies that are guiding interpretation as well as the presuppositions that 

motivate the individuals who make the interpretations. 

To that end, researcher positionality is central to the analysis.  

Researcher Positionality 

McCracken (1988) proposed that in order to conduct qualitative research 

effectively, the researcher must “use the self as instrument of inquiry” (p. 32). In 

conducting this study, I affirmed that my own subjectivity as a researcher mattered to the 

outcomes of the data collection and analysis that I conducted. 
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As a student affairs administrator for fifteen years, a committed feminist, and 

gender equality activist who is both empathetic toward the aims and goals of single-

gender educational environments for women as well as to the aims and goals of 

transgender students’ claims to a rightful place in these environments, I began this study 

without a clear sense of what I expected to find, nor what the “right” answer to the 

dilemmas ushered in by the presence of transgender students on women’s college 

campuses is. I thus admit my own uncertainty and vacillation regarding a fixed position 

on the issue. My personal experiences with women’s educational empowerment, as an 

anti-rape educator on four different college campuses and as a current women’s center 

director, have convinced me of the importance of educational environments that give 

priority to women, including those that sometimes or always operate on the basis of male 

exclusion.  

I was also aware that evidence to date suggests that educational environments 

where cisgender boys and men are present are more likely to be locations of potential 

danger, in terms of harassment, threats, and physical and sexual violence, for transgender 

youth (Bilodeau, 2005; Henning-Stout, James, & Macintosh, 2000; Kosciw & Diaz, 

2006; Wyss, 2004). This reality begged the question, of student affairs administrators, of 

me as a researcher, and of the profession as a whole: Is it ethical to seek to exclude 

transgender students, even those who identify as male, from an educational environment 

which appears to be safer for them, and in which some modicum of acceptance and 

support by the student body has been already demonstrated? (see, e.g., Brune, 2007; 

Offman, 2005; Raftery, 2003; Smith Alumnae Quarterly, 2004)  
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Kate Bornstein (1994) has noted that alongside transgender individuals, lesbians 

and gay men actively transgress the roles deemed appropriate for our gender by behaving 

outside of heterosexual norms, and in so doing, that we share a natural political affinity 

with the causes and concerns of transgender individuals. In keeping with an 

understanding of gender transgression on a sort of continuum rather than as an either/or 

proposition, I strongly believe that the social change process which leads to the 

elimination of all socially prescribed and proscribed gender roles will ultimately lead to 

the liberation of cisgender people and transgender people alike from gender-based 

oppression, and that a primary aim of meaningful feminist social change, as first 

articulated by transgender feminist theorists, should thus be complete eradication of all 

forms of gender role proscription (Bornstein, 1994; Koyama, 2003). Alliance and 

collaboration are the mainstays of my particular progressive stance toward gender 

politics. I was also hopeful that any new understanding that arises from this study may 

bring with it opportunities for productively addressing the current tension regarding the 

issue of transgender students at women’s colleges. 

As I undertook this study, I made every possible effort to be conscious of my 

relationships with and actions toward the participants in my study, to openly claim the 

identities I bring to this context, and to correct for power imbalances whenever possible 

(Weis & Fine, 2000). A principled awareness of power in the researcher/participant 

relationship was my responsibility to maintain, and to ensure that in my effort to 

complete this dissertation in a meaningful way, I was committed to being conscious of 

and open to many different perspectives as I collected and analyzed the data for this 

study. Likewise, through self-awareness, I ensured to the best of my ability that no bias or 
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agenda of my own regarding the findings entered into the construction of study or its 

outcomes. 

Finally, in the spirit of acknowledging the limitations of my (and others’) 

positionality, I acknowledge that because I do not identify as transgender, and that none 

of the participants of this study identified as transgender at the time of our interview, a 

crucial component of this issue – the voices and perspectives of transgender people – is 

absent. To address this lack, I have sought input and advice from transgender alumni of 

women’s colleges and from transgender scholars, activists, and others who are experts in 

transgender agency and identity. 

Feminist Method: In-depth Interviewing 

In order to gain a clearer understanding of the lived experience and perceptions of 

women’s college student affairs administrators regarding the presence of transgender 

students, I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 30 participants, each of 

whom was a student affairs administrator at one of five women’s colleges (which for 

purposes of confidentiality, I have named Morrow, Fallon, Ophelia, Athena, and Prentiss 

Colleges, respectively).  

 In-depth interviewing, a mainstay of qualitative research methods, has been 

described as “a conversation with a purpose” (Kahn & Cannell, 1957, p. 149). The 

purpose of these interviews was to gauge student affairs administrators’ perceptions of 

transgender students on their campus, the ways these perceptions inform their enacted 

responses to transgender students, and to determine the relationship (if any) between 

these perceptions and beliefs and the ways they were (or in the future may be) creating or 

enforcing policies that affect transgender students. Responses were collected individually 
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and considered both as stand-alone and collective perspectives. Analysis of these 

responses through a feminist anti-oppression lens (hooks, 2000) revealed the extent to 

which their responses were informed by feminist values, and if so, to what extent. 

Purposeful sampling 

In keeping with appropriate methods for a hermeneutic phenomenological study, 

participants were selected by using purposeful sampling (Patton, 1980). Purposeful 

sampling means that “the inquirer selects individuals and sites for study because they can 

purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon in 

the study” (Creswell, 2007, p. 125). This form of sampling reflects the general dictum 

that the goal of qualitative research is not to generalize about an experience or 

population, but to understand the particularities of a phenomenon in question (Creswell, 

2007).  

The participant pool for this study was limited to student affairs professionals at 

one of five women’s colleges where the presence of transgender students is (or recently 

has been) a factor in the normal functioning of the institution, and/or a factor in their role 

as facilitators of student development. Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, I obtained 

permission from each college’s chief student affairs officer before beginning recruitment. 

One site required that I secure approval from that college’s Institutional Review Board as 

well, which I was granted in July of 2008. In the initial outreach effort, I sent invitation 

letters by regular mail, followed by email, to approximately 23 student affairs 

administrators at each of the five women’s colleges  (n=114) (see Appendix A). Initial 

criteria for inclusion in the study was: 



   

 111

1) Two years or more professional experience in student affairs administration at 

this, or in combination with any other, women’s college, to reduce the likelihood that the 

complexity of administrators’ perceptions will be limited by their status as novices in the 

field (Patton, 1980); 

 2) Possession of an earned graduate degree (master’s, doctorate, or both) in 

college student personnel, higher education administration, counseling, social justice 

education or a closely related field of study, so that it was assured that they have been 

professionally trained in the values and core tenets of the profession, and 

 3) Professional responsibility within one of the following functional areas of 

student affairs administration: residence life, student activities, academic advising, career 

advising, community service, health communication, counseling, financial aid, 

multicultural affairs, dean of students, office of the registrar, and/or admissions (all of 

which are arenas within student affairs with a meaningful degree of direct student 

contact). At four of the five institutions, a previously known colleague (to the researcher) 

served as an informant, and provided information about the professional and educational 

histories of potential participants in the study, to improve the likelihood of inviting all 

possible WCSAAs who fit the study criteria. 

 As recruitment for the study began, adjustments were made to widen the circle of 

inclusion to WCSAAs who had recently (within one year) arrived on the women’s 

college campus in a professional role, as it became clear that a significant number of 

student affairs administrators of color, as well as those with a high degree of past contact 

with transgender students at their previous institution(s), would otherwise be excluded 

from the study, to the detriment of the richness of the findings. The median number of 
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years at a women’s college of participants in the study was seven, suggesting that the 

possibility of a ‘novice effect’ was mediated by those with extensive professional 

experience at a women’s college. Additional demographics of the participant pool can be 

found in Table 1. 

 Additionally, while I had initially considered including only those professionals 

who were personally acquainted with transgender students present on their campus at 

present or in the recent past, a pilot study conducted in February of 2008 revealed that 

many student affairs professionals on a women’s college campus had some exposure to 

the issue of transgender students, and had formed perspectives on their presence, even if 

they were not personally acquainted with transgender students themselves.  

 Of the 114 participants initially invited to take part, approximately 48% (n=54) 

indicated via email that were not eligible to participate because they did not hold an 

advanced degree in a higher education student affairs-related field. 31 invited participants 

did not respond to the invitation to participate. Ultimately, 31 participants from the five 

colleges in the sample agreed to participate in interviews. Following completion of 

interviews of the first round of participant recruitment, saturation – in the form of 

noticeable repetition of responses and themes (Creswell, 2007) -- was reached 

 Of the 31 participants in this study, 24 had direct experience working with 

transgender students on their women’s college campus. Three participants did not have 

direct experience working with transgender students but were aware of their presence at 

the women’s college. Four participants did not have familiarity with or awareness of 

transgender students on their campus.  

 



   

 113

Table 1 

Participant Demographics (n=31) 
 

 
Demographic Category     Number    

Gender Identity 

 Female       26 

 Male       5  

Years at (this or other) women’s college 

0-2       3 

2-5       9 

5-10       11 

10+       8 

Years in student affairs profession 

 0-2       3 

 2-5       4 

 5-10       10 

 10_+       14 

Racial Identity      

Bi-racial:       1 

Black/African American    4 

Latina/o      2  

Mexican      1 

Woman of color, unspecified    1  
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Table 1, cont. 

Participant demographics (n=31)___________________________ 
 
Demographic Category     Number 

Race/ethnicity 

White/Caucasian/Anglo- American   22 

Functional Area 

Residence Life       12 

Asst/ Assoc/Dean of Students      4 

Career Center        6 

Multicultural affairs       3 

Student activities/campus center      5 

Community/public service      1 

Alumnae of women’s college? 

Yes       6 

No       25  
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While these four participants’ perspectives about working with this student population 

were therefore not informed by direct experience, they nevertheless offered important 

perspectives on the nature, complexity, and rewards of working in a women’s college 

context, and these impressions were included as data in the findings of this study. 

Institutional Context 

Although this study was not intended to be nor was designed in the manner of a 

case study, only particular institutions of single-sex education and the student affairs 

administrators employed within them were of relevance to the research question -- those 

with a documented history of the presence of male-identified transgender students. To 

date, publicly accessible evidence (in the form of press coverage, student weblogs, and/or 

online chat room or Bulletin Board Server activity) exists to suggest that students who 

identify as transgender males are or have been present within the last five years on at 

least 14 women’s college campuses in the United States. It was from this established pool 

of 14 that five geographically dispersed American women’s colleges were selected for 

participant recruitment. 

Yin (1984) posited two possibilities for meaningful site selection: choosing on the 

basis of predictably similar results, creating “literal” replication, or choosing on the basis 

of contrary results, yielding “theoretical” replication (p.49). For the purposes of this 

study, institutions with similar characteristics were selected in order to minimize 

differences in perspective created by radically different institutional contexts and mission  

(for example, a public women’s college, an open-enrollment women’s college, or a much 

larger women’s college). Institutions with similar characteristics in terms of size, 

selectivity, baccalaureate focus, and diversity of student body in terms of race, 
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socioeconomic class, and age distribution were selected. (Peterson’s Guide to Colleges, 

2009).  

Each of these five women’s colleges was categorized as having moderately 

difficult (2) or very difficult (3) admissions standards. Each institution had fewer than 

3,000 undergraduate students. The comprehensive cost (tuition, room, board and fees) for 

each institution ranged between $40,000 and $47,000 annually. Each confers 80% or 

more of total degrees granted annually to undergraduates. Each of the five institutions’ 

student populations included 25% or more students of color and/or international students. 

Four of the five institutions offer a program for adult or returning women students. All 

five colleges offer a program of student exchange, such that male-identified students 

from nearby coeducational institutions may enroll in courses on their campus for credit. 

All five enroll male graduate and/or post-baccalaureate program students (Peterson’s 

Guide to Colleges, 2009). 

Finally, each college selected as a site for this study has had at least one openly 

transgender student present on their campus during some part (or all) of the last eight 

years, as noted in the press, in online support communities, and/or through direct 

experiences as provided by informants (Bernstein, 2004; Brune, 2007; Greenaway, 2001; 

Morais & Schreiber, 2007; Offman, 2005; Personal Communication, S. Sennott, August 

22nd, 2008; Raftery, 2003; Translate Gender, 2006; Trescott, 2007; Vitello, 2006). 

Publicly available accounts of these institutions’ responses to the emergence of 

transgender students on their campuses indicated that they have not yet constructed 

definitive, publicly available policy statements regarding the presence of these students. 

The moment was therefore ripe for capturing the essence of this phenomenon as it 
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unfolded by studying the individuals most directly responsible for informing the creation 

of policy through reflective, student-centered practice. 

 Prior to undertaking interviews at each of the five sites, I prepared by spending 

time researching various aspects of the institutional surround that might influence 

participants’ responses, including the visible presence of transgender student organizing 

on campus, the presence of gender-neutral or inclusive public accommodations, the 

availability of educational information, events, or programs about transgender issues, the 

presence of formal institutional policies regarding transgender students, institutional 

message transmission about role fulfillment of students and alumnae, and other material 

artifacts that might have bearing on participants’ responses. The breadth and frequency of 

these material artifacts and other indicators of transgender student presence and agency, 

and institutional response to transgender students, are summarized in Table 2. 

 In addition to evaluation of the above-noted factors, official documents at each 

college were examined for clues about how each markets itself, as well as the ways that 

gender is described/signified in these documents. Equally informative was the manner in 

which student and alumnae roles and characteristics were defined and described in these 

documents, and the sense they conveyed about the “ideal [name here] college woman.” 

Admissions materials, course catalogs, college websites, coverage in local and national 

newspapers, student and alumnae weblogs, and alumnae publications were also 

scrutinized for important background material relevant to this study. Like all other 

aspects of data collection and analysis related to this qualitative study, content analysis of 

relevant documents, posters, and other visual symbols was filtered through the 

researcher’s system of making meaning.  
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Table 2  

Material indicators examined related to research question, by college 

 Athena  Fallon  Morrow  Ophelia  Prentiss  

Presence of 
transgender 
student 
organization 

 

• � 

 

•  

  

•  

 

Intentional 
gender-neutral 
bathroom 
conversion 

 

•  

  

•  

  

•  

 

•  

Inclusive 
language in 
student 
handbook 

 

•  

 

•  

 

•  

 

•  

 

Inclusive 
language in 
housing 
assignment 
procedures 

 

•  

 

•  

 

•  

 

•  

 

 

Transgender 
awareness 
event on 
campus (open 
to public) in 
last 12 months 

  

•  

 

•  

 

•  

 

Transgender 
student issues 
mentioned in 
student 
newspaper in 
last 12 months 

 

•  

 

•  

 

•  

 

•  

 

Annual 
training on 
transgender 
issues for RAs 

 

•  

 

•  

   

•  

Gender-
inclusive hate 
crime/bias 
incident 
policy 

 

•  

 

•  

 

•  

 

•  

 

•  
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Content analysis requires the researcher to “acknowledge working within 

hermeneutic circles in which [her/his] own culturally conditioned understandings 

constitutively participate” (Krippendorff, 2004, p. 17). My status as a student affairs 

administrator who has spent the last fifteen years developing college policies, creating 

fliers for events, and writing editorials about gender issues in college newspapers, 

certainly came into play in analysis of these artifacts and documents. Due to 

confidentiality constraints, these documents cannot be included in this dissertation study 

for content verification. 

In addition to examination of material artifacts, I spent three to five days on each 

campus observing student, faculty, and staff interactions, particularly in informal social 

spaces such as the campus café and/or campus center. I attended events on three 

campuses related to transgender awareness and education. I participated in a campus tour 

at each institution as well, to better understand how admissions office marketing takes 

place. Through journaling, I recorded detailed notes regarding each of these physical and 

artifactual features for future consideration and inquiry, and they were frequently 

referenced in both the interview process and in the analysis phase. 

Confidentiality 

 American women’s colleges occupy a precarious position in the current post-

secondary landscape, given that nearly three-quarters of these institutions have converted 

to a coeducational student body, have merged with nearby colleges, or have closed 

altogether, within the last twenty years (Salomone, 2007).  Today, less than 5% of 

prospective students are willing to consider applying to a women’s college (Miller-Bernal 
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& Poulson, 2006). Anxieties about women’s college futures rest squarely in the domain 

of their ongoing struggle for survival, some of which is doubtlessly determined by the 

extent to which these colleges can stay ‘on message’ about their student bodies’ 

attributes. As press coverage of the issue of transgender male students on women’s 

college campuses has grown steadily in the last five years (see, e.g., Bernstein, 2004; 

Brune, 2007; Greenaway, 2001; Morais & Schreiber, 2007; Quart, 2008; Raftery, 2003; 

Vitello, 2006) representations of administrators’ perspectives on these students and their 

contested place has been uneven at best, typically portraying administrators as 

evasive/invisible, uneducated about transgender identity, or as soundbite-offering 

spokespersons for their institutions. 

 Sensitivity about the simplistic nature of this media coverage and its implications 

for the short- and long-term viability of the single sex college environment led me to 

understand that it would be necessary to obtain explicit permission from chief student 

affairs officers at each institution before approaching their staff for participant 

recruitment. As anticipated, concerns about both participant and institutional 

confidentiality were stated by each chief student affairs officer, prior to approving my 

recruitment request. Two additional women’s colleges at which I had hoped to conduct 

interviews denied my request for approval, citing timing, personnel, and other resource 

constraints. 

 In exchange for the opportunity to interview staff members at each of the five 

women’s college campuses, I agreed to a condition of strict confidentiality for all 

participants as well as the institution as a whole. While confidentiality is germane to 

virtually all qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), heightened sensitivity to this 
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issue on the part of the institutions and their leadership meant that literally every piece of 

identifying information had to be concealed within the data as it is presented in this study. 

Consequently, all copies of documents obtained pertaining to the specific identity of the 

colleges I visited, including email and written correspondence, admissions materials, 

policy guides, videos, and recordings of interviews, will be maintained in locked files for 

the duration of this study, and will be discarded within 90 days of the completion of the 

study. 

Interview Procedure 

Each participant in this study took part in an interview lasting between 60 and 90 

minutes, in the location of their choice (mostly, in their offices or in a nearby conference 

room). Each participant was assured of confidentiality, and was invited to review the data 

analysis in draft form to offer feedback, particularly those sections of the analysis where 

they were directly quoted. Informed consent was obtained from all participants in this 

study, according to the parameters established by the Boston College Institutional Review 

Board. The complete consent form and recruitment materials used in this study can be 

found in Appendix A. 

During the interview, I asked each participant a series of open-ended questions 

about their perceptions of and experiences with serving transgender students on campus, 

any actions they may have taken in response to the presence of these students, and their 

perceptions of how their beliefs about feminism influence their practice and policy-

making on their campus with regard to these students. Open ended questions were 

selected, as they are typically the most fruitful form of gathering data in a qualitative 

study. According to Lofland (1971): 
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In order to capture participants “in their own terms” one must learn their 

categories for rendering explicable and coherent the flux of raw reality. That, 

indeed, is the first principle of qualitative analysis (p. 7). 

Hermeneutic phenomenology, as a method, stipulates that to the extent possible,  

 The observer’s focus is on how members of the social world apprehend and act on  

 the objects of their experience as if they are things separate and distinct from   

 themselves (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000, p. 489). 

To that end, I endeavored to focus on three principal questions as starting points for 

discussion, following the trail of meaning-making initiated by the participant toward 

other avenues of inquiry and thematic relationship. At the start of the study, I presumed 

that to understand the lived experience of participants meant, in this case, to understand 

each participants’ personal perceptions, professional responsibilities and approaches, 

their political identity, and the fusion of all three. To explore that presupposition, three 

foundational questions guided the collection of data for this study. These questions were:  

1) What experiences have you had regarding transgender students in your women’s 
college environment?  

2) How have you, and/or your institution, responded to their presence? 
3) By your own definition, is this women’s college a feminist institution? Do you 

identify as a feminist? (explain) 
 

Additional probative questions designed to elucidate the participants’ responses were 

asked dependent on the nature of participants’ responses to these guiding questions. A 

comprehensive research instrument detailing the core, and additional, questions can be 

found in appendix B. 
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Data Analysis 

In order to effectively undertake a hermeneutic phenomenological analysis of the 

data that emerged from the interviews I conducted, I utilized methods proposed by 

Moustakas (1994) and modified by Creswell (2007). Following each interview, I 

transcribed the sound files using HyperTranscribe educational software, version 1.0.1. 

Following transcription, each interview was coded using HyperResearch software. 

Coding was conducted line by line, assigning meaning to each response. Line by line 

coding enabled looking both within and across individual interview responses to 

highlight significant statements. Significant statements typically take the form of direct 

quotes that appear to reveal a coded pattern or theme in a way that this population 

understands and interprets the phenomenon under study (Moustakas, 1994). Significant 

statements were then grouped into clusters of meaning according to the sentiments, 

beliefs, or values they convey.  

Significant statements were used to construct a summary of each account in the 

form of a textural description of each participants’ lived experience, formed by 

participants own words, sequencing, and phrasing. After composition of the textural 

description, a summary of the underlying dynamics, the ‘how’ – depicting the nature and 

quality -- of the experience, was constructed, called a structural description (Moustakas, 

1994). This description included naming features of the context/environment, cultural 

values and norms, and other factors that appear to be influencing that experience for the 

participant. I then distilled what appeared to be essential about the experience into 

composite textural and structural descriptions of the experience, the themes or patterns 

which appear to be consistent or relatively consistent across participants. These 
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composites convey which specific aspects of serving as a student affairs administrator at 

a women’s college influence the ways that these administrators perceive, respond to, and 

shape policy regarding transgender students. The composite textural description for this 

study is included in Appendix C. After composing structural and textural descriptions for 

each individual interview, and for the interviews as a whole, recurrent patterns and 

themes were distilled into four major findings. These findings, and the sub-themes 

associated with each, are delineated in chapter 5. 

Finally, maintaining fidelity to a hermeneutic phenomenological method hinges 

on acceptance/acknowledgment of the fact that the entire process, from participant 

selection, to question refinement, to coding, to analysis and finally to interpretation is a 

process that is inevitably and indelibly shaped by the researcher. The hermeneutic 

phenomenological researcher must not delude herself about the nature of “reality” as 

being fixed, essential, or unchanging. Instead, she recognizes the value of bringing self-

consciousness about one’s values and beliefs to the fore, while also recognizing the dance 

of intersubjectivity as the core tenet of the researcher/participant relationship.  

Data Triangulation 

 An additional means for understanding the essential nature of the lived experience 

of the participants under study is to use multiple data sources beyond interviews to 

deepen the researcher’s understanding of the ways that participants may experience the 

phenomena in question, a strategy known as triangulation. Triangulation is “the act of 

bringing more than one source of data to bear on a single point” (Marshall & Rossman, 

1995, p. 144). In addition to interview data, supplementary materials and artifacts related 

to the phenomenon under study can bolster the strength of an analysis by elaborating 
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upon already-identified themes, or providing new clues for lines of important additional 

inquiry. As noted previously, artifacts and symbols related to transgender visibility and 

awareness on the five campuses included in this study, as well as materials related to the 

institutions’ image and message transmission, were considered important data, 

particularly in advance of the interview. For the purposes of this study, triangulation was 

also accomplished through member checking. 

Member checking was essential to my process of verification of key facts and 

themes that emanated from the data as well. Member checking (Miles & Huberman, 

1994) is the process of inviting participants to respond to the data collected and analyses 

generated by the data, through providing them with excerpts from this study in which 

they are quoted, along with the context in which the quotation is placed, for verification. 

Sharing the emergent phenomenology of an experience with participants is an essential 

part of the interpretive process, and requires a commitment to seeking input and revision 

of emergent understandings in accordance with feedback from participants. According to 

Koch (1995)  

Hermeneutics invites participants into an ongoing conversation, but does not 

provide a set methodology. Understanding occurs through a fusion of horizons, 

which is a dialectic between the pre-understandings of the research process, the 

interpretive framework and the sources of information. (p. 835) 

Consequently, all participants in this study were invited to respond in writing or in person 

to (and suggest modifications to) the interpretive gleanings developed in this study, and 

to suggest modifications, according to the extent to which they believe the data faithfully 

represents their lived experiences. 17 participants responded to my query for 



   

 126

confirmation of context and tone in the placement of their comments, and four suggested 

slight modifications. In all cases, participant feedback was stringently incorporated into 

the emerging interpretation, and noted in Chapters 4 and 5 as part of the analytical 

process. In summary, conducting triangulation of data in the form of member checking 

and content analysis of relevant artifacts enabled the rigor and validity of this study to be 

maximized. 

Intercoder Agreement 

 In order to ascertain the consistency of coding categories, themes, and patterns in 

the data in this study, intercoder agreement was conducted.  By comparing the process of 

discerning codes for segments of data, assigning categories for related segments, and 

creating interpretations from those segments, researchers can better determine the extent 

to which personal bias or topical familiarity might be shaping their data analysis 

(Goodwin & Goodwin, 1984).  

 In order to determine if the coding process and sequence was coherent with the 

perspective of another qualitative researcher, intercoder agreement was tested through 

comparison of coding schema, themes, and structural/textural descriptions. A colleague 

currently in the completion phase of her dissertation, also using hermeneutic 

phenomenological methods, independently coded three interviews from this study. In a 

side-by-side comparison, coherence of coding schema between my perceptions and those 

of my colleague for these three interviews was verified to be at or better than 80%, as 

recommended by Miles & Huberman (1994). The process of comparative coding enabled 

both researchers to mutually refine categories of coding and clustering, as we proceeded 

through our data analysis. 
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Pilot Study 

 To prepare for this dissertation study, I conducted a pilot study in February and 

March of 2008 that was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Boston College. 

In this pilot study, I interviewed four student affairs administrators at a women’s college 

in the Northeast United States utilizing a preliminary research instrument. I transcribed 

the interviews for this study and began by conducting an elementary analysis of the 

results, noting some meaningful patterns of response that provided clues to an optimal 

question format for the data collection portion of the dissertation process to be conducted 

in Summer and Fall of 2008. 

From this pilot, I was able to determine that participants’ previous job experiences 

(meaning jobs held prior to the women’s college position they currently held) were only 

very marginally related to their current position at the women’s college, and to their 

perceptions of and experiences with transgender students. I was also able to determine 

that administrators who did not have direct contact with transgender-identified students at 

this institution still held clear opinions regarding these students, and expressed these 

opinions in professional contexts where policy-making was or might be a logical 

outcome. I also determined that opinions regarding the presence of transgender students 

appeared to be mixed: two participants felt that transgender students were not entirely 

compatible with the mission of a women’s college, and two felt that room could and 

should be made for transgender students in this setting, reflecting the likelihood that there 

will be variability regarding this possibility in my full participant pool. Finally, I 

determined that among at least some administrators, claiming the identity of ‘feminist’ 

and acting in feminist ways are not necessarily parallel choices. This suggested that it 
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will be important to analyze whether one chooses the identity label of ‘feminist’ 

separately from whether one enacts feminist behaviors and responses to transgender 

students. Accordingly, these findings informed the way I approached participant 

interviews and data analysis in the formal stage of this dissertation. The modified 

research instrument for use in the next step of data collection, informed by the responses 

gleaned from the pilot study, can be found in Appendix B. 

Limitations 

As with all studies a researcher might undertake, this dissertation has some 

limitations. The principal limitation lies in the fact that due to time constraints, I was not 

able to revisit the participants in my study more than once to continue asking them about 

their perceptions of the phenomenon in question, the presence of transgender students. 

Multiple interviews are highly recommended, if not required, within the context of a 

traditional phenomenological study (Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994). Because I had a 

short window of time in which to collect data from my participants (the Summer and 

early Fall of 2008), I was, of necessity, limited to one interview, which was only 

augmented or modified at the participants’ discretion through the process of member-

checking. It is my hope that this dissertation will be the first in a series of research 

projects that attempt to develop a deeper understanding about the intersection of feminist 

praxis and transgender student claims to belonging in historically single-sex educational 

spaces, and through a commitment to an extended research agenda, I hope to address and 

reconcile the limitations of this dissertation in my future scholarly work. 

Additional limitations include the fact that there are no participants in this study 

who, at the time the research was conducted, were in a professional role in either 
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admissions or alumnae affairs at a women’s college. These two functional areas are 

profoundly affected by questions about the gender identity of women’s college students, 

and their absence in this study means that an important aspect of how WCSAAs view this 

student population and respond to it is absent from this study. Additionally, senior 

student affairs officers (SSAOs) are under-represented in this study, while entry- and 

mid-manager level professionals comprise the majority of participants. Because senior 

student affairs officers’ positions within the institution are, by definition, more oriented 

toward protecting and preserving the institution’s viability, the perspectives represented 

in this study may be more student-advocacy oriented than would otherwise be the case. 

Notably, virtually all of the SSAOs at women’s colleges who were invited to participate 

in this study were not eligible to participate because they did not possess a degree in 

student affairs, higher education, counseling/development or social justice education. 

Finally, an additional limitation of this study concerns the fact that the voices and 

perspectives of transgender students, with whom the participants of this study enact 

professional practice, are not represented. As such, it is not possible to know if these 

students were either positively or negatively affected by the practices of participants in 

this study, nor whether such practices were wanted and needed, with any certainty. I 

maintain that in order to assess the extent to which any educational environment is 

characterized by anti-oppression, it is essential to understand the motivations and beliefs 

of those in power. Future research should aim to complement the perspectives of those in 

power at women’s colleges with the perspectives of those most directly affected by their 

actions – transgender students themselves. 
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Summary and Conclusion 

Using purposeful sampling, textual and structural descriptions, and triangulation 

through content analysis of relevant artifacts and member checking, I endeavored to co-

create the meaning of the perceptions of 30 women’s colleges administrators regarding 

the presence of transgender students, the meaning of actions taken in regards to 

transgender students, and their perceptions of the formation of policy related to the 

presence of transgender students. Perceptions, actions, and policies were analyzed 

through a feminist lens (hooks, 2000) in order to determine the extent to which feminist 

student affairs practice (Rosser, 2003) and transgender student agency can (or cannot) co-

exist on the women’s college campus. The outcomes of this study will ideally be of 

benefit to women’s college administrators and other policy makers who are grappling 

with this issue, as well as to the transgender students and allied activists who seek shelter, 

understanding, and acceptance within the framework of the contemporary American 

women’s college. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 
 
Introduction 

The goal of this dissertation was to shed light upon the ways that women’s college 

student affairs administrators (hereafter, WCSAAs) perceive, and make meaning about, 

the presence of transgender students at these colleges, as well as to assess the extent to 

which these administrators ascribe to and enact feminist values in their student affairs 

practice. By understanding one aspect of the lived experience of participants in this study, 

I endeavored to know more fully what it was like to work with a current-day population 

of students who are sometimes portrayed as ‘outsiders’ in the women’s college. 

Analysis of semi-structured in-depth interviews revealed the contours of this 

emerging phenomenon as it is currently playing out on five different women’s college 

campuses.  As noted previously, “the observer’s focus is on how members of the social 

world apprehend and act on the objects of their experience” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000, 

p. 489). Operating from a feminist epistemological stance required absolute fidelity to the 

chosen words of participants, as well as honoring pauses, silence, and other meaningful 

interstices between words. 

Through the voices of the thirty-one participants in this dissertation, a clearer 

picture of their perspectives, professional responsibilities, and political sensibilities took 

shape. In the faithful rendering of these voices, the student affairs profession as it 

practiced on women’s college campuses, and its continually evolving commitment to 

developing the whole student, came into sharper focus. 

 Participants in this study painted a picture of the lived experience of student 

affairs practice at women’s colleges that is characterized by deep and abiding concern for 
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the growth and learning of all students, while acting as both individuals and collectives in 

a complex organizational field. Women’s colleges, like all institutions of post-secondary 

learning, are composed of a complex web of power dynamics, in which numerous 

institutional stakeholders and their differing interests are intertwined (Miller-Bernal & 

Poulson, 2006).  In addition to formal hierarchical reporting relationships, WCSAAs in 

this study frequently alluded to the weighty influence of faculty, alumnae, current and 

prospective students and their parents, members of boards of trustees, and other 

stakeholders in the considerations leveraged upon their work. With respect to the 

controversial nature of transgender student visibility and agency at these institutions, 

seldom were WCSAAs acting in isolation from these influences. As a result, the 

experiences represented in this study reflect participants’ embeddedness in a multi-

layered system of each institution’s identity creation and refinement. 

 As the participants in this study with direct opportunity to work with or observe 

transgender students, or to speculate about their future orientation to the presence of 

transgender students, told their stories, and as their narratives were analyzed through a 

feminist epistemological paradigm, several commonalities characterized participant 

perspectives and practices on this issue. First, with respect to the transgender students 

themselves, participants in this study expressed significant positive regard for them and 

their sustained presence on the women’s college campus, using positive langue to 

describe them and their relationship to them. These positive perspectives were formulated 

in complicated and sometimes contradictory environmental contexts where the influence 

of female/feminized language and imagery was strongly felt, yet where there was ample 

nurturance of free gender expression. Primarily emanating from external stakeholders 
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such as alumnae, prospective students, and parents, anxieties about the public image of 

the women’s college were present. Some discomfort with transgender student presence 

among some members of the student body also shaped the participants experiences and 

perceptions of this issue.  

With respect to their professional roles, participants in this study described acting 

affirmatively as supporters of, and sometimes advocates for, transgender student 

concerns. And finally, participants in this study consistently claimed feminist identities 

that cohered with support and inclusion of transgender male students. Taken as a whole, 

the results of this study indicate that participants’ narratives of the lived experience of 

practicing student affairs and working with transgender students on the women’s college 

campus is one of affirmation, action, advocacy, even in the face of significant 

institutional and external ambivalence about these students and their rightful place on the 

women’s college campus. 

 Consequently, the data in this study revealed four major themes: 

1) participants’ positive regard for transgender students;  2) Participants’ embeddedness 

in a complex and sometimes contradictory field where female language and imagery are 

dominant but where individuals’ free gender expression is encouraged, where there are 

anxieties about the public image of women’s colleges, and where some students are 

uncomfortable about the presence of transgender students; 3) Participants in this study 

acted almost uniformly as supporters of and advocates for transgender students, and 4) 

Participants claimed ideological coherence between feminism and support for 

transgender students. Each theme, and narrative examples from interview data illustrating 

each theme, will be explored in the following section 
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“One of Ours, Too”: Positive Regard for Transgender Students  

As noted in chapter three, 24 of 31 participants in this study had direct experience 

knowing and working with transgender male students at their women’s college, and in 

three cases, in the institution where they had worked immediately prior to working at the 

women’s college. Three other participants had not worked directly with transgender male 

students but had observed their presence and activism on the women’s college campus 

where they were employed, while four (all of whom worked at the same institution) had 

no awareness of past or present transgender student enrollment at their college, despite 

evidence3 of these students’ recent past presence. 

When asked about their perceptions of the transgender students they had either 

observed or worked with directly, participants in this study expressed nearly universal 

positive regard for them and their way of being on the campus as lived experience. 

Transgender students’ actions and presence, whether activist in nature or simply blending 

in with others, had made a favorable impression on participants in this study. These 

positive perceptions were mediated by several factors, including the sense that trans 

students consistently face and navigate struggle, that they negotiated belonging in 

complicated ways, that they often made efforts to connect meaningfully with WCSAAs, 

and that WCSAAs perceptions of their gender identity were not always stable in the 

retelling. Participants also sometimes commented negatively on the hypermasculine 

behaviors and identities adopted by newly male-identified transgender students, as well. 

                                                 
3 Evidence of transgender student enrollment was noted in the narratives of two other participants from this institution 
and mentioned in an online community for transgender advocacy at colleges in the United States. Also notably, a 
transgender male student from a recently graduated class at this institution had left his ‘mark’ on a campus graffiti wall, 
placing his name next to the symbol for transgender awareness. 
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Adjectives frequently used to describe participants’ perceptions of transgender 

students included: brave/courageous/gutsy (12 references), strong (9 references), 

sincere/earnest (6 references), real/genuine (6 references) and mature (5 references).  

Other, less frequently used positive references included tough, principled, savvy, fearless, 

determined, and world-wise.  

In terms of the basis of their positive feeling, most participants described students 

in the context of a professional interaction. In the words of Fay: 

I got to know this student right before the housing lottery. He came in to see me 

needing a single, and it struck me that he was shaking, like literally physically 

shaking in my office. I was really touched. And the fact that he was able to talk to 

me, a supposedly scary administrator, who held the keys to his happiness. It was 

absolutely mind-blowing to me that he could do this and that he could do it more 

or less alone. 

Natasha, a career development counselor who had advised more than one transgender 

student about ways to effectively navigate a job search in a transphobic world, similarly 

expressed admiration. In her words: 

It wasn’t as if the student needed me to tell him really, because he had been 

thinking so much already about the issues he was going to face. He sat back in the 

chair, folded his arms and said, well, this is the deal! I was so impressed by that, 

since not even the [women-identified] students we work with are that far ahead, 

and they have every advantage here! 
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Participants’ perceptions were also influenced by their sense of themselves in college, as 

noted by Fay, an alumna of the college where she is now working: 

Thinking about ‘Neil,’ I can’t help but marvel at how self-possessed he is, and 

honestly, how little about myself I knew or understood at his age. He’s just so 

much more sure of his identity, and I was always looking to other people to tell 

me who I should be here. 

The most common refrain (n=21) in participants’ narratives of transgender student 

experience was that of negotiating struggle—of working against the tide for selfhood. As 

noted by Burgess (1999), trans youth often bear the lion’s share burden of the social, 

cultural, and relational obstacles to their full acceptance that are more accurately 

attributed to lack of understanding among the culture at large. As Seema commented: 

I have had experience with students that are considering the transition or have 

transitioned, and are just trying to fit or find their place. And it's hard. I think it's 

really difficult for those students. The things that they are struggling with are 

mostly the day to day...'what bathroom do I use?, how do people identify me? 

what acronym are they using for me today, am I a zie, she, he?' …They always try 

their best to educate, but I think it is a daily fight. 

Participants viewed the struggles experienced by transgender students as being informed 

by the everyday challenges they faced as students growing and developing adult identities 

at elite private colleges. As Nell remarked: 

I think they are going through what every other student on this campus is going 

through. I've been told this is who I need to be, I'm successful, I'm smart, I'm 
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making my way, my parents trust me, my friends. I've got all of these great things 

going for me and now I am not quite sure who I am. 

Scholars have demonstrated that establishing a sense of belonging within an institution is 

a key feature of student persistence, particularly for non-majority students (Berger, 1997; 

Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Nora, 2004). Considering the degree to which a student 

experiences belonging "captures the individual's view of whether he or she feels included 

in the college community" (Hurtado & Carter, 1997, p. 327). Negotiating a firm sense of 

belonging appears to be complicated for transgender students at women’s colleges, as 

observed by Carrie, from her vantage point in residence life: 

I think about transgender issues, a good number of people that I have had 

conversations with and read about, they talk about, always not feeling quite right 

or like they belong....I don't want any person to have to feel that way, and so to be 

able to at least understand that and see the humanness of that. I think we've all 

been in situations where, we didn't feel quite right. But to think that, you have felt 

this way for such a long time…it’s sad to me. 

Resilience in the face of these challenges was frequently noted by participants in this 

study, and despite (or perhaps because of) this constantly negotiated process of 

belonging, transgender students were frequently mentioned as campus leaders, adopting 

both formal and informal roles in a variety of settings including residential life, campus 

center student management, and career center peer advising. Natasha, who supervised 

two different transgender students in a paid internship, noted: 

It was funny because these two guys, you know, they were kind of buddies, and 

they didn’t seem like regular 18 years olds in their actions. There was this way of 
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looking me in the eye, of really looking at me when they were talking, that made 

me think, this person knows who they are in the world. They can handle whatever 

this place gives them. 

Often described as model employees, transgender students appeared to take 

responsibilities seriously, leaving WCSAAs in this study with a strong impression of 

their work ethic and commitment. After closely supervising two transgender students in 

recent years, Maria noted: 

And, now, I would say the males we have had on our staff have been phenomenal. 

You know, just, if you could say....'I'd love for you to be like this!'...they have 

really been phenomenal. 

Participants in this study acknowledged the importance of personally nurturing leadership 

among transgender students on their campus, and took this responsibility to heart.  As 

relayed by Bethany: 

He came on to our staff at the beginning of this semester so I've really gotten to 

know him through his interview process and then through this semester. He is an 

outstanding employee, we're actually taking him to a conference this weekend. 

From a general student employee standpoint, he is fantastic, and if I could clone 

him I would. 

The positive perceptions of transgender students held by participants in this study 

sometimes depended upon the students’ willingness to include adult mentors around them 

on their transition journeys during college. Danielle remembered one recent alum’s 

process and the positive effect his openness had on the office community: 
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[He] was very open, and he sent an email over January break, and said to the 

whole staff, ‘I want you to know this is what's going on and as part of my 

transition, I would really appreciate it if you would refer to me as a male, and I 

know there might be some awkward moments for you and that's okay, I am happy 

to answer any questions’, I mean, he was great.  He made himself available to 

folks….I think that exposure, and knowing who she was, and then he was, really, 

I think, just stripped all of that to a very human level. It made it very real for 

me…this is just [name]. 

Perception of transgender male students’ gender identity was not always stable in the 

retelling. Frequently in recounting their histories knowing and working with these 

students, participants in this study would use pronouns interchangeably, and/or stammer 

and correct themselves upon realizing they had done so. Rather than revealing 

insensitivity, this appeared to signal their own lack of certainty about students’ gender 

status and declared identities, and a desire not to presume or ‘fix’ students in a particular 

identity. Fay, for example, relayed the following: 

This male student in the  [LGBT student organization] told me he was…I think it 

was he, but now I am not sure…she was having some trouble with the president 

of the club questioning her presence. So I told her…him that it was important to 

keep going to the group’s meetings, which were just as much hers as anyone’s. 

Fay’s use of differing pronouns throughout this anecdote indicates that the foreground of 

the women’s college, and the fact that the student was previously known to her as female-

identified, resulted in a greater likelihood of confusion. ‘Seeing’ male students as 

interchangeably female signals the challenges to inclusivity inherent in the women’s 
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college environment, even amongst the most conscientious supporters. Alisha told a 

similar story about a recent student interaction: 

I was being super supportive with a student who was taking testosterone, and was 

writing to his faculty. I have known this student since he was admitted -- now four 

years. Admitted as a she, and now as a he. And I wrote, 'please excuse X, she will 

be out of class' in the email. And I copied the student. I get this very nice email 

from the student that said, 'thanks for your support, I have done a lot of work 

talking with my faculty about 'he' and I would appreciate it if you would use this 

pronoun'...and I was horrified! I knew this student quite well as a woman, so it's.... 

it's still part of my sense of who that person is. I was mortified. I wrote back and 

said, 'I am so sorry…in the future I promise I will use this pronoun and hope that I 

haven't offended you.’ 

Participants thus felt it was their responsibility to honor the student’s process, and to 

correctively demonstrate they truly do see the student as the identity they are claiming. 

Simultaneously, Alisha’s experience interacting with the student as previously female-

identified suggested that it was difficult, if not impossible, for her to erase this perception 

from either her frame of reference, or her professional approach. The women’s college 

exclusively female backdrop requires extra effort on the part of participants to transform 

their conception of ‘who a student is.’ Even in the face of an active and deliberate gender 

reclamation by an individual student, it was difficult to override one’s institutionally-

sanctioned and personally grounded conception of gender. 

Orienting themselves to trans students as they would any other student seemed 

important to some participants in this study. Rather than perceiving them as marginal to 
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the ‘normal’ functioning of the college, these participants preferred to view them as they 

would all students – on a trajectory of learning, self-understanding, and growth, mediated 

by the unique features of the women’s college environment. As Fay noted: 

It’s funny, but you know in some ways it seems wrong to me to think of these 

kids as any different than the ones who are women-identified. I don’t know if that 

serves them well. I look at them and other than their baggy pants, and sort of more 

square jaw lines, they are still 20-year-olds inside, still trying to find their way 

like all the other students, and my job is to make sure they can do that here.  

Asserting that some trans students might prefer to remain ‘stealth,’ and have legitimate 

reasons for doing so given the gender-specificity of the institutional context, Tina 

declared her intention to respect a transgender student’s disclosure choices thus: 

The fact that their appearance is changing is not a sign that there's anything wrong 

with them; it could be a sign that everything is right with them. It’s like, good for 

you! so, it would have to be in the context of larger problems, that I would ever 

bring it up, if they didn't want to disclose it.  

While participant perceptions were overwhelmingly positive, four participants in this 

study talked about experiences with transgender male students where problematic aspects 

of masculinity were being enacted, resulting in loss of the participants’ esteem. Michael 

Kimmel (2006) describes the current cultural resurgence of “men behaving badly” as the 

performance of an aggressive, violent, and hyper-sexual masculinity that solidifies men’s 

dominance in the shifting cultural landscape, one that has been greatly changed by the 

advances of feminism (p. 211-2). In the narratives of study participants, trans male 

students engaged in behaviors ranging from overtly aggressive sexual advances with 
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fellow (female-identified) students and public objectification of female students, to verbal 

and physical aggression with college staff or male visitors, eliciting anger and frustration. 

As Trish noted: 

Last year I had a [trans] student who was rude to one of the dining hall workers, 

to the point where she left shaking because he was yelling, and he was yelling at 

her so bad -- and I just had to be peeled off the ceiling, because I was just furious 

that this had happened. So they know this is one of my, one of the things I won't 

budge on, is how the dining workers and the housekeepers and custodians get 

treated. 

For one male participant, the experience of witnessing negative male behavior resulted in 

new questions about the importance and role of mentoring for transgender students on the 

women’s college campus, as they begin trying on different styles of manhood and 

masculinity. Raoul noted: 

We have had issues in houses when seven or eight students who identify as 

genderqueer or transgender have been cat calling to women, making comments 

about women in the houses, unwanted advances, I mean really kind of that, for 

lack of a better term, frat boy behavior, they really do exhibit true frat boy 

behavior. I think it's that learning and growing process and we would expect that 

for someone who had always identified as male to go through that process, but we 

don't stop to say, whether it is short term or long term, they [transgender students] 

are also going to have those issues to deal with. And so we've never stopped to 

say, what does that mean? 
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While aggressive masculinity creates troubling effects in any college environment, 

exhibition of ‘frat boy’ behavior is especially problematic in the context of the women’s 

college, since its mission has historically rendered it an explicitly female-focused social 

and intellectual space. Performance of loutish, male-gendered behavior is tolerated less, 

because it is perceived to disturb and disrupt the overtly feminine tranquility of the 

women’s college. Male behavior and standpoint came up in communication styles as well 

as behavior, and a female professional also demonstrated a constructive response to a 

transgender student who was acting from this standpoint. Maria described: 

We got into a situation where there was a challenging situation that he [a 

transgender staff member] was having in his house, and he came at it from a very 

male perspective. And his communication and everything was very male. And he 

couldn't see that, and that caused the problem to become bigger, and it really took 

some work on our part to work through that but it was really, really interesting. 

Overall, participants framed their experiences with and relationships to transgender 

students with care, concern, and attention to assisting students in meeting the challenges 

of adult life. The manner in which these participants approach their work with 

transgender students could be summed up in the words of a career counselor, Vanessa: 

I work with the theory and concept of unconditional positive regard, that I am 

here to meet them where they come to me, and I am not here to say 'that's right, 

that's wrong,' I'm here to see where you're coming from, where you're trying to 

go, how we can get you there, some of the absolute reality roadblocks that you're 

going to run into out there. 
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This positive regard for trans students extended to a perception of the student as 

belonging, both in the sense of personal and institutional ownership. This in turn implied 

a degree of professional responsibility of participants to look beyond the physical 

implications of transition. In the words of Tina: 

The way I look at it, from the minute they are accepted, they are ours. You know? 

she's mine. If she winds up being a he by the time he gets his diploma, then we 

own the student, right, not the plumbing. 

 While at times this sense was constant in their interactions with trans students, at others, 

it found culmination in the moments when a student was preparing to leave the 

institution. As Fay related: 

So I am sitting by this student at graduation, and it occurred to me that he had 

made more of a difference than anyone, just by being here, just by staying. He 

was walking across the stage with his head held high as if to say, ‘I’m here, and 

I’m one of yours too.’ And in the moment I realized yeah, he is, just as much as 

everyone else….he’s one of ours too. 

Negotiating the Institutional Context of Women’s Colleges 

Institutional context appeared to be an important factor in the ways that professional staff 

viewed, and approached their work with, transgender students at the women’s college. 

Chiefly, the context of the women’s college complicated (but did not deter) participants’ 

efforts to act affirmatively. Four themes emerged that were relatively consistent across 

participants’ accounts of the ways that their institutional surround shaped these 

interactions. These were: widespread use of female language signifiers and imagery; 

freedom of gender expression as a mainstay of women’s college experience; anxieties 
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about the public image of the women’s college; and discomfort with transgender student 

presence among some members of the student body. 

“She is Everywhere”: Language and Imagery in the Women’s College 

As delineated in the literature review, the contemporary American women’s college has 

undergone significant transformation in the last forty years. Yet certain characteristics of 

the women’s college continue to be made central, both in research about these colleges’ 

outcomes and in the marketing messages about them conveyed to the public. The 

message is one of explicitly female empowerment, agency, and leadership, and is 

signaled by environmental cues such as language and images used, and rituals practiced 

on the campus. As Foucault (2002) and other postmodern theorists have argued, such 

statements are deeply meaningful ‘discursive formations’ which communicate volumes 

about power, privilege, and sanctioning within institutions. Women’s colleges, like all 

other institutions, select and amplify messages and imagery that are consistent with and 

reinforcing of the values they hold. As observed in the words and feelings of WCSAAs in 

this study, these messages and images have a powerful effect on the possibility of 

creating environments of inclusion for transgender male students. 

 Participants in this study described the areas of tension that arise when the 

language and imagery implicit in the women’s college environment collides with the 

issue of transgender student belonging. Universal female subject language, such as ‘she,’ 

‘her,’ ‘women’ or ‘women’s,’ in official documents, made inclusion of male student 

subjects less tenable in the account of participants in this study. In publications, signage, 

and communiqués, gender-specific language is used on the women’s college campus to 

signify the rightful claim of women to the college, as observed by Natasha: 
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I know that our admissions office goes out of their way to put a lot of female 

pronouns in the guidebooks, to make sure that it’s clear that we’re talking to 

women, we’re asking women to think about what it would be like to be front and 

center in their educational experience. Saying ‘she’ and ‘her’ makes it clear who 

is really on top here. 

Staying ‘on message’ about women’s colleges’ female focus was reiterated through both 

formal and informal power structures within the institution, resulting in discomfort for 

some participants. The assumption of femaleness didn’t sit well with Trish, who 

supervised a transgender student on her staff, and described the following: 

When they talk about students, it's all about 'women of distinction'...it's really hard 

to get an administrator to say something other than women. In the dining hall on 

Sunday, the staff came, and the wipe board said 'ladies, please swipe in when you 

eat' and I was like please, they are not all ladies! Not all of them identify that way.  

Female-specific language choices were part and parcel of reinforcing the specialized 

mission of women’s colleges. By delineating an institutional focus on creation of 

gendered leaders, women’s colleges were more able to assert their uniqueness among 

other educational choices. Such choices about language used to describe services 

provided within the institution were also identified as moments when decisions about use 

of more inclusive language were often relegated to the alternative goal of giving priority 

to female language signifiers. As noted by Raoul: 

Our leadership, wellness, and career services program are all kind of merging in a 

new area…and again, that website is starting to go online and it is all...she, 

women, women, women...and there's been that pushback again and the response 
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has been ‘nope.’ So that's really for us, a challenge. How do we support these 

students and say, 'you're valued in our community' when our chief student affairs 

officer is, by her actions, saying a very different message? 

Similarly, Tyler likened the use of universally female language and pronouns to convey 

what he called ‘daughterism,’ a sense of care and concern for women students that 

bordered on the paternal: 

The alumni office, the admissions, the orientation office documents usually have 

‘women’ in it in some way. There’s a lot of ‘she’ and a lot of ‘her’…It’s not 

something that a lot of professionals here are willing to change. …I also think 

there is a fair amount of gender-based language that is infused into some of the 

more ceremonial aspects of the college.   

In addition to the practices of professional staff in the women’s college, participants also 

noted times when the use of female pronouns served as a unifying factor among students, 

a means to encourage community and a feeling of belonging for women students to the 

history and tradition of their institution. Carmen, relaying that there was recently debate 

at her women’s college about whether the use of ‘she’ on a campus-wide t-shirt was 

appropriate, said that: 

I feel like there is some sort of middle ground-- I don't know that I have found it 

yet. I think that people who want to put 'she' on a t-shirt at a women's college have 

the right to do that, but at the same time, we have got to provide alternatives. 

In addition to the use of gendered language, imagery on the campus signaled another 

form of belonging for some and exclusion for others. Fay noted: 
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I think I was here for about a month before I realized how many things are named 

after women…the classroom buildings, the labs, the theatre, all of it. There are 

also pictures of women everywhere! Which is really cool if you’re a woman, but 

maybe not so cool if you don’t feel like ‘woman’ describes who you are or what 

you want to look like. 

The use of language and imagery to convey a mission of empowerment for women in 

official documents was not necessarily inclusive of a diverse range of women’s gender 

expression, particularly in pictorial representations of students. As Natasha, who had 

previously worked in admissions at a coed institution, noted: 

The look book and stuff that we send out to high school girls doesn’t really give 

them a good sense of what students here really look like. We have a good number 

of students who have shaved heads, lots of piercings, and who dress in kind of 

manly ways, but you never, ever see their pictures in the brochure. It’s like, ‘don’t 

worry, we’re all girly all the time,’ which I think is really disingenuous. 

Likewise, Nell felt that the public image of the college was misleading, relative to the 

wide diversity of gender expression and appearance in the everyday campus community. 

She commented: 

You look at the home page, and you have the "I am [women’s college.]" Every 

one of those "I am [women’s college]" could be perceived as a straight, woman-

identified individual. There's not one who you'd be like, 'huh, I wonder about 

that.’ 

The emphasis on feminine gender presentation by students in the official message-

delivery mechanisms of colleges in this study was often starkly juxtaposed with a much 
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more fluid, relaxed, and open campus environment for freely expressed gender, as 

participants described. While the marketed women’s college woman was polished and 

feminine, the women on campus presented a much broader spectrum of gender 

expression. Participants attributed this disconnect to a competing agenda: Support and 

safety for current students, coupled with concerns about the viability of women’s 

colleges’ future. In the words of Nigel, who expressed his perception that feelings about 

transgender students: 

…Indicate a kind of discourse of discomfort. Administrators are wrestling with 

thorny policy issues as well as practice issues. And that this discomfort was in 

part caused by a sense of a slippery slope dynamic, that does relate to the ongoing 

threat and health of the women's college mission that is posed by gender 

ambiguity. 

Valerie Smith (2007) coined the term ‘discourse of discomfort’ to signal the dialectic 

created by an actor’s self-conscious negotiation of identity and the cultural, historical and 

social forces in any environment that push back against any real reconfiguration of such. 

While Smith uses the term in the context of travel writing, and specifically about the 

experiences of a travel writer endeavoring to resist misrepresenting/essentializing the 

country she is traveling in as a tourist, there is applicability in this concept to the issue of 

power in the women’s college. Smith writes, “What I call the ‘discourse of discomfort’ is 

a system of discourse that deliberately engages in the conscious and self-conscious 

troubling of social and ethical issues” stemming from the intersections of powerful, and 

less powerful, identities and positionality (p. 20-21). These discourses reveal the ”… 

stress-lines and boundaries that mark contemporary struggles to imagine, or re-imagine, 
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alternative formulations of identity” (p. 19), and render such struggles difficult to resolve 

without this renegotiation of power. In effect, the presence of transgender students 

indicates a necessity for the women’s college to self-consciously consider itself, its 

mission, and its premise. Those most responsible for carrying the premise forward may, 

as indicated by the perceptions of the participants in this study, feel conflicted about what 

that means for current students as well as what it means for the future, and thus the 

directionality of more or less inclusion of transgender students remains undecided at this 

time. Simultaneously, women’s college environments, as described by participants in this 

study, offer a degree of safety that transcends this discourse and provides a welcoming 

laboratory for self-expression. 

 “Everyone Can Be Who They Are Here”: Selfhood and Free Expression at Women’s 

Colleges 

While uniformly feminized language use by both professionals and students was 

perceived to make the women’s college environment less welcoming of transgender 

students, other aspects of the women’s college environment were noted as factors which 

welcomed and even encouraged the development of authentically diverse gender 

identities among students. The most commonly used phrase to describe the environment 

at the women’s college, spontaneously declared by participants across all five colleges, 

was ‘the [women’s college] bubble.’ The qualities that render these environments an 

optimally safe and sheltered environment for both self-exploration and free expression, 

particularly around gender, were mentioned in 25 of 31 participants’ accounts of their 

lived experience. Adjectives that were also used to describe the feel of the campus 
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environment around expression included open (17 references), accepting (14), welcoming 

(13 references), tolerant (11), and laid back (8). As noted by Bess: 

I think because at a woman's college, we empower them to just be who they are, 

that they are allowed to think about everything. They are given the power to think 

not just like, inside the box, but also, like, gender, sexuality, how fluid is that? 

Let's test that out, let's figure that out for ourselves. That's a life changing 

moment, and some of it, it's something they are trying it out while they are in 

college. And either way, it's legit, so, it was very interesting watching this one 

student we had last month, trying to figure out what it meant to be a woman and 

what they (sic) wanted to do with that. 

The comfort inherent in the women’s college environment was credited for making space 

for evaluating one’s identity, without the pressures placed on (heterosexual) women of 

being attractive and ‘put together’ for (potential) male suitors. This was accompanied by 

a comfort level that notably dissipated when leaving the bubble of the women’s college 

campus. Joy, an alumna of the women’s college where she works, described the culture 

this way: 

I think that there's just a level of comfort on campus that is a little bit different. 

You don't have to worry about what you look like. And I think that's something I 

was probably more susceptible too, like I just wasn't that girly, and knowing that 

you really didn't have to care sometimes... I definitely felt the difference when I 

wasn't here. 

Choices around dress, hairstyle, mannerisms, and other physical attributes, what Judith 

Butler (1990) termed aspects of gender performance, were practiced with a heightened 
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margin of playfulness in the women’s colleges of participants, perhaps owing to the 

absence of a critical mass of male identified students. As noted by a dean of students, 

Catherine: 

There is so much more space around gender expression, even if you are just 

coming to your identity as a woman. And how you present, whatever that looks 

like, and trying out different things. I can see a student who one day may be 

dressed with very high heels on and real long hair, and the next week, the hair is 

shaved. So there's a way that, this environment that is definitely very fluid, and it's 

a space where in general, I think that students have found a sort of comfort 

balance between 'I'm not sure' or 'I'm very sure' today, and then 'I'm very sure 

today about something different' and that making that space is actually okay. And 

I think in talking to some of my colleagues at [coed colleges], they have found 

that to not be as fluid. 

In addition to free expression among individual students on campus, student culture as a 

whole was often described as welcoming of gender expression, particularly for the broad 

spectrum of LGBT identities. As Sandy, who worked with the campus LGBT student 

organization, noted: 

I think our coffeeshop, [name here], has a sign in their window that says 'I support 

queer rights,' and their mission statement is really focused on being a safe, open 

space where people can talk about those sorts of issues, so I think even having 

that outside of [the multicultural affairs office] makes a difference. And I have 

noticed a lot of LGBT students on campus, maybe they are lesbian too, or they are 
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bi, we don't really have those conversations, but they also, end up at the 

[coffeeshop] a lot. 

The safety inherent in the women’s college environment was more than simply symbolic 

– it was also described in a very literal manner. While comprehensive research about 

perpetrators of anti-trans violence has not been conducted, press reports of attacks on 

transgender people (National Coalition of Anti Violence Programs, 2007; Tady, 2007; 

Woman who posed as a man, 1994) as well as preliminary research (Witten & Eyler, 

1999) suggest that physical violence against transgender people is overwhelmingly 

committed by male-identified people. Women’s colleges, by virtue of the absence of a 

critical mass of male students, were perceived to provide a shelter from the likelihood of 

this type of violence. As described by Luisa: 

The environment helps people come out. The theory I have is that trans[gender] 

students understand that women know the struggle of being ostracized, left out, 

and attacked. So they don’t necessarily feel they will get it as much at women’s 

colleges. And the sheer fact of…if any violence shows up here against 

trans[gender] students, it is going to be a different kind of violence.  It’s not going 

to be a highly physical kind of violence as it would be at an integrated school. 

According to participants, this perception of safety extended to the gender performance 

of students, staff, and faculty alike, and included greater safety for expression of same-

sex attraction also, as noted by Alison: 

We wear suits and ties to work and people have all sorts of things they do with 

their hair, there's a lot, you know, the shaved legs is not a big deal where like at 

[the coeducational institution where I previously worked] it was like, 'oh my god 
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she didn't shave!'’ So it's a much freer environment. You've probably seen same- 

sex couples holding hands, so it's not...it's not as restrictive in that sense as a lot of 

other campuses and definitely the broader communities. 

Interestingly, the perception that the women’s college campus is a safer and more 

welcoming place for freely expressed gender across the masculine-to-feminine spectrum 

seemed not to conflict with occasions of, as some described, ‘frat boy behavior’ on the 

part of transgender male students. Even as some students were enacting stereotypically 

problematic male behaviors toward their female peers, the overall campus climate was 

one of fluidity and support for their masculine identities and gender performance. It was 

unclear from discussing this dichotomy with participants in this study if there is a ‘tipping 

point,’ beyond which the proliferation of such behavior creates an unsafe environment for 

self-expression. At all five institutions in this study, there had not been a significant-

enough grouping of male-identified transgender students to warrant concern that this 

tipping point had been reached. 

Participants thus painted a portrait of the women’s college campus as featuring an 

expansive sense of spaciousness around exploration and expression of gender and other 

aspects of identity; in the words of one participant, this space enables the sense that 

“everyone can be who they are here.” At the same time, participants in this study were 

quick to note the irony in the fact that an environment where the language, imagery, and 

symbolism is inherently female is at the same time an environment in which the grounds 

of what female looks like are being playfully and actively contested, and that there is both 

peer and institutional support to do so. In turn, they observed that transgender students 
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made the most of this safety and shelter in reclaiming agency in the space for themselves. 

As Carrie, in residential life, commented about a recent graduate: 

This particular student came in and did a program for our first year women around 

identity. And telling his story of how he has journeyed through coming here as a 

[women’s college name] woman and being empowered by that and also leaving 

here and what that meant, and still feeling very much proud to be a [college name] 

woman in a lot of ways. But because of that support, because of the personal 

development, he has now transitioned. 

“What do they see when they see us?”: Image and Reality at Women’s Colleges 

While students may experience their women’s college as a ‘bubble,’ participants in this 

study both observed, and reported being directly impacted by, conflicting messages and 

pressure from the larger community of stakeholders in which the issue of transgender 

presence was playing out on their women’s college campus. Alumnae (16 references), 

parents (12 references), and prospective students (8 references) were the three most 

frequently named external stakeholders whose investment in (or, in the case of 

prospective students, curiosity about) the women’s college image was viewed as 

potentially compromised by the reality of transgender student presence. 

 Concerns from alumnae typically centered around the notion that the institution is 

losing its way, from its previous identity stronghold as an institution for women to a place 

without a concrete purpose that was once defined by the homogeneity of both the gender 

and sex of its student body. Participants viewed these reactions as both pragmatic and 

sentimental in nature, revealing alumnae unwillingness to let the institution move 

forward, while also revealing an unflagging -- and crucial -- commitment to the 
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institution. Recent press exposure of the issue of transgender male students at women’s 

colleges prompted some to respond strongly, leaving participants with a sense of the 

issue’s complexity. Joy related a story about a friend in her immediate circle of alumnae: 

So I had a friend who was one of the people who wrote into the [alumnae] 

quarterly when they saw the article about transgender students, and said 'we're not 

going to support the institution any more. If we're graduating men, we're no 

longer single-sex.'…I think with our alums…They want to know the core value 

and the core reason people are here is the same. And so that's, I think, where this 

conversation gets the most cloudy. 

The seriousness with which these concerns are taken appeared to be magnified when a 

significant number of leadership posts in the institution were held by alumnae. Alumnae 

in these positions feel more comfortable expressing those views and expecting the views 

to carry more weight. As noted by Brian, in student activities: 

So we have alumnae working here, who have voiced their views as to the 

direction of the institution, the board of trustees, the membership of alumnae 

boards, so, yes, there is a concern about and active participation by alumnae at 

this particular institution. 

Non-alumnae in senior level positions who participated in this study described being able 

to see the alumnae involvement issue from a different view. In so doing, they were able 

to notice the ways that alumnae resisted the prospect of change, or at least approached 

change with caution. As Catherine noted: 

People might not be aware that they are digging their heels in but there is, there's 

a lot of talk about tradition, there's a lot of talk about the trustees and alumni, um, 
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and certainly they also want to be supportive but they don't want to change…I 

think that people in theory buy into that until it actually affects the way that they 

have to operate. 

Women’s college alumnae are ardent contributors to their alma maters’ bottom line, and 

donors at the most selective women’s colleges are routinely at the top of the list of largest 

financial contributions to colleges per person (Butterfield, 1992). Trish, also an alumna of 

a women’s college, identified that alumnae were considered highly valuable assets of the 

institution, particularly with respect to their ability and willingness to support the 

institution financially: 

I think the college is always worried about the alums, and some alums are on the 

board of trustees, so they are really nervous about what the alums think, because 

the alums give the money. At alumnae day, at graduation, it's easy to see how 

much money the classes give to [women’s college] and how...they stand up and 

they turn a little sign around, and it is hundreds of thousands of dollars. And that's 

our endowment so we don't want to mess that up. 

Luisa, spelling out the direct relationship at her institution between expressed alumnae 

dissatisfaction with transgender visibility and cautious policy-making around transgender 

students, noted: 

I think that stance comes from when we have alumnae, saying ‘whoa, wait, we’re 

going to start keeping our money—we can’t have transgender students here, or 

it’s not an all-women school.’ And I wish the administration could fight more. 

While by and large alumnae were characterized as having resistant attitudes toward the 

presence of male-identified transgender students, one participant spoke of one alumna’s 
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intervention to increase inclusiveness by requesting additional options on a ‘drop down’ 

menu for the alumnae database. As a group, alumnae reactions, and the degree to which 

participants’ were aware of them, appeared to have bearing on the ways that the 

institution was making choices about supporting transgender students. As Fay noted: 

The thing is, they worry about what having [transgender] male students around 

looks like.  They know how few students will even think of coming here to begin 

with, and they wonder, ‘what do they see when they see us?” Because at the end 

of the day, they have that diploma on their wall, and they want to make sure it’s 

just as valuable now as it was when they graduated. 

What is understood to be true about women’s colleges, and the images they project, was 

also of concern to those who were considering a women’s college future for themselves 

or in the case of prospective students’ parents, their child. According to participants in 

this study, concerns from parents and prospective students centered around the 

connection between transgender male presence and the specter of lesbian ‘conversion’ at 

women’s colleges. The perception that women’s colleges encouraged an undesirable 

form of sexual expression – lesbianism – dates back to the mid-20th century, when ideas 

about the previously acceptable ‘crushes’ and ‘smashes’ between older and young 

women students gave way to foreboding pronouncements about their harmful nature 

(Inness, 1994; MacKay, 1993). Concerns about the public image that women’s colleges 

foster lesbianism prompted one college president to issue a “statement on lesbianism,” in 

the 1970s, adamantly denying the allegation (Greene, 2002).  

Participants generally felt that contemporary worries about lesbian identity at 

women’s colleges rarely emanated from within the college, either from students, faculty, 
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or administrative leadership. Rather, both subtly and overtly expressed concerns about 

lesbianism or other forms of queer sexuality surfaced regularly among older alumnae, 

prospective students, and parents. The issue frequently surfaced when both internal and 

public discussions were happening about transgender students, signaling confusion and 

the frequent but inaccurate conflagration of gender identity with sexuality. While most 

participants felt strongly that they, and most colleagues around them, shared their feelings 

of acceptance and support of lesbian students, parents, alumnae, and other stakeholders 

continued to express skepticism and worry about queer visibility, resulting in increased 

anxiety among college leadership at the women’s college. As Denise noted: 

 I was having a conversation on this diversity coordinating committee about, what 

would it look like for us to really target ourselves, as an LGBT friendly campus? 

and there really was some push back of like, 'we're LGBT friendly, but it's not 

something that we advertise,' because that scares people away from applying to 

[women’s college]. They are worried that they are going to send their daughters 

here and they will become lesbians. So I am like, 'if we even have questions about 

that, what would it be like for us to then um you know, embrace a campus where 

we have students that are transitioning, and be open to that...what kind of 

pushback would we get from that? 

Image concerns prompted by parents’ fears were crystallized in the admissions process, 

as Carrie observed: 

I think [this women’s college] still battles between being a women's college and 

transitioning now to being a lesbian women's college. And it's like, the 

empowerment of women, maybe that empowers women to embrace being 
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lesbians or bisexual, but that happens on coed campuses as well. It's just 

someone's development. But it's just interesting to hear some of the admissions 

alumnae as they are out in the country and the world, cause they are all over, 

saying that some parents were concerned that if they sent their daughters here, 

they'd turn out to be gay. 

This concern was often the catalyst for stakeholder action condemning the visibility of 

transgender students, as evidenced by what one participant, Samuel, called, ‘the old 

guard’: 

I think it's funny because there's a perception to some in the closed-minded or old 

guard, that their daughter, or a woman is going to come to [women’s college] and 

be somehow converted [to lesbianism]. They may, while being here, evolve and 

realize who they are, but I don't think anybody is going to be converted if you 

will. But there is that perception of alumnae from 1955, for example, going to 

[women’s college], you're going to meet all these lesbians and simply become 

one. There's that old perception. 

The concentrated concern among alumnae, parents, and other external stakeholders was 

especially apparent to participants who identified as lesbian, gay, or bisexual. While it did 

not appear to serve as a deterrent to these professionals’ sense of comfort around being 

out at this women’s college, it did spark a sense of surprise. As Danielle experienced: 

Certainly no one here expects us to be closeted. That said, yes, you get alumnae 

and various and sundry board members -- alumnae of influence shall we say, with 

perhaps authority and power, who start rattling about all the lesbians. You know, 

and it starts to feel like the little lavender menace lecture!  
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Alumnae concerns about lesbianism and other forms of non-normative sexual expression 

were, at their root, concerns about the long-term viability of the women’s college, and the 

implications for the perceived prestige of earning a degree from the institution. As Nigel 

commented: 

I do know that [women’s college] administration spent a lot of time defending 

itself against the accusation that it is a lesbian institution around the country. And 

they're defending themselves largely to their alums. There's a generation that are 

anxious. I would say that um it's not something that is um...an issue for alums 

from the 80s onward, as much, although for some it is. Because I think there are 

alumnae who have framed that image as somehow devaluing their degree. 

Participants in this study, most of whom felt that the concerns about the women’s college 

image due to the presence of either lesbian women or transgender (male) students were 

unfounded, nevertheless expressed that these stakeholders’ perception did hold weight 

with decision-makers around policy and practice. And while the spirit of inclusion of 

transgender students was abundant amongst participants, many also acknowledged their 

responsibility to consider an important third constituency: resistant, or hostile, members 

of the current student body. 

“They Don’t Want to Deal With It”: Peer Resistance to Transgender Student Presence 

In their descriptions of experiences working with and observing transgender male 

students on their campus, there was general agreement among participants that peer 

support was available to these students, and that in general, most individual transgender 

students who chose to remain enrolled had student networks of friends and other allies to 

support their presence at the women’s college. At the same time, more than half (n=18) 
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of participants, one or more from all five institutions in this study, acknowledged 

reticence or hostility on the part of students who were uncomfortable with the idea of 

transgender students at their women’s college.  

 According to participants, students with resistance to the idea of transgender 

students were not easily pigeonholed by political identity or affiliation. Alison, in 

multicultural affairs, identified a range of student identities struggling to come to terms 

with trans male student presence: 

Pushback has definitely been an issue. Sometimes coming from lesbian separatists 

who want to identify women's space as bio-women only, and having to do a lot of 

education and work through that. Sometimes it’s just the people who are not 

getting the issues.  

While participants could not define the population of resistant students, in some cases, 

they believed it to be the majority – a less-vocal, less activist majority. Nell, who worked 

closely with transgender students in the campus center, described it as follows: 

It would be an interesting survey question, because I think if there were no names 

attached to the survey, I think you would have almost a seventy-thirty split, 70% 

is 'I'm not comfortable with you identifying as a man' and 30% is with 'be 

whoever you want to be.' I think the 30% is louder. 

The supposition that some women who attend a women’s college feel they are entitled to, 

and believe they purchased the rights to, a single-sex college experience caused some to 

react negatively to the presence of transgender students, as described by Bess: 

For the most part, it's okay and people support it, but there is a whole population 

where, they don't want to hear about it, they don't want to deal with it, they don't 
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think it's right, and it makes them angry. Especially because they are like, ‘this is 

a tradition of ours, for us to be a women's school, this is how we define ourselves. 

I did not spend all this money and I did not come here to have to deal with this.' 

Participants also described witnessing students at women’s colleges who were struggling 

with the presence of transgender peers, and at times, these students wondered aloud about 

the rationality of the choices made. Participants found themselves acting as ‘go-

betweens’ for these students and the visible transgender students who also often turned to 

them for support. Carmen, in residential life, acknowledged the complexity of the idea of 

choice at a time in student’s lives when personal exploration and transformation is a 

crucial developmental task: 

Some of the comments I have heard were, ‘If this student knew she (sic) was 

going to identify as a male, why would she (sic) have come to a women’s college? 

That’s a prominent opinion from some students, like ‘I don’t get it, why the heck 

would you choose here if you want to be a man? And the [transgender] student 

has said to me, ‘I came here to be a strong woman, it just didn’t work out that 

way.’ 

Participants also talked about the toxic effect of student involvement in online 

communities, where anonymity assured the freedom to say anything about fellow 

students. These message boards, which were mentioned as prominent factors in the 

creation of student culture around transgender issues at three of the five institutional sites, 

provided a popular, if one-sided, forum for debate about the issue among students. As 

Bess also noted: 
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In the past year, we've had something called the [website name]. It's an online 

gossip website, and students can freely put out whatever they want, because it's 

anonymous. Since then, I feel like many more transphobic comments have been 

around….And a lot of it has to do with 'this is a women's college, and we’re 

empowered here, and having men here, I don't think that's appropriate, and it 

takes away from us, and why are you here?’ And they will say very bluntly, 'go 

away, why are you here? What do you want from being here? Why would you 

want to graduate with our degree? What does it mean for you?' 

While debates were happening on anonymous websites, participants also noted the fact 

that in their professional roles, they were handling student concerns about transgender 

student presence in individual interactions. There was typically more room in these 

interactions for understanding and empathy between students, which was also cultivated 

by the participant, as Tyler described in his role conducting housing assignments: 

I paired a non-trans student with a student who identified as trans [as roommates], 

and that student came into me and I happened to know her through other 

channels. And she said, 'can we talk? I just don't understand this, I need some 

more information.' And they were paired based on roommate habits. So as 

roommates, they were great. In identity land – very different opinions, different 

stuff, but she was fortunately very open to everything. She just didn't know what 

she didn't know. 

In summary, the institutional surround that shaped the way that participants experienced, 

formed beliefs about, and acted on their beliefs about transgender students in their 

institutions was influenced by many factors, including the widespread use of female 
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language signifiers; freedom of gender expression as a mainstay of women’s college 

experience; anxieties about the public image of the women’s college; and discomfort with 

trans student presence among some members of the student body. Analysis of the data 

indicated that the combination of personal experiences observing and working with 

transgender students, in the context of the institutional surround at their women’s college, 

created conditions ripe for participants to emerge almost universally as supporters of, and 

in some cases advocates for, transgender students. 

“Engendering trust”: WCSAAs as Supporters of Transgender Students 

As noted previously, one effect of the increasing democratization of the college 

experience, ushered in by the gains of the civil rights movements of the 1960s and 70s, is 

that the student affairs profession is now characterized by a strong emphasis on 

supporting diversity, recognition of privilege, and championing the needs of previously 

under-represented students (Gaston-Gayles, et al., 2005; Komives, Woodward, & 

Associates, 1996; Sandeen & Barr, 2006).  This aspect of professional socialization was 

creatively and resourcefully exhibited by the vast majority (n=30) of participants in this 

study. A full listing of the specific actions taken to support and affirm transgender student 

presence on the women’s college campus is enumerated in Table 3. To summarize, 

support for these students came in eight types of both direct and indirect actions toward 

inclusiveness and confirmation of belonging: modeling and using inclusive language both 

in person and in documentation, provision of accommodations, demonstrating sensitivity 

to student needs, provision of education/awareness, equipping students for life outside the 

women’s college bubble, connecting students with appropriate resources, encouraging 

transparency of institutional policy, and by demonstrating departmental leadership. 
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Table 3 

Actions taken to support transgender students at women’s colleges, by category 
(additional advocacy actions taken in italics) 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Use of inclusive language 

• Using students’ chosen name, and 
pronouns, asking others to do so 

• Changing language in official 
departmental documents 

• Referring to students as ‘students’ 
• Enabling chosen name to appear on 

diploma and graduation bulletins 
 

Provision of education/awareness 
• Coordination of training about transgender 

issues for student staff 
• Coordination of open campus events, e.g. 

conferences 
• Challenging instances of stereotypical imagery 

about women on campus (feminized, sexy, etc.) 
• Using an inclusion framework to educate 

community 
• Using a gender oppression framework to 

educate community 
Accommodations for students 

• Changing housing forms  
• Respecting students’ privacy 
• Offering both single-room and 

roommate configurations to student 
• Assistance in identifying gender 

neutral bathrooms 
• Conversion of female bathrooms to 

gender neutral or male bathrooms 
• Initiating change in official college 

record-keeping systems 

Sensitivity to student needs 
• Investing in development of personal 

relationships with transgender students 
• Considering comfort when making hotel 

accommodations for students attending a 
conference 

• Checking in with trans students to learn about 
parents’ knowledge level 

• Communicating with faculty on behalf of student 

Departmental leadership 
• Asking candidates about experience 

with transgender issues when hiring 
• Outreach to trans student community 

when hiring paraprofessionals 
• Using non-gendered leadership 

development models  
• Raising issues of transgender 

inclusion in divisional  
• Researching trans-friendly policies  

at other institutions 

Equipping trans students for life outside the  
‘bubble’ 

• Discussing potential employment options with 
histories of supporting LGBT employees 

• Discussing implications of graduating from 
women’s college as a male 

• Familiarizing students with legality/illegality of 
requirements to disclose sex or gender in 
employment 

• Rehearsing self-disclosure conversations 

Resource referrals 
• Facilitating referrals to on-campus 

resources 
• Facilitating referrals to off-campus 

resources 
• Accompanying student to resources 
• Advocating for improved resources on 

campus 

Institutional support/transparency 
• Designation of ‘point person’ for coordination of 

transgender student needs 
• Designation of committee/task force to address 

policy and practice 
• Provision of training for all college staff; 

requiring training 
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The primary way that participants demonstrated sensitivity to student needs for 

transgender male students on their campuses was through personal investment in 

relationship-building. While not all participants in this study had the opportunity to form 

relationships with transgender students, those who had reported investment of time and 

energy in getting to know, and understanding the concerns of, transgender students. Tyler 

acknowledged his role as a both highly visible and nurturing figure for transgender 

students, going above and beyond the typical professional distance boundary of the 

administrator-student relationship. Describing the particular nature of his visibility with 

transgender students on his campus, he noted: 

Two years ago there were, probably about three or four trans students or 

genderqueer identified students who would seek me out even for a hug, or an ‘I 

just needed to say hi’ type of a thing, and so that was probably the height of when 

I was doing a lot of transgender work on campus, and so I think a lot of the 

students publicly saw me as the person to go to for that stuff, yes. 

Participants acknowledged that the absence of formally declared policies and visible, 

college-wide initiatives regarding inclusion meant that transgender students often felt 

unsure about their status at the women’s college. As a result, Alisha, a dean in student 

life, went out of her way to make sure that students were aware that she was transparently 

supportive : 

I suspect that one of the reasons why transgender students kind of fly under the 

radar is because they are worried about what would happen, and so, that's tricky. 
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So I try to send signals to students, that I am supportive, that I’m open and will 

help them if they come see me. 

Natasha commented on the fact that in her role in career development, it was important to 

be a resource for all students, and to be perceived as being open and friendly. To that end, 

she included explicitly transgender-affirming signifiers in her office: 

One of the students I worked with two years ago have me a little postcard that 

says ‘gender shmender’ and then right below it, it says ‘no rules here.’ I have it 

posted right over my desk, and I know that students see it, and it’s sort of my way 

of sending a signal about how I think and that helps me in, pardon the pun, but in 

engendering trust. 

Investing in relationship extended beyond simply getting to know transgender students – 

it also played into the ways participants actively endeavored to prepare these students for 

life outside the so-called women’s college bubble.’ The future implications of being male 

at a women’s college were particularly strongly attended to by those in career services, as 

noted by Vanessa: 

When I work with transgender students, I ask them, where are you going to find 

work? What are you going to push? What's your agenda to move forward? When 

do you think it's important to disclose? Let's look at the realities of what's out 

there so we can prepare you. I also, and students hear me say this all the time, 

never apologize for your life. Your life is everything you bring to it and you want 

to work in an organization that accepts you for exactly who you are.  

Similarly, Samuel described coaching individual students through the finer points of 

strategic job selection as an individual: 
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I will advise students that if you get into an organization where it is not safe to 

come out, it’s possible you're going to be in a programmed hell. And why be 

there? And if coming out is an issue for the organization then good to know, 

because that is your litmus test and you don't want to be there anyways... But 

there are a lot of organizations that are very friendly and supportive and I can help 

them think about that. 

While both male and female-identified study participants of all racial and professional 

backgrounds were equally likely to act in a supportive role for transgender students, self-

identified lesbian, gay, and bisexual participants were called upon more frequently to be 

supporters of transgender students specifically related to their gay, lesbian or bisexual 

identities, with varying degrees of comfort. As Alisha noted: 

I’m the gay person in student life so I become the de facto expert...and I will tell 

you I am no expert in transgender matters, which is challenging for me, because I 

think people look to me to say, 'what do you think,' or 'why don't you weigh in on 

this.' I'm like, wait a minute! 

Supporters sometimes encouraged connection with transgender students by acting in a 

designated role as a visible LGBT-identified professional: 

I am probably closer to [the transgender student community] because I am the 

LGBT rep. I am the go to person....and mostly in terms of counseling about, how 

out to be in my resume, how out to be in my interview… I have just been working 

on it a lot, and you know. I am more knowledgeable about it. I don't really know 

where I identify on that scale, but it's not completely straight, so you know, 

somewhere in there. I disclose that, when it’s relevant. 
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Investing in relationships with individual transgender students enabled supporters to 

naturally connect with the transgender student community later on, to demonstrate 

departmental leadership in efforts to attract their interest in paraprofessional and 

leadership roles, as noted by Raoul: 

This office has really outreached to that community, in terms of some basic 

efforts. We hire from that community, the trans and genderqueer community on 

campus, and we outreach to them. I think some of it is, we outreach individually 

to those students, so those students have kind of seen us as safe space and allies so 

they have sought us out for different things. 

Using inclusive language was another way that participants indicated their support for 

trans students, both with students directly and in their departmental initiatives. In addition 

to making efforts to convey inclusiveness in their own documentation, invited speakers 

were also asked to show thoughtfulness about the presence of male-identified students. 

As Maria commented: 

Another thing that we do as part of our core values is that when we have guests, 

when we have others from outside of our department come and do training 

sessions and things, we ask them not to make that assumption. And to please be 

aware that students identify in many different ways, and it was interesting because 

there was a faculty member last year, it was the first time she did it with us, she 

actually thanked us and said "this is the first time I have seen this at [women’s 

college]"  

Role modeling for students was a strategy used by participants to convey the importance 

of pronoun and language choice inclusion. Bridget’s philosophy of supervision included 
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careful editing of manuals and other communications, as well as being willing to take a 

stand on appropriately inclusive language with students she supervises, as she described:  

Getting rid of pronouns in official documents are things that are simple but 

scream volumes to students for whom it matters. You know, rewriting things in 

that way. We made a commitment within our own staff, when we send out emails 

we're not going to label them, like, 'hey ladies!' - that's not the greeting we’re 

using. 

To convey inclusivity in a fluid and less cumbersome way, the choice to use universal, 

non-gendered language when possible was employed by many participants. As 

demonstrated in Bethany’s account:  

Within the campus center, we have eliminated any sort of pronoun in our job 

description, in our learning outcomes, in our mission statement. You won't find 

‘she’ or ‘her’ anywhere. It's about students, and 'students' I think is our more 

general term here, I'm more of a people person. It's not about your gender; you're 

a student. 

Participants working in roles that explicitly involved creation of accommodations, such 

as Trish, talked about the importance of using chosen names and pronouns with 

transgender students, and making sure to do so even when a direct disclosure with the 

participant had not taken place: 

Sometimes when they are in my office they won't tell me. I only know because 

my student staff mentioned it later, and that's how I find out about it. So after they 

are in my office, I follow up with a letter or an email, and I use their chosen name. 
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Assisting students with needed accommodations in housing, official records, and other 

logistical matters was an important role played by supporters in this study. Researchers 

who have studied transgender student retention note that provision of flexibly-configured 

residence hall rooms, bathrooms, and locker rooms is an essential condition for 

establishing a sense of belonging and inclusion with this student population (Beemyn, 

2003a; Beemyn, Domingue, Pettit & Smith, 2005; Carter, 2000).  Fay’s approach to 

supporting trans students in the housing assignment process included intentional efforts 

to prevent isolation: 

 I think saying ‘do you just want a single?’ is taking the easy way out in some  

ways. It’s not like there’s anything wrong with them, so why do we assume they 

want to be alone? So I try to make sure they can have a more or less regular setup, 

by just making sure they are closer to the gender-neutral bathroom on their wing, 

and also making sure I put them with a [student staff member] who I know will 

get it. 

Other participants felt that respecting transgender students’ needs for privacy as part of 

the accommodations process was paramount, to be able to function as normally as 

possible as their bodies undergo physical changes brought on by use of male hormones. 

Trish described this stance as follows: 

But anything that in res life that we do is accommodating, I feel. So once 

someone come to the housing office and says, ‘I am transitioning, and I would 

like a single.' We said fine. I had a student, one of his motivations for being a 

[student staff person] was that he was starting to shave, and he wanted a place 

where he could do that and not be in a common bathroom. So, we understand that 
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that's happening, and try to do what we can to protect those students from any 

negativity that might come out of that. 

In the absence of a formal policy, and any forward movement toward the development of 

policy, supporters in this study described the necessity of making accommodations in a 

personalized manner, which they typified as a ‘case by case’ basis. As Alisha, whose role 

in the dean’s office provided great potential for enabling needed accommodations, 

described: 

We’re in that sort of day to day, how do we manage this on the ground, how do 

we support students mode. That's kind of how I think about it, not as much policy 

but sort of, how do we practice in it day to day. This is clearly -- we're an 

environment where individuals are comfortable figuring this out, and I don't want 

to create any barriers and we don't need to create. So that's kind of my approach to 

it. Case by case. 

Participants also assisted students in one of the most potentially complicated 

accommodation arenas for transgender student inclusion at the women’s college – official 

documentation. Issues around legitimacy of chosen versus given name and the discomfort 

expressed by some institutions around official pronoun changes revealed questions about 

whether and how students could be recognized as their newly male-gendered selves. 

Alison related assisting a student with changing the name on his commencement bulletin 

to reflect his claimed identity: 

The student had six family members that were coming to graduation, and we did 

get six advance copies of the program so that we could go in and manually change 
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his name. So his six copies of the program had his name on them. His copy and 

the ones that his family got had his name on it, rather than his birth name. 

Finally, participants in this study making supportive efforts toward transgender students 

made sure they were familiar with both on- and off-campus resources for transgender 

students. They took initiative to be ready with referral information, thought most 

acknowledged this was not an institutionally encouraged action. In the words of Bridget, 

who had been a resource for a transgender student at her women’s college in the recent 

past,: 

I could have conversations with folks to say, 'here are some resources that I know 

of in the greater [city near her women’s college] area that can help you with this' 

But that has a lot to do with my own personal knowledge and research and not 

necessarily something that we keep on file here. 

To summarize, 35 distinct actions were identified in single or multiple instances by 

participants, as outlined in Table 3. This diverse array of actions and standpoints 

demonstrates the remarkable breadth of support exhibited by participants in this study, 

lending credence to the notion that women’s colleges – at least, those included in this 

study – appear to be replete with people who care about the experience of transgender 

male students, and are thus positive, nurturing, and inclusive places for these students. 

By and large supporters of transgender students at women’s colleges felt 

positively about the ways in which their institution, as a whole, was responding to the 

needs of transgender students, and these participants anticipated continued consonance 

with, and faith in, their college’s institutional stance in the future. As noted by Carrie: 
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I keep going back to the word intentional, and I think that, if and when 

transgender students really start to show up here, and if there's an unmet need, 

that this place will again follow suit and be intentional about listening, hearing, 

and trying to follow suit with meeting those needs. I really believe it.  

“ Making a Case for Change”: WCSAAs as Advocates for Transgender Students  

 As the 21st century begins, and women’s college communities are comprised of 

individuals bringing greater diversity than ever before in the history of American post-

secondary education, WCSAAs’ roles have evolved to include roles as guardians of 

institutional values as well as agents of campus transformation. In Leadership 

Reconsidered: Engaging Higher Education in Social Change, Alexander and Helen Astin 

(2000), proposed that leveraging effective leadership as a student affairs administrator 

requires “authenticity -- which means speaking out when there is a perceived need for 

change -- and commitment, which means being willing to invest the time and energy 

required to initiate and sustain a change effort” (p. 58).  

 A subset of the participants in this study (n=10) who had taken supportive actions 

on behalf of transgender students also described exercising authenticity and commitment 

to challenge existing structures, policies, and practices. These ten participants, through 

acting affirmatively to influence social change on their women’s college campus, are 

classified as advocates. 

Advocating for social change regarding transgender students at women’s colleges 

involved critical examination of existing practices coupled with a willingness to 

challenge them. It also involved using one’s voice, influence, and in many cases, social 

capital to challenge the thinking of others in positions of greater power, as well as to 



   

 176

challenge and enlarge the thinking of students. In analysis of participants’ narratives, 

advocates were distinguished from garden-variety supporters in their practices of 

bringing greater awareness of the challenges faced by transgender students to others, both 

students and colleagues. Advocates in this study were present in each of the five 

institutions, and worked in a wide variety of functional areas within student affairs, 

including multicultural affairs, residential life, assistant/associate/deans of students’ 

offices, and student activities. Advocates appeared to operate from the belief that  “as 

long as we participate in a society that transforms difference into privilege, there is no 

neutral ground to stand on” (Johnson, 2000, p. 13). In so doing, they advocated for 

increased recognition and visibility of transgender students, increased access to 

accommodations, more transparent policy regarding transgender students at women’s 

colleges, and more intentional coherence between a social justice orientation and the 

mission/goals of the women’s college. 

 Advocates’ perspectives were characterized by the sense that more could be done 

– that while their institutions had made meaningful efforts to be supportive of transgender 

students, barriers to full inclusion remained unaddressed. Advocates felt a sense of 

personal responsibility to carry the work forward, along with anxiety about whether the 

work would continue in their absence, as Tyler opined: 

I think there could be further services invested for transgender students, there 

could be some other ways that those students are supported. I think there's much 

more that could be done from a college perspective to support our students who 

are trans identified. Um, do I think what we're doing is useful? yes. But what 

happens when I am not here? What happens when [advocate colleague] is not 
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here? … I'm not going to work here forever. Will someone's voice be as loud as 

mine when I leave? I don't know. I hope so. 

Advocates expressed a felt sense of urgency about change, and the perception that the 

traditions of the institution served as obstacles to the need to catch up with new 

developments in its student body, and the professional obligation to address needs. As 

expressed by Bethany: 

I just wish we could get with the times and understand that yes, it is historically a 

women's college, but times are changing and to use the language that 'it's all about 

women, it's all about women'...yes, I suppose from all technical terms, it is a 

women's college, but we need to be talking about what our student body needs, 

and our student body isn't all identifying as women.  

Valuing the process of planning in advance to anticipate these needs was another 

characteristic shared among advocates. In the words of one advocate, the institution’s 

responsibility to ‘think ahead of itself’ was essential to creating an environment of 

maximal support for transgender student inclusion. In her role as educator operating in a 

developmental environment, this advocate, Trish, expressed cautious confidence about 

the intentionality (or lack thereof) of the institution: 

And hopefully what we do at [women’s college] that is different is, 'alright so 

now you've got a man here...what are you going to do with him? Are you going to 

help him, and nurture him, and say something to him before he leaves, or are you 

just going to let him go and ignore him?' So I think we have a responsibility that 

we haven't thought about. 
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Reminding the campus community of the reality of transgender students, especially when 

such students’ visibility was waning due to “activist burnout” (Pogrebin, 1994, p. 36) was 

also identified as a legitimate role of advocates. Placing transgender student visibility in 

the middle of conversations about accommodations and services for all students was 

paramount to those adopting an advocacy stance. As Bess affirmed: 

Yes, we have bathrooms for both genders, and part of it is because we have 

guests. But we also want make sure that people are aware that it is also, and you 

know, very important that they understand, it is for our trans students. It is not just 

for their male guests. It's about the students who live here as well, 24/7. So I think 

that is important. 

While fomenting change was a common theme of advocates’ narratives, they also 

experienced frustration with the institution’s lack of transparency around the positive 

actions it was already taking toward transgender students. Typically, they felt this 

transparency did not serve students, or the women’s college community as a whole, well, 

and in turn, fostered a culture of silence around the institution’s otherwise positive, 

inclusive stances. Raoul commented: 

So we do these great things that are really forward looking, but we don't advertise 

them and codify them, and there's no place where it's put down as an official 

[women’s college] policy… and again, I think it's that dichotomy of, we want to 

create that space for our students as administrators, but we're really afraid of what 

the potential backlash would be.  

Social justice was the organizing principle from which most advocates’ sense of 

responsibility to change emanated. This form of social justice finds its natural home in 
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student affairs practice, and as acknowledged by Sandeen & Barr (2006), “At a time 

when others may find it tempting to back away from the often volatile and wrenching 

efforts to confront differences, student affairs professionals should step to the front and 

lead, not follow” (p. 64). In stepping up to this task, advocates experienced frustration 

and disillusionment when their personal philosophies of social justice collided with the 

institution’s ‘party line’ on transgender student inclusion, even when it was attributed to 

pressure from external constituencies. Luisa recalled the dissonance she experienced 

between her commitment to social justice and the explanation of the school’s stance thus: 

When I came in and we had [a dean’s retreat] and part of our discussion was [this 

college’s] stance on transgender students. What I heard was extremely frustrating 

to me. Our stance is, we admit women, and basically, god help them after they get 

here. And I am like, what?... Rather than being intentional about saying ‘We 

admit women and admit female-bodied students and our students can and will be 

supported as transgender students once they are here’…that was not the 

message… And I was like, no, no, no, no, no. That was not the world in which I 

want to live, cause that world is the one that says you may or may not get support, 

you may or may not be accepted, we may or may not be welcome and we may not 

be willing to struggle along with you. 

For advocates, the struggles faced by women in contemporary society and those faced by 

transgender students were considered to be parallel, and advocates experienced little or 

no ambivalence toward the notion that a women’s college – focused on women, and led 

by women – could exist concomitant with transgender students. As noted by Maria: 
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I know I had sometimes some staff who would refer to [women’s college] as 

'formerly a women's college,' and I would challenge them and say, 'no, [women’s 

college] identifies as a women's college.' So for me, it's like, how does a person 

identify, I need to honor that. So [this college] identifies as a women's college, so 

I need to honor that. And still I know that there are transgender students as part of 

that women's college community. 

Change was noted as typically slow and arduous, but advocates held firm in their 

conviction, forming alliances with other advocates to persevere. As Alison noted: 

In some ways it is definitely more of a slow process. So the fact that I've been 

raising the same question [about graduation policies] for two years, when the fact 

that I had raised the question for a year before the student needed it, kind of, I 

think pushed things. And there are other people too who are...when there are 

several of us raising the issue in different spaces I think it makes a huge 

difference as well. 

Whether or not changes were readily happening, advocates also derived a sense of 

satisfaction from knowing their actions had comprised a meaningful piece of the puzzle 

toward inclusion and respect for transgender students. Referencing her involvement in 

efforts to change her college’s policy requiring that students use their legal (typically 

birth) name on their diplomas, Bridget commented: 

I think even in those losing situations, I do feel that, the conversations that are 

happening, people that need to hear them are hearing them, whether they agree 

with it or not, whether they are making the necessary changes or not, they are 

hearing it. On most days, that's a really good place to be. 
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The time and energy that advocates spent negotiating power dynamics, and using 

personal and social capital to shift the environment toward openness to different ways of 

doing things, was perceived to be the necessary work. As Natasha described: 

Really, it’s not just about getting people to listen. It’s also about figuring out how 

to tell the stories of these students more articulately. It’s about connecting the 

personal with the political and making a case for change, not assuming that people 

are just going to get it because they see a student who looks like a guy walking 

across campus. 

Philosophically, advocates associated their work as agents of change and the process of 

creating change—gradual but significant change – as integral to how they lived out their 

professional identities, and this effort was accompanied by a deep sense of personal 

responsibility. As Luisa noted: 

Because I believe in my work so much…I am trying to check every fiber of my 

being…I’d rather stay and fight, and choose to do something else, than to give 

up…when we talk about inclusion, diversity, and equity…we’re talking about 

human beings, no matter what their identities are. So if you’re going to ask me to 

do this work, it comes with it.  

“I’m Not Sure I Am On Board”: Ambivalence Toward Transgender Students 

While virtually all participants in this study adopted a supporter and, in some cases, an 

advocacy stance toward transgender students, one participant expressed concern about 

the presence of transgender students in the women’s college where she worked, as well as 

concerns about the implications of their presence for the future of the institution. While 
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her perspective was unique, the findings of this study would be inaccurate if her 

perspective was not included 

 In describing her ambivalence, this participant expressed concern about both the 

activism she had witnessed and the results it had portended. While she had not directly 

encountered a transgender student in her professional role, Nora had attended campus 

events and other occasions where transgender students were asking for public 

recognition, and believed it to be inappropriate. As she commented: 

I’ve seen these guys putting on their rugged, macho demeanors and going out into 

the community to shake it up a bit, and I have to tell you, it makes me very 

uncomfortable. I believe we have a pretty clear statement of mission here, and for 

the life of me, I don’t know why anyone would want to be here who isn’t a part of 

it. Or why they’d want to stay once they decided to change. 

Likewise, Nora’s sense of the institution’s response was that it was “between a rock and a 

hard place, I mean, no college in its right mind would kick students out for their gender.” 

She harbored empathy for the decisions made by senior leaders, and stated: 

I think they’re doing the best they can with a really challenging situation. The 

students who want there to be…for men to be able to be here, are forgetting that 

the people who founded the place had a very solid reason for making [college] 

single sex, and the deans who are doing the PR on this have to be careful not to 

spit on that legacy. 

While Nora did not advocate for expulsion of transgender students at women’s colleges, 

she did acknowledge her own ambivalence about their presence, and about the future of 
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the women’s college mission should more transgender students elect to attend. As she 

commented: 

I guess where it comes down for me is that I am not sure I am on board. I think 

this place offers a wonderful education, and I don’t blame anyone who doesn’t 

want to leave it. But in the big scheme of things, thousands of colleges accept 

men and I think most men would realize, if they left here, they’d probably be a lot 

happier. 

Nora’s reluctance to affirm belonging for transgender students at her institutions thus 

emanated from a combination of her concern for the institution’s traditional mission as 

well as a concern for the present and future college experience of transgender students 

who might undertake an education there, and signaled the fact that for at least some 

WCSAAs, the notion of inclusion of transgender students in the women’s college 

community is not a foregone conclusion. 

“Being the bridge”: Feminist Identity and Women’s College Work 

Understanding the presence of lack of a feminist standpoint among WCSAAs, and 

the extent to which their identities informed their perceptions of and actions toward 

transgender students, was of concern in this study, and thus, whether or not participants 

identified as a feminist was one of three central questions explored in interviews. 

Feminist student affairs practice (Rosser, 2003) is characterized by a commitment to 

equity/equality and to social justice, an ethic of care, valuing collaborative relationships, 

and an attitude of relaxed acceptance regarding gender roles. Feminists in student affairs 

work to empower others (especially the marginalized) through activism and personal 

responsibility, to challenge discrimination, and to speak truth to power. Because the 
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questions in this study sought to determine how WCSAAs in this study perceive, and 

respond to, the presence of transgender students on their women’s college campuses, it 

seemed fitting to inquire into the nature of their relationship to feminism. One goal of this 

dissertation was thus to explore the extent to which fealty to a feminist identity shaped, or 

did not shape, participants’ perceptions of and reactions to the presence of transgender 

students. 

 When asked ‘do you consider yourself to be a feminist?,’ participants in this study 

were overwhelmingly affirmative. 25 of 31 participants claimed a feminist identity, while  

two others expressed more personal symbiosis with a womanist or womanist/feminist 

hybrid identity. Four participants felt ambivalent about claiming feminism; one, because 

he was male-identified and was not comfortable with rightfully claiming the word, and 

three, because they felt ambivalent about the word’s meaning, and the negative 

connotations often associated with the word.  

 Participants who answered in the affirmative generally felt positively toward a 

vision of feminism that focused on equity, empowerment, and justice. While the signifier 

‘woman’ was not always connected with these concepts in participants’ accounts, it was 

typically in relation to their own identity as women – or in the case of men, in relation to 

women in their lives – that feminism had the most salience to their experience. As Nigel 

described: 

My most consistent encounter with the issues embedded in that question is in my 

own relationship with my wife, where we're working on questions of equity in 

family life, daily. And I like to think of myself as both a learner and someone who 

has some learning still to do! But to answer your question more directly, I guess I 
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fundamentally am committed to the equity embedded in the feminist agenda...I 

think that is probably the most resonant piece of it for me. 

Another male participant, Brian, declared that the power in claiming a feminist identity 

and stance in his work with students lay partly in his identity as a man: 

Obviously, it's great to hear that you're supported from your own population, 

whatever that may be. But to get validation from those that you think you are 

trying to obtain parity with, that's also good. So for example, someone could say, 

'if I were a woman, knowing that women get paid 75% of what a man gets and so 

on, men CEOs, and yadda yadda yadda,' if I can hear a man say to me, 'I think 

that's wrong, and how can I be an advocate for you?” that's good, and that's what I 

try to bring. I say, you know what? I am not only a man, but a man of color, so I 

try to bring support to our students and say, it, [women’s college] is great. I 

believe in the mission of [women’s college], and I do whatever I can to make sure 

that mission is done. 

For some participants, feminism was directly linked to their desire to pursue work in a 

women’s college, and the daily work of supporting and empowering women and 

transgender students in turn affirmed the political values of these participants. As Bess 

attested: 

I think that you have to have an inkling or a little bit of that in order to work here 

because when you say, what's the goal or mission of [women’s college], you're 

empowering women! And you're giving them a sense of, you want them to find 

themselves, and you want them to have a place where they feel safe to do so. That 

feels feminist to me. 
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Enacting feminist values through belief and faith in women students, such as the kind of 

feminism espoused by Tina, was believed to be important to participants in bringing their 

feminist values into their work: 

I want them to be able to make choices, so to know what they are getting into, to 

respect their minds, to respect their own instincts. Because these students have 

great instincts. They are just, in many senses, lacking information and experience. 

And they'll get the experience out there, so my job is just to get them a little bit 

more information. I respect their minds as young women, and that shows. 

Alumnae participants in the study drew connections between their feminist beliefs and 

their experiences as former students at the women’s college, as well. Trish remarked: 

I know that a lot of women come here because it's a women's college. That's why 

I came here. And what happens here, they really do a good job of carrying our 

their mission, because the person you come in as is not the person who leaves. I 

used to be really quiet, kept to myself, headphones on all the time, no eye contact. 

When I left, I sat at the head at the conference table and I took questions from the 

women at the end like it was my job, and that is not something that would have 

happened four years ago because of how they build you up here. 

For some participants, the pure concept ‘feminism’ did not adequately capture their 

political stance, and instead, they chose to claim the identity of womanist, or a 

womanist/feminist hybrid. Patricia Hill Collins (1996) conveyed that the concept of 

womanism – a term coined by Alice Walker (1983) in her work, In Search of Our 

Mother’s Gardens: Womanist Prose – often resonates more strongly with progressive 

women of color, because “even though they (African American) may support the 
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very ideas on which feminism rests, large numbers of African American women 

reject the term ‘feminism’ because of what they perceive as its association with 

whiteness” (p. 13). Womanist-identified participants identified as women of color, and 

expressed the importance of aligning themselves with a more inclusive political stance, as 

noted by Alison: 

I personally identify a lot more strongly with womanism, as a queer woman of 

color there's more intentional intersectionality in that term and in that work. And 

they are not contradictory, it's just...in a lot of feminism, the intersectionality isn't 

that present. And, kind of the agenda and the goals and issues may or may not 

reflect multiple parts of identites. 

Intersectionality of identity was similarly important to Catherine, who infused a hybrid 

variety of feminist and womanist values into the full panoply of her work as a divisional 

leader: 

I definitely think that I would say yes to both, and I think that a sort of hybrid of 

both [womanism and feminism], because both from my context of understanding 

feminism and understanding what sort of fabulous things came out of that and 

what the struggle was about, and also, who was left out. Thinking about that in 

terms of a broader definition and looking at it from a womanist standpoint. But 

both are important to me and both are important to understand… having an 

understanding about not only who I am, right, but also, who am I leading, and 

who am I being led by, is an important piece. 
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Participants also felt their feminism had been reinforced through their work at a women’s 

college, and through the experience of focusing on the empowerment of women and 

learning about their struggles in a daily sense. As Samuel noted: 

I consider myself feminist in a lot of ways. I have two young daughters… And 

part of what I like about the role is that this role gives me a constant lens to what's 

going to be confronting them down the road, and as a father, and hopefully as a 

friend to my daughters as they grow up, I'll just have a better understanding and 

connection to what they are going to be dealing with. 

Bringing their feminism into their daily practice with students and colleagues was a clear 

non-negotiable for some participants, and because of their vocal commitment to it, they 

felt that colleagues respected their stance. According to Bridget: 

It's not a secret of who I am bringing to the table, you know. It's pretty well 

known that feminism is important and identity issues are important to me and all 

of these things. And even if I don't get to do that on a daily basis, no one is going 

to question my integrity around these issues.  

Similarly, Denise described her passion for the natural exploration of feminist issues and 

complexities that emerges in the women’s college environment, and her role as a 

facilitator of feminist learning for students: 

That was the other exciting thing about coming to [women’s college], was, it's a 

women's campus, doing social justice work on a women's campus, and working 

with women and sort of, making these connections between like, 'you're a woman, 

and you're black, and what does that mean, and how do we use those two 

identities to power, and how do we make those connections' was really exciting 
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for me. Being able to shape some of these issues from a feminist lens, and to say, 

'this is why we should be passionate about this as women, as feminists. This is 

why we should be working towards this sort of equality, this sort of dialogue’. 

Feminism thus appeared to be a value shared by most participants in this study, and was 

threaded seamlessly through both their personal lives and work at the women’s college.  

However, of primary interest to this study was whether participants’ relationship to 

feminism was positively or negatively correlated with their perceptions of transgender 

students and the roles they played in supporting them. As delineated previously, 30 of 31 

participants in their study oriented themselves as supporters of, and in some cases 

advocates for, transgender students on their campuses. When asked, participants 

perceived no conflict between their role with transgender students and their political 

identities as feminists, prioritizing the self-determination that typifies a commitment to 

feminism. As Samuel commented: 

I think a true feminist would say good, you go do what makes you comfortable, 

rather than this staunch militant sense of who someone needs to be. I am not 

going to bother you. Just let me do what I need to do too. That would be a true 

feminist in supporting other people in their decisions. 

Acknowledging the reality that most or all transgender students at women’s colleges to 

date have been individuals who previously identified as women, Darla perceived there to 

be a natural affinity between the past history of transgender students and the shared 

history of all who were, or are now, women. Like Alisha previously, Darla expressed a 

sense that students formerly identified as women possessed a history which made their 

life experience to date essentially female: 
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I also believe in many ways we are a collective of all that we are, so I find it hard 

in some ways, even though this individual may be taking on more male 

characteristics, I still believe that they know some of those experiences. And 

though they may not want to dwell on those experiences cause of how it made 

them feel, I still believe that that's a collection of who they are. So it would be 

hard for me to kind of discount that they experienced that. 

Darla, thus, was attributing qualities to these students that suggested that her appraisal of 

them was still connected to her original understanding of them as female, which while 

serving as an indicator of a history of shared oppression, also ‘froze’ these students in the 

eyes of institutional actors, possibly to the detriment of their emerging personal agency as 

young men. 

Participants also gave voice to the ways they attempt to help others see the 

connections between the issues shared by women-identified people and transgender 

people of all genders. Alison described the complementarity of these two perspectives as 

follows: 

Most women, especially women that chose to come to a women's college have 

some articulation of ways in which their gender has been used to try to constrain 

their behavior, their options, their choices etc. And I think when you can get folks 

to really identify and talk about the pain around that and the disappointment 

around that and the frustration and the struggle and the sense of 'this is not fair, 

this is not ---' around their own experiences, that that can give kind of a window 

of empathy. 
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Development of empathy was considered to be the first step toward recognizing the 

shared goals of the feminist and transgender movements in the context of a women’s 

college struggling to define policy on the issues. Alison continued: 

If people can identify, you know, when, growing up, were you redirected from 

something that you've wanted to play with or wanted to wear or do, and kind of 

take them to those earliest memories and build up from there to I think, 

discussions about solidarity and social justice and the way the struggles are 

interrelated. 

Ground zero of the effort to build solidarity between feminism and transgender agency 

was sometimes the student/administrator relationship. Participants described engaging in 

discussions with both trans students and their allies about whether remaining a part of the 

women’s college community was the true goal, typically encouraging them to recognize 

the value of their presence. Bess relayed: 

I think for this individual, it was a fear of, ‘I respect [women’s college] so much, 

and I know it's a women's school, and I don't want to let that down...I know that 

my friends really value this being a women's school and I almost feel really bad, 

knowing that I am thinking about being transgender, I don't want to do that, be 

disrespectful." And I say, 'well, it's up to you, I don't think it is necessarily about 

being disrespectful… You grew up as a woman, you had that culture and that 

mindset for so long that it's okay to be here…And we talked about what it meant 

to be a male who supports women's rights, and can...that just is powerful 

sometimes, if not more powerful. What it means to be an ally, and that's a term 

that I think we take for granted, that whole ally term. 



   

 192

Participants in this study experienced coherence between their political identities as 

feminists and womanists, and their desire to affirm the presence of transgender students 

through individual actions and advocacy. Natasha summarized this dual consciousness 

using an apt metaphor for connection: 

I think I bring the perspective that the best way to approach the empowerment of 

women students, and students who are not women but who are in a women’s 

environment, is to be the bridge between the two communities. If I can show that 

I can hold these two things at the same time, then it will be easier for other 

students, and I hope, for [women’s college] as a whole to relax about it. It comes 

down to being able to take a deep breath and say, ‘yeah, and this too.’ 

Summary/Conclusion 

 Women’s college student affairs administrators who participated in this 

qualitative study of their perceptions of and experiences with transgender students 

colorfully narrated the lived experience of working in a single-sex environment -- where 

some students are challenging the notion of institutional identity and individual 

belonging. Participants, overall, expressed feelings of positive regard about, warmth for, 

and supportive attitudes toward these students and their plight within the women’s 

college framework. Far from viewing transgender students as troubled or troubling, 26 of 

31 participants in this study had made meaningful personal and professional efforts to 

connect with transgender students or to better understand their issues and concerns 

through observing them. The 4 participants who did not yet have the opportunity to 

observe, or work directly with, transgender students on their campuses were equally 

likely to convey positive regard, and to hypothesize supportive actions they would take 
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toward these students if the opportunity arose. One participant was ambivalent about the 

transgender students she observed on her women’s college campus, and harbored 

concerns about the students’ presence for the future of her employing institution. 

 Understanding and navigating the complexities of the institutional context in 

which they worked was integral to participants’ experience of perceiving and working 

with transgender students. While environmental contexts and the ‘critical incidents’ 

related to transgender students varied from institution to institution in this study, 

participants from all five settings described the impact of the widespread use of female 

language signifiers and imagery in the environment, and the ways that such signifiers 

impeded full inclusion of non-female-identified students. At the same time, participants 

acknowledged the specificity of the women’s college that most supported the emergence 

of transgender identity: the free expression of gender, sexual orientation, and the fruit of 

other identity journeys was a normative feature of women’s college experience. While 

the ‘bubble’ of the women’s college provided a safe haven for free expression, external 

pressures revealed anxiety about the public image of the women’s college and the ways 

that transgender student presence revived concerns about the ‘lavender menace’ (Jay, 

1999) of lesbian conversion. Finally, participants talked openly about the impact of the 

less vocal but still present students and student communities expressing discomfort with 

trans student presence and visibility. 

 Given these complexities, participants explained their roles in relation to 

transgender students as ones of support in personal interactions and in establishing norms 

within their realms of influence -- typically their department or functional area. 

Participants who strongly adhered to philosophies of engagement with social change took 
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these supportive actions one step further to initiate change on their campuses, often 

experiencing frustration with the ambivalence of the college leadership around 

transgender inclusion. Creative strategies, alliance building, and perseverance 

characterized these advocates’ efforts toward forward movement.  

 Finally, most participants in this study affirmed relationships to feminist and/or 

womanist identities, and in many cases this was informed by their experiences as alumna 

and employees of women’s colleges. Feminism brought richness and depth to the 

experience of working in the women’s college, as well as to the support of and advocacy 

for transgender students in their care. Feminism, among other qualities of dedication to 

the work of enabling student development, rendered participants active and engaged 

leaders in their colleges’ ongoing effort to define and enact consistent policy around 

transgender students. 

 Participants’ accounts of the lived experience of working with transgender 

students, of thinking about the issues that are raised by the presence of students who are 

not female-identified at their women’s college, and perceptions of their roles and 

responsibilities to these students, suggested a promising future for the work of empathic, 

collaborative, and principled social change on both a micro- and macro-level within the 

contemporary women’s college. As they creatively and resourcefully navigate the 

complexities of this issue, participants in this study do so with integrity, thoughtfulness, 

and care. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion  

Introduction 

While participants in this study had diverse perspectives about the specific ways they 

interacted with transgender students in their women’s college, overall, they presented a 

positive and affirming description both of their perceptions of transgender students and 

their roles in working with them. The goal of this study was to distill the thematically 

common aspects of this issue in order to better understand how student affairs 

professionals at women’s colleges think about their work, and their responsibilities to this 

particular subset of students. Brief, impersonal anecdotes and detailed, intimate stories 

equally provided a backdrop for understanding the commitments to transgender students 

that participants made, and then spoke about in these interviews. For those who did not 

have their own direct experience stories to tell, their perceptions and imaginings of these 

issues also richly informed this analysis. 

Because the presence of transgender male students is a relatively new 

phenomenon at selective women’s colleges in the United States, the effort to faithfully 

collect and analyze interview data about this phenomenon was, by definition, exploratory.  

Part of the intrigue of examining any newly emerging problem on the college campus is 

that we simply do not know, in this moment, exactly how this issue will play out both for 

the students and for the colleges, in a more collective sense. Nonetheless, the perspectives 

of participants in this study revealed that a multi-layered, complex web of individual 

beliefs, institutional context, and external influences such as alumnae, prospective 

students, and parents have differing but significant impacts on women’s college student 

affairs administrators’ perceptions and actions about transgender students. As these 
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forces come together to create a field for perception and action at women’s colleges, 

there are implications for theory, policy, and professional practice. Each will be explored 

individually toward the end goal of summarizing the meaning and impact of this work. 

Implications for Theory 
 

Participants in this study offered narratives of their work with transgender 

students that indicated positive regard, individual and group support, and in many cases, 

affirmative action to influence others on trans students’ behalf. As participants spoke, 

their words conveyed a sense of responsibility for the well-being of these students and the 

community as a whole. The deep concern and investment expressed by most participants 

for the educational success of transgender students indicates that student affairs practice 

in women’s college settings is redolent of an ethics of care (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 

1984). It was care, manifested as intentional support, efforts to be approachable, 

outreach, and advocacy, that more than any other driving value indicated by participants 

in this study permeated their work, and their depiction of their work as both 

developmental and supportive.  

Philosophy of Practice: An Ethics of Care 

An ethics of care informed the ways that the administrators interviewed for this study 

engaged in developmental activities and constructed environments that were intended to 

foster learning. Through diverse actions including challenging a group of resident 

advisors to question their use of universal female pronouns in an email, attending a 

conference on trans identity, or advising a transgender student group, participants 

embodied care in their professional roles with students. Outcomes of these efforts 



   

 197

certainly matter, but in some ways, were incidental to the profound expressions of 

kindness, empathy, and concern for transgender students’ well-being and growth. 

An ethics of care has been described at length in the work of Carol Gilligan 

(1982), who studied the decision-making patterns and ethical frameworks of college 

students and of women facing a decision about abortion. Gilligan argued that conceptions 

of ethics which position a belief in the centrality of justice as the most advanced moral 

frame are lacking a sensibility of concern for others, the expression of which Gilligan 

argued is more typically seen in women’s narratives. Gilligan’s assertion that caring, 

actualized as placing equal or greater consideration of others’ feelings and perspectives 

when faced with a moral dilemma, constituted a different and less valued moral order, 

and was routinely overlooked in studies that established a hierarchical, justice focused 

delineation of moral development. 

 Nel Noddings (1984) philosophized further that the concept of care has implicitly 

moral dimensions that can only be fully realized through other-directed action. Noddings 

positioned an ethic of care as reciprocal, involving the one-caring – the person who cares 

– and the recipient, the one cared-for. These two actors meet in what she termed an 

“encounter” wherein “the one caring desires the well-being of the cared-for and acts (or 

abstains from acting—makes an internal act of commitment) toward that well-being” 

(p.24). Noddings goes on to explicate the deeper commitment implied by caring in a way 

that resonates with the actions taken by participants in this study, as follows: 

When I care…there is more than feeling: there is also a motivational shift. My 

motive energy flows toward the other and perhaps, though not necessarily, toward 
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his ends….I allow my motive energy to be shared; I put it at the service of the 

other. (p. 33). 

Caring has been defined by other scholars as not simply an affective state, but a strategy 

for preservation and improvement of one’s own situation, and thereby includes 

“everything we do to maintain, continue, and repair ‘our world’ so that we can live in it 

as well as possible” (Tronto, 1993, p. 103). Care, then, extends beyond a simple 

sentimentality to agency. It is not just a warm feeling in one’s heart, it is a fire in one’s 

belly. 

That fire finds its purpose in the ways that we express and return one another’s 

caring. What is essential then to the caring transaction, as characterized by Noddings 

(1984) is the necessity of recognition – that the cared-for receives, and responds, to the 

caring. This response closes the loop of the caring act and affirms both the action and 

identity of the one-caring. She describes this transactionality thus: 

The cared-for responds to the presence of the one-caring. He (sic) feels the 

difference between being received and being held off or ignored. Whatever the 

one-caring does is enhanced or diminished, made meaningful or meaningless, in 

the attitude conveyed to the cared-for (p. 61). 

Care is thus an active state of personal investment in, and attentiveness to, the well-being 

and growth of the cared-for. As originally delineated in Noddings (1984) and Gilligan’s 

(1982) work, care is subtly and repeatedly implicated as inimitably linked with 

feminine/female gender performance. But what to make of the fact that the male 

participants in this study were as likely as the female-identified participants to express 

care for the subjects of inquiry in this study, who were also, properly understood, male 
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students? Their actions can be understood to reflect a shift away from the essentializing 

features of Noddings and Gilligan’s paradigm, and toward a more fluid and inclusive 

version of who the caring and cared-for can be understood to be, as well as what gains 

can be imagined from their alliance with one another. Just as male-identified transgender 

students do each day on their women’s college campus, Judith Butler (1990) named this 

fluidity in her argument against the reification of fixed gender categories. In warning 

against the elusiveness of becoming attached to the concept of a fixed conception of 

‘woman,’ Butler asserted: 

The insistence in advance on coalitional “unity” assumes that solidarity, whatever 

its price, is a pre-requisite for political action. But what sort of politics demands 

that kind of advance purchase on unity? Perhaps a coalition needs to acknowledge 

its contradictions and take actions with those contradictions intact (p. 20) 

(emphasis mine). 

The living, breathing contradiction implied by the visible presence of a male-identified 

transgender student in a previously female-constituted educational environment can be 

perceived as a distraction, or alternatively, as an opportunity for renewed solidarity 

between women and transgender individuals, both equally invested in the gains promised 

by a radically anti-oppression flavor of feminism. Butler argues that the sheer variability 

of gender performance over time and space confirms her proposition that the 

destabilization of, rather than fixity of, identity, makes for more interesting and expansive 

political possibilities. In her words: 

If identities were no longer fixed as the premises of a political syllogism, and 

politics no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged 



   

 200

interests that belong to a set of ready-made subjects, a new configuration of 

politics would surely emerge from the ruins of the old (p. 203). 

Such political receptivity ushers in new possibilities for student affairs practice as well. 

The student affairs administrator at a women’s college invested in feminist practice and 

outcomes can then, unselfconsciously, support the presence of transgender students as 

coherent with, rather than antithetical to, the mission of her/his/hir home institution. As 

exhibited by most (5) of the male-identified participants in this study, their maleness is no 

longer prohibitive to declaring a commitment to feminist educational practice, an 

allegiance that could certainly extend to the embodiment of ‘manhood’ learned and 

performed by transgender male students. As noted by Rubin (1998): 

We have moved from a paradigm that emphasizes identity to one that is practice 

oriented. “Womanhood” is no longer a necessary, nor sufficient, qualification for 

feminist identity. A feminist is one who acts in concert with feminist 

ideals…Male feminism is possible. What counts is one’s political actions (p. 306). 

Feminist student affairs work, when understood to be practiced by and for male-, female-

and non-gender specific individuals alike, is thus infused with caring, with comfort in 

ambiguity regarding others’ gender presentation and identity, and with inclusivity – in 

other words, strongly resonant of that which was enacted by participants in this study. 

The relationship of educator to student offers a unique opportunity for caring to 

flourish. The educator conveys caring to the student, and the student in turn rewards the 

educator through personal transformation and growth. In the case of transgender students 

in the women’s college environment, this growth is best demonstrated by their ability to 

thrive and to succeed, despite feeling ‘out of place.’ Their desire and ability to persist is 
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the data needed by the educator that the caring has impact. As Noddings (1984) 

continues: 

…The cared for shows either in direct response to the one-caring or in 

spontaneous delight and happy growth before her eyes that caring has been 

received….He may respond by free, vigorous, and happy immersion in his own 

projects (toward which the one-caring has directed her energy also) (p. 181) 

Participants in this study – particularly those who had formed relationships with 

individual transgender students on their women’s college campus -- spoke of endeavoring 

to be reliable, safe, open, accepting, and thoughtful, and conveyed an impression of 

respect for the transgender students in their care. A limitation of this type of focused 

qualitative research is that it cannot possibly hope to confirm or disconfirm the 

experience of the cared-for, but this task – gauging the actions of the cared for, and 

determining their bearing on the one-caring – provides fertile ground for refining the 

moral and ethical scaffolding that drives feminist student affairs practice. Orienting one’s 

professional practice to the concept of care offers an alternative paradigm, destabilizing 

the inevitable power imbalance of ‘the one being developed’ (the student) and the 

‘developer’ (the administrator). Embracing an ethic of care in one’s professional practice 

of student affairs provides an antidote to the power relations inherent in the ‘gatekeeping’ 

function held by others in the institution, enabling connection and solidarity to emerge. 

The centrality of the caring educational transaction, as conceived of by Noddings, 

Gilligan, and others, has been explicitly articulated by scholars within the student affairs 

profession as a priority for enhanced practice (Delworth & Seeman, 1984; Manning, 

Kinzie & Schuh, 2006; Rhoads & Black, 1995; Saltmarsh, 1997). And yet, currently 



   

 202

articulated standards issued by the standard-bearers of the profession suggest there is 

indeed more room for care as a conceptual framework. In 2004, the National Association 

of Student Personnel Administrators and the American College Personnel Association 

jointly released the statement, Learning Reconsidered: A Campus-Wide Focus on the 

Student Experience. The preamble to this document introduces the dominant paradigm 

for student affairs practice in the 21st century 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) 

The document goes on to describe seven competency areas that student affairs 

administrators should possess, including familiarity with learning theory and strategies to 

increase cognitive complexity, knowledge about the organization and administration of 

higher education, a commitment to supporting diversity and social justice in their work 

with students, knowledge of student development theories, knowledge of theories 

pertaining to wellness and learning, retention, and engagement, and other strategies for 

building student investment in the learning experience (NASPA, 2004, p. 30-31). 

Participants in this study spoke to each one of these seven areas in different ways and 

with different degrees of commitment and expertise, and yet their narratives point to the 

reality that these highly instrumental skills and qualities are, at their root, driven by an 

orientation to caring.  
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Rather than viewing the process of supporting students in their growth as being 

indicative of an abstract commitment to ‘student development,’ these findings suggest 

that the profession would be well served to continue to engage in dialogue around the 

role of personal, affect-infused investment in students’ learning and growth that is 

expressed by the concept of care. Borrowing the language of learning for the everyday 

work of student affairs means that we can also ‘borrow’ the theories that have shaped 

feminist teaching and learning, when their relevance emerges, as it has in this study. 

What has been said of the classroom may also be said of the co-curricular -- that student 

affairs can and should theoretically orient itself to “teach[ing] in a manner that respects 

and cares for the souls of our students” (hooks, p. 13). 

Philosophy of Practice: Social justice 

Alongside and in many cases intertwined with care, social justice was an important 

personal and professional value that was explicitly named, unprompted, by more than 

half of the participants in this study (n=16), and was the unifying factor that distinguished 

advocates from supporters. Social justice is a lens through which educators can critically 

view the world and act to make change in themselves and in the institutions they inhabit. 

As noted by Bell (1997): 

 The goal of social justice education is full and equal participation of all groups in  

a society that is mutually shaped to meet their needs. Social justice includes a 

vision of society in which the distribution of resources is equitable and all 

members are physically and psychologically safe and secure….Social justice 

involves social actors who have a sense of their own agency as well as a sense of 

social responsibility toward others and the society as a whole (3). 
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Participants’ efforts to both support and advocate for trans students in the women’s 

college context revealed the ways that social justice theory in student affairs comes to 

life, and resonated with – rather than competed with – an ethic of care in these narratives, 

suggesting that care and justice are not mutually exclusive categories. While justice and 

care were originally posited by Gilligan as competing values, theorists since have made 

strong arguments for the coherence of justice alongside care as an integrated moral 

framework (Baier, 1987; Bartlett, 1992; Dillon, 1992; Okin, 1989). Participants’ fluidity 

in explicating an ethic of care coupled with a sense of social justice suggests that in a 

very practical sense, student affairs work in the women’s college setting provides a 

vehicle for an integrative conception of empowering educational practice. While the 

student affairs profession has embraced a definitive responsibility to principles of social 

justice (Komives, Woodward, & Associates, 1996; Sandeen & Barr, 2006) little is known 

about the ways that student affairs administrators experience the embodiment of social 

justice in their work, and the ways they do or do not enact it in combination with other 

values such as care. These data suggest that further exploration of the relationship of 

social justice to care in the professional practice of student affairs is thus warranted. 

Philosophy of practice: Feminist student affairs work 

An additional area of theoretical interest in this study was the intersection of feminist 

values and student affairs practice. Most (n=25) participants in this study felt positively 

about the concept of feminism and attached a feminist label to themselves and their work. 

While feminism has often been explicitly defined as a focus on the liberation and 

empowerment of women, participants in this study described both values and actions 

which were consistent with the definition proposed by hooks (2000), who posited 
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feminism as “a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression” (p.1).  

 Feminist student affairs practice has been typified as an approach to working with 

and for students in a reflective and socially just manner. In their narratives, participants 

described many examples of the tenets of student affairs practice identified by Rosser 

(2003), including a commitment to equity/equality and to social justice, an ethics of care, 

valuing collaborative relationships, and an attitude of relaxed acceptance regarding 

gender roles. These actions did not appear to be more highly correlated with a particular 

self-declared gender of the participant, signaling that student affairs administrators who 

identify as men can, and do, engage in feminist student affairs practice that is typified by 

a hybrid of care and justice, and that such practices appeared to be abundant in the 

context of the contemporary women’s college. While the majority of participants in this 

study identified as women, the male participants’ narratives suggest an equally 

committed stance of caring toward the students in their communities and also raise new 

possibilities for men’s commitment to feminist work. Tronto (1993), among others, has 

posited that an ethic of care loses its utility as long as it is perceived to be gendered. 

Echoing this sentiment about feminism, Patrick D. Hopkins (1998) declared: 

If feminism is (or should be considered) a critical strategy, set of beliefs, and set of 

political positions and actions, then presumably there is no reason why men might 

not also be able to form this critical strategy or possess such beliefs and take such 

positions. Men, like anyone else, are feminists if they believe and do what feminists 

believe and do (p. 51). 

The tension between feminist student affairs theory in practice, as expressed by the 

participants in this study, and their perceptions of senior administrators’ more 
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hierarchical, less care-driven, and less inclusive practices and policies suggest that this 

form of professional practice may not in fact be the mainstay of a women’s college 

environment, and is instead simply located within a subset of practitioners (most of 

whom happen to be at entry- or mid-level managers). Feminist student affairs practice 

clearly cannot be ascribed to everyone operating in the women’s college environment – 

Trish, Fay, Samuel, and Bridget all, for example, referred to the “old boys club” 

operating in leadership at their women’s college. Given this apparent disconnect, further 

exploration of the relationship between adherence to feminist student affairs practice and 

ascension to higher levels of student affairs leadership within the women’s college is 

indicated. 

 Perhaps most importantly, participants in this study identified no conflict between 

enacting feminism in student affairs at women’s colleges, while at the same time 

professing and enacting values of support and advocacy for transgender students. The 

history of the feminist movement, particularly since the 1970s, has been one of 

ambivalence toward, if not outright exclusion of, transgender people’s interests and 

concerns, largely argued on the basis of a perceived difference between women’s and 

transgender people’s oppression (Green, 2006). Yet participants in this study appeared to 

adhere to a more inclusive, less boundary-defined feminist ethics, as in the case of 

Natasha, who articulated her efforts to “be the bridge” between feminist values and 

transgender student agency at her women’s college. Natasha is one example of the ways 

that these values can apparently coincide toward the end goal of creating a fully inclusive 

environment, one that does not lose its emphasis on the historical struggles and liberation 

of women, but one that sees the relationship between different forms of gender based 
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oppression. As noted by Green (2006): 

This approach [gender based oppression] concentrates on the end of oppression to 

women and transpeople. It does not suggest that the entire focus of feminism 

become trans-centric; rather, it requires the dedicated analysis of where these 

movements might successfully intersect for the best interests of both parties. 

The data in this study suggest that when an ethics of care coupled with a concern for 

students’ privacy precludes discussion of bodily morphology, configuration of genitals, 

and other personal information, space is made for a return to emphasis on personal 

history – that of being formerly identified as female – and current struggle, that which is 

almost universally faced by transgender college students. It appears also that operating 

from an ethics of care -- a deeply feminist value -- enables student affairs administrators 

with strong dedication to both women’s issues and transgender rights to flourish in 

interconnection. Therefore, the possibility of true integration of feminist values in 

practice and transgender agency is arising in the both the philosophical value system 

espoused by, and the practices enacted by, these women’s college administrators. That 

this is typically happening through the vehicle of personal relationship is likely no 

accident – participants in this study who acted most affirmatively for the growth of 

transgender students were uniformly those who had one or more strong personal 

connections with a transgender person as a characteristic.  Their loyalty to these 

relationships enabled a new form of mutual trust to emerge. As noted by Cressida Heyes 

(2003): 

Very different experiences and identities can motivate similar feminist goals, and 

the political zeitgeist is such that solidarity must, of necessity, start from the  
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deep diversity of agents. As Naomi Scheman puts it, “The issue . . . is not who is or 

is not really whatever, but who can be counted on when they come for any one of 

us: the solid ground is not identity but loyalty and solidarity” (1997, 152–53). 

Solidarity will founder, however, if we detach ourselves from each other and our 

mutual implication in favor of a demand for individual freedom. 

The data in this study thus indicated that individuals can both ‘hold’ the values of 

feminism and the values of transgender support and advocacy. Many participants in this 

study operated from a positionality of care for the benefit of transgender students, and 

others who had no experience with this student populations could also articulate caring in 

their predicted future orientation to these students. Their actions, particularly those of 

advocates in this study, demonstrated an ethic of care infused by a commitment to social 

justice, demonstrating an intertwined and mutually inclusive philosophy of student affairs 

practice that begs further exploration, refinement, and deconstruction.  In the words of 

Barr & Upcraft (1990): 

We cannot afford to let ethical statements and ethical practice remain abstract 

concepts. A commitment to ethical and responsible behavior provides the 

essential framework to guide our behavior in the future and aids us in approaching 

the future with optimism. (p. 17) 

Implications for Policy 

While policy can be described as both the discrete actions and statements that 

both individual actors and institutions employ when responding to situations, the term 

‘policy’, in the context of this study, is defined as the way that women’s colleges codify, 

formalize, and endeavor to bring uniformity to institutional practice, and to thereby 
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declare their official stance toward a population or issue. Policies constitute the official 

word of the institution on any aspect of its operation, are formed and enforced by power 

brokers within the institution, and generally reflect the values and belief systems in 

operation. 

By definition, policy is typically highly political in nature, and is informed by the 

values of an institution, its stakeholders, and its historical backdrop. As delineated in 

chapter 2, the policies of women’s colleges have shifted from signifying a strict, paternal 

relationship to students to a more permissive and self-empowered environment. Students 

attending women’s colleges today no longer observe parietal rules nor are expected to 

engage in formal rituals of ladylike comportment (Peril, 2006). Women’s colleges have 

also become increasingly more welcoming of communities of women who were 

originally not part of their intended constituency – Jewish women, women of color, low 

income women and lesbians and bisexual women. Still, particularities abound in the ways 

these colleges continue to codify expectations of identity and behavior for their students – 

as well as the ways they don’t. 

Off the record: Policy and power at women’s colleges 

Press accounts of the phenomenon of transgender students at women’s colleges 

have indicated several different possibilities regarding institutional policy, most of which 

can be characterized as being cautiously accommodating. Some official spokespersons 

for women’s colleges have made hazy statements that demonstrate a lack of clarity about 

their institution’s official policy (Raftery, 2003). In other instances, senior administrators 

have expressed support for diversity of all kinds without explicitly stating an institutional 

stance – either welcoming or prohibitive -- on the presence of transgender students 
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(Brune, 2007), In still others, ambiguity of commitment about ‘the line’ -- whether rooted 

in an individual student’s physical presentation or self-professed gender identity --

marking who is and isn’t properly admissible to a women’s college appeared to be the 

non-policy stance of choice (Offman, 2005). 

In one instance, a former women’s college president expressed uncertainty about 

the motivations of those transgender students seeking belonging in a women’s college 

environment, while a dean at the same college expressed unambiguous comfort with the 

notion the presence of transgender male students (Quart, 2008). Similarly the tension 

arising from the presence of transgender students on one women’s college campus and 

what it means has been articulated by a chief student affairs officer, while simultaneously 

affirming transgender students’ belonging (Metz, 2007). Each of these examples provides 

a glimpse at the ambivalence experienced by the leadership of women’s colleges facing 

this problem: A desire to support individual students’ growth and development, while 

eschewing a definitive public stance that might open the door to an unwelcome influx of 

transgender or otherwise male-identified students. Undoubtedly as a result of this 

ambivalence, none of the women’s colleges included in this study have declared an 

official, codified institutional policy regarding the presence of transgender students, at 

least not one that is publicly accessible beyond the inner sanctum of the college’s 

leadership. 

The ambivalence manifested in senior leaders’ unwillingness to take a stand – 

either welcoming, or discouraging – comes at a cost. Many participants in this study – 

most of whom were entry-level or mid-manager level student affairs administrators -- 

appeared to be somewhat or deeply uncomfortable with the lack of clarity about their 
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institution’s policy, and several described feeling frustrated with the ambivalence that 

discouraged the institution from taking a more definitive stance, especially those who 

were identified as advocates. As noted by Raoul: 

Administratively, we have some policies in place, we have some great, really 

forward looking policies in place, but I think when it comes to putting that out 

there nationwide, it challenges that idea that we are a premier women's college 

and how do you...how do you say that we are a premier women's college but also 

that we have space for students who are questioning their gender identity? And I 

think our administrators then, and even to today, don't know how to balance those 

two messages. 

Participants frequently acknowledged the complexity inherent in creation of institutional 

policy -- as Fay noted, “were kind of damned if we do, and then damned by someone else 

if we don’t.” Regarding the policy participants perceive to be optimal, roughly half 

(n=13) expressed support for a more welcoming stance, about a quarter expressed mixed 

feelings on the subject (n=7) and five participants expressed no opinion on the subject. 

One participant asserted that her institution’s policy should be “Completely clear: This is 

a college for women, period.” With regard to explicitly stating who might be properly 

involved in forming institutional policy around transgender student admissions and 

retention, participants in this study exhibited an interesting shift in language. When 

describing individual actions taken to support or advocate for transgender students, they 

typically used the pronouns “I” or “we.” When talking about the institution’s overall 

orientation, many changed to the use of the pronoun “they.” As exemplified by Darla:  
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You know, at [my former coed institution], we had a policy, and even though-- 

well at the time, we only had one student, we were very clear about what we 

would do for accommodations. So here, I think...I agree that they probably, if you 

started to have a conversation, they might get there, but I am not sure that's where 

they started. 

 This shift likely corresponds to the fact that many in this study consistently 

acknowledged that they are not present at the table when decisions about institutional 

policy regarding transgender students are being made. They perceived their role to be 

limited to taking action on behalf of students and even challenging their similarly-

positioned professional peers, but in terms of formation of institutional policy, many 

(especially those identified in this study as advocates) were not at the table. As described 

by Fay: 

There’s this understanding that I am quite welcome to do what I can and should to 

make sure individual transgender students are having a good experience, but if I 

have some insights that might actually be meaningful to the people who speak for 

{women’s college], no way, it’s not welcome. So I guess you could say that just 

like the students, I am empowered here, but only up to a point. 

The question of effective involvement in policy formation presented interesting 

challenges to other participants in this study. Friction abounded regarding the delimiting 

of the advocacy role, leading participants to wonder aloud about how and when to push 

for a particular policy of inclusion, and how and when to defer. As Brian acknowledged: 

One of the things as a student affairs administrator of practitioner is, you know, 

the question of ‘do you work for your institution or do you work for the students?’ 
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And those who would argue, well, the institution is paying you, you work for the 

college. But to work with the students, as a student affairs administrator, you want 

to be able to be a voice and advocate for the student. 

Because most participants in this study (n=25) would be classified as entry-level student 

affairs professionals or midlevel managers at their respective institutions, and because 

they were thus less empowered to make autonomous change happen, they described 

treading carefully and thoughtfully with respect to pushing boundaries of change. While 

their formal power within the institution was not perceived to be significant, their 

informal, everyday actions appeared to be having a tremendous effect on the degree of 

warmth and acceptance for transgender students at their institutions.  

 Senior student affairs officers and their second-in-command in this study (n=6) -- 

those at the associate dean level or above -- were noncommittal on the issue of formal 

policies, preferring instead to respond to transgender student needs on a ‘case by case’ 

basis. Given the disclosure that most participants observed, or directly felt, pressure from 

alumnae, trustees, prospective students, and parents, it is likely that even the most senior 

student affairs officers in this study did not feel completely free to form or enact official 

policies independently of this pressure. Indeed, their roles typically center on defense of 

the institution’s policy and mission, rather than questioning or reconstruction of it, and 

thus is is understandable that most in senior level positions were neither inclined nor 

encouraged to challenge the current stance of their institution these issues. 

Our Bodies, Ourselves? What Makes a Woman at Women’s Colleges 

Policies at women’s colleges concerning transgender students are further complexified by 

the unresolved issue of the meaning of language attached to gender and sex identities. 



   

 214

What do we mean when we say woman? What definition, description, and parameters are 

being used to define and delimit the identity of woman? This issue, long thought to be 

straightforwardly defined by chromosomal makeup, is now understood to be a much 

more complicated question, thanks in part to the work of Judith Butler (1990), Judith 

Halberstam (1998), and other gender theorists who have proposed that both gender and 

sex are fluid, unstable categories that cannot be rigidly defined by a person’s genitals and 

reproductive capacities, and that both male/ female and masculine/feminine dichotomies 

are socially produced and enforced categories of meaning.  

Despite these developments, it is unlikely that women’s college admissions 

offices and other official standard-bearers of these colleges are engaging in deep debate 

about the postmodern implications of Butlerian performativity (Roden, 2001). Still, given 

the impact that transgender male students have had on the campuses where this study was 

conducted, it is equally unlikely that no thought is being given to the ways that these 

women’s colleges verify a prospective student’s gender and/or sex. Whatever the case, 

participants in this study experienced significant confusion and lack of certainty about the 

ways that their institution gauges and regulates the exact meaning of ‘woman.’ In the 

words of one participant, Bess: 

Our admission policy is we admit women, and what does women mean? I don’t 

think we’ve ever really figured out where the boundaries of that are and whose 

job it is to monitor that.  

The technicalities of establishing womanhood appeared to differ from institution to 

institution, in the sense that some of the five had more rigid and less flexible parameters 

than others. Participants from one college in this study understood that the institution had 



   

 215

adopted the stance that ‘we admit women and graduate students,’ while those from 

another indicated that the physical transformation from male to female, if accompanied 

by an official change of gender/sex identity that was legally documented within official 

state systems such as driver’s registration, would preclude membership (and result in 

expulsion from) that women’s college community. Quoting Alisha: 

We have the benefit of the students being mostly 18 to 22, so a lot of times we 

can just, the transition really happens legally on the other side of the degree. We 

don't get into this, which is very delicate, this is going to be the dilemma that 

we're going to have to face at some point. Everybody's kind of waiting for that 

moment. As of right now, if they change their sex to male while they are here, we 

can’t technically grant them a degree.  

In policy terms, women’s colleges in this study took particular precautions to ward off 

the possibility of men’s accidental presence in the women’s college. Participants at each 

of the five colleges in this study confirmed the existence of what was euphemistically 

termed “the man letter,” a document sent to all male-identified students who appeared to 

be mistaken in applying to the women’s college (typically attributed to language or 

cultural barriers). All five colleges in this study instruct prospective students to use the 

Common Grant Application to apply, and upon beginning the application, students are 

asked to select their sex as either male or female (Common Application Membership 

Association, 2009). There is no option to identify otherwise, and gender is not included in 

the demographic information requested of students. Use of a uniform web interface such 

as the Common Application may reduce the likelihood that men will accidentally apply 
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to a women’s college, but it does not preclude the possibility that a male-identified 

transgender person will intentionally do so. 

Regardless of whether male-identified students do apply to women’s colleges, the 

policy question remains whether women’s colleges should change their admissions 

policies to include admitting students who either now define as, or used to define as, 

female/women. As the women’s colleges in this study, and others not included in this 

study, continue to resist taking a definitive stance on this issue, participants who were 

working in these institutions were ‘voting with their actions’ – actively challenging the 

notion of gender uniformity both with students and colleagues. Most of this advocacy 

took the form of reminding others in the environment that assumptions may be pragmatic, 

but are also problematic. As Bridget noted: 

We do some intensive training on trans issues for our RA staff, every year. And 

one of the things that I have always said is, 'I need you all to remember that no 

one asked you to physically prove your gender when you filled out your 

application.' So don't assume! and they all sort of go, 'huh! that's right!'  

The notion of ‘checking’ admitted students’ gender identity, or setting up some concrete 

parameters for verification of womanhood, did not sit well with most participants who 

spoke of this quandary, as Tyler asserted: 

The college might have to come up with some, you know, practice around that, or 

philosophy, or plan. It doesn't have one now. So what does that mean when we 

have someone who…are we checking? you know, what are we checking? Is that 

something that we want to be concerned about? Really?  
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Policies around what constitutes acceptable womanhood, and how it is checked or 

verified, seemed to be rooted in anxieties about the very personal nature of this ‘proof’, 

as noted by Denise; 

One of the things is we have never written on paper that this is a women's college 

for people that like, appear to be women. There's no language that says 'you must 

have a vagina to be a student here.' There's none of that. And so, essentially on 

paper, we've never sort of determined what it means to be a [women’s college] 

woman. 

While the nebulous policies regarding gender verification at women’s colleges in this 

study denote a tendency toward over-reliance on appearance and morphology, one 

participant cut through the haze with a different perspective on how her college might 

reconsider the issue. Acknowledging the fear surfacing within her women’s college of the 

opening of the gender identity floodgates, Alison suggested: 

A big part of feminism was defining gender in a way that was not kind of a 

'biology is destiny' notion. It was about opening doors and opening possibilities, 

and [her college’s lack of policy] is reminiscent to me of the whole Phyllis 

Schlafly notion, you know, 'men are going to come in our bathrooms ' hysteria 

around the equal rights amendment. It comes back to this leap from something 

that makes sense in terms of, we want to keep it a women's college, and then this 

ridiculous leap to 'and if we allow this, there's going to be this flood of men 

pretending to be in transition so they can graduate from a women's college. 

The worry that providing clarity and uniformity to the message of welcoming acceptance 

of transgender students signaled a deep concern about the possibilities of increased 
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interest in attending a woman’s college from non-female-identified students in other 

domains, including men who had always identified as men from birth (so-called 

biological men, or ‘bio-men’). While that anxiety colored others’ perceptions in the 

women’s college environment, most participants were relieved that their employing 

colleges have not been in the practice of insistence upon personally and invasively 

‘checking’ the gender and sex of their students, if checking is understood to be making 

some kind of determination of a students’ primary and secondary sex characteristics. One 

thing is for certain: Evidence from press coverage of this issue suggests that the 

embodiment of transgender identity is person-specific, gradual, and often fluid, especially 

among young adults in (or considering) transition (Brune, 2007; Offman, 2005; Quart, 

2008; Raftery, 2003). According to Spade & Wahng (2004), the focus on transgender 

individuals’ bodily modification has long served as an oppressive tool by which the 

privileged class (cisgender people) monitors and regulates transgender agency. They 

assert: 

One of the most glaring manifestations of transphobia in our culture is the 

obsessive focus on trans people's bodies and surgical statuses, which supports the 

principle that it is up to non-trans people, who are afraid of being fooled, to 

decide whether trans people are "legit."  

It would thus be morally and ethically inappropriate, and would instill a harmful policy, 

to require evidence of physical transformation of gender or sex (or lack thereof) to 

determine a student’s fitness (or lack thereof) in a women’s college community. Yet 

while overt scrutiny of transgender bodies in the women’s college context is oppressive 

and arguably unnecessary, it would be false to assert that the physical changes wrought 
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by some of the bodily modifications made by transgender men, during transition, do not 

have an impact. Griffin Hansbury (2008), a transgender man who attended a women’s 

college before transitioning, expressed the profound effect that self-administering 

testosterone had on his body, mind, desires and interests. Experiencing a voracious sexual 

drive for women, encountering challenges with expressing emotion, and taking a 

newfound interest in science were just a few of the ways Hansbury experienced his 

transition to being male as difficult. He negotiated those changes while also experiencing 

a sense of disconnection from his primary community at a women’s college: 

I’m still very much learning how to be a man in the world. There’s a lot to 

learn….Throughout those four years [of my transition], I had to conceal a lot. I 

would lie about where I went to college, because I went to Bryn Mawr… I kind of 

miss being part of a cool bunch of women. Sisterhood is powerful. 

In Hansbury’s narrative is the crux of the issue for policy-makers on women’s college 

campus. Hanbsury’s empowered, true male identity did not preclude an acknowledgment 

of loss – loss of feeling part of the sisterhood of women, especially women who would be 

likely to attend a women’s college. Compellingly, Hansbury experienced these bodily 

changes, reflected on them, and then made meaning of them in relation to his emergent 

masculinity. Hansbury’s thoughtful engagement with understanding women’s oppression 

through the lens of past life experience, and incorporating that understanding into his 

identity as a man, provides an example of personal transformation that extends beyond 

gender to a new way of thinking and doing feminism, when it is understood to be “a 

movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression” (hooks, 2000, p. 1). 
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Women’s colleges should consider these potentialities as they are making complex 

decisions about policy regarding transgender students. 

Toward the Future: Policy Alternatives to Either/Or at the Women’s College 

As an alternative to creating policy that polices bodily transformation, or that requires 

dishonesty about one’s changing relationship to the identity of ‘woman,’ a meaningful 

policy regarding transgender individuals could be written in such a way as to honor both 

the struggles of currently admitted and enrolled students with transgender identities, as 

well as honoring the long and illustrious histories of women’s colleges not only as places 

for women’s empowerment but also as arbiters of liberation from restrictive gender roles. 

This dual approach is consistent with the values and goals of women’s college education 

in supporting the whole student as in growth and development, even as it extends the 

reach of who is properly eligible for a women’s college education. As women’s colleges 

once again consider what is constant about their identities and what is shifting, an 

affirmation of support for students whose experience with safety and belonging in the 

women’s college environment enables them to become who they truly are – male-

identified or genderqueer-- can be a starting point for embodiment of truly socially just 

policy. As stated by Joanne Creighton, President of Mount Holyoke College, in a recent 

address to the Women’s College Coalition, the ongoing commitment to educating women 

must happen in tandem with the “even more pressing issue and…much larger agenda…of 

social justice for women…children – and men – worldwide.” (emphasis mine) (Women’s 

College Coalition, 2003). In keeping with this sentiment, participants in this study almost 

uniformly demonstrated that they have a unique role to play in advancing social justice 

for transgender students, and that in so doing, they -- and the institutions in which they 
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function -- can and do honor the very best of their traditions for empowerment and 

liberation. 

Participants in this study communicated a deep respect for the traditions of the 

women’s college and the benefits it bestows on students, while many also experienced 

uncertainty -- and sometimes disappointment -- about the silence regarding the presence 

of transgender students. Because of the richness of their perspectives, student affairs 

administrators possessing direct experience with transgender students (and with the 

uniquely gendered facets of oppression they face in the women’s college environment) 

should be at the table regarding discussions of institutional policy. These perspectives 

should be part and parcel of the creation of a formal declared policy regarding the 

presence of students who undergo gender and/or sex transition during their time at the 

women’s college, including identification of knowledgeable on- and off-campus 

resources and clear and unambiguous affirmation of these students’ belonging as 

members of the community. Through this more transparent, collaborative process 

women’s colleges can meaningfully enact social justice for a marginalized group that is 

‘close to home.’ It would also ideally enable student affairs administrators at women’s 

colleges to enter into their roles as supporters and advocates for these students with a 

clearer sense of institutional support and backing.  

Defining and declaring a policy that acknowledges the presence of transgender 

students would lend crucial visibility to this population that is already present at these 

women’s colleges, and reduce the stigma associated with acknowledging a transgender 

identity in the women’s college environment. In lieu of a policy developed exclusively by 

and for an individual college, supportive, coherent policies could also be developed  
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collaboratively by members of a working group of the Women’s College Coalition, and 

should include attention to the concerns, experiences, and perspectives of male-identified 

students and alumni of women’s colleges. Such policies could include explicitly 

described policies and procedures for obtaining gender-appropriate housing, and for 

accessing information about official documentation policies including modifications of 

diplomas, transcripts, and other official records to reflect the newly-claimed name and 

gender identity of the enrolled student. 

In order for such policies to be viable, women’s colleges must be willing to 

examine their individual and collective attachment to the theoretically mistaken concept 

of gender/sex purity that has driven their mission for more than 100 years. The belief that 

all individuals experience their sex and gender as completely congruous, and that 

women’s experiences with oppression have their core exclusively in the particularities of 

women’s embodiment, still holds a great deal of sway in the language, imagery, and 

missions of women’s colleges and in American culture at large as the 21st century begins.  

Resisting such cultural strongholds requires a more imaginative stance regarding 

solidarity and mutual interest. In her essay, “Purity, impurity and separation,” 

philosopher and Latin American studies scholar Maria Lugones (1994) advanced the 

position that strict adherence to the concept of purity in identity categories – in this case, 

the category of woman -- inhibits the possibility of real political advancement for the 

benefit of oppressed groups. As an alternative practice, mestizaje is “a central name for 

impure resistance to interlocked, intermeshed oppressions” (p. 459). In pondering the real 

or perceived threat posed by the impure, Lugones asks: 
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If something is in the middle of either/or, if it is ambiguous given the 

classification of things, if it threatens by its very ambiguity the orderliness of the 

system, of schematized reality, if given its ambiguity in the univocal ordering it is 

anomalous, deviant, can it be tamed through separation? Should it resist 

separation? (p. 459) 

The question of separation inherent in making policy about transgender students at 

women’s colleges arises thus: The mestiza in this case is the student, once identified as 

female, now identified as male, or shifting toward male, in whose identity might be read 

impurity. But to insist upon purity of gender and sex as category is, Lugones says, 

“completed through a complex series of fictions” (464) that privilege the experience of 

the whole over that of the impure (assumed to be fragmented). Assumptions about the 

nature of the whole – which is really the pure inextricably mingled with impure – 

“generates the fictional construction of a vantage point from which unified wholes, 

totalities, can be captured” (p. 464). Those who need and in fact who love this purity, 

most of all, are those who are perceived to embody it, and as Lugones argues, are 

characterized by their belief in their inherent “ ‘possession’ of reason” (p. 466).  The end 

result, Lugones claims, is that:  

To the extent that we [the impure] are ambiguous – non-dichotomous – we 

threaten the fiction and can be rendered unfit only by decrying ambiguity as 

nonexistent – that is, by halving us, splitting us. Thus we exist only as incomplete, 

unfit beings, and they [the pure] exist as complete only to the extent that what we 

are, and what is declared absolutely necessary for them, is declared worthless (p. 

467). 
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In place of the notion of separation, Lugones asserts that the impurities may be 

metaphorically re-envisaged as the ingredient which curdles – the egg in the oil, 

necessary to the process of becoming mayonnaise – rather than that which is fragmented 

and thus cast-off. Lugones’ claim that identity politics is better served by recognition of 

the interests of the impure. Regarding the potentiality for the multiply oppressed to form 

more meaningful alliances, she posits that: 

A more solid ground because it is a more positive ground is the one that affirms 

the lack of constraint of our own creativity that is at the center of curdling, that 

holds on to our own lack of script, to our being beings in the making; that might 

contain each other in the creative path, who don’t discount but look forward to 

that possibility (p. 477). 

Transgender students who identify as male, and who claim belonging at women’s 

colleges, present these colleges with an opportunity for a spirited re-examination of 

mission and purpose, one that can be undertaken fruitfully if entered into in a spirit of 

openness and possibility. Women’s colleges have demonstrated a long history of 

resilience and adaptation, in the face of each new student cohort demanding belonging, 

and it is not beyond the realm of possibility that transgender male students present the 

next opportunity for positive transformation. While women’s colleges continue to 

legitimately grapple with issues of identity and belonging, of purity and impurity and the 

gradations between the two, and consider their policies regarding enrollment of 

transgender male and genderqueer individuals, participants’ experiences in this study 

suggest that a responsibility remains to transparently enable the growth and development 
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of current transgender students who are part of the women’s college community, and this 

responsibility must consequently be attended to and addressed. 

Implications for Practice 
 
In addition to needed clarification of institutional policy, this study suggested four areas 

of implication for the professional practice of student affairs on the women’s college 

campus. Participants’ lived experience indicated that their actions and beliefs about the 

presence of transgender students were shaped by a complex backdrop of personal values, 

institutional values, and the influence of both internal and external stakeholders. The 

student affairs profession has always operated within this nexus, while making a strong 

case for itself as a vital complement to classroom learning (Nuss, 2003). In the 

experiences and perspectives of women’s college administrators in this study, insights 

emerged about the ways that student affairs administrators can meaningfully recommit 

themselves to 1) social justice, 2) to enhanced teaching and learning about transgender 

issues, 3) to trans-formation of the coeducational college campus, and 4) to the scholarly 

practice of student affairs. 

Advancing a Commitment to Social Justice 

As noted previously, two types of professional orientation to a marginalized student 

population emerged in this study -- the majority of whom were supporters, and a subset 

of those who were advocates. Quietly or vigorously, and sometimes both, participants 

demonstrated a commitment to social justice through actions, language, and affective 

warmth toward and about these students. In these actions, participants demonstrated the 

credo that “individually and as a profession, student affairs staff must claim their place in 
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the academy and freely assert and work toward changes that benefit the student 

experience” (Woodard & Komives, 2003, p. 650). 

Changing the campus climate through a commitment to social justice does not 

imply assured comfort for the actor. It is an orientation that asks of those who take it on 

that they will be willing to adopt a skeptical and analytical lens in the name of disrupting 

the unquestioned status quo of the institution, and to demonstrating professional practice 

that challenges and when necessary, confronts. As noted by Kathy Charmaz (2005): 

An interest in social justice means attentiveness to ideas and actions concerning 

fairness, equity, equality, democratic process, status, hierarchy, and individual 

and collective rights and obligations. It signifies thinking about being human and 

about creating good societies and a better world….It means exploring tensions 

between complicity and consciousness, choice and constraint, indifference and 

compassion, inclusion and exclusion, poverty and privilege, and barriers and 

opportunities. It also means taking a critical stance toward actions, organizations, 

and social institutions. (p. 510). 

A meta-analysis of philosophical statements endorsed over time by professional 

associations in student affairs revealed that the most commonly espoused value in these 

statements is “the notion that the whole student must be considered in every endeavor” 

(Evans & Reason, 2001, p. 370). A second value, respect for individual differences, was 

also named by Evans & Reason as a guiding value of the profession, and was coupled 

with the importance of assisting students to develop a sense of personal agency. 

Application of each of these fundamental principles to the work conducted by women’s 

college student affairs officers suggests that they do indeed have a role in supporting and 
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nurturing transgender students, treating them as individuals in a complex field of 

competing priorities, and that in so supporting them, they can and should create 

conditions for these students to come into and express their own voices on behalf of their 

interests and concerns. It is beyond debate that the appropriate role of the student affairs 

professional, particularly with respect to students facing stigmatization and 

marginalization in the women’s college community, is to value, affirm, and empower. 

 A predicament faced by those participants who chose to step beyond this role of 

caring, and to adopt a more social justice-oriented stance (many of whom experienced a 

sense of disempowerment and resignation over the lack of response from senior leaders 

in the institution to transgender students’ concerns) was also named by Evans & Reason, 

who wondered “where are advocacy and action in the list of student affairs functions?” 

(p. 376). They go on to say: 

Such advocacy is critically important, especially in light of the issues facing 

traditionally disenfranchised students. We believe that the next major 

philosophical statement of the student affairs profession -- the one that will guide 

student affairs in the 21st century -- must address the need for student affairs 

professionals to view their role on campus through a critical lens, to interject their 

professional values into their work, and to become change agents. In addition to 

being service providers…student affairs professionals must explicitly embrace the 

roles of student advocate and social activist. (2001, p. 376). 

Student affairs administrators who possess a commitment to social justice, and who wish 

to advance the interests and concerns of transgender students, cannot afford to disengage 

from the existing power structures at the institution, no matter how intransigent they may 
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seem. Instead, social change agents can productively advance the issues they care about 

through a commitment to building alliances with the senior level administrators regarding 

these students’ belonging in the community. Ellis & Moon (1991) proposed that middle 

managers can build meaningful alliances for change by identifying a mentor within the 

institution who can lend additional credibility to the concerns of the middle manager, by 

making efforts to develop collaborative relationships within student affairs, and by 

understanding and learning how politics function in the institutional environment. By 

approaching interactions with powerbrokers as a knowledgeable advocate for students 

undergoing gender transition at the women’s college, and having invested the time in 

establishing relationships, student affairs administrators in less-powerful positional roles 

in the institution can foster important and meaningful change. Abandoning responsibility 

for modeling effective, tenacious social change methods on campus, while those who 

have placed trust in us look on, is an untenable position for the student affairs profession 

aiming to serve and advance the visibility of previously marginalized populations. As 

affirmed by Dave Ambler, a vice-chancellor of student affairs for nearly thirty years:  

If we do not make it possible for change to occur in our institutions then students 

will once again use inappropriate methods to achieve justice and equity. It is a 

fundamental responsibility of student affairs to make the processes of change in 

our institutions work for students (Gaston-Gayles, et al., 2005, p. 276): 

In the absence of deep engagement by many leaders in women’s colleges on the issue of 

the presence of transgender students, student affairs administrators who possess a 

commitment to social justice and feminist values can and must play a leadership role in 

defining just and responsible policies and practices regarding this student population. 
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Members of the profession on the women’s college campus can do so by both 

documenting the experiences of transgender students and providing more opportunities 

for learning and teaching about transgender issues, and by continuing to take on roles of 

support and advocacy for transgender students in their care. Additionally, an implication 

for members of the profession who lead in coeducational institutions regarding a 

recommitment to creation of more socially just environments for transgender students is 

addressed at the end of this section. 

Learning and Teaching about Transgender Issues 

When silence surrounds an issue on campus, it is only natural that those most affected by 

it may become curious about what they do and do not understand about the problem, and 

seek out additional information to help them gain confidence in formulating opinions 

about it. In querying participants about the sources of their learning about transgender 

issues, a noticeable difference arose between those who had sought some type of formal, 

self-initiated learning about transgender issues and those who had either less exposure or 

had taken less initiative to develop greater understanding. While those with less exposure 

and learning were still quite clearly able to articulate current or future gestures of support, 

those who sought out formal learning (n=9) were almost uniformly the same participants 

who assumed an advocacy stance toward transgender students. Learning about 

transgender identities and the needs of transgender students appeared to translate into a 

greater sense of commitment and confidence to initiate change on their behalf. 

By conveying a sense of trustworthiness to transgender students through visibly 

acknowledging gender difference in the women’s college environment, student affairs 

practitioners can create opportunities for safe discussion with transgender students about 
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their experiences. In the absence of – or delay of – such conversations, student affairs 

administrators at women’s colleges can and should make efforts to increase their own and 

others’ learning and awareness about transgender issues through formal means such as 

coursework, reading, and attendance at professional symposia and conferences 

addressing transgender identities and oppression. The knowledge base about transgender 

identity development and experiences with oppression has exploded in the last decade, 

and the voices of transgender people have become greatly amplified in this literature 

(Feinberg, 1996; Kotula, 2002; Stryker & Whittle, 2006) making it possible for a great 

deal more first-person knowledge to emerge and be absorbed by others. 

 Once in possession of expanded knowledge about transgender issues, women’s 

college student affairs administrators can adopt several strategies for integrating their 

learning into their practice. They can speak up to correct misperceptions about 

transgender students attending the institution. They can help students who are confused 

or uncomfortable in the presence of transgender peers to relax and be more open. They 

can recognize and interrupt instances of genderism (Bilodeau, 2005b, 2007) in the 

women’s college community that detrimentally impact the experiences of transgender 

students. And finally, they can use their increased knowledge to become a recognized and 

respected ally and bridge-builder on the women’s college campus. 

 Provision of enhanced education for students and colleagues is an additional 

method that can be used by student affairs administrators to tip the balance of learning in 

their women’s college communities. This can take the form of formal educational 

workshops about transgender identities, relevant terminology, history, and community, 

but it can also take the form of increased informal dialogue about all facets of gender 
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identity on the women’s college campus. One approach, espoused by Catherine, was 

more organic and inclusive of discussing the whole range of gender proscription: 

What I am trying to do is to have us to have more conversations about the 

category of gender, period. While I am supportive of our transgender students and 

the issues in general, it also gives me pause and some concern about how, you 

know, why do we make these categories so small? If you're a woman, you know, 

and you express yourself however you express yourself, you know, the 

intrusiveness of surgery, those things give me pause. And I have some real 

concerns for our students in that way, about, are we still problematizing the issue 

of gender, or are we taking this sort of oppressive, narrow way that says that this 

is what you have to be? 

In addition to prompting a need for self-directed learning, implications for preparation of 

student affairs administrators emerged from this study, including the need for more 

intentional effort to incorporate learning about transgender students into the curricula of 

student affairs preparation graduate programs. Only about 15% (n=5) of participants in 

this study described being exposed to formal learning about transgender students in their 

graduate programs in student affairs, with six others stating that while they had 

experienced formal learning about lesbian, gay and bisexual student populations in their 

graduate study, the ‘t’ in the acronym was patently ignored or minimized. In a recent 

study by Gaston-Gayles & Kelly (2007) examining student affairs graduate students’ 

experiences with diversity in the curriculum, one participant commented, “I think 

transgender issues don’t get spoken of enough and I think they get lumped in with gay  
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and lesbian issues, which you know can be very different” (p. 199). While probably 

attributable partially to a generational difference among participants, even the most recent 

graduate of a student affairs graduate program --  who completed her degree in early 

2008 -- described minimal opportunities for, and attention to, formal learning about 

transgender student development in her graduate program.  

This lack of formal exposure suggests that the academic profession of student 

affairs, many of whom also consider themselves to be practitioners, must recommit to 

augmenting their own knowledge and skills regarding transgender students’ identities and 

obstacles, and infusing this knowledge into their teaching. Talbot & Viento (2005) 

suggest that the most effective way to address learning about LGBT issues is to integrate 

attention to these issues in every course within a student affairs graduate program 

curriculum, as well as by offering a stand-alone course that focuses on the issues and 

concerns of LGBT communities. According to McEwen & Roper (1994), student affairs 

preparation programs should serve as a training ground, “an intense learning 

environment, for engaging in and embracing multicultural awareness, knowledge, skills 

and attitudes” (p. 49). While the numbers of transgender students continue to be 

relatively low on most college campuses, the implications of their presence for principled 

practice are many, and require a shift toward proactive training and preparation for 

optimizing their college persistence. 

Feminist activist Gloria Anzaldua (1987) once wrote, “Knowledge is painful 

because after ‘it’ happens I can’t stay in the same place and be comfortable. I am no 

longer the same person as I was before” (pp. 69-70). Acquiring additional knowledge of 

and skills about working with transgender students will, almost inevitably, lead to a 



   

 233

stronger sense of responsibility among student affairs administrators – at women’s 

colleges and in coeducational settings alike – to listen more carefully for their voices, and 

in so doing, to create more amenable learning environments with and for them. This 

study indicates that this responsibility will doubtlessly be magnified in those who 

embrace a social justice and/or feminist orientation to student affairs practice. This is 

both the cost and reward of becoming more informed about the ways that transgender 

individuals are working toward their own liberation in tandem with allies. It is the 

recompense of becoming part of the solution. 

Trans-forming the Coeducational Institution 

Participants in this study painted a picture of the contemporary American women’s 

college that, while far from being the bucolic, utopian community of feminine 

pulchritude, is nonetheless characterized by warmth, support, and affirmation, 

particularly of individual expression and identity. They were effusive about the ways that 

their college communities make space for students to thrive, to find their voices, and to 

excel in their academic work and co-curricular activities. From the moment of 

matriculation, during which each of these colleges conveys a message of empowerment 

and potential in a formal ceremony, to the moment of graduation when each elatedly 

sends its graduates off into the world to be leaders, scholars, and change-agents, an 

enormous amount of both human and material resources are invested in making certain 

that those attending women’s colleges feel cared about and nurtured.  Euphemistically 

(and sometimes dismissively) described as a ‘bubble,’ there was no mistaking that 

participants in this study felt that the backdrop of their women’s college, while 

sometimes stifling individual students’ sense of personal responsibility and 
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accountability, was a highly desirable milieu for facilitating development. Virtually all 

extended the appropriateness of this milieu to the growth and development of non-female 

students, as well. 

 But what was true of the women’s college -- that it was safe and welcoming for 

all identities of student -- became even more so when compared with institutions that 

admit both male and female students. Many in this study (n=22) had experience working 

at a coeducational institution, and many also referred to this experience to draw a stark 

juxtaposition between the safety inherent in the women’s college and the safety absent in 

the coeducational college. The safety of the women’s college was both metaphoric, 

signaling the absence of rigidity about how women (and others) look, behave, and 

express themselves, and was literal, in the near absence of physical violence, property 

damage, and the ‘frat-boy mentality’ which, as Raoul noted, tended to permeate the 

highly selective coeducational college where he previously worked (and was sometimes 

exhibited by male-identified transgender students at his women’s college). 

 The hostility to transgender identities that many in this study posited is more 

present at coeducational colleges means that perhaps the most urgent implication of this 

study doesn’t concern women’s college student affairs administrators at all. Instead, it 

implicates those of us who work in the far more commonly pursued coeducational 

college environment to commit to creating safer, more welcoming, and more empowering 

communities for transgender students in places where a wider variety of gender identity 

is already sanctioned. The professional values of social justice and feminist student 

affairs practice are certainly not unique to those practicing in the women’s college 

environment. Consequently, student affairs administrators in coeducational colleges must 
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undertake a more scrutinizing stance regarding the experiences of transgender students in 

our midst. Efforts to understand the experiences of transgender students – whether male 

to female, female to male, genderqueer, or otherwise identified – are crucial to building 

more safety into the environment. It also requires the willingness to explore the possibly 

gendered reality of transgender oppression on the coeducational campus; that it is 

perceived to be largely, if not exclusively, fomented and perpetuated by men. 

 While male verbal and physical aggression toward transgender students at 

coeducational colleges has been documented in first-person narratives (Gray, 2000; 

Rogers, 2000), other studies exploring the experiences of transgender students suggest 

that misunderstandings, disrespectful language use, derision of transgender identified-

students can and does emanate from both male and female-identified students, staff, and 

faculty at coeducational colleges (Bilodeau, 2007; Pusch, 2005). This suggests that 

further exploration is needed regarding whether there is indeed a gendered dimension to 

the perceptions and behaviors of non-transgender students and others toward transgender 

students. Participants in this study suggested that coeducational environments may be less 

safe for transgender students owing to the greater abundance of male-identified 

individuals present, as well as due to the encouragement of hegemonic, rigid masculinity 

that permeates the culture at many coeducational institutions. This form of masculinity, 

more commonly embodied by white men on coeducational college campuses, is bound up 

with harmful practices such as alcohol over-consumption (Peralta, 2007), aggression 

toward peers and property (Harper, Harris & Mmeje, 2005), and promotion of a culture 

of disrespect for women that is manifested through increased levels of sexual violence 

(Hong, 2000). Additionally, evidence suggests that hegemonic masculinity and its 
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associated behavioral manifestations is also more highly correlated with both 

homophobia and transphobia in college men (Nagoshi, et al., 2008). 

Deconstructing, and combating, this culture on coeducational campuses requires 

the involvement of everyone in the community, yet some have asserted there is a special 

responsibility for men in student affairs to model a different conception of what it means 

to be a man. As noted by Harris III (2009): 

Sources of institutional support that challenge men to embrace a wider range of 

gender-related behaviors and help them develop effective strategies to resolve 

gender role conflict productively should be a priority for student affairs educators. 

Providing opportunities for male students to interact with older, adult men who 

model productive and appropriate ways of expressing masculinity is worthwhile (p. 

470). 

All student affairs administrators working in coeducational environments must recommit 

to addressing the lack of safety and support for transgender students that appears to be 

inherent in these environments. As long as transgender students perceive a lack of safety 

and support on coeducational campuses, more of them will choose a women’s college 

environment. But such a decision is more of a forced choice than anything. Until the full 

range of colleges and universities in the rich, diverse spectrum of American higher 

education are fully welcoming of transgender students, women’s colleges – fewer than 70 

in number -- will likely continue to be one of the only safe havens perceived by students 

expressing a non-conforming gender identity. 
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Act, Reflect, Adapt: The Scholarly Practice of Student Affairs 

A final implication for the professional practice of student affairs administrators at 

women’s colleges who are forming opinions about and acting in response to the presence 

of transgender students is to view this phenomenon as an opportunity to enact a more 

rigorous, thoughtful, and integrative professional practice. When beginning this study, it 

became clear that there were many more questions than answers about the practice of 

student affairs with students who embody institutionally marginalized identities. 

Fundamentally, the questions raised by the presence of transgender students at women’s 

colleges are different, and in many ways more complicated, than studying the issues of 

students of color at a predominantly white institution, or studying lesbian, gay and 

bisexual students at a heteronormatively constituted institution. As this study has 

demonstrated, when the institution’s history, traditions, and values explicitly and 

formally preclude a subset of its student population, the stakes for both student and 

institution are higher, and the layers of complexity greater. 

 Questions of institutionally sanctioned marginality can only be answered through 

a commitment to engagement in scholarly student affairs practice. Such practice, 

according to Carpenter (2001) is intentional, and fosters in students “maturation in a 

stimulating environment, leading to leadership skills, improved relationships, 

clarification of what is personally important, and better decision making” (p. 305). 

Carpenter continues by asserting that such practice is theory-based, verified through 

sound collection of data, is peer reviewed, collaborative, and unselfishly shared with 

others. It is open to change, particularly when new data become available, and finally, it 

is skeptical and careful about implementation of rapid or unwarranted change. 
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Pragmatically speaking, how does this happen? As recommended by Moore & 

Blake (2007), the student affairs administrator should engage in a process of articulating 

learning by capturing new knowledge and experiences as they happen, in writing, to use 

these written records of experience and learning through analyses both of one’s own 

written records and the new knowledge emerging in scholarly journals within the 

profession, and then to articulate these values to others through the writing of papers and 

presentations at conference symposia. Creation of dialogue among both those directly 

affected, and those only peripherally aware of the issues faced by transgender students at 

women’s colleges, engages higher level thinking across a diverse spectrum of student 

affairs belief and practice. Doing so creates an important feedback loop beyond the 

rawness and tension inherent in the microcosm of the women’s college, for meaningful 

solutions to these and other dilemmas. 

 Many times throughout this process, participants in this study commented on the 

fact that the chance to ‘think out loud’ about the issues they had encountered in their 

work with transgender students (or in the case of those who had not worked directly with 

these students, the chance to speculate on their professional orientation to these students 

in the future) provided a necessary and meaningful moment to reflect upon their choices 

and the implications of the policy/practice disconnect they had experienced within the 

institution. The diversity and creativity of supportive and advocacy approaches endorsed 

by participants in this study points to the importance of reflecting on practice and its 

outcomes, and committing to integrating new and improved work into it. Confidential 

discussion groups, hosted for WCSAAs within the safe boundaries of their women’s 

college, would additionally enable reflective practice and policy formation. 
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Emerging Contested Ground 

The contours of experience relayed by participants in the study revealed that an 

additional area of contestation exists on the horizon – the issue of belonging at women’s 

colleges for female-identified transgender and transsexual students, those who were 

assigned a male identity at birth. Roughly a third of participants in this study (n=11) 

spontaneously offered their sense that the possibility of interest in women’s college 

attendance by this population had been the subject of much consternation among senior 

student affairs administrators on their women’s college campus. As Raoul noted: 

I think the only thing that secretly most women's college administrators are 

nervous about -- is not the female to male, because those are easy to deal with. 

But it's what is going to happen when a male-to-female student applies, and is 

either granted admission or denied admission? I think we're absolutely not 

prepared to deal with that. Because that calls into question everything we believe 

about feminism and female identity and all of those pieces, in a completely 

different way than we've been dealing with it now. 

Ironically, the prospective student who most strongly claims a female identity through the 

course of gender transition may not be welcome in the women’s college environment, 

even as they act affirmatively to become the embodiment of womanhood. Discomfort 

with the notion of transgender women attending a women’s college appeared to be rooted 

in a vague distrust of these students ‘authenticity,’ and the productive dismantling of this 

suspicion requires greater consideration by supporters, advocates, and other student 

affairs administrators alike. 
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A conversation remains to be had – and claims of belonging or exclusion remain 

to be staked – regarding the day when MTF transgender students begin to assert their 

rights to a women’s college education as individuals or as a critical mass. Evidence is 

emerging that children assigned a male identity at birth are coming to awareness of their 

true female identity at younger and younger ages, and schools and communities are being 

called upon to ensure that these young girls have access to appropriately inclusive 

educational environments (Rosin, 2008). As these young girls become college-age, they 

will seek an environment that will most support their growth and development as women. 

A women’s college will inevitably be an attractive choice. 

For some, the confusion regarding the reasons for transgender individuals’ 

interest in attending women’s colleges is easily responded to, and in the response lies a 

fundamental truth of the advocate’s stance: A women’s college resolutely offers 

something more growth-inducing than other existing options, both in terms of safety and 

affirmation of non-normative identities. As Alison commented: 

If people have awareness and education around trans issues, those things aren't in 

conflict. So it's when people don't really understand the purpose, or don't 

understand, well, why do trans, especially FTM trans folks want to come to a 

women's college? They’re not getting those issues, and they are not getting the 

piece around safety, and they're not getting the piece around solidarity, and they 

are not getting the piece around gender expression. And so it's a whole different 

mindset and it's about being able to raise that awareness, but also address it on a 

policy level.  
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Participants in this study affirmed that safety and solidarity, and a deep appreciation for 

individual expression, typifies the women’s college environment in many respects. The 

resolution of these qualities with the historical and traditional adherence to being a place 

exclusively for those who claim the identity ‘woman’ continues to be a point of 

contention, one that could potentially be mediated by a different and more inclusive 

understanding of solidarity. 

Future Directions: Women’s Colleges and Transgender Students 

While the data from this study elucidated the experiences of a particular group of 

women’s college student affairs administrators regarding transgender students, two 

specific areas for further study emerged as unanswered questions about this phenomenon: 

Increased understanding about the perceptions of senior student affairs officers regarding 

this issue along with other crucial institutional stakeholders, and the effects of 

institutional policies once they are undertaken. 

 Due to their role as definers and delimiters of institutional policy, senior student 

affairs officers, trustees, influential alumnae, and other external stakeholders should be 

considered when reflecting upon the contours of this issue. The perspectives of those 

most likely to be forming institutional policy, including their perceptions of transgender 

students, is essential to understanding additional barriers to inclusion of transgender 

students. The extent to which these stakeholders are open to the possibilities for 

allegiance and social change introduced by the presence of transgender students remains 

to be documented and understood. 

 While the diversity of needs and concerns raised by participants in this study 

means I have studiously avoided delineating the specificities of policies regarding 
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transgender students at women’s colleges in this study, it is nonetheless apparent that the 

effects of implementing the current practice of ‘case by case’ response to transgender 

students have not been documented nor well understood. It remains to be seen if more 

consistently articulated policies regarding transgender students at these five, or other, 

women’s colleges will have positive or deleterious effects, for the college as well as for 

the individuals involved, and once implemented, such policies should be evaluated. 

Summary and Conclusion 

 In summary, the data from this study indicate that the practice of student affairs at 

women’s colleges is typified by a philosophical commitment to an ethics of care and for 

many, an additionally strong fealty to the advancement of social justice. Feminism, as a 

value, was espoused by most participants in this study, and appeared to be consistent with 

values of supporting transgender students. In the absence of formal policies enacted by 

women’s colleges regarding transgender students, participants in this study experienced 

discomfort with – and expressed anxiety about -- using ‘bodily benchmarks’ to determine 

belonging in the women’s college. In lieu of a ‘case-by-case’ approach to working with 

and supporting transgender students, establishing clear policies would enhance 

transparency and consistency. In terms of professional practice, a renewed commitment 

to advancing social justice, learning and teaching about transgender issues, trans-forming 

coeducational environments, and engagement with practicing student affairs in a 

scholarly way are indicated. 

 Participants in this study offered rich and complex narratives of working to support 

transgender students in their professional practice, both actual and speculative. While 

these perceptions were, for most participants, heavily informed by direct experience with 
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transgender students and with reading about, talking with, and observing transgender 

students, it is indeed possible that the practitioner’s perception does not match the 

experience of the students on the receiving end who are ostensibly benefiting from their 

practice. This may be particularly true among populations that are marginalized, as 

transgender students in the women’s college environment inevitably are. Given their 

perceived or real vulnerability of exclusion in the women’s college environment, it is 

certainly plausible that transgender students are attempting either to fade into the 

background, or to put their best foot forward -- appearing to be free of the need for 

support as they navigate the developmental tasks faced by all college students. Worry 

about how they are perceived may make them less likely to engage in authentic dialogue 

with student affairs professionals about their needs.  

 Erving Goffman (1963), who studied the experiences of individuals living with 

stigma, asserted that individuals living on the margins of communities often crave 

belonging in those communities, and tend to adjust their behavior and affect accordingly. 

As paraphrased by sociologists Lisa Dodson & Leah Schmalzbauer (2005):  

Goffman described "othered" people's efforts to manage stigmatization. He 

suggested that those who are stigmatized may feel unsure of how the "normals" will 

identify and receive them and may have to be "self-conscious and calculating about 

the impressions" that they make (p. 950).  

In addition to the possibility that students may be reticent to show their true struggles to 

student affairs administrators, there is also the likelihood that there are nuances of this 

issue that either were not revealed in the interview process or were not thematically 

common enough to warrant mention. The qualitative researcher’s dilemma, then, is how 
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best to convey the distillation of major themes, without losing the important silences and 

less-frequently mentioned facets of the phenomenon. As Piantanida & Garman (1999) 

noted: 

When qualitative researchers try to "get at" and portray an essential understanding 

of a phenomenon, they are not claiming that they have identified and proven its 

essential nature. Nor are they claiming to have discovered or verified THE 

TRUTH about the phenomenon. Rather, they are claiming to portray the essence 

of their experience with and understanding of the phenomenon. If they have 

inquired into the phenomenon with sensitivity, rigor, and integrity, then their 

understanding of the phenomenon, the way they have made sense of it, may have 

utility for others who are struggling with the phenomenon in similar contexts. 

(144-145). 

As a cisgender-identified researcher, studying the lived experience of women’s college 

student affairs administrators, I endeavored to faithfully and accurately represent the 

perspectives of those I studied. The data in this study ideally enable a better 

understanding of the ways that those in a position of relative power to transgender 

students perceive them, enact roles with them, and embody (or disavow) feminism in this 

practice. These data cannot replace the importance of making primary the voices and 

experiences of transgender individuals attending, and graduating from, women’s colleges. 

It is my firm contention that transgender students are not a ‘problem to be solved,’ but 

rather, an underserved and newly visible population actively struggling to find a safe and 

supportive home within American higher education. Their stories, experiences, and lives 

must be better understood in tandem with understanding how those responsible for their 
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growth and development perceive and respond to them. It is my hope that the data from 

this study provide insights into what more can be done to make colleges and universities 

friendly and supportive to transgender students, as well as the ways that the American 

women’s college can continue to productively advance its role as an arbiter of socially 

just policy and practice. 

The unfortunate reality of the transphobic nature of contemporary American 

culture is that the question of transgender presence in the highly selective women’s 

college, while important, continues to be rarefied in relation to the larger panoply of 

challenges faced by transgender people. As noted by transgender legal advocate Dean 

Spade: 

We need to remember that most of us are still living in homeless shelters where 

we are forbidden to wear clothing associated with our gender identities; are in 

jails and prisons where we are placed on the basis of birth gender and face terrible 

violence; are in low-wage jobs or engaged in illegal work because of 

discrimination in employment; are struggling to get by without a high school 

education because of severe harassment and illegal expulsions based on gender 

identity and expression; and are being rejected from hospitals and doctors because 

we are trans. We need to make sure that those who live under the most serious 

duress and in the most dangerous circumstances as a consequence of the binary 

gender system are at the forefront of our struggles for liberation, and that our 

victories include and centralize their issues. This understanding requires a vision 

beyond the simple recognition of our gender identities by medical and legal 
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institutions within binary models—a vision of gender self-determination for all 

people. (Spade & Wahng, 2004, p. 251). 

Until all American colleges and universities are maximally transgender-supportive, 

transgender students will continue to be deprived of the many advantages directly 

attributable to college attendance, including increased verbal, qualitative, and critical 

thinking skills, stronger academic and social self-concept, greater occupational status, 

earnings, and career mobility, and longer lives characterized by better health and well-

being (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). For this reason, student affairs administrators in 

colleges and universities across America must examine the ways in which their 

institutional policies and practices are, or are not, welcoming of this student population, 

and continue to ask hard questions about their role in bringing necessary change to higher 

education. 

Invariably, the transformation of colleges and universities into socially just places 

begins with the transformation of one’s self in relationship to others. This study showed 

that it is student affairs administratrors’ individual and collective responsibility to resist 

our own, and our institution’s, tendencies to make the other strange and unknowable. The 

professional practice of student affairs with populations that have been historically 

unwelcome in our institutions requires thoughtfulness and fortitude for the long and hard 

process of social change. In the words of Minnie Bruce Pratt (2001): 

I will try to be at the edge between my fear and the outside…I try to say to 

myself: that to acknowledge the complexity of another’s existence is not to deny 

my own. I try to say: when I acknowledge what my people, those who are like 

me, have done to people with less power and less safety in the world, I can make 
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a place for things to be different, a place where I can feel grief, sorrow, not to be 

sorry for the others, but to mourn, to expand my circle of self, follow my need to 

loosen the constrictions of fear, be a break in the cycle of fear and attack. (p. 69). 

Participants in this study expanded their circles of self to make space for transgender 

students to thrive and survive in the women’s college environment. As the next 

generation of empowered transgender youth approach college age, one thing remains 

clear: Individuals operate within institutions, and it is the institution that must decide 

what stance it will take. Women’s colleges, along with all others, must begin to 

determine, individually and collectively, how and whether they will enact a kind of 

educational feminism that includes social justice for transgender people, particularly 

those who do not identify as women. Until that decision is made, it remains to be seen 

whether transgender students can legitimately and confidently call the American 

women’s college ‘home.’ 
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Appendix A 

Consent form for participants in a 
study of women’s college student affairs administrators  

perceptions of transgender students 
 

Introduction 
 
You are being asked to be in a research study of the perceptions and experiences of 
women’s college student affairs administrators regarding transgender students. You were 
selected as a possible participant because you are a student affairs administrator at a 
single-sex institution for women. I ask that you read this form thoroughly and ask any 
questions that you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 
 
Purpose of study 
 
The purpose of this study is to better understand the perceptions of student affairs 
administrators at women’s colleges regarding transgender students, and the extent to 
which these perceptions inform your responses to these students and any policy-making 
and enforcement practices you may enact with respect to these students. 
 
Participants in this study will be student affairs administrators at _____________ 
College. I expect to interview between 5 and 8 participants at your institution, and you 
may know or even work with some of the other participants. I will ask all participants to 
refrain from speaking with others about the study before completing the interview, should 
you and should they choose to participate. 
 
Description of the study procedures 
 
If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you to do the following things: to 
submit to a 60-to 90-minute interview during which you will be asked questions about 
your professional history and background, the theories and beliefs that guide your work 
(if any), and your perceptions about the presence of transgender students on your 
campuses, as well as any actions you may have taken with respect to these students. 
Following the collection of interview data, I will transcribe the data for purposes of 
coding (organizing themes and ideas in the data according to a validated research 
methodology, hermeneutic phenomenology). 
 
Risks/discomforts of being in the study 
 
The study has minimal risks. Some questions may elicit personal reactions of feelings 
regarding your professional identity. All questions will be optional, and you as the study 
participant may decline to answer any question that you do not feel comfortable 
answering. There may be unknown risks. 
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Benefits of being in the study 
 
The purpose of the study is to better understand the ways that administrators at women’s 
colleges understand the recent phenomena of transgender students attending women’s 
colleges and how they perceive these students’ presence on campus. The benefits of 
participation include the knowledge that you have contributed significantly to my 
understanding of the experience of student affairs administrators at women’s colleges 
with respect to a particular sub-population of students. To date, there are no published 
studies about the experiences of student affairs administrators at women’s colleges on 
any topic, so this is an important effort to document the unique experiences you have in 
this role. The results will be shared among other scholars of higher education, and will 
help to educate us in the challenges, complexities, and nuances of your professional 
work. 
 
Payments: 
 
You will receive the following payment/reimbursement: a $50 American Express gift 
card for your time and the insights you provide in the interview, at the beginning of the 
interview. 
 
Costs: 
 
There is no cost to you to participate in this research study. 
 
Confidentiality 
 
The records created in this study will be kept private. Transcriptions will not include your 
name or any other identifying information. Research records will be kept in a locked file 
in my home office. No persons at your institution will be given access to your responses, 
now or in the future. 
 
All electronic information will be coded and secured using a password-protected file. The 
researcher is the only person who will have access to the recorded files, and when she is 
finished transcribing and analyzing them, they will be destroyed. Access to the records 
will be limited to the researcher; however, please note that the Institutional Review 
Boards at both _____________ College and Boston College, and internal Boston College 
auditors, may review the records. 
 
Voluntary participation/withdrawal 
 
Your participation is voluntary. If you choose not to participate, it will not affect your 
current or future relations with Boston College or _________ College in any way. You 
are free to withdraw at any time, for whatever reason. There is no penalty or loss of 
benefits for not taking part or for stopping your participation. You will be provided with 
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any significant new findings that develop during the course of research that may make 
you decide that you want to stop participating. 
 
Dismissal from the study 
 
If during the course of the interview you indicate that you are not, in fact, a student 
affairs administrator at a women’s college with at least two years of experience and 
possessing a graduate degree in student affairs administration, higher education, or a 
related field, you will be dismissed from the study. 
 
Contacts and questions 
 
The researcher conducting this study is Susan Marine, a doctoral candidate at the Lynch 
School of Education at Boston College. For questions or for more information concerning 
this research, you may contact her at 617-347-4565 or by emailing marines@bc.edu 
 
If you have any questions about this research, you may also contact Susan Marine’s 
faculty advisor, Dr. Ana M. Martinez-Aleman, at alemanan@bc.edu 
 
If you have any questions about the research, about your rights as a research participant, 
or if you experience any research-related harm or injury, you may contact Susan Marine, 
M.A., at marines@bc.edu (or at 617-347-4565) and/or the Human Protections 
Administrator in the Office of Sponsored Programs at Boston College by calling 617-
521-2414 
 
Copy of consent form 
 
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records and for future reference. 
 
Statement of consent 
 
I have read (or have had read to me) the contents of this consent form, and have been 
encouraged to ask questions. I have received answers to my questions. I give my consent 
to participate in this study. I have received a copy of this form. 
 
Study participant name:_______________________________________________ 
 
Participant or legal representative signature:_______________________________ 
 
Date: ______________________________________________________________ 
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Sample Recruitment Letter 
 
Jane Doe 
Assistant Dean 
Women’s College 
Administration Building 101 
City, State 00000  
 
Dear Dean Doe, 
 
I am writing to invite you to participate in a qualitative study of the perceptions of 
women’s college student affairs administrators regarding the presence of transgender 
students. I am undertaking this dissertation as a doctoral candidate in the Higher 
Education program at Boston College, and am hoping you may be interested in providing 
me with some insights regarding this complex issue. 
 
Due to the nature of my study, I am able to interview only those participants who 
possess a graduate degree in higher education student affairs, counseling, personnel, 
or guidance, or social justice education. If you have a degree (or a related degree) in 
one of these fields, I would welcome the opportunity to meet with you. 
 
In addition to obtaining clearance from the Institutional Review Board of Boston College. 
I have also obtained permission from Dean  [name here] to invite your participation. I 
assure you that the information you provide to me will be kept completely confidential, 
and will not be shared with anyone at your institution. You will be assigned a pseudonym 
early in the process and neither your name, nor your institution’s name (or identifying 
characteristics) will be included anywhere in my dissertation. 
 
Each participant will receive a $50 American Express gift card as thanks for their time 
and insights. It is my hope that this study will be of benefit to women’s college student 
affairs administrators, collectively, as you determine the policies and practices you will 
undertake with this population of students. In addition, this will be the first study ever 
conducted to examine the unique perspectives of women’s college student affairs 
administrators. 
 
I will follow up this letter with one email in the coming weeks. Should you decide to 
participate in my study, I will be in the [your city] area in August and October, and will 
be happy to meet with you at your convenience for a one-hour interview. Thank you in 
advance for considering this invitation, and please do not hesitate to contact me if you 
have any questions or concerns about my study [email and phone number here]. 
 
Sincerely yours, 
 
Susan Marine 
Doctoral Candidate, Boston College 
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Appendix B: Study Research Instrument 

Participants were asked to respond to the following questions in the semi-structured 
interviews. 

 
Introduction: Please state your official job title, your path to working here, and the 
numbers of years you have been employed at a women’s college. Please also briefly 
describe the duties involved in your position. 
 
Core questions: 
 

1) What experiences have you had regarding transgender students in your women’s 
college environment?  

2) How have you, and/or your institution, responded to their presence? 
3) By your own definition, is this women’s college a feminist institution? Do you 

identify as a feminist? (explain) 
 

Additional questions (depending on nature of position, responses, experiences, etc.) 
 
What were your reasons for seeking and accepting employment at a women’s college? 

 
 Do you consider yourself to be a student development professional, an educator, a 

counselor, etc. 
 

Do you know if your institution has put into place any policies, formally or informally, 
about the presence of transgender students? If yes, please describe those policies? 

 
How should your institution respond to the presence of transgender students on your 

women’s college campus, assuming that such students no longer identify as 
women? (additional queries: alumnae involvement, concerns about lesbianism 
among women’s college students, concerns about institutional survival) 

 
What is rewarding or meaningful to you about the work that you do? 
 
What else should I know about your experiences regarding the issue of transgender 
students at women’s colleges? 

 
Thank them for participating. 
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Appendix C: Textural Composite Description 

Composite Textural Description (constructed from significant statements) 
 
Participants in this study felt positively about transgender students. They positioned 
themselves as kind and supportive, particularly when faced by students who were fearful, 
such as when describing the student…  “he was shaking, like literally physically shaking 
in my office. I was really touched. And the fact that he was able to talk to me, a 
supposedly scary administrator, who held the keys to his happiness. It was absolutely 
mind-blowing to me”. While sometimes fearful, many trans students appeared to be very 
comfortable with themselves and their emergent identities: “He sat back in the chair, 
folded his arms and said, well, this is the deal! I was so impressed by that!” Others noted 
that transgender students were “self possessed” and more sure of themselves at this age 
than the observer. 
 
The challenges are many for transgender students. Some had watched students struggle 
with “The things that they are struggling with are mostly the day to day...'what bathroom 
do I use?, how do people identify me? what acronym are they using for me today, am I a 
zie, she, he?'.  Others also saw the issue emerge as one faced by many high-achieving 
students at selective colleges: “I've got all of these great things going for me and now I 
am not quite sure who I am.” 
 
Creation of belonging and openness was important to participants. Empathy and 
relatedness to their own personal challenges was inherent to their positioning. One said: 
“I think we've all been in situations where, we didn't feel quite right. But to think that, 
you have felt this way for such a long time…it’s sad to me.” Some students dealt with 
that mis-belonging by becoming or at least projecting more confidence, by “there was 
this way of looking me in the eye.” 
 
Trans students on staff were described as exemplary – “phenomenal in every way.” Their 
openness about transition made it possible for staff to better understand their struggles 
and to respond to them more effectively. A participants remembered, “he was great.  He 
made himself available to folks….I think that exposure, and knowing who she was, and 
then he was, really, I think, just stripped all of that to a very human level.” 
 
Still participants sometimes struggled with doing the right thing. Usage of names and 
pronouns was more challenging; errors came with self-approbation. A dean said, “I was 
horrified! I knew this student quite well as a woman, so it's.... it's still part of my sense of 
who that person is. I was mortified. I wrote back and said, 'I am so sorry…in the future I 
promise I will use this pronoun and hope that I haven't offended you.” 
 
Efforts to normalize and reduce stigma were practiced by participants. Developmental 
tasks mean that “they are still 20 year olds inside, still trying to find their way like all the 
other students, and my job is to make sure they can do that here.” Treating them this way 
conveyed that “there’s not anything wrong with them.” 
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Sometimes transgender students exhibited problematic male behavior—“he was yelling 
at her so bad” and “cat calling” to women in the houses. “Frat boy behavior” and coming 
at problems from “male perspectives” were noted. 
 
Despite these occasional negative experiences, participants described possessing and 
conveying “unconditional positive regard” and communicating through doing so, a sense 
of ownership for students” “they are ours, she’s mine.”  Students responded in kind; “I’m 
one of yours, too.”  
 
Language and imagery used on the campus “makes it clear that we are talking to women” 
and reinforces that they are “women of distinction.” Participants interrupted this; “they 
are not all ladies!” Messages of “women, women, women” all the time exclude 
transgender belonging. Efforts to find middle ground emerged—“we gotta provide 
alternatives.” The absence of male language and pronouns is  
“maybe not so cool of you don’t feel like woman describes who you are.” The messages 
are strong – “don’t worry, we’re all girly all the time” and there’s little ambiguity in 
official messaging about the femininity aspect of students. In guidebooks, “there’s no one 
who you would be like, I wonder about that.” 
 
Messaging conceals what is clear in participants’ experiences: a “discourse of 
discomfort” among upper level administrators regarding the longterm impact of 
transgender students’ presence. Participants make positive, efforts to navigate this while 
many experience confusion about mixed messages. 
 
Notably, women’s colleges are safe havens for free expression of gender. In “the bubble,” 
students can “test that out, figure that out for ourselves.” Others noted “you don’t have to 
worry about what you look like,” and that liberates students for experimentation, and 
playfulness. “I’m not very sure, or I’m very sure today.” Signage conveying “I support 
queer rights” made transgender expression more likely. Trans students who are male 
understand female oppression, “of being ostracized, left out, attacked.” It’s a “freer 
environment” and “not as restrictive.” Day to day, “everyone can be who they are here.” 
And for some, that is liberating: “because of that personal support… he has now 
transitioned.” 
 
Alums, parents, and others exert influence on how the college portrays itself and in turn, 
how it is seen. Identity of the women’s college becomes destabilized when male-
identified students are vocal/visible: “if we’re graduating men, we’re no longer single-
sex.” The most powerful discourses included “a lot of talk about tradition, a lot of talk 
about trustees and alumni.” Colleges are “nervous” and “worried” about these 
relationships, and “don’t want to mess that [alumnae support] up.” 
 
Participants experienced frustration with this: “I wish our administration could fight 
more.” Some alums also resist these practices, asking for more options “on the drop down 
menu.” Anxieties about “what do they see when they see us?” surround the actions, or 
lack of, at WCs. Fear also about the lavender menace ensues: “they are worried that if 
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they send their daughters here they will become lesbians.” This is especially worried over 
by older alumnae, who see it as “devaluing their degree.” 
 
Participants talked about student resistance to transgender student presence: people “who 
are not getting the issues.” The 30% who support transgender students “are louder.” 
There is a “whole population hear who don’t want to hear about, don’t want to deal with 
it.” These resisters “don’t get” why a student would come to a women’s college who was 
male. In response, some said “I came here to be a strong woman, it just didn’t work out 
that way.” Still confusion abounds: “why would you want to graduate with our degree?” 
Those who are working on their transphobia sometimes seek help: “She just didn’t know 
what she didn’t know.” 
 
Most participants, through supportive actions, became “the person to go to for that stuff.” 
They “try to send signals that they are supportive” and sending signals about 
“engendering trust.” They affirm that students “lives are everything they bring to it” and 
provide support to prepare for life in and out of college: if they don’t support you, “you 
don’t want to be there anyway.” Being identified as queer made student support more 
visible: “I don’t know where I identify on that scale, but it’s not completely straight.” 
Participants also configure their offices as “safe space” for trans student concerns and 
visibility, asking guests “not to make assumptions.” Actively including trans students by 
“getting rid of pronouns” and thus communicating “it’s not about your gender; you’re a 
student.” Efforts are made to “protect [transgender] students from any kind of negativity 
that may come of that.” 
 
Practices with students are kind and supportive, but clarity of policy remains an issue—
most deal with student needs on a “case by case” basis. “If there’s an unmet need this 
place will follow suit,” often through the actions of participants.  
 
Advocates took a stronger stance: “I think there’s much more that could be done.”  
They feel that “we need to be talking about what our student body needs” and “our 
student body isn’t all identifying as women.” Advocates talked about their women’s 
college “thinking ahead of itself” and the “responsibility {to trans students] that we 
haven’t thought about.” Regarding “students who live here 24/7.” Anxiety drives 
resistance to a more global approach; “we want to create that space for students as 
administrators, but we’re really afraid of what the backlash might be.” The backlash 
creates an untenable environment for some advocates; resistance to transgender student 
inclusion results in dissonance: “that’s not the world in which I want to live.” Affirming 
that “there are transgender students who are part of the women’s college community” 
was one way to counter that. 
 
Change to the women’s college “is a slow process, “ but “conversations are happening.” 
People are “connecting the personal with the political,” and most advocates would “rather 
stay and fight” than leave the environment. One participant felt “very uncomfortable” and 
does not know “why someone would want to be a part of it” that doesn’t identify as 
female. Those in power “have to be careful not to spit on that legacy.” 
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Feminism is part of many participants value systems. Male participants considered 
themselves “learners” who are “committed to the equity embedded in the feminist 
agenda.” That includes “believing in the mission of the women’s college and doing 
whatever I can to make sure that mission is done.” The work of women’s college student 
development “Feels feminist” to some; they conveying that by “respecting their minds as 
women, and it shows.” The women’s college “Builds up” its students. Intersectionality 
was more important to some, and thus they claimed a womanist identity instead. 
Understanding, “not only who I am, right, but who I am leading” shaped that belief. 
Consistency of professional approaches suggest that “it’s pretty well known that 
feminism is important and identity issues are important” to some participants. “Being 
able to shape some of those issues from a feminist lens” translated into empowering 
practice with students. Part of feminism includes “supporting other people in their 
decisions,” not just women. Those who were once female understand that oppression: 
“it’s a collection of who they are.” Figuring out how to talk about one’s own experience, 
“to identify and talk about the pain, “ is important to feminist action and enable 
“discussions about solidarity and social justice” in the women’s college. It also creates 
space to “talk about what it meant to be a male who supports women’s rights,” somethine 
participants encouraged in transgender students. In terms of feminism and transgender 
support, they could “hold these two things at the same time” and embody a coherent 
sense of both empowering women and empowering those who, once identified as women, 
were now men. 
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