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Aim: Young people who identify as transgender experience a disproportionate amount of dis-
crimination compared to their cisgender peers. The purpose of this study is to critically reflect
on the role educational psychologists (EPs) have in engaging with young people who identify
as transgender.
Method: A systematic literature review was conducted using the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines. The EBSCOhost database was
used to identify 4 studies. A narrative commentary approach was used for analysis.
Findings and Conclusions: The analysis of the identified studies highlights the unique posi-
tion of EPs to work with young people, families and schools within a range of systems while
using skills centred around advocacy, conciliation and psychological knowledge to challenge
discrimination faced by young people who identify as transgender.
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Introduction

Diverse groups can be defined as those who show differ-
ences or identify differently from others within a commu-
nity (Harrison & Klein, 2007). Some of these differences,
or perceived differences can arise from visible and explicit
factors, while others are invisible and can arise from the way
individuals experience or are impacted by the dominant dis-
courses within their community (Burnham, 2012; Triana et
al., 2021).

This paper aims to explore the potential reasons why diverse
groups can experience barriers and disadvantages within a
community. Furthermore, to critically reflect on the role ed-
ucational psychologists (EPs) have in engaging with diverse
groups such as young people who identify as transgender.

Diverse Groups

Role of the EP

EPs support and facilitate the learning of all young people
aged between 0 and 25 years old and fulfil a range of re-
sponsibilities through the practice, integration and applica-
tion of psychological knowledge (Lindsay, 2017). EPs fulfil
this responsibility within the core moral principles for health-
care, identified as autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence
and social justice (Robson & McCartan, 2016), as well as
through key legislation, such as HCPC standards (2016) and
BPS codes of conduct (2018). All of which emphasise the
primary responsibility of EPs to engage with diverse groups
who experience barriers in accessing learning within all sys-
tems of education.

The EP’s use of “bread and butter” activities, such as the im-
plementation of research, assessment, consultation and the

delivery of psycho-educational resources can be used as op-
portunities for non-discriminatory practice, community de-
velopment and facilitating social change (Schultze et al.,
2017). For instance, sharing knowledge, advocating for
vulnerable groups and critically appraising multiple view-
points surrounding diverse groups produce opportunities to
acknowledge diverse voices, promote social justice, chal-
lenge social exclusion and counter social oppression (Fox,
2015).

Theoretical Underpinnings to Barriers and Difficulties

Being a member of a diverse group can carry several protec-
tive factors, such as in-group belonging, the reduction of iso-
lation, and the sense of connection, sameness, and commu-
nity (Blum, 2005; Diaz et al., 2010; Whitaker et al., 2016).
However, differences, or perceived differences, can also in-
crease the risk of diverse groups being marginalised or per-
ceived to be incongruent with the sociocultural expectations
of a community (Stevens, 2007). These barriers related to ac-
cessibility and inclusivity can lead to experiences of discrim-
ination and prejudice (Messiou, 2006). There are different
methods to understanding the way in which diverse groups
experience barriers and difficulties within a social context
that EPs can draw upon.

Foucauldian Explanations of Oppression

Foucault considered discrimination through a post-modernist
lens, focusing on concepts of discourse and power: discourse
being the way people think, and power referring to the sub-
jective knowledge of individuals and groups. A Foucauldian
understanding of diverse groups identifies their truths within
society as subjugated knowledge (Gallagher, 2008). This
power imbalance can lead to the marginalisation and dis-
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crimination of diverse groups. This is because their views
are disregarded in decision-making related to their own cir-
cumstances and experiences in favour of decisions that would
benefit the societal norm.

Epistemic Injustice

Although social injustice, for the most part, is demon-
strated in a tangible and observable way in the environ-
ment, epistemic injustice refers to the way discrimination
can occur through the construction of knowledge and de-
scribes a process of discrimination through a critical real-
ist lens. Epistemic injustices focus on the way a majority
group marginalises a diverse group’s knowledge through a
contrasting societal view that is deemed to be more knowing.
(Sewell, 2023).

The first form of epistemic injustice is referred to as tes-
timonial injustice, an unfairness that occurs when people
from a diverse group are ignored or discredited within so-
cial interactions because of their differences. The second
is hermeneutical injustice, an unfairness that occurs when a
listener does not share the same concepts, information, or
linguistic practices being spoken during a social interaction.
Both forms of epistemic injustice disempower diverse groups
and contribute to marginalisation and discrimination (Fricker
& Jenkins, 2017).

Psychological Frameworks Applicable to EP Practice

The way in which EPs engage with diverse groups can fit
within a range of different psychological frameworks.

A common type of framework that complements the EP val-
ues related to social justice and autonomy is the ecosystemic
framework, as typfied by Bronfenbrenner’s ecological sys-
tems model (1979). This allows the EP to acknowledge and
address each system surrounding the child and the way en-
vironments, groups and individuals, within those systems in-
fluence a child’s opportunity to access an equitable learning
environment. Although this framework is flexible enough to
acknowledge theories based within a range of epistemolo-
gies, it is particularly compatible with methodologies that
emphasise the social environment and social interaction be-
tween individuals and groups.

A critical psychology framework is an umbrella term for an
approach to EP work that challenges the moral, ethical and
political claims of previously embedded assumptions and
practices that contribute to discrimination (Bennett, 2017).
It works towards facilitating social change and taking an ac-
tive emancipatory role in social justice. A framework that
both compliments the codes and standards of EP practice and
aligns with theoretical underpinnings to the discrimination of
diverse groups EPs engage with.

Throughout this paper, both frameworks will be kept in mind

when considering the role EPs take in engaging with young
people who identify as transgender.

Young People Who Identify as Transgender as a Diverse
Group

Current Context

The term transgender encompasses a complex spectrum of
gender presentations and has evolved considerably in the last
20 years. For the purpose of this paper, a young person who
identifies as transgender is an individual whose gender iden-
tity does not correspond with the sex they were assigned at
birth (Donatone & Rachlin, 2013; Hudson-Sharp, 2018; Na-
tional Center for Transgender Equality, 2016). Transgender
is an umbrella term within the sub-culture of the LGBTQIA+
community (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or
questioning, intersex, asexual or ally, and other). In addition
to trans-men and trans-women, transgender also includes in-
dividuals who identify as non-binary, genderqueer and gen-
der non-conforming.

While transgender people have membership in the sub-
culture and minority group of the LGBTQIA+ community,
it is important to emphasise that the LGBTQIA+ community
is not one homogeneous group. Although there have been
attempts to estimate the populations within the LGBTQIA+
community in the United Kingdom, such as the Transequal-
ity Survey (Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust,
2018) and the Gender Variance Report (Gender Identity
Research and Education Society, 2008), the first official
recorded data regarding the transgender population was doc-
umented in the 2021 Census. According to this data, 0.5 per
cent of the UK population and 1 per cent of those between
16 and 24 years old have a different gender identity from the
one they were assigned at birth (Office for National Statistics,
2023).

Rights to Protection and the Law

The rights of young people who identify as transgender are
protected under the recognition of the Equality Act (2010)
and the legislation within the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child Act (1989). The acts provide a legal framework
to protect the rights of transgender people under the protected
characteristic of gender, emphasise the human right for trans-
gender people’s freedom of expression (Article 3), as well
as highlighting the right for all children’s views, including
young people who identify as transgender, to be respected
(Article 12).
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Risk Factors

Representation of Transgender-Related Decision-Making
in the Media

The steady increase in the transgender population among
young people is a testament to the increased visibility, rep-
resentation and growing awareness of the challenges faced
by transgender people within the media (Maheshwari-Aplin,
2023). However, recent high-profile sociocultural and polit-
ical decision-making have opened the rights of transgender
people to negativity within the public domain. For exam-
ple, the exclusion of transgender people from the Conversion
Therapy Bill (Mind, 2022), the closure of the Tavistock Gen-
der Identity Clinic (Gender Identity Development Service
[GIDS], n.d.), and the British Government’s blocking of the
Scottish Gender Recognition Reform bill (Scottish Govern-
ment, n.d.), have given traction to “gender critical” discrim-
ination and raised questions related to transgender equality
in the UK (Hughto et al., 2021). This is particularly per-
tinent, considering that the voice of transgender people has
been largely invisible in these processes.

Furthermore, as transgender rights and inclusion navigate the
traditionally cis-gender and binary norms of society, the me-
dia depiction of transgender rights, such as The Care and
Management of Individuals Who are Transgender Guidelines
(Ministry of Justice & HM Prison and Probation Service,
2020) and The UK’s Sports Councils Guidance for Trans-
gender Inclusion in Domestic Sport (Equality Standard for
Sports, 2021), have placed transgender people’s rights into
the forum of public debate in the form of controversy. Sadly,
these stories often provide a counter-narrative to transgender
equality.

Although the education setting has been well credited for
supporting diversity, equality and social justice (Grossman
& D’Augelli, 2006), for young people in school, transgender
people are still faced with curriculums and expectations that
are mapped onto traditionally cisgender and binary norms,
e.g., segregated physical education lessons, non-inclusive re-
lationship and sex education curriculums, and sex-specific
school uniforms (Epps et al., 2023; Frohard-Dourlent, 2016).

School Experience

Although there is a growing amount of research that fo-
cuses on the school experiences of transgender young peo-
ple, there is still an under-representation in educational re-
search (McGuire et al., 2010; Russell & Fish, 2016). How-
ever, research related to the LGBTQIA+ community demon-
strates large academic disparities and deleterious outcomes
when compared to their non-LGBTQIA+ peers. This in-
cludes lower rates of attainment, academic self-concept and
higher rates of absenteeism, safety fears, and emotional-
based school avoidance (Guss et al., 2017; Kosciw et al.,

2016; Reisner et al., 2015; Ullman, 2017). Prejudice and dis-
crimination within school have consistently been linked with
higher levels of student depression, self-harm, as well as a
low sense of school connectedness, self-esteem and wellbe-
ing (Bluth et al., 2021; Peterson et al., 2017).

Although research related to the LGBTQIA+ community
consistently highlights the hostile school environments faced
by the community, less research has been undertaken to fur-
ther explore transgender young people as an independent
group (Saewyc & Homma, 2017). Nonetheless, large-scale
studies from the United States, such as Kosciw et al. (2016),
found that transgender young people faced the highest levels
of harassment and physical assault compared to any other
group within the school population.

Transphobic bullying, as well as exposure to transphobic lan-
guage, has been identified as one of the largest problems
faced by transgender young people within the school con-
text. Experiences of transphobic bullying, school-based bul-
lying and harassment significantly amplify the relationship
between gender identity and both the risk of suicide and fu-
ture substance use (Day et al., 2017; Perez-Brumer et al.,
2017).

Recent surveys that give a voice to transgender young people,
such as The Stonewall School Report (Bradlow et al., 2017)
showed that 64 per cent of transgender students who partici-
pated in the survey experienced regular transphobic bullying
in school. Furthermore, transphobic harassment is less likely
to be taken seriously by teachers and less likely to be un-
derstood by staff. Only 29 per cent of participants felt that
teachers would intervene when transphobic harassment was
witnessed. Studies that focus on teacher views further re-
flect this position, suggesting that teachers want more train-
ing to support disclosures and support young people who ex-
perience transphobic discrimination (Pullen-Sansfaçon et al.,
2015).

Summary

Identifying as transgender exposes young people to a num-
ber of situations in which they might experience prejudice
and discrimination within the school context. Due to the cis-
binary constructs that exist within the microsystems that sur-
round the young person, such as school and home, the peers
and staff within those systems might not share the language
and skills to understand transgender identities, leading to
hermeneutical injustices. Due to the size of the transgender
population within schools, and the sociocultural and politi-
cal factors that have been internalised within the macrosys-
tems of the education system, it is important to consider the
lack of representation within those who hold power within
schools. Transgender young people’s experiences are often
invisible and their knowledge related to gender and identity,



4 DOYLE

subjugated. This puts transgender young people at risk of
testimonial injustices.

As agents of hope and advocates of social justice, it is impor-
tant to consider how EPs can engage with young people who
identify as transgender.

Systematic Literature Review

The aim of this study is to critically review the literature that
focuses on the role of EPs in engaging with young people
who identify as transgender.

Search Strategy

An initial search was made on EBSCOhost using Boolean
operators to focus the search (Booth et al., 2022). A sys-
tematic screening was conducted to explore the research re-
lated to the EP’s role in engaging with young people who
identify as transgender (n = 153). Duplicate studies were
removed (leaving n = 124). The abstracts of the remain-
ing studies were assessed using the inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria listed in Table 1. Studies that did not meet
these criteria were removed and the remaining studies were
screened for review (n = 4). Please see Figure 1 for a flow
chart, adapted from the Preferred Reporting Items for Sys-
tematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) Guidelines
(http://prisma-statement.org/).

Table 1

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for the Systematic
Literature Review

Inclusion Exclusion

• Peer-reviewed research
• Written in English
• Focused within the UK

education system
• Identifies transgender as a

distinct community
(transgender, genderqueer,
gender non-conforming or
non-binary)

• Focuses on transgender
young people (14 to 18 years
old)

• Focuses on the role of the EP
in supporting

• Non-peer-reviewed research
• Research that does not focus

on transgender as a distinct
group

• Focuses on participants who
are younger than 14 years old
(adolescents) or above 18
years old

• Does not include implications
for EPs or does not inform
the practice of EPs engaging
with transgender young
people

http://prisma-statement.org/
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Figure 1

A Flow Chart for the Selection Process for the Systematic Literature Review
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Findings

Table 2 summarises the studies identified from the search
and their findings related to implications for EP practice.
The use of the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (https:
//casp-uk.net/) allowed for a systematic determination of the
quality of each study included in the review. Each study was
considered against the statements within the checklist and
scored with a scale (Yes, cannot tell, no) and then translated
into quantitative values (1, 0.5, 0, respectively). The total
score of each item was calculated and converted into a per-
centage score. Studies that scored “high” were included in
the review (please see Tables 3 and 4).

https://casp-uk.net/
https://casp-uk.net/
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Table 2

A Review of the Literature Identified in the Systematic Review

Author Title Research design Summary of method and findings Implications for EP practice

Leonard (2022) “It was probably one of the
best moments of being trans*,
honestly!”: Exploring the
positive school experiences of
transgender children and
young people

Qualitative, interpretive
approach

Semi-structured interviews with 3 young people who identify
as transgender (Aged 16 to 18 years old).

Interpretive phenomenological analysis.

This study built on the literature base exploring how
transgender young people are experiencing the school setting
by highlighting positive experiences and current support.

Five superordinate themes were constructed from the young
people's narratives. Themes related to the importance of
language to affirm their own identities within the school
context, trusted teaching staff within the school setting,
whole-school approaches to encourage awareness and
representation, emphasis of school community, and individual
strengths and skills.

• EPs are uniquely placed to work with young people who
identify as transgender to support SEMH and advocate
their voice to their school and family regarding their
transition hopes and fears.

• EPs are well positioned to share recent and relevant
psychological research to schools to influence inclusive
practice.

• EPs can work within a community level and signpost
families to support regarding transition.

• EPs can work with families to explore their own
discomforts regarding gender identity to build empathy.

• EPs can work with policy makers to influence local
authority and school level legislation to build more
trans-equal policies.

McGowan et al.
(2022)

Living your truth: Views and
experiences of transgender
young people in secondary
education

Qualitative, reflexive thematic
analysis

Semi-structured interviews with 10 young people who
identify as transgender aged 11 to 16 years old.

This research studied the views of transgender young people
to help explore the factors that help or hinder overall school
experiences at secondary school.

The findings centred around receiving validation versus
invalidation and seeking acceptance versus rejection within
the school setting.

• EPs can work with policymakers to shape curriculums that
actively teach about gender equality, gender diversity and
alternative models of gender.

• EPs are well positioned to co-produce new school policies
implementation plans with schools.

• EPs can facilitate problem-solving meetings between
school, families and young people to support transgender
young people with their conciliation skills, psychological
knowledge and advocacy skills to support transgender
awareness and equality in schools.
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Author Title Research design Summary of method and findings Implications for EP practice

Yavuz (2016) Gender variance and
educational psychology:
Implications for practice

Literature review The literature surrounding gender variance and the role of
EPs is discussed in relation to their position to support young
people, families and schools using worked examples.

• EPs are well positioned to support transgender young
people by actively challenging the pathologising of gender
variance as a disorder by highlighting the interactional
factors related to transgender people’s mental health.

• Advocating for a young person if their voice is not being
heard within decision-making and support plans.

• Educating school staff regarding gender theory,
terminology and best practice.

• To support whole-school policies related to equality and
inclusion that challenge cis-gender binary norms in the
classroom.

• Offer training and policy advice at a local authority level.
Offering support in the development of local authority
guidance regarding transgender equality and
discrimination.

Connor and
Atkinson (2022)

Contemporary practice for
supporting transgender and
gender diverse students: A
framework synthesis

Systematic literature review
and framework synthesis

A systematic literature review was conducted to identify and
review recent studies that explored best practice in supporting
transgender young people within the school setting.

Thirteen studies were identified that spanned a number of
contexts, countries and settings.

The studies that were identified in the screening and search
were mapped onto an existing framework of best practice, the
gender facilitative school framework (Luecke, 2018).
Analysis focused on the importance of climate, leadership,
language and narratives, curricular and extracurricular
inclusion, professional development, and policy.

• EPs can utilise their experience of working at an
organisational level to help implement the developed
framework from the study to help reflect on their current
practice through the use of appreciative inquiry tools and
teacher training.

• EPs can facilitate the inclusion of stakeholders who
identify as transgender within the decision-making across
different organisational levels, such as schools and the
local authority.
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Table 3

CASP Analysis Exploring the Quality of Qualitative Studies Identified by PRISMA

CASP criteria score*
Authors &
Publication

Clear statement
of research

aims?

Is the
methodology
appropriate?

Was the
research design
appropriate to

address
research aims?

Was the
recruitment

strategy
suitable to the

aims of the
research?

Was the data
collected in a

way that
addressed the

research issue?

Has the
relationship

between
researcher and

participants
been

adequately
considered?

Have ethical
issues been
considered?

Was the data
analysis

sufficiently
rigorous?

Is there a clear
statement of

findings?

How valuable is
the research?

Total score % Overall quality
of the study

(high, medium
or low)†

Leonard (2022) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100% High

McGowan et al.
(2022)

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100% High

Note: *1 = Yes, 0.5 = Unclear or ambiguous, and 0 = No †0–33% = low, 34–66% = medium, and 67–100% = high

Table 4

CASP Analysis Exploring the Quality of Literature Reviews Identified by PRISMA

CASP criteria score*
Authors & Pub-
lication

Did the review
address a

clearly focused
question?

Did the authors
look for the
right type of

papers?

Do you think
all the

important,
relevant studies
were included?

Did the
review’s

authors do
enough to

assess quality
of the included

studies?

If the results of
the review have
been combined,

was it
reasonable to

do so?

What are the
overall results
of the review?

How precise
are the results?

Can the results
be applied to

the local
population?

Were all
important
outcomes

considered?

Are the benefits
worth the
harms and

costs?

Total score % Overall quality
of the study

(high, medium
or low)†

Yavuz (2016) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100% High

Connor and
Atkinson
(2022)

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100% High

Note: *1 = Yes, 0.5 = Unclear or ambiguous, and 0 = No †0–33% = low, 34–66% = medium, and 67–100% = high
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Descriptive Commentary of the Findings

Four studies were identified in the systematic literature re-
view that specifically discussed the role of the EP or impli-
cations for EP practice in relation to supporting transgender
young people. All the studies identified were recent, pub-
lished between 2016 and 2022.

Two studies used a qualitative approach to elicit the views
of transgender young people (1, 2). Both studies highlighted
the positive experiences of transgender young people and ex-
plored what support was valued in schools to inform future
EP practice. Two studies reviewed the research base to offer
EPs a summary of contemporary research related to trans-
gender young people and EP involvement (3, 4). Yavuz’s re-
view (2016) presented their findings in the context of worked
examples to allow EPs to critically reflect on their current and
future practice. While Connor and Atkinson’s systematic re-
view (2022) combined key themes of the identified literature
together to form a trans-inclusive framework that EPs can use
and share. A commentary of the shared findings is below.

Language

The way in which language is used within the class context
was highlighted by all four studies as a protective factor for
supporting transgender young people. When staff and peers
were encouraged to use young people’s chosen names and
competently used the correct pronouns, young people felt
higher levels of connectedness, belonging and respect within
their school environment (1,2). Having agency over how a
transgender young person is identified can lead to validation
and counter oppression (1,2,3). All studies identified how the
role of the EP can support the child’s views and advocate for
their choices in transgender-inclusive language, through the
delivery of staff training and pupil voice work.

Organisational Change

All studies identified the barriers that existed within school
policies that centre around a cisgender binary expectation
of their students. Some studies highlighted the influence
EPs can have in shaping and co-producing inclusive policies
within schools by sharing recent and relevant psychological
research (1,4), as well as actively advocating for the teaching
of gender theory and gender diversity within curriculums (2,
3). Studies, such as Yavuz’s (2016) and Connor and Atkin-
son’s (2022), emphasised the way EPs can influence systems
outside of the school context, such as local authorities, to
advise policymakers and develop guidance that can be used
at a regional level.

Problem-Solving, Reframing and Consultation

All studies identified implications for EP practice that em-
phasised their position to collaborate and facilitate a shared
environment with all stakeholders who care for the young

person. Although school staff and families can be sup-
portive and knowledgeable of gender theory, EPs are well-
positioned to facilitate consultations that help families ex-
plore their own discomforts regarding gender identity, pro-
mote problem-solving and encourage open discussion within
a safe space (1, 2). Connor and Atkinson’s (2022) study of-
fers an adapted framework EPs can use as a tool to prompt
reflection and guide school staff in supporting transgender
awareness and equality in schools.

Reframing to an Interactional Approach

EPs are well-positioned to challenge the pathologising of
gender variance and promote narratives of empowerment and
positive experiences to shape an inclusive community ethos
(1). EPs can work with school staff through the use of
psycho-education and the use of relevant psychological re-
search in order to influence inclusive practice and place fo-
cus on the systemic factors that contribute to the negative
experiences of being transgender in a school environment
(2,3,4). EPs have the capacity to work individually with
young people to develop strength-based skills, resilience and
self-esteem, to help build protective factors against poor
mental health (1, 2, 3, 4).

Conclusions

This study set out to explore the way EPs engage with trans-
gender young people through the systematic review of recent
research conducted in the UK. The identified studies demon-
strate the unique position of EPs who are able to interact with
young people, families and school staffwithin a range of sys-
tems to challenge discrimination experienced within schools,
services and local authorities. Skills related to advocacy,
conciliation, reframing and psychological knowledge enable
EPs to actively promote positive change for young people
who identify as transgender.

Limitations

Although the methodology adopted in this study both in-
creased the transparency and replicability of the literature re-
viewed, it is important to note a number of key limitations to
this approach. While the eligibility criteria focused on peer-
reviewed studies to increase robustness and reduce the risk
of bias, grey literature such as doctoral theses, dissertations
and reports that may have included findings applicable to EP
practice were not included. Furthermore, the omission of
research outside of the EP profession as well as studies that
explored transgender young people within wider samples of
the LGBTQIA+ community may have included transferable
findings appropriate for EPs working with transgender young
people.



ENGAGING WITH DIVERSE GROUPS 11

Implications

Although EPs are uniquely positioned to challenge the dis-
crimination and marginalisation experienced by transgender
young people, this can only be effective if the EPs and TEPs
are competent in the relevant psychology related to the expe-
riences of transgender young people.

While the recency of the identified studies provides hope for
further research in the future, the research gap that existed
prior to 2022, along with the small sample of studies iden-
tified that specifically focused on EP involvement and EPs
reflecting on their involvement with this vulnerable group,
highlight the need for further research in the future.

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/ licenses/by/4.0/ ).

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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