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Compelled by the circumstances of Tyler Clementi’s death, the Tyler Clementi Center convened a partnership 
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experiences and history,12 queer-spectrum and trans-spectrum students endure both marginalization and 
erasure. 

While this paper is not the product of 





Definitions & 
Approaches 
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The Power of Language 
Scholars who conduct assessments with students identifying within queer-spectrum populations (bisexual, 
gay, lesbian, queer, pansexual, same-gender loving, etc.) and/or trans-spectrum populations (androgynous, 
gender nonconforming, genderqueer, transfeminine, 
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Sample 
�7�D�E�O�H�V���7�&�&�����D�Q�G���7�&�&�����U�H�I�O�H�F�W���W�K�H���W�R�W�D�O���Q�X�P�E�H�U���R�I���T�X�H�H�U���V�S�H�F�W�U�X�P���D�Q�G���W�U�D�Q�V���V�S�H�F�W�U�X�P���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���D�P�R�Q�J���W�K�H��

�V�H�Y�H�Q���G�D�W�D�V�H�W�V���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H�V�H���D�Q�D�O�\�V�H�V�����7�K�H�V�H���W�D�E�O�H�V���I�X�U�W�K�H�U���G�H�P�R�Q�V�W�U�D�W�H���W�K�H���F�R�P�S�O�H�[�L�W�L�H�V���W�K�D�W���D�U�L�V�H���Z�K�H�Q��

�D�W�W�H�P�S�W�L�Q�J���W�R���R�S�H�U�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�L�]�H���V�H�[�X�D�O���L�G�H�Q�W�L�W�\���D�Q�G���J�H�Q�G�H�U���L�G�H�Q�W�L�W�\���L�Q���V�X�U�Y�H�\���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�����&�R�P�E�L�Q�H�G�����W�K�L�V���V�W�X�G�\��

�L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G�����������������T�X�H�H�U���V�S�H�F�W�U�X�P���D�Q�G���������������W�U�D�Q�V���V�S�H�F�W�U�X�P���V�X�U�Y�H�\���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���D�W�W�H�Q�G�L�Q�J�����������X�Q�L�T�X�H�������\�H�D�U��

�L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�V���D�F�U�R�V�V���W�K�H���8�Q�L�W�H�G���6�W�D�W�H�V�����W�K�H���O�D�U�J�H�V�W���V�D�P�S�O�H���H�[�D�P�L�Q�H�G���W�R���G�D�W�H����
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Disaggregated Trans-Spectrum Survey Participants 
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Total N= 87,996*** 517,850 169,480 18,348 30,289 19,117 73,665 916,745 

Transgender — 185 675 156 225 160 1,322 2,723 

Male Gender Identity/ 
Female Sex Assigned 
at Birth 

52 — — — — — 109 161 

Female Gender 
Identity/Male Sex 
Assigned at Birth 

80 — — — — — 93 173 

Trans Female/ 
Trans Woman 

103 — — — — — 46 149 

Trans 



Findings 

Combined, these analyses included 66,208 
queer-spectrum and 6,607 trans-spectrum 
survey participants attending 918 unique  

4-year institutions across the United States 
— the largest sample examined to date. 
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Undergraduate Student Experience in the Research 
University Survey 
This online survey is administered among a consortium of public research universities to all degree-seeking 
undergraduates in the spring. The Undergraduate Student Experience in the Research University (SERU) survey 
is a broad and deep survey of engagement, experiences in the major, assessment of the campus climate and 
unique demographics, and multiple outcomes. The 2016 Undergraduate SERU Survey included 18 public 
research universities and yielded 87,996 participants. The exploration of SERU responses outlined below (on 
selected items for queer-spectrum and trans-spectrum students) is not meant to be rigorous academic inquiry, 
rather an illustration of how higher education researchers can utilize the SERU���6�X�U�Y�H�\ as a data source to 
study queer-spectrum and trans-spectrum student experiences and their correlates of success. 

Queer-Spectrum Students 
Queer-spectrum studen p e �t h e qe c t r u md � v e y  u d y ݑ 匀 䠀 䘀 唀 s u ectrȀ eduu倀edu�

ew su䌀aa
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Campus climate was examined using a subset of items from the SERU. Student’s agreement to the following 
items were reviewed to examine student’s perceptions of overall campus climate. Students rated their 



15 

Trans-Spectrum Students 
�7�U�D�Q�V���V�S�H�F�W�U�X�P���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�H�G���������������Q��� �������������������X�V�L�Q�J���F�X�U�U�H�Q�W���J�H�Q�G�H�U���L�G�H�Q�W�L�W�\���D�Q�G���V�H�[���D�V�V�L�J�Q�H�G���D�W��
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Overall, queer-spectrum students also perceived less substantive emphasis on support from their institutions 
than heterosexual students. For example, 37.9% of heterosexual students perceived substantial institution 
emphasis on helping them manage their non-academic responsibilities, compared to only 29.7% of queer-
spectrum students. Although differences were relatively small, queer-spectrum students expressed lower 
satisfaction with their college experience than heterosexual students, as well. For example, although a majority 
(83.6%) of queer-spectrum students positively rated their entire educational experience, a larger proportion 
(87.0%) of heterosexual students did the same.  

Trans-Spectrum Students 
Trans-spectrum students represented less than 1% (n = 1,571) of total participants in the 2017 National Survey 
of Student Engagement. Trans-spectrum students t�
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Self-Rated Emotional Health of Incoming Freshmen  
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respectively). When asked to rate their emotional health compared to the average person their age, less than 
one-quarter (23.4%) of queer-spectrum students selected at least above average, compared to nearly half 
(48.6%) of heterosexual students. Further, more than four out of ten (42.8%) queer-spectrum students selected 
below average or lowest 10%, compared to just 13.4% of heterosexual students (Figure CIRP1). It is encouraging 
to note that queer-spectrum students reported a higher likelihood of seeking personal counseling while in 
college, with more than two-thirds (68.3%) reporting at least some chance they would do so, compared to just 
under half (46.8%) of heterosexual students. 

Since there is variation within groups of queer-spectrum students, disaggregating by personal identity can be 
helpful. For example, the proportion of incoming students who reported having a psychological disorder ranged 
from 8.8% of heterosexual students to 58.6% of students who identified as queer. Students who specifically  
identified as queer were also more likely to have frequently felt depressed, anxious, overwhelmed by all they had 
to do, and to rate their emotional health lower than both their straight and queer-spectrum peers. 

Trans-Spectrum S
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Self-Rated Emotional Health of Incoming Transgender 
& Non-Tr ansgender Freshmen 

121�75$16*(1'(5� 
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When asked to rate their emotional health compared to the average person their age, less than one-quarter 
(23.5%) of trans-spectrum students selected at least above average, compared to nearly half (46.4%) of non- 
transgender students. Further, nearly half (49.6%) of trans-spectrum students selected below average or lowest 
10%, compared to just 15.8% of non-transgender students (Figure CIRP2). It is slightly encouraging to note that 
trans-spectrum students reported a higher likelihood of seeking personal counseling while in college, with 38.9% 
reporting a very good chance they would do so, compared to 14.7% of non-transgender students.  

����� ����� ����� 

����� ����� ������� 

Your First College Year Survey 
The Cooperative Institutional Research Program administers the Your First College Year survey in the spring of 
the first year, focused primarily on issues of academic adjustment and transition to college. Fifty-two 4-year 
institutions participated in the 2016 YFCY administration (n=16,953) and a supplemental sample (n=1,395) was 
drawn from 197 other institutions, resulting in a total sample of 18,348. 

Queer-Spectrum Students 
A total of 2,022 students fell into the queer-spectrum group (12.7%). Nearly one-quarter of queer-spectrum 
students frequently felt lonely or homesick (23.4%) and isolated from campus life (24.9%) during their first year of 
college, compared to 16.4% and 15.3% of heterosexual students, respectively. When disaggregating by sexual 
identity within th
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Mental Health & Self Harm 
In exploring rates of several mental health issues among students, trans-spectrum students report similarly 
higher rates of feeling loneliness and feeling so depressed is was difficult to function. The differences in rates 
of self-injury, suicide ideation, and suicide attempts are at least 3 times as high (and in some cases, higher) for 
trans-spectrum students when compared with their cisgender peers. It is also important to note that trans-
spectrum peers reported higher rates among all items (Figure NCHA2). 

Substance Use 
Mirroring many of the findings among queer-spectrum students, trans-spectrum students reported higher rates 
of alcohol, tobacco, and other drug use than their cisgender peers. The one exception is that a slightly smaller 
proportion of trans-spectrum students reported using alcohol in the 
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48.3%

Trans-Spectrum Seniors 
Among the 19,117 students who participated in the 2017 College Senior Survey, 160 students (<1%)) identified 
as transgender. Trans-spectrum students were more likely to frequently feel overwhelmed by all they had to do 
(70.5%) and depressed (48.3%) in the past year than non-transgender students (46.9% and 16.9%, respectively). 
Similar to data collected from incoming freshmen, a large proportion of trans-spectrum college seniors (45.9%) 
rated their emotional health as below average or in the lowest 10% of their peers, compared to just 16.2% of non-
transgender students. 

More than  
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within the disaggregated queer-spectrum population; for example, 31.5% of queer students majored in Arts and 
Humanities compared to 14.7% of lesbian students (Table NSSE 8, Appendix H). Queer-spectrum students more 
often aspired to a doctoral or professional degree (27.6%) than their straight peers (21.4%). 

Trans-Spectrum Students 
Of the 517,850 students who participated in the survey, 1,571 (<0.1%) students identified as trans-spectrum. To 
review disaggregated findings for reflective and integrative learning measures and intended major and degree 
aspirations, see Appendices I-J. 

Reflective and Integrative Learning 
Generally, trans-spectrum students participated more frequently in reflective and integrative learning activities 
than their cisgender peers. Over three-quarters of trans-spectrum students (75.4%) frequently included diverse 
perspectives in course discussions or assignments, compared to 53.8% of cisgender students, and more 
frequently connected their learning to society problems or issues than cisgender peers (72.8 vs. 58.6% 

respectively). Like queer-spectrum students, trans-spectrum students more frequently examined the 
strengths aက嘀d 
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Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research
Due to the amount of data reviewed for this initial paper, we were limited to a dichotomous analysis of 
queer-spectrum and trans-spectrum students in comparison to heterosexual and cisgender/non-
transgender peers. The collapsing of sexual and gender identities obscures the differences within queer-
spectrum and trans-spectrum populations, restricting the depth of our analysis.   Thus, we were limited 
to providing a mere snapshot of our findings.  Future papers will explore differences within queer-
spectrum and trans-spectrum populations, the impact of other salient identities (e.g., racial identity, 
spiritual/religious affiliation) on students’ experiences, and correlational analysis of the more troubling 
findings in our analyses, such as suicide ideation.   

Further, instruments designed for the general student body preclude the inclusion of questions that 
capture the unique challenges facing queer-spectrum and trans-spectrum students (e.g. family support 
and acceptance) and lack the capacity to understand the qualitative aspects of these experiences. 



Conclusion 

As the architects of the student experience, 
it is not enough to reduce harm 

(e.g., harassment, discrimination and violence). 
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Academic Engagement



38 

be stressed enough, as queer-
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networks, increase awareness of campus resources, and inherently promote help-seeking behaviors and greater 
self-efficacy.   

Student Support Services 

Queer-spectrum and trans-
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Percentages of Frequent Collaborative Learning and Student-Faculty Interaction, Substantial 
Perceived Gains, and 
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Combined ideas from different courses 
when completing assignments 

60.4 64.9 77.7 71.3 70.3 63.2 62.7 67.7 

Connected your learning to societal 
problems or issues 

67.6 72.8 84.9 79.3 72.4 59.0 58.6 72.8 

Included diverse perspectives 
(political, religious, racial/ethnic, 
gender, etc.) in course 
discussions or assignments 

70.1 79.5 84.1 81.4 80.5 56.4 53.8 75.4 

Examined the strengths and 
weaknesses of your own views 
on a topic or issue 

66.2 72.3 81.3 78.7 74.1 67.8 65.8 73.7 

Tried to better understand someone 
else’s views by imagining how an 
issue looks from their perspective 

74.3 80.9 87.1 79.5 79.9 68.3 72.4 77.8 

Learned something that 
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