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ABSTRACT

Purpose: This review aimed to explore and synthesize the perspectives and experiences of
school-based psychological professionals providing support to gender diverse CYP across the
world, to foreground the voices of those with relevant experience and support future practice.
Methods: A systematic review of five databases (PsychINFO, CINAHL, ERIC, SCOPUS and
PROQUEST dissertations and theses) was performed between September and November 2022.
Articles were included if they contained qualitative, primary research data representing the
voice of at least one school-based psychological professional with experience working with
gender diverse children and young people. Articles were excluded if they did not contain
primary research data, were quantitative, related to non-school based psychologists or focussed
on participant views in the absence of direct experience working with gender diverse pupils.
Articles were thematically summarized and organized into a data extraction table.

Results: Eighteen studies were identified for review, including 11 studies based in the USA,
five in the UK, one in Australia and one in Cyprus. The voices of school-based professionals,
including school counselors, school psychologists, trainee and qualified educational
psychologists, were represented. The themes created highlighted the importance of the
environment in which psychologists were working, the reliance on their own views and values
to guide their work in the absence of clear guidance, the role psychologists saw they had to
advocate for gender diverse CYP, as well as barriers and systems they were fighting against.
Conclusion: The review highlighted the need for psychologists to advocate for gender diverse
children and young people, in an often non-inclusive environment where there was a need
to work systemically with schools. Future research is needed to explore young people’s
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experiences of the support that they are receiving and would like to receive.

Introduction

Gender identity has been defined as a persons
internalized sense of their gender (American
Psychological Association [APA], 2023) and where
this aligns with their sex assigned at birth, indi-
viduals are commonly referred to as “cisgender”
(Connolly et al., 2016). For this research, gender
diversity will be used as an umbrella term to
refer to those whose gender identity diverges
from their sex assigned at birth. In line with
Allen-Biddell and Bond (2022), this encapsulates
a spectrum of identities, both within and outside
of the traditional binary models of gender.
Increasing numbers of children and young people

(CYP) are identifying and expressing themselves
in ways that do not correspond with their sex
assigned at birth (Butler et al., 2018; Twist & de
Graaf, 2019). Current estimates of gender diverse
individuals are between 0.1 and 2% of the popu-
lation, varying based on how and where studies
were conducted (Goodman et al, 2019).
Nonetheless, it is speculated that existing data
may underestimate the prevalence of gender
diversity (Spizzirri et al., 2021) and Sagzan (2019)
acknowledges the difficulties of accurately esti-
mating the prevalence of gender diverse CYP in
schools. Although exact numbers are uncertain,
research has shown that referrals for CYP to
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specialist gender identity services has significantly
increased over the last decade (Butler et al., 2018;
Kaltiala-Heino et al., 2018; Steensma et al., 2013).
It is worth noting however, that these statistics
may not reflect an inherent increase in gender
diversity, but rather an increased awareness or
that CYP are open about their identities at a
younger age (Leonard, 2019).

Despite debate regarding the prevalence of
gender diverse CYP, research consistently reports
poorer outcomes for these individuals compared
to their cisgender peers. Gender diverse CYP are
found to be at greater risk for mental health dif-
ficulties such as depression, self-harm, suicide,
eating disorders and anxiety (Connolly et al,
2016; Kaltiala-Heino et al, 2018; Nodin et al,
2015; Rivas-Koehl et al., 2022; Stonewall, 2017;
Yunger et al., 2004). Additionally, compared to
their cisgender peers, research highlights gender
diverse CYP experience poorer academic func-
tioning (Vantieghem & Van Houtte, 2020) and
increased risks of engaging in harmful behaviors
such as drinking alcohol, smoking, (Coulter et al.,
2018) or taking illegal substances (Day et al., 2017).

Research highlighting disparities in mental
health outcomes for gender diverse individuals
risk situating the problem within gender diversity
or the CYP themselves. On the contrary, negative
outcomes are not inherent to gender diverse CYP
and research has found that systemic factors need
to be considered to further understand this rela-
tionship (Bryan & Mayock, 2017; Pyne, 2014).
Indeed, gender diverse CYP face many risks
within education systems and are frequently
reported to be among the most oppressed and
marginalized within school cultures (Kosciw &
Pizmony-Levy, 2016) due to the prominence of
cisnormativity =~ throughout the school day
(Bower-Brown et al., 2021). Additionally, research
from across the world (e.g. United States,
Australia, Canada, and United Kingdom), reports
that gender diverse CYP experience higher rates
of bullying, discrimination, and victimization
within the school environment, compared to their
cisgender peers (Day et al, 2018; Jones et al,
2016; Kosciw et al.,, 2015; Stonewall, 2017).
Significant proportions of gender diverse CYP
thus describe feeling unsafe in school (Stonewall,
2017; Kosciw & Pizmony-Levy, 2016) and often
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do not feel staff have adequate training, under-
standing or skills to counteract this (McGuire
et al, 2010), at times being the perpetrators of
discrimination themselves (Austin & Craig, 2015).
These adverse experiences and interactions are
posited to relate to the poorer outcomes reported
for gender diverse CYP (Colvin et al, 2019;
McBride & Schubotz, 2017; McDermott et al,
2018; Rivas-Koehl et al., 2022).

Although school environments are frequently
portrayed as a risk factor for gender diverse
pupils, several protective factors have also been
identified. Research suggests that in schools where
CYP feel valued, supported, and safe, all pupils,
including those who are gender diverse, can
flourish (Rivas-Koehl et al., 2022; Russell et al.,
2014). In gender diverse populations, having pos-
itive relationships with key trusted adults in
school has been associated with reduced rates of
depression and suicide attempts (Rivas-Koehl
et al., 2022), increased self-esteem (Dessel et al.,
2017), improved academic functioning (Goodrich,
2012; Kosciw et al., 2018) and an increased sense
of safety (McGuire et al, 2010). Further, peer
support has been found to have beneficial influ-
ence for gender diverse CYP (Rivas-Koehl et al,
2022) alongside wider community visibility and
support (Johns et al., 2018). The importance of
supportive school policies has also been high-
lighted (Hong & Garbarino, 2012; Johns et al,
2018) and this is associated with reduced absence
amongst gender diverse pupils (Greytak et al,
2013). Such policies, that promote the use of gen-
der inclusive language and whole school
approaches to advocacy, are deemed important
protective factors by gender diverse CYP (Leonard,
2022). Beyond the school environment, parent
and family support is also recognized as a key
protective factor (Johns et al., 2018; Rivas-Koehl
et al.,, 2022), and where this may not be in place,
school support appears even more important
(Kosciw et al., 2018).

Despite the potential protective role schools
can offer, there is a lack of guidance to support
them in this work. In the UK for example, there
is currently no central policy for schools around
supporting gender diverse pupils, and although
local authorities have written their own guidance
for schools, many have been withdrawn due to
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negative press or legal challenge. Similarly in the
United States, individual cities and states have
created guidelines or recommendations to sup-
port gender diverse pupils in schools, however
state laws and guidelines vary widely and there-
fore subsequent support will also.

School-based psychological professionals are
therefore ideally situated to support schools, staff,
and families and promote positive outcomes for
gender diverse CYP. In the UK for example, edu-
cational psychologists (EPs) utilize evidence-based
practice to support educational settings at indi-
vidual (child/family), group and organizational
levels, in order to improve outcomes related to
CYP’s wellbeing and learning (Fallon et al., 2010;
Yavuz, 2016). Through their position, EPs can
thus apply their understanding of school systems,
psychology, and research to support schools work
with gender diverse CYP (Leonard, 2019).
Comparably, school psychologists (SPs) in the
USA and Australia occupy a similar role in sup-
porting CYP within academic, emotional, and
behavioral areas, through work with individual
CYP, families, school staff, and systems
(Bartholomaeus & Riggs, 2017; Betts, 2013;
Mackie et al., 2021). School counselors also pro-
vide individual support to gender diverse CYP
and work within their school systems to enact
change (Mackie et al., 2021).

Nevertheless, research highlights a mixed pic-
ture in terms of school-based psychologists’ atti-
tudes, understanding and readiness to engage in
this work. It is generally reported that school-based
psychologists embrace positive attitudes toward
gender diverse pupils and feel somewhat confi-
dent and prepared to work with these pupils
(Arora et al., 2016; Bowers et al., 2015; Riggs &
Bartholomaeus, 2015), yet some studies have
found feelings of very low competence to support
gender diverse youth (Shi & Doud, 2017). Their
confidence and readiness being influenced by the
training they have received and previous experi-
ence (Arora et al, 2016; Bowers et al., 2015;
Meier, 2019). Often it is the case that school-based
psychologists have received little to no training
specific to working with gender diverse CYP
(Riggs & Bartholomaeus, 2015) and many report
having not worked with any gender diverse pupils
to date (Bowers et al, 2015). Given the

increasing prevalence and visibility of gender
diverse CYP (Butler et al., 2018; Twist & De
Graaf, 2019), school-based psychologists are now
more likely to be involved in such work (Ullman,
2017; Yavuz, 2016). The current review therefore
aims to explore the experiences and perspectives
of those who have engaged in this work, to better
inform practice moving forwards.

Methodology
Aim

A systematic literature review was carried out to
explore the question: what are the perspectives
and experiences of school-based psychological pro-
fessionals providing support to gender diverse CYP?
The specific objective were to summarize the
voices of school-based psychological professionals
who have engaged in work with gender diverse
CYP and to use any new insights to inform future
practice in the current absence of any clear
guidance.

Selection and search strategy

Using the Population Concept Context (PCC)
framework, three key search terms were identi-
fied to answer the review question; “gender
diverse,” “psychological professional” and “school”
(see Table 1 for further information). The search
terms were used in five electronic databases
(PsychINFO, CINAHL, ERIC, SCOPUS and
PROQUEST dissertations and theses), chosen due
to their focus on education and Psychology, as

well as to ensure grey literature was included. All

Table 1. Search terms identified using PCC framework.
PCC framework

Key terms Search terms

Population Gender diverse "gender divers*" OR "gender
varian*" OR transgender OR
"gender identity disorder*" OR
"gender identit*" OR "gender
dysphori*" OR "two spirit" OR
two-spirit OR "gender
nonconform*" OR "gender
non-conform*" OR "gender
queer" OR genderqueer OR
"gender non-binar*" OR "gender
non binar*" OR "gender fluid*"
OR agender OR non-gender OR
bi-gender

psychologist OR counsel* OR
therap*

school* OR educat* OR classroom

Concept Psychological
professional

Context School




database searches were carried out between
September and November of 2022. Search terms
were limited to title and abstracts and were mod-
ified for each database. Initial searches excluded
books and were limited to those written in the
English language and from 2010 onwards. Further
research was identified through an online
conference.

The systematic search strategy produced 1264
results. Following the PRISMA flowchart (Page
et al., 2021; Figure 1), titles and abstracts of 685
papers were screened using the inclusion and
exclusion criteria (Table 2). To answer the research
question, this review focussed on qualitative liter-
ature as we wanted to explore the nuances, expe-
riences, and meanings in a way that quantitative
studies would not. Eighteen articles were retrieved
for full text screening, all of which were included
in the final review.

Quality assurance

All 18 articles were quality appraised using the
Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP, 2018)
qualitative studies checklist. The checklist requires
a yes, no or cant tell response to most questions

Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart (Page et al.,, 2021).
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and as such a scoring system is not applied. The
focus of the quality appraisal was to explore the
methodological rigor of studies and avoid draw-
ing conclusions from papers with little rigor
(Thomas & Harden, 2008).

Overall, the studies included had clear aims
and utilized appropriate methodology and design
in relation to their aims. Due to several theses
being included in the review, there was a great
deal of information available regarding

Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria

Exclusion criteria

Primary research data
Qualitative data

Published in a peer-reviewed
journal OR doctoral level
dissertation or thesis

Available in the English
language

Published between 2010 and
2022

Research includes the voice of
at least one school-based
psychological professional (e.g.
educational/school psychologist,
counselor, or therapist) with
experience of working with
gender diverse CYP

Systematic literature reviews
No primary data—e.g. position
papers

Books

Not available in English
Quantitative data

Research that does not include
the perspective of a school
based psychological
professional (e.g. solely
teaching staff perspectives)
Research related to
psychological professionals
generally, not school-based
Research focused on
participants views in the
absence of any experience
working with gender diverse
CYp
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Table 3. Quality appraisal of studies using CASP (2018).

Clear  Appropriate Appropriate Recruitment  Data

Participant-researcher  Ethics Data  Findings

aims methodology  design  appropriate collection relationship considered analysis  clear
Allen-Biddell & Bond (2022) Y Y Y Y Y CcT Y Y Y
Apostolidou (2020) Y Y Y N Y @) cT cT cT
Beck (2018) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Beck (2020) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Betts (2013) Y Y Y Y Y Y CcT Y Y
Bowskill (2017) Y Y Y cT Y cT Y Y Y
Court 2019) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Earnshaw et al. (2020) Y Y Y Y Y cT Y cT cT
Gavin (2021) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Gonzalez (2016) Y Y Y cT Y Y Y Y Y
Gonzalez (2017) Y Y Y cT Y Y Y Y Y
Mackie et al. (2021) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Reisner et al. (2020) N Y Y Y CcT cT Y cT Y
Simons & Cuadrado (2019) Y Y Y cT Y @) cT cT Y
Sagzan (2019) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Swindle (2022) Y Y Y Y Y cT Y Y Y
Vela (2015) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y cT Y
Yannalfo (2019) Y Y Y Y Y cT cT Y Y

*Y: Yes; N: No; CT: Can't Tell.

methodology and findings which helped ascertain
rigor. For some published papers where less
information was available, it was harder to make
judgements on rigor in areas. For example, in
several papers it was unclear whether there was
adequate consideration of the relationship between
the researcher and participants or whether data
analysis was sufficiently rigorous. See Table 3 for
further information regarding how papers were
quality assured.

Data extraction and synthesis

Thematic synthesis (Thomas & Harden, 2008)
was chosen as the process by which to analyze
the 18 studies included in the review (see Table
4). The inductive approach suited the exploratory
nature of the review question and allowed for
interpretative analysis of existing literature
(Boland et al., 2017; Thomas & Harden, 2008).
This was pertinent to enable in-depth analysis of
studies with differing aims to be brought together
to answer the review question, whilst providing a
novel perspective relevant to future practice
(Drisko, 2020). The use of thematic synthesis
aligns with a social constructivist epistemology,
in which knowledge is seen to be formed through
our interactions with people and the world
around us, and how we make sense of these
(Alanen, 2015). Thus, throughout this review, I
had an active role in constructing new meaning
through my interactions with the data and inter-
pretations influenced by my own beliefs and

experiences, acknowledging and welcoming my
previous experiences as a trainee educational psy-
chologist, as well as my own identity as part of
the LGBTQ + community, throughout the review
process.

All text within the results or findings sections
of each article was explored in the analysis, draw-
ing from both direct participant quotations and
authors’ interpretations of these. Only data that
could answer the review question was coded.
This meant data from study participants that
were not school-based psychological professionals
was not coded, nor data that exclusively referred
to sexual identity as opposed to gender identity.
Instances where this was not made explicitly clear
were coded to ensure relevant data was not lost,
for example participant characteristics were not
identifiable in results or LGBTQ +identities were
referred to more broadly.

A thematic synthesis was conducted, with
NVivo (release 1.7.1) software used to store and
code the data. Analysis followed an iterative,
three-step process, in line with Thomas and
Harden’s (2008) approach. The first stage involved
line-by-line coding whereby each sentence, line
or comment was coded based on the content,
with one or more “free” codes. Throughout this
stage, codes were renamed and refined to begin
the process of synthesizing concepts from one
study to another. This process created 101 initial
codes. The second stage involved the researcher
grouping free codes based on similarities and
differences, creating new codes to reflect these
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groups. This stage resulted in 16 descriptive

g S themes. Figure 2 provides an example of codes
S = . .
E 3 " £ that were used to create three of the descriptive
c 2 > € .
S g °% o8 gag themes. Table 5 illustrates the prevalence of
S| < S cS ©¢¢ s 2 s el . .
g ‘;g R ESo0gZ govso descriptive themes within each article. The third
R SES5E. R ; . .
E|TE5 e e 23 stage involved moving beyond the primary stud-
CE8Eg 40c2RT g
S ] . > . e .
Tpg>3 2885g5°C 225 ies’ data and generating additional understanding
gssi2E SgodSgg %48 e . .
g% g;fg 4 2822C §§ 228 from their findings, a crucial aspect of thematic
22523823573 g g§88e : . .
PR s 5 <OBSBA= £ << synthesis (Britten et al, 2002; Dixon-Woods
a oF e Eoe et al., 2006). This involved drawing on the
descriptive themes to generate new meaning that
2cl2 o 2 directly answered the research question.
o © © = e
c ol € = a c
© 5[ ® '8 ° <<
S Q| v o 2 Y
" ©| .2 o= =
(=) © @ .
3 SE 5 Synthesis
£ S e
3 Synthesis overview
o . o )
6 2 - &L . . . . .
gl 3 g'_§ 3% pagc) Eighteen studies were included in the review,
= O 52 = g Ee] .
§5845 B 225 gy published between 2013 and 2022. Of these 18
Ol Y - = = < o = . . 3 .
2| ‘f%é =1 éTg 3 2 studies, 11 were based in the USA, five in the
O|loEQ Egt wg . . .
glo%EE E9EE3% £E UK, one in Australia and one in Cyprus. The
S| 2 <) o . .
clF = = “ voices of 141 school-based psychological profes-
5 & sionals were represented, including school coun-
] = £
£ 2% selors, school psychologists, trainee educational
v
3 - . . .
E g3 psychologists and educational psychologists. Table
gl g2 _ 0 4 provides an overview of participants role in
=g £ ™) Il o el . .
5| ! g I £ schools and some activities in which they were
g =2zl S = g . .
g 19§S 1 [ involved where this was stated.
& =358 _ =2 Emo . .
8T sEZ g7 % E g2 Four analytical themes were developed in
c E=-L+ ] =7 > .
g 05 582 258 g58 answer to the research question “what are the
=] .E o— O -~ J — o . .
E|8cES8E 88 z58 perspectives and experiences of school-based psy-
v m U®G © 00U
- < a Jawv w O wvn

chological professionals providing support to gen-
der diverse CYP?”: “The environment I work in
is key,; “How do I know what to do?,” “Advocacy
is central to my work,” and “I am fighting against
systems and barriers” These analytical themes,
and related subthemes, are depicted in a thematic
map (see Figure 3). Examples of where themes
are represented are referenced throughout, with
further details provided in Table 5.

Research question/s or aims
experiences of parents of LGBTQ

students with the school

counselor?
What are school support personnel’s

secondary educators regarding
supporting LGBTQ + students?
What are the experiences of the
school counselor while working
with students of diverse sexual
orientations? What are the
perceptions of their work with
transgender and gender diverse
students in a Midwestern urban
public school district?

experiences

What are the experiences of Oregon School counselors (n
of an LGBTQ high school student?

What are the school counseling

=
Z S Analytical themes
2| < g &
Els £ . A
| 3 g ERY 3 The environment | work in is key
o () w8 = . . .
g I <|(§ J Psychologists in the reviewed research acknowl-
= - . . .
= 3 B8 g8 edged that the environment in which they are
o . .
O = working is key, yet often found themselves work-
P %E; EgY g 22 ing within an ever-changing culture and context.
8|1=7£° 2 £ From the perspecti f hologists, there i
K 3 3 5 perspective of psychologists, there is
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Figure 2. Thematic synthesis stage one to two. Example of descriptive themes developed from initial codes.

little consensus around the clinical, linguistic, and
legal frameworks that might otherwise inform
their practice (Allen-Biddell & Bond, 2022;
Bowskill, 2017; Court, 2019; Sagzan, 2019); even
where these are established, they fluctuate with
rapidly changing knowledge and understanding
(Sagzan, 2019; Vela, 2015). Acceptance of gender
diversity was seen by psychologists to be expand-
ing through student populations (Sagzan, 2019;
Swindle, 2022; Vela, 2015), wider society (Sagzan,
2019; Vela, 2015), and even through their own
profession (Sagzan, 2019), reflected in the surging
need for intervention, with referrals for support-
ing transgender young people also increasing
(Gavin, 2021). In this new world however, psy-
chologists felt lost. Their diverse experiences have
contributed to a broad spectrum of approaches to
gender-diverse practice (Allen-Biddell & Bond,

2022). These approaches, in turn, have been met
with varying levels of acceptance and openness to
gender diversity (Vela, 2015). Consequently, psy-
chologists considered this an “emerging area of
practice” (Court, 2019).

In unfamiliar territory, psychologists nonethe-
less endorsed the importance of inclusive systems.
These were described as systems that promoted
positive and inclusive staff attitudes (Allen-Biddell
& Bond, 2022; Gonzéilez, 2016), where
LGBTQ +visibility was seen throughout the envi-
ronment and curriculum (Beck, 2018; Bowskill,
2017; Gonzalez, 2017), and wider support from
administrative teams was embedded (Gonzalez,
2016). Psychologists perceived that inclusive
school environments such as these allowed stu-
dents and staff to feel safe, supported, and com-
fortable to be themselves (Reisner et al., 2020;
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Figure 3. Thematic map depicting analytical and descriptive themes, as well as links between themes.

Swindle, 2022) and gifted psychologists greater
autonomy in their work and support of gender
diverse CYP (Reisner et al., 2020; Swindle, 2022).
Nevertheless, this was often not the reality psy-
chologists experienced in their work (Reisner
et al, 2020; Swindle, 2022), which instead
reflected the prevalence of cisnormative expecta-
tions in schools (Apostolidou, 2020; Bowskill,
2017; Sagzan, 2019), with stigma attached to
those who deviate from them (Apostolidou, 2020;
Sagzan, 2019). The impact these systemic issues
such as transphobia and prejudice of staff and
peers, can have on CYP was recognized by psy-
chologists (Allen-Biddell & Bond, 2022). Together,
this created a desire to advocate for systemic
work, with change needed “on many levels” (Beck,
2018; Betts, 2013; Bowskill, 2017; Gonzalez, 2016).

Psychologists therefore perceived they had a
role to play in supporting a shift toward more
inclusive school cultures (Allen-Biddell & Bond,
2022; Gonzalez, 2016). “Learning about the school’s
values” (Beck, 2020) and the values held by key
leadership figures (Gonzalez, 2016; Sagzan, 2019;
Swindle, 2022) were helpful starting points for
psychologists. Going beyond awareness and actively
promoting an inclusive ethos and environment
through transparency around their commitment to

diversity, and their acceptance and support of gen-
der diversity (Beck, 2018, 2020; Gonzalez, 2017;
Yannalfo, 2019), was also deemed important.
Beyond the immediate environment within
which they were working, psychologists reflected
upon their experiences of working within wider
laws, policies, and guidelines. The significance of
having  policies  focussed on  inclusive
LGBTQ + practices was highlighted by psycholo-
gists and fostered greater confidence and scope to
advocate for and support gender diverse pupils
(Gonzalez, 2016). This confidence, however, relied
on such policies existing and psychologists having
up to date knowledge around the legalities of
practice (Gonzalez, 2017; Gonzalez, 2016; Simons
& Cuadrado, 2019; Yannalfo, 2019), often not a
reality experienced (Sagzan, 2019; Swindle, 2022;
Yannalfo, 2019), yet psychologists often found
themselves developing policies within schools and
local areas (Mackie et al, 2021; Sagzan, 2019;
Swindle, 2022). Moreover, psychologists perceived
there to be a lack of guidance to inform their
practice and work with gender diverse CYP
(Betts, 2013; Bowskill, 2017), with a desire for
more interest and support in the area from
national governing bodies such as the National
Association of School Psychologists (Betts, 2013).
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How do | know what to do?

Working in such turbulent and varying contexts,
with limited legal guidelines, psychologists often
looked to their own views and values to guide
their work. Values of inclusion, acceptance, and
social justice (Betts, 2013; Gonzalez, 2016; Sagzan,
2019), alongside individualized and open-minded
approaches (Beck, 2018; Betts, 2013) were central
to psychologists work. Views around gender
diversity more specifically interacted with these
underpinning values to further shape their work.
Psychologists varied in their view of what they
thought gender was, for example, viewing it either
as a fixed entity, a societal construct, or a spec-
trum of identities (Sagzan, 2019) and acknowl-
edged that individuals’ “personal attitudes and
beliefs about LGBTQ individuals impact their
willingness to intervene” and their approach to
support (Reisner et al., 2020). Therefore, psychol-
ogists developing an awareness of and challenging
their own assumptions and biases around gender
was important to support their work in this area
(Court, 2019; Gonzalez, 2017; Mackie et al., 2021;
Sagzan, 2019).

Psychologists” views and values interacted with
their knowledge of gender diversity. Knowledge
was seen as central to developing and guiding
practice as well as “aiding effective support”
(Allen-Biddell & Bond, 2022; Apostolidou, 2020;
Betts, 2013). Learning through their own or oth-
ers lived experiences as a member of the LGBTQ
community was highly valued (Beck, 2018, 2020;
Betts, 2013; Swindle, 2022). Often this personal
connection motivated psychologists to seek fur-
ther information to aid their understanding
(Gavin, 2021; Simons & Cuadrado, 2019), empow-
ered psychologists in their work, and instilled a
level of confidence in their approaches (Betts,
2013; Court, 2019). Increased awareness of the
context around gender diversity and the potential
detrimental impact for CYP also motivated psy-
chologists, highlighting the difference that their
work could make (Betts, 2013; Gonzalez, 2016,
2017; Mackie et al, 2021; Swindle, 2022).
Nonetheless, psychologists recognized a need for
“much more than just knowledge” (Betts, 2013).
To go against the dominant hetero and cisnorma-
tive discourse often embedded in the context in
which they are working, a level of courage,

confidence, and strength was needed (Apostolidou,
2020; Betts, 2013).

In addition, psychologists’ perception of their
role and the skills that they had to offer influ-
enced their work. Psychologists drew on many
areas of practice to support their work with gen-
der diverse CYP, such as consultation and inter-
personal skills, re-framing, Person Centered
Practices and working with parents (Allen-Biddell
& Bond, 2022; Betts, 2013; Bowskill, 2017; Court,
2019; Gavin, 2021). How psychologists viewed
and contracted their role with stakeholders, there-
fore impacted the work they carried out (Sagzan,
2019), drawing on their existing toolkits to sup-
port them, though time constraints, school prior-
ities, and competing demands limited their
involvement (Gavin, 2021; Gonzalez, 2016). The
diversity in the role is something that both
attracted psychologists to the profession and pro-
vided a source of frustration in relation to the
amount of time they had available to learn more
and to provide support to gender diverse pupils
(Betts, 2013; Gavin 2021).

Advocacy is central to my work
Driven by their values and knowledge, psycholo-
gists experienced their role in being an advocate
for, and role model to, gender diverse CYP as
central to their practice (Beck, 2018; Gavin, 2021;
Gonzalez, 2017; Swindle, 2022; Yannalfo, 2019).
Being open about their own LGBTQ identity
allowed some psychologists to act as a positive
role model for students (Beck, 2018, 2020;
Gonzalez, 2017) and promote visibility and repre-
sentation. However, safety in identifying as cis-
gender and heterosexual in advocacy work was
also recognized (Betts, 2013). Nonetheless, per-
sonal experience or connection with the LGBTQ
community was again highlighted as a key moti-
vator in psychologists advocacy work (Beck, 2020;
Betts, 2013; Gavin, 2021; Simons & Cuadrado,
2019), with an aim to develop shared values
toward the LGBTQ community (Beck, 2020).
Psychologists further advocated through educat-
ing others, from individuals to whole school staff
and beyond (Allen-Biddell & Bond, 2022; Gavin,
2021; Gonzalez, 2017; Reisner et al., 2020). This
helped raise awareness, increase understanding,



and ensure others working with gender diverse
CYP were up to date with key information, lan-
guage, and practice. There was a need for psychol-
ogists to not only educate others but to challenge
individuals and systems. Psychologists worked to
challenge implicit assumptions, discrimination and
bullying at an individual level (Allen-Biddell &
Bond, 2022; Betts, 2013; Yannalfo, 2019) as well as
the dominant binary model of gender ingrained in
education and society (Bowskill, 2017; Reisner
et al., 2020). Through educating and challenging
others, psychologists hoped to encourage systems
to be more inclusive of LGBTQ students (Beck,
2018; Bowskill, 2017) and inspire others to become
advocates to improve outcomes and support for
gender diverse CYP (Beck, 2020; Reisner
et al., 2020).

Psychologists recognized that they could not
do this alone; linking with other professionals,
participating in professional organizations, and
collaborating with key stakeholders supported
their advocacy work (Betts, 2013; Court, 2019;
Gonzalez, 2017; Sagzan, 2019). Psychologists saw
a role in listening to the views of key adults, and
where appropriate assisting collaboration between
CYP and key adults in their life (Allen-Biddell &
Bond, 2022; Bowskill, 2017; Gavin, 2021; Vela,
2015). Consistent with this was a belief expressed
that an individualized approach to support was
vital, recognizing that “not all students fit into
the same peg” (Beck, 2018). Whilst knowledge
around gender diversity more generally was
deemed important (as mentioned in the previous
theme), psychologists were aware that a careful
balance needed to be struck to ensure they also
saw each young person as an individual with
their own strengths, needs and ways to be sup-
ported (Gavin, 2021). Intersectionality added a
further layer of complexity (Allen-Biddell &
Bond, 2022; Betts, 2013; Bowskill, 2017; Gavin,
2021) and was an additional driver for an indi-
vidualized approach, but psychologists recognized
that there was an even sparser understanding of,
and guidelines for, intersecting identities such as
race, neurodiversity, and gender (Allen-Biddell &
Bond, 2022).

When advocating for a personalized approach,
psychologists placed a significant emphasis on
giving priority and value to the perspectives of
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CYP (Beck, 2018; Bowskill, 2017; Gavin, 2021;
Mackie et al, 2021; Swindle, 2022). They drew
on the expertise of the CYP with whom they
were working and empowered them to feel like
the expert in their own experiences (Beck, 2020;
Mackie et al., 2021). This supported psycholo-
gists’ confidence and practice, allowing them to
learn from the lived experiences of gender diverse
CYP helping them feel valued, listened to, and
supported. In addition, psychologists worked to
empower CYP to advocate for themselves and
others (Allen-Biddell & Bond, 2022; Beck, 2018,
2020; Gonzalez, 2017; Swindle, 2022). This
empowerment was achieved through individual
work with the CYP as well as educating them
and others about gender diversity and identity to
further raise awareness and understanding
(Allen-Biddell & Bond, 2022; Bowskill, 2017;
Gavin, 2021).

Supporting CYP’s sense of belonging and
acceptance was central to psychologists’ advocacy
(Gavin, 2021; Sagzan, 2019). The creation of safe,
nonjudgmental spaces where LGBTQ students
could authentically be themselves (Beck, 2018;
Mackie et al., 2021; Vela, 2015) was seen as an
important part of their role. Psychologists felt a
need to de-stigmatise and normalize CYPs expe-
riences given the current context and stigma
often associated with gender diversity (Bowskill,
2017; Gonzalez, 2017; Mackie et al., 2021).
De-stigmatisation offered CYP validation and
acceptance, something psychologists recognized
they might not have experienced previously
(Allen-Biddell & Bond, 2022).

I am fighting against barriers and systems

Whilst psychologists in the reviewed studies were
guided by their values and knowledge to advocate
for gender diverse CYP, they recognized several
barriers to providing effective support. They iden-
tified that a widespread lack of knowledge and
training is maintaining an environment in which
individuals’ fear of getting it wrong leads to rela-
tive hesitancy and inaction related to gender diver-
sity (Allen-Biddell & Bond, 2022; Court, 2019;
Gavin, 2021; Sagzan, 2019) and an under identifi-
cation of transgender pupils needing support in
schools (Sagzan, 2019; Vela, 2015). Psychologists
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reported that gender diversity was often over-
looked in graduate training programmes (Beck,
2020; Court, 2019; Sagzan, 2019; Swindle, 2022),
leaving large disparities in the knowledge and
awareness of practising psychologists. Further, psy-
chologists perceived a significant barrier to their
knowledge and effective support was a lack of
evidence-base in the area, with a need for greater
research to support their work (Allen-Biddell &
Bond, 2022; Betts, 2013; Vela, 2015). Psychologists
similarly recognized the need for school staff they
are working with to receive greater training around
gender diversity (Apostolidou, 2020; Bowskill,
2017; Sagzan, 2019; Vela, 2015).

Psychologists’ experience of their work in the
area was inextricably linked to the political land-
scape in which they were situated. Politically gen-
der diversity was recognized to have become a
“hot topic” due to increased visibility and discus-
sion in the area (Court, 2019), with barriers often
related to patriarchal and conservative climates
(Apostolidou, 2020; Beck, 2020; Betts, 2013;
Simons & Cuadrado, 2019). In these situations,
psychologists felt their hands were tied due to
fear of negative outcomes, such as being fired, if
they were to support gender diverse CYP (Simons
& Cuadrado, 2019). Tolerance and acceptance of
others toward gender diversity was also linked to
certain religious contexts and posed a barrier to
psychologists supporting students and systems
(Betts, 2013; Gonzalez, 2016; Simons & Cuadrado,
2019; Swindle, 2022).

These disparate political and religious contexts
caused psychologists a great deal of conflict in
their work. The varying levels of knowledge,
awareness, understanding, and acceptance around
gender diversity meant psychologists were met
with mixed views from those with whom they
worked (Beck, 2018; Betts, 2013; Gonzalez, 2016).
Often views in the area were “polarized in their
origin® (Court, 2019) and represented the stark
contrast psychologists experienced in managing
the conflicting views of parents, families, school
staff and CYP (Allen-Biddell & Bond, 2022;
Apostolidou, 2020; Court, 2019; Gavin, 2021;
Mackie et al, 2021), leading to a range of
approaches to support. Psychologists reflected on
their role in shifting the perspectives of those
with whom they were working (Allen-Biddell &

Bond, 2022; Beck, 2018, 2020), though the read-
iness of others to engage in the process of change
related to gender diversity influenced how suc-
cessfully psychologists were able to shift perspec-
tives (Court, 2019; Gavin, 2021; Sagzan, 2019).

In the context of the political landscape and
the associated conflict, psychologists were aware
of the impact of stigma and prejudice on their
work and the wider context. Firstly, psychologists
highlighted the prevalence of transphobic bully-
ing in schools which is often “not addressed ade-
quately” (Apostolidou, 2020) and impacted on
CYP’s wellbeing (Allen-Biddell & Bond, 2022).
This gender-based bullying emphasized the pre-
vailing prejudice and binarized assumptions
against which  psychologists were battling
(Apostolidou, 2020; Gonzalez, 2016; Sagzan,
2019). An additional barrier was that gender was
seen by many as a “taboo area’ (Gavin, 2021),
that should not be talked about (Apostolidou,
2020; Court, 2019; Sagzan, 2019), and when the
subject was broached, dependent on the context
in which they worked, psychologists risked back-
lash from their work in terms of complaints,
being marginalized themselves or losing their
jobs (Apostolidou, 2020; Betts, 2013; Gonzalez,
2016; Simons & Cuadrado, 2019).

Discussion

The current qualitative review aimed to explore
the perspectives and experiences of school-based
psychological professionals providing support to
gender diverse CYP. Psychologists in the reviewed
studies found themselves working in ever-changing
environments and contexts related to gender
diversity and often searched for a map to guide
their way, in the form of professional guidance.
When no map was found, psychologists were
guided by their own principles and values, and
drew on their existing knowledge and tools to
advocate for gender diverse CYP through their
work. These findings support previous quantita-
tive literature emphasizing the influence of prior
experience and training, as well as individuals’
attitudes and values, to the confidence and
engagement of school-based psychologists’ work
supporting gender diverse CYP (Goodrich, 2017;
Meier, 2019; Stathatos, 2020).



The synthesis highlighted several barriers that
impacted psychologists’ work with gender diverse
CYP, aligning closely with previous research in
the area, including the prevalent cisnormative
discourse in schools (McBride, 2021), widespread
lack of training for both school staff and psychol-
ogists (Payne & Smith, 2014; Riggs &
Bartholomaeus, 2015), and conflicting views of
those they work with (Kuff et al, 2019).
Psychologists further alluded to varying roles
they can adopt in the area to promote positive
outcomes for gender diverse CYP, alongside
examples of good practice. The second objective
of this review was to examine the themes captur-
ing the perspectives of school-based psychologists
who have experience supporting gender-diverse
children and young people, to consider how these
insights might guide future professional practices.
Firstly, the environment within which psycholo-
gists work plays an important role in the support
they can offer. The importance of inclusive envi-
ronments for gender diverse CYP is reinforced by
psychologists throughout the synthesis as well as
previous research (Greytak et al, 2013;
Rivas-Koehl et al., 2022; Russell et al., 2014), yet
too often school support is implemented reac-
tively when a specific need arises (Davy &
Cordoba, 2020). School-based psychologists are
well positioned to consider systemic and proac-
tive support in schools as a priority for gender
diverse CYP and utilize their influence across the
range of levels within which they work. Getting
to know the values and ethos of the schools and
leadership teams psychologists work with was
identified as a helpful starting point for inciting
change where needed, as well as promoting key
aspects related to inclusivity. Some ideas shared
from psychologists in the current review include
increased LGBTQ + visibility throughout the envi-
ronment and curriculum (Beck, 2018; Bowskill,
2017; Gonzalez, 2017) and wider support from
administrative teams (Gonzalez, 2016). This is
not without challenges though, as the political,
religious, and legal contexts pose barriers for psy-
chologists. It is also acknowledged that where an
individual or school is in relation to their readi-
ness to change, will impact how effectively psy-
chologists can support shifts in attitudes and
approaches. It is therefore important for
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psychologists to draw on other aspects of their
knowledge base, such as Wang et al’s (2020)
framework of system readiness to change and
cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), to
support them in this work.

A further, though related, implication links to
knowledge and wunderstanding. Psychologists
identified a key role they have around increasing
knowledge, awareness and understanding of gen-
der diversity, through avenues such as educating
and challenging others and delivering training.
Previous research supports this as an important
and necessary role for psychologists due to school
staff regularly reporting they do not feel confi-
dent or equipped to support gender diverse CYP
(Collier et al., 2015; Riggs & Bartholomaeus,
2015). Whilst this is therefore an important
aspect of psychologists’ work, research suggests
that psychologists themselves often do not have
the necessary knowledge to fulfill this (Riggs &
Bartholomaeus, 2015). In the current synthesis,
psychologists discussed knowledge as both a
facilitator and barrier to effective support and
highlighted that gender diversity is currently not
included as standard in graduate psychology
training programmes, leading to large disparities
in the knowledge bases of practising psycholo-
gists. To address these disparities, it will be
important for all school-based psychological pro-
fessionals to receive training in the area and for
this to be incorporated into graduate training
programmes. Research indicates that psycholo-
gists with more training in the area engage in
more work to support gender diverse CYP and
did so with increased confidence (Meir, 2019),
thus reinforcing the importance of this.

Additionally, the current review highlighted
that psychologists rely on their individual views
and values to steer them in their work with
gender diverse CYP. Support for gender diverse
CYP is thus likely to be highly varied, leading
to large discrepancies in associated outcomes.
This variability highlights a need for specific
guidance to be developed to guide school-based
psychological professionals in this work to
ensure effective and consistent support is in
place for pupils. Gender inclusive policies in
schools have been associated with improved
outcomes for gender diverse CYP, such as
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increased attendance (Greytak et al., 2013) and
more positive school experiences (Day et al,
2019), reinforcing the power of such policies
and guidelines.

The current review further highlighted the
clear role school-based psychologists have as
advocates for gender diverse CYP to promote
inclusive, supportive environments where all CYP
can flourish. It is important to note however, that
just because CYP are gender diverse does not
mean they need direct support from a psycholo-
gist, as this risks pathologising the identity of
these individuals. Advocacy work therefore needs
to take this into account, with examples of good
practice being shared in which psychologists
challenged individuals, as well as wider systems,
were transparent about their views and inclusive
ethos, prioritized the voices of CYP and pro-
moted acceptance and belonging for gender
diverse CYP.

Strengths, limitations, and future research

The use of thematic synthesis in the current
review allowed the voices of school-based psy-
chological professionals working in diverse con-
texts to be brought together, to learn from their
experiences and consider how practice in the area
can be supported. It extended previous reviews
by including grey literature and focussing on
those with experience of working with gender
diverse CYP.

Nonetheless, the nature of a qualitative synthe-
sis means the review is steered by the voices of
those in the included studies. Although steps
were taken to incorporate global research, studies
identified were based in USA, Australia, and
Europe meaning views across broader contexts
may not be represented. This is particularly per-
tinent given the different conceptualisations of
gender across cultures (Howell & Allen, 2021;
Schmidt, 2016). Furthermore, due to the focus on
those with experience in the area, it is likely a
biased sample representing those with similar
viewpoints, particularly in a field where views are
reportedly polarized (Court, 2019). Indeed, many
participants included were either LGBTQ +them-
selves or had close connections to the
LGBTQ +community, likely shaping their views

and actions. It will therefore be important for
future research to draw on a wider range of view-
points, including those who may be less likely to
engage in such work, to consider further how
practice in the area can best support the needs of
gender diverse CYP.

Over half of the studies included focussed on
LGBTQ+ populations more broadly (e.g. Simons
& Cuadrado, 2019; Swindle, 2022; Vela, 2015).
Where possible, only data focussing on psycholo-
gists work with gender diverse CYP was included
in the current review, however this was not
always distinguishable. Research indicates that
gender and sexuality diverse pupils have different
experiences, with higher rates of victimization
and abuse directed toward gender diverse CYP
compared to cisgender lesbian, gay and bisexual
peers for example (Day et al, 2018; Ullman,
2017). Further research is therefore needed to
explore school-based psychologists work solely
with gender diverse CYP.

It was beyond the scope of this review to
explore the quantitative literature in the area,
despite the search strategy identifying several
related papers. Future work could synthesize this
research to further consider factors that influence
school-based psychologists work with gender
diverse CYP. The focus of this review was also
not on the voices of CYP themselves. This is
undoubtedly a limitation, and the sparsity of
research suggests that considering gender diverse
CYP’s experiences of working with school-based
psychological professionals would be important to
inform future practice and policy.

Finally, intersectionality was mentioned by psy-
chologists as adding further complexity to their
work with gender diverse CYP, yet is often
ignored by research and policy. One study
included in the review focussed on the intersec-
tion of gender and neurodiversity (Allen-Biddell
& Bond, 2022), however further research is
required to explore intersecting identities and
consider the impact on psychologist’s work.

Conclusion

Research indicates that school-based profession-
als have mixed levels of preparedness and



confidence when it comes to working with gen-
der diverse CYP, despite being very likely to
encounter gender diversity in their practice. The
current review first aimed to synthesize the per-
spectives of school-based psychologists who have
engaged in such work. Four themes encapsulate
their experiences and, in line with the second
aim of the review, these provided the basis for
consideration of the implications for future prac-
tice. The review underscores the advocacy role
of psychologists in support of gender diverse
CYP, while also highlighting the barriers they
encounter. The importance of the environment
was clear, emphasizing the need for school-based
psychologists to work systemically with schools
in supporting gender diverse CYP to promote
inclusive environments and policies.
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