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Further education in Wales serves a diverse learner population, including transgender and non-binary students who may already have experienced significant disadvantage before entering college. Stonewall Cymru’s School Report Cymru found that 73% of trans pupils in Wales were bullied for being LGBT, compared with 54% of LGBT pupils overall, while many also reported hearing transphobic language and being unable to use toilets or names that matched their identity (Stonewall Cymru, 2017). The same report showed that 77% of trans young people had self-harmed and 41% had attempted suicide, highlighting the seriousness of the wellbeing issues faced by this group (Stonewall Cymru, 2017). These figures matter for FE because they suggest that many trans learners arrive in college having already experienced repeated harm, exclusion and reduced confidence in education.
This study is justified because the Wales Centre for Public Policy’s rapid evidence review found that trans children and young people in Wales are more likely to experience poorer wellbeing, higher levels of peer victimisation, lower educational belonging, worse academic performance and attendance, and lower intentions to continue into post-secondary education (Wales Centre for Public Policy, 2025). In other words, the barriers trans learners face are not only social or emotional, but educational and structural. This means FE tutors have an important role in helping to interrupt patterns of exclusion and in supporting learners to remain engaged in education.
The study is also timely in relation to Welsh policy. The Welsh Government’s LGBTQ+ Action Plan progress update states that Medr is developing conditions related to equality of opportunity and staff and student welfare, including the prevention of harassment, hate crime and misconduct (Welsh Government, 2026). This places a clear responsibility on providers to create safer, more inclusive environments for learners with protected characteristics. Research on trans inclusion in education also shows that cisnormative systems, such as rigid name-change procedures and gendered facilities, can continue to marginalise trans students even where policy is positive (Regan, 2023). As a PGCE PCET student tutor, I am particularly interested in how tutors can respond in practical ways through inclusive pedagogy, respectful language and effective pastoral support. This action research therefore aims to explore the challenges transgender students in FE in Wales may face and identify what tutors can do to help improve their educational experience.
[bookmark: _Toc225371238]Literature review
Prevalence, pathways and higher education evidence
Although FE-specific research on transgender and non-binary students in Wales is still limited, recent work from the wider UK post-16 sector provides important evidence that can be applied cautiously to further education. One of the strongest sources is the HEPI report Trans and non-binary student experiences in UK higher education, which shows that trans and non-binary applicants are more likely than other applicants to have experienced care, to have a disability, and to have lower prior attainment such as A-level and BTEC grades (Freeman and Stephenson, 2024). These findings suggest that many trans learners arrive in post-16 education with cumulative disadvantage already in place. This is especially important for FE, where learners may be entering vocational pathways, foundation programmes or progression routes after already experiencing school-based exclusion, disrupted attendance or lower confidence in their academic ability.
The HEPI report also found that more than half of trans applicants felt rejected by others, compared with only a quarter of non-trans applicants, and that they were more likely to report poorer wellbeing, greater financial difficulty and barriers to accessing appropriate support (Freeman and Stephenson, 2024). Students who feel rejected or unsafe are less likely to participate fully, ask for help or remain engaged in learning. The report therefore strengthens the argument that trans students should not be seen simply as a small minority group, but as learners whose experiences are shaped by wider structures of inequality.
The literature on pathways also shows that trans learners are not a homogeneous group. Some may enter FE after positive school experiences, but others may have been excluded, home-schooled, withdrawn by families or allowed to become invisible within the system. This variation matters because FE tutors cannot assume a single model of need. Instead, they need to understand that trans students may be at very different stages of identity development, disclosure and support-seeking. In practice, this means that FE settings should not expect students to disclose gender identity in the same way, or at the same time, and they should allow students to determine how much information they share.
Institutional support models and Welsh examples
In contrast to literature documenting problems, some sources focus on what good institutional practice looks like in a Welsh context. The University of South Wales provides a useful example through its online Trans Support and Resources hub, which brings together practical information about name and gender change procedures, signposting to NHS Wales Gender Service pathways and access to confidential advice and peer support (University of South Wales, n.d.). This is important because it shows that support for trans students does not have to rely on informal knowledge or individual staff goodwill. Instead, it can be built into institutional systems in a way that is visible, accessible and easier to navigate.
The USW guidance also makes an important symbolic point: it states clearly that students can seek support through the Advice Zone, can choose who to tell about transition, and should expect staff to respect their names and pronouns (University of South Wales, n.d.). Such clarity matters because trans students often describe uncertainty about who knows their identity, who has access to their data, and what will happen if they ask for changes to be made. When institutions make their processes transparent, they reduce the emotional labour placed on the student and make it more likely that learners will seek help early rather than waiting until difficulties become overwhelming. Colleges could adapt this model by developing their own clear web pages, named contacts and step-by-step guides for students. This would be particularly valuable for learners who are new to college life and may not feel confident asking around for support. 
The Welsh context is especially important because FE tutors and managers are working within a policy environment that increasingly emphasises equality, learner voice and welfare. However, the literature suggests that policy alone does not guarantee positive experiences. Trans students may still encounter confusion, inconsistency or a lack of confidence among staff when policies are not translated into daily practice.
Practical guidance for FE and HE staff
A particularly useful source for this action research focus is Supporting Transgender and Non-Binary Students and Staff in Further and Higher Education: Practical Advice for Colleges and Universities Lawrence and McKendry (2019). This book is highly relevant because it is specifically aimed at post-16 education settings and therefore speaks directly to both FE and HE practice. Drawing on survey data suggesting that around 85% of trans students and staff had encountered barriers in educational settings, the authors describe common problems such as misgendering, lack of access to appropriate facilities, poor curriculum representation and weak support structures Lawrence and McKendry, 2019). The scale of these barriers indicates that trans exclusion is not caused by one or two isolated problems, but by a wider pattern of institutional inattention.
What makes Lawrence and McKendry (2019) especially valuable is that they do not stop at identifying difficulties. They offer practical recommendations for improvement, including staff training on terminology and legal duties, clear trans-inclusive policies, confidential transition plans, and review of forms, IT systems and learning materials for unnecessary gendering. This is particularly important for FE because tutors often want to help but may feel unsure what practical changes are within their control. The book makes clear that inclusion is not just the responsibility of HR or senior leadership: tutors, support staff and managers all have a role in shaping the student experience.
From a Welsh FE perspective, this is highly transferable. Many of the recommendations can be implemented directly at course or classroom level without requiring major structural change. For example, tutors can normalise pronoun sharing at the start of modules, use correct names consistently, challenge transphobic comments immediately and include trans-related examples where relevant to the subject area (Lawrence and McKendry, 2019). These actions also align with the view that classroom relationships are central to inclusion. If learners feel respected and safe, they are more likely to participate, collaborate and persist in their studies.
Lawrence and McKendry (2019) also emphasise the importance of confidentiality and student choice. This is significant because trans students do not always want to be “visible” in a way that exposes them to risk. Inclusive practice therefore does not mean forcing disclosure or making identity the centre of attention. Instead, it means creating a space where students can decide how they want to be known and where that choice is respected.
Recent empirical work on trans inclusion in education
More recent empirical work continues to refine understanding of how trans inclusion and exclusion operate in education. The 2024 article LGBT+ representation higher education in England and Wales by Armstrong and Sullivan examines trans and non-binary students’ experiences in school and college and shows how policy can be undermined by everyday interpretations of safeguarding and fairness. In particular, the study suggests that some institutions use “fairness” language to justify restrictions on gender-affirming practices such as chosen names, access to facilities or recognition of identity. This is significant because it shows that even in institutions that claim to be inclusive, trans students may still be positioned as problematic or controversial.
This kind of finding helps explain why Welsh FE students may continue to feel unsafe or unwelcome even when national policy appears supportive. It is not enough for an institution to state that it is inclusive; that inclusion must be felt in daily life. The article therefore supports the argument that inclusion must be understood as a practice rather than a statement. 
Similarly, the 2026 article ‘Policy versus practice: Barriers to inclusion for trans and gender diverse students in UK higher education’ by Rengel et al adds to the evidence by focusing on practical support and the experiences of trans and non-binary students and staff in post-16 education settings. The value of this kind of research lies in its attention to the everyday realities of implementation. Participants in such studies often describe a gap between policy and practice, institutions may have inclusive documents, but staff may not always know how to apply them or may be inconsistent in how they respond to students. This is particularly relevant to FE, where students may encounter multiple staff across different rooms, departments and sites. 
These more recent studies reinforce a recurring theme across the literature: trans inclusion is not simply about formal rights, but about whether those rights are experienced in practice. They also show that trans students are often highly aware of staff attitudes, support systems and institutional culture. When staff educate themselves, protect confidentiality and avoid making trans students do the work of explaining or defending their identity, learners report better experiences (Rengel et al, 2026). When staff delay changes, question identities or fail to challenge hostile comments, the opposite occurs.
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This project uses secondary research only. No primary data were collected from students or staff. This approach was appropriate because the purpose of the project was to identify and analyse existing evidence about transgender students’ experiences in FE and related post-16 settings, and to draw out implications for tutor practice in Wales.
The literature was selected using a focused search of academic and policy sources, including journal articles, reports, books and institutional guidance. Priority was given to recent sources, especially those published from 2017 onwards, because the policy and social context for trans students has developed rapidly in recent years. Welsh sources were prioritised where possible, including Stonewall Cymru, the Wales Centre for Public Policy and Welsh Government documents. Sources from higher education were also included where they offered relevant evidence for FE, particularly around wellbeing, belonging and institutional inclusion.
The analysis followed a thematic approach. The key themes identified across the literature were bullying and harassment, mental health and wellbeing, institutional and administrative exclusion, curriculum and facilities, and academic and socio-economic disadvantage. These themes were then interpreted in relation to tutor practice and Welsh FE policy. Using secondary research has the advantage of drawing together evidence from several contexts and identifying common patterns across studies. It also has limitations: much of the available evidence is from schools or higher education rather than FE specifically, and therefore some conclusions must be applied cautiously. However, given the lack of FE-specific Welsh research, secondary analysis provides a useful and evidence-based starting point for a much deeper action research.
[bookmark: _Toc225371240]Results and discussion
The literature shows that transgender and non-binary students in post-16 education face interlinked barriers that affect both their educational experience and wider wellbeing. These barriers overlap and reinforce one another, creating a cumulative effect that can make further education feel unsafe, alienating or difficult to sustain. Across the literature, five main themes emerge: bullying and hostile climates, mental health impacts, institutional and administrative exclusion, curriculum and facilities, and intersecting academic and socio-economic disadvantage. Together, these findings suggest that trans inclusion in FE is not simply about policy compliance, but about whether learners feel safe, recognised and supported in everyday practice.
Bullying and hostile climates
A consistent finding is that trans learners experience high levels of bullying, harassment and social exclusion. Stonewall Cymru reported that 73% of trans pupils in Wales were bullied for being LGBT, indicating that many trans learners arrive in FE with a history of negative and potentially traumatic educational experiences (Stonewall Cymru, 2017). The Wales Centre for Public Policy review similarly found that trans young people in Wales are more likely to experience peer victimisation and lower school belonging than cisgender peers (Wales Centre for Public Policy, 2025). Belonging is strongly linked to engagement, confidence, retention and achievement; if students do not feel safe or accepted, they are less likely to participate fully in learning and more likely to withdraw emotionally or physically from educational spaces.
Hostile climates are not limited to overt bullying. The literature highlights frequent microaggressions, misgendering and the normalisation of transphobic comments in classrooms and social spaces. Even when such behaviours are not intended as deliberate abuse, their cumulative effect can be damaging. Trans students may become hyper-aware of how they are perceived, increasing stress and reducing capacity to focus on learning. This is particularly significant in FE settings, where students move between multiple teaching spaces and social areas, often with less continuity of support than in school.
For tutors, this means that classroom climate cannot be left to chance. Tutors need to set clear expectations from the beginning of a course, challenge discriminatory language consistently and establish a culture in which transphobia is not tolerated. Lawrence and McKendry. (2018) argue that staff should not assume students will report harassment if they feel unsafe; instead, tutors should proactively build trust and make reporting routes visible. In practice, this can include agreeing group norms at induction, using inclusive language, explaining reporting procedures clearly and checking in with students who appear isolated or withdrawn.
Mental health and wellbeing
A second major theme is that trans learners face serious mental health pressures. In Wales, Stonewall Cymru reported very high levels of self-harm and suicide attempts among trans young people, illustrating the severity of the risks associated with exclusion and discrimination (Stonewall Cymru, 2017). The WCPP review also identified poorer wellbeing and lower school belonging among trans learners (Wales Centre for Public Policy, 2025). These findings align with minority stress theory, which explains how repeated stigma, prejudice and discrimination create chronic psychological harm over time (Meyer, 2003). For trans learners, stress may arise from direct bullying, fear of being outed, anxiety about using toilets or changing rooms, or the constant effort of managing identity in environments that do not feel safe.
The HEPI report adds further weight by showing that trans and non-binary students are more likely to disclose mental health conditions and experience difficulties accessing support services (Freeman and Stephenson, 2024). Although this is higher education evidence, FE tutors are likely to encounter similar patterns. Many trans learners are managing academic demands alongside distress, uncertainty and possible family or community rejection.
For FE tutors, this means pastoral care is as important as academic delivery. Tutors may not be counsellors, but they play a key role in noticing distress, being approachable and signposting students to appropriate support. The University of South Wales guidance illustrates the value of clear and visible support pathways, and FE colleges could use similar models to make support easier to access (University of South Wales, n.d.). This might include prominent information about wellbeing services, named contacts, confidential processes and visible messages that trans students are welcome. Tutors should avoid positioning trans identity itself as a problem, focusing instead on providing stability, consistency and reassurance.
The literature also emphasises that mental health support must be culturally competent. If students are worried that counsellors or support workers will not understand trans issues, they may not seek help at all. Tutor awareness therefore becomes crucial. A supportive tutor can reduce barriers by believing students, listening carefully, avoiding assumptions and helping them access suitable support. Even without specialist knowledge, tutors’ attitudes can shape whether learners feel able to remain engaged.
Institutional and administrative exclusion
A third finding is that students are often marginalised by administrative systems. Regan (2023) describes how trans inclusion can be undermined by rigid systems that do not allow for chosen names, pronouns or gender markers. Students may be repeatedly deadnamed in registers, emails or class lists, which can be distressing and may expose them to peers in ways they do not want. This is not just a technical problem; it is a matter of recognition and dignity. When systems do not reflect a learner’s identity, the institution effectively communicates that the student is not fully legitimate within that space.
Lawrence and McKendry. (2018) recommend that institutions create clear transition plans and review systems so that students are not forced to repeatedly explain themselves. Trans students often report frustration at having to tell the same story to multiple staff members. Repetition can be exhausting, especially when each interaction carries the risk of being misunderstood or challenged. Administrative exclusion therefore creates emotional labour as well as practical difficulties.
For FE tutors in Wales, these issues have direct implications. Even where tutors cannot change management information systems, they can advocate for students by using correct names and pronouns, ensuring class lists are updated where possible and helping students understand who to contact if problems arise. The University of South Wales’ online support information is useful because it makes procedures accessible and visible, reducing the burden on the student (University of South Wales, n.d.). FE colleges can learn from this by making support routes clear, standardised and easy to navigate.
Importantly, administrative inclusion should not depend on a student being willing or able to “prove” their identity. The literature suggests that processes should be respectful, proportionate and centred on student wellbeing. Where systems are slow, confusing or inconsistent, students are left to do the work of educating staff and correcting records. This can damage trust and reinforce the sense that trans students are an afterthought rather than a priority.
Curriculum and facilities
The literature also shows that physical and curricular environments are crucial. Trans learners can feel unsafe using gendered toilets or changing rooms, especially in vocational courses where practical work is common Lawrence and McKendry., 2018). Inadequate facilities can lead students to avoid certain spaces, delay breaks, restrict food and drink intake or miss classes altogether. In vocational FE settings, where workshops and changing facilities are often unavoidable, this issue becomes particularly acute. Access to safe spaces is therefore a basic condition for participation, not a minor convenience.
Curriculum content often fails to represent trans identities in positive or realistic ways. When trans people are mentioned only in relation to debate, controversy or safeguarding concerns, students may feel their identities are treated as problems rather than as normal aspects of human diversity (Regan, 2023). This can contribute to invisibility and alienation. For trans learners, not seeing themselves represented may signal that they do not belong in the subject area, the profession or the institution.
Tutors can respond by reviewing examples, case studies and resources to ensure trans people are visible in respectful ways. Where relevant, trans inclusion can be embedded into teaching rather than added as a one-off. Lawrence and McKendry. (2018) argue that this helps students feel seen and signals that the classroom is a safe space. In FE, this is particularly relevant in health and social care, science, public services, education and humanities. Even in more practical subjects, tutors can make meaningful adjustments by avoiding gender stereotypes, using inclusive examples and ensuring all students can participate without fear of embarrassment.
Facilities also shape whether students feel physically safe and able to attend. Gender-neutral toilets, inclusive changing options and clear signposting can reduce anxiety and prevent exclusion. Where colleges lack resources for immediate structural changes, tutors can still advocate for interim solutions and ensure students are not singled out or placed in humiliating arrangements. The literature makes clear that supportive environments are built not only through policy, but through the physical and symbolic spaces students use every day.
Academic and socio-economic disadvantage
The final theme is that trans learners often face broader structural disadvantage. Freeman and Stephenson (2024) found that trans and non-binary applicants were more likely than others to have experienced care, disability and financial hardship. While this is a higher education study, it suggests that many trans learners may enter FE with additional barriers. The WCPP review also reported poorer academic performance, attendance and engagement among trans young people in Wales (Wales Centre for Public Policy, 2025). Trans students may therefore need practical and academic support as well as emotional support.
These findings show that trans learners are affected not only by identity-based discrimination, but also by wider forms of inequality. A learner who is trans may also be a care leaver, disabled, from a low-income background or experiencing family rejection. These factors can combine to increase stress and make it harder to remain in education. Intersectional thinking is therefore essential because gender identity may interact with class, disability, care experience and other forms of disadvantage (Wickenden, 2023).
Tutors can help by using flexible and inclusive approaches to attendance, deadlines and assessment where appropriate, particularly when students are dealing with health appointments, family conflict or identity-related stress. They can work with learning support and widening participation teams to ensure that trans students are not overlooked when additional help is allocated. This is especially important in FE, where students may be balancing study with work, caring responsibilities or travel constraints. If support is only offered to those who actively request it, many trans learners may miss out, especially if they are unsure whether disclosure will be safe.
Overall tutor implications
Across all themes, the literature shows that tutors are not powerless. Tutors are often the staff members who have the most direct influence on students’ daily experiences. The evidence suggests that tutors can make a positive difference by using correct names and pronouns consistently, challenging bullying and transphobic comments, creating a classroom culture of respect, signposting students to support services, advocating for better systems and facilities, embedding trans-inclusive examples into teaching and recognising intersectional disadvantage.
These actions do not solve structural inequality on their own, but they can improve belonging, reduce harm and support learner retention. They also help create a culture in which trans students are not merely tolerated but actively included. In this sense, the literature suggests that inclusive tutor practice is both a pedagogic responsibility and an ethical one. If FE in Wales is to meet the needs of all learners, trans inclusion must be understood as part of everyday professional practice rather than as an optional extra.
[bookmark: _Toc225371241]Conclusion
This action research project has shown that transgender and non-binary students in further education in Wales face significant and overlapping barriers. These include bullying, poor mental health, exclusion from institutional systems, limited representation in curriculum and difficulty accessing safe facilities. Welsh evidence is particularly striking: Stonewall Cymru’s report found very high rates of bullying, self-harm and suicide attempts among trans young people, while the Wales Centre for Public Policy review showed poorer wellbeing, attendance and academic engagement among this group (Stonewall Cymru, 2017; Wales Centre for Public Policy, 2025). These findings make it clear that trans learners are not simply facing isolated difficulties but are often navigating a hostile educational environment.
The literature also shows, however, that tutors can play a crucial role in improving students’ experiences. Simple but consistent actions such as using correct names and pronouns, challenging discriminatory behaviour, making support visible and embedding inclusive examples into teaching can reduce harm and increase belonging. Recent guidance from Advance HE shows how clear, practical trans-inclusion information can help institutions create more welcoming environments for trans and non-binary students, while the Welsh Government’s LGBTQ+ Action Plan highlights the importance of intersectional support for LGBTQ+ learners in higher and further education.
The main implication of this project is that trans inclusion in FE should not be treated as a specialist or optional issue. It should be part of everyday teaching, tutorial practice and institutional responsibility. For Welsh FE to be truly inclusive, tutors need training, confidence and institutional backing to support trans learners properly. Future action research could build on this secondary review by gathering primary evidence from trans students in a specific FE college in Wales and testing the impact of targeted inclusive interventions. Ultimately, creating safer and more affirming FE environments is not only about policy compliance; it is about enabling all learners to participate, achieve and feel that they belong.
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