
Grand Valley State University Grand Valley State University 

ScholarWorks@GVSU ScholarWorks@GVSU 

Culminating Experience Projects Graduate Research and Creative Practice 

8-2021 

Creating a Safe and Supportive School Climate for Transgender Creating a Safe and Supportive School Climate for Transgender 

Students Students 

Taylor DeWilde 
Grand Valley State University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gradprojects 

 Part of the Education Commons 

ScholarWorks Citation ScholarWorks Citation 
DeWilde, Taylor, "Creating a Safe and Supportive School Climate for Transgender Students" (2021). 
Culminating Experience Projects. 72. 
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gradprojects/72 

This Project is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate Research and Creative Practice at 
ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Culminating Experience Projects by an authorized 
administrator of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu. 

https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gradprojects
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/grcp
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gradprojects?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Fgradprojects%2F72&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/784?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Fgradprojects%2F72&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gradprojects/72?utm_source=scholarworks.gvsu.edu%2Fgradprojects%2F72&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarworks@gvsu.edu


Creating a Safe and Supportive School Climate for
Transgender Students

by
Taylor DeWilde
August 2021

Master’s Project
Submitted to the College of Education

At Grand Valley State University
In partial fulfillment of the

Degree of Master of Education



Abstract

Research has shown that transgender students do not feel safe at school and as a result

experience negative outcomes. An effective teacher training program on transgender students

will help these students feel a greater sense of safety at school. Additionally, this project will

explore inclusive curricular resources for educators. The research reviewed for this project

includes the key findings for why transgender students feel unsafe that included bullying &

harassment, untrained and unprepared staff, and unsafe spaces in school. It is imperative for

transgender students to feel safe at school so they may have the same opportunities for

success in education as their cisgender peers.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Problem Statement

A majority of transgender students feel unsafe at school. About 75% of

transgender students specifically feel unsafe coming to school because they feel

uncomfortable with expressing their gender expression (Pampati et al., 2020). In other

words, they do not feel accepted by others for showing their gender identity. This is

an issue because schools are meant to foster a safe environment to allow all students

to comfortably learn. This is a high percentage of transgender students, and it needs to

be addressed.

Importance and Rationale of the Project

This project is important because no student should feel unsafe at school. A

2017 multi-school climate survey in the United States “found that trans students

reported significantly lower feelings of overall safety at school than their cisgender

counterparts” (Wernick et al., 2017, p. 926). The National School Climate Survey

reported by the GLSEN is another survey example that demonstrates these statistics.

In 2019, it found that 69.5% of transgender students feel unsafe at school because of

their gender expression while 84.4% feel unsafe because of their gender (Kosciw et

al., 2020). Needless to say, this is a problem happening across the nation. Based on

this same survey, researchers found that transgender students experience a more

hostile school climate than their peers (Kosciw et al., 2020). It is necessary for

educators to protect transgender students from any type of harm at school since they
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have a more negative school experience than their peers. “Transgender youth

experience negative school environments and may not benefit directly from

interventions defined to support Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual (LBG) youth” (McGuire et

al., 2010, p. 1175). “There is an assumption that the needs of transgender students are

similar to those of LGB students'’ (Dugan et al., 2012, p. 720). However, these

students' experiences can be different which is why it is important to understand their

specific needs.

Background of the Project

Over the years, students come out and define themselves as lesbian, gay,

bisexual, or transgender (LGBT), terms that were not previously encompassed by the

Title IX policy. In 2014, Title IX modernized its policy to meet the needs of

transgender students in order to protect them from gender discrimination and violence

(Seelman, 2014a). “In 2016, the Departments of Justice and Education issued

Guidelines for Supporting Transgender Students, which aimed to ensure the civil

rights of transgender students'' were protected under the Title IX policy of the

Education Amendments of 1972 (Leonardi & Staley, 2017, p. 754). These guidelines

were set forth under President Obama at the time (Farley & Leonardi, 2021). Not too

long after, President Trump was elected to office. It was then that the appointed U.S.

Secretary of Education, Betsy DeVos, withdrew this guidance and “undid many of the

progressive changes for transgender youth” (Farley & Leonardi, 2021, p. 275).

During this time, bathroom access for trans youth became a forefront issue in the

United States since “President Trump issued a directive to rescind protections for
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transgender students” (Wernick et al., 2017, p. 925). Moreover, he was not going to

allow transgender students to use the bathroom based solely on their gender identity.

There are eighteen states that have state laws which protect these students from any

type of harassment or discrimination (Beese & Martin, 2018). Therefore, all schools

across the United States need to put a similar regulation as part of their educational

policy.

“A recent study published by the Williams Institute estimates that 0.7% of

youth ages 13–17 years old (150,000 youth) in the United States identify as

transgender” (Wernick et al., 2017, p. 918). This number includes a large portion of

students who are of middle and high school age. With almost 1% of the United States

population identifying as a transgender youth, bathroom access for transgender

students exposed the lack of transgender student management, policies and guidelines

within schools.

Statement of Purpose

The overall purpose of this project is to create a positive school climate for

transgender students by understanding and providing resources for their needs. This

way, they can feel more safe at school. Schools can become a more positive climate

for transgender students by ensuring their safety, improving school connectedness,

and reducing bullying (Pampati et al., 2020). This is a unique project because it is

about educating others in a topic discussed rarely in schools. School administrators,

teachers, and other school staff will be given this opportunity to learn more about it.
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The hope for this project is for all students, explicitly transgender students, to come to

school feeling welcome and safe.

Objectives of the Project

Throughout the school year, staff attend professional developments where

they learn about curriculum, teaching strategies, classroom management, and many

other topics. Some of the material covered could be completely new or unheard of to

them. The topic of gender identity and expression of students in schools is one that is

not often discussed. Thus, it is a topic that should be talked about more in

professional development. The objective of this project is to have administrators,

teachers, and other school staff receive the proper training and gain the knowledge

when dealing with such a personal topic.

Definition of Terms

Cisgender- “Individuals whose gender identity matches their biological sex”

(Silveira, 2018, p. 429).

GLSEN- An acronym for the American education organization that stands for the gay,

lesbian and straight network.

LGBTQ- An acronym for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer in which all

terms describe an individual’s sexual orientation or gender identity.

School Connectedness- “refers to an academic environment where students believe

that adults in the school care about their learning and about them as individuals”

(Pampati et al., 2020, p. 294).
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Appendix B

Video Clips from PowerPoint: A list of the videos played in the PowerPoint

Presentation.

Video Clips from PowerPoint
(in order they appear)

Transgender students deserve to learn and thrive in school.

GLSEN
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AjqHXqH48sU

Beyond Bathrooms: The Transgender Student Experience

Education Week
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NclJgVY4oQo



32

How to Support Transgender Students

GLSEN
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kq19QdOfH1Y

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kq19QdOfH1Y
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Appendix C

Scenarios Activity : A list of the six different scenarios from the Scenarios Activity

in the PowerPoint Presentation.

Scenario #1

Sally is about to start kindergarten. From a very early age, Sally identifies as a boy.
Sally and her mom come up to the school for kindergarten round-up and need your
help. Sally wants to be called Scott.

Scenario #2

There is a new student in the school named Avery. You are unsure as to what their
gender identity is because Avery is a quiet student. Avery’s hair and clothing also are
not distinctly defined as male or female. Many students are asking if Avery is a boy or
girl.

Scenario #3

A student named Morgan comes to you with concerns for her friend, Enrique, who
she says is being taunted and teased when there are no teachers present. Morgan states
that Enrique is often being called names like "faggot," "gayboy," and "girlie". He does
not usually try to defend himself. Instead, he appears to be trying to make himself
invisible, and keeps his eyes down.

Scenario #4

You have a new student at your school, Chloe, who is getting tall and somewhat
stocky. She is transgender and socially transitioned in 3rd grade. Her gender
expression is quite feminine. Several female students come to you saying that they
don’t feel comfortable in the bathroom with Chloe, because they say she’s actually a
boy.

Scenario #5

A student, Gabriel, has recently started changing into more and more feminine
clothing, and then changing back at the end of the school day. Gabriel announces to
you and the class that they want to be called Gabriella and to use the pronoun “she”.
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Scenario #6

In the hallway, you overhear a group of girls talking about a student named Samantha.
Samantha was known as Sam back in elementary school. These girls are talking about
Samantha saying that “she’s not a real girl.” When Samatha walks by, one of the girls
coughs loudly, “Freak!”
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Appendix D

Professional Development Evaluation Form: An evaluation form that will be filled

out by the staff after the professional development.



36



37



38



39

Project Approval Form


