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While many student development theories exist to understand how students grow in their 

understandings of their identities during their time in college, no theories exist to understand 

students who are experiencing a change in their social identities themselves. As previous 

research has indicated that identity change can be stressful and isolating, as well as an 

educational process, research is needed to understand how to best support students and 

understand the impacts of their identity changes. This study attempted to start filling this gap in 

the literature by using narrative inquiry and Abes et al.’s (2007) reconceptualization of the 

Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity to understand the identity changes of undergraduate 

transgender students and students who acquired physical disabilities. The study’s findings 

revealed the impact that identity change can have on students’ need for community, personal 

relationships, social interactions, and holistic growth. These findings offered new perspectives on 



 

 

the experiences of trans and disabled college students, demonstrating the need for future research 

on these populations’ identities, as well as on students’ experiences of identity change overall. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

When I was first exposed to student development theory, I felt some parts of myself 

deeply resonated with the processes it described, while others felt unrepresented in the theories. I 

believe this was in large part due to the fact that I went through my undergraduate education not 

just undergoing identity development but also identity change, as both a trans and disabled 

person. I have been White my whole life, and have known this from a young age, and I grew to 

understand my Whiteness much more during my time in college. At the same time, however, I 

developed in a very different way from transitioning and coming out as trans during my 

undergraduate education, and from adjusting my life to meet the needs I had from disabilities I 

acquired and was diagnosed with during my graduate program. These changes in my identity 

related to gender and disability were shocks to my system, so-to-speak, and the experience of 

shifting my sense of self to learn to live as a different type of person in the world was formative 

for me. Over the course of this shifting, I had to navigate when to disclose my identity changes, 

how to handle others’ changing perceptions of me, how to respond to marginalization I was 

newly facing, and how to advocate for myself. Though this process was transformational, it was 

very different from the process of development I went through as I learned more about my 

Whiteness. It is for this reason that I think it is important that experiences of identity change be 

researched as a related, but distinct, phenomenon from that of identity development. This study 

attempted to begin this research, exploring the experiences of students who transitioned their 

gender and students who acquired a physical disability. By understanding these experiences 

separately, but also comparing them, the study aimed to establish some shared experiences of 

identity change, regardless of what identity is actually changing. I also used this study as an 

opportunity to define identity change, which is the focus of the next section below. 
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Defining and Exploring Identity Change 

Much research exists on how students develop into and change in their identities as 

individuals over the course of their journeys in higher education. Higher education scholars 

define social identity development as “the process by the process by which people come to 

understand their social identities (ethnicity, race, gender, sexual orientation, and others) and how 

these identities affect other aspects of their lives” (Patton et al., 2016). In contrast, there is little 

research that focuses on students’ social identities themselves actually changing, such as when a 

student converts religions, transitions genders, acquires a disability, and so on. For the purposes 

of this study, which focuses on this type of experiences, I define social identity change as a 

process by which people come to have a different social identity than they had experienced the 

world through before, whether this is due to the identity or the social context changing. The 

former type of change reflects the malleability of social identity and is reflected in the 

aforementioned examples. The latter reflects the societally-dependent nature of the meaning of 

identity, for example when one may have a change in how they experience their identity in a 

different cultural context, such as international students moving between countries with different 

dominant racial, ethnic, and religious groups (Gu, 2015).  

While little research exists to describe these experiences and how students navigate them, 

a few studies and theories about identity change do exist that can give a general idea of what a 

student identity change theory might be like. First, the Social Identity Model of Identity Change 

(SIMIC) is a psychological model that examines how people navigate changes in identity in 

general (Haslam et al., 2018). SIMIC analyzes identity in terms of group membership, and how a 

change in identity can cause one to lose, change, and/or gain membership in different groups, 

such as family, work, cultural groups, religious groups, hobby-based groups, to name a few. 
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SIMIC posits that some identity changes are regarded more positively and some more negatively, 

like retirement, the identity change examined in Haslam et al. (2018). Changes in one’s identity 

can have negative effects on one’s well-being due to uncertainty, stress, and the threat of poor 

adjustment (Haslam et al., 2018). SIMIC also considers unchanging membership in groups that 

are salient to a person as psychological resources that can be drawn upon during their identity 

change. For example, someone may no longer be a member of their work team after retirement, 

but they can still rely on their friends and religious community, so multiple group memberships 

are an important safety net during periods of transition (Haslam et al., 2018). While SIMIC has 

typically been applied to personal identity changes, not social identity changes, it provides a 

basic framework for understanding the potential psychological impacts of identity changes in 

general. This information could be important for universities to know as support for mitigating 

stress and loss of community could help students continue to succeed in college. 

In another study, Gu (2015) analyzed the experiences of Chinese international students in 

the UK and how their experiences of studying in another country facilitated their identity change. 

Students gained a better understanding of both British culture as well as their native Chinese 

culture through comparison, something that Smith and Guarnizo (1998) referred to as ‘double-

consciousness’. W.E.B. DuBois coined the term to refer to how Black Americans viewed 

themselves through both their own perspectives and from societally-dominant White1 

perspectives. Smith and Guarnizo’s definition, however, appears to be different. While sharing 

the element of viewing oneself through the lens of multiple cultures, Smith and Guarnizo 

 

 

1 I choose to capitalize ‘White’ along with other racial categories like ‘Black’ or ‘Asian’ in order to highlight the 

oppressive ideological role that Whiteness plays in U.S. American society (Painter, 2020). 
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redefined the term for their own context to refer to international experiences instead of 

marginalization within one’s own country. 

Gu’s (2015) study participants additionally felt they gained a better understanding of 

what being Chinese meant for them, and upon returning home to China, they felt different from 

those around them. Gu’s article shows how the experiences of international students can prompt 

some form of meaning-making through identity change, with students seeing themselves through 

the lens of both cultures they have experienced. If other students who experience other types of 

identity change also can understand themselves through multiple cultural lenses, this could 

provide universities valuable information for engaging such students in social justice work and 

their own identity development. These insights could also be potentially informative for 

developing social justice curriculum for a broader population of students. 

SIMIC and Gu’s article both offer potential perspectives into what students undergoing 

identity change may be experiencing. For example, as Haslam et al. (2018) stated that identity 

change can cause stress and a loss of group memberships, students whose identities are changing 

may struggle personally or academically and may become isolated from their peers. Similarly, 

Gu (2015) noted that students who had undergone some identity change while studying abroad 

felt different from their peers after returning to their homes in China. This could also speak to a 

sense of potential isolation that students may experience as a result of their changing identity and 

a lack of institutional support.  

Though Haslam et al.’s and Gu’s research both offer windows of perspective on students’ 

identity changes, students who have changing social identities may also have to navigate newly 

held privilege and/or newly experienced marginalization as a result of systems of social power 

interacting with their new identity. This new social status can cause additional stress throughout 
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the process of identity change, as has been highlighted in several articles. For example, Jourian 

(2017) and Silveira’s (2019) studies found that transmasculine students felt conflicted about their 

male privilege, with some students unsure of how to react to it, some resistant to display 

masculinity in ways they saw as negative, and some feeling disoriented. Anderson (2019) and 

Dimandja’s (2017) studies, on the other hand, looked at a group that was experiencing new 

marginalization and found that Muslim international students often felt fear and anger as a result 

of the racial and religious prejudice they experienced from others while studying in the U.S. as 

opposed to their home countries where they were in the racial and religious majority. 

I can also add to these conjectures by reflecting on my own personal experience of being 

trans during my undergraduate education. That process of identity change definitely created a lot 

of stress for me as I felt I had to learn to navigate the world differently but did not feel like I 

could trust others for help due to the marginalized nature of my new identity. This lack of trust, 

combined with my changing sense of self, also led to me becoming isolated from social groups 

and support spaces that I had once relied on, thereby making my college journey much more 

difficult. With the hypotheses offered by Haslam et al., Gu, and my own life, I think it is possible 

that other students undergoing identity change may be struggling and feeling unsupported by 

their universities. It is important for research to be done to find out what these students are 

actually experiencing, how these experiences are impacting them, and what meaning they are 

making of their experiences. This research will then inform universities of how to best support 

these students to both succeed academically and grow as people through their identity changes. 

Current research on identity in higher education generally treats students’ relationships 

with their social identities as dynamic, such as in identity development theories or Jones and 

McEwen’s (2000) Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity (MMDI), where students develop 
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in their own identities. In the MMDI, each student has a core, consisting of personal identities 

and characteristics that they ascribe to. Surrounding this core are orbiting social identities whose 

salience to the student may vary between different identities and points in time. Surrounding this 

is the student’s social context which affects how the student views themself. Finally, in Abes et 

al.’s (2007) revised version of the MMDI, which was used as part of the theoretical framework 

for this study, a filter of meaning-making determines how much the student’s social context 

affects the way they view themself. 

While theories such as these analyze development in students’ understanding of their 

identities, they typically treat students’ social identities themselves as unchanging. For example, 

in the MMDI, a student’s religion may become more or less salient to them, but there is no 

provision for if the student’s religion changes from Christianity to Hinduism. This is a gap in 

current higher education research, as with a lens of only identity development but not also 

identity change, the complexity of students’ experiences and perspectives are not adequately 

understood. This hurts understanding what experiences different groups of students have during 

these identity changes and understanding how to best support them. By understanding what 

meaning students make of their experiences – what they learn, how they grow, and how they are 

affected, we can more fully interpret the impact that identity change had on these students. This 

will allow us as researchers and practitioners to gain a broader perspective on each student’s 

identity change, helping to start remedying these issues. This study focused on meaning-making, 

learning how students conceive of themselves through their identity changes, so that a clearer 

picture of what they experience, how they handle it, and how it shapes them can be obtained. 
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Purpose 

The purpose of this qualitative narrative inquiry study was to better understand the 

impacts of identity change for undergraduate trans students and students with acquired physical 

disabilities at Big Ten universities using Abes et al.’s (2007) revised Model of Multiple 

Dimensions of Identity as a guiding framework. 

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do trans students who transition in college and students who acquire a physical 

disability in college navigate changes in their identities? 

2. How do trans students who transition in college and students who acquire a physical 

disability in college make meaning of changes in their identities? 

Methodological Overview 

 For this study, I used narrative inquiry to highlight the participants’ own words about 

their experiences. The study was split into two parts, one for trans students who transitioned in 

college and the other for students who acquired a physical disability in college. These two groups 

were chosen as they both experienced potentially more visible identity changes and had been 

researched previously. Both groups also shared a similar medical/social split in the ways in 

which they are often conceptualized, something I explore further in the literature review. For 

both groups, however, the research had not yet deeply explored their experiences through the 

lens of identity change, at least in higher education. I employed purposeful sampling to recruit a 

diverse sample of seven individuals, six that qualified for the trans part of the study while two 

qualified for the acquired disability part of the study (n = 7). 
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Big Ten schools were specifically used as the site of the study due to their large student 

bodies for drawing a sample from, their relative similarity to each other in terms of student 

populations, and my own personal familiarity with them. After interviewing the participants 

using a semi-structured protocol, I analyzed the results to create a summary narrative for each 

participant, then found themes across the narratives to present as findings. I specifically used 

narrative inquiry because it helped me illuminate the participants’ experiences in their own 

words as well as understand participants’ meaning-making sparked by their experiences. These 

findings were understood through the MMDI as well as more identity-specific 

conceptualizations. 

Significance  

As mentioned before, experiences of identity change are understudied, and both trans and 

disabled students are understudied as groups. According to recent data, there are currently about 

19.4 million college students in the U.S., and about 1.31% of U.S. adults ages 18-24 are trans 

(Herman et al., 2022; NCES, 2021). Doing some rough math, this shows that there are likely 

about 250,000 trans college students (not accounting for non-traditionally-aged students) in the 

U.S. At the same time, data shows that there are 3.8 million disabled undergraduate college 

students in the U.S. (NCES, 2018). This figure represents all disabled students, not just students 

with acquired physical disabilities, and neither figure represents that the students’ identity 

change took place during their time in college, the criteria for this study. Despite this, these 

figures show that there are large populations of trans and disabled undergraduate students 

attending college in the U.S. As such, this study could have significance by helping to increase 

understanding of these students’ experiences of identity change and how their universities could 

better help support them through such life transitions. 
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Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) is important in higher education in the US as 

universities seek both to make their own campuses more welcoming for students of all 

backgrounds as well as to prepare students for work in an increasingly diverse and globalized 

society. Though DEI spending accounted for just half a percent of public institutions’ budgets in 

2019, it increased by 33.7% from the 2014-2015 to the 2018-2019 academic years (Landis et al., 

2019). As institutions dedicate more resources toward DEI work, it will become increasingly 

necessary for institutions to make sure these resources are being used in ways that truly benefit 

all of their student bodies. As such, understanding the identities, experiences, and perspectives of 

all students, including for those who experience an identity change, is vital to making sure DEI 

work is most effective. 

By not understanding students’ social identities themselves as being potentially dynamic, 

current higher education research ignores the complexities of students’ actual lives and 

experiences. In ACPA and NASPA’s (2004) Learning Reconsidered, a foundational document of 

understanding modern higher education, learning is defined as a holistic and transformative 

activity where students must evaluate their own frames of reference through which they view 

new information. The change of a salient social identity could represent a transformative, holistic 

process in which a student’s frame of reference shifts, so further research is needed on what 

students may be learning from these types of experiences. This research could help institutions of 

higher education both meet their students’ needs for support and learn how to best serve and 

educate their students.  

Finally, this study could also have significance for both further research and for the 

participants themselves. As this study sought to expand the way in which higher education 

research examines student identity, the findings of this study could potentially highlight further 
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avenues of research. This research could be additional research about the groups in this study, 

trans students and students with acquired physical disabilities, or about other groups but 

investigating them in similar ways to this study. Additionally, the new way in which this study is 

examining participant narratives and highlighting identity change could prove significant for 

participants as well. Participants may benefit from having their stories heard and made visible in 

a more nuanced way, and they may gain new thoughts or insights into themselves as well. 

Keywords and Terms 

 Most terms in this study are defined in a glossary (Appendix A), with definitions also 

appearing as footnotes when they are first used. In contrast, the following words, terms, and 

concepts are foundational for the study, so it is important to clarify and analyze how they are 

defined and will be used: 

● Identities are labels that a person holds, whether self-ascribed or ascribed by others, 

based on some trait or characteristic that the person holds (Turner et al., 1992). Everyone 

has multiple identities, some of which are personal identities and some of which are 

social identities. Personal identities are things such as one’s favorite food, hobbies, or 

number of siblings, identities that define one based on their individual differences from 

others in ways that are not based in social categories. On the other hand, social identities 

are based in social categories such as race, gender, or religion, and have a larger impact 

on how one interacts with others in society (Turner et al., 1992). 

● Marginalization is exclusion or relegation to the outer edge of a group, society, or 

community (University of Massachusetts Lowell, n.d.). 

● Privilege is the special benefits, advantages, and favors received by those holding 

dominant social identities (University of Massachusetts Lowell, n.d.). 
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● Trans and transgender are terms that refer to people who have a gender that does not 

correspond the sex that they were assigned at birth (National Center for Transgender 

Equality, 2016). I will usually be using the term ‘trans’ in this thesis as it is most 

commonly used among trans people. I would like to emphasize that I am explicitly 

including nonbinary and gender non-conforming people who identify with the word 

‘trans’ when I use it, as well as those who do not pursue social and/or medical transition. 

I am choosing to not write the word ‘trans’ with an asterisk following it, as some do to 

indicate inclusion, because I believe that the original word is inherently inclusive, 

especially as I have reaffirmed in my definition above, and I wish to mirror the language 

that trans people use to write about themselves in non-academic spaces (Beemyn, 2019). 

● Nonbinary is a term that refers to people whose gender is not exclusively female or 

exclusively male (National Center for Transgender Equality, 2016). Nonbinary people 

have a broad range of genders, as their category holds all genders outside of ‘female’ and 

‘male.’ While nonbinary identity can be an umbrella in this sense, creating space for 

terms such as ‘genderfluid,’ ‘demigirl,’ or ‘agender,’ to name a few, it is also sometimes 

used as an individual label for gender in its own right. 

● Gender identity is a person's internal sense of their own gender. For cis people, this 

corresponds with their sex assigned at birth, but for trans and nonbinary people, it does 

not. Since identity is complex and personal, some people may identify outside the 

socially constructed cis/trans binary, for example by simultaneously identifying as cis and 

nonbinary. Gender identity is not visible, as a person's gender presentation may be 

different from their gender identity (GLAAD, n.d.). 
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● Gender presentation, also known as gender expression, is the way a person presents their 

gender to the world through their name, pronouns, clothing, haircut, voice, and behavior. 

It is different from gender identity, as a person may have an internal sense of gender that 

is different from what they show the world (GLAAD, n.d.). 

● Gender transition refers to a process that some trans people go through where they make 

changes in their life to better match their gender. Transition looks different for each 

person and may or may not include social components, such as changing one’s name, 

clothes, or legal records, and medical components, such as undergoing hormone therapy 

or surgeries (National Center for Transgender Equality, 2016). 

● Disability is the result of the interaction between persons with impairments and 

attitudinal and environmental barriers. People with disabilities include those who have 

long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which, when in 

interaction with various barriers, may hinder their full and effective participation in 

society on an equal basis with others (Disabled People’s Association, 2015). I choose to 

generally use identity-first language when writing about disability to be consistent with 

other forms of identity, though I will ask the participants which type of language they 

prefer (Okundaye, 2021). 

● Acquired disabilities are disabilities that a person begins to have at some point in their 

life, often due to injury or illness, while congenital disabilities are disabilities that a 

person was born having (Hahn & Belt, 2004). 

● If something is accessible, it means that a disabled person is able to acquire information, 

interact with others, and receive services from or within it that a nondisabled person 

could. The disabled person must be able to participate just as fully, equally, 
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independently, easily, and effectively as a nondisabled person would be able to, though 

not necessarily in the exact same manner that a nondisabled person would participate 

(University of Washington, n.d.-a). 

● Accommodations for disability are adjustments that institutions can make for disabled 

people to be more accessible. In the U.S., publicly funded colleges and universities are 

required by law to provide reasonable accommodations for disabled students (U.S. 

Congress, 1976). These can take many forms, such as captions and/or an interpreter for 

deaf students, or a notetaker and/or extra time for students that struggle to focus. 

Overview of Thesis 

 This thesis is organized as follows: This first chapter provides an overview of the 

research problem, purpose, and significance of the topic as well as briefly describing the methods 

that will be used in the study. The second chapter outlines the theoretical frameworks underlying 

the study in more depth and reviews the existing literature on the populations and phenomena 

being studied. The third chapter details the methodology used in the study, explaining the 

rationale behind data collection, analysis techniques, and trustworthiness of the findings. The 

fourth chapter presents the summarized narratives from each participant, allowing readers to get 

a sense of each of their stories individually. The fifth chapter presents the findings gleaned from 

the participants narratives, organizing them into themes which are subsequently discussed. 

Finally, the sixth chapter describes implications and limitations of the study before concluding.  
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

This chapter outlines the theoretical framework used in the study and explores how it was 

used to analyze data and develop findings. The chapter then turns to reviewing the literature on 

the two groups to be studied, trans students and students with acquired physical disabilities. It 

then explores how this study can build on the existing literature and work to fill some of the gaps 

that currently exist, particularly around studying identity change in these students. This sets up 

the context for the next chapter, which focuses on the methodology of the study. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study used the model of multiple dimensions of identity (MMDI) to encapsulate 

how the participants envisioned themselves and their identities before, during, and after their 

identity changes, serving as an aid for both the interview and the MMDI activity I created (Jones 

& McEwen, 2000). While other theories, like SIMIC, also exist, I chose not to use it as a 

majority of the research it has been used for is research on changing personal identities, like 

one’s retirement. In contrast, the MMDI, while not directly built for studying identity change, 

incorporates both personal and social identities, and it has also been used before in higher 

education research. Jones and McEwen (2000) developed the MMDI to conceptualize the results 

of a study of 10 college student women of diverse racial and religious backgrounds. The MMDI 

was inspired mostly from the work of Reynolds and Pope (1991) who conceived of a model of 

multiple dimensions of oppression, showing how, for example, one person could be marginalized 

through both racism and homophobia instead of just through one of these systems. Jones and 

McEwen (2000) wanted to create a model for identity as well, especially since studies were 

examining multiple dimensions of identity but there was no model to represent them.  



 

15 

 

The model serves to represent how one person’s identities may be seen on their own at 

one time. At the center of the model is the person’s core sense of self, which typically contains 

character traits and personal identities instead of social identities. These traits were ones that the 

participants selected for themselves, such as being kind or intelligent, as they believed that labels 

others placed on them rarely reflected their true cores. Surrounding and orbiting the core, much 

like electrons surround the nucleus of an atom, are the person’s social identities, such as race, 

gender, social class, and so on. The orbits of these identities intersect with each other to represent 

that the identities cannot be understood separately, and the positions in the orbit of each identity 

reflect their salience to the individual. If an identity is closer to the core, it is more salient, and if 

it is further away, it is less salient, but people always have the identities even if they are not 

salient. For example, in Jones and McEwen’s (2000) original diagram (Appendix B), the 

example has race as a more salient identity for the student while sexuality is a less salient 

identity. Since this just reflects the person’s self-conception at one point in time, the model 

acknowledges that salience of identities may be fluid over time. Finally, surrounding the core 

and the identities is the context in which the person finds themself. This context includes family 

background, sociocultural conditions, and life experiences and affects how the person may see 

their core and social identities (Jones & McEwen, 2000). 

Some scholars have taken steps to build onto it or expand how the MMDI examines 

identity over time, and as such, I drew from the newer versions of the MMDI for this study. As a 

result of Abes and Jones’ (2004) study of 10 college student lesbians, results showed that 

meaning-making capacity played an important role in between context and identity. As this was 

currently not represented in the MMDI, Abes et al. (2007) worked to update and rectify the 

model by adding a filter of meaning-making between the context and identity parts of the model. 
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Students with greater capacity for meaning-making were pictured with a finer meaning-making 

filter in the model, meaning that they had a greater ability to sense the relationship between their 

context and their perception of their identity. In contrast, other students had less awareness of 

how their context might affect how they perceived their identities. Additionally, the core of this 

model was reimagined as permeable for some aspects of social identities that individuals 

perceived as central to themselves. Given that meaning-making is an important part this study, I 

decided to use this version of the MMDI for the study. Since participants may have struggled to 

assess their own capacity for meaning-making, however, I left the filter out of the MMDI for the 

purposes of the interview activity. I then returned to the concept of the meaning-making filter in 

my analysis, using this concept to understand how participants navigated their contexts and the 

expectations that others placed upon them. In doing this, I aimed to best capture how students 

made meaning of their identity changes. 

Further expanding on the model, Jones et al. (2012) more intentionally incorporated 

intersectionality in the MMDI in the context of an autoethnography in order to examine 

participants’ experiences based on race, gender, sexuality, social class, and religion. The findings 

of this study suggested reconceptualizing Abes et al.’s (2007) version of the MMDI to make the 

filter bi-directional, meaning that identities can influence context as well. This study also 

suggested the MMDI incorporate more about authenticity into its model as well as further blur 

the lines between social identities and the core. Jones et al. (2012) specifically noted that living 

one’s life authentically may be context-dependent as marginalization and intersecting identities 

may make one have to negotiate which identities to publicly claim and which to keep more 

internal. It seems the MMDI may continue to evolve over time. Since Jones et al. (2012) merely 

offered suggestions for a future update of the model without providing one, I used the Abes et al. 
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(2007) version of the model in this study. Since the MMDI does not examine the specifics of 

how students make meaning about specific identities, I used the identity-specific concepts of 

critical trans politics and Frank’s narratives of disability in addition to the MMDI to better 

understand these specific experiences. As Jones et al. (2012) noted the importance of 

authenticity, I paid attention to how it showed up in my findings, especially for students whose 

identities were less visible. I envisioned authenticity for trans and disabled students as their 

choices when and how to disclose and behave in ways that match their internal identities. Given 

that my theoretical framework does not incorporate authenticity, this was a weakness in terms of 

the analysis I was able to perform. 

The MMDI has often been used as a grounding framework or relevant literature for a 

study about multiple dimensions of identity. For example, Harris (2010) used the MMDI to make 

sense of the intersection of gender with other identities in a study about college men’s 

masculinities. Similarly, Hurtado et al. (2015) drew especially upon the identity salience part of 

the model when analyzing racial identity salience among different racial groups in higher 

education. Silverman (2010) referenced the MMDI as relevant literature for a slightly different 

type of study, analyzing the ways that preservice teachers conceived of diversity and 

multiculturalism as concepts themselves, instead of analyzing a particular identity or identities. 

Other research used MMDI as a basis for creating new models targeted at specific 

populations and tools for application in specific functional areas of student affairs. Drawing on 

Jones and McEwen (2000), Kim (2012) theorized that international students may re-examine 

their identity as a means of adapting to their new lives in the United States. This process occurs 

as international students begin to examine their home cultures and social norms in comparison to 

the U.S. culture in which they currently live. Kim (2012) referred primarily to the context part of 
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the MMDI in creating a new model of international student identity development, arguing that 

context reshapes how one views themself. Ratts et al. (2016) used the MMDI’s focus on the 

inseparability of identities and fluidity of identity salience to help craft a framework of 

multicultural and social justice counseling competencies. Built into the framework is the 

necessity that counselors understand how multiple identities of both their own and their client’s 

may affect the counseling process. Depending on the counselor and client and the topics they are 

talking about, this framework breaks down how different power dynamics could emerge based 

on the relative statuses of the social identities of the client and counselor. Bitzel (2013) 

implemented the MMDI in a slightly more literal way, translating it into a self-reflection 

worksheet for use during a workshop at a university writing center. Student workers at the 

writing center filled out their salient identities on a diagram of the MMDI, then engaged in 

conversation related to potential discrimination-related situations that could arise in their work 

and how their own identities might be relevant in those situations. While I applied the MMDI in 

a different way in this study, I interacted with participants using a somewhat similar activity, 

having them plot their identities on a diagram of the MMDI and engaging them in conversation 

about how their identities and their salience have changed over time. 

 This study used the MMDI to help analyze the data collected and identify themes. When 

discussing the findings, I continued to use the MMDI but also brought in two additional theories, 

each explained in the literature review, to seek to better understand the meaning-making of each 

group of students. Critical trans politics (CTP) helped me analyze how trans participants made 

meaning of their own changing identities in the sociopolitical contexts in which they resided 

(Spade, 2011/2015). At the same time, Frank’s (1995) three narratives of illness and disability, 

built for experiences of identity change, helped me understand how disabled participants made 
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sense of their new disabilities, especially in relation to their contexts. At the same time, I 

remained open to all three theories not always being able to adequately capture the students’ 

experiences. By employing the two identity-specific theories as tools for understanding students’ 

meaning-making along with the larger MMDI as the theoretical framework, I tried to accurately 

capture the nuances of students' identity-specific experiences while also making room for more 

comparative analysis.  

Literature Review 

In order to understand how an identity change can impact students, one must find what is 

shared across different identity changes. As such, this study used two distinct groups: 

transgender students and students who have acquired a physical disability. Trans students 

undergo an identity change in their genders. Students who have acquired a physical disability 

undergo an identity change from being able-bodied to being disabled. While identity change is 

an experience that can happen to anyone at any age, I was drawn to studying college students in 

particular due to the broader identity development and growth that students often undergo during 

their time in college. As many students are away from their families for the first time and 

adjusting to being new adults, I was interested to learn how experiences of identity change could 

affect them given the existing changes already occurring in their lives. Identity change could be a 

powerful influence as college students navigate deciding who they want to be in the world. 

The two groups of students were chosen because they represent different social identities, 

and thus also likely different experiences of identity change. Trans students were chosen as they 

may be one of the more commonly thought-of groups that undergoes a change in social identity, 

in their case gender. Disability was chosen as the other identity change to study since it is 

sometimes more visible than other identities that may change, such as religious identity, 
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socioeconomic status, or even invisible disability. To focus on new identity changes, mental 

disabilities were ruled out as people experience symptoms for an average of 11 years before 

receiving any diagnosis or treatment (Wang et al., 2004). 

Also relevant to this study’s examination of trans and disabled students was the presence 

of multiple paradigms for understanding both transness and disability. In order to understand 

disability, it is important to understand two major models of thought about disability in Western 

culture: the medical model and the social model. The medical model is dominant in everyday 

culture and views disability as primarily a medical issue that an individual experiences that 

hinders their life (Oliver & Barnes, 2012). The social model, first advanced by Michael Oliver, 

locates society as the main hindrance to those with disabilities, suggesting that society should 

adapt to serve their needs instead of marginalizing them. Oliver and Barnes (2012) described the 

medical model’s view as one of ‘personal tragedy’ and argued that the social model is necessary 

for disabled people to understand themselves in the same way that other socially marginalized 

groups have needed to create their own definitions and imagery of who they are. 

While it is not typically discussed in such a way, a similar medical/social split dynamic 

exists for transness as well. The medical side of this split originated in sexology in the 1800s and 

continued through the work of people like Magnus Hirschfeld and Harry Benjamin to eventually 

define transness as a medical category separate from other experiences like being gay or 

crossdressing. Benjamin (1966) articulated this difference simply in the terminology of the day, 

writing “The transvestite has a social problem. The transsexual has a gender problem. The 

homosexual has a sex[uality] problem.” By articulating trans people as having a “gender 

problem” in this way, Benjamin helped establish a paradigm where medical interventions are 

used to align a trans person’s body with their internally felt sense of gender. This paradigm 



 

21 

 

continues in our modern society in many ways, from mainstream culture’s focus on gender-

affirming surgeries as central to transness, to some post-transition trans people simply 

identifying as having had a medical condition that is now cured. While not denying the 

importance of medical interventions for some trans people, others have framed transness in a less 

medicalized way. In this framework, transness is understood as a social identity group and 

community with shared elements of culture. In this social model, blame is cast mostly upon the 

gender binary and societal transphobia as the cause of trans people’s suffering, rather than the 

focus on trans people’s bodies and psyches as sources of suffering in the medical model.  

These two models for understanding both types of identity impacted the study in 

numerous ways, including the how I decided to frame the literature review. Trans students have 

been previously studied in higher education through the lens of the social model, but in a way 

that typically centers transphobia instead of trans people. Rather than have transphobia be the 

focus of the study, this study refocused to explore how trans students make meaning of 

transitioning and their lives as trans people. Similarly, while disabled students have been 

previously studied in higher education, typically the focus of both universities and research has 

been through a medicalized lens of accommodations and helping previously disabled students 

transition to college. While such work is important, this study examined disabled students in a 

different way, learning about students’ disability identity and how it evolves when one acquires a 

disability after already being a college student. In general this study relied on social models of 

transness and disability to understand them as identities that are changing, but I did not mean to 

disparage medical understandings of either identity. Medical interventions, grounded in medical 

models, were important for all the participants in this study, regardless of which model(s) they 

personally understood their experiences through. This literature review discusses identity and 
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identity changes for trans students and students with acquired physical disabilities separately, 

then returns at the end to analyze gaps in understanding that are shared across the groups and 

relate to the objectives of this study. 

Trans Students 

While this literature review would ideally explore the literature on the identity 

development of trans students, there is very little literature on the topic. Bilodeau (2005) outlined 

an identity development theory for trans students, but it has notable limitations in the sample; 

namely, it does not incorporate intersecting identities, and the sociopolitical context around 

transness has dramatically changed since 2005. Jourian (2017) also explored trans students’ 

identity development, specifically examining how transmasculine students conceptualized a 

masculine identity. Aside from these studies, however, very little research has been done on 

identity development with trans students. As such, this literature review will instead focus on the 

marginalization that trans students face in higher education as that is where a majority of the 

literature is situated. Because the experiences of trans students do not always easily map onto a 

simple transition of privilege to marginalization, Julia Serano’s (2007/2016) articulations of 

traditional sexism and oppositional sexism help explore the nature of the privilege and 

marginalization that trans students experience and how it changes over time. In her book 

Whipping Girl, Serano (2007/2016) defined oppositional sexism as “the belief that female and 

male are rigid, mutually exclusive categories, each possessing a unique and nonoverlapping set 

of attributes, aptitudes, abilities, and desires,” while traditional sexism is “the belief that 

maleness and masculinity are superior to femaleness and femininity” (pp. 13-14). 

While Serano used these definitions to introduce transmisogyny as the intersection of 

these oppressions that trans women face, this literature review analyzes both privileges and 
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marginalization in the identity development of students who are trans men, then trans women, 

and finally nonbinary students. Though these groups of students are not mutually exclusive and 

trans students may have some universal experiences of transphobia, such as misgendering2, 

trouble with bathrooms on campus, and difficult interactions with campus staff, faculty, and 

peers, these may manifest differently depending on the student’s gender (Jourian, 2017). Most of 

the literature treats trans students as a monolith across gender groups, which is harmful as it then 

obfuscates the differences that exist among distinct student populations in this group (Pascarella, 

2006). In order to highlight the distinct gendered experiences of individual groups of trans 

students, this literature review presents findings parsed by group. Though Serano’s two types of 

sexism are not directly being used in the theoretical framework for this study, CTP contains these 

ideas in its worldview and Serano offers a foundational framework for understanding intragroup 

differences within the trans community. By using the framework of Serano’s two types of sexism 

as well as the distinct experiences present in the literature, this section examines existing 

research to find trans students facing new kinds of marginalization from identity change, the 

meaning they make of that, and gaps in understanding these experiences. 

Trans Men in Higher Education 

 Using Serano’s (2007/2016) definitions and framework, trans men would generally 

experience more privilege from traditional sexism and more marginalization from oppositional 

sexism throughout their transitions. Participants in various studies in the literature reflected these 

experiences, sometimes struggling to adapt to the changes in their role in society and how they 

were treated. For example, Joseph, a student in a music education study, commented that he was 

 

 

2 Misgendering refers to when a person uses the wrong gendered pronouns, terms, and/or forms of address for 

another person. Misgendering a trans person can be quite hurtful and can worsen gender dysphoria. 
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still getting used to male privilege, but at the same time did not want to get used to it because 

then he felt he would be compliant, which he did not want to be. He experienced male privilege 

but was unsure of how to react to it, such as a time when a classmate was talking to him but 

ignoring his girlfriend who was trying to contribute to the conversation (Silveira, 2019). Other 

transmasculine students echoed this difficulty in adjusting to male privilege and masculinity in 

Jourian’s (2017) study about how transmasculine students conceptualized a masculine identity. 

For example, one student wanted to challenge a sexist belief another student expressed in class, 

but felt unsure of how to do so without exhibiting masculinity in a way he viewed as negative. 

While White students described feeling additional privilege because society’s ideas of 

masculinity are based on White masculinity, Black students felt disoriented and saw a more 

complicated view of their male privilege as others began to see them as troublemakers and 

suspects, and one student described trying to mitigate these stereotypes by silencing himself and 

taking up less space in class (Jourian, 2017). 

 Trans men experienced transphobia in a number of unique ways in higher education, 

mostly related to others ignoring their identities as men or assuming them to be trans women. 

One student tried to reduce the invalidation and marginalization he experienced, saying that he 

and other trans men dressed as masculinely as possible so that others did not assume them to be 

lesbians (Humiston, 2018). John Porter, a trans man in Farmer et al.’s (2020) study of the lived 

experiences of trans students at women’s colleges, described not being thought of as a real man 

by lesbian peers who were willing to date him, stating that he knew that meant they only thought 

of gender as genitals. Another trans man in a study about the gender binary in campus housing 

recalled being assumed to be a trans woman and being housed with women after he marked 

‘transgender’ on a housing assignment form (Denton & Cain, 2020). This story mirrors points 
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Serano (2007/2016) made about how media and society intensely focus on stories of trans 

women while ignoring those of trans men. 

 Other students complicated a simple view of oppositional sexism where one might 

assume that trans students would experience more marginalization due to appearing to break out 

of their assigned gender categories. As many students that medically transitioned began to be 

read more consistently as cis men by their peers, they experienced less oppositional-sexism-

based marginalization over time. One student in a study about how trans students experienced 

the campus climate at a large, predominantly White, public, Midwestern university shared that he 

no longer felt the need to come out to others, stating that others would look ridiculous if they 

tried to call him a girl now (Humiston, 2018). Students in a study about gender minority stress 

experiences causing students to leave college echoed these findings, stating that once they 

returned to school after time away, they passed3 more frequently and therefore did not have to 

think about their transness as much (Goldberg et al., 2019). At the same time, students in other 

studies felt a loss of community because they were no longer perceived as queer and/or trans in 

public (Nicolazzo, 2016b; Silveira, 2019). Additionally, one Black student stated how his 

masculinity felt stripped of its queerness and transness because he was assumed to be straight 

and cis as a Black man. Students with differing identities had different experiences with their 

masculinity, such as a Lakota student who felt Lakota masculinity was corrupted by Western 

colonialist values and a number of disabled students who felt their disability was at odds with 

 

 

3 Passing refers to the ability of a trans person to be seen as a cis person of their gender identity by others. For 

example, if a trans man passes, that means others perceive him as a cis man and do not perceive that he is trans. If a 

trans person does not pass, they can be exposed to greater discrimination and violence. If a trans person is passing 

and then later reveals that they are trans, this can also expose them to violence as some cis people erroneously 

believe trans people that pass are somehow being deceptive. Passing is a fluid concept and relies on the eye of the 

beholder, so a trans person may pass at some times and in some situations but not in others, even if their gender 

presentation is the same in both instances (Billard, 2018). 
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their masculinity (Jourian, 2017). These studies suggest that trans men students may be 

experiencing different treatment and making different meanings depending on their intersecting 

identities and whether others perceive them as trans or not. 

 While trans men in these articles were able to share some experiences with privilege and 

marginalization in higher education, the articles had a number of limitations. First, the vast 

majority of participants in these articles were White, making it harder to know how the 

experiences of trans men of color might differ. The complex experiences of male privilege and 

masculinity for trans men of color in Jourian’s study (2017) just hint at what further research 

could be done for those students. Additionally, in most of these articles trans men were grouped 

together with trans women and/or nonbinary students and asked about their experiences as a 

trans person in ways that made it hard for them to bring in their unique experiences of being men 

or potentially intersecting identities such as religion, ability, and socioeconomic status. Factors 

that may have made the experiences of individual students or trans men as a group unique were 

lost in creating a monolithic view of ‘the trans student experience’. Finally, except in Jourian 

(2017) and Silveira’s (2019) studies, trans men did not bring up their experiences with male 

privilege, likely because they were never asked about it. Therefore, there is a gap in 

understanding how trans men are making meaning of their experiences of social identity change, 

particularly in how they may be experiencing more or less gender privilege over time. 

Additionally, there is a gap in understanding how this meaning-making may be different for 

different subpopulations of trans men. This study attempted to address these gaps by asking trans 

men about their changing gender privilege, and by oversampling for trans men of color. 
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Trans Women in Higher Education 

While some trans men in the literature experienced newfound male privilege, trans 

women expressed facing increased scrutiny and oppression, something that Serano (2007/2016) 

addressed in her book Whipping Girl. One student, Gwynn, specifically defined her experiences 

as transmisogyny, naming the ways that trans women are hypersexualized and desexualized and 

the higher standards of femininity that trans women are held to (Humiston, 2018). Other studies 

found trans women students struggling with transmisogyny as well, such as Pryor’s (2015) study 

that analyzed classroom experiences of trans students and how they affected trans students’ 

overall college experiences. That study found students such as one trans woman who got 

harassed by a peer in class who said “So, 50 bucks for a blow job?” (Pryor, 2015, p. 449). 

Goldberg et al.’s (2018) statistics about trans graduate students’ experiences in higher education 

showed that trans women were the most gender-conforming group among the trans participants, 

with 100% of the trans women surveyed describing their gender presentation as feminine. While 

trans women obviously have agency over how they present their gender, as Gwynn and Serano 

both noted, trans women often have to be hyper-feminine to be viewed as legitimately women, 

something that likely affected some of these participants. Transmisogyny also harmed students 

that did not meet the hyper-feminine standard, such as Megan, a student in a study about trans 

students’ resilience in navigating gendered educational contexts. When Megan’s peers did not 

see her as a woman, they instead read her as a feminine man, and then bullied her for what they 

perceived as her being gay, thereby erasing her identity as a trans woman in the process 

(Nicolazzo, 2016b). 

One student notably articulated a different understanding of her experiences. Kersey’s 

(2018) study about experiences of trans students in STEM higher education and how they varied 



 

28 

 

with the students’ gender presentation utilized a model of two dimensions of gendered privilege 

and oppression. This model was analogous to Serano’s definitions in that one dimension focused 

on oppression based on male supremacy while the other focused on oppression based on 

adherence to one’s assigned gender presentation and role. In this study, a student named Hannah 

reported experiencing less marginalization from oppositional sexism because she can ‘pass’ 

reasonably well but did not think she had experienced marginalization from traditional sexism as 

a woman. However, the study noted that Hannah had previously described being less respected 

in academic settings due to being a woman and supposed that Hannah might not feel 

marginalized due to the euphoria she feels for being treated as a woman. Related to this, the 

study additionally described how some trans students felt that marginalization was a positive 

experience and privilege a negative one, as it was validating to their gender to be treated as a 

woman while it would be painful to be treated like a man (Kersey, 2018).  

While the articles with trans women participants in the literature had a number of diverse 

experiences related to the participants’ relationships with transmisogyny, there was a limited 

number of trans women who participated in comparison to trans men and nonbinary students, 

and all the women were White, including Hannah, who also identified as Latina (Kersey, 2018). 

This lack of representation of trans women of color is especially necessary to address in future 

research, as that group experiences the highest rates of violence within the trans community 

(Human Rights Watch, 2021). There are also large gaps in the literature related to examining 

how trans women make meaning of the transmisogyny they experience, especially how that may 

vary between different trans women based on intersecting identities and other experiences. This 

study attempted to address some of those gaps by learning what meaning trans women make of 
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these experiences and by attempting to oversample for trans women of color, though none were 

able to be recruited for the study. 

Nonbinary Students in Higher Education 

While trans men and trans women have a diverse array of gendered experiences, there is 

an additional layer of complexity in studying nonbinary students in that ‘nonbinary’ is not a 

single gender like ‘woman’ or ‘man’ are. Though research generally treats nonbinary students as 

a single group, there exists vast gender diversity, and thus there exists vast diversity of gendered 

experiences, within the nonbinary community (Johnson, 2017). Nonbinary students with 

different genders, gender expressions, and assigned sexes at birth may experience a wide variety 

of privilege and marginalization from Serano’s conceptualizations of traditional and oppositional 

sexism. Nonbinary students were participants in every article in this literature review except 

Denton and Cain (2020) and Silveira (2019) and had many similar experiences to both the trans 

men and trans women previously discussed. 

Nonbinary students also had a number of unique experiences, mostly revolving around 

the fact that modern Western society does not allow for gender to exist outside of a binary. The 

statistics about trans graduate students in Goldberg et al.’s study (2018) illustrated some of the 

basic ways this manifests for students: for example, while a majority of binary-identified trans 

students indicated they never get misgendered by peers or faculty, only about 10% of nonbinary 

students said the same, with a plurality indicating that they often got misgendered by both faculty 

and peers. Nonbinary students also experienced both faculty and peers as being less trans-

affirming than their binary counterparts, and additionally were more likely to say that safety 

concerns impacted their gender presentation. Finally, 90% of binary trans students that did not 

have their gender presentation impacted by safety concerns indicated that this was because they 
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‘passed.’ Only 26% of nonbinary students indicated the same, and almost half of the nonbinary 

students did not indicate why their presentation was not impacted, leading one to wonder if these 

students might not have been safe at all (Goldberg et al., 2018). The consequences of the gender 

binary extended beyond these statistics into nonbinary students’ lives in many ways, such as 

constant invalidation and erasure of their identities. Some students shared that they felt their 

peers would not understand their genders and thus chose not to share them, while other students 

added that it seemed like their genders were taken as ‘an opinion’ by peers while cis and binary 

trans students’ genders were taken as fact (Humiston, 2018; Nicolazzo, 2016a; Nicolazzo, 

2016b). Several students also spoke to the contradiction of having some privilege for being read 

as cis by their peers, but that this ‘privilege’ only came with the complete erasure of their 

identities. 

Some students discussed the ways the gender binary affected their gender presentation, 

such as a participant who commented that they felt like there was no way for them to ‘pass’ as 

nonbinary, so that even when they were visibly gender non-conforming, their actual gender was 

still invisible (Humiston, 2018). Since cisnormative society only allows for people to be either 

perceived as male or female, nonbinary students that tried to visibly express their genders were 

still seen as male and/or female by those around them. This created tension within trans 

communities, as nonbinary students felt a pressure to prove their transness, especially when 

around binary trans students, otherwise they would be perceived as not ‘correctly’ performing 

their genders and therefore ‘not trans enough’ (Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018). One example of 

how this was shared by Rory, a student in Goldberg and Kuvalanka’s (2018) study about the 
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experiences of nonbinary students in higher education. Being AFAB4, Rory changed out of a 

dress they were wearing before visiting family to avoid having family think they had somehow 

‘reverted’ to their assigned sex. Nonbinary students at women’s colleges described their 

institutions as having policies to police nonbinary students when they step outside of feminine 

gender norms, threatening their education and scholarships by questioning their place at the 

institution (Farmer et al., 2020). Nonbinary students at women’s colleges who presented more 

femininely, on the other hand, described feeling nonexistent at their institutions, and other 

students stated that all students, including cis women, had to fit into a box of traditional 

femininity to be accepted there (Farmer et al., 2020). Gender presentation also affected students’ 

relationships, as two students shared that they felt wedged into binarily-gendered hetero- and 

homonormative roles in their relationships due to their gender presentations (Nicolazzo, 2016b).  

In addition to these factors, nonbinary students with intersecting identities experienced 

additional struggles as students. Black nonbinary students in a study about passing, realness, and 

pushes toward normalcy, shared they avoided their campus’s Black Cultural Center because they 

felt their genders were not permitted there and the Black queer community on their campus did 

not create space for people outside the gender binary (Nicolazzo, 2016a, 2016b). In addition, one 

of the participants expressed feeling accepted as nonbinary in the LGBTQ Center and 

comfortable as a Black person there, but that the predominantly White environment still likely 

made it an uncomfortable space for other Black queer people at their university (Nicolazzo, 

2016a). Finally, while many nonbinary students across the literature felt emotionally exhausted 

due to constant misgendering and erasure, one particular student with multiple disabilities linked 

 

 

4 AFAB is an acronym for ‘assigned female at birth’. It is used to refer to a subset of trans people without implying 

they are or ever were ‘really female’. 
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the fatigue she felt from her disabilities to the tiredness she felt regarding gender, stating that she 

was unable to fight both fatiguing battles at the same time (Nicolazzo, 2016b). 

The articles reviewed here had a number of limitations, particularly in that most 

participants were White and AFAB, similar to other articles about trans students. Additionally, 

the one article with no White participants, Nicolazzo (2016a), used an inherently problematic 

definition of nonbinary, defining nonbinary people as trans people that do not pursue medical 

transition5. While Nicolazzo stated that this was done to highlight that people that do not 

medically transition are often viewed as simultaneously not trans enough and not not-trans 

enough, which is true, this definition erases the identities of binary trans people that do not 

pursue medical transition and nonbinary trans people that do. Because of these limitations, 

additional research is needed to understand the experiences of the full spectrum of nonbinary 

students that exist. One particular subpopulation for further research is nonbinary international 

students from countries and cultures where the gender binary is not as pervasive or operates 

differently, as these students would likely have unique experiences in U.S. higher education. Of 

direct relevance to the research questions of this study, large gaps exist in the literature about 

nonbinary students in understanding the meaning they make of their experiences related to 

identity change. This study attempted to address some of the limitations of other studies while 

working to start filling this gap in understanding nonbinary students. 

 

 

5 Medical transition consists of the aspects of a trans person's process to make their gender presentation and/or body 

match their gender identity that involve them interfacing with the medical system. For example, medical transition 

could include receiving gender-affirming hormones and/or receiving gender affirming surgeries (GLAAD, n.d.). 
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Building Off the Literature on Trans Students 

Given the literature on trans students and their experiences in higher education, it is clear 

that different gender groups within the trans community have unique experiences and needs. 

Trans women and nonbinary students face additional difficulties due to the presence of 

transmisogyny and the gender binary on campus. Trans students with intersecting marginalized 

identities had complex and difficult experiences as well, with many of them not being well-

studied yet. Bilodeau’s (2005) model is currently used as the primary model of trans student 

identity development, but it was made in a very different time for trans visibility, with only two 

participants, both of whom were AFAB and presumably White, and it does not incorporate how 

intersecting identities might affect the process. This makes it apparent that additional research 

using frameworks of privilege and social power, with diverse arrays of trans student participants, 

is needed to understand how trans students more broadly experience higher education. 

Critical Trans Politics 

When seeking a theory to understand how trans students made meaning of their identity 

changes, I chose critical trans politics (CTP), a relatively new theoretical framework laid out by 

Dean Spade in the book Normal Life (2011/2015). Defined by Spade (2011/2015) as “a trans 

politics that demands more than legal recognition and inclusion, seeking instead to transform 

current logics,” CTP follows in the footsteps of other critical theories, particularly those of 

critical race theory (p. 1). In introducing CTP, Spade specifically referred to interest-

convergence theory and intersectionality as two of the many theories that CTP draws influence 

from in order to critically evaluate the systems and structures that marginalize trans people (Bell, 

1996; Crenshaw, 1996). Similar to critical race theory, CTP analyzes what Spade (2011/2015) 

called “administrative violence”, where administrative systems that classify people, such as 
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healthcare, prisons, and education, in fact create meaning and predetermined outcomes for 

people along these classifications (p. 11). Spade argued that legal reforms should be seen as 

these systems co-opting trans activism, and that his critical trans framework seeks to dismantle 

these legal systems while supporting those most marginalized by them. 

Spade specifically used CTP to understand how traditional policies against transphobia 

and other types of oppression focus very narrowly on what kinds of oppression marginalized 

groups face, like anti-discrimination and hate crime laws. Due to this narrow focus, these 

policies do not account for many of the problems that the systems enacting policies themselves 

cause. As Spade (2011/2015) stated, “these hierarchies of maldistribution endure despite legal 

prohibitions on discrimination” (p. 51). To counteract this, Spade suggests that CTP more closely 

model the gay politics of the Stonewall era, which incorporated critiques of policing, 

imperialism, colonialism, the military, and systemic patriarchy through marriage (Ferguson, 

2019). He implored his readers to not “narrow our vision in ways... that limit our imaginations to 

what a legal system created to establish and maintain slavery and colonialism can provide…” 

(Spade, 2011/2015, p. 72). 

While CTP, like many critical theories, was originally created for use in law, it has been 

applied in higher education research as well, mostly as a framework to interpret the ways in 

which academia is complicit in and perpetuates transphobia. For example, Marine and Nicolazzo 

(2014) applied CTP to campus LGBTQ centers to expose the ways the centers were decentering 

the needs of trans students and not considering hiring trans staff to be part of the work of trans 

inclusion. They noted how CTP’s values of collectivity, interdependence, and difference can be 

used as a roadmap to emphasize intersectional approaches to work with LGBTQ+ students. 
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Pitcher (2020) also employed CTP in a similar way, using it as a framework to co-create a vision 

of academic gender justice with 10 trans faculty participants. 

Two scholars in higher education used CTP in quite different ways from how it has been 

typically used. Romagnoli (2018) used it throughout a dissertation about teaching incarcerated 

students in California to build an imaginative framework of prison abolition in higher education. 

This directly connects with Spade’s vision of CTP as a form of politics that centers 

“transformative resistance to systems that are the most harmful to trans people” and “raises 

demands like… the abolition of all forms of imprisonment” (Nichols, 2013, pp. 42-43). 

Romagnoli (2018) used CTP to offer implications for incarcerated higher education, including 

not requiring the GRE for incarcerated students to access college-level coursework, removing 

correctional officers from the admissions process, and building college programs to truly educate 

incarcerated students instead of just preparing them for the workforce.  

Similarly committed to putting the ideas of CTP into practice, Catalano (2017) applied 

CTP to his criticism of using grounded theory with trans men, stating that it directs research to 

action and accountability. He named the tendency of theorizing to lump the distinct and disparate 

words of trans students together into a coherent narrative of a single trans experience, erasing the 

complex and diverse experiences that exist in the population of trans students. Catalano (2017) 

also highlighted the importance of research with trans students to be process-oriented and focus 

on praxis so that it can actually be translated into policies and actions to help trans students. By 

describing his own experiences navigating his own discomfort around theorizing about the 

experiences of trans men, Catalano (2017) laid out a strong argument that CTP, when combined 

with a social justice framework, is the best theory through which to analyze the experiences of 

trans students in higher education. I used CTP to understand some of the unique experiences of 
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the trans students in this study. While it felt clunky at times to try to align the personal life 

experiences of students with the broader, systems-level approach of CTP, by taking the ethos of 

“the personal is political,” I was able to connect students experiences to broader trends. 

Students with Acquired Physical Disabilities 

While previous research and theories about trans students presented some gaps, research 

and theory about disabled students presented different gaps, often related to the medicalization of 

disability in higher education. Given this thesis’s focus on social identity, this literature review 

focuses on studies that ascribe to the social model, of which there is very little about acquired 

physical disability in education. Almost all the existing literature about disability in higher 

education is about experiences of students who were disabled upon entering college, focusing on 

topics like university accommodations6, inclusion in the classroom, and the transition from high 

school to college (Abes & Darkow, 2020; Dalton, 2013). This literature will be reviewed before 

turning to examine what literature exists on acquired disability from outside the realm of higher 

education. The literature reviewed in this section is from psychology and comes with several 

limitations. First, it studies the adult general population instead of specifically students in higher 

education. Second, the majority of articles about acquired disability are from outside the U.S., 

making their cultural transferability potentially limited. Third, much of this research is more 

quantitative, making it harder to understand the emotional experience of acquiring a disability. 

These limitations illuminate the current state of research on acquired disability while providing 

an opportunity for future research as well. By examining research on disabled students, then the 

 

 

6 Accommodations for disability are adjustments that institutions can make for disabled people to be more 

accessible. In the U.S., publicly funded colleges and universities are required by law to provide reasonable 

accommodations for disabled students (U.S. Congress, 1976). These can take many forms, such as captions and/or 

an interpreter for deaf students, or a notetaker and/or extra time for students that struggle to focus. 
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impact of acquiring a physical disability first through subjective well-being, then focusing on 

changes in one’s identity, this literature review will overview the research on students with 

acquired physical disabilities and areas for further research. 

Disabled Students 

 Though literature on disabled students in higher education focuses on a number of topics, 

one particularly common one is students’ experiences in the classroom. Studies have found 

students struggling with a lack of adequate accommodations or accessibility7 from their 

universities as well as microaggressions, discrimination, and ignorance from their professors and 

peers (Agarwal, 2011; Bell, 2017; Dalton, 2013). Students also often have to navigate when or 

not to disclose their disabilities to professors, peers, mentors, and advisors. This carried over to 

seeking accommodations for disability as well, as students described a process of deciding 

whether or not to pursue them for an individual course based on the curriculum, the professor’s 

perceived attitude toward accommodations, the student’s comfort asking, and other factors 

(Hong, 2015). While some students felt that professors and advisors saw disabled students as less 

intelligent or “a nuisance,” they also reported that other professors and mentor figures were 

sometimes their best sources of support (Agarwal, 2011). For example, some disabled students 

discussed faculty mentors they had that provided extensive support, both personally and 

academically, to them. One student described how their faculty mentor had taught them self-

advocacy and taken them to doctor appointments, among other things (Timmerman & Mulvihill, 

2015). 

 

 

7 If something is accessible, it means that a disabled person is able to acquire information, interact with others, and 

receive services from or within it that a nondisabled person could. The disabled person must be able to participate 

just as fully, equally, independently, easily, and effectively as a nondisabled person would be able to, though not 

necessarily in the exact same manner that a nondisabled person would participate (University of Washington, n.d.-

a). 
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 Not just limited to this one student, self-advocacy appeared in a number of studies of 

disabled students, as well as internalized ableism, two opposing forces that disabled students 

often navigated during their college experiences. Disabled college students described how their 

activism stemmed from learning to advocate for themselves by watching their parents advocate 

for their needs when they were children. Once entering college, many of these students became 

role models for others, joining activist organizations to push for change and showing others how 

to self-advocate as well. These students also worked to advocate for disability by educating non-

disabled people and sharing stories to reduce the stigma of disability (Kimball et al., 2016). 

Disabled students in another study echoed this as they engaged with others online, with one 

student describing herself as a Twitter activist while others more informally gave advice and 

shared their own experiences of disability with others (Miller, 2017). At the same time, while 

many students self-advocated, they also experienced internalized ableism related to their 

disabilities. This was perhaps most deeply explored by a group of students who noted feeling a 

sense of “shame” about their hearing loss and the difficulty in social situations they experienced 

as a result. While the students felt this way, they also wished to reject the feeling, stating that 

they wished others would not feel that way. They described that they hoped others would not be 

afraid to speak up when they did not hear something and to assert their worth if others looked 

down on them for their hearing loss (Dalton, 2013). Another student experienced internalized 

ableism in a slightly different way, feeling hesitant to identity as having a disability because their 

peers often did not understand, thus making them not want to talk about their experiences of 

disability (Pousson & Sagan, 2021). 

Other studies have explored disability identity as well, often in relation to 

accommodations and academic success. For example, Lam’s (2015) study found that students 
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who accepted and identified with their disability were more likely to seek accommodations from 

their universities. Stolz (2010) researched young disabled people’s identity development in 

relation to their agency in their future transition into higher education. Other studies have begun 

to explore disability identity through more of a social model lens however, such as one which 

analyzed the different terms that students with hearing loss used to refer to themselves. This 

study also noted that while students with hearing loss tended to define themselves as “not 

belonging” in the hearing world, they also pushed to distance themselves from stereotypes of 

disabled people, sometimes not disclosing their disability at first so it would not affect the first 

impression others had of them (Dalton, 2013). Another study explored disability identity in a 

different way, examining how disabled students could connect with others like themselves 

online, finding the internet a space for self-education and community (Miller, 2017). Other 

studies took the need for disability community into the campus realm, such as when a student 

described how their “needs are largely met, . . . but there is lack of a space for students with 

disabilities on campus” (Pousson & Sagan, 2021). Saia’s (2019) study in particular deeply 

explored this need for community space by interviewing students who used a university’s 

disability cultural center (DCC). This study noted the importance of a DCC on a campus, 

describing how a DCC can serve many roles as a community space, a space for activism, a space 

to celebrate disability culture, a space for self-discovery, and a space to shift the campus 

conversation on disability away from just accommodation to disability justice. 

Studies such as these, especially the ones examining disability as a social identity and a 

community, give valuable insight into the experiences of disabled students in higher education, 

and it is this type of approach that was taken to understand disability in this study. At the same 

time, this literature is basically all about students who came into college with their disabilities: 
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literature about students who acquire a disability during their time in higher education is almost 

nonexistent. Further research is needed to determine how these students may have different 

experiences in higher education from their longer-disabled peers. 

Acquired Physical Disability and Subjective Well-Being 

Shifting to psychology literature can give one an idea of how acquired disability is 

currently understood, even if it is not understood in the context of higher education. Some of this 

literature focused on how acquiring a physical disability can be an identity change that is 

difficult to navigate, causing a reduction in one’s subjective well-being, typically defined in 

psychology literature as either life satisfaction or happiness (Uppal, 2006). Emerson et al. (2014) 

quantitatively studied the effects of acquiring a disability on one’s life through four main factors: 

engagement in education and/or employment, social support, financial hardship, and subjective 

well-being. After analyzing participants in an Australian survey, the study found that participants 

generally had reduced engagement in education and/or employment and temporary loss of social 

support from disability onset, but not financial hardship. Additionally, 20% of respondents had a 

significant and sustained reduction in subjective well-being, this correlated with being male, an 

immigrant (or of an immigrant background), lack of parental support and/or education, and 

becoming disabled at a younger age. Kim (2020) quantitatively researched connections between 

religiosity and disability in South Korea in the context of subjective well-being and found that 

being religious increases one’s subjective well-being and being disabled decreases it, by about 

twice as much. Furthermore, the study found that religious people who acquire a disability 

experience less of a drop in subjective well-being than nonreligious people. Overall, acquiring a 

disability can reduce one’s subjective well-being, but social support systems such as family, 

friends, and religious community can help reduce this negative impact. 
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Acquired Physical Disability and Identity 

Understanding how acquiring a disability can affect one’s identity is important to then 

analyze how this has shaped one’s conception of social identity. One way to do this is through 

Frank’s (1995) three types of narratives, while another way is through Forber-Pratt and Zape’s 

(2017) model of disability identity development. This model is based around four statuses: 

acceptance of one’s disability, relationships with others with disabilities, adoption of values of 

disability culture, and engagement with the disability community. The acceptance status is just 

that - accepting that one has a disability, though it also extends to one’s family and friends 

accepting one’s disability as well. The relationship status is about one building relationships in 

the disability community, especially with others who have similar disabilities, to have someone 

who can understand from personal experience what one is going through. The adoption status is 

about one starting to embrace some of the values of disability culture, gain skills in navigating 

life with one’s disability, and advocate for oneself. Finally, the engagement status centers on 

becoming a role model and giving back to the disability community, becoming fully immersed in 

the culture. 

Day and Wadey (2016) and Smith (2013) both explored how one’s athletic identity could 

be affected by acquiring a disability. Day and Wadey (2016) found that one’s development as an 

athlete can be hindered by clinging to past definitions of sport and comparing oneself to able-

bodied athletes instead of recognizing one’s accomplishments. In the study, Chris accepted his 

disability, formed relationships with other disabled athletes, and adopted a new can-do attitude to 

his disability. In contrast, David did not accept his disability and felt othered and different when 

around others with disabilities. In Forber-Pratt and Zape’s (2017) model of disability identity 

development, Chris would have developed his identity as a disabled person more than David, and 
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according to Frank’s (1995) typology Chris would be following the quest narrative while David 

follows the restitution one. Meanwhile, another study found different conceptions of athletic 

identity following acquired spinal cord injury (SCI) in the different characters in the article’s 

ethnographic creative non-fiction. Jon, Paul, and Jamie roughly correspond to Frank’s (1995) 

restitution, quest, and chaos narratives, respectively. Paul accepted his disability and is starting to 

build relationships with others and adopt values of disability by playing basketball with others at 

the facility, while Jon is still in the process of accepting his disability and starting to build 

relationships, but his energy is still mostly focused on getting cured. The third character, Jamie, 

is not represented in Forber-Pratt and Zape’s (2017) model, as he believes his life is hopeless and 

no longer worth living after acquiring his disability (Smith, 2013). 

Similar to this study, other studies also investigated people’s identity after an acquired 

SCI, as well as self-esteem and identity after an acquired SCI or other disability. While hope was 

important for participants throughout their process of adapting to an SCI, the foci of the hope 

changed over time, from hope for a recovery, to hope for a cure, to hope for a satisfying quality 

of life (Dorsett, 2010). This echoes the difference between Jon and Paul’s development in Smith 

(2013) and the difference between Frank’s (1995) restitution and quest narratives, as shifting 

hope toward overall life goals rather than a return to one’s life pre-disability is an important part 

of accepting one’s disability. Another study found that self-esteem and identity integration are 

correlated for people with acquired disabilities, with people especially struggling between 4 

months and 2 years after acquiring their disability (Lejzerowicz & Tomczyk, 2018). Some 

statistically significant differences were found between SCIs and other disabilities, but the 

significant variables likely do not explain the variance. 
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Pohjola (2020) specifically investigated chaos narratives written by women who had 

acquired a disability at a young age. The identity development of the young women was put on 

hold and thrown off course by their disabilities, and even though all the narratives were written 

over a decade later, they still contain a sense of disorder and incoherence. Pohjola also 

challenged the idea that chaos is something to be bypassed, as these women are still living with a 

sense of chaos a decade or more later, and their narratives are usually overlooked and neglected 

by society.  

Building Off the Literature on Acquired Physical Disability 

After reviewing the literature on acquired physical disabilities, it is clear that while much 

has been learned about the experience of acquiring a disability, there is still much to learn. While 

the literature in higher education has begun to study disability through the lens of social identity, 

there is very little that acknowledges students who may acquire a disability during their time in 

college. In psychology literature on acquired disability, the literature rarely if ever explored how 

participants’ other identities intersect with their new identity as a person with a disability. Since 

some participants had previously existing marginalized identities, examining how the suddenly 

compounded marginalization they face affects them could be a good focus for future research. In 

addition, while some of the existing literature describes marginalization that the participants 

experience, it does not explore how this affects them. For example, Emma and Grace in 

Pohjola’s (2020) study both have their disability symptoms read by others as drunkenness or 

drug use and Paul in Smith’s (2013) article is looked down upon by people out in society, 

especially by a worker at a local gym, who assumes he can no longer lift weights. 

Additional gaps in the literature are more directly pertinent to this study, such as the fact 

that almost all of the acquired disability literature is from outside the U.S. and does not 
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exclusively look at students in a higher education environment. While all the articles except Kim 

(2020) are from Western countries with relatively more similar culture ideas around disability, it 

still would be good to replicate some of these studies in an U.S. American context to see what 

differences may exist. Similarly, while many of the articles focus on young adults at or near the 

age of traditionally-aged students, a higher education environment may provide a unique context 

for those undergoing such an identity transition. Further research with U.S. students, specifically 

examining identity and marginalization is necessary to more fully understand the impact of such 

identity changes on students who acquire a physical disability. I worked to address these gaps in 

my study by asking students with acquired physical disabilities to directly reflect on the ways 

their identity, relationships, and interactions with others have changed as a result of their identity 

change, allowing these aspects of their experiences to show up in the findings of the study. 

Three Narratives of Illness and Disability 

As I tried to take steps to address the gaps in previous research on disabled students, I 

decided to use Frank’s (1995) three narratives of illness and disability as a theory to examine 

how they made meaning of their identity change. These three narratives outline different ways 

that people come to understand and conceptualize their own illness or disability: restitution, 

quest, and chaos. The restitution narrative, rooted in medicine and the medical model, wishes for 

a full return to life as it was before illness or disability, places hope in others to achieve that, and 

is generally accepted and promoted in Western culture. The quest narrative accepts the illness or 

disability, places hope in oneself, follows the social model of disability in calls for social reform 

to make ill and disabled lives easier, and forms a counter narrative to dominant Western culture. 

Finally, the chaos narrative neither accepts nor seeks relief from illness or disability, has no 

hope, has a sense of fragmented identity, and is typically neglected in Western culture. 
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Frank’s narrative typology is frequently used in narrative research about disability, 

especially in the context of people accepting or not accepting acquired disabilities. For example, 

Day and Wadey (2016) referenced Frank’s statement that “the body sets in motion the need for 

new stories when its disease disrupts the old stories” in their study of athletic identity after 

disability acquisition (Frank, 1995, p. 2). Pohjola (2020) used Frank’s narratives as a framework 

to study three narratives written by disabled young women that fit the chaos narrative type. Many 

other studies used Frank’s ideas in similar ways, either drawing on the idea of the need for 

narratives in illness and disability identity or directly applying the typology to categorize, 

analyze, and interpret disability narratives. 

Not all scholars have agreed with Frank’s approach. Woods (2011) argued vigorously 

against some of Frank’s ideas, taking issue with his suggestion that expressing oneself through 

constructing a narrative of one’s own disability or illness is an inherently desirable and necessary 

process. Woods drew on the work of Strawson (2004) to argue that not all people view their own 

lives through the lens of a narrative, so Frank’s assertion does not apply to everyone. Woods 

additionally critiqued the lack of incorporation of genre and cultural specificity in Frank’s and 

similar work. By ignoring these two aspects, Woods argued that Frank’s typology of narratives is 

not universal and should not be indiscriminately assumed to apply to people experiencing illness 

or disability. 

While I took note of these critiques, I still chose to use Frank’s typology as a tool to 

understand the experiences of disabled students. Frank (2010) has argued in defense of his ideas, 

stating that he views stories as essential for human flourishing since people learn to locate 

themselves socially through stories, stories are how people can understand the experiences of 

others, and people get caught up in stories. While both arguments have merit, my study simply 
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used narrative as a tool for analyzing identity change but did not try to assert the necessity of 

narrative in illness or disability. Taking Woods critique of genre and cultural specificity into 

account, I acknowledge that there may be limitations in fully understanding disabled students’ 

experiences through the use of this narrative typology. I avoided the parts of Frank’s work where 

he asserts that narrative is fundamental to focus my analysis on using Frank’s typology to the 

narratives participants shared with me. 

Literature Review Conclusion 

 After reviewing the literature around identity in trans students and students who acquire 

physical disabilities, it is clear that though the different groups have different gaps in their 

respective bodies of literature, they also share some gaps as well. Much of the literature has 

relatively homogenous samples of participants, so having more diverse samples of intersecting 

identities among participants could help find results that are more generally applicable to the 

group in question, particularly students of color, working class students, and AMAB trans 

students. Additionally, most of the literature lacked an in-depth exploration of privilege and 

marginalization to analyze the new experiences participants were undergoing based on their 

identity changes, leaving this an untapped potential source of research. This study attempted to 

start filling many of these gaps by oversampling and asking questions to examine in-depth the 

impact of identity change on students, how they navigated it, and what they learned from it.  
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Chapter III: Methodology 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach of this study, including researcher 

positionality, research design, sampling, data collection, and limitations of the study. This study 

was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do trans students who transition in college and students who acquire a physical 

disability in college navigate changes in their identities? 

2. How do trans students who transition in college and students who acquire a physical 

disability in college make meaning of changes in their identities? 

With these research questions, I aimed to uncover the impact of students’ identity changes, 

understand what students are learning from these experiences, and discover if similarities exist in 

this process across different identity groups. While I also analyzed differences between the 

groups, I was particularly interested in similarities to see if I could find any potentially more 

universal experiences and meaning-making processes that students may have when undergoing 

identity changes. 

Positionality 

My interest in doing this research came from my own experiences in my transition to 

college and from the gender I was raised as to the one I am, two processes that occurred 

simultaneously for me. Being raised in a small, homogenous town in a White, middle-class 

family that has been in this country for generations, I did not experience marginalization for my 

race, social class, or citizenship status and rarely, if ever, was forced to think about the privileges 

I held for those identities. Though I was socialized believing I was a straight cisgender boy and 

benefited from the privileges associated with being perceived as such, I also was marginalized 

for the ways in which I did not fit in those boxes. For example, while I was delighted to take a 
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knitting class in elementary school and was surprised that I was the ‘only boy’ in it, my friends 

looked down on me for it. I quickly learned to ‘police’ when I shared interests, such as knitting, 

that did not fit others’ gendered ideas of me. My peers made fun of me for these interests and 

adults said that I should play sports instead. While I did not stop engaging in my hobbies, these 

comments still hurt, even though I did not recognize them as marginalization at the time, so I 

became much more selective about who I would tell about certain parts of my life. 

How others perceived me began to change as I transitioned my gender. I began to 

experience more marginalization which created dissonance for me. This unfamiliar dissonance 

led to a period of transformative learning as I analyzed the privileges I had been living with in 

almost all facets of my life. This learning, along with being in a more diverse environment in 

college, led me to be more interested in social identity and social justice. I started building more 

relationships with people from different backgrounds, learning about their issues, and advocating 

for them. This was my experience and my reaction to my own identity change, so I am likely 

biased to reading others’ changes in this way, but I tried to be aware of this bias throughout the 

research process. I reflected on this in my journaling and as I employed other trustworthiness 

methods to make sure this bias did not affect the findings of this study.  

To illustrate how the experience of identity change can be disorienting and cause 

dissonance through new marginalization, I would like to share the first time I was ever catcalled. 

I was walking home on a summer night when a roughly 50-year-old man materialized on the 

sidewalk in front of me, eyed me up and down, and said “How you doin girl?” In my confusion 

and unfamiliarity with what was going on, I did the first thing that came to my mind, saying 

“Good, how are you?” At this point, the man was taken aback, I assume by both my unexpected 

response as well as a new assumption about my gender given my voice. He then tried to 
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apologize, explaining that he had only said that because he thought I was a woman. While this 

encounter was certainly awkward, it also spurred questioning for me. Why did I, and should I, 

feel safe walking alone at night? Why had I been so caught off-guard by being catcalled? What 

did the different ways I was treated throughout that situation mean? How might things have gone 

differently if the man had found out I was trans? 

These types of questions from this and many other interactions led to my own learning 

process about privilege, power, and oppression, which now leads me to ask further questions. 

Though I am specifically studying trans students and physically disabled students, I am 

interested overall in similarities between experiences of identity change across identity 

categories. I would like to learn about how these experiences affect students and what they gain 

from undergoing a major life change in this way. 

In approaching this research, I brought several assumptions to the work. First, I assumed 

that students found their identity changes through gender transition and/or disability acquisition 

to be highly salient changes in their lives. Second, I am assuming that this experience caused 

some dissonance and disruption in their lives. Third, the language of social identity and identity 

changes that I am using in this study may not be understood by the participants in the same way 

that I am using it, especially across boundaries of socioeconomic class or national origin. Finally, 

I am assumed that the experience of identity change would spur students to some new thinking 

about their other identities and their lives more broadly. This may not be the case for students 

who grew up with multiple marginalized identities, or it may have happened but in a different 

way than how I experienced new thinking about my own identity. While the assumptions I made 

based on my own experiences informed, at least to some extent, the way I framed my research 

questions and the interview protocol, I also took care to allow for other possibilities. I did this by 
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including provisions in my interview questions that acknowledged other potential experiences 

such as, ‘How has this experience affected you, if at all’. I also made full use of my protocol 

being semi-structured to explore experiences that I had not written questions for when they came 

up. 

In conducting this research, I had differing and sometimes complex positional 

relationships with each of my groups of participants, something that required me to be thoughtful 

in how I engaged them. For example, I was an insider for some of the trans students because I 

am nonbinary, AMAB8, people read my gender differently at different times, and I have done 

some of both social and medical transition. I was also an outsider for some of the trans students 

for all those same reasons. I feel that my insider status made some students more comfortable in 

sharing their experiences, and I noticed that several of the students used in-group language and 

concepts extensively without feeling the need to define or explain their references to me. I also 

hope that my identities allowed trans students for whom I am more of an outsider to be 

comfortable sharing as well, though our potentially very different experiences combined with the 

power dynamic of me being the researcher could have hindered that. 

I was similarly both an insider and an outsider to students who have acquired physical 

disabilities. I acquired some chronic breathing problems during my undergraduate education that 

have severely impacted my ability to engage in physical activity. Any activity more strenuous 

than walking quickly leaves me gasping for breath, light-headed, my nose completely sealed 

shut, and my ears popping. This has made me unable to do things I used to enjoy doing, such as 

biking to work, lifting weights at the gym, or playing intramural soccer. While this experience, 

 

 

8 AMAB is an acronym for ‘assigned male at birth’. It is used to refer to a subset of trans people without implying 

they are or ever were ‘really male’. 



 

51 

 

including having to restructure elements of my life to fit my new ability, made me an insider in 

some ways to participants who have acquired physical disabilities, I was also an outsider to some 

due to their disabilities having different and potentially greater impacts on their lives than mine. 

Also notable is that for most of the time I have had this disability, I was not viewing it through a 

disability lens. This therefore has limited both my conceptualization of disability, as I previously 

subscribed to Frank’s (1995) restitution narrative, as well as limited my contact with others with 

disabilities and disability culture, as I was still working on the first of Forber-Pratt and Zape’s 

(2017) statuses, accepting my disability. 

Despite the perspective I held on disability coming into this research, my relationship 

with disability has changed greatly during the course of writing this thesis. During the process of 

proposing this thesis I received an ADHD diagnosis, and then during the course of the interviews 

I found out that I am also autistic.9 Finally, while I was analyzing the data and writing the 

findings, I discovered that my breathing issues are likely being exacerbated by some type of 

dysautonomia, potentially postural orthostatic tachycardia syndrome (POTS),10 for which I am 

now currently seeking a diagnosis. These diagnoses have put me into a process of self-

rediscovery during the course of working on this thesis that is somewhat similar to the identity 

change process that my study participants have navigated. As such, I was intentional about 

journaling to process the interviews and tried to be very conscious of assumptions I had and be 

intentional about the questions I asked. At the same time, I took care to make sure that my own 

 

 

9 Autism is a developmental disability. Autistic people experience the world differently in some ways from 

neurotypical people, including differences in thought, sensory processing, movement, and communication (ASAN, 

n.d.-a). 
10 POTS is an acronym for postural orthostatic tachycardia syndrome, a blood circulation disorder that can cause 

fatigue, heart palpitations, and lightheadedness and fainting when sitting or standing. Symptoms generally worsen 

with heat and exercise and are treated with medication as well as dietary and lifestyle changes (Johns Hopkins 

Medicine, n.d.-d). 
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changing perspective in relation to disability did not skew the way I interpreted data about 

experiences of disabled participants. In analyzing the data, for example, I repeatedly returned to 

the interview transcripts and recordings to search for the feelings participants shared about their 

experiences, as I did not want my own feelings in similar situations I was currently navigating to 

cause me to assume the participants felt similarly. 

My experiences of transness and disability are also largely shaped by my other identities, 

especially being White, middle-class, and non-religious, so trans and disabled people who have 

different identities than mine may have had vastly different experiences to mine. While I was an 

insider for some of the participants in some ways, I also needed to be aware that I was an 

outsider in some ways to participants that had different experiences with transness or disability 

from me or that had other salient intersecting identities. My position as a university employee 

may also affect what participants wish to disclose to me. I was ready and willing to discuss my 

identities and my institutional position with participants, but they still may have affected what 

participants wanted to share. I was aware of and planned ahead for dealing with such 

circumstances. I also used journaling to keep track of assumptions I was making so that I could 

make an effort to not let them unduly influence the interviews. 

Epistemology 

This study utilized a critical constructivist epistemology, necessary for understanding 

how participants have experienced their identity changes and how power, privilege, and 

oppression have affected them through this process. Constructivism is based on the idea that 

multiple truths can exist and that realities are constructed through interaction between researcher 

and participants. People “develop subjective meanings of their experiences… these meanings are 

varied and multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity of views” (Creswell & 
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Poth, 2018, p. 60). Since I studied people's subjective meanings of their experiences of identity 

change, constructivism was crucial to best interpret what was shared with me. I acknowledged 

my constructivist paradigm in reflecting my interpretations of participants’ stories back to them 

to make sure I was correctly understanding them and additionally by asking probing questions to 

learn more about the reality that the participants had experienced. Critical constructivism builds 

upon this framework by also acknowledging that individuals’ experiences and understandings of 

their lives are inseparably shaped by social identity, power, and history. Critical constructivism is 

also relevant because I want to make this research useful and helpful to students, as part of my 

critical mindset is that my research needs to work toward justice for its own participants. Since 

this study sought to understand how identity changes have affected students’ understandings of 

themselves, a critical constructivist framework was fundamental to conducting this study. 

Methodological Design 

Narrative inquiry is a qualitative research method that centers on understanding stories 

lived and told (Creswell & Poth, 2018). It is rooted across many social and humanities fields and 

works to collect stories from participants’ lives, as well as some of the contextual stories that 

surround them, in order to learn something about the participants’ lives and experiences 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). It is often used in student development research due to the close 

relationship between stories and identity, with some researchers defining a narrative as a form of 

meaning-making in itself (Jones et al., 2013). I used the narratives that participants shared to 

show how they made meaning of their experiences while undergoing identity change. I did this 

for each participant by collecting the bits of narrative that they shared with me, narrowing the 

narratives down to their key elements, and arranging them in a chronological order, a process 

commonly used in narrative inquiry called restorying (Creswell & Poth, 2018). After restorying, 
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I was left with a single, shorter narrative for each participant that I presented whole instead of 

breaking them into pieces (Kersey, 2018). I also had each participant plot their own journey 

using the MMDI, and I presented these drawings whole alongside the narratives to have a 

complete snapshot of each participant. 

This study used narrative inquiry to answer the research questions while avoiding some 

of the limitations of other research methods. First, as I noted in my literature review, much of the 

existing research tries to aggregate disparate experiences and identities together to present a 

monolithic picture of what a trans student or a disabled student is and what their needs are. As 

Catalano (2017) noted when discussing why he chose to not use grounded theory for research 

with trans men, using grounded theory felt like it was “trying to force a coherence of experience 

that was so distant from their experiences as to make them unrecognizable” (p. 240). Since I 

approached this research with a critical epistemology, and trust from and social justice for the 

participants were therefore important to me, I wanted to make sure I accurately relayed their 

experiences. I believed narrative inquiry would allow me to stick closer to the words of the 

participants, thus ensuring that their stories were communicated in a nuanced and compassionate 

way. My critical approach, mindful of the fact that trans people and disabled people have often 

been exploited by researchers throughout history, also made me want to make sure my research 

will be useful and help the participants in some way.  

I also drew on the history of narrative inquiry with trans students and disabled people in 

selecting it for my research. Two of the articles from my literature review stood out for using 

narrative inquiry and explaining its advantages with trans students. For example, Denton and 

Cain (2020) chose narrative inquiry to best allow the experiences of their participants to stay in 

their own words. Similarly, Kersey (2018) chose narrative inquiry to center the voices of trans 
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participants and humanize their experiences for a mostly non-trans audience. Using narrative 

inquiry, I hoped that trans students would be able to “present counter narratives to dominant 

marginalizing and stigmatizing narratives,” as well as explore the complexity of their 

experiences without feeling like they have to be simplified for ‘coherence’ (Denton & Cain, 

2020, p. 65). Narrative inquiry was also noted in my literature review to be a good research 

method for disabled people, as exemplified by Frank’s (1995) typology of narratives that people 

view disability through. Pohjola (2020) analyzed pre-written narratives when researching 

disability as a challenge for identity, noting that narratives help people make sense of disability, 

express their feelings, and (re)construct a sense of identity related to their disability. I hoped my 

selection of narrative inquiry would empower participants to feel comfortable exploring their 

own stories and help me represent them in an equitable way. 

I was also aware of some challenges that narrative inquiry poses for my research, as it 

would be hard to get a clear understanding of a participant’s life in a short interview. 

Additionally, I needed to be very careful about how I handled and restoried the narratives the 

participants shared - given my own life experiences and my somewhat-insider status, I could 

have been inclined to read and present a participant’s narrative as similar to mine when they did 

not view it to be that way (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Despite my insider status and the thought I 

gave my methodology, this did not make me immune to biases and mistakes. I had to still be 

careful with the trust of the participants in relaying their stories in an accurate and compassionate 

manner. 

Sampling 

 To ensure the participants had the experiences I hoped to study, I recruited the sample 

using purposive sampling, where participants are selected if they meet pre-set criteria (Creswell, 
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2014). In selecting my sample, I sought to identify a diverse array of student experiences that 

were taking place in relatively similar social and academic environments. My sample was 

constrained as all participants had to be at least 18 years old and be currently enrolled in an 

undergraduate degree-seeking program taking classes in person at a university that is part of the 

Big Ten Academic Alliance. I decided to focus this study on undergraduate students to build off 

the already-existing literature of student development theory, which recognizes a student’s time 

in their undergraduate education as often being formative and full of growth (Patton et al., 2016). 

In order to select students who are attending a set of universities that are similar in some ways, I 

picked the Big Ten Academic Alliance (Appendix C). The Big Ten is a consortium of 14 large 

research institutions across the Midwest and Mid-Atlantic regions of the United States. Although 

different Big Ten institutions may have somewhat different contexts due to local culture, state 

laws, and institutional policies, they do share some traits in common. The average Big Ten 

institution has an undergraduate enrollment of approximately 32,000 students, all the Big Ten 

institutions were founded at least 150 years ago, and all are public except Northwestern 

University, which is private. I chose the Big Ten for my set of universities due to their large 

number of students and my relative familiarity with their campus cultures due to being a 

graduate of one and current student at another. 

In addition to location, I also limited the sample to students who are taking classes in 

person as, due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, many students have had less social 

interaction with their peers and strangers. Since much student development takes place outside of 

the classroom, if students are not having the same level of interaction with their peers, they may 

not be growing in the same ways as those who are (Patton et al., 2016). In addition, if students 

are having less social interaction with their peers, the social implications of their identity change 
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may not impact them as much. As expanded upon below, participants’ relevant identity change 

had to have taken place at least partly during a time in which they were taking classes in person 

at their university. 

My criteria for trans student participants were that they must self-identify as transgender, 

nonbinary, and/or gender non-conforming. They had to also self-identify that they were 

transitioning in some way, be that social, medical, or both, and identify that at least part of this 

transition had taken place during their time in higher education and during a time in which they 

were attending classes in person. While not all trans people transition, I wanted to focus on 

students who had transitioned in some way that is perceptible to others, even if not in all spaces 

or at all times. This is to make it more likely that the trans students I will be interviewing will 

have experienced others perceiving them and their gender differently in some way. In defining 

this, however, I also needed to be explicit about how I broadly defined social transition11 since 

society creates a dominant narrative of biomedical and legal transition being necessary for one’s 

trans identity to be valid (Johnson, 2019). When I said social transition, that could look as 

‘small’ as getting a haircut or wearing a different style of pants. With these definitions, I hoped 

to get a sample of participants that all have had some experiences relevant to my research 

questions while not eliminating the vast diversity of the trans community. These criteria were 

communicated both through recruitment emails and through the participant interest survey, and I 

was also be available to answer any questions that potential participants had about the criteria. 

 

 

11 Social transition consists of the aspects of a trans person's process to make their gender presentation and/or body 

match their gender identity that involve their relationships with others and how they present in society. For example, 

social transition could include coming out, changing one's name and/or pronouns, wearing different clothing, getting 

a different haircut, and/or behaving differently (GLAAD, n.d.). 
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My criteria for physically disabled student participants were that they must self-identify 

as having a physical disability and self-identify that they acquired or first started experiencing 

their disability during their time in higher education and during a time in which they were 

attending classes in person. Similarly to conveying a broad definition of transition, I was also 

intentional about communicating a broad definition of physical disability, making sure that the 

participants knew that they did not need to have a disability that was visible to others, be 

‘officially diagnosed’, meet the definitions of the Americans with Disabilities Act, or be 

receiving accommodations for their disability from the university to participate in my study. 

While these broad criteria were designed to include students with a broad range of experiences 

with disability, there still could have been challenges in recruiting students who do not see 

themselves represented in standard disability narratives or served by university disability 

services. These students may not have thought they qualified for a study about disability even if 

they did, so I attempted to work to be clear about the breadth of the criteria in recruitment 

material, and I was also available to answer any questions that potential participants have about 

the criteria. 

Narrative inquiry often relies on smaller sample sizes than other research methods, as it 

aims to capture stories from its participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Researchers collect stories 

until they reach saturation, which is when new data no longer reveal new insights (Creswell, 

2014). These stories are presented together to highlight both differences and similarities among 

them, finding larger themes at a point of saturation (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). For this study, 

I proposed recruiting four to five trans students and four to five physically disabled students in 

order to find both their individual nuances as well as similarities among and between the two 

groups. 
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I recruited participants by reaching out to student organizations and university offices that 

serve trans students and physically disabled students at universities in the Big Ten. To try to also 

reach students who may not be engaged with these organizations, I tried to advertise the study 

through broader university spaces, such as writing centers. Finally, I conducted an additional 

push of outreach by advertising to queer and disability-themed student organizations at the 

universities, especially organizations that may have had trans and/or disabled students of color. 

By advertising through a number of different spaces, I hoped to reach a more diverse sample of 

students, including students may not interact with campus offices and services. 

I shared recruitment emails (Appendix D) with these organizations to spread the word 

about my study and see what interest existed. I also offered meeting with organizational 

representatives and any potentially interested students to share a bit about who I am, my goals 

conducting this research, and also to answer any questions they may have had for me. 

Students who reached out expressing interest in participating in the study received a 

follow-up email with a link to a Google Form (Appendix E) where they confirmed that they met 

the criteria for the study. I reviewed the responses and selected eligible candidates for the study, 

trying to intentionally select participants with both a diverse array of experiences around gender 

and disability as well as around other identities that might intersect with these experiences, such 

as race or socioeconomic status. After I made my selections, I invited participants to confirm that 

they would like to participate given the full details of what is involved, including time 

commitment, confidentiality, and informed consent of the study. I answered any questions the 

participants had about the study at this time, as well as earlier or later if questions came up. 

Finally, I made it clear that participants had the right to withdraw from the study at any time, 

then read through the Institutional Review Board (IRB) consent form with them, asking them to 
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sign it if they felt comfortable proceeding with the study. Individuals that participated in the 

study were compensated with a $20.00 Visa gift card for their time. 

Seven students ended up participating in the study, representing five schools across the 

Big Ten. Six students were interviewed for the trans part of the study, while two were 

interviewed for the acquired physical disability part of the study. The demographic data collected 

from the participants is presented in the three tables (Appendix F) in the participants’ own words, 

with slight editing for length and a few notes for clarity.  

The sample was comprised of all White and Asian students, with one student, Ángel, 

identifying as mixed-race White and Latinx. The majority of the trans participants were 

nonbinary, with the exceptions of KP and Liv. Liv was also the sole transfeminine12 participant 

in the study, as the remainder of the trans participants were transmasculine13. A variety of 

sexualities were represented in the sample, but one noteworthy point was that a majority of the 

participants identified as aspec in some way, meaning they fell somewhere on the asexual and/or 

aromantic spectra. 

Though only two participants were eligible to be interviewed about experiences of 

acquired physical disability, a majority of the sample overall did identify as disabled in some 

way. In particular, deafness, autoimmune disease, autism, and ADHD were all shared by more 

than one participant. Half of the trans participants in the study were also autistic, which 

illustrates recent research that has found a correlation between transness and autism (Van Der 

Miesen et al., 2016; Warrier et al., 2020). In total, four of the seven participants identified as 

both trans and disabled in some way, so experiences related to disability, as well as the medical 

 

 

12 Transfeminine is a term used to describe trans people that are transitioning in a more feminine direction. 
13 Transmasculine is a term used to describe trans people that are transitioning in a more masculine direction. 



 

61 

 

and social models of disability, appeared in the narratives of many participants, not just those 

interviewed for the acquired physical disability part of the study. 

While a majority of the participants were upper-middle class, two participants, Ángel and 

Capulet, found their lower social class to be quite salient to their journeys. The sample was 

roughly split between participants who grew up agnostic or atheist and those raised Catholic, 

though the majority of those raised Catholic had since left Catholicism. Finally, while all the 

participants identified as US-born citizens, about half of the participants described immigration 

to the US in their recent family history (parents and grandparents) and found those experiences 

salient as well. 

Data Collection 

In order to collect my data, I conducted interviews with participants using semi-

structured interview protocols (Appendix G), one for each group of students that I researched. 

The two protocols were basically identical, with just slight wording changes to reflect the 

different identities of the two groups. This allowed me to both get the same general information 

about each participant while also allowing the flexibility to explore whatever may be salient to 

the participants (Creswell, 2014). 

In addition to the main interview protocol, I also included an activity involving the 

MMDI in each interview. I used a Google Jamboard to provide the participant with a blank 

version of the MMDI diagram, provide a simple explanation of how it works, and then had them 

fill it out to represent their self-conceptualization and how it may have changed throughout the 

process of their identity change. In doing this activity, I allow participants to represent 

themselves using the model, then asked questions about the choices they made. These questions 

were unstructured as I was not able to predict how participants would plot themselves in the 
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model. The questions tended to be along the lines of ‘why did you put that aspect of yourself 

there?’ and ‘I see you wrote _____, could you elaborate more about that?’. 

I conducted one roughly 60-minute interview with each participant, using Zoom for all of 

them due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the distance of participants at other universities. I 

video recorded the interviews upon receiving participant consent. By video recording, I was able 

to better capture non-verbal communication and the tone in which the narratives were shared, 

which I then utilized to help me contextualize and interpret the findings. I transcribed the 

recordings, kept them in UMD Box so they are secure, and then deleted them to maintain 

participant confidentiality once I was allowed to by IRB. I took additional measures to protect 

confidentiality by asking participants to choose a pseudonym and removing identifiers such as 

institutional affiliation. 

Data Analysis 

After each interview, I journaled in order to reflect on my own thoughts and feelings 

about the interview process. This process is important in qualitative research to be aware of my 

own biases that influenced the way I navigated the interviews, analyzed the data, and presented it 

at the conclusion of the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I was especially attuned to my own 

reactions to participant stories in my own journaling, as my own thoughts and feelings upon 

initially hearing their stories highlighted my own biases for me. For example, when I heard 

stories that sounded similar to something I have experienced, I caught myself thinking that the 

participant likely made a similar meaning of that experience as I did, regardless of whether that 

was true or not. By journaling about my feelings at the moment, this process helped me catch 

assumptions that I made or incorrect interpretations that I unwittingly tried to place onto the data. 
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After the interview was complete for each participant, I shifted focus to make sure I 

handled the data they had given me in an appropriate manner. I kept my data organized by using 

a password to encrypt the video recordings of each interview, moving the encrypted files to 

UMD Box, and removing the file from the cloud storage in Zoom. When transcribing the video 

recordings, I used the automatic Zoom transcription as an initial starting point before rewatching 

the video to fill in gaps and fix mistakes. If I came upon speech that I was unable to figure out 

from rewatching the video, I consulted with my thesis chair to figure out what was being said. 

After assembling interview transcripts, I began the process of restorying the interviews to 

create condensed narratives for each participant. Throughout this process I needed to be 

thoughtful about which parts of the interview I eliminated and which parts I highlighted. I 

referred back to the interviews and used the participants’ tone and body language as a clue to 

which parts were the most important to them. In addition, I also referred back to my own biases 

as I recorded in my journaling to be aware of them as I tried to identify which parts of the story 

felt central to me. By employing these two techniques, I hoped to create a relatively accurate 

restoried narrative which I then checked through member checking. I used member checking to 

make sure that participants felt I had accurately relayed their stories, presenting a complete 

picture while not highlighting parts that were unimportant to them. After member checking, I had 

to do further rewriting of the narratives to shorten them by paraphrasing quotes and make them 

flow better. Throughout this process, I continued to be mindful to preserve the core of what 

participants felt was important in their stories. 

Part of the reason I chose narrative inquiry was to make sure I could stay close to the 

participant’s words and not force them to fit into a coherent narrative. This is why I chose to 

present the participant’s restoried narratives in the next chapter alongside their own drawings of 
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their journeys with the MMDI. I wish the reader to be able to simply view the data as the 

participant experienced it, highlighting that one’s life is not segregated into separate pools of 

experience but instead lived at once, often without an intelligible plot. I then proceeded to use 

coding with these restoried narratives and MMDI plots to find themes. 

As I continued analyzing my data, I used both some elements of inductive and deductive 

coding to help derive themes and patterns from the data (Creswell, 2014). Inductive coding relies 

on having the codes appear out of close reading of the data, and as such I used line-by-line 

coding, wherein I generated codes for each line of the transcript before grouping them to create 

categories and themes over the course of the whole interview (Creswell, 2014). Deductive 

coding, on the other hand, is about applying existing codes from previous literature and the 

theoretical frameworks used in order to see how the new research maps onto existing research 

(Creswell, 2014). I therefore created a list of a priori codes (Appendix H) before conducting my 

interviews that I then looked for in my data after the interviews were complete. I worked to 

represent my findings through quotes from the participants in order to not place too much of my 

own reading of their experiences on the experiences themselves. By utilizing both inductive and 

deductive coding methods, I was able to better capture the participants’ words in their own 

interpretations of them while simultaneously connecting this study to previous research. 

Trustworthiness 

 Due to the smaller sample sizes and lack of focus on generalizability in qualitative 

research, trustworthiness usually comes in the form of making sure that researcher interpretations 

of what the participants share are accurate to their realities. As such, sharing one’s positionality 

as a researcher is important to acknowledge biases that may appear in interpretation. Additional 

small interventions to increase trustworthiness include openly acknowledging the power 



 

65 

 

imbalance between researcher and participant and the researcher not sharing their own 

experiences and ideas during the interview to avoid influencing participant answers. I also 

engaged in member checking to increase trustworthiness as described below. 

I used member checking to validate my interpretation of the data. Member checking is a 

process similar to peer debriefing, but with the study participants themselves, and is essential for 

engaging in constructivist research. I provide each participant with my initial restoried version of 

their narrative, their MMDI plot, and some initial subthemes I saw aligning with their narrative, 

then asked for their feedback. By checking with the participants that my restoried versions of 

their narratives aligned with their understandings of themselves, I made sure that the reality I 

represented in the findings matched with the one they built with me during our interview. If a 

participant expressed that something does not resonate with them in their restoried narrative, I 

updated it so that their narrative more closely matched what they were trying to convey. 

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter explained the methods of this study. I first explained my positionality to 

illuminate my interest in the topic of the study, the biases I had in conducting it, and the 

insider/outsider dynamics I navigated throughout the process. I explained the necessity of using a 

critical constructivist epistemology, why I chose narrative inquiry as the methodology for the 

study, and how I conducted interviews to collect my data. I also described my intentionality in 

analyzing the data through journaling, peer debriefing, and member checking. In exploring all 

these topics, I hope to make my rationale clearer and my findings more trustworthy. 
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Chapter IV: Participant Narratives 

This chapter presents the restoried narratives of all seven participants in alphabetical 

order. Details of each participant’s Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity (MMDI) activity is 

incorporated into their narrative as well. Each narrative begins with a paragraph to remind the 

reader of participants’ demographic information, which is described in the participants’ own 

words. The narrative then relays the participant’s story in a chronological order, including their 

reflections upon previous events. While the stories are focused on identity change, I do not 

directly discuss trans participants’ assigned genders at birth to respect their identities. I intend to 

shine a light on the complex and often intersecting issues and identities that the participants 

managed during these times in their lives, therefore the narratives are extensive. As these 

students navigated major identity change(s), they were simultaneously pursuing their college 

degrees and dealing with other stressors of life. I hope these narratives can be a reminder that 

higher education professionals must remain aware of the holistic experiences of students’ lives in 

order to best serve them. 

Ángel (they/any) 

 Ángel is a mixed-race Latinx and White transmasc14 nonbinary student at Pumpkin 

University. Ángel was interviewed for the transgender part of the study and additionally 

identifies as queer/bi/pan/ace, Deaf15/Hard of Hearing, working class, an ex-Catholic 

Episcopalian Christian, and a US-born citizen. 

 

 

14 Transmasc is a shortened version of transmasculine. 
15 In the Deaf community, a lowercase 'd' is typically used for deaf when referring to the audiological status of not 

being able to hear. In contrast, uppercase 'D' is used when referring to Deaf cultures and communities (Diversity 

Style Guide, n.d.). I use the same format in this study. 
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Ángel began their narrative when they began to question their gender at the age of 16. As 

someone who “was raised very Catholic,” however, they knew that Catholicism’s view of gender 

was binary - gender complementarianism.16 As a gender non-conforming person who was 

already falling outside of that construct, they felt that "transitioning wouldn't even be a 

possibility without risking losing my entire social circle.” Instead, for the next several years 

Ángel identified privately as a gender non-conforming cis woman and then, as they said, "I guess 

really once quarantine hit, quarantining alone really makes you start to introspect on things and 

reevaluate your life." 

Ángel found COVID to be very relevant to their journey, as they noted it in the context 

section of their MMDI activity (Appendix I). When COVID-19 hit, Ángel was about 20 years 

old. At that time, their local Catholic Church started a conversion therapy program. Ángel 

advocated against it, spending a year "talking to priests and parishioners and just anyone I could 

at the church trying to explain why this was not good," and found themself disheartened by the 

fact that people did not understand and were not willing to engage with their perspective. The 

decision to leave the Catholic Church and join the Episcopal Church, which resulted in being 

excommunicated latae sententiae17 from Catholicism, was a decision that Ángel described as, 

"...rough, it was a big scary decision, probably the biggest decision I've made in my life, and I 

am happy to be on the other side of it." Religion stayed a salient identity to Ángel on their 

MMDI activity, but they noted becoming ex-Catholic as a major part of their context. 

 

 

16 Gender complementarianism is a philosophy about gender present in Catholic doctrine. It teaches that gender is 

binary, that women and men are inherently biologically and psychologically different from one another, and that 

women and men are equal but should have separate, complementary roles in society based on their differences (Pope 

John Paul II, 1988). 
17 Excommunication latae sententiae, meaning “of a sentence passed,” is a type of excommunication from 

Catholicism that occurs automatically (not requiring a member of the clergy to officially expel the person from the 

church) when a person violates certain parts of Catholic canon law (Vatican, n.d.). 
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Ángel was sadly correct in his assumption that leaving the Catholic Church would result 

in the loss of his Catholic-centered social circle. Leaving also resulted in Ángel feeling freer to 

explore transition and find support in other arenas. Ángel began to come out and started 

transitioning socially during the summer before his senior year of college. A first small step, 

creating a TikTok account with his chosen name, provided positive reinforcement as he realized 

how meaningful it felt to be perceived in this new way. Further validation was found within his 

new church. When Ángel came out to the middle-aged Episcopal priest, he was more accepting 

than Ángel had been expecting. “I told him that my pronouns are they/any and he's the one 

person who consistently uses he/him pronouns for me,” Ángel shared, “Most people default to 

they, but I think he really is going out of his way to be supporting that.” 

Based on their family members' strongly-held Catholic faith, Ángel expected that coming 

out to them would not go well, but that was not the case. As Ángel explained, "Look, they’re 

family, and they mess up sometimes, but they are really trying, and they respect it, and that's 

more than I would have ever imagined.” Friend-wise, Ángel found that their non-Catholic 

friends were, and continue to be, their biggest supporters. 

Overall, Ángel found the process of coming out and socially transitioning to be easier 

than they had expected. At the beginning of the school year, Ángel had decided, "... it's just one 

year, you can get through it with your deadname18 and having people see you as a woman." But 

they quickly found that "the only person holding me back was myself in a lot of ways, and my 

 

 

18 Deadname is a term used by some trans people to refer to a name assigned to them at birth that they no longer use. 

It can also be used as a verb, as in “that person deadnamed me.” Deadnaming a trans person can be quite harmful 

and can worsen gender dysphoria (Beemyn, 2019). 
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expectations of what would happen." By mid-year, Ángel changed their name with the university 

to their chosen name. They started testosterone19 that winter. 

Despite all the support that Ángel received, there remained challenges in navigating 

transition. One that stood out was in getting others to respect her name change. A class in her 

religious studies major, for example, was taught by a professor who Ángel had taken classes with 

before her name change. Several of her fellow classmates were former friends from her Catholic 

church who remained unsupportive. Ángel said, “I just went by my birth name for that class 

‘cause I felt like there would be too much resistance if I had tried to speak up and been like ‘Oh 

actually this name’.” 

In contrast, Ángel’s American Sign Language (ASL) class was an easier space in which 

to self-advocate. Ángel explained that a hallmark of Deaf culture is bluntness, so it was 

comfortable for a professor to matter-of-factly note that Ángel had been in previous class under a 

different name, and for Ángel to give the straightforward reply, “Yeah, but now my name is 

this.” Ángel shared that Deaf culture overall, not just this particular class, is an easier space for 

them to be trans in due to its predilection to be more direct about potentially uncomfortable 

topics, and the lack of gendered pronouns in ASL. 

In addition to navigating these situations about their name, Ángel has had to manage 

others’ perceptions of their gender and how those have shifted over time. They shared that over 

Zoom, they are now often perceived as male due to their voice and the fact that less of them is 

visible, while in person they are still usually perceived as female. This is complex for Ángel to 

 

 

19 Testosterone, also often shortened to “T”, is a hormone which some trans and/or nonbinary people may take as 

part of medical transition. 
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manage, as they described, “...it's almost two different worlds, the virtual world and the real 

world.” 

Ángel shared that he often looks for clues from other people as to how he is being 

perceived. Once Ángel gets a clue, he just goes along with it to avoid the situation entirely, as he 

shared thinking, “Okay, so in this scenario I’m a woman to you, so let's go with that.” While 

going along with whatever gender he is perceived as may work, Ángel admitted that sometimes 

he finds it difficult and does not know how to respond. In particular, he described an 

uncomfortable experience when being asked about intersectionality in a job interview. Ángel 

shared some thoughts, and then was about to talk further about being perceived as a woman but 

was not sure if the interviewers knew he was trans and did not want to out himself, so instead he 

moved to a different topic. 

Others’ perceptions of Ángel’s gender also resulted in a degradation in their academic 

learning experience during transition. After starting to take testosterone, each time Ángel spoke 

up in class they had a different voice, which apparently did not match their perceived gender and 

resulted in shocked reactions on the faces of other students. Ángel was frustrated because, “I’m 

looking for them to react to what I’m saying, not the voice that’s saying it… this is a class - I’m 

trying to learn here - I’m not getting any feedback.”  

While many identities were salient to Ángel both before and after their identity change, 

as noted on their MMDI activity, the intersection of gender and race is of significant concern as 

they continue to transition. Being perceived as female while possessing a voice that is 

increasingly perceived as masculine has been challenging, but Ángel said it is being seen as a 

Latino man that “is definitely one of my bigger worries about transitioning.” They related that 

their older brother’s Latino features “definitely affected the way that he moves through the world 
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growing up and the way that institutions and especially police officers would interact with him” 

Ángel’s fear is that if they start to be perceived as a Latino man more often, that they will be 

perceived with stereotypes such as being dangerous. This concern was mirrored in Ángel’s 

MMDI activity as their race became more salient to them. 

Another intersection that felt salient to Ángel was gender and disability, as she discussed 

how people perceived as women are not trusted to be knowledgeable about their own bodies, 

something she also noted in her MMDI activity. Ángel noticed that despite missing an ear since 

birth, people believe that she is deaf more often now that she appears more masculine. With the 

context of her transition and recently having to formally verify her deafness to receive 

accommodations, Ángel reflected that she is not sure if this increased belief is “due to being 

backed up by an audiologist saying ‘Yep, that person’s deaf,’ or if it's because of the perception 

of my gender, or a combination of both.” 

  Ángel expressed that transition has changed their perspective on healthcare. Growing up 

in a working-class family that did not always have health insurance, Ángel developed the 

mindset that medical care was not something they had access to or could rely on. They shared 

that, “one of the bigger things that changed for me when I transitioned was being able to access 

medical care and it not costing thousands of dollars… that was something that I didn't realize 

that I would have access to.” Ángel similarly realized they would not always be confined to 

living in their conservative state, and in their MMDI’s context, they noted, “Just knowing that I 

have that autonomy to move… is really freeing in a way.”  

Ángel also reflected on how their transition had made them appreciative of their US 

citizenship, something that not all their family members have, as they engage in the process of 

legally changing their name and gender markers. They concluded that “it's also opened my eyes 



 

72 

 

to ways in which I am allowed to be seen in a legal setting and given a lot more respect than the 

relatives who aren't citizens would have.” 

Capulet (she/they/he) 

Capulet is a White nonbinary/genderfluid student at Onion University and was the only 

participant interviewed for both the trans and disability parts of the study. In addition to having a 

number of disabilities, Capulet also identifies as gay, specifically Neptunic,20 below the poverty 

line, an atheist, and a US-born citizen. 

Capulet’s narrative began with her autism diagnosis at 10 years old. Despite the 

diagnosis, Capulet stated that her mother, with whom she no longer has a relationship, would not 

allow her to “use autism as a crutch” or receive any accommodations. Her mother considered 

accommodations to be excuses and wanted Capulet to behave like a neurotypical21 child. “She 

just told me to pretend like it wasn't there,” Capulet shared, “and she would treat me twice as 

harshly to make sure I was like being as much as a neurotypical child [as possible].” 

When Capulet was in sixth grade, they were diagnosed with anxiety and depression, and 

their mother, not accepting the diagnosis, pulled them out of therapy. About this time, Capulet’s 

mother started policing Capulet’s gender, refusing to let them play sports or wear clothes that 

were deemed “too boyish.” Capulet remembered the only boyish activity they could do was flag 

football because, “My grandpa went to bat for me to play flag football. He's like ‘girls can play 

flag football – it’s flag football, it's not real football’, and that's why my mom let me do it.” 

Capulet discussed feeling a mismatch with their gender while growing up, stating “I always 

 

 

20 Neptunic is one of a set of terms created to describe attraction without relying on the gender binary. Neptunic 

specifically refers to attraction to women and nonbinary people (Neptunic, 2022). 
21 Neurotypical, sometimes shortened to “NT,” refers to a person whose neurocognitive functioning falls within 

dominant social standards of what is considered normal. It is a term used to describe those who are not 

neurodivergent (Walker, 2014). 
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thought I was supposed to be a girl, I was supposed to dress like a girl, I was supposed to act like 

a girl, but it never quite fit.” Every time Capulet tried to “go outside the ordinary,” their mom or 

other women in their life would intervene and try to teach them to behave like a girl. The tension 

over gender between Capulet and his mother continued after they came out as a lesbian at age 14. 

While Capulet’s mother accepted their sexuality, Capulet felt like their mother had a sigh of 

relief that Capulet was ‘just gay,’ as that meant they could still be a woman. 

When he arrived at college, Capulet’s priority was to reanalyze his identity outside of the 

context of his mother. Capulet explained: 

My first rule of business, once I was finally away from her, was to figure out who I 

actually am, and how I can learn what accommodations I actually needed, because I was 

sick of feeling alone. And I found the autism community and learned a ton about that, and 

actually accepted that. 

Capulet also found a therapist in college and was further diagnosed with anxiety, depression, 

bipolar disorder, and CPTSD.22 He found that the diagnoses helped make sense of his “mental 

stuff.” Within the next 18 months, Capulet managed his mental health without needing 

medication. He recalled, “I had healed enough to handle day to day, and then I was healthy as a 

horse physically until my sophomore year of college.” 

Capulet was feeling healthy until, in their second year of college, “everything started 

going wrong.” She contracted mono that lasted 6 months and turned into Epstein-Barr.23 Capulet 

 

 

22 CPTSD is an initialism for complex post-traumatic stress disorder, a form of post-traumatic stress disorder with 

greater severity of symptoms. CPTSD is caused by chronic exposure to trauma, especially in childhood where the 

child feels trapped in a violent situation with no hope of escape (Davis, 2019). 
23 Epstein-Barr virus is a common virus that most people become infected with at some point in their lives. It can 

cause mono and other illnesses, though typically its symptoms of fatigue, fever, and swelling appear similar to other 

mild illnesses. Some people, especially those with weakened immune systems, can have fatigue for months and 

potentially have Epstein-Barr symptoms resurface at a later date (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). 
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shared that she did not take care of herself because she was in school, and she did not want to go 

home. Her health continued to worsen in her junior year as Epstein-Barr persisted. Blood tests 

led to further diagnoses of hepatic steatosis24 and Hashimoto’s thyroiditis.25 Capulet described 

the ordeals of being treated for these new diseases, and compared it to acquiring badges without 

wanting to, each badge representing a new disease, medication, or health routine. “Being treated 

for both was horrible,” Capulet shared, “because it changed my entire way of life.” For the first 

time in her life, she was taking medications that needed to be carefully scheduled every day 

because not doing so could be fatal. She also had to eliminate 99% of the foods she ate and 

consume only a few items instead to adhere to her restricted diet. 

Physical disabilities were not the sole focus of Capulet’s sophomore year. A required 

reading for one of their courses, Tomorrow Will Be Different, a memoir by Sarah McBride, 

brought to the forefront gender questioning that had been in the back of Capulet’s mind. They 

explained, “I finally had to stop ignoring it because I read [the book]… and then I couldn't leave 

it alone…and I no longer felt comfortable in my name or my pronouns, or the way I saw 

myself.” Capulet read every trans-related book they could find and related to much of what was 

written, but felt none quite captured their own experience. It was then, they said, that someone 

introduced them to the term nonbinary for the first time. Capulet had trouble finding books that 

covered what it is like to be nonbinary, but when they finally did, they said, “those captured it 

 

 

24 Hepatic steatosis, also known as fatty liver disease, is a disease where fat inside the liver can interfere with liver 

function and cause injury. Symptoms include severe tiredness, weakness, weight loss, and long-lasting itching. 

Hepatic steatosis is generally treated with medication as well as dietary and lifestyle adjustments (Johns Hopkins 

Medicine, n.d.-c). 
25 Hashimoto's thyroiditis is an autoimmune disease where the body's antibodies attack thyroid cells, often causing it 

to not produce enough thyroid hormone. Symptoms include goiters, fatigue, weight gain, and muscle weakness. 

Treatment involves taking medication to maintain thyroid hormone levels in the body (Johns Hopkins Medicine, 

n.d.-b). 
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pretty darn well.” They then found further nonbinary representation in TV characters, the 

LGBTQ+ groups at her university, and on TikTok, which helped them to eventually conclude, 

“This is me. This is who I am.” 

Capulet found his college to be a helpful place for exploring his gender but has not felt 

safe to be himself in all spaces on campus. He shared that in LGBTQ groups on campus, 

especially trans-related ones, he can be himself. He has also found this true of many arts- and 

humanities-related classes and spaces. By contrast, Capulet said: 

If I’m in a general ed course, where everyone's there, I’m near business students 

or law students, like people who tend to be more on the conservative side, or I’m 

around any - I'm going to be honest - any cishet26 White boy who looks like he 

belongs in a fraternity or any girl who has probably used ‘Bless your heart,’ or 

[has] some white savior kind of cause… I’m like ‘Yep you are not safe.’ 

In particular, Capulet had a difficult experience with one (now former) friend of several years, 

who had an addiction. The friend found God and suddenly told Capulet that she could no longer 

support his being queer and trans. Capulet was deeply taken aback that someone with whom he 

had been friends for a long time, and trusted, would change and no longer support who he was. 

While trying to find safety and support for her trans identity, Capulet also experienced 

financial challenges in her gender journey. She had difficulty affording new clothing and 

surgeries, issues about which wealthier trans people may not have to think. Most of her clothes 

have been given to her by others, obtained at yard sales, or are “Walmart stuff;” not clothing that 

makes her feel completely comfortable with her gender. A more recent financial positive for 

 

 

26 Cishet is a shortened version of cisgender and heterosexual, and is a term sometimes used by LGBTQIA+ people 

to refer to people with those identities. 
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Capulet was Medicaid agreeing to cover her top surgery,27 although Capulet noted that it took 

two years to make that happen. 

While navigating gender issues during Capulet’s junior and senior years in college, they 

experienced additional difficulties with their health. Doctors determined that Capulet has a form 

of connective tissue disease, and then in April 2021 Capulet contracted COVID, which they said 

almost killed them, landing them in the hospital “on a machine.” They still have no sense of 

smell, cannot taste certain things, and have brain fog. They also have some heart issues, their 

lungs are functioning at just 75% capacity, and they have “a whole bunch of really bad fatigue.” 

At the time of our interview, Capulet was scheduled to be tested for sleep apnea. 

After COVID, there came a point at which Capulet was so frustrated with the quality of 

his lifestyle, that he tried to break out of her eating restrictions. “At the time,” he said, “I was 

like, ‘I’m 22 years old, I should not be eating like I’m dying, and I’m going to be a normal 

college student for one semester.’” He ate like a normal college student for two months, enjoying 

pizza every day and hot chocolate whenever he wanted. He recounted that he was exhilarated 

until, “...one day it all came crashing down.” Capulet experienced intense abdominal pain and 

was unable to keep anything down. His doctors told him, “Yes, so it's just going to be water and 

mashed potatoes for you.” He returned to his limited diet and a different lifestyle, sharing: 

It's survival now, because I never wanna feel the way I did when that all came 

to… so that taught me that lesson to never do anything stupid again…I have 

specialists for every single thing now. I go to doctor's appointments at least 

twice a week, and I’m getting blood tested every few weeks. I'm being very 

 

 

27 Top surgery is a surgery that some transmasculine people undergo where tissue is removed so that the person can 

have a flatter chest (Mayo Clinic, n.d.). 
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closely monitored and at this point, I have a nutritionist, and I eat probably four 

to five foods now, and that's it, and all I drink is water. 

Capulet expressed frustration that others, including medical professionals, did not understand her 

disabilities, which are mostly invisible and chronic. She finds that going to a hospital with 

chronic problems results in being treated as a hypochondriac because of being seen there so 

often. She shared, “I hate the look they give me, and they treat me like a kid.” Capulet added that 

this was worsened by the fact that she is low-income, which results in a revolving door of 

primary care doctors. She explained when doctors leave there is often a gap of a month or more 

in care which forces her to rely on urgent care clinics to get prescription refills. She has been 

told, “This is your last refill, we can't help you anymore. This is ridiculous that you're using us.” 

Capulet added, “They'll literally be mean to me.” 

Reflecting on their overall health now, near the end of their time in college, Capulet 

expressed disappointment at their limitations. They expressed that while they “had so much 

potential going into college,” and were still graduating with a 4.0 despite everything, they felt 

disappointed. They shared, “I could have done so many good things that I'm never going to be 

able to go and do completely, because of this.” Capulet talked about the toll that disability had on 

their mental health and their frustration that they could not do more things with their girlfriend 

and be a better partner to her, saying: 

I get really really tired of this, and I just want to be a normal 23-year-old. I wanna just go 

take my girlfriend on a date and eat pizza… I don't want to do the crazy reckless things… 

I want the bare minimum things… I wanna not have to get help to go into the kitchen. [I 

want to] take my girlfriend to all the places she's always wanted to go. I wanna be able to 

not be too tired to kiss my girlfriend. 
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Capulet’s identity pre-college was focused on sexuality and social class. During his early college 

years, personal experiences broadened his identity in recognition of the importance of his gender 

and disability, as noted in his MMDI activity (Appendix I). In his final college years, due to 

research he was engaged in, Capulet found himself additionally recognizing how race and 

ethnicity were also salient to his identity. He recounted that he had researched race and ethnicity 

in college, specifically naming DACA as something he had studied in-depth. The information he 

was exposed to had a negative impact on Capulet’s mental health, and he described a turn away 

from this research. Capulet recognized privilege in being able to do so, sharing, “I felt really 

guilty about it… Because I do have the privilege of being White so I can put this on hold for a 

minute.” While Capulet also marked on his MMDI activity that his race and citizenship became 

more salient from these experiences, he chose to leave the core and context both blank, saying 

that he felt the shifting identities encapsulated his core and context as well. While he did not 

explain this in depth, Capulet may have meant that part of the reasons his identities felt more or 

less important was because of his changing self-identity and interaction with his context. For 

example, while others may have placed Capulet’s lifestyle adjustments in his core and 

interactions with doctors in the context, Capulet simply chose to place his disability identity 

itself in the core, viewing those factors as contributing to the change. 

In regard to both her gender and disabilities, Capulet named her therapist, her sister, and 

her girlfriend as her biggest sources of support. For example, when talking about getting her 

upcoming top surgery after graduating from college, Capulet noted that her girlfriend and her 

sister would be the two primary caregivers during the recovery period. Because she could not 

always reciprocate that support, Capulet said, “I can't be the sister I want to be, I can't be the 

daughter I want to be, I can't be the girlfriend I want to be, which is the one I hate the most.” 
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Capulet shared that moving out of their state would be a priority for their future, as the 

conservative culture of the state made it difficult for them to be themself and to feel safe. They 

factored this into their plans for applying to graduate school, stating that they plan to apply to 

“super liberal places,… The dream is Northampton, Massachusetts, where it's like the lesbian 

capital of the United States.” They also noted other considerations for where to move, including 

cost of living, access to healthcare, and a friendly culture overall.  

Graduate school is not in Capulet’s immediate plans, though. He plans to take a break 

before graduate school to focus on his health. Capulet said that at the beginning of college, he 

had simply assumed his body would handle whatever stresses college life might throw at it. He 

shared that, “...all these disabilities have humbled me and taught me to listen to my body, and my 

health became number one priority at some point.” Capulet hopes to get his health under control 

because, he said, “I am not going to graduate school, until... my health is so manageable to the 

point where I can do crazy hours of stuff and [that] not affect it.” 

Emily (she/her) 

Emily is a White cis woman student at Rhubarb University. Emily was interviewed for 

the acquired physical disability part of the study and has spondyloarthropathy,28 a type of 

arthritis, as well as deafness brought on by sudden hearing loss in one ear. Emily additionally 

identifies as being upper-middle class, questioning her sexuality, raised Catholic but now 

agnostic, and a US-born citizen with German ancestry. 

 

 

28 Spondyloarthropathy is a type of arthropathy, a chronic inflammatory joint disease of which arthritis is another 

type. Spondyloarthropathy presents similarly to rheumatoid arthritis, causing joint swelling, stiffness, and pain. 

Medicine and physical therapy are used to help treat its symptoms (Johns Hopkins Medicine, n.d.-e). 
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         Emily’s narrative started with her arthritis diagnosis in high school. She described doing 

“classic arthritis kid stuff,” going to camp hosted by the Arthritis Foundation, and now returning 

as a volunteer. Adding that the participants and most volunteers had arthritis, Emily shared “it's 

really just community-building, and they host a ton of other family programming… they send 

you a care package in the mail, it's really cute. When you’re a kid, free stuff, who doesn't want 

that?” The community that Emily found through arthritis camp and through one of her friends’ 

sisters, who also had arthritis, helped make her disability into a more positive experience. While 

Emily acknowledged that having arthritis had made her life difficult in some ways, missing out 

on half of high school for example, Emily explained “I feel like now that I’m older… I can look 

back on it and be like ‘okay that was rough’ but… if you cured my arthritis tomorrow, I’d take 

the cure, but I wouldn't regret having arthritis.” 

Emily’s frequent absences from high school due to her arthritis drew some negative 

attention from her friends and peers, who would say “Oh, look who decided to show up today.” 

Other students’ perceptions of Emily’s academic success also caused some peers to assume she 

was cheating since she was often absent from school. One student directly accused Emily of 

cheating on a calculus exam, an accusation which she found startling and ridiculous. Connected 

to others’ perceptions of Emily, labels that others placed on her, such as being ‘smart,’ initially 

were located in the core of her MMDI activity (Appendix I). These were replaced in Emily’s 

later two activity slides with personality traits that she defined for herself. 

Emily graduated high school and went to college, where her life proceeded as normal, 

disability-wise, until November of her sophomore year, when she lost her hearing. As she 

described, “eight months ago… I went deaf in my left ear, for no rhyme or reason, no one knows 

still, it just happened… now so I’m just deaf - that's just how it's going to be forever.” In contrast 
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to her experience with arthritis, Emily has found adjusting to her hearing loss to be much harder. 

She compared the two, saying: 

One’s so positive and one’s a horror story… [with] my hearing loss, it was so very 

sudden that like - you can't really just go up to all these people you've known… forever, 

and you're just like ‘LOL, deaf now.’ That just doesn't fly well, like ‘What do you mean 

you're deaf?’... and the people around you… they don't know how to adapt to that. 

Emily also struggled to adjust to the changes in her day-to-day life, such as no longer being able 

to locate sounds and only hearing people on one side of her. Emily had trouble communicating 

these changes with others, as some thought she was joking or did not believe her. Even when 

someone was able to understand and asked her how to help, Emily didn’t know what she 

needed.  

Despite these challenges, Emily found her roommates adapted well to her hearing loss, 

making many small changes, such as saying “come upstairs” instead of “come here.” 

Additionally, one roommate, who had aplastic anemia29 when she was young, was very open to 

conversations about disability, mental health, and other personal topics. This roommate helped 

Emily understand herself better and learn how to self-advocate, starting by making sure Emily’s 

access needs were met such as by giving her the remote when watching a movie. Emily reflected 

on learning from her, saying “You have to talk about these things, you can't just ignore it. And 

talking about it does help… speaking up about what you need.” 

 

 

29 Aplastic anemia is an illness where the body's bone marrow does not make enough red blood cells, white blood 

cells, or platelets. It generally causes fatigue and raises one's risk of infection, bruising, and bleeding. Aplastic 

anemia is a serious illness but can be treated and sometimes cured depending on its cause (Johns Hopkins Medicine, 

n.d.-a). 
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When Emily returned home, she found that her family had a harder time adjusting to the 

change. Emily shared that her family did not understand the reality of her hearing loss, leading to 

misunderstandings when Emily did not hear something. Emily described her family’s reaction to 

her hearing loss, saying it was “not a very smooth adjustment, but they've gotten a lot better 

now.” 

Another area where Emily encountered challenges was in feeling misled by doctors. She 

did research on PubMed to better understand her hearing loss and was then frustrated by 

interactions with doctors who seemed to misinform her about her condition.  

I’d go to the doctor, and they'd be like ‘Don't worry, it's coming back,’ and then I’d go 

home, and I’d read that if you start with 100 decibel hearing loss, your odds of getting 

any of it back are less than 10%. And I was like, ‘What do you mean it's coming back?’ 

It's not; the science says it’s not. 

An additional struggle for Emily has been finding community around her deafness, which was 

different from her arthritis experience. She shared that arthritis camp gave her friends and 

community in connection with her arthritis. In contrast, when Emily reached out to the Disability 

Resource Center at her university, she was told there were no groups for deaf or hard of hearing 

students. Without an in-person resource, Emily turned online and found a few groups there, but 

left due to dynamics around her age, as she shared “none of them are 20… they’re all 50. And 

then they're like ‘Oh you're so young,’ and I’m like ‘That's not what I need to hear right now.’” 

Emily noticed inaccessibility all around her. She pointed to the inaccuracy and out-of-

sync timing of video captioning, as well as the fact that most people default to an assumption that 

everyone can hear. She described walking on the multiuse bike path while bikers approached her 

from behind and assumed she can hear them say “on your left” when passing. Emily’s 
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roommates often had to pull her out of the way to avoid being hit. Emily was frustrated and 

shared, “the assumption that people can hear us really just doesn't feel quite right… I shouldn't 

have to wear my hearing aids just to leave the house.” 

Conversation with others now involves navigating how to make sure Emily can hear 

despite not always wanting to disclose her deafness. Emily described her approach to these 

situations, saying that at least so far, it did not feel natural to mention that she was deaf. This 

created awkward social interactions for her, as others would sometimes be “weirded out” by 

actions she took to be able to hear better, such as standing on a particular side of them. 

Reflecting back on her growth over the past few years, Emily noted an increase in her 

understanding of her privileges. She connected this to her location, being from the suburbs of a 

city that experienced many protests after the murder of George Floyd. While this location was 

very salient to her, she chose to leave it blank in the context section of her MMDI activity. She 

described learning from the protests, saying “Growing up, I feel you're completely oblivious to 

the privilege you have. Especially being a White person from an affluent background…I think 

you have to acknowledge, ‘Okay, this is what this gives me.’” Emily also connected learning 

about her White privilege to her disabilities, sharing that she reflected on the topic after taking a 

summer course focused on the intersection of race and gender. She explained, “I realized that 

that happened with disability too. And you see it every day with people of color [that] don't have 

access to the same sorts of access to health care.” Recognition of her privilege, particularly 

around race and sexuality, increased their salience in her MMDI activity. 

Emily also connected her experience with disability to her journey away from religion, 

saying “I just realized God wasn't gonna save me.” Growing up, Emily said she knew religion 

wasn't right for her and when she was in high school she refused to get confirmed. She expressed 
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frustration with people saying they will pray for someone, saying, "No, that's -- don't pray for 

them, help them; that's what you actually need to do to make a difference in this person's life." 

Emily concluded, "I don't want people praying for me." 

Finally, Emily elaborated on some of the personality traits that she placed in the core of 

her MMDI activity: being passionate, compassionate, independent, and hardworking. She 

connected this to her disabilities, sharing that her time at arthritis camp made her “really 

passionate about helping other people, especially people who are in the position I once was.” 

Hui (hie/hym) 

Hui is a Chinese American nonbinary student at Potato University. Hui was interviewed 

for the transgender part of the study and additionally identifies as being ace/aro spec, NBLM,30 

able-bodied, autistic/ADD, upper-middle class, atheist, and a US-born citizen. 

         Hui’s narrative began with hys description of growing up without access to queer culture. 

Hui’s parents immigrated from China and did not teach hym about queerness since “queerness is 

very much censored and silenced in Chinese culture… and then there's also no access to 

historical queer culture in America because my parents were new here.” Consequently, Hui said 

hys main exposure to queerness was through the internet and social media like Tumblr.  

As hie started high school, the internet helped Hui explore hys sexuality. Hie described 

thinking “I don't think I actually feel that differently about boys versus girls, so maybe I’m bi,” 

then soon after stumbled upon asexuality on Tumblr and realized, “Oh, that makes a lot more 

sense.” A year or two later, Hui learned about aromanticism, as well as aspec identity and 

 

 

30 NBLM is an initialism meaning “nonbinary person that loves men” (Gender-loving-gender, 2021). 
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community more generally, all of which resonated more strongly with hym. Hui summarized hys 

identity-discovery journey by saying, “So, it was more so of a sexuality-first discovery.” 

Sexuality was not the only identity that Hui would wrestle with. Throughout and beyond 

high school, hie relied on a variety of online spaces to explore hys gender as well as work on a 

larger identity crisis. At age 15 or 16, Hui considered trying she/they pronouns; relatively soon 

after deciding hie might be nonbinary. Hui used they/them pronouns throughout the remainder of 

high school. Looking back, hie realized that this time of gender exploration intersected with hys 

experience with autism, creating something hie described as “kind of an identity or existential 

crisis, but it might have also been autistic burnout,31 like extreme exhaustion and pretending to 

be someone I’m not.” Hui found hys autism to be a highly salient identity, placing it in the core 

of hys MMDI activity (Appendix I) 

Once in college, Hui was able to meet more queer people, access queer spaces, learn 

more in hys gender studies major, and continue to explore hys identity. These people and spaces 

were impactful for Hui, and hie placed them in the context of hys MMDI activity. Hui’s process 

of development intersected with hys neurodivergence,32 and hie eventually began to identify with 

neogenders33 and neopronouns. Hie described this, saying “there's the classic ‘Oh I’m just an 

ally, like a really enthusiastic ally, and then you come out later.’ That was me, but with 

 

 

31 Autistic burnout is a type of burnout experienced by some autistic people as a result of having to navigate a world 

designed for neurotypical people. It can manifest in the form of physical exhaustion, emotional outbursts, anxiety, 

depression, increased sensory sensitivity or other autistic traits, and/or loss of skills, such as losing the ability to 

speak (Deweerdt, 2020). 
32 Neurodivergence is when someone’s mind functions in a way that significantly diverges from what dominant 

social standards consider to be normal. It is a broad term and can refer to a multitude of different types of 

functioning, some of which are innate, such as autism, dyslexia, high sensitivity, and attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder (ADHD), and some which occur through experiences in a person's life, such as post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) (Walker, 2014). 
33 Neogenders are terms to describe gender that have been created relatively recently, roughly since the year 2000 

and often in an online context. This is in contrast to words to describe gender that are older, such as 'nonbinary,' 

'woman,' 'trans,' or 'man.' 



 

86 

 

specifically neopronouns and neogenders.” Hui was an enthusiastic supporter of using 

neopronouns and neogenders to deconstruct gender, especially for neurodivergent people, so 

upon discovering hie was autistic, hie reflected “I’m autistic too, this explains a lot.”  

While access to online spaces helped facilitate Hui’s sexuality and gender journeys, they 

have not always been a safe place for hym. Software algorithms occasionally result in Hui 

receiving a surge of content from other queer people being “extremely venomous against 

neogenders and neopronouns.” Hui reflected that this was indicative of work still left to be done 

within the queer community. 

Hui’s understanding of hys gender has also been deeply shaped by Chinese American 

culture, another identity hie marked as part of hys core in hys MMDI activity. Hie shared the 

importance of the Chinese cartoon The Legend of Nezha to hys identity: 

I was always very attached to [Nezha’s] story in his cartoon in the 90s adaptation… 

because Chinese mythology gender is very different from modern White gender 

binary…[Nezha is] very feminine in the eyes of the 20th, 21st century Western view… 

but he is absolutely a boy, and I think as I’ve gotten older… I think [I’ve grown] into 

being genuinely accepting of that role that [Chinese cartoons and Chinese identity have] 

played in my life and how that cross-cultural, transnational-masculine-femininity type of 

thing is very important to my gender and identity. 

As Hui discovered more about hys gender in college, hie started to navigate being publicly trans 

and others’ perceptions of hym. At first, hie found that hie did not want others’ perceptions of 

hym to change as hie began to present more masculinely, something that hie attributed to 

“definitely the autistic like not able to handle change thing.” Hui said that in current school 

settings hie felt more comfortable with it. Hui believed that was partly due to “the progress that 
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we as a somewhat-cohesive society have made to be more accepting.” Hie added that “if 

someone isn't accepting to me in a public space, I can trust that people will probably think of 

them as a clown, and I don't have to care about what they think as much.” 

Hui’s experience with being trans at work was a bit different than at school. Hie worked 

in a bubble tea shop that was locally owned by a Chinese couple that immigrated to attend 

college. Hui related that, “I have no idea how they feel about queerness and all of that kind of 

stuff… [so] at work I’m mostly stealth.34 But it doesn't bother me as much because at least it's 

like a culturally familiar place to be, I think.” 

In the summer of 2020, Hui tried to access hormones and was accidentally outed when 

Planned Parenthood billed hys parents’ insurance, a risk hie was aware of ahead of time but 

thought hie had avoided. Hui shared that hys mom was initially “very much against” hys gender, 

thinking that hie had been brainwashed by hys online friends. Hui’s mom is still not fully 

supportive of hys gender, but Hui shared that she is progressing in her support: 

Getting to talk to her more and her being open about it more is helpful, but I do feel like I 

have to fight for my life for it. Like I remember sobbing to my mom, ‘Every day for me 

is another day of suffering and not being able to be who I am and other people seeing me 

as someone I'm not.’ And it's just something that she clearly doesn't totally understand, 

but I think the more that I talk to her about it, the more she can at least sympathize a little 

bit… I’m still working to convince her that yes, I am mature enough to make decisions 

about my own body and go on hormones… sometime last-year-ish, she was like, ‘I want 

 

 

34 Being stealth refers to the act of a trans person living as their gender without informing those around them of their 

gender history and status as a trans person. In this case, they pass as cis, causing those around them to assume they 

are cis. Some trans people choose to go stealth to reduce the amount of discrimination and violence they face 

(Gender Kit, n.d.-b). 
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to see you more responsible and have agency for yourself,’ which I guess makes sense, 

but it's also the bar should not be that high for me to alleviate my dysphoria35… hopefully 

that means I could start hormones by the end of this year… I'm definitely able to make 

progress with her, and we also have a way better relationship than we did in high school. 

Overall, I enjoy how it has been going as opposed to how it was before. 

As hie has transitioned, Hui has noticed gendered changes in relationships and 

interactions. While Hui noted being able to form close bonds with women, citing the importance 

of “that kind of sisterhood and intimacy that women can have with each other,” hie has struggled 

with having male friends. Hie shared that hie had tried having men as friends one semester but 

felt that their values did not align with hys, that they were afraid to be close with each other, and 

that they did not include hym in their masculinity. Hui noted that men do not treat transmasc 

people the same way they treat cis men, naming that one common male interaction is “those 

kinds of joking intimacy, joking sexuality things, but it always excludes nonbinary people, trans 

people, etc. It is only… an indication of inclusivity of cis men.” Hie described another issue hie 

experienced with a group of cis men, saying “It's very amusing how sometimes they'll just be 

talking enthusiastically and then suddenly they'll pause before they refer to me with a pronoun 

and it's like you can hear the gears grinding.” 

Reflecting on other parts of hys identity, Hui remarked that hys privilege, particularly 

around social class and body size, had helped in hys transition journey so far. Buying new 

clothes, for example, was something hie could do freely. Hui noted that replacing one’s 

 

 

35 Gender dysphoria is discomfort that some trans people feel due to the discrepancy between their gender identity 

and their sex assigned at birth. This discrepancy may be based on the anatomy of one’s own body, body dysphoria, 

or due to gendered societal treatment, social dysphoria. It can sometimes cause extreme distress that can severely 

impact a trans person's mental health. Gender dysphoria is generally treated or reduced by trans people finding 

supportive communities, undergoing social transition, and/or undergoing medical transition (WPATH, 2011). 
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wardrobe, being able to simply donate clothes and then purchase new ones, is expensive – 

certainly not something everyone could afford. Hie talked, too, about “skinny privilege or body-

related privilege” and its relationship to what is popular in social media with transmasculinity. 

Binding, Hui noted, was generally depicted with images of smaller-chested people, because 

smaller chests are easier to bind and the result looks “more ‘correctly’ transmasculine.” Hui 

recognized that having a body type that reflected the transmasc norm shown in social media 

made hys transition easier.  

Finally, Hui reflected on hys journey toward self-acceptance overall. In the context 

section of hys MMDI activity, Hui described hys growth in self-image and self-confidence. Hie 

additionally shared a bit of hys philosophy on transness developed through hys journey: 

I think especially recently after being more intentionally queer and trans in my life… I’ve 

come to realize that it's not necessarily that I have to be fixed to fix how other people see 

me, it's more so that yes, there are some things that I would like to change because there 

is an idea of myself physically… that is not what I have right now, and I want to see that. 

But at the same time, I am still like 90% who I want to be in my end goal, and if other 

people can't see that, that's actually them that needs to be fixed and not me, they need to 

fix themselves, they need to develop. 

While Hui wrote on the first slide of hys MMDI activity “I need to be what the world wants,” by 

going through hys journey hys perspective changed drastically. On the second slide, Hui placed 

words such as “justice” and “loving rage” in the core, showing hys new philosophy on life. Hui 

connected hys experience of transness to hys broader shift in outlook: 

I think a lot of people view transness as like, ‘You have dysphoria, you need to be 

fixed,’… you don't need dysphoria to be trans or anything, gender isn't real. You can be 
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anything and be that antinormative, be queer, be trans - anything like that, and what is 

actually broken is the world that we live in. And I see disability like this a lot as well - it's 

that disabled people aren't broken or anything, it's just that we live in a world that doesn't 

want to accommodate people and treat people well, the way that they deserve to be 

treated… I come first, and the world should be able to just treat people well, and I am 

divine, and the world is broken. 

KP (he/they) 

KP is an Asian trans guy who is a student at Tomato University. KP was interviewed for 

the transgender part of the study and additionally identifies as being queer, able-bodied, upper-

middle class, agnostic, and a US-born citizen who is a child of immigrant parents. 

KP began his narrative when he started to question his gender identity in the early months 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, when he was a junior in high school. He shared that being in 

quarantine spurred this questioning along, noting that people “being in this space where they 

weren’t always in the public sphere… [had] time to reflect on their sexual orientation or gender 

identity, and that definitely was the case for me.” While being out of public helped KP begin his 

questioning, returning to public spaces was a catalyst as well. One experience that stood out 

during this period of self-discovery was entering a women’s bathroom and having a nun look at 

him and immediately leave. KP felt discomfort for both the nun, who KP assumed perceived him 

as a male in a women’s bathroom, and for himself. This experience caused him to reflect more 

on how he wished to present and how he wished to be perceived.  

While the experience in the bathroom was uncomfortable for KP, they now feel that “in 

hindsight it was really a necessary moment to have to kickstart me googling stuff, finding more 

information out, and finding community and resources, otherwise I would have just suppressed it 
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some more.” After that day, KP started thinking about what they called “all of these clues over 

the years,” writing them down and piecing them together. Eventually, they said, “I started to 

focus on more like, ‘alright, this feeling really sucks, what can I do to kind of affirm 

myself?’” Over the course of their subsequent transition, KP’s gender became one of their most 

salient identities, and they placed it near the core on their MMDI activity (Appendix I). 

KP initially found support through an LGBT youth organization where he tried out new 

names online. He shopped for clothes, surrounded himself with affirming people, and found 

online spaces to join during quarantine. Some of these activities were gender-affirmative, while 

others simply made KP feel better in general. Trying various hobbies like baking was one 

example that KP shared, saying, “I think they were not necessarily just good distractions, but 

they just made me feel better, just general self-esteem-wise, which made me feel better about my 

identity, I guess holistically.” 

KP’s first job, which they started in 2020, provided another vital source of support 

through a transmasc coworker who they admired. A conversation about the coworker’s name 

was a catalyst for KP’s own legal name change, which they had not previously considered: “I 

didn't really know what the process was and then they talked about legally changing their name 

at some point, and I was like, ‘Oh yeah, that's a thing I can do, I should do that.’” KP related that 

this coworker was “a really affirming person to have in that time because my parents were still 

grappling with how to support me… so seeing them at shifts was immensely comforting.” 

Eventually KP was able to obtain get a therapist, a middle-aged queer person who 

specializes in helping queer clients. He named his therapist as the most helpful source of support 

that he had, explaining that she was able to point him in the right direction to find hormones and 

other resources. The therapist was also helpful to KP as someone that could talk with his parents, 
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“getting them to understand being trans more and understand how not being on hormones was 

affecting [him].” 

In contrast to KP’s experiences with their therapist and coworker, they had a more 

difficult time initially finding support from their parents, whom they had found to be open-

minded when they had come out to them previously as a woman-loving woman.36 “They were 

probably expecting it to be honest,” KP added. Seeing their child as a different gender than they 

had perceived was more difficult. KP reasoned that the greater difficulty for their parents was 

because, “...it's easier to say, ‘I’m still the same person,’ even if your sexual orientation isn’t 

what they expected, but it's harder to say ‘I’m still the same person,’ when you’re transitioning 

gender-identity-wise.” This reaction was mirrored in KP’s MMDI activity, as their sexual 

orientation significantly decreased in salience over the course of their transition. 

KP’s parents initially did not want him to change his name and found it difficult and 

painful to start using KP’s new pronouns. They were also very concerned about how the 

extended family would see them, something KP noted “might be rooted in deeper Asian 

American culture, just being very concerned about your reputation and especially within your 

family.” While KP’s dad’s side of the family has mostly adjusted to his gender, KP had a worse 

experience with his mom’s side, from whom he is now mostly disconnected. KP explained that 

“where she's from is a very Catholic country, and her whole extended family is very Catholic 

and, you know, she had very valid fears… surprise, surprise, they all rejected me, most of them.” 

KP stated that his mother had already been feeling a widening rift with her family because she 

 

 

36 Sometimes abbreviated WLW. I include this abbreviation for readers’ future reference, though I do not use it in 

this study. 
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did not share their views on COVID vaccinations or political issues, so their rejection of her 

child was the tipping point in her desire to disconnect from them. 

While there is one aunt on this side of the family who accepts KP, they said she is not 

really an ally because she just wants to maintain peace in the family. For her this means agreeing 

to disagree. KP argued that, “No, we kind of can’t agree to disagree that trans people have 

rights.’” KP respected the right of family members to their religious beliefs but could not 

acquiesce to family’s attempts to convert them or make them live according to those beliefs. KP 

said, “... you can have your religious beliefs, but just know that you can’t also have me too. So 

clearly one matters more to you than the other, and it's just going to have to stay that way.” 

Reflecting on family, KP shared that, “It's been pretty painful,” but they also placed family 

support in the core of their MMDI activity, showing the impact that the more accepting parts of 

their family had on them as well. 

KP started on hormones in summer 2021 and started college in fall 2021. He found that 

appearing more masculine caused others to interact with him differently than he was used to, and 

seemed to require responses that he had not yet been socialized to give. KP explained, for 

example, “When men greet each other, they do this weird handshake, clap, clap-on-the-back 

thing that I can never figure out which one it's going to be. It’s so hard.” He also told of being 

self-conscious at the campus gym because “I don't know what I’m doing and I’m pretty 

noticeably smaller than all of the other guys there.” Seeing a familiar face there gave him a sense 

of comfort that was quickly extinguished by the awkwardness of the accompanying 

handshake/backclap. 

KP has had a number of awkward interactions with women as well. For example, they 

shared that some women do not realize or know KP is trans and assume that KP, like many men, 
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lacks basic knowledge about cis women's anatomy, menstruation, and related issues. “The 

assumption that I don't know what an IUD is… it's like a backhanded compliment,” KP said. On 

one hand, KP is passing as male, which they find wonderfully affirming, while on the other hand 

they now find themself automatically included in what KP thinks is an often-justified view of 

men as “stupid.” “It feels a little weird,” they said. 

KP also described having to change the way he interacts with women when speaking. 

When he was previously perceived as female, he was encouraged to speak up. As he put it, “it 

would be like, ‘Oh yeah we want to hear minority voices and voices of marginalized identities.’ 

And now, when I put myself into conversations, I try to be really careful that I’m not talking over 

women.” 

When thinking about their transition, KP noted a number of their privileges that have 

made things easier. In particular, they noted that living in a large metropolitan area gave them 

relatively abundant access to hormone therapy and surgeons that do gender-affirming surgeries, 

some of whom even take insurance, a rarity. They noted that one reason they had chosen their 

big-city university was that it had been ranked well by Campus Pride in terms of its resources. 

KP noted that the more affirming experience that they are having at the university, compared to 

lower-ranked schools, “ties to location, but also socioeconomic status because I could afford to 

go here.” KP elaborated on their social class privilege, something they marked as salient in their 

MMDI activity, stating that their parents live very comfortably and have been able to fund KP’s 

transition, assuring he has access to competent healthcare providers, something not all trans 

people have. 
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Finally, KP reflected on his personal growth over the course of his transition. He placed 

important people and locations in the core of his MMDI activity and placed nature and 

professional networks in the context. He summarized how he had changed overall: 

[Before I] was very much wallowing in my own self, and now my context has broadened, 

like I care a lot more about things that don't pertain to me as much. The people around me 

in my location, my school environment, I care about more. I care about nature more, I 

care about people in my professional network. More so I just feel like I’m less selfish. 

Liv (she/her) 

Liv is a White transfeminine student at Potato University. Liv was interviewed for the 

transgender part of the study and additionally identifies as being somewhere on ace/aro 

spectrum, able-bodied, neurotypical, upper-middle class, raised Catholic but currently unsure, 

and a US-born citizen with Irish heritage. 

Liv’s narrative started during the beginning of her junior year of high school, and playing 

Dungeons & Dragons. Liv’s experience playing as her character, a woman spellcaster based on a 

character from a fantasy novel she read, spurred her to question her own gender. Liv’s 

conservative Catholic school environment was not an easy place for her to explore her gender 

identity, both because she was stressed by the amount of schoolwork and the school was not a 

friendly environment to queer people. By December or January, she “could tell something was 

up” with her gender identity. Liv recalled realizing, “Wow, I really don't like when people call 

me by my name, I wonder what's up with that?” but she was so overwhelmed by schoolwork that 

she did not further pursue thoughts like this. 

Liv credited the COVID pandemic for giving her space to sort things out. Her school 

stopped grading assignments for two weeks, and Liv suddenly had time on her hands. She 
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remembered thinking, “Okay I'm going to sit down and figure this out. And I did, and I was like, 

‘Okay, cool, trans, fun.’” Liv came out to one friend and her sibling that April, then to her 

parents and sister in July. After coming out to her parents, they supported her desire to look into 

hormones, insisting only that Liv work through a hospital instead of using informed consent37 or 

Planned Parenthood. Liv was connected to a major children’s hospital where she was required to 

see a counselor in order to get a diagnosis to receive hormones. In mid-January 2021, just 

months from the end of her senior year, Liv started on hormones. By late February. she had come 

out to her entire friend group but, due to the climate of the school, not to the staff or other 

students. Instead, she approached last-semester activities like prom with a resigned attitude of 

“Okay, I'll suck it up, deal with it, get through it all.”  

Liv related that it was common for queer students from her high school to come out the 

day after graduation, and added, “We had a student confession on a Facebook group, and one of 

them was like, ‘Like this if you're bisexual,’ and I was looking through and I was like, ‘Wow, 

this is a lot of people.” The day after graduating from her Catholic high school, Liv changed her 

name on her social media, and sometime after that she added a post, coming out publicly. 

Leaving her religious school environment behind, Liv noted on her MMDI activity (Appendix I) 

that her religion had decreased in salience during her transition, since it was no longer impacting 

her everyday life. 

 

 

37 The informed consent model for providing hormones for trans people is one in which gender-affirming hormones 

are provided to a trans adult after they receive information about the effects of hormones and then consent to be 

treated. This model contrasts with the standard model of providing hormones in that it does not require the trans 

person to see a mental health professional for screening first or have follow-up contact with a mental health 

professional unless they request it. The informed consent model is used by some clinics and health centers in the 

U.S., most notably Planned Parenthood (WPATH, 2011). 
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Liv recalled that she “started making progress that summer, and then first semester of 

college, my mental health was in the gutter for a lot of it.” Second semester was an improvement, 

due to switching her area of study and finding classes that she enjoyed. Additionally, that spring, 

Liv had what she referred to as two “kind of lived-experience-type things”38 that made her feel 

that she was successfully moving forward. The first occasion was the funeral of Liv’s grandpa, 

an event that would be attended by Liv’s entire family. While Liv had previously not been out to 

her grandparents, her mom told her grandma that Liv was trans shortly after her grandpa died. 

Liv had not yet worn makeup in public, but wanted to begin doing so at some point, and her 

mom suggested she wear makeup to the funeral, saying that would make adjusting to Liv’s 

transness easier for Liv’s grandma. As such, when Liv did wear makeup to the funeral, she felt it 

was a step of progress in her transition. Buying new clothes over spring break was the other 

important step. Liv said, “I guess that was the first time where I felt like I was kind of starting 

to… settle into everything.” Liv found these steps of progress very important to her, placing 

“change/progress” in the core section of her “now” slide of her MMDI activity. 

While Liv has generally found that support from family and friends has been strong and 

come readily, her narrative contained a combination of joy and sadness in these relationships. 

She spoke of a particular friend who has been “incredibly helpful with everything,” including 

going thrifting, related that her sibling had given her $100 to get clothes after she came out to 

 

 

38 Lived experience, or real-life experience (sometimes abbreviated RLE), is a period of time required by aspects of 

the medical system in which a trans person must prove they can 'successfully' publicly live as their gender in order 

to receive certain treatments. While RLE is still often a requirement for gender-affirming surgeries, some doctors 

have also used it, especially historically, as a requirement for starting gender-affirming hormones. Given this 

history, trans people sometimes use the term to describe a period of time in which they are presenting as their gender 

publicly for the first time. Requirements of RLE have been criticized as a form of gatekeeping, preventing some 

people from medically transitioning, enforcing the gender binary onto trans people, and exposing trans people to 

violence by forcing them to be visibly trans in public (Serano, 2007/2016; WPATH, 2001). 
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them, and said that her relationships with both her siblings have gotten much closer. She 

commented that she had become closer with the women and more feminine people in her life, 

and that she went to tea the previous day with all the other women in her family, but then added, 

“Because I'm kind of at the kinda-sorta passing point now... that helps with my family, you 

know. Being more digestible…it is how it is, you know. Not ideal, but it's better than the 

alternative.” Liv also shared that her relationships with her mom and grandma have gotten worse. 

She explained, “my mom has to work through some shit about it…the other day…[I] got the ‘I 

can't promise I’ll never misgender you,’ and I was just like ‘Okay’… so it's changed my 

interactions with my family… they're worse.” She noted that her grandma sees her as a woman 

and calls her ‘Liv’ but also sometimes misgenders her. As Liv phrased it, “I can't expect that 

much from her cause she's 88, but… getting misgendered in public sucks.” 

Reflecting on a recent experience where she had made a joke involving her deadname, 

only to find out that some of her friends did not know or did not remember her deadname, Liv 

noted the difference she felt now in comparison with the start of her transition. She expressed 

that “at the start, you’re demanding, you're like, ‘I need to be seen like this.’” In contrast, now 

feeling she was midway through transition, Liv felt less urgency to be seen, as many of her loved 

ones saw her for the person she was. Liv added that “it's just more of a sucker punch when they 

don't [see me for who I am].” These relationships with friends and family felt essential to Liv’s 

identity, which she indicated by placing them in the core of her MMDI activity. 

Continuing to speak about her loved ones, Liv stated that, “Friends and family have been 

integral really for me, personally, I couldn’t have done it alone in any sense.” Yet she has felt the 

void of having no close trans friends and reported that she is “mostly going it alone” in terms of 

her transition. She finds following trans people on Twitter and TikTok to be useful for providing 
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“tidbits” but clarified that she has not let social media influence major decisions. Instead, she 

has, “mostly just stuck to myself with what I’m doing, for better or for worse, I guess. It's good, 

but I also… don't know if I’m going in the right direction.” 

Liv discussed how interactions with strangers have started to change for her because 

she’s in “this weird spot where I kind of pass.” She explained that currently most people still 

perceive her as male and have no particular reaction, but that as she continues to look more 

feminine, people have visibly reacted to her gender presentation. She shared how people 

sometimes stare at her on the street: “I was in Ireland, and I was walking down the street… and I 

look up and this woman’s just staring right at me, and I was like ‘Ok bestie.’” Liv expected that 

as she presents more femininely and her gender becomes increasingly difficult for people to 

subconsciously slot comfortably into a binary, she will experience more of these reactions from 

strangers. 

Reflecting on her transition so far, Liv commented that her privileges have been 

instrumental in helping make the process smooth for her. She explained her growth in 

understanding privilege, saying: 

I'm super lucky, I’m very privileged. Like I said, upper-middle class family… in a blue 

city in a blue state. Super, super supportive friends and family. Catholic school, which 

sucked, but I got out of there, and then go to school in another blue state, in another 

major city. I'm very lucky, I have the ability to get my hormones every month, I am able 

to get them through a hospital… which I think is really important to mention because 

those are all super important to… being able to transition safely… there have been a lot 

of things that have happened since mid-high school that just made me a lot more aware of 

everything, and transition is a big part of that. 
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Ron (they/he) 

Ron is a Chinese American nonbinary transmasculine student at Onion University. Ron 

was interviewed for the transgender part of the study and additionally identifies as being “pretty 

much aroace,” self-diagnosed autistic,39 having ADHD, being from a wealthy background, 

agnostic, and a US-born citizen. 

Ron’s narrative began in their first year of college. In comparison to their K-12 

experience, Ron’s fellow students in college included a larger number of queer and trans people. 

Spending time with these students opened new worlds to Ron who at first mused in a self-

distanced way about changing their pronouns or name. They remembered thinking, “I don't need 

to do that, I’m fine the way I am, but I think that'd be so cool.” As the year went on, however, 

Ron realized that being referred to with she/her pronouns gave them a weird feeling and that they 

did not like being associated with those pronouns. By the end of their first year, Ron started 

making incremental changes, “experimenting with she/they which turned into they/them, which 

turned into Ron they/them… I took baby steps… every few months.” Ron found that having 

supportive space within the LGBTQ community to try out these changes was highly beneficial to 

that process, and added, “I think if I was not in that kind of space… I would not be who I am 

today.” 

One particular community space that Ron found to be vital was the main undergraduate 

trans student club at his university. Ron especially liked that each meeting started with fresh 

 

 

39 Self-diagnosis for autism describes when a person determines that they are autistic, typically after doing extensive 

research about autism. Due to systemic barriers to receiving an autism diagnosis, particularly for adults, gender-

marginalized people, and people of color, as well as the cost of an autism diagnosis and misconceptions held by 

medical professionals about autism, many autistic people are unable to receive a formal autism diagnosis. Because 

of this, self-diagnosis is generally accepted and seen as legitimate within the autistic community (ASAN, n.d.-c; 

University of Washington, n.d.-b). 
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name tags for everyone so that new participants felt welcome and ongoing participants who were 

using new pronouns or names each week could readily make others aware with little fanfare. 

This small touch was something that Ron described as “very heartwarming.” Taking notice of 

small changes made to affirm oneself is something that has significance later in Ron’s narrative. 

Coming into his sophomore year of college, Ron felt split, as they were out in some 

spaces on campus but not others. In their queer and trans clubs, they were known as Ron who 

used they/them pronouns while in the music building they were perceived and referred to as their 

birth name, using she/her pronouns. This led Ron to feel a sense of disconnect and self-

consciousness which at times caused them to be thrown off during music rehearsals. 

When Ron fully came out after Christmas break, he found his academic community to be 

extremely supportive, with every student and staff member eager to help him make his desired 

changes. Even prior to coming out, Ron experienced his university and its College of Music as 

knowledgeable, respectful, and welcoming to queer and trans people. Being himself in the 

College of Music’s supportive environment eliminated his feelings of disconnection and self-

consciousness. This change helped Ron appreciate the small things in his life in which he could 

now be fully himself. Ron described the joy and companionship he felt in the college’s required 

student-led piano recitals, something he had previously found boring and unenjoyable, sharing, 

“me being myself while being with them together is very nice.” 

Presenting as the same person everywhere on campus felt “like I had opened a massive 

door.” Thinking of what their life would have been like had they never explored their gender and 

come out as trans, Ron speculated, “I would feel much more limited… and maybe many things 

that I did would be less full, or less authentic, or less bright.”  
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The quality of Ron’s childhood was one he described as “fairly poor,” and he found that 

acknowledging that “and kind of just decompressing and relaxing after it,” allowed him to 

become more self-aware: to focus on how he felt and how he would like to feel. The self-

reflection that eventually led to gender-related changes also resulted in Ron identifying as very 

likely autistic.  

Ron explained that for them, “both being autistic and transmasculine have to do with just 

listening to yourself … you really gotta listen and to kind of have a new understanding of the 

boundaries and the limits, and also what you're capable of.” This was noted on Ron’s MMDI 

activity (Appendix I) as their gender and disability were placed on the edge of the core, with Ron 

sharing these identities were most important to them because they represented Ron’s growth. 

Ron postulated that because of their autistic traits, they pay more attention to their five senses, 

and find more comfort in “the little things'' than in broader, more abstract concepts. They 

explained how these tendencies braided together with their gender-discovery journey: 

She/her pronouns are making me uncomfortable; if I change it to they/them, I 

feel much more myself, and I feel much more welcomed. If I change my name, I 

feel much more welcomed. If I view myself as more masculine, I feel much more 

myself, and I feel much more welcomed. I cannot describe it more deeply than 

that, but I know that this is who I am. I know it is who I am because I feel like it. 

Taking the same process of questioning that he had used for his gender, Ron also 

reflected on his “black and white moral thinking” that led, for example, to immediate 

dislike of people with somewhat louder or shaky voices. He began to take small steps to 

suspend judgment and ask himself open questions about his strong reactions to situations 

and characteristics. Ron also began to examine feelings and beliefs from childhood. In 
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grade school, he had known that he was different from other people, more distrustful and 

more isolated, not understanding the ways that others communicated. He related that, “It 

was quite possibly internalized ableism. I didn't want to think I was the one that was 

different… I wanted to think that I was doing better than everyone else, and I was more 

mature than everyone else.” In college, with the benefit of self-reflection, Ron said he has 

been able to gradually let go of that perspective and conclude, “Oh I’m not just different, 

I'm actually autistic, that's how it's been this whole time.” 

 While Ron’s experiences of self-discovery for their gender and autism resulted in 

their gender and disability becoming much more salient in their MMDI activity, Ron also 

noted their race decreasing in salience. They shared that a part of their self-questioning 

process has also been around their race, reflecting on their identity given that their 

Chinese heritage passed down from their grandpa is very meaningful to them, while at 

the same time their other relatives are all White. Through their reflection, they came to 

recognize that their privilege from being “very, very White-passing” meant they had a 

different life in some ways from other Asian American people. Noting the decrease in 

their race’s salience, Ron shared “I feel that I have a lot of privilege being safe in 

public… it would be a little unfair to just say I'm just Chinese American now because… 

[my experience], my history, my culture is much different I think.” 

Reflecting on the changes in his life over the past few years, Ron credited 

increased self-reflection, self-awareness, and maturation as the roots of his growth as a 

person. That holistic growth in turn aided his journeys in new understandings of his 

gender and autism, as well as his other identities. “I feel more myself in just all sorts of 

aspects of life,” Ron shared. His relationships with others have improved, as the person 
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who is now Ron is able to be more relaxed and outgoing, including with his actions, than 

the person he left high school as. Ron concluded, “Because I’m more myself on the 

inside, I can be more myself on the outside.” 

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter introduced each of the seven participants and their narratives, as well as 

providing the MMDI activities to depict how each participant changed in their self-understanding 

over the course of their narrative. Next, Chapter V discusses the findings of the study. 
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Chapter V: Findings and Discussion 

In this chapter, I share the findings from the interviews I conducted with the seven 

participants and the MMDI activities they completed during the interviews. Since the previous 

chapter explored the participants’ stories individually and chronologically, this chapter is 

organized thematically, with four main themes emerging from the data in response to my two 

research questions: 

1. How do trans students who transition in college and students who acquire a physical 

disability in college navigate changes in their identities?  

2. How do trans students who transition in college and students who acquire a physical 

disability in college make meaning of changes in their identities? 

This chapter is structured to analyze each theme one-by-one as well as various subthemes that 

appeared in participants’ experiences. While the themes all apply to both trans and disabled 

participants, some of the subthemes are identity-specific and are thus sectioned off with 

subheadings. As themes and subthemes are explained and supported with data from the 

participants, I analyze them in the context of the existing literature. 

Finding Identity-Based Community 

The first major theme that emerged from the data was participants finding community 

among others with identities similar to their own changing identities. Many participants relied on 

these communities as places of inspiration, emotional support, and safety to learn about 

themselves during their identity changes. Some participants had different experiences with 

community and chose to not engage with it or felt isolated from not finding it. Many trans 

participants relied on community in an additional way, using interactions with other trans people, 

media, and social media as spaces for self-discovery and identity exploration. As the 
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participants’ identities changed, relationships with others like them played a vital role as they 

sought to understand what it meant for them to exist in the world in a new way. 

Many of the participants expressed the importance of finding communities to be a part of 

and the impact of being around others like them as they processed their identity changes. One 

way this commonly occurred was with trans participants naming the importance of being around 

other queer and trans people and being in queer and trans spaces in college, something which had 

not been available in high school. Some participants in this study described these connections as 

vital to their self-understanding as trans people, such as how Ron’s exposure to trans and 

nonbinary friends encouraged them to start questioning their gender, or how Hui’s gender studies 

major helped hym develop further in hys identity. Participants also described queer spaces as 

spaces to feel safe being fully themselves. For example, Ron shared initially being out at their 

school’s trans student club while still be closeted in academic spaces. The club felt like a 

comfortable space for self-exploration, and ensured that “they would have fresh name tags for 

everyone, and… everybody would introduce themselves. So it was… very welcoming for people 

to maybe… change their pronouns or change their name.” By having students reintroduce 

themselves, potentially in a different way than they had previously, during each meeting, this 

club created a norm that identities could shift. This environment felt heartwarming because Ron 

and their peers had an opportunity to understand themselves better over time. 

KP found similar value in community as some of the other trans participants, but also 

found community outside of school. Exploring his gender during the height of quarantine, KP 

initially found support online, accessing a forum for a LGBT youth organization where he tried 

out new names. Upon returning to in-person spaces later in 2020, KP found support from a 

transmasc coworker at his job. This person served as a trans role model for KP, as KP described 
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“They talked about legally changing their name at some point, and I was like ‘Oh yeah, that's a 

thing I can do, I should do that.’” KP’s relationship with his coworker helped him envision his 

potential and decide on further steps to take in his transition. In addition to inspiration, KP also 

shared finding immense emotional comfort through this coworker, as at the time his parents were 

still figuring out how to be supportive. 

The importance of finding community for one’s identity was not limited to trans 

participants, as some students with newly acquired disabilities also found affirming spaces. 

Emily’s vastly different experiences of disability community with arthritis and deafness best 

illustrate the importance of community in handling identity change. When Emily was diagnosed 

with arthritis in high school, she connected with others with arthritis by attending arthritis camp, 

an activity with which she remains involved as a volunteer. Through activities, family programs, 

and care packages, as well as finding out that her friend’s sister also had arthritis, Emily felt part 

of a larger community around her arthritis during her time in high school. This community was 

especially helpful to Emily given that she missed so much of high school due to her arthritis, and 

she reflected that she would not regret having arthritis if it were somehow cured in the future.  

In contrast, Emily felt that her experience suddenly losing her hearing in college was 

more challenging. She described her experience with deafness so far as “a horror story,” because 

of the lack of community for her deafness. Emily tried using resources at her university and 

contacted the disability resource center (DRC) about the possibility of finding a group for deaf 

students. The DRC did not have such a group, so Emily looked online. Unfortunately, the online 

groups she found consisted of people much older than her, and the group members commented 

on Emily’s age instead of providing the type of supportive community she felt she needed, 

causing her to stop attending these groups. 
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 In contrast to other participants, Liv engaged with identity-based community more from a 

distance. She chose to “go it alone,” saying she did not feel a need to have close trans friends or 

closely follow ingroup discussions online. While Liv still followed other trans people on social 

media, she described not feeling like she really looked to those people for advice or inspiration 

for her own transition. She shared how this engagement felt for her, saying “I’ve mostly just 

stuck to myself with what I’m doing, for better or for worse... it's good, but I also… don't know 

if I’m going in the right direction.” While interacting with other trans people felt unnecessary for 

Liv, her choice to not do so left her feeling slightly unsure about whether she was being trans in 

the “correct” way, even as she acknowledged there were no right or wrong ways to be trans.  

Trans Participants Exploring Gender Through Media 

 In addition to relying on community for resources and emotional support, some trans 

participants found representations of transness within media and trans people on social media 

instrumental to their own gender journeys. For example, after reading Tomorrow Will Be 

Different, a memoir by a trans politician, Capulet had to confront some of the gender questioning 

she had been doing for years, saying “I couldn't leave it alone.” Capulet saw herself in many of 

the experiences relayed in the book, sparking a period of self-reflection and research where she 

felt she had to figure out her gender or else she would not be able to stop thinking about it. Other 

trans participants found gender inspiration from media that was not intentionally depicting 

transness, such as Hui’s Chinese cartoons and Liv’s fantasy novels.  

 In addition to traditional forms of media, trans participants also turned to social media as 

avenues of gender education and self-exploration. As Hui was not exposed to other queer people 

in hys Chinese community growing up, hie turned to Tumblr and other websites to learn about 

hys identity. Similar to Hui, Capulet also underwent a journey of seeking online information as 
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they thought more about gender after reading Tomorrow Will Be Different. Feeling seen, but not 

completely so, by the book, they went looking on TikTok for other people who more closely 

matched their feelings and experiences, learning about nonbinary identity as a result. Other 

participants used social media as a laboratory instead of a source of education, as KP and Ángel 

both tested out potential new names through anonymous social media accounts before bringing 

those names into in-person interactions. These online spaces offered KP and Ángel a safe place 

to experiment with their identities, much as Ron had in the in-person trans club. 

Navigating Changing Relationships & Environments 

The second major theme that emerged from the data was participants adjusting their 

relationships to others in their lives, as well as to their environments, as their identities changed. 

In doing so, participants grew closer in some relationships when they were supported by friends 

and family, while in other relationships they had to put in continuous work explaining and 

justifying themselves to receive support. Through these processes, participants’ identity changes 

made some relationships grow stronger, some grow weaker, and some cease to exist entirely. In 

particular, trans participants were cautious about their changing identity in school and religious 

institutions. 

 An experience that many of the participants shared was that they had to work to stay in 

relationship with loved ones who were initially unsupportive or not understanding of their 

identity changes. For example, Hui’s mom was initially opposed to Hui being trans and thought 

hie had been brainwashed by hys friends. However, Hui worked to explain how hie felt to her, 

conveying that hie was suffering from not having access to hormones and being seen as someone 

hie is not. While Hui said hys relationship remains tenuous, hie is still working to convince her 
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that hie is mature enough to make a decision for hymself about going on hormones, and hys 

relationship with hys mom is much better than before coming out to her. 

Emily’s family also struggled to understand her identity change when she came home for 

the first time after losing her hearing. Her parents seemed to not fully comprehend that she could 

not hear them, and seemed frustrated when there were misunderstandings between them. While 

her family has adjusted, Emily described how it felt difficult for her to adjust the other existing 

relationships in her life, saying “You can't really just go up to all these people you've known… 

forever, and you're just like ‘LOL, deaf now.’ That just doesn't fly well, like ‘What do you mean 

you're deaf?’” Some people in Emily’s life initially thought she was joking, and many did not 

really know how to respond to or accommodate Emily’s deafness, which was challenging. 

Similar to Emily’s experience, Capulet’s family did not understand the depth of their 

disability. While Capulet’s sister was very supportive and understanding about Capulet’s gender 

journey, she became angry when Capulet could not attend her events due to their disability. This 

changed over time, as Capulet described “this last year, for seeing me the way I have been, I 

think she's finally got to the point where she understands why I can't do certain things.” Time 

and exposure to Capulet’s experience of disability helped their sister more fully comprehend 

their life and limits with disability.  

While some participants found that time together helped their relationships with family 

members, time away from family helped Liv’s family adjust to her transition better. Liv reflected 

on recently going out for tea with the other women in her family: 

Anyone who didn't change their perception of me is kind of facing that now… I think if I 

had gone to tea at an earlier point, it would have gone worse. Because I'm at the kinda-
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sorta passing point now, but I wasn't before, and so that helps with my family, you know. 

Being more digestible… Not ideal, but it's better than the alternative. 

Liv felt that because she was starting to pass as a woman, family members would have to 

confront the way they perceived her if they had not already done so. As a result, the onus of 

doing the work to adjust relationships would be placed on Liv’s family members and not herself. 

Additionally, Liv felt that to a certain degree her family’s acceptance of her transness was 

contingent on her ability to pass, and thus, her ability to be trans but not visibly so. While she 

remarked that this conditional acceptance was not ideal, she did feel that it was better than not 

being accepted for being herself at all. 

 Related to this conditional acceptance, Liv also had to manage family members who 

accepted her trans identity but could not be counted upon to respect it. Liv named her mom and 

her grandma as two of these people, saying that her interactions with them are worse now than 

before figuring out her trans identity. In particular, misgendering stood out to Liv, and she 

described how while her grandma sees her as a woman and calls her Liv, she still misgenders her 

in public sometimes. Liv understood that her grandma accepts her, but the harm present in her 

interactions with her grandma have made their relationship more difficult. When thinking about 

her mom, Liv recalled a recent conversation where her mom had said “I can't promise I’ll never 

misgender you,” something to which Liv did not know how to respond. Liv did not share directly 

what was difficult about the comment, but her mom’s lack of acknowledgement of the harm 

created strife in their relationship. 

Similar to Liv, KP’s parents understood his identity change, but he still had to work 

through a period of adjustment as they came to terms with his new identity. While he was 
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already out to them as queer, and they were accepting of that identity, they had a different 

reaction to his coming out as trans. KP explained, sharing: 

They're open minded, but the whole trans thing I guess caught them more off guard 

because it's easier to say “I’m still the same person,” even if your sexual orientation isn’t 

what they expected, but it's harder to say “I’m still the same person,” when you’re 

transitioning gender-identity-wise. 

Though eventually they accepted KP’s identity, his parents were hesitant and concerned about 

KP coming out to extended family, which KP connected to his family’s Asian American culture. 

While the intersection of race and gender made it difficult for KP to manage his changing 

relationships with family, he found that both his parents and his dad’s side of the family have 

largely adapted to his gender well.  

 While many participants had to work on their relationships with unsupportive loved ones, 

some participants found that they needed to leave relationships as well. One of these participants 

was unfortunately KP, whose mom’s side of the family continues to be unaccepting because they 

are Catholic. Though KP and their mom were already more distant from that side of the family 

due to political differences, this rejection was their impetus to completely disconnect. Notably, 

both KP and their mom disconnected, showing solidarity between the two of them around setting 

a boundary for how KP should be treated. 

 One aunt on KP’s mom’s side tried to maintain the relationship but was not willing to 

advocate for KP with the rest of his family. KP reflected on his decision to distance himself from 

his mom’s side of the family, saying “You can have your religious beliefs, but just know that you 

can’t also have me too. So clearly one matters more to you than the other, and it's just going to 

have to stay that way.” In this situation, KP felt that he had to choose to cut off his relationships 
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with this part of his extended family as he could not compromise on the legitimacy of his trans 

identity. He found this to be painful, and shared that continued prejudice from these family 

members has further motivated him to stay away from them in the future. 

 Capulet also had to end a relationship over religious beliefs because the other person did 

not accept his queer and trans identities. This person had been friends with Capulet throughout 

his time in college, but became much more religious while recovering from an addiction. This 

newfound faith made the friend no longer accepting of Capulet’s queer and trans identities, as 

Capulet described, saying “she's like… ‘I have to let you know that I can't support this.’ So I’m 

like ‘Wait, what?’ I’m so confused, cause we’ve known each other for years, and she loves my 

girlfriend.” Capulet was shocked and felt betrayed because she was a friend that he had trusted 

for a long time and suddenly no longer accepted him. Capulet felt that he did not want to “fuel 

that fire,” so he blocked the former friend on social media, and has not heard from her since. 

 While the loss of this relationship was rough for Capulet, she also chose to leave an even 

more central relationship in her life - her relationship with their mom. From the time she was 

young, Capulet’s mom strictly controlled her experiences of disability. For example, when 

Capulet was diagnosed with autism at age 10, her mom tried to make her act neurotypical 

anyway, treating her harshly if her autistic traits were apparent. This treatment continued as 

Capulet’s mom pulled her out of therapy when she was additionally diagnosed with anxiety and 

depression, refusing to believe the diagnosis. Capulet’s gender was also policed by their mom, 

who forbade them from taking part in “boyish” activities and reminded them of what girls are 

“supposed to be doing” when Capulet was not behaving as expected, gender-wise. When Capulet 

came out as a lesbian, their mom accepted their sexuality because she was relieved that Capulet 

was ‘just gay’ and not trans. When Capulet later came out as nonbinary, their mom expressed 
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that she “would call [nonbinary people] by their original birth pronouns, because that is her way 

of loving them, and she would teach them how to not be that way.” 

 Once Capulet enrolled in college, her first priority was to figure out who she was outside 

of her mom’s influence, because she was “sick of feeling alone.” Going to therapy and finding 

autistic community helped Capulet better understand herself and begin to heal from her mom’s 

treatment. Continuing in college, though many of the health issues Capulet acquired during 

college were genetic, Capulet’s mom believed that one should not talk about their health issues 

as part of being “resilient.” She never told Capulet about the many health issues that she and 

other AFAB40 family members had, making Capulet feel caught unaware and that he had lost the 

ability to take precautions to protect his health beforehand. When he did get sick, he had to go 

live with his mom again for a bit, which he found to be a horrible experience. Capulet is no 

longer in a relationship with his mom, and is no longer on speaking terms with her. 

 While participants felt they had to work hard to maintain relationships with friends and 

family or make the difficult decision to leave said relationships, participants also found the 

supportive relationships in their lives to be immensely helpful. Participants named the specific 

ways in which they had been helped through their identity change, which varied from emotional 

support to financial support to simply having company through parts of their journey. In 

particular, Capulet had support from their girlfriend, who is the only person that fully 

understands their disabilities, and their sister, who is also nonbinary. Emily’s roommate drew on 

her experience of being formerly disabled as she worked to make Emily’s living arrangement 

more accessible and also helped her process her experiences with disability and mental health. 

 

 

40 As a reminder, AFAB is an acronym for ‘assigned female at birth’. It is used to refer to a subset of trans people 

without implying they are or ever were ‘really female’. 
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Liv’s friends and family helped her get new clothes, among other things, as her friends went 

thrifting with her and her sibling gave her money for new clothes.  

In addition to relationships with the people in their lives, participants also found that their 

identity changes impacted their relationships with their religious communities. Some of the trans 

participants described assessing their safety to be themselves in their religious communities. 

Ángel offered a good example of this because as they began questioning their gender, they did 

not feel able to transition while still in the Catholic Church. Due to Catholicism’s doctrine of 

gender complementarianism, Ángel felt like they were already pushing the boundaries of what 

was acceptable by being gender non-conforming, which they described on their MMDI activity 

as being “almost considered ‘sinful’.” They shared, “It felt like transitioning… wouldn't even be 

a possibility without risking losing my entire social circle, which I did when I left Catholicism.” 

In addition to the unwelcoming philosophy of gender complementarianism, Ángel’s church also 

started a conversion therapy program, making that church a more hostile space for trans people. 

Ángel advocated against the conversion therapy program for a year, trying to make those at the 

church understand how it was harmful. When their efforts proved unsuccessful, Ángel felt 

disheartened and left the Catholic Church, though religion stayed important to them, which they 

indicated on their MMDI activity. Upon converting to Episcopalianism, Ángel found their new 

church to be a much more affirming environment, as congregants used they/them pronouns, and 

the priest specifically used he/him pronouns for Ángel. Ángel took that as a sign of the priest 

trying extra hard to be supportive, and was pleasantly surprised at how accepting the priest was 

of their transness. 

Liv also did not feel she could fully be herself in some religious spaces. She did not feel 

she could come out while a student at her Catholic high school. She chose to come out publicly 



 

116 

 

by changing her name on social media the day after she graduated, something she noted was 

common, saying “This happens a lot… queer students who come out the day after graduation.” 

Liv determined, like many of the other queer and trans students at her high school, that the 

Catholic environment of the school was not a safe place to be herself. Once she was no longer 

tied to this religious community, Liv felt more comfortable to express her trans identity. In her 

MMDI activity, Liv indicated that her religion had become less salient to her since she left high 

school. She explained that her religion did not matter as much to her anymore now that it was not 

impacting her life on a day-to-day basis like in high school.  

 Emily also brought up the way that her relationship with her religious community had 

changed, though for her it was less about feeling safe to be herself in the community and more 

about disagreements with her church. While Emily shared that she did not feel growing up that 

being Catholic was right for her, she additionally felt her religious community approached 

disability in a manner unhelpful to disabled people. She described how her journey with 

disability intersected with religion, saying "I just realized God wasn't gonna save me... having 

people be like, ‘Oh, pray for such and such,’ and it's like ‘don't pray for them, help them’… I 

don't want people praying for me." Emily believed that her church community should work to 

make a tangible difference in people’s lives, and did not feel prayer was the most effective way 

to do this. Though she struggled with issues related to her disabilities at times, Emily did not 

want people at her church to pray for her, but to directly help her instead, so this further 

contributed to her disconnect from this religious community. This disconnect translated into a 

change in identity salience in Emily’s MMDI activity, as she moved her religious identity from 

moderately salient to become her least-salient identity, writing ‘agnostic’ next to it. 
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Trans Participants Navigating Academic Environments 

In addition to navigating changing relationships with people in their lives as well as 

religious communities, some of the trans participants additionally described navigating their 

identity change in academic spaces. One common way this manifested was with trans 

participants having to figure out which spaces at school felt safe to be themselves. Capulet 

remarked that they feel safer in their university’s LGBTQ groups, especially trans groups, as 

well as social science and humanities classes, but that they did not feel safe in general education 

classes. In particular, Capulet felt unsafe around people they assumed were more likely to be 

conservative, such as business students, law students, men in fraternities, and religious women.  

Ángel also had to evaluate their ability to be themself in different spaces at their 

university. They described this with a story about their decision of which name to use in two 

classes they had one semester. One class was a religious studies class with both a professor and 

other students that Ángel had interacted with before under their birth name. In this space with so 

many people who previously knew them, Ángel weighed their options of which name to use. In 

the end, Ángel did not feel it would be worth it to assert their new name given the resistance they 

would likely have faced. On the other hand, Ángel’s American Sign Language class felt like an 

easier space to change their name, as the bluntness of Deaf culture made it more socially 

acceptable for Ángel’s professor to ask about their name and for Ángel to state their new name. 

Ángel found that the directness of this Deaf space, as well as other Deaf spaces in their life, 

made it easier for them to assert their new identity as other people would not avoid or resist 

potentially awkward or uncomfortable topics as much as in hearing spaces. 

 Similarly to Ángel, Ron also operated differently in different spaces, sharing how one 

semester he lived a “dual personality” by going by one name and set of pronouns in the queer 
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and trans clubs on their campus but by another name and pronouns in his academic spaces. This 

caused Ron to feel self-conscious or startled whenever he was being addressed in academic 

spaces. This feeling was resolved when he came out in his academic program, and he 

commented that being “one person in both the music building and everywhere else on campus 

was very refreshing.” He described feeling no longer limited, and that his actions could now be 

more full, authentic, and bright. Ron initially only felt safe to fully be himself in some parts of 

his campus, but after coming out in his major program, he was able to engage more fully in that 

space. 

Navigating Social Interactions 

The third major theme that emerged from the data was participants having to navigate the 

ways their changing identities were perceived by others around them. Participants faced 

difficulties in a variety of ways, with some participants’ identities being invisible, hypervisible, 

incorrectly perceived, correctly perceived in a harmful way, to name a few. Peers and strangers 

often placed assumptions onto the participants based on their perceptions of the participants’ 

identities, putting the participants in awkward and uncomfortable situations where they did not 

always know how to behave or respond. Participants responded in a variety of ways, sometimes 

confronting the situation, sometimes avoiding confrontation, sometimes leaving, and sometimes 

simply freezing. The disabled participants noted additional complexity in social interactions as 

they had to navigate difficult interactions in the medical system. As the participants’ identities 

changed, their social interactions of everyday life changed. As they were treated differently by 

others, they responded differently to these interactions in turn. 

Several participants shared experiences of social situations that were made awkward or 

uncomfortable due to how others were perceiving their changing identities. Ángel provided a 
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great example of having her gender perceived differently in different situations:  

In the context of a Zoom interview, they only see this much of me, and they hear this 

voice, and they might have certain expectations about what that means for who I am as a 

person. Whereas in a lot of in-person situations, I still get perceived as female a lot of the 

time and so it's almost two different worlds, the virtual world and the real world. 

While most people interacting with Ángel in person perceived her as female, when just seeing 

Ángel’s face over Zoom and hearing her voice, which has deepened on T, people often perceived 

Ángel as male. These perceptions then translated into others placing gendered expectations onto 

Ángel for how she would behave, something Ángel found difficult as she was expected to 

behave differently in the different ‘worlds’ of in-person and online interactions.  

An additional layer of complexity for Ángel was that they were not always perceived as 

the same gender in the same situations, thus meaning they were not always aware of what 

gender, and thus what gendered behavior, was expected of them at any given moment. Ángel 

shared often looking for cues, such as gendered forms of address from others, then using those to 

inform how they behaved, as they described, “Okay, so in this scenario I’m a woman to you, so 

let's go with that.” In these situations, Ángel chose the path of least resistance by just adapting to 

others’ expectations of them, something common in the trans community especially when 

interacting with strangers. Rather than take the time and energy to explain one’s identity to 

someone one will likely never encounter again, trans people often behave like Ángel and ‘play 

along’ with the expectations placed on them, choosing to pick their battles over how they are 

perceived with people who may be more worth the emotional investment. At the same time, 

Ángel also shared not always being able to get clues of others’ perceptions of them, expressing 

“it's difficult and I don't know if there is one right way to navigate it.” Due to the lack of clues, 
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Ángel did not always know how they are “supposed” to behave, which was difficult and 

confusing. 

Ángel noted intersectional issues with how their gender was perceived in two different 

ways, race and sexuality. Putting a note next to race in the MMDI activity, Ángel expressed 

concerns with being stereotyped as dangerous as their gender presentation became more 

masculine and they started being perceived as a Latino man. Ángel also put a note next to their 

sexuality on the first slide of their MMDI activity, sharing “being perceived as queer shapes the 

way the world sees me and the ways I move through the world.”  

Others’ perceptions of Ángel’s gender also disrupted their learning experience in class. 

He explained that in some classes he does not speak very often, and since starting T, “every time 

I spoke up in class, I had a different voice.” Ángel shared that his classmates were shocked by 

his voice when he spoke, and therefore reacted more to Ángel’s voice than to what he had said, 

which was frustrating. He explained, “I’m looking for them to react to what I’m saying, not the 

voice that’s saying it… this is a class - I’m trying to learn here - I’m not getting any feedback.”  

 Other participants also reported that being perceived as trans resulted in others treating 

them in ways that felt exclusionary and awkward. For example, Hui shared that hie tried to make 

friends who were cis men but felt excluded by these friends due to hys transness. This exclusion, 

being left out of in-group joking intimacy, was likely because the cis men did not fully see Hui 

as a ‘real’ man and thus treated hym closer to how they might treat women. The group was 

additionally awkward when talking about Hui, as hie shared that they would suddenly pause 

before using hys pronouns. This behavior indicated to Hui that this group only really accepted 

other cis men, and Hui distanced hymself from the group, returning to friends that made hym feel 

more included. 
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 Liv also dealt with some experiences of exclusion due to her being perceived as trans, 

though she noted that most people still perceived her as male, so interactions have not changed 

as much for her as they might in the future. She shared an experience that illustrated this 

potential treatment, describing how a woman stared at her on the street. Liv’s response to this 

situation, which she relayed in a sarcastic tone while rolling her eyes, indicated her exasperation 

to be stared at for simply walking down the street. Liv continued, explaining “people kind of 

perceive me as a girl or woman or whatever, but it's kind of a 40/60 yes/no, and as it [increases], 

I’ll start to have more of these weird interactions with people.” As Liv perceived it, she was 

somewhat shielded from negative interactions with others due to the fact that they often still 

perceived her as a cis man. As her transition continued though, Liv believed that she would start 

to be perceived more often as a trans woman and therefore be subject to more scrutiny like from 

the woman who stared at her.  

While Hui and Liv dealt with issues from having their trans identity perceived, Capulet 

and Emily both struggled with situations stemming from their disability identities not being 

perceived. Capulet described how others did not fully understand his experiences with disability 

because, in their words, “no one really understands it, because they're all mostly invisible and 

chronic, and no one would know, unless they know.” The invisibility of Capulet’s disabilities 

caused others to perceive him as being fine when in reality he struggled with their health a lot, 

just not in a way that would be visible to an acquaintance.  

The invisibility of Emily’s disabilities similarly had a negative impact on her as others 

assumed her to be non-disabled. One way this manifested was in high school, where one of 

Emily’s peers assumed that Emily was cheating on a calculus exam because she was doing well 

despite the fact that she had missed a lot of school due to her arthritis. In another case, others’ 
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assumptions put her in an unsafe situation, as she shared how bikers on the bike path would yell 

“on your left” as they approached her from behind, and she would not hear it, causing her 

roommates to have to pull her out of the way to keep her from being hit. Experiences like these 

caused Emily to reflect on how she was being expected to be non-disabled by those around her 

and how those expectations had the potential to cause her harm. 

Emily further reflected on her decision when to disclose her deafness, expressing how 

others’ assumptions of her ability to hear made social interactions awkward: 

I don't meet someone and be like ‘Oh, by the way, I’m deaf.’ That's just not natural to me 

at least… But sometimes they're weird about it… before I got my hearing aids, I would 

have some people be weirded out when I would go stand on… their left side, so that I 

could hear them, and they were like ‘What are you doing?’ And I’d be like ‘Oh, I just 

need to be able to hear you.’ 

Emily did not feel natural in disclosing her deafness, but without that knowledge, others 

expected that she could hear them in situations when she could not. Emily would then behave in 

ways others would not expect from a hearing person, by standing on a particular side of them or 

asking to move to a quieter space. This unexpected behavior sometimes confused the people 

around Emily, causing them to ask her questions and placing her in a position to have to explain 

herself.  

In contrast with some of the other participants, KP shared some difficult situations they 

have encountered when others see their identity correctly. Because KP passes as a man, others 

often assume they have experience with elements of male socialization that they are unfamiliar 

with, such as the intricacies of how men greet each other: 
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I’m just really self-conscious that I don't know what I’m doing [at the gym] and pretty 

noticeably smaller than all of the other guys there. And so, I ran into this familiar face, 

and I was like “Oh, this is comforting, at least I know somebody here, right?” And then 

he reaches out to do that handshake dap thing, and I’m like “Oh no, now I’m 

uncomfortable and awkward, and I don't know what I’m doing again.” 

In contrast, because others assume that KP is a cis man, they assume that KP does not know the 

experiences of cis women. KP described feeling conflicted about a time when some women 

assumed they did not know what an IUD was, being glad that others saw them as a man but 

disliking that they were then assumed to be ignorant about birth control methods. While KP 

believed that this was a fair assumption for women to make, they did express feeling weird about 

being grouped with this negative stereotype of men that they did not personally fit.  

Disabled Participants Interacting with the Medical System 

 In addition to difficult interactions with strangers, disabled participants also noted 

difficulties and frustrating interactions when dealing with the medical system. In this context, 

assumptions placed upon the participants were coming from people in positions of power. 

Participants sometimes had to place themselves into harmful interactions to receive necessary 

medical treatment. For example, Capulet felt mistreated whenever she went to the hospital for 

her chronic conditions, something she had to do often. While Capulet’s heart issues and 

immunocompromised status meant that minor symptoms could be indicative of worse conditions, 

hospital staff did not acknowledge or respect the severity of her conditions. Capulet felt she was 

treated like a hypochondriac, saying “I hate the look they give me, and they treat me like a kid.” 

Capulet also named additional difficulties she had in getting refills for her medications and 

connected this to her social class. Being on Medicaid forced Capulet to navigate the medical 
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system in different ways than she was “supposed to,” according to doctors, such as by using 

urgent care to get medication refills. Doctors shamed Capulet for doing what she needed to get 

her medications, causing her to feel harmed and disillusioned about the medical system. 

 Emily also had difficulties in interacting with doctors, though in a different way from 

Capulet. In Emily’s case, doctors kept reassuring her that her hearing would return, and she 

searched for scientific research about hearing loss like hers to learn more. Upon reading the 

research, she found that what the doctors had said was not the case, as she described, “if you start 

with 100 decibel hearing loss, your odds of getting any of it back are less than 10%... I was like 

‘What do you mean it's coming back?’ It's not, the science says it’s not.” Emily felt frustrated 

and misled by her doctors, adding to the difficulty she experienced in navigating the identity 

change caused by her hearing loss.  

Personal Growth from Identity Change 

The fourth major theme that emerged from the data was participants growing from their 

experiences of identity change, both developing in their changing identity but also in more 

holistic ways as well. Almost all the participants found that their identity changes had directly 

contributed to giving them more awareness of their privileges. Both groups of participants 

reported additional learning and growth from their identity changes, but this manifested in 

different ways. Some trans participants connected their transness to their locations, their 

experiences of autism, and their journeys of self-improvement, becoming better versions of 

themselves. On the other hand, disabled participants described learning to prioritize their health 

and access needs while also developing strategies and skills to work towards doing so. As the 

participants’ identities changed, they grew as a result, gaining greater understanding of who they 

were while also building skills and aspirations to work toward the futures they wanted for 
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themselves. 

 One experience common to many of the participants was becoming more aware of their 

identity-based privileges as a result of their identity change. One clear example of this was how 

Ángel’s process of legally changing their name made them more aware of the privilege they hold 

as a U.S. citizen, something they noted on their MMDI activity. Having non-citizen relatives, 

they reflected that post-transition their eyes had been opened “to ways in which I am allowed to 

be seen in a legal setting and given a lot more respect than the relatives who aren't citizens would 

have.” Ángel began to see more how their citizenship allowed them to be legally recognized in 

ways their relatives could not be. 

 Capulet and Emily both had experiences in academic settings that helped them learn 

about the privilege they hold as White disabled people. Emily shared taking a summer class that 

analyzed the intersection of race and gender. This class caused her to reflect on the ways that 

people with multiple marginalized identities get discriminated against, and she shared “I realized 

that that happened with disability too. And you see it every day with people of color [that] don't 

have… the same sorts of access to health care.” Due to her experience in this class, Emily was 

able to recognize how her race did not further complicate her life as a disabled person. Capulet 

also understood this through research about race and ethnicity at their school, which they found 

was taking a severe toll on their mental health. They stepped away from this research for a few 

months to focus on their health, but shared “I felt really guilty about it… Because I do have the 

privilege of being White so I can put this on hold for a minute, and it won't affect me.” In this 

experience, Capulet recognized that being White made it simpler for them to step away, as 

people of color would have more of a personal stake in research about race as they are directly 

targeted by racism. Both Capulet and Emily’s learning about their White privilege was 
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accompanied by a shift in salience in their MMDI activities, as both moved race from initially 

being of very low salience, with Emily additionally writing ‘oblivious’ next to hers, to being of 

high salience, near the core. 

 Hui named that privilege hie held for being thin was something hie had noticed more as a 

result of transitioning. Hie described how this was connected to beauty standards within the trans 

community, sharing “A lot of things that go get popular in social media algorithms, especially to 

do with binding, are smaller-chested people, because that is so much easier to bind. And it looks 

more ‘correctly’ transmasculine.” As a thin person, Hui recognized that hie more closely 

matched media depictions of what transmasculine people were “supposed” to look like, being 

thin and having a very flat chest. Hui also commented that being thin had made both binding and 

finding new clothes easier.  

 In addition to finding buying clothes easier because of hys privilege around body size, 

Hui also shared that this process was easier for hym due to hys socioeconomic class privilege. 

Hie reflected that buying new clothes was something hie had been able to do “pretty freely,” but 

that not everyone could, as “replacing your wardrobe and being able to donate clothes and then 

buy new ones is actually a lot of money.” Hui was not the only participant to comment on how 

their socioeconomic status privilege had made their transition easier, as KP and Liv both referred 

to their ability to access medical transition as a privilege. They both indicated this in their MMDI 

activities, moving social class from moderate to high salience over the course of their transitions. 

Liv additionally connected her socioeconomic privilege to safety, sharing “I'm very lucky, I have 

the ability to get my hormones every month, I am able to get them through a hospital… [which 

is] super important to… being able to transition safely.” Though Liv did not name the alternative 

here, she was likely referring to how some trans people who do not have the resources to access 
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hormones through the medical system may pursue do-it-yourself hormone therapy.41 This 

method of undergoing hormone therapy can be more dangerous since it does not involve the 

support of a doctor to monitor one’s hormone levels with blood tests and examine potential side 

effects. 

Trans Participants Understanding Themselves and Growing Holistically 

 While many trans participants described recognizing their privileges more due to their 

transition, they also connected their transition to other ways in which they had come to 

understand themselves better and grown in their lives. First, some participants came to recognize 

how their locations impacted their lives as trans people, either recognizing privileges they had 

compared with other trans people due to their location or aspiring to live in places they felt they 

could more fully be themselves. Second, the autistic trans participants all experienced 

connections in their journeys of self-understanding between both transness and autism. Third, 

some of the trans participants noted broader personal growth as a result of their transition. While 

these three types of growth were unique, they all showed how going through transition had made 

these trans participants more self-confident, more appreciative of what they had in life, and more 

in control of their lives. With this growth, trans participants were able to more fully live in the 

moment while also aspiring to better futures for themselves. 

 The first growth-related topic that came up frequently in the interviews with trans 

participants was the importance of location. For example, when talking about their social class 

privileges, KP and Liv both also talked about location-based privilege that they have in 

 

 

41 Do-it-yourself hormone therapy tends to be more common among transfeminine people because testosterone is 

legally classified as a steroid in the U.S. and thus is illegal to sell online to people who do not have a prescription. In 

contrast, estrogen is not classified this way and can be bought online without a prescription. 
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comparison with other trans people. Liv described how she was “super lucky… very privileged” 

for growing up in a major city in a blue state, having supportive family and friends, and now 

attending college in another major city in another blue state. She connected her family’s support 

and more trans-friendly culture of her environment to her ability to access trans medical care 

easily, saying that these privileges have had a huge impact on her ability to transition safely, 

something not all trans people can do. KP also noted the greater presence of medical resources in 

his metropolitan area, naming how there were many providers offering hormone therapy and 

surgeons doing gender affirming surgeries. He reflected on the impact that this has had on his 

transition, saying “if I lived [elsewhere] I don't know how much access I would have to these 

things.” KP listed his location in the core section of his MMDI activity and added that his 

university is another aspect of his location that has impacted his transition since his campus has 

many resources for queer and trans students that other schools may not. 

 While some trans participants found their location to have made their transition easier, 

others noted wanting to leave their current locations in search of more trans-friendly ones. While 

participants did not name specific anti-trans laws or policies that impacted them, they spoke 

more broadly about unfriendly culture and politics. Ángel described how being able to move out 

of their conservative state after graduation was helpful, saying “Just knowing that I have that 

autonomy to move… is really freeing in a way.” They indicated this in their MMDI activity as 

well, placing the name of their state in the context section but adding their greater sense of 

freedom to it. Capulet went into detail about his desire to move somewhere less conservative 

than his current state. He described not feeling safe to hold his girlfriend’s hand in public or be 

open about being trans, sharing “I sus out someone's political views when I first meet them to 

make sure that it's safe… I really want out of here.” Capulet planned to apply to graduate schools 
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on the coasts, hoping to be able to move to a liberal place where he would feel safer as a trans 

person and have good access to healthcare for his disabilities. In planning to move somewhere 

more accepting, or simply just acknowledging that it was a possibility, both Ángel and Capulet 

were able to aspire to a future where they could prioritize their comfort as trans people. 

 The second growth-related topic that came up frequently in interviews was connections 

between transness and autism. Three of the trans participants were also autistic, and all three of 

them found some overlap between their journeys of self-understanding for both these identities. 

Ron and Hui both explicitly described connections between these journeys, while Capulet’s 

overlap in their journeys was largely dictated by her mom’s repression. Capulet described how 

her mom tried to make them behave “as close to a neurotypical child as humanly possible” and 

forbid them from activities and clothes that were “too boyish.” Capulet was thus unable to really 

explore her autism or gender growing up, and once she arrived at college, she felt that “My first 

rule of business, once I was finally away from her, was to figure out who I actually am.” 

Capulet’s understanding of both her autism and her gender occurred in college because it was the 

first time in her life where she felt free to explore those identities. This was reflected in her 

MMDI activity, as she noted that both gender and disability had moved from being relatively 

salient identities to being firmly within her core by the end of college. 

 Similarly to Capulet, Ron began exploring their autism and gender in college, but unlike 

Capulet, they first found out they were autistic around this time as well. Ron shared that their 

exploration stemmed from trying to figure out their feelings after a “fairly poor childhood.” They 

described how their exploration of both identities was similar: 

Experimenting with my gender… was a massive help with realizing that I’m autistic… 

both being autistic and transmasculine have to do with just listening to yourself and being 
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in a space that will allow you to be yourself… you really gotta listen and to have a new 

understanding of the boundaries and the limits, and also what you're capable of. 

Finding spaces in college that allowed them to be themself, Ron listened to themself and 

reconsidered their needs and how they felt about various aspects of their identity and life. In 

particular, they noted that they were able to identify previous boundaries of limiting thought. 

Ron’s questioning process allowed them to make small adjustments in their life that then helped 

them feel and function better as an autistic trans person. For example, Ron described their 

pronouns as one of these small changes they questioned and then experimented with, saying “So, 

she/her pronouns are making me uncomfortable, if I change it to they/them, I feel much more 

myself, and I feel much more welcomed.” Ron described some of their growth around autism as 

similar to questioning their pronouns, as they began questioning some of the ways they thought 

about morals in black and white terms. Ron questioned their initial emotional reactions to 

situations, allowing them to separate their individual feelings from moral judgements about the 

situation. Ron noted this growth in their MMDI activity, indicating that it was the reason being 

autistic and transmasculine were most salient to them, which they reflected by moving both 

gender and disability to the edge of their core. 

 While Hui discovered hie was autistic after already exploring hys gender, hie indicated 

that hys autism likely had influenced hys gender journey all along. Hie described a period of 

gender questioning in high school and reflected that it may have intersected with hys autism 

because hie was experiencing “an identity or existential crisis, but it might have also been 

autistic burnout, like extreme exhaustion and pretending to be someone I’m not.” This potential 

autistic burnout and Hui’s gender questioning both involved Hui deep self-reflection on hys 
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identity at the time, and the two experiences likely influenced each other as Hui tried to 

rediscover hymself. 

 Hui also shared how hys conceptualization of hys gender now is connected to being 

autistic, describing how hys relationship to neopronouns and neogenders has evolved: 

There's the classic ‘Oh I’m just an ally, like a really enthusiastic ally, and then you come 

out later.’ That was me, but with specifically neopronouns and neogenders. I'm like, 

‘They're so important to how we deconstruct gender, especially for neurodivergent and 

autistic people.’ And then I was like, ‘I think I’m autistic too, this explains a lot.’ 

Hui referenced a somewhat common experience in queer and trans communities where one is a 

“really enthusiastic ally” of queer and trans people, moreso than others, before realizing that one 

is in fact also queer and/or trans. In Hui’s story, hie believed hie was this enthusiastic ally to 

autistic trans people before then realizing hie was also autistic. When Hui referenced neogenders 

and neopronouns in reference to neurodivergent people, hie was alluding to the fact that many 

people who identify with neogenders are neurodivergent. While very little research exists on this 

connection, neurodivergent people who use neogenders to describe themselves often say they do 

so because traditional words used to describe gender do not capture the feeling of gender that 

they experience (Neogender, 2021; Xenogender, 2022). Neurodivergent people experience the 

world, and therefore gender, differently and thus may need different words and concepts to 

convey their experiences. As Hui now uses neopronouns hymself, hie described how being 

autistic shapes hys experience of gender as well. This experience was very important to Hui, as 

in hys MMDI activity hie marked gender and disability as both highly salient identities and 

specifically listed being trans and autistic in the core. 
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The third growth-related topic that trans participants brought up was the impact that 

transitioning had on their growth in a holistic sense. As trans participants reflected on who they 

were and who they wanted to be during their transition, they found that they became better 

versions of themselves overall. KP described how transitioning changed their perspective on life, 

sharing “[Before I] was very much wallowing in my own self, and now my context has 

broadened, like I care a lot more about things that don't pertain to me as much… I’m less 

selfish.” By addressing their gender, KP stopped wallowing and put more attention and care to 

the people and things around them. This was mirrored in KP’s MMDI activity as their ‘before’ 

slide just listed family support and friends as important, while the ‘after’ slide included more 

about their environment and other people around them. 

Similarly to KP, Ron also found that transitioning helped him appreciate the little things 

in his life more. Ron relayed a story about participating in piano recitals with his classmates, 

events that he had previously found boring. After coming out as trans in their music program, 

however, Ron found joy in these events, which he reflected on, saying “It's slightly tedious, but 

because we all know it's tedious, we’re kind of in it together, you know. And me being myself 

while being with them together is very nice.” Given the chance to be himself in his music 

program, Ron found joy both from being seen as his correct gender, but also just from the chance 

to spend time with his classmates as himself in a shared activity. In addition to appreciating 

small moments in his life, Ron also expressed feeling more like himself in all aspects of his life 

as a result of his self-work around gender. He shared “If I come home from college as Ron, I 

think I might be more relaxed and more outgoing to my parents than [before]… because I’m 

more myself on the inside, I can be more myself on the outside.” This was again reflected on 
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Ron’s MMDI activity as he noted feeling that gender was salient as it had helped him grow from 

his past. 

Hui also went through a process of further self-discovery through transition similar to 

Ron, though hie additionally described how hie has learned to push back against mainstream 

narratives of transness. In hys MMDI activity, Hui shared initially feeling that hie had to be what 

the world wanted, while now hie comes first. Hui explained this change in mindset where hie 

stopped thinking of transness as a deficit, saying that hie realized that while hie still wanted to 

change some aspects of hys body, hie should not have to fit others’ expectations of transness. 

Mainstream narratives of transness present transness largely as a medical condition where 

dysphoria is treated through hormones and surgery. These medical changes then allow a trans 

individual to be seen and treated in society as their correct gender, and the combination of 

medical and social changes “cures” the trans person’s dysphoria. These narratives largely stem 

from the development of modern trans identity in a Western context, where medical 

professionals viewed transness as a mental disorder that needed to be fixed so that the trans 

person could function in society as a straight, binarily-gendered person of the opposite gender 

(Denny, 1992). In contrast, Hui has moved away from that type of thinking, and while hie does 

still want to pursue aspects of medical transition to make hys body more how hie would like it to 

be, hie does not view hymself as in need of “fixing.” Instead, Hui described hymself as “anti-

normative” in hys MMDI activity, placing the burden of being fixed onto a society that cannot 

see hym for who hie is and saying “what is actually broken is the world that we live in.” Hui 

additionally compared this conceptualization of transness with the social model of disability, 

saying that disabled people are not broken, the world just does not want to accommodate them 

(Oliver & Barnes, 2012). By using a “social model of transness,” so-to-speak, Hui was able to 
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reconceptualize hys identity in a way that no longer mandated that hie change to fit into 

oppressive societal structures, but instead demanded those structures change to fit hys whole, 

unbroken self. 

Disabled Participants Prioritizing Their Needs 

The disabled participants grew and learned in new ways as a result of their identity 

changes, such as learning to prioritize their health and needs as well as developing self-advocacy 

skills to work toward that priority. Emily shared how conversations with her roommate helped 

her to learn to prioritize her own accessibility needs. She had learned “you have to talk about 

these things, you can't just ignore it. And talking about it does help and speaking up about what 

you need.” Instead of ignoring her needs from her disabilities, Emily found that self-advocating 

and taking action was an effective way to make sure her needs were met. 

Emily reflected on this growth, saying “I think that's really taken off on me, like if I’m at 

home and the TV is way too loud or way too soft, [I’ll] just go up there and steal the remote from 

my dad. Why not?” Since her dad would still be able to hear the TV if she adjusted the volume, 

Emily took the initiative to make sure she could hear the TV as the person in the family with 

hearing loss. Carrying this forward to other situations in her life, Emily worked to assert her own 

needs for accessibility, ensuring that she could fully participate in all aspects of her life.  

While Capulet did not talk directly about self-advocacy, they did offer a powerful 

reflection on how their relationship with their body had changed during their time in college. 

They explained how their experience with physical disability taught them to listen to their body: 

When I was… originally in college, like most college students, I didn’t listen to my body 

at all and I told myself, ‘You're gonna deal, body, because we're in college and I have this 

class to get to, and I'm young, and what's the worst that could happen to me?’… And then 



 

135 

 

college and all these disabilities have humbled me and taught me to listen to my body, 

and my health became number one priority at some point. 

Capulet entered college believing that they did not need to listen to their body and instead chose 

to prioritize their academics. They reflected that this is a common mentality among college 

students, where one feels that they should stay up late studying, do research, take the hardest 

classes, and do “way too many activities,” and that these choices will not have a negative impact. 

Capulet found that this was not the case for them, as their disabilities forced them to focus on 

their health. This is a lesson that Capulet is carrying into the future, as they added that they are 

taking time off before graduate school to work on getting healthier. Capulet described wanting 

their health to be good enough in graduate school so that they “can do crazy hours of stuff and it 

not [be affected].” As I did not explore this idea in the interview, it was left unclear whether 

Capulet wished to return to their early college lifestyle or simply was acknowledging the 

pressure of a graduate school academic environment. 

Discussion of Findings 

 The themes that I derived from participants’ narratives in this study speak to the 

complexity of experiences that students undergoing identity change may experience. In this 

section, I explore connections between the findings and my theoretical framework, as well as the 

two additional theories I chose to analyze trans and disabled students’ experiences separately. I 

chose to use the MMDI understand how the participants conceptualized their own identities, and 

how that changed over time through their identity changes. Frank’s (1995) three narratives were 

useful for understanding how participants integrated their acquired disabilities into their sense of 

self. In contrast, Spade’s (2011/2015) critical trans politics does not analyze trans people’s sense 

of self, therefore it did not fit as well with the other two theories, though I chose to use it anyway 
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due to the lack of other trans theories that would have fit better. These three theories help 

identify important lessons in the findings, as well as connect them to previous research. 

 First, reflecting on the participants’ MMDI activities (Appendix I), one can see that each 

participant approached the activity slightly differently. Starting with the center, some participants 

chose to put just a few words in the core, often relationships with family and personality traits. 

At the same time, other participants approached it differently, leaving the core blank or putting 

some of the social identity icons inside it, reflecting Abes et al.’s (2007) modification of the core 

by making it permeable. Moving out to the identity “orbit rings,” one thing in common across the 

participants was that their identity that had changed became of very high salience, often 

increasing greatly if it had previously been unimportant to the participant. Other identities 

changed in salience as well, mostly increasing as participants like Capulet and Emily described 

learning more about other kinds of identity and recognizing privileges that they held. All of the 

participants described learning about their privileges in some way, with many of their learning 

opportunities being related in some way to their experience of identity change. 

 Continuing outward, one arrives at the context section of the MMDI. Despite all the 

participants talking about the context of their lives at various points throughout the interview, 

this section was also less utilized by the participants, similarly to the core. About half the 

participants left their context section blank if one includes Ron, who used that section as a blank 

space to write a note explaining their feelings about their social identities. Though some 

participants left this section blank, others placed important information in it, such as professional 

networks, religious communities, expectations from people around them, and so on. Hui in 

particular placed a number of items in hys context section, using the space to convey how hys 

self-confidence, relationships, and awareness all grew over the course of hys identity change. 
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Hui’s use of the context space also was evocative of the element of Abes et al.’s (2007) revision 

of the MMDI that I left off the activity: the filter of meaning-making. Though I did not include 

the filter as part of the MMDI activity, a number of the participants conveyed stories during their 

interviews that could be represented by a tightening of the gaps in the filter as participants began 

to resist outside pressures and instead define who they were on their own terms. Hui’s 

reconceptualization of hys transness was perhaps the most obvious example of this meaning-

making process, but others engaged in it as well, such as when Ángel rejected their Catholic 

church’s conversion therapy program and chose to find a more welcoming environment in which 

to practice their religion. Participants also made meaning in less dramatic ways, such as when I 

noticed the words in the core of Emily’s MMDI activity slowly shifted from labels placed on her 

by her situation or by others, such as “twin” and “smart,” to labels that she chose for herself, 

such as “compassionate” and “hard-working.” As students grew through the course of their 

identity changes, many of them began to assert their own ideas of themselves more. This mirrors 

changes that many traditionally-aged college students go through as they assert their 

independence and redefine themselves as new adults. 

Also central in how many of the participants evolved over the course of their identity 

changes was the impact that others, often family and friends, had on them through support. 

Notable in these examples of support is that many of the most supportive people in the 

participants’ lives had shared or similar identities to the ones in which the participants were 

undergoing change - such as Capulet’s sister, Emily’s roommate, and Liv’s sibling. Although the 

sibling’s identity was not described in Liv’s interview, Liv used they/them pronouns when 

discussing them. It is possible that Liv’s sibling may be trans and/or nonbinary, which could be 

the reason that Liv noted a closer relationship with them while in college. With the combination 
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of shared experiences from similar identities and the prior closeness of these relationships, the 

participants could trust these people to both understand what they were going through and 

support them in deeper ways, such as Capulet’s surgery recovery. While the literature chronicled 

the importance of family and friend-based support for participants, such as in Agarwal’s (2011) 

and Emerson et al.’s (2014) studies, the support they documented came from people outside the 

identity group. In contrast, participants in this study were able to access intracommunity care 

from within their own pre-existing relationships, something that they seemed to find very 

powerful. In this way, core relationships and social identities also became a bit blended in the 

MMDI activities, as they were intertwined in these examples of support. 

 Along with understanding participants through the MMDI, I also brought in Spade’s 

(2011/2015) articulation of critical trans politics (CTP) to understand trans participants’ 

experiences. Though CTP has some limitations in being applied to the experiences of students, as 

described in the literature review, it also allows one to understand how individual people interact 

with harmful systems. One example of the violent administrative norms that CTP describes was 

the treatment that Ángel and Liv both described from when they were in Catholic spaces. Both of 

these participants existed in a religious space that told them that they should not be who they 

really were, causing them to not feel safe to be authentically themselves until after they had left 

that space. Ángel’s experience of leaving Catholicism echoed another element of CTP, working 

within systems to change them. This is something that Ángel did for a year while trying to 

convince their fellow parishioners why conversion therapy was bad, and once they realized they 

would not able to change others’ minds, they left the church. Though Ángel was being harmed 

by their church, they actively worked to try and reform it from the inside. Another story of a 

trans participant experiencing administrative harm was that of Hui being outed to hys parents. 



 

139 

 

Though Hui thought hie had taken the necessary steps to avoid hys parents being notified when 

hie got hys first T injection at Planned Parenthood, somehow hys parents were still notified. This 

story illustrates how trans people can often be harmed by systems that are set up to support them. 

 Trans participants also had harmful experiences in the classroom, such as when Capulet 

had to figure out in which classes they could be themself. Finding some classes to be safer than 

others in which to openly be trans was an experience shared by Lucas and Aimee, two 

participants in Pryor’s (2015) study, who described coming out in smaller courses while avoiding 

doing so in larger lecture classes. The participants in Pryor’s study also noted coming out more 

in classes that felt safe due to their context, such as gender studies or psychology courses. Other 

participants also faced difficult interactions with peers, such as how Liv described being stared at 

on the street, echoing the experiences of many trans women in the literature who described their 

appearance and femininity being intensely scrutinized (Goldberg et al., 2018; Humiston, 2018; 

Serano, 2007/2016). KP had the opposite experience, feeling conflicted when others assigned 

negative stereotypes of cis men to him, not realizing that he was trans. This experience was 

similar in some ways to the transmasculine participants in Jourian’s (2017) study, who expressed 

feeling conflicted about expressing their masculinity when they viewed many expressions of 

masculinity around them as negative. In KP’s case, others around him put negative assumptions 

of his masculinity onto him, leaving him also feeling conflicted. 

Ángel also had a harmful classroom experience when he shared how his voice being 

different from what his peers expected made him hypervisible in the classroom. These 

experiences were similar to some of the participants in Pryor’s (2015) study, where they reported 

being perceived as ‘weird’ by classmates and sometimes being stared at or harassed, all 

disruptions to their learning. This perception of queerness shaping overall perception resonated 



 

140 

 

with Nicolazzo’s (2016b) idea of compulsory heterogenderism, that cis people often incorrectly 

understand trans people’s genders through the lens of their sexualities. Through this concept, one 

can understand how Ángel’s visible queerness could have impacted the ways their gender was 

perceived by those around them. Nonbinary participants in Goldberg and Kuvalanka’s (2018) 

study echoed similar sentiments, having to mentally prepare for how their gender would be 

perceived in social contexts and sometimes adjusting their gender presentation to match others’ 

expectations because they simply “don’t want to deal with it.” 

In addition to stating that systems enact harm onto trans people, CTP also describes how 

intersectionality can be used to further understand this harm and how trans people may try to 

assimilate or resist power structures in response. Intersectionality showed up in numerous ways 

for trans participants, such as Capulet and Ángel’s treatment in the medical system. Both 

experienced additional harm due to being working-class, disabled trans people, with Capulet 

being treated harshly by medical professionals when they tried to access healthcare. Similarly, 

Ángel had others disbelieve their disability due to their gender and also struggled (at least pre-

college) to access healthcare for it due to their financial status. Other systems impacted trans 

participants intersectionally as well, such as when Ángel expressed concerns about being 

perceived as dangerous by police as they transitioned due to racial and gendered stereotypes. 

This was similar to the Black transmasculine participants in Jourian’s (2017) study, as they noted 

being increasingly perceived as an “aggressor” or “troublemaker” as they transitioned. Family 

systems were not left untouched either, as KP described how Asian American cultural norms and 

Catholic faith both made it more difficult for him to come out to his extended family. This 

experience was previously noted in the literature for trans students with Bilodeau’s (2005) 

process of ‘Becoming a Transgender Offspring,’ where coming out disrupted participants’ 
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relationships with their families, especially parents. Fortunately, dissimilar to Bilodeau, some of 

the participants in this study were able to work on these relationships, slowly increasing the 

familial support they received over time. Despite all these challenges, participants were able to 

assert themselves and resist when necessary, such as when KP broke off ties with the Catholic 

side of his family after they rejected him. Other participants resisted harm in their own ways, 

such as Capulet ending their relationship with their mom, Ángel leaving the Catholic Church, 

and Hui redefining hys transness in a way that no longer cast hym as being broken. Hui’s 

experience in this was similar to that of Jordan, a participant in Bilodeau’s (2005) study who 

expressed discomfort at the thought of having to “prove” her gender through lived experience, 

saying she did not want to ever ask for permission to live as her gender. Using CTP, one can 

understand both how the trans participants were harmed by power structures around them and 

how they pushed back against this harm. 

One way in particular that trans participants resisted the power structures around them 

was by finding other trans people to be in community with, something they found to be 

impactful. The importance of being around other trans people was also noted by the participants 

in Pryor’s (2015) study and in the findings of Bilodeau’s (2005) model of trans identity 

development, specifically the processes ‘Developing a Transgender Social Identity’ and 

‘Entering a Transgender Community.’ These processes involved Bilodeau’s participants being 

openly trans in some social settings, meeting other trans people, and getting involved in 

community work to challenge social barriers. Trans community support sometimes extended into 

more direct aid as well, such as when Liv received money from her sibling to buy new clothes. 

This financial support from her sibling mirrored what Goldberg and Kuvalanka (2018) called a 
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“sharing economy” of used binders among trans people online, where trans people gave each 

other material support to help in transitioning.  

While trans community was very helpful for the trans participants, it also upheld some of 

the harmful structures of mainstream society. For example, Liv’s mention of the “correct” way to 

be trans speaks to how the trans community sometimes highlights certain ways of being trans 

over others, creating harm in similar ways to the literature’s tendency to present trans students as 

all having the same experiences. Hui also noted that beauty standards of thinness existed for 

transmasculine people within trans spaces online. This idea of thin masculinity was mirrored in 

Kersey’s (2018) study, as one participant described how others thought that their tomboyish 

gender presentation was less acceptable because they were not skinny. Other trans spaces were 

more directly harmful, such as places where Hui encountered hateful trans people online who 

rejected neopronouns and neogenders. This experience was shared by participants in Goldberg 

and Kuvalanka’s (2018) study, who also described encountering trans people online that 

expressed hate toward nonbinary people. 

 Trans participants also resisted power structures through the ways they came to 

understand and define their own identities. One way this occurred was in participants’ gender 

exploration through media, specifically with non-trans characters. Participants’ gender 

identification with non-trans characters and gender exploration through them can be understood 

through Clare Sears’ approach of trans-ing analysis. This approach, originally applied to 

historical time periods when the modern Western conception of trans identity did not exist, offers 

that one can understand the boundaries of normative gender by examining not just explicit 

representations of transness but also cross-gender practices (Sears, 2015). For example, Liv’s 

gender questioning started when she played Dungeons and Dragons as a female character based 
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on a character from a fantasy novel. Since Liv did not yet identify as trans, playing a female 

character in the game can be seen as an example of a cross-gender practice. Notably, the 

character also has the ability to magically shapeshift her appearance to look like other people. 

Although Liv did not elaborate on the relevance of this to her transition, this aspect of the 

character could also be understood as another cross-gender practice. Trans-ing analysis shows 

how Liv could begin to learn about her own gender by engaging with media that was not 

intentionally depicting transness. 

More directly, Hui described in-depth about how hys understanding of hys own gender 

has been shaped by Chinese cartoons hie watched growing up, sharing: 

I was always very attached to [Nezha’s] story in his cartoon in the 90s adaptation… 

because Chinese mythology gender is very different from modern White gender 

binary…[Nezha is] very feminine in the eyes of the 20th, 21st century Western view… 

but he is absolutely a boy, and I think as I’ve gotten older… I think [I’ve grown] into 

being genuinely accepting of that role that [Chinese cartoons and Chinese identity have] 

played in my life and how that cross-cultural, transnational-masculine-femininity type of 

thing is very important to my gender and identity. 

Growing up, Hui gained access to a non-Western perspective on gender through watching 

Chinese cartoons, allowing hym to view gender through multiple cultural lenses as a Chinese 

American. While Nezha is gender-normative in Chinese mythology’s gender, trans-ing analysis 

shows how he can be understood in a cross-gender light from a U.S. American perspective. 

While this combination of gender identity and expression could be seen as contradictory in U.S. 

American culture, Hui’s knowledge of traditional Chinese perspectives of gender allowed hym to 

construct an understanding of hys own gender that was rooted in hys Chinese culture and 
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heritage. This is shown in Hui’s MMDI activity, where hie listed race and gender as both 

“essential” identities to hym, noted hys desire to be anti-normative and embrace contradicting the 

system, and placed hys Chinese identity and transness together in the core. Throughout the 

course of hys identity change, Hui was able to slowly shift from understanding hymself through 

the Western, medical power structures around hym to resisting these by defining hymself 

through a social model informed by hys own Chinese American culture. 

 In contrast to CTP, Frank’s (1995) narratives of disability do not describe the relationship 

between disabled people and harmful systems, instead serving as a way to understand how they 

perceive their disabilities. Both Capulet and Emily, the two participants interviewed for the 

disability part of the study, exhibited traits of multiple of Frank’s narratives, though Emily 

mostly fit into one, the quest narrative. Emily’s experiences with arthritis camp here mirrored the 

relationship and engagement statuses in Forber-Pratt and Zape’s (2017) model of disability 

identity development, as Emily made relationships around her disability and then got involved in 

disability community. This then largely informed Emily’s outlook on suddenly losing most of 

her hearing during her sophomore year of college. Once she understood that her hearing likely 

would not return, she accepted this and was frustrated with her doctors when they tried to tell her 

otherwise. Instead of seeking a complete return to her hearing, she focused on trying to adapt her 

life to her new disability, once again mirroring Forber-Pratt and Zape’s (2017) relationship and 

adoption statuses as she learned to advocate for herself so she could hear in social situations and 

sought out community among other Deaf people. In addition to the inaccurate information, the 

scenario between Emily and her doctors seems to speak to a disconnect that could be associated 

with subscribing to different narratives in Frank’s (1995) typology of disability narratives. While 

Emily was already subscribed to the quest narrative for her arthritis, her doctors may have 
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subscribed to the restitution narrative. This could have influenced why they continually tried to 

reassure Emily that her hearing would return when Emily was more concerned with simply 

learning more about her hearing loss and finding community around it.  

 Though Emily initially looked for a Deaf group at her university’s DRC, she came up 

empty-handed, since DRCs are generally a place for accommodations and accessibility concerns, 

while disability cultural centers (DCC) are more of a space for disability community (Saia, 

2019). Given the lack of an on-campus group, Emily looked online and found a couple groups. 

This is similar to some participants in Miller’s (2017) study who looked online for support for 

their experiences of disability. It was when she faced difficulty in finding community that Emily 

aligned with Frank’s chaos narrative, describing her experience with hearing loss so far as “a 

horror story.” This mindset was not pervasive for Emily, however, and could perhaps be 

attributed to the fact that she seemed at the time of the interview to be in the midst of identity 

change in a way that most of the other participants were not. Related to this, Lejzerowicz and 

Tomczyk (2018) found that people with acquired disabilities often struggled between 4 months 

and 2 years after acquiring their disability, a period of time that Emily was in at the time of the 

interview, having lost her hearing about eight months prior. One other way this struggle 

manifested was in Emily’s uncertainty around disclosing her hearing loss, though her self-

advocacy skills helped her navigate these situations at the same time. While other students with 

hearing loss in Dalton’s (2013) study also expressed hesitation at disclosing their difficulty 

hearing, Emily did not describe feeling a sense of shame at being unable to ‘keep up,’ as these 

students did. In contrast, Emily’s willingness to speak up about her needs matched these 

students’ determination that others should resist feeling the shame they felt and self-advocate 

instead. 
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Another point of note is that while disabled participants in Kimball et al.’s (2016) study 

also shared learning to self-advocate, a notable difference is that those participants learned this 

from their parents while growing up, while Emily learned from her formerly disabled roommate 

while in college. This speaks to a potential difference in the way students with newly acquired 

disabilities may be socialized into disability culture when compared with their congenitally 

disabled peers. 

 While Emily adhered mostly to Frank’s quest narrative in her experience of losing her 

hearing, Capulet’s feelings around the acquisition of their disabilities were less clear-cut. In 

particular, Capulet exhibited traits of both Frank’s restitution and quest narratives, 

simultaneously adapting their life to function in a way better suited for their disabilities while 

also seeking a return to be able to do all the things they had previously done before acquiring 

their disabilities. This tension was particularly evident as they reflected on their past and their 

plans for the future, as they described coming into college with a mindset of not listening to their 

body and working long hours toward their degree. Since acquiring their disabilities, Capulet said 

they had learned that they need to prioritize their health and listen to their body, and that they 

were taking time off before pursuing graduate education to focus on their health. Though these 

statements all reflected an adherence to the quest narrative, Capulet’s final statement, “I am not 

going to graduate school, until... my health is so manageable to the point where I can do crazy 

hours of stuff and [that] not affect it,” seemed to return to the restitution narrative in some ways. 

Capulet’s desire to return to their previous lifestyle made me unsure whether the adaptations they 

had made in their life were actually with the goal of living as best they could for now or were 

just out of necessity. Reflecting further, Capulet’s mindset toward their disabilities made me 

wonder if the restitution/quest narrative binary was a false one for them, as they seemed to 
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genuinely embody both narratives in different ways. Either way, I think Frank’s narratives help 

show the complexity of Capulet’s attitude toward their own health. 

 Both Capulet and Emily’s experiences aligned with previous research in other ways as 

well. They each described having difficult encounters with others due to their disabilities being 

relatively invisible, and Capulet’s experiences here in particular matched students in the 

literature, particularly in Saia’s (2019) study, who also expressed feeling isolated from others 

who did not understand their disabilities. Additionally, Capulet and Emily had to work with their 

loved ones to get them to understand and begin to support them in their disabilities, something 

not present in literature about students with non-newly-acquired disabilities. Both Capulet’s and 

Emily’s experiences with loved ones are similar to Forber-Pratt and Zape’s (2017) research on 

the acceptance status for disability identity. Not only does a newly disabled person need to 

accept their own disability, but those around them may initially struggle to accept it as well. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of the study, conveying them through four main 

themes which were supported by several subthemes. In summary, the study found that the 

participants’ experiences of identity change impacted their lives in major ways. Identity changes 

caused the participants to find community with others like them, change their relationships with 

loved ones and their environments, navigate complex and difficult social interactions, and learn 

about themselves in powerful ways. While these themes sometimes manifested differently 

between trans participants transitioning and disabled participants acquiring physical disabilities, 

they were largely shared across the two groups in the study. This chapter finished by exploring 

the themes more deeply in connection to the MMDI, Spade’s critical trans politics, and Frank’s 
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typology of disability narratives. The next chapter offers some implications for both research and 

practice, discusses some limitations of the study, and then concludes. 
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Chapter VI: Implications and Conclusion 

 The purpose of this study was to better understand the impacts of identity change for 

undergraduate trans students and students with acquired physical disabilities, both individually 

and in comparison to each other. I used the following research questions to explore this:  

1. How do trans students who transition in college and students who acquire a physical 

disability in college navigate changes in their identities? 

2. How do trans students who transition in college and students who acquire a physical 

disability in college make meaning of changes in their identities? 

I used Abes et al.’s (2007) revised Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity (MMDI) as a 

foundation for my study, additionally incorporating it as an activity during the interviews of my 

study. I used the MMDI as a framework to understand how the participants’ self-understanding 

evolved as a result of their identity changes. When analyzing the findings of the study, I 

additionally incorporated Spade’s (2011/2015) theory of critical trans politics as well as Frank’s 

(1995) narratives of illness and disability to add nuance to my interpretation of each respective 

group’s experiences. For my methodology, I chose to use narrative inquiry for its ability to help 

center students’ lives in their own voices rather than boiling them down to fit an outside 

conception of what their stories are ‘supposed’ to be. To do this, I conducted semi-structured 

interviews with each participant, and also had them fill out the MMDI activity, before taking this 

data and restorying it to make a chronological narrative. Due to the lack of trans and disabled 

student voices currently in the literature, I decided to present each participant’s narrative 

relatively unanalyzed in Chapter IV, allowing readers to gain a more complete picture of the 

participants’ actual lives. In Chapter V, I revisited the participants’ narratives in a new way, 

presenting and interpreting the four main themes I derived from them. In this final chapter I offer 
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implications that this study provides for future research and practice for student affairs 

professionals. I then discuss limitations of the study before concluding with some of my overall 

reflections. 

Implications for Research 

 By exploring college students’ experiences of identity and growth in a new way, my 

study opens numerous paths for further research. In this section, I reflect on the process of 

conducting this study and the findings it produced, and offer thoughts on where researchers 

might pursue some of its topics. I start with some thoughts on my usage of the MMDI as an 

interview tool, then discuss topics for exploration that specifically arose in relation to my 

participants’ intersecting identities. Finally, I conclude the section by offering some further areas 

of research that were shared across both my participant groups’ experiences of identity change. 

Reflecting on the use of the MMDI as an interview activity in this study, I think it was an 

effective research tool, though I feel that I still gained most of my knowledge about participants 

through the regular interview. The MMDI activity was mainly productive in two ways: topic 

generation and identity expression. The first area, topic generation, offered previously 

undiscussed topics in the students’ lives as additional places for exploration. I had previously 

asked participants a question in the main interview about other factors or identities that had 

influenced their identity changes. The MMDI activity brought up additional considerations for 

most participants, elements that they had not thought to mention in response to the prior 

question. Participants also placed aspects of their identity on the MMDI activity that were 

important to them but had not previously come up during any parts of the interview. The visual 

aspect of the activity allowed the participants to engage in the interview in a different way, 

enriching their narratives. Similarly, I think the MMDI activity was also useful to help me as a 
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researcher ‘break out’ of my prewritten questions to ask participants about what they cared 

about. 

The second area where the MMDI shined was in its helping participants express their 

identities in a different format, sometimes showing emotions or sides of themselves that had not 

been previously apparent. In addition to being able to label important aspects of themselves, 

students also often broke the ‘rules’ of the MMDI, placing the social identities off the orbit lines, 

leaving sections blank, and filling it out in other unique ways to show their feelings about 

different aspects of their identities. For example, Capulet and Liv both placed identities within 

the core while Ron and Emily both placed identities on the edge of the core. While this did not 

align with the original version of the MMDI, it matched the findings of Abes et al.’s (2007) 

revision of the MMDI, where the boundary of the core is considered porous as social identities 

may be core to students’ identities. Further stretching the use of the MMDI, Emily placed a few 

identities outside the orbit lines to indicate how unaware she was of them at the time, and while 

Capulet did not do so, they mentioned that they wanted to delete the religion and spirituality 

identity icon entirely. Capulet was also the only participant to leave both core and context blank, 

saying they felt that the identity shifts they made encapsulated that content as well. Other 

students also expressed themselves through the notes they left on the MMDI, with Ron leaving 

one large note per slide explaining their placements, while Hui left a short message next to each 

identity describing hys relationship to it. All these different aspects of the MMDI activity helped 

participants express themselves in new ways, allowing me as the researcher to better understand 

how they conceptualized their identities and their lives. 
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Understanding Students’ Intersectional Identities 

Both the MMDI activity and the questions I asked in the main interview brought up a 

number of intersectional experiences that were important to the participants. A number of those 

experiences are currently understudied and deserve further exploration so that future 

practitioners know how to better support students. For example, while it is apparent that 

transitioning had a huge impact on both Ángel and Liv’s relationships with religious 

communities, there currently is no literature on trans students and religious identity or 

community. Similarly, Emily described that her journey with disability intersected with her 

journey away from religion, but I have not been able to find research on disabled students and 

religion either. It would be both interesting and impactful for future studies to further explore the 

relationship between students’ trans and/or disability identity and religious communities. 

Another important intersection of identity was the intersection of race and gender for 

trans students of color. For example, Ángel noted being worried of racial stereotypes casting 

them as dangerous as others’ perceptions of their gender changed. While racialized perceptions 

of trans students have been studied before, such as in Jourian’s (2017) study and Nicolazzo’s 

(2016a) study, there remains much to learn about the experiences of trans students of color in 

higher education. Hui brought up an additional consideration around the intersection of race and 

gender when describing how hie understands hys own gender. While Hui used Western terms 

such as ‘nonbinary’ to describe hys identity, hie also explained how hys gender is deeply 

connected with hys Chinese heritage, taking inspiration from non-Western ideas and depictions 

of gender. Future research could more deeply investigate how trans students of color may be 

identifying their genders in culturally specific, non-Western ways, and what those students’ 
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experience may be in interacting with their institutions, which operate through the Western 

gender binary.  

 Two final intersectional topics stood out from this study as places for further research, 

both involving gender and disability. First, the experiences of overlap in self-discovery and 

identity among the autistic trans students in this study speak to the need that exists in further 

researching this intersection of identity. While autistic trans students have appeared in higher 

education literature before, such as in Kersey’s (2018) study, studies have not yet specifically 

sought to understand the experiences of students living at this intersection. Future studies doing 

so could be helpful in illuminating these experiences, something that could be especially relevant 

for the student population because autistic people are more likely to be trans and vice versa.  

The second topic, perceptions of disability in gender-marginalized students, emerged 

more indirectly. While neither participant interviewed for the acquired disability part of the study 

spoke in-depth about the intersection of gender with their disabilities, another participant’s quote 

highlighted aspects of what they shared. Ángel shared that they felt that people do not trust 

feminine people to have knowledge of their own bodies and connected this idea to how others 

had minimized or not believed them when they spoke about their experiences with disability. 

Neither Capulet nor Emily specifically connected this to how their gender was perceived, but 

both shared similar experiences of others not understanding or believing the extent of their 

disability at first. While their situations were a bit different as they had acquired invisible 

disabilities in contrast to Ángel’s congenital visible disability, further research could still be 

useful. This future research could especially seek to understand how gender-marginalized 

students with disabilities navigate the university as their experiences of disability are being 

minimized and/or ignored. 
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Understanding Students’ Identity Changes 

 In addition to the various identity-related issues that appeared in the interviews, the 

findings of this study also highlighted some specific experiences related to identity change that 

could warrant further exploration. First among these would be investigating how students’ 

relationships can support them through some of the stressors of identity change. While almost all 

the participants in this study talked about the importance of finding support, few of them 

mentioned their university as a major source of support for them. It is for this reason that I think 

it would be helpful to research where students undergoing identity change turn to for support, 

and why. Instead of turning to their universities, some participants mentioned relying on online 

communities, and while this may have been increased due to the COVID pandemic, it would be 

useful to conduct further research on why students may seek support online, and how, if at all, 

universities could provide a similar type of support or more deeply support their students in an 

online format. In addition to online support, participants also relied on friends and family for 

support, but given that participants also experienced rejection and difficulty adjusting from those 

same groups, researchers may want to explore how universities could further support in these 

scenarios too. 

 The second experience related to identity change that should be further studied is how 

students undergoing identity change are being treated by their peers, and how they handle this 

treatment. Several of the participants described how their changing gender presentation and 

abilities resulted in confusing and sometimes frustrating treatment by those around them. In 

some cases, this treatment directly affected their academics, such as when Ángel’s peers paid 

more attention to their changing voice than what they said in class. Given that students are 

having difficult experiences in relation to identity changes that they are undergoing, it would be 
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useful to further research how students are treated by their peers over the course of these 

changes. With this knowledge, universities could both better understand and better support 

students who are navigating the social aspects of identity change. 

 The third and final area of research about identity change that I identified is investigating 

more deeply how students undergoing identity change learn and grow from that experience. 

While student development theories help professionals understand the ways in which students 

grow overall and more specifically may develop in their identities, the growth that students may 

gain from experiences of identity change is currently not well understood. With some of the trans 

participants expressing feeling that they were able to be better versions of themselves overall 

after transitioning, and participants with acquired disabilities learning to take care of their own 

health and access needs, it seems that students are growing holistically and gaining useful skills 

from their identity changes. Further research into this could help create a more complete 

understanding of how some students learn and grow during their time in college, and could 

potentially allow student affairs practitioners to better support students in their growth.  

Implications for Practice 

 While many of the findings of this study need further research, the study also produced 

useful knowledge that practitioners could start acting on now. First, many of the participants 

expressed the importance of being in spaces with others of shared identities, specifically naming 

trans student organizations and Deaf cultural spaces as easier spaces to be themselves. Emily 

also tried to find disability-related groups at her university but did not find any through her 

university’s disability resource center (DRC), highlighting the importance of having disability 

cultural centers (DCC) as well. DRCs generally operate under a medical model understanding of 

disability to advance access, but do not sufficiently engage disability as a social identity (Saia, 
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2019). As such, students need DCCs as an additional space to have community, understand 

themselves, and learn about disability through the social model. Similarly, students noted the 

importance of campus LGBT centers in giving them a space where they felt they could more 

fully be themselves, though students of color noted feeling less comfortable due to their often-

White environments (Nicolazzo, 2016a; Nicolazzo, 2016b). To support students’ need for 

community as they go through identity change, practitioners can support identity-focused student 

organizations, advocate for cultural centers, and work to connect students with these types of 

resources. 

 Second, professionals can use the findings of this study to help in their interactions with 

students as they work to support students directly. For example, thinking of how some of the 

participants in this study had difficulty with their family and friends during their identity 

changes, professionals can be aware that students they are working with may also be 

experiencing difficulty if they are going through identity change. Similarly, several participants 

in this study left their religious communities due to their identity change, with only Ángel 

staying involved in organized religion by finding a new affirming community. Also of note is 

that many participants sought support and community online, but some also experienced hate 

there, particularly toward nonbinary people. Being aware of these trends could help student 

affairs practitioners have a better idea of what students may be going through, allowing them to 

better support students and/or refer them to other resources or places of support on campus. 

Since students do not always get support for identity change through their institutions on their 

own, practitioners could help ‘bridge the gap’ by offering support to these students directly. 

 Third, though this may sound obvious, while working to support students going through 

identity change, it would be important for practitioners to keep in mind that these students’ 
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identities are in flux. Because students may be in a process of trying to rediscover parts of 

themselves, their self-identification and feelings about their identity may shift over short 

timeframes. Practitioners could adopt some of the mentality of Ron’s trans student club, where 

everyone reintroduced themselves each week, sometimes with different names and pronouns. By 

adopting similar practices, or by simply checking in periodically with students to see how they 

are self-conceptualizing at the moment, practitioners can make a space where students feel able 

to explore and shift their identities as needed. Related to this, participants in this study 

conceptualized their identities and experiences through medical and social models at various 

times. They also experienced conflict with others when they were being treated in ways that 

reflected models to which they did not ascribe themselves. As such, it is important for 

practitioners to understand how trans and disabled students they work with are viewing their 

identities: medically, socially, or a combination of the two. Participants in this study also 

redefined their identities to reject others’ expectations of them, such as when Hui reframed hys 

transness in a way that no longer cast hym as in need of “fixing.” Practitioners that are aware of 

how identity-related outside expectations are affecting students could help guide these students 

to decide for themselves how much or not they need to adhere to those expectations. Other 

studies, such as Jourian’s (2017) investigation of trans masculinity and Dalton’s (2013) study of 

students with hearing loss, named the need for educators to not contribute to imposing these 

expectations. This is just a first step, however, and educators could move past not worsening the 

problem to working toward its solution by helping to students to navigate the expectations that 

are being placed upon them. In doing so, practitioners could help students in identity change 

develop healthy relationships with themselves and the society around them.  
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Limitations 

This study had numerous limitations that could have affected the findings. As the aim of 

qualitative research is typically not to generalize, the results of this study may not be transferable 

to the broader communities of trans students and disabled students that exist at institutions of 

higher education. This is especially true due to the small number of participants for the study and 

the lack of diversity in the sample. Although I attempted to oversample for a variety of 

understudied groups of students, I struggled to recruit students of color, AMAB trans students, 

and students with acquired physical disabilities in general. This difficulty was likely in part due 

to the fact that I recruited students at the end of spring semester when many students may have 

been preoccupied with final exams and their summer breaks. However, as end-of-semester 

concerns would impact all students, I think my difficulty in recruiting these specific groups 

speaks to the lack of adequate support structures universities have for these students since I was 

using those same support structures as avenues for recruitment.  

While I was able to get a diverse sample in terms of sexuality and disability, the sample 

of the study still skewed to particular identities in other respects. In particular, the sample had 

mostly White and Asian students, upper-middle class students, and AFAB trans students. While 

there was some diversity in terms of religion and family immigration history, none of the 

participants were raised in a non-Christian religion or were born outside the United States, 

perspectives that could have greatly impacted experiences of gender and disability. Therefore, 

the findings of this study may not transfer to broader populations of students. 

I noted additional limitations for this study’s sample of students with acquired physical 

disabilities, something that was made clear to me by the difficulty I had recruiting these students. 

While two participants were recruited for this part of the study, both had other disabilities before 
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the disabilities they acquired in college, and both had relatively invisible disabilities both before 

and after their disability acquisition in college. As such, the findings of this study for students 

with acquired physical disabilities are not necessarily transferrable to students that were not 

previously disabled and/or have very visible disabilities. In addition, only students who both 

identified as having a disability and were healthy enough to be interviewed could participate in 

this study. There may be many students with acquired physical disabilities who do not identify 

that way or may have dropped out of school or taken medical leave to focus on their health. The 

findings from this study are not necessarily be applicable to these populations either. 

Another notable limitation of this study relates to the vulnerability and self-awareness 

that was asked of the participants. In this study, participants were asked to grapple with a major 

life change they had recently undergone or were currently undergoing, something that may have 

been difficult to conceptualize at the time. Participants may not have had the time or space to 

process what it really meant for them to hold their new identity, and they may not have fully 

formed their thoughts and feelings about the experiences they went through. Participants may 

have needed additional time to process their experiences and may not have generated insights or 

meaning-making at the time of the interviews. While they may have felt one way about their 

identity change during the process or recently after, they may feel differently in another six 

months or a year. This was additionally apparent from interviews where participants described 

how things had changed just recently in the months before the interview. With the freshness of 

participants’ identity changes, the content of the interview was very personal, reflective, and may 

have involved unprocessed trauma for participants. They may not have been ready or able to 

fully engage with some of the questions, limiting the quality of the data that was collected. I got 
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a sense of this with some of the participants, as the ones whose identities had changed more 

recently had a greater feeling of ongoing confusion and uncertainty in their answers. 

The comparative approach of the study may have been a limitation as well, as identity-

specific experiences and understandings may have been accidentally glossed over in the search 

for shared findings. I attempted to avoid this through journaling and utilizing the identity-specific 

theories to analyze meaning-making in an identity-specific way, but details may have been 

overlooked despite these efforts. There were additional limitations in the understanding of 

experiences of gender transition and physical disability acquisition because this study only 

included participants who experienced those changes during their time in higher education as 

undergraduates. As such, the experiences of people who have gone through these identity 

changes at different points in their lives were not explored in the study. 

Finally, recruitment of participants also limited the study, as participants were only 

selected from Big Ten universities and potentially from students that were more engaged with 

organizations related to their identities. While this engagement may have made the sample draw 

more students who were reflecting about their identity change, this also means that the results of 

this study may not extend to larger communities of trans students and disabled students who may 

be less involved with these organizations and potentially view these identities as less salient. 

Additionally, as all the universities in the Big Ten (at the time of this study) are large research-

intensive institutions in the Midwest and Mid-Atlantic, students at different types of institutions 

and students in different parts of the country or world may have very different cultural contexts 

that they navigate throughout their identity changes. Therefore, the findings for this study could 

be limited to this particular institution type and region of the country. Additionally, students may 

have had different contexts in which their identity changes took place due to particular 
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characteristics of the institution and state in which they were located. This was something noted 

by some of the trans participants during the interviews, as the political and cultural climates of 

their locations impacted their feelings of safety and access to resources as trans people. As 

context is an important part of the MMDI, this may hinder the real comparability of two 

students’ experiences at different Big Ten universities. 

Conclusion 

Conducting this research study has been a powerful experience for me. Throughout the 

year and a half now that I have worked on this project, I have been hoping to find and highlight 

the stories of students who navigated a major life change while also pursuing their higher 

education. The stories I gathered have helped sustain me both in completing this work and in 

navigating my own continuing identity change and growth, and I hope others will gain as much 

from them as I have. I am thankful for having had the opportunity to conduct this research and 

for being entrusted with the story of each of the seven participants. I think their stories, along 

with the findings I drew from them, speak to the unique issues, challenges, and opportunities that 

can come from a student going through identity change. 

My hope for the future of this study is twofold. On a more theoretical side, I hope that 

this study can serve as a reminder of the complexity and fluidity of identity, and I hope that my 

articulation of identity change as a distinct experience from identity development is also useful. 

When one ends up experiencing the world through a different identity and inhabiting a new 

social role, that change is not the same as developing in one’s understanding of a static identity. 

Using this distinction, I hope that future researchers will further investigate college students’ 

experiences of identity change to learn more about how these experiences shape them. On a more 

practical side, I hope practitioners can better understand both trans students and disabled 
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students, as well as students experiencing identity change more broadly. With better 

understanding, institutions of higher education can learn how to more fully support these 

students’ growth and development, helping them to have an easier and more enriching 

experience as they rediscover who they are during their time in college.  
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Appendix A 

Ace / Asexual: Asexual, or ace for short, is a term used to describe someone who does not 

experience sexual attraction. While some asexual people still choose to have sex, some do not 

choose to pursue sexual relationships. Many asexual people use the split attraction model, 

meaning that they are not necessarily also aromantic. Asexual identity is also a spectrum, and 

some people may identify under the broader umbrella of asexuality from experiencing sexual 

attraction rarely and/or only in certain circumstances (AVEN, n.d.-a). 

AFAB / AMAB: AFAB and AMAB are acronyms for ‘assigned female at birth’ and ‘assigned 

male at birth’, respectively. They are used to discuss differences between trans people caused by 

their sex assigned at birth without implying they are or ever were ‘really female’ or ‘really male’. 

Aplastic Anemia: Aplastic anemia is an illness where the body's bone marrow does not make 

enough red blood cells, white blood cells, or platelets. It generally causes fatigue and raises one's 

risk of infection, bruising, and bleeding. Aplastic anemia is a serious illness but can be treated 

and sometimes cured depending on its cause (Johns Hopkins Medicine, n.d.-a). 

Aro / Aromantic: Aromantic, or aro for short, is a term used to describe someone who does not 

experience romantic attraction. While some aromantic people still choose to be in romantic 

relationships, some do not and choose to focus on familial and platonic love instead. Many 

aromantic people use the split attraction model, meaning that they are not necessarily also 

asexual. Aromantic identity is also a spectrum, and some people may identify under the broader 

umbrella of aromanticism from experiencing romantic attraction rarely and/or only in certain 

circumstances (AVEN, n.d.-b). 

Aspec: Aspec is an umbrella term used to refer to anyone that is on the asexual and/or aromantic 

spectra, or said spectra themselves. It is generally used as an adjective, as in 'my friend is aspec' 
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or 'aspec communities are mostly online.' See Ace / Asexual, Aro / Aromantic, and Split 

Attraction Model. 

Autism: Autism is a developmental disability. Autistic people experience the world differently 

in some ways from neurotypical people, including differences in thought, sensory processing, 

movement, and communication. While I am mostly using identity-first language in this study to 

begin with, I am especially making sure to do so in reference to autism since that is generally the 

preference of the autistic community, viewing autism as an integral part of one's identity rather 

than as a negative condition or disease (ASAN, n.d.-a; ASAN, n.d.-b). 

Autistic Burnout: Autistic burnout is a type of burnout experienced by some autistic people as a 

result of having to navigate a world designed for neurotypical people. It can manifest in the form 

of physical exhaustion, emotional outbursts, anxiety, depression, increased sensory sensitivity or 

other autistic traits, and/or loss of skills, such as losing the ability to speak. Autistic burnout has 

not been researched much yet, so it is still not very well understood (Deweerdt, 2020). 

Binding: Binding refers to the act of flattening one's chest by wearing a specialized garment 

called a binder or by using specialized tape. Some trans and/or nonbinary people bind in order to 

have a flatter chest (Gender Kit, n.d.-a). 

Cishet: Cishet is a shortened version of cisgender and heterosexual, and is a term sometimes 

used by LGBTQIA+ people to refer to people with those identities. 

CPTSD: CPTSD is an initialism for complex post-traumatic stress disorder, a form of post-

traumatic stress disorder with greater severity of symptoms. CPTSD is caused by chronic 

exposure to trauma, especially in childhood where the child feels trapped in a violent situation 

with no hope of escape (Davis, 2019). 
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Deadname: Deadname is a term used by some trans people to refer to a name assigned to them 

at birth that they no longer use. It can also be used as a verb, as in “that person deadnamed me.” 

Deadnaming a trans person can be quite harmful and can worsen gender dysphoria (Beemyn, 

2019). 

Deaf / deaf: In the Deaf community, a lowercase 'd' is typically used for deaf when referring to 

the audiological status of not being able to hear. In contrast, uppercase 'D' is used when referring 

to Deaf cultures and communities (Diversity Style Guide, n.d.). I use the same format in this 

study. 

E / Estrogen: Estrogen, also often shortened to “E”, is a hormone which some trans and/or 

nonbinary people may take as part of medical transition. See T / Testosterone. 

Epstein-Barr Virus: Epstein-Barr virus is a common virus that most people become infected 

with at some point in their lives. It can cause mono and other illnesses, though typically its 

symptoms of fatigue, fever, and swelling appear similar to other mild illnesses. Some people, 

especially those with weakened immune systems, can have fatigue for months and potentially 

have Epstein-Barr symptoms resurface at a later date (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, 2020). 

Gender Complementarianism: Gender complementarianism is a philosophy about gender 

present in Catholic doctrine. It teaches that gender is binary, that women and men are inherently 

biologically and psychologically different from one another, and that women and men are equal 

but should have separate, complementary roles in society based on their differences. These roles 

largely correspond to traditional gender roles, with emphasis on women being mothers, caring 

for others, and being feminine (Pope John Paul II, 1988). 
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Gender Dysphoria: Gender dysphoria is discomfort that some trans people feel due to the 

discrepancy between their gender identity and their sex assigned at birth. This discrepancy can 

be because of the anatomy of one’s own body, body dysphoria, or due to gendered societal 

treatment, social dysphoria. It can sometimes cause extreme distress that can severely impact a 

trans person's mental health. Gender dysphoria is generally treated or reduced by trans people 

finding supportive communities, undergoing social transition, and/or undergoing medical 

transition (WPATH, 2011). 

Hashimoto's Thyroiditis: Hashimoto's thyroiditis is an autoimmune disease where the body's 

antibodies attack thyroid cells, often causing it to not produce enough thyroid hormone. 

Symptoms include goiters, fatigue, weight gain, and muscle weakness. Treatment involves 

taking medication to maintain thyroid hormone levels in the body (Johns Hopkins Medicine, 

n.d.-b). 

Hepatic Steatosis: Hepatic steatosis, also known as fatty liver disease, is a disease where fat 

inside the liver can interfere with liver function and cause injury. Symptoms include severe 

tiredness, weakness, weight loss, and long-lasting itching. Hepatic steatosis is generally treated 

with medication as well as dietary and lifestyle adjustments (Johns Hopkins Medicine, n.d.-c). 

Informed Consent Model: The informed consent model for providing hormones for trans 

people is one in which gender-affirming hormones are provided to a trans adult after they receive 

information about the effects of hormones and then consent to be treated. This model contrasts 

with the standard model of providing hormones in that it does not require the trans person to see 

a mental health professional for screening first or have follow-up contact with a mental health 

professional unless they request it. The informed consent model is used by some clinics and 

health centers in the U.S., most notably Planned Parenthood (WPATH, 2011). 
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Latae Sententiae Excommunication: Excommunication latae sententiae, meaning “of a 

sentence passed,” is a type of excommunication from Catholicism that occurs when a person 

violates certain parts of Catholic canon law, such as by renouncing Catholicism or by getting an 

abortion. This type of excommunication does not require a member of the clergy to officially 

expel the person from the church, it just happens automatically upon violation of the canon law 

(Vatican, n.d.). 

Lived Experience (in a trans context): Lived experience, or real-life experience (sometimes 

abbreviated RLE), is a period of time required by aspects of the medical system in which a trans 

person must prove they can 'successfully' publicly live as their gender in order to receive certain 

treatments. While RLE is still often a requirement for gender-affirming surgeries, some doctors 

have also used it, especially historically, as a requirement for starting gender-affirming 

hormones. Given this history, trans people sometimes use the term to describe a period of time in 

which they are presenting as their gender publicly for the first time. Requirements of RLE have 

been criticized as a form of gatekeeping, preventing some people from medically transitioning, 

enforcing the gender binary onto trans people, and exposing trans people to violence by forcing 

them to be visibly trans in public (Serano, 2007/2016; WPATH, 2001). 

Medical Transition: Medical transition consists of the aspects of a trans person's process to 

make their gender presentation and/or body match their gender identity that involve them 

interfacing with the medical system. For example, medical transition could include receiving 

gender-affirming hormones and/or receiving gender affirming surgeries (GLAAD, n.d.). 

Misgendering: Misgendering refers to when a person uses the wrong gendered pronouns, terms, 

and/or forms of address for another person. Misgendering a trans person can be quite hurtful and 

can worsen gender dysphoria. 
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NBLM: NBLM is an initialism meaning 'nonbinary person that loves men’ (Gender-loving-

gender, 2021). See WLW. 

Neogenders: Neogenders are terms to describe gender that have been created relatively recently, 

roughly since the year 2000 and often in an online context. This is in contrast to words to 

describe gender that are older, such as 'nonbinary,' 'woman,' 'trans,' or 'man.' Some, neogenders 

are articulated by neurodivergent people that feel a need to describe their gender in different 

ways as traditional words used to describe gender do not capture the feeling of gender that they 

experience (Neogender, 2021; Xenogender, 2022). 

Neopronouns: Neopronouns are any gendered pronouns outside of he/him, she/her, and 

they/them that are used for people. Some of the more common neopronouns include ze/hir and 

ey/em. While neopronouns are sometimes seen as a strictly modern invention, people have 

actually been creating them since the 1800s (Johnson, 2021; McGaughey, 2020). 

Neptunic: Neptunic is one of a set of terms created to describe attraction without relying on the 

gender binary. Neptunic specifically refers to attraction to women and nonbinary people 

(Neptunic, 2022). 

Neurodivergent: Neurodivergent, sometimes shortened to “ND,” refers to a person whose mind 

functions in a way that significantly diverges from what dominant social standards consider to be 

normal. Neurodivergence is a broad term and can refer to a multitude of different types of 

functioning, some of which are innate, such as autism, dyslexia, high sensitivity, and attention 

deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and some which occur through experiences in a person's 

life, such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The neurodiversity paradigm, where the 

terms 'neurodivergent' and 'neurotypical' come from, holds that some of these differences, 

particularly those in the former category such as autism, are natural human variation and inherent 
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to who a person is, and therefore should not be classified as disorders, pathologized, and 

attempted to be 'cured’ (Walker, 2014). 

Neurotypical: Neurotypical, sometimes shortened to “NT,” refers to a person whose 

neurocognitive functioning falls within dominant social standards of what is considered normal. 

It is a term used to describe those who are not neurodivergent (Walker, 2014). 

Nezha: Nezha is a protection deity in Chinese folk religion. While many stories are told about 

him, the most well-known appears in the Fengshan Yanyi, a 16th century novel. The character of 

Nezha has been frequently adapted in modern media, including appearances in video games and 

the animated TV series The Legend of Nezha (Greenberg, 2020). 

Passing (in a trans context): Passing refers to the ability of a trans person to be seen as a cis 

person of their gender identity by others. For example, if a trans man passes, that means others 

perceive him as a cis man and do not perceive that he is trans. If a trans person does not pass, 

they can be exposed to greater discrimination and violence. If a trans person is passing and then 

later reveals that they are trans, this can also expose them to violence as some cis people 

erroneously believe trans people that pass are somehow being deceptive. Passing is a fluid 

concept and relies on the eye of the beholder, so a trans person may pass at some times and in 

some situations but not in others, even if their gender presentation is the same in both instances 

(Billard, 2018). See Stealth (in a trans context). 

POTS: POTS is an acronym for postural orthostatic tachycardia syndrome, a blood circulation 

disorder that can cause fatigue, heart palpitations, and lightheadedness and fainting when sitting 

or standing. Symptoms generally worsen with heat and exercise and are treated with medication 

as well as dietary and lifestyle changes (Johns Hopkins Medicine, n.d.-d). 
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Self-Diagnosis of Autism: Self-diagnosis for autism describes when a person determines that 

they are autistic, typically after doing extensive research about autism. Due to systemic barriers 

to receiving an autism diagnosis, particularly for adults, gender-marginalized people, and people 

of color, the cost of an autism diagnosis, and misconceptions held by medical professionals about 

autism, many autistic people are unable to receive a formal autism diagnosis. Because of this, 

self-diagnosis is generally accepted and seen as legitimate within the autistic community 

(ASAN, n.d.-c; University of Washington, n.d.-b). 

Social Transition: Social transition consists of the aspects of a trans person's process to make 

their gender presentation and/or body match their gender identity that involve their relationships 

with others and how they present in society. For example, social transition could include coming 

out, changing one's name and/or pronouns, wearing different clothing, getting a different haircut, 

and/or behaving differently (GLAAD, n.d.). 

Split Attraction Model: While many people experience sexual attraction and romantic 

attraction as one unified attraction, not everyone does. The split attraction model, which is 

commonly used within aspec communities, separates these two, and sometimes more, types of 

attraction. This allows people who feel their attraction in different ways to express that. For 

example, someone could be heteroromantic, experiencing romantic attraction toward a different 

gender, and also be bisexual, experiencing sexual attraction to two or more genders (AVEN, 

n.d.-b). See Ace / Asexual, Aro / Aromantic, and Aspec. 

Spondyloarthropathy: Spondyloarthropathy is a type of arthropathy, a chronic inflammatory 

joint disease of which arthritis is another type. Spondyloarthropathy presents similarly to 

rheumatoid arthritis, causing joint swelling, stiffness, and pain. Medicine and physical therapy 

are used to help treat its symptoms (Johns Hopkins Medicine, n.d.-e). 
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Stealth (in a trans context): Being stealth refers to the act of a trans person living as their 

gender without informing those around them of their gender history and status as a trans person. 

In this case, they pass as cis, causing those around them to assume they are cis. Some trans 

people choose to go stealth to reduce the amount of discrimination and violence they face 

(Gender Kit, n.d.-b). See Passing. 

T / Testosterone: Testosterone, also often shortened to “T”, is a hormone which some trans 

and/or nonbinary people may take as part of medical transition. See E / Estrogen. 

Top Surgery: Top surgery is a surgery that some transmasculine people undergo where tissue is 

removed so that the person can have a flatter chest (Mayo Clinic, n.d.). 

Transfemme / Transfeminine: Transfemme is a shortened version of transfeminine, a term 

used to describe trans people that are transitioning in a more feminine direction. 

Transmasc / Transmasculine: Transmasc is a shortened version of transmasculine, a term used 

to describe trans people that are transitioning in a more masculine direction. 

WLW: WLW is an initialism that means 'woman that loves women’ (Gender-loving-gender, 

2021). See NBLM. 
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Appendix B 

 

Figure 2 is from Abes et al. (2007). 
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Appendix C 

Institution Location Fall 2020 

Undergraduate 

Enrollment 

(US News, 2021) 

Founded 

In 

Public / 

Private 

Indiana University 

Bloomington 

Bloomington, Indiana 32,986 1820 Public 

Michigan State 

University 

East Lansing, Michigan 38,491 1855 Public 

Northwestern University Evanston, Illinois 8,194 1851 Private 

Pennsylvania State 

University 

University Park, 

Pennsylvania 

39.809 1855 Public 

Purdue University West Lafayette, Indiana 34,920 1869 Public 

Rutgers University New Brunswick & 

Piscataway, New Jersey 

35,844 1766 Public 

The Ohio State University Columbus, Ohio 46,984 1870 Public 

University of Illinois 

Urbana-Champaign 

Urbana & Champaign, 

Illinois 

33,683 1867 Public 

University of Iowa Iowa City, Iowa 22,304 1847 Public 

University of Maryland, 

College Park 

College Park, Maryland 30,875 1856 Public 

University of Michigan Ann Arbor, Michigan 31,329 1817 Public 

University of Minnesota, 

Twin Cities 

Minneapolis & St. Paul, 

Minnesota 

36,061 1851 Public 

University of Nebraska-

Lincoln 

Lincoln, Nebraska 20,286 1869 Public 

University of Wisconsin-

Madison 

Madison, Wisconsin 33,585 1848 Public 
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Appendix D 

Hi [name of contact], 

 

My name is Adam Klager and I am a graduate student in the Student Affairs master’s program at 

the University of Maryland, College Park. I am conducting a study for my thesis and I am 

seeking participants who identify as [trans / having acquired a physical disability] and identify 

that at least part of their [transition / acquisition of their disability] occurred during their time in 

college. 

 

I was hoping you could send the following message to any relevant listserv(s) that you think 

would have people who would meet the criteria and be interested. All information will be kept 

confidential and used only for the purpose of this thesis. If you could help me with this, I would 

greatly appreciate it. 

 

If you have any questions, I would also be happy to answer them and/or meet with you to talk 

about my study. Thank you, 

 

Adam 

 

 

Seeking Trans Students from Big Ten Schools to Participate in a Higher Education Study 
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The purpose of this study is to understand how students make meaning of changes in their 

identity and the impact such changes have on them. 

 

Expectations: The researcher will conduct one 45-60 minute virtual interview which will be 

video recorded. All information will be confidential in a password-protected folder and utilized 

only for the purpose of a thesis project. Participants that are interviewed will receive a $20 gift 

card to compensate them for their time. 

 

Criteria: All participants must:  

1. Be at least 18 years old 

2. Be current undergraduates at a university in the Big Ten Academic Alliance 

3. Self-identify as transgender, nonbinary, and/or gender non-conforming 

4. Self-identify that they have transitioned in some way, be it social, medical, or both 

5. Identify that at least part of that transition took place during their time in college during a 

time in which they were taking classes in person 

To participate in this study, or if you have any questions about it, please contact Adam Klager at 

aklager@umd.edu. Thank you! 

 

 

 

Seeking Students with Acquired Physical Disabilities from Big Ten Schools to Participate 

in a Higher Education Study 
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The purpose of this study is to understand how students make meaning of changes in their 

identity and the impact such changes have on them. 

 

Expectations: The researcher will conduct one 45-60 minute virtual interview which will be 

video recorded. All information will be confidential in a password-protected folder and utilized 

only for the purpose of a thesis project. Participants that are interviewed will receive a $20 gift 

card to compensate them for their time. 

 

Criteria: All participants must:  

1. Be at least 18 years old 

2. Be current undergraduates taking classes in person at a university in the Big Ten 

Academic Alliance 

3. Self-identify as having a physical disability that they were not born with 

4. Identify that at least part of their acquisition of their disability took place during their 

time in college during a time in which they were taking classes in person 

To participate in this study, or if you have any questions about it, please contact Adam Klager at 

aklager@umd.edu. Thank you! 
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Appendix E 
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184 

 

Appendix F 

Pseudonym Pronouns Study Category University 

Ángel they/any Trans Pumpkin 

Capulet she/they/he Both Onion 

Emily she/her Disability Rhubarb 

Hui hie/hym Trans Potato 

KP he/they Trans Tomato 

Liv she/her Trans Potato 

Ron they/he Trans Onion 

 

Pseudonym Race/Ethnicity Gender Sexuality Disability 

Ángel Mixed: Latinx 

and white 

non-binary, 

transmasc 

queer/bi/pan/ace I am Deaf / Hard of 

Hearing 

Capulet White Nonbinary / 

Genderfluid 

Gay (Neptunic) Disabled42 

Emily white cisgender 

woman 

questioning Spondyloarthropathy 

and sudden hearing loss 

Hui Chinese 

American 

Non-binary Ace/aro spec, 

NBLM 

Able-bodied, 

autistic/ADD 

KP Asian trans guy queer able-bodied 

Liv White Transfeminine Somewhere on 

the ace/aro 

spectrum 

I’m able bodied and 

neurotypical 

Ron Chinese 

American 

Nonbinary, 

transmasculine 

"Pretty much 

aroace." 

Self-diagnosed autistic 

(seeking assessment), 

diagnosed ADHD. 

 

 

42 In the interview, Capulet shared being autistic as well as having depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder, CPTSD, 

Epstein-Barr, hepatic steatosis, Hashimoto's thyroiditis, a yet-unidentified connective tissue disease, undetermined 

heart issues, and long COVID symptoms. 
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Pseudonym Socioeconomic Status Religious Background National Origin 

Ángel working class or lower middle 

class 

raised Catholic, 

excommunicated, now 

Episcopalian 

American 

Capulet Lower SES (Below poverty 

line) 

Atheist (previously raised 

catholic) 

Born and Raised 

in the US (In 

Michigan) 

Emily grew up in an upper middle 

class family but now receive 

very minimal financial support 

from parents  

Agnostic. Grew up 

Catholic and refused to get 

confirmed in high school. 

United States 

(German 

ancestry) 

Hui Upper-middle class Atheist United States 

KP upper-middle class agnostic US citizen, child 

of immigrants 

Liv Upper Middle Class Raised Roman Catholic, 

currently unsure 

American with 

Irish heritage 

Ron I come from a wealthy family, 

hard-earned income from my 

grandfather (chinese 

immigrant) and father. 

Agnostic. Born and raised 

in Michigan. 
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Appendix G 

Guiding Research Questions: 

1. How do trans students who transition in college and students who acquire a physical 

disability in college navigate changes in their identities? 

2. How do trans students who transition in college and students who acquire a physical 

disability in college make meaning of changes in their identities? 

 

Trans Student Interview Questions: 

1. Tell me a little bit about yourself. What do you think is important for other people to 

know about you? 

2. How do you identify, gender-wise? 

a. How and when did you come to identify this way? Any specific stories here? 

3. What has been your process of understanding this identity change for you? 

a. How do you think society has affected this process for you, if at all? Media, 

family, friends, school, religious institutions, job? 

4. What changes have you noticed in your interactions with others as your gender identity 

and presentation have evolved? 

a. Tell me about a recent experience that exemplifies these changes? Who was 

involved? 

a. How do you feel about these changes? 

5. What other factors or identities have influenced your experiences with transitioning 

gender? How so? 

6. Do you have any questions for me about the study? 
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Physically Disabled Student Interview Questions: 

2. Tell me a little bit about yourself. What do you think is important for other people to 

know about you? 

3. How do you identify, disability-wise? 

a. How and when did you acquire this disability? Any specific stories here? 

4. What has been your process of understanding this identity change for you? 

a. How do you think society has affected this process for you, if at all? Media, 

family, friends, school, religious institutions, job? 

5. What changes have you noticed in your interactions with others since you acquired your 

disability? 

a. Tell me about a recent experience that exemplifies these changes? Who was 

involved? 

b. How do you feel about these changes? 

6. What other factors or identities have influenced your experiences with acquiring your 

disability? How so? 

7. Do you have any questions for me about the study? 

 

MMDI Activity: 

• I explained the basics of the MMDI and what the different sections represented. 

• The participant filled out multiple slides of the model to represent themself. 

• I asked unstructured questions based on any notable words, phrases, identity shifts, or 

topics that had not previously been discussed.  



 

188 

 

Appendix H 

Example A Priori Codes: 

• Personal Attributes/Characteristics 

• Personal Identities 

• Changes in Social Identity Salience 

• Influence of Family Background 

• Influence of Sociocultural Conditions 

• Influence of Current Experiences 

• Influence of Career Decisions and Life Planning 

• Meaning-Making Processes 

• Filtering Social Context 

• Violent Administrative Norms 

• Assimilationist vs. Radical Trans Activism 

• Decentering of Trans Needs 

• Intersections of Identity 

• Working Within/Outside of Systems 

• Medicalization of Disability 

• Temporary/Permanent Disability 

• Restitution to Pre-Disability State 

• Incoherence/Despair about Disability 

• Journey to Adapt/Accept Disability 
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Appendix I 

 

Ángel’s activity, slide one. This MMDI diagram describes how Ángel understood themself before leaving the Catholic Church.
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Ángel’s activity, slide two. This MMDI diagram describes how Ángel understands themself now.
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Capulet’s activity, slide one. This MMDI diagram describes how Capulet understood themself at the start of college. 
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Capulet’s activity, slide two. This MMDI diagram describes how Capulet understands themself now.  
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Emily’s activity, slide one. This MMDI diagram describes how Emily understood herself before her arthritis diagnosis.  
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Emily’s activity, slide two. This MMDI diagram describes how Emily understood herself after her arthritis diagnosis but before her 

hearing loss.  
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Emily’s activity, slide three. This MMDI diagram describes how Emily understands herself now with her hearing loss.  
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Hui’s activity, slide one. This MMDI diagram describes how Hui understood hymself in middle school.  
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Hui’s activity, slide two. This MMDI diagram describes how Hui understands hymself now.  
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KP’s activity, slide one. This MMDI diagram describes how KP understood hymself in middle school.  
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KP’s activity, slide two. This MMDI diagram describes how KP understands himself now.  
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Liv’s activity, slide one. This MMDI diagram describes how Liv understood herself midway through high school.  
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Liv’s activity, slide two. This MMDI diagram describes how Liv understands herself now.  
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Ron’s activity, slide one. This MMDI diagram describes how Ron understood themself at the end of high school.  
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Ron’s activity, slide two. This MMDI diagram describes how Ron understands themself now.
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