What is the experience of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersexual and asexual students in higher education?
The purpose of this research paper is to consider the literature and research around the experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersexual and asexual (LGBTQIA) people in post compulsory education, specifically universities. The researcher is concerned with the experience of LGBTQIA people within the university sector and what improvements could be made, if needed, for their overall experience within it.
The researcher has an interest in LGBTQIA experiences as they have worked with young people and adults from the community. The researcher is aware that people from the LGBTAIQ community are treated negatively and differently as a result of their gender identity or sexual orientation which may introduce some bias.
When discussing LGBTQIA students the researcher is aware that there are tensions between these labels and that not all those within the community would identify within those parameters. The researcher is also aware that there are tensions between the LGBTQIA community itself and how each member of the community would self-identify many in the community, although find the LGBTQIA label helpful, do not all agree on the terminology used within it and are not simply one group of people put together for the ease of a label. For the purpose of this paper the researcher will use the following definition of LGBTQIA from the Pink News (2018), they claim that ‘LGBTQIA is the inclusive queer term which stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and/or questioning, intersex and asexual/or allies’.
The researcher is concerned with the experiences of LGBTQIA students within university and their experiences whilst studying. The researcher hopes to find out if students continue to have the same negative experiences at university as they often do within the community.
In order to conduct this research, the researcher will be looking at journals and previous research that has been conducted with the LGBTQIA community in order to ascertain the current state of LGBTQIA experiences at university level. It’s been challenging for the researcher to find purely UK-based researched on LGBTQIA students. Therefore, the researcher will consider worldwide literature within this review. Although the researcher would have preferred to have concentrated on UK-based literature and research in order to gain a fuller picture of the experiences of LGBTQIA students it is important to look wider in order to get a fuller picture.
The researcher aims to conclude with recommendations for universities to improve the experiences of LGBTQIA students within their institutions.
Grimwood (2017) claims that there is little understood and known about the experiences for LGBTQIA in the universities across the United Kingdom. He claims that the monitoring of gender identity and sexual orientation is not consistent across universities in the United Kingdom, therefore the identification of LGBTQIA students is not easy. Grimwood (2017) goes on to explain that as a result of this LGBTQIA students are not ‘targeted for improvement strategies, which are intended to increase satisfaction and increase student survey scores.’
In 2016 the Independent newspaper argued that universities were failing LGBTQIA students due to the ‘lad culture’ which was present at UK universities (Independent 2016). It goes on to claim that although universities tended to have policies against sexist and misogynistic behaviour these did not go far enough for the LGBTQIA community.
The Pink News 2015 claims that almost half, 49%, of universities fail to have a formal policy on discrimination relating to sexual harassment or sexuality (Pink News 2015). It goes on to claim that many gay students report homophobic bullying abuse on university campuses and that a much more proactive approach needs to be taken when tackling LGBTQIA abuse (the Pink News 2015).
Grimwood (2017) goes on to claim that sexual harassment and homophobic abuse is going unchallenged at many British universities, and therefore makes the case that such behaviour will have a detrimental effect on current students see to engage with future students.
Renn (2010 p.138) commented that ‘although higher education is the location of much development of queer theory, it is not an especially quick system of organisations or a system of especially queer organisations’. 
Although Renn was writing in 2010 it seems that Grimwood, the Independent and the Pink News all support this claim in 2015 and 2017 respectively. It seems that LGBTQIA issues had not been recognised or considered in those seven years. Renn (2010) claims that there was further research needed on LGBTQIA issues in the University system.
Castro and Dockendorff (2017) claim that university and higher education has been a hostile place for LGBTQIA people historically. Although Castro and Dockendorff (2017) claim that this has improved over time universities in the United States continue to be places where LGBTQI communities are treated with hostility and antagonism. Castro and Dockendorff (2017) however go on to explain that contrary to this, universities are ‘seemingly inevitably, colleges and universities have also been queer places, spaces of deconstruction and inquiry, performance, resistance, nonconformity, and desire.’ Castro and Dockendorff (2017 p.468).
DeVita and Anders (2018), who also write about universities within the United States, support this view claiming that students who identify as LGBTQIA are still treated differently and negatively within the system. DeVita and Anders (2018 p.64) claim that ‘violence, discrimination, and conservative backlash persist’ against those from the LGBTQIA community. 
In 2014 the National Union of students (NUS) commissions reach search into LGBTQIA experiences at higher education in the United Kingdom. The view that LGBTQIA students do not feel safe and are treated negatively and differently to those who are not LGBTQIA is supported in this research. Some of the key findings show that only 20% of transgender students feel safe on their university campus that one in five LGBTQIA students have experienced at least one incident of bullying or harassment, and that over 5% more LGBTQIA students are more likely to consider dropping out of the chosen university programme and finally that the teaching and learning is negatively impacted as a result of being LGBTQIA (NUS 2014 p.6).
The NUS research considered and built upon research conducted by Ellis in 2008. She conducted research with 291 LGBT students from 42 universities across the UK. In 2008 Ellis’ research showed that 20% of students had been victims of homophobic bullying and harassment and that homophobia was still widespread within universities in the UK. Her research goes on to show that common areas such as halls of residence, student only spaces, cafeterias and societies as areas in which multiple forms of bullying and harassment of LGBT students was prevalent.
When looking at the teaching and learning experiences of LGBTQIA students the NUS (2014) demonstrates that LGBTQIA students do not feel that their culture is reflected or included within their curriculum. This according to the NUS (2014) has not changed significantly since the research conducted by Ellis (2008).
These issues and difficulties don’t seem to have changed for LGBTQIA students between the NUS’s report and research conducted by Stonewall UK, who ‘campaign for the quality of lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans people across Britain’ (https://www.stonewall.org.uk/ 2020). In 2017, Stonewall surveyed 5,375 LGBTQIA students about their experience at university. This research was conducted between February and April 2017. Stonewall (2017) claim that although there were positive experiences from many institutions across the UK there were many more negative experiences of those LGBTQIA students studying in the UK universities.
There were nine the key findings in the Stonewall (2017) report. Many of them claim that up to three quarters of students who are LGBTQIA receive negative comments or treatment as a result of their gender or sexuality. The report claims that these comments were not only from students but from staff also.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Stonewall (2017) report also talks about students been actively encouraged by university staff to either hide or disguise their gender, the fact that they are transgender or their sexuality so that they were not physically attacked by other students. Stonewall (2017 p.5) said that ‘7% of trans students were physically attacked by another student or member of university staff in the last year because of being trans.
When concerned with the reporting of homophobic or transphobic bullying LGBTQIA students, according to Stonewall (2017), are less likely to report than those who are not within the community. In fact, Stonewall (2017 p.5) highlighted that ‘39% of gay and bisexual would not feel confident in reporting any homophobic or transphobic bullying to university staff’.
This can all be evidenced by the feelings of those who took part in the research where ‘23% say that the University doesn’t demonstrate the visible commitment to trans equality. One in ten LGBT students say that the University lacks a visible commitment to LGBT equality.’ Stonewall (2017 p.10)
it is clear to see that the majority of experiences, as shown in the research, of LGBTQIA students within universities in the UK are negative. Stonewall (2017) do however recognise that universities are starting to change.
Stonewall (2017) comments that universities have started supporting their LGBTQIA students by establishing clear incident reporting mechanisms for homophobic and transphobic incidents, identifying key staff members to support LGBTQIA students and ensuring that policies and procedures do not negatively impact LGBTQIA students. Some of this work has included gender neutral toilets, ‘my university has made great leaps in welcoming all students. One facet that greatly pleased me was the introduction of gender-neutral bathrooms,’ (Stonewall 2017 p.10), making accommodation in public spaces inclusive and increasing LGBTQIA visibility within the University structure. Stonewall (2017) go on to say that the best universities in the UK ensure that they take proactive steps in order to create an inclusive learning environment. 
Stonewall (2017) claims that those universities who establish inclusive environments from the outset, thus showing best practice for equality, have a real impact on the experience and lives of LGBTQIA students at the universities, this includes ‘69% of students’ (Stonewall 2017 p.10) feeling that their university includes LGBTQIA issues within the equalities policy.
There are examples across the country of specific universities or faculties within universities looking at the approach they take with LGBTQIA students and how they can improve the student experience at university.
In 2018, at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, the Social Justice and Inclusion Discipline looked at their approach to LGBTQIA in the faculty. The report specifically looked at where the social justice and inclusion discipline fit with the representation of, what they call, Gender and Sexual Diverse (GSD) communities (Hughes p.2). One of the findings, which links with all other research mentioned, was that GSD (LGBTQIA) issues were more of a reactive part of teaching than necessarily structured within the curriculum. Hughes (2018) comments that staff tended to react to GSD themes or questions which in turn had varying responses dependent on the level of confidence within the lecturer’s knowledge.
Hughes also recorded what staff identified as their needs when looking at GDS (LGBTQIA) issues. They identified that staff training was the first need and that a university wide approach was vital to its success. This echoes findings from both the NUS (2014) and Stonewall (2017) recommendation and research.
Grimwood (2017) explains that it is vital that universities recognise to what extent they are providing and encouraging a safe place for LGBTQIA students to study and live, in which they can participate in student life as a whole from the curriculum to the social aspect of university life.
Grimwood (2017 p.3) claims that ‘institutionalised homophobia needs to be raised as a topic and heteronormative cultures need to be challenged within university settings, staff and tutor’
The Stonewall (2017) report also suggested several ways in which universities could improve their offers to LGBTQIA students. 
Stonewall (2017) agrees with Grimwood (2017) that clear policies and procedures are needed within university institutions. Stonewall (2017) goes on to explain that these policies need to be well communicated with a ‘zero tolerance approach to homophobic and trans-phobic discrimination bullying and/or harassment’ Stonewall (2017 p.11). Stonewall (2017) goes on to suggest that these policies need to be promoted well and have an established point of contact for all students so that they are able to understand where to report any harassment abuse or bullying of LGBTQIA students and crucially what to expect once a report has been made.
According to Stonewall’s recommendations (2017) staff training is also an area in which could be improved within universities, they suggest working alongside societies to support LGBTQIA students whilst offering robust training on what ‘anti-LGBT(QIA) discrimination or abuse might look like, why it is bad for teaching and how to tackle anti-LGBT(QIA) abuse safely’ (Stonewall 2017 p.11)
Stonewall (2017) does not stop there. Stonewall goes on to suggest that within LGBTQIA support targeted and proactive support needs to be offered to transgender students as they are particularly more likely to encounter bullying or harassment as a result of their transgender status. Stonewall (2017) says in order to do this universities must offer support to students who have identified as transgender and those who are currently transitioning, this may be through specific facilities, additional counselling support and additional guidance and training for staff who support those transgender students. 
When considering LGBTQIA prospective students Stonewall (2017 p.11) suggest that ‘a clear commitment to LGBT(QIA) inclusion to current and prospective students and staff, through promotional materials’ is needed and moving forward through curriculum the LGBTQIA community needs to be well represented within the content of the course, ensuring that LGBTQIA ‘history and experiences are represented in (Stonewall 2017 p. 11)
Unfortunately, although a number of university institutions have discussed the need to improve the LGBTQIA provision it seems like nothing much has changed from one research to another. Ellis in 2008, the NUS in 2014 and Stonewall in 2017 are all still considering the same issues and concerns that LGBTQIA students face whilst at university, with the same recommendations.
In 2014 the NUS commented that ‘The lack of procedures to protect students from homophobic and transphobic behaviours appears to be a quite common issue across UK universities’. Unfortunately, this still seems the case in the Stonewall report of 2017.
Therefore, there are many areas for improvement within the higher education sector across all universities. The researcher acknowledges that individual universities are working towards improving the education and social offer for those students who are LGBTQIA. However, a more streamlined and sector wide approach needs to be taken.
It is the recommendation of this researcher that there needs to be more training around LGBTQIA issues and how to support those students within the community. It is vital that this training includes input and direction from those within the LGBTQIA community. It would be preferable however that this training is conducted by those within the community.
Reporting systems and processes for students who encounter negative treatment, bullying or harassment as a result of being part of the LGBTQIA community need to be improved greatly. Students confidence in these policies and procedures also needs to be increased for them to have any impact.
University staff need to be more aware of LGBTQIA issues when designing the curriculum, ensuring that those within the community, pertinent to the subject, are discussed and considered. University lecturers also need to consider the way in which gender is used in the classroom.
Hughes (2018) mentions that, whilst there is a will in including LGBTQIA issues within the curriculum and supporting students who are within the LGBTQIA community, there needs to be more emphasis on training time and resources to ensure that LGBTQIA needs are addressed and embedded within the curriculum.
There is a danger that, without investment from universities in the UK, LGBTQIA students will continue to feel isolated and at risk as a result of their identity at university. As they have continued to do over the past 10 years.
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