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*WARNING*. This blog uses some language that is derogatory and is not acceptable which may trigger some people. As the direct words used in conversations, I have decided to keep the words used, not to harm anyone, but to demonstrate and acknowledge the impact of lived experiences.

Was my dream not everyone’s reality?
For an 18-year-old girl living in the wilds of South West Wales (seriously the closest bus stop was a three mile walk away) the thought of escaping to the bright lights of the city, aka university, my main goal was to get though school and get to university.    
I was sold the same dream as my peers – university meant freedom; expression; individuality; diversity; and a life without judgment where I could be who I was and chose to be… not that I knew who I was at the time – I was 18! When I got to those bright lights, I was not disappointed (even if those ‘‘bright lights’’ ended up being Cheltenham). 
I emersed myself in diverse cultures, broadened my friendship groups, had many a new experience and found myself becoming an ally to the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex and Asexual (LGBTQIA) community around me (my god I love a PRIDE). Until about six years ago I thought everyone in my circle had experienced the same social awaking, this freedom to express who they were, the ability to live in their truth safely and securely as I did - I could not have been more wrong.
During a catch up in the pub with ‘The Holey One’ (named after their many piercings, THO for short), I was discussing my new role as a university lecturer, I was so excited to give students the same experience we’d had in class. Making sure I encouraged students to express themselves for who they were when THO scoffed at me – how blind was I!
THO’s experiences had been hugely different to mine. They told me about some of the hostility and discrimination they had faced in our university years. THO told me how their lecturers made derogatory comments about what they looked like, how they spoke and treated them differently to those who did not ‘appear’ LGBTQIA. THO explained how the institution also made them feel isolated, there was no society they could join, no sports team that would accept them and, although we went out most nights, THO never felt comfortable unless we were in the ‘gay club.’ They found all aspects of university life scary, threatening, oppressive and homophobic. 
Obviously, I did not take one person’s experience as fact, it might just have been just THO’s. So, I asked other LGBTQIA friends. Unfortunately, THO’s experience was not in isolation, they all had similar stories, one told me about when he was walking through the cafeteria and a group of students shouted, “there’s the fag… look at it strut”, another mentioned being called “a dike”, and being asked if she was the “man in relationships” because of how she dressed.
These conversations were real eye openers for me. The academic, and new lecturer in me, felt the need to explore this further – is the experience for LGBTQIA students any better for my students today?
According to one of the largest advocating charities for the LGBTQIA community, Stonewall, in 2018 two in five students who were from the community hid their identity for fear of discrimination and almost half of LGBTQIA students were the targeted with negative treatment and comments from students and university staff. 
It seems though, from a more recent study, also conducted by Stonewall, this time in conjunction with Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS), that things may be improving. In 2021 their study shows vastly different statistics, 1 in 13 students identified as LGBTQIA and commented that they felt welcome and support structures are in place for them specifically in relation to being part of the LGBTQIA community. Students in the report commented that LGBTQIA specific societies, sports groups and acceptance within the student population, and their lecturers made them feel happy and able to be themselves within the educational setting. 
These statistics are promising and I see them reflected in practice. As I walk through the corridors of the University I work at, I see the vibrancy of the LGBTQIA community at every corner. Students are being unashamedly themselves (just like THO and my other friends had been). Now though there are also university specific visual cues too. There are posters advertising the LGBTQIA society and support groups that are available; the community are welcomed into sports teams; lecturers and the student body (in the main) are accepting of the LGBTQIA community.
It makes me sad to think my friends, the people I was so close to all those years ago (more years than I’m willing to admit to), were going through the isolation and discrimination they were, and they didn’t feel able to talk about it, but then, neither did I ask.
But now I know better. I ask. I make sure that my students feel secure and safe in who they are and I advocate for them if needed. My students know that in me, they at the very least, have an ally – I hope they have that in other educators too.
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