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Abstract 

 
 
Moving towards a truly inclusive higher education setting has proven challenging for 
universities world-wide. In Australia, universities are regularly engaged in efforts 
designed to widen participation in ways that include groups of under-represented 
students so that higher education systems and cultures are more equitable. Yet 
despite these ongoing reform efforts, social and structural inequalities continue to 
be embedded in and reflected in Australian universities in ways that affect student 
access, participation and experience. This article explores how an Australian 
university has approached the provision of diversity education and practice for 
undergraduate and postgraduate students. Drawing on one specific equity-focused 
initiative designed to address prevalent issues experienced by transgender and 
gender diverse students, this paper offers two accounts of the complexities, 
challenges and insights that emerged. While acknowledging the limitations of the 
initiative in terms of time, reach and focus, feedback from participants point to the 
importance of engaging in such initiatives for promoting the values of inclusion and 
participation in Australian higher education.  
 

Background 

v Good diversity education and practice has been shown to reduce factors such 
as bullying, discrimination, and harassment, and increases performance, 
promote awareness, and broaden knowledge and skills (Hayet and Walton, 
2013). 

v Research has shown that students who are immersed in a culture that positively 
endorses diversity education and inclusion are more likely to be open minded, 
better candidates for employment and better prepared for an increasing 
diverse population and workforce (Saha et al., 2008; Bollinger, 2003; Cohen, 

2003; Dhaliwal et al., 2013). In turn, this can lead to more effective 
organizations. 

v Research on transgender college students in the USA has grown considerably 
over the past decade (Renn, 2010), however, there is minimal research 
conducted on the experiences of transgender university students in Australia. 
Failing to explore transgender university student’s experiences on campus and 
in classrooms is a disservice to both educators and students, but most 
importantly to those who are forced to navigate unwelcoming learning 
environments (Pryor, 2015). 

Case Study 

This study represents insights into the University of Newcastle’s Gender diversity 
and inclusive teaching: A forum to improve our campus culture by offering two 
unique perspectives: a professional staff member and a student. Having these 
different and complementary perspectives allowed unique life experiences and 
interpretations to be heard and addressed. 

 
The aim of the forum was to assist in creating a safer, more inclusive campus for 
transgender and gender diverse students. It was the first forum of its type at the 
University, and it brought together students, academic and professional staff to 
explore gender-inclusive teaching practices that reflect complexities around 
diversity in sex, gender and sexuality. 

The forum was a result achieved only through the collective efforts of 16 speakers 
with diverse backgrounds and expertise. The program included a variety of 

presentations from university staff, students and community professionals. The 
decision by the Acting Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Education) to promote and open the 
forum, represents another significant milestone and opportunity.  
 
Feedback on the quality of the presentations and discussions can be used as a 
measure of success for the project. Most importantly, the forum gave transgender 
students a voice to address their peers. This allowed the forum to truly reflect best 
practice principles in fostering social change in that the forum was held in 
collaboration with the LGBTIQ community rather than around them. 

“Being part of a minority group is often emotionally and mentally draining. The 
forum was a great initiative. Through collaboration, respectful discussions and the 
sharing of knowledge and personal experiences, it assisted in lightening the burden 

on Trans and gender diverse students to have to constantly educate others.” 

Taryn Dorrough 

The forum attracted forty-five staff and students from across the sector. The event 
was an opportunity for attendees to network and discuss issues pertaining to the 
transgender community, to share knowledge and skills and best practice ideas in 
the area of transgender access and inclusion.  

“As a diversity worker, when I become aware of social or structural inequalities, I 
feel compelled to act. It’s often unclear what the process will involve or what the 
outcome with be, but there are always important lessons to be learnt along the 

way.” 
      Tara Payling 
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