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Abstract 
 

Purpose: Limited research considers the diversity within and across the binary dichotomy of 

gender identity and sexual orientation during the transition from high school to college. This 

study examines how college-bound students self-identify and explores patterns in high school 

experiences, college aspirations, and perceived concerns among gender minority (transgender, 

nonbinary, and gender diverse) students. Research Methods/Approach: We draw on the results 

of a large-scale survey administered to California high school seniors (n = 9,230). Employing a 

mixed methods approach, we utilize descriptive methods, regression and principal component 

analysis (PCA) to evaluate high school experiences and college concerns, and apply qualitative 

analysis to open-ended responses. Findings: Results indicate that students used a diverse set of 

labels to describe their identities and gender minority students plan to enroll in college at 

increased rates compared to their peers. We also find a statistically significant difference 

between the high school experiences of cisgender students and gender minority students, who 

report less positive experiences overall. Moreover, results from a PCA indicate concerns about 

college can be divided into three constructs: general worries, worries about discrimination, and 

worries about financial burdens. While gender minority students maintain higher levels of worry 

about discrimination overall, transgender students are more likely to report concerns about 

discrimination compared to nonbinary and gender diverse students. Implications: Our results 

emphasize the importance of identifying how experiences may differ across gender identities in 

order to develop and strengthen support systems for students navigating the transition from high 

school to college. 
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A college degree is increasingly important for today’s labor market and can offer a wide 

range of economic and social benefits (Chan 2016; Ma et al. 2019). However, the transition from 

high school to college—a significant milestone for many young adults—can be a challenge for 

students learning to dually navigate both new academic and social environments. As this 

transition is inherently shaped by the experiences one has while in high school (Lynn et al. 2010; 

Uwah et al. 2008), it is important to examine the experiences and aspirations of students at this 

time. Moreover, transitions in and of themselves are critical periods in a student’s educational 

trajectory, particularly for traditionally marginalized groups who may be more vulnerable (Perez 

and Farruggia 2021). While the literature on the transition to college has often drawn attention to 

the emergent differences across some subgroups (e.g., by race/ethnicity, income, first generation 

status), limited research considers the significant diversity within and across the binary 

dichotomy of gender identity and sexual orientation.  

In fact, research indicates that gender and sexual minority students, including lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer/questioning (LGBTQ+) youth, face significant 

discrimination during high school and may experience diminished postsecondary outcomes, 

including access to college (Sanlo 2004; Sansone 2019). Additionally, data on this population of 

students is sparse and recent studies tend to draw on a narrow sample of students (YouScience 

2023), students in earlier grades (Austin et al. 2023; Kosciw et al. 2022; Reber and Smith 2023), 

or data collected pre-pandemic (Horowitz and Graf 2019; Sansone 2019; Wilkinson et al. 2021). 

Moreover, research in education often does not capture detailed information on gender identity 

and sexual orientation, inadvertently concealing the unique experiences of this population, 

particularly transgender and nonbinary students (Feldman et al. 2022; Glavinic 2010; Goldberg 

and Kuvalanka 2018). Therefore, it is critical to consider the differences that may emerge across 
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gender identity and sexual orientation during the high school to college transition, particularly 

that of gender minority youth.  

This work thus aims to extend the literature on the experiences of LGBTQ+ students 

during matriculation in several ways. Drawing on the results of a large-scale survey, we first 

examine how a broad population of California high school seniors describes their gender identity 

and sexual orientation given access to an extensive set of labels as well as the option to define 

their own. We then explore patterns in high school experiences and college aspirations among 

gender minority students and use a mixed methods approach to investigate the challenges faced 

by gender minority students as they consider the transition to college. Our results reveal a more 

expansive set of self-definitions for gender identity and sexual orientation and a rich description 

of the unique experiences, goals, hopes, and trepidations in the transition to college among 

gender diverse and LGBTQ+ youth.  

This article is organized as follows: First, we broadly review scholarship on gender 

identity and sexual orientation and situate this analysis within a framework that considers the 

confluence of factors that can impact one’s educational trajectory. We then review prior evidence 

on the academic outcomes of gender and sexual minority students. Next, we outline our data 

sources and mixed methods approach, followed by our findings. Finally, we discuss the 

implications of these results and consider avenues for future research. 

Defining Gender Identity and Sexual Orientation 

Evidence indicates that individuals use a variety of labels to describe both their gender 

identity and sexual orientation (Burdge 2007; Callis 2014; Galupo et al. 2015), reflecting the fact 

that traditional binary labels (e.g., woman, man, heterosexual, homosexual) are often 

constraining descriptors for the complex ways gender and sexuality are experienced (Hammack 
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et al. 2022; White et al. 2018). Recent research on labeling suggests that students are 

constructing their own identities through new labels (Lapointe 2017; Watson et al. 2019; White 

et al. 2018). In this case, multiple gender identities beyond the established binary labels are 

increasingly recognized (Green 2016; Tate 2014), and additional labels have also emerged to 

describe sexual orientation apart from those traditionally defined (Galupo et al. 2015). Although 

individuals continue to identify with traditional binary labels, many youth now use a more 

expansive set of labels for both gender (e.g., nonbinary, genderqueer, genderfluid) and sexual 

orientation (e.g., asexual, pansexual, queer) (Beemyn 2022; Hammack et al. 2022). Moreover, 

both newer and more traditional labeling tends to occur together, as youth that use newer labels 

for sexual orientation are also more likely to use newer labels for gender identity (Morandini et 

al. 2017; White et al. 2018). Additionally, not every individual may feel comfortable selecting a 

label, or may be unsure about which labels to select, as ‘questioning’ and ‘unsure’ are commonly 

reported terms for both gender identity and sexual orientation (Watson et al. 2019; White et al. 

2018). In this study, we acknowledge the spectrum of labels that students may use to define their 

identities outside a binary construct and choose to spotlight binary transgender, nonbinary, and 

gender diverse students in our analysis in order to enrich understanding of their unique 

experiences navigating the high school to college transition.   

Theoretical Background and Prior Literature 

There are several factors that may influence how a student navigates the transition from 

high school to college. This period is shaped by a confluence of institutional, interpersonal, and 

intrapersonal factors that can affect students’ educational aspirations and attainment (Kurlaender 

et al. 2019). In fact, the school one attends, their broader surroundings, the relationships one 

develops, and one’s own individual differences play a role not only in development, but also 
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during this critical transition (Luh et al. 2023; Pike and Robbins 2016). At the institutional level, 

schools can shape students’ perceptions of college and future educational attainment through the 

environments they cultivate (Eccles and Roeser 2011; Slaten et al. 2016; Uwah et al. 2008). A 

school culture that is characterized by high values and expectations placed on learning is 

associated with increased academic outcomes (Hattie 2009), and school safety and climate is also 

critical to overall school engagement, belongingness, and academic achievement (Osterman 

2000; Nishina and Juvonen 2005; Walton and Cohen 2011).  

  In addition to the school environment, the relationships a student has can also influence 

their transition to college. Research has long demonstrated that social capital (the resources 

available through one’s social networks) plays a major role in shaping students’ educational 

pathways (Bourdieu 1986; Plagens 2011). Importantly, it is through these relationships that 

students are able to acquire valuable information about the college application and enrollment 

process, as well as develop college-going attitudes and behaviors (Alvarado and An 2015; Hill 

2008). This includes relationships with friends and peers, family members, and others (Alvarado 

and An 2015; Perna 2000; Skobba et al. 2018). In this case, students that are able to navigate the 

socially constructed norms that surround the college process, and whose networks provide access 

to information about the complexities associated with this transition, are more likely to enroll in 

college (Choi et al. 2008; Fletcher 2015). 

Beyond institutional and interpersonal factors, students’ individual attributes, such as 

motivation and self-efficacy, or academic performance, also moderate their educational 

trajectory. For example, differences in motivation and self-efficacy are likely influenced by 

shifting social norms and school environment, each of which can impact one’s aspirations and 

effort. In fact, research indicates that motivation is predictive of academic performance, higher 
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quality work, and persistence across K-12 to postsecondary education (Casillas et al. 2012; 

Lazowski and Hulleman 2016), while self-efficacy (the belief that one’s abilities may affect 

one’s outcomes in life) can influence goals, effort, and how one navigates educational 

expectations and challenges (Bandura 1981; Cohen et al. 2009; Yeager and Walton 2011). 

Additionally, academic performance is associated with aspirations to both two- and four-year 

colleges (DesJardins et al. 2019), suggesting that students’ perceptions of their chances of 

admission and success guide their aspirations for postsecondary education. In all, research 

indicates that different combinations of aspirations, expectations, and academic achievement can 

influence students’ future educational behavior (Gong and Toutkoushian 2024; Khattab 2015).  

College transitions also vary across demographic differences, such as race/ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, and gender (Means et al. 2016; Toutkoushian et al. 2018). Importantly, 

these intersecting identities concurrently influence students’ lived experiences (Butler 2018; 

Fotopoulou 2012) and how they view their own pathways to college (Feldman et al. 2022). 

Therefore, it is important to consider different elements of students’ identities as well as how 

those identities are shaped by their networks and environment. 

Collectively, the interaction of these factors may influence how students traverse the 

college-going process. However, for gender and sexual minority youth in particular, these factors 

are also mediated by stressors that can underlie societal conditions; in this case, both external 

(e.g., discrimination and violence) and internal stressors (e.g., expectations of prejudice, 

concealment, and internalized stigmas). These stressors, heightened for LGBTQ+ students, can 

have an effect on psycho-social outcomes (Hendricks and Testa 2012; Hunter et al. 2021; Meyer 

2003), ultimately influencing educational aspirations and navigation through the transition from 

high school to college. Prior research indicates that gender diverse youth often experience 
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gender-related victimization, particularly in secondary schools, which may lead to higher levels 

of emotional distress and lower levels of school belonging (Johns et al. 2019; McBride 2021). 

Moreover, victimization, reduced feelings of school belonging, and emotional distress can have a 

negative effect on school attendance, academic performance, and expectations to enroll in a four-

year college (Aragon et al. 2014; Heck et al. 2014). Given these stressors and the aforementioned 

factors that guide students’ educational trajectories, one might expect such experiences to 

negatively impact the plans of gender and sexual minority youth for postsecondary enrollment. 

On the other hand, we might similarly expect the converse to be true given that resilience is also 

an essential element of the minority stress framework (Meyer 2015). In fact, gender and sexual 

minority students often develop coping skills through access to LGBTQ+ community spaces and 

other supportive resources (Feldman et al. 2022; Heck et al. 2014), which can lead to collective 

action, a sense of purpose, and personal growth (DiFulvio 2011; Riggle et al. 2011). This in turn 

may bolster students’ desires to transition to college in search of a similar, or perhaps safer, more 

affirming space to learn. Moreover, gender and sexual minority youth that struggled socially in 

high school may look towards college as a new opportunity to fit in, while those who did not 

struggle as much may have additional worries. Similarly, LGBTQ+ students that plan to live 

away from home while in college may feel increased trepidation (i.e., leaving familial support) 

or, in contrast, relief (i.e., escaping familial discomfort or hostility).  

Academic Disparities Among Gender and Sexual Minority Students 

Research documents differences in educational outcomes for gender and sexual minority 

youth compared to their counterparts. Broadly, evidence indicates that LGBTQ+ students are 

more likely to earn lower grades, fail a higher proportion of high school courses, and enroll in 

fewer advanced math courses compared to their counterparts (Aragon et al. 2014; Sansone 
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2019). Moreover, LGBTQ+ students are less likely to graduate from high school as well as 

aspire to, apply to, and enroll in college (Feldman et al. 2022; Greytak et al. 2009; Wilkinson et 

al. 2021), differences that persist even after controlling for demographic characteristics, family 

background, and state- and school-level fixed effects (Sansone 2019). However, studies that 

examine gender identity and sexual orientation more finely note key differences across 

subgroups; for example, Feldman et al. (2022) found that transgender students were less likely to 

aspire to go to college compared to their cisgender counterparts. Relatedly, Wilkinson and 

colleagues (2021) noted that binary transgender students were less likely to take a math course or 

enroll in college compared to their cisgender peers. Moreover, results from the same study 

indicate that nonbinary students fare better across all educational outcomes measured, including 

college enrollment, than their cisgender, binary transgender, and gender-unsure peers. In terms of 

sexual orientation, students that identify with more common sexual minority subgroups (e.g., 

gay, lesbian) are less likely to aspire to go to college compared to their counterparts with more 

emergent identity labels (e.g., asexual, queer) (Feldman et al. 2022).  

Data and Methods 

Survey Instrument and Sample Characteristics 

In May 2023, the authors partnered with the California Student Aid Commission (CSAC) 

(the state agency that administers financial aid) to launch a survey that documented the 

experiences of high school seniors who intended to enroll in college in the fall. The web-based 

survey was distributed to all seniors statewide that had submitted either the Free Application for 

Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) or the California Dream Act Application (CADAA) for the 2023-

24 academic year. Through Likert-scale survey questions, students reported on varying 

dimensions of their high school experiences; the support they received in preparing for college; 
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their academic interests and plans for postsecondary enrollment; as well as their concerns about 

college. Using validated instruments (Badgett et al. 2009; Badgett et al. 2014), detailed 

information on students’ gender identity and sexual orientation was also collected to examine 

specific differences between subgroups of the LGBTQ+ population. Overall, our sample includes 

9,230 survey respondents who indicated that they were high school seniors and intended to enroll 

in college. Table 1 reports the demographic characteristics of our analytical sample by gender 

identity and sexual orientation, as well as self-reported race/ethnicity and level of parental 

education.  

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE  

To collect data on gender identity, we adopted the “two-step” approach recommended by 

the Williams Institute given both its high sensitivity and specificity as well as increased 

reliability in accurately capturing transgender respondents (Saperstein and Westbrook 2021; The 

GenIUSS Group 2014). This approach includes two questions: (1) What is your sex assigned at 

birth, on your original birth certificate?, with ‘male’ and ‘female’ as response options; and (2) 

What is your current gender identity?, with ‘woman’, ‘man’, ‘nonbinary’, ‘prefer not to say’, and 

‘other’ as response options. Respondents who chose ‘other’ also had the option to write in a free 

response text box. Using these two survey items, we classify respondents as cisgender or binary 

transgender. For example, respondents who reported ‘male’ as their sex assigned at birth and 

‘man’ as their current gender identity were categorized as cisgender men, while respondents that 

reported their sex assigned at birth as ‘female’ and their current gender identity as ‘man’ were 

categorized as transgender men. Similarly, respondents who reported their sex assigned at birth 

as ‘female’ and their current gender identity as ‘woman’ were categorized as cisgender women, 

while those that reported ‘male’ as their sex assigned at birth and ‘woman’ as their current 
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gender identity were categorized as transgender women. Students that selected ‘nonbinary’ as 

their gender identity were categorized as nonbinary regardless of their sex assigned at birth. 

Additionally, students who chose to self-describe expressed a range of gender identities, such as 

genderfluid, which are captured by the term gender diverse.  

To measure students’ sexual orientation, we adapted the survey instrument to better 

capture the breadth of students’ identities with a survey question that asked respondents to self-

identify their sexual orientation among the following options: lesbian or gay; straight; bisexual; 

asexual; prefer not to say; and other, which also included the opportunity to write in a free 

response box (The GenIUSS Group 2014). Additionally, students also self-reported 

race/ethnicity as well as parental level of education utilizing pre-defined survey options (see 

Table 1).  

Data Analysis 

To investigate how high school seniors describe their gender identity and sexual 

orientation, and explore how experiences in high school may shape the plans of college-bound 

gender minority youth, we leverage a mixed methods approach. We begin with a descriptive 

examination of the open-ended responses provided by students to describe their gender identity 

and sexual orientation. We then take a closer look at gender identity in particular in order to 

better understand patterns in high school experiences and college aspirations across student 

subgroups. Moreover, we examine students across identity groups using regression analysis and 

principal component analysis as well as apply qualitative analysis to the rich set of open-ended 

responses we received from gender minority students.  

Quantitative  
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We examine a series of closed-ended Likert-scale questions to understand if gender 

minority students’ worries about the transition to college are distinct from those of their peers 

through regression analysis coupled with principal component analysis (PCA). First, we identify 

the number of dimensions of students’ worries about the college transition using PCA, 

incorporating all of the questions related to worries about college included in our survey. 

Analysis revealed three distinct constructs to students’ worries about college, which we later 

detail in the findings.1 We then use regression analysis to estimate the differences in each 

construct of worry by gender identity. We estimate three different specifications: (1) an 

unconditional model with the gender categories alone; (2) a model controlling for student 

demographics (i.e., the full set of race/ethnicity indicators and parental education indicators); and 

(3) a model that controls for both student demographics and a construct of students’ reported 

high school experiences. The high school experience variable is an index based on a series of 

questions students were asked in the survey about their high school academic, social, advising, 

and college preparation experiences. As we found strong reliability2 for one construct of high 

school experience, we include it as a linear continuous variable in the regression model.3   

Qualitative  

The survey also asked respondents to answer two open-ended questions: (1) What do you 

think is the biggest challenge you’ll face in college?; and (2) What are you most excited about 

for college? Data was imported into MaxQDA 2022, a qualitative coding software, from 

respondents who: (1) indicated a gender identity that was categorized as transgender, nonbinary, 

or gender diverse/questioning; and (2) indicated plans to attend college in the fall of 2023.4 We 

coded the data to identify themes through a combination of both open and descriptive coding to 

organize the data by topic area. In the event respondents mentioned multiple challenges or 
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excitements, these were organized into multiple themes (simultaneous coding). For example, if a 

student identified both financial challenges as well as trouble making friends, the response was 

coded as both financial and social. After completing a first round of coding, we re-visited each 

main code to review coded segments and constructed subcodes, identifying challenges and 

excitements within overall categories (e.g., academic).  

Findings 

Student Identity 

Our first research aim was to better understand how high school seniors describe their 

gender identity and sexual orientation. Beyond the predefined labels provided in our survey 

(man, woman, nonbinary), respondents were also given the option to write-in responses. These 

responses are displayed in Figure 1, in which the size of the word corresponds to the frequency 

of its use.5 In this case, gender identity responses highlight a rich diversity of how California 

college-bound high school seniors identify. Overall, students denoted 26 unique terms to 

describe their gender identity beyond predefined options that span across the gender spectrum. 

For example, 34 respondents identified as genderfluid, making it the most common write-in term 

among gender minority students, while agender was the second-most common term used. 

Moreover, students used a variety of other terms to describe their gender identity, including 

demigirl, genderqueer, transmasculine, two-spirit, and bigender, among many others. Several 

respondents also communicated uncertainty or questioning of their gender identities, as 

variations of the terms questioning, uncertain, and unknown were also reported. 

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE  

Relatedly, students also used a wide variety of terms to describe their sexual orientation 

beyond those provided on the survey6 (see Figure 2). The most common labels students wrote in 
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were pansexual (n = 93) and queer (n = 49), while several students noted they were questioning 

or unsure about their sexual orientation or did not want to label it. In addition, a number of 

students also used multiple terms to describe their sexual orientation, such as “omnisexual 

demisexual”, “bisexual asexual”, and “asexual and queer”, among others. In some cases, these 

multiple terms demonstrated a distinction between sexual attraction and romantic attraction.  

INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE  

We also examined associations between gender identity and sexual orientation (see Table 

A1 in the Appendix). Broadly, we find that gender diverse students are more likely to select a 

non-heterosexual sexual orientation than cisgender students, as most cisgender men (85%) and 

cisgender women (68%) indicated that they were straight or heterosexual compared to 

transgender women (20%), transgender men (7%), gender diverse (3%), and nonbinary students 

(2%). Additionally, gender minority students were more likely to select gay or lesbian, 

bisexual/pansexual, asexual/aromantic, or other/questioning (with the exception of transgender 

women in this category). 

 Important to research on this population, several write-in responses to the gender identity 

and sexual orientation survey questions yielded non-serious or malicious responses, including 

slurs, hate speech, and homophobic or anti-gender identity sentiments, which have also been 

present in similar surveys (Haverkamp et al. 2023). Although these represented a small 

proportion of responses, their presence highlights anti-LGBTQ+ and other discriminatory 

attitudes among some college-bound seniors in the state.  

College Plans and Aspirations  

We then explored patterns in educational aspirations among gender minority students, 

including whether students planned to enroll in a two- or four-year program, their intended field 



 

 

13 

of study while in college, and the highest degree they planned to pursue. Most students planned 

to enroll in a four-year college or university compared to a two-year college, regardless of gender 

identity (see Figure 3); however, transgender and nonbinary students planned to enroll in four-

year colleges at much higher rates compared to their peers. For example, both transgender 

women (70.0%) and transgender men (69.5%) were about ten percentage points more likely to 

report plans to attend a four-year college, while nonbinary students (65.5%) were five percentage 

points more likely to plan to enroll in a four-year college or university. Conversely, students that 

identified as gender diverse or questioning were about as likely to enroll in a two-year or four-

year college (49.3% and 50.7%, respectively). Moreover, cisgender women (61.9%) planned to 

attend four-year colleges at slightly higher rates than their male counterparts (57.6%). 

INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE  

Differences also emerge in students’ intended field of study (see Table 2). Overall, most 

students planned to study natural sciences (16.3%), engineering (16.2%), and health sciences 

(14.8%); however, these selections, and others, greatly varied by gender identity. For example, 

cisgender men (30%) and transgender women (25%) planned to study engineering at higher rates 

compared to their peers. Comparatively, transgender men were more likely to select natural 

sciences (22%) and more cisgender women intended to study health sciences (19.9%). 

Additionally, gender minority students as a whole were more likely to plan to pursue humanities 

and the arts, with gender diverse students (31%), transgender men (28.8%), nonbinary students 

(25.5%), and transgender women (25%) all indicating this field of study at much higher rates 

than the overall rate for that field (11.4%).  

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE  
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In addition to the type of college program and field of study, students also reported their 

plans for the highest level of degree they planned to complete (see Figure 4). Across all 

respondents, most planned to complete a four-year degree, including a bachelor’s (35.3%), 

master’s (32.2%), or doctorate (22.7%). Although a bachelor’s degree was indicated at 

moderately equal rates across gender identity, we note key differences across plans to earn 

advanced degrees. Notably, nearly 60% of nonbinary students, transgender men, cisgender 

women, and gender diverse students planned to pursue a master’s degree or a doctorate 

compared to 48% of cisgender men. Among transgender women, of the 55% that planned to 

complete an advanced degree, 40% intended to earn a master’s degree—over six percentage 

points higher than any other gender identity we surveyed. Comparatively, while fewer students 

noted that an associate or vocational degree was the highest degree they planned to complete, 

these students were more likely to be cisgender men. 

INSERT FIGURE 4 HERE  

High School Experiences  

In addition to college aspirations and plans, students were also asked a number of Likert-

scale questions about their high school experiences, including academic experiences, social 

experiences, interactions with adults in schools, and preparation for college. We constructed an 

index for those experiences and compare average high school experiences by gender categories.7 

In this case, a positive value indicates an overall positive experience, a negative value indicates 

an overall negative experience, while zero suggests a neutral experience in high school. 

Additionally, a larger index value indicates a higher rating of high school experience. In Table 3, 

we present the average general high school experience construct for each gender category. We 

find that cisgender men report the most positive high school experiences compared to students of 
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other gender identities. Conversely, gender minority students report less positive high school 

experiences compared to their cisgender peers. These differences are statistically significant and 

are robust to the inclusion of demographic controls (see Figure 5).  

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE  

INSERT FIGURE 5 HERE  

Concerns About College Experiences  

Students were also asked a number of Likert-scale questions about concerns related to the 

transition to college (these questions are listed in Table 4). Answers to each question range from 

0 to 3, in which a higher number corresponds to a higher level of concern. In this case, 0 

indicates “not at all worried”, 1 represents “slightly worried”, 2 indicates “somewhat worried”,” 

and 3 specifies “very worried”. Using PCA, we find that students’ worries about the transition to 

college can be divided into three dimensions: (1) general worries; (2) worries about 

discrimination (including gender, sexuality, race, and religion); and (3) worries about financial 

burdens (including both tuition and living costs). Together, these three components explain 56% 

of the variance in overall worries about the transition to college. We construct three indices of 

worries using PCA eigenvectors (summary statistics of the PCA constructs are reported in Table 

4).  

In terms of general concerns, we find that, by and large, gender minority students have a 

higher level of general worries compared to non-gender minority students. When we correlate 

these worries to students’ high school experiences, we find that there appears to be a negative, 

fairly weak correlation between high school experience and general worries about college; that 

is, students who report more negative experiences in high school, on average, report more 
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worries. However, there is almost no correlation between high school experience and worries 

about discrimination or financial burdens, respectively. 

INSERT TABLE 4 HERE  

Figures 6 through 8 present ordinary least squares (OLS) regression estimates for each 

component of worry identified by gender identity, both with and without controls for high school 

experiences and student demographics. In all regressions, “cisgender man” is set as the baseline 

comparison category. The point estimates represent the difference in a component of worry for 

each gender identity relative to cisgender men. The black dots show the point estimates of the 

unconditional OLS estimates, while the gray dots indicate OLS estimates that include 

race/ethnicity indicators, parental education indicators, and a constructed high school experience 

index as covariates. The lines represent 95% confidence intervals, indicating if the estimated 

difference is statistically significant from cisgender men. 

Regression estimates for general college worries on gender categories are presented in 

Figure 6. Overall, we find that among cisgender students, women indicate a higher level of worry 

compared to male students. The magnitude of the difference between cisgender men and 

cisgender women is about a quarter of the mean level of general worry for cisgender men. 

Among gender minority students, we find no statistical differences in general worries between 

different gender identities. That is, the general worries of transgender men, transgender women, 

and nonbinary or gender questioning students is significantly lower than cisgender men, but not 

significantly different from each other. It is also important to note the large standard errors on the 

coefficients for some of the gender minority subgroups, given small sample sizes. 

INSERT FIGURE 6 HERE 
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Results illustrate that gender minority students have a higher level of worry about 

discrimination compared to non-gender minority students (see Figure 7). The magnitude of the 

difference between transgender men and cisgender men exceeds the mean level of worry about 

discrimination for cisgender men. In fact, both cisgender men and cisgender women report 

similarly lower levels of worry about discrimination. Additionally, among gender minority 

students, transgender individuals report higher levels of worry about discrimination compared to 

nonbinary and gender diverse/questioning students, although this estimate is somewhat noisy due 

to a small sample size. Finally, Figure 8 suggests that worries about financial burdens do not 

differ by gender identity. 

INSERT FIGURE 7 HERE 

INSERT FIGURE 8 HERE 

Anticipated College Challenges and Excitements 

In order to gain deeper insight into gender minority students’ perceptions about the 

transition from high school to college, we analyze their responses to two aforementioned open-

ended survey questions. Several themes emerged as both challenges and excitements for college, 

including academic and social experiences. Below we summarize the dominant themes from a 

qualitative analysis of these responses.  

College Challenges 

Given that gender minority students have higher levels of general worries in college 

compared to non-gender minority students, as well as a higher level of worry about 

discrimination, we examine what students perceived to be their biggest challenge prior to 

entering college. Table 5 summarizes the dominant themes identified in students’ responses 

(those that elicited 10% or more of student responses). The most common worry students 
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identified was academic challenges, followed by balancing time and priorities, social challenges, 

financial struggles, and navigating independence. Other challenges students outlined include 

health concerns, transportation challenges, family obligations, securing housing, and accessing 

resources and support, among others.  

INSERT TABLE 5 HERE  

Academic Challenges  

About one-third of open-ended responses identified academics as a top challenge in the 

transition to college (29.9%). Students noted concerns about the demanding environment of 

college courses and the increased workload compared to high school courses. This includes 

managing academic expectations, as one student stated, “I believe that the biggest challenge I 

will face is keeping up with the schoolwork. I feel like the classes will be difficult.” Whether or 

not a student was prepared for college was also a worry. One student expressed concerns about 

being “behind” in math, relating, “I’m supposed to start with Calculus in the fall quarter, but the 

highest math I’ve completed is Trigonometry. I know a lot of students do Pre-Calc or AP Calc by 

senior year, so I’m kind of worried about starting off behind.” 

Balancing Time and Priorities  

Balancing time or priorities was another perceived challenge identified by nearly 26% of 

students, as they described juggling various priorities including academics, work, personal needs, 

and life at home. For example, one student explained their concerns about maintaining their 

commitments to their studies as well as their job: “I think the biggest challenge in college will be 

balancing my schedule. Between working and studying[,] but also the amount of workload in 

each class. It’ll be harder, especially since I’m on a quarter system.” Other students were worried 
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about balancing their family and personal life responsibilities alongside those for school. One 

student wrote:  

I think the biggest challenge I’ll face in college is balancing family obligations 
and studying. Since freshman year in high school, I’ve been the primary caretaker 
of my nephew. Money has always been tight, so we haven’t had the means of 
finding a daycare service. I’m the main person who takes care of him and now 
that I’m going to be attending UC Davis, I know that it’s going to make things 
more difficult at home. I’m planning to go home every other weekend to help out 
with childcare, help my mom with her job, and go to Mexico to help my uncles 
with their business. I know it’s going to be difficult to find a balance, but it’s a 
fact of my life that is nonnegotiable and I will have to find a way to work through 
this. 

Social Challenges and Discrimination  

Nearly one-quarter of gender minority students identified social challenges as a primary 

concern prior to college matriculation, with many worried about their ability to make new 

friends. One student expressed, “…Making friends has been a challenge for me in the past when 

I had to go somewhere new and didn’t know anyone, so it might take a little while to get close 

with people.” Some students expressed a lack of confidence that they will be able to make 

friends at all, as one student noted, “I also won’t have any friends because people don’t like me 

and it’s hard to be social.” Students also anticipated the challenge of socializing with new people 

in general, as one student explained, “I think making friends and socializing will be hard.” 

Relatedly, finding community was also a challenge students described in their responses, as 

students were worried about fitting in, being in a new social environment, feeling lonely, and 

maintaining a social life amidst other college priorities. As one student wrote, “Maybe I’ll be 

lonely? I’m planning on making friends though.”  

Moreover, for gender minority students, concerns about fitting in concurrently included 

fears of discrimination. In fact, under the broad category of social challenges, multiple students 

explicitly outlined discrimination or navigating college as an LGBTQ+ person as their biggest 
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challenge in the transition to college. This is captured by one student, who stated, “Learning to 

navigate discrimination because of my identity will be my biggest challenge.” The most intense 

social concern came from one transgender student, who explained, “I could die from hate 

crimes”—a worry that is warranted given that transgender individuals are at a heightened risk of 

hate crimes and violence (Gauthier et al. 2021; James et al. 2024). This student continues: “...but 

it’s more likely that I end up killing myself. I struggle a lot with being trans and if not able to 

transition in college, I’m going to give up on everything”, highlighting mental health struggles 

related to limited access to gender affirming care. Other respondents described their biggest 

challenge as “transphobia”, “coming out to people around me”, and “seeing kids from my high 

school”.  

Financial Challenges  

One-fifth of gender minority students identified finances as their biggest challenge prior 

to entering college. Financial challenges included worries about being able to afford tuition, 

living expenses, and textbooks, as well as taking on student debt. One student described the 

challenge of covering the most basic living expenses: “[My biggest worry is] financial debt. I am 

worried that once I transfer to a university, I will struggle to feed myself and take care of my 

basic necessities.” Another student explained that their biggest worry was paying for school: 

“…My parents can’t afford to pay for any of it at all, and so I’ll have to figure out loans and 

everything else. And especially since I don’t have a job yet, I’m getting really stressed out about 

how I’m going to deal with cost even though I’m going to one of the cheapest schools I could 

have gone to.” 

Independence and Homesickness  
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Nearly 12% of gender minority students also expressed worries about adapting to life on 

their own, with most specifically mentioning concerns they would feel homesick. As one student 

expressed, “I will likely miss home more than I expect,” while others noted that they will miss 

their family in particular. One student stated, “I think it will be hard to transition into living on 

my own without family to talk with in the same house.” Conversely, the challenge of missing 

family may also be coupled with an excitement to leave. For example, one student was looking 

forward to college, writing: “I’m excited to be myself… I’ve never had privacy and I never felt 

like I could be myself… I could never properly express myself as a gay, trans teen.” However, 

this student also later noted, “This may seem contradictory… but I believe I’m going to miss my 

friends and family a lot.” In fact, findings reveal that 25 respondents identified being away from 

home as what they were most excited about for college, suggesting that more gender minority 

students were excited to leave home than worry about missing home. 

College Excitements 

Apart from perceived concerns, gender minority students were also asked to consider 

what they were most excited about prior to entering college. Results reveal that students were 

most excited about the academic and learning experiences college would offer, making friends 

and finding community, having independence, and enjoying new experiences (see Table 6 for a 

summary of the dominant themes identified). Other excitements included increasing 

opportunities, experiencing campus life, self-growth, and engaging in extracurriculars, while 

some students expressed that they did not feel any excitement towards entering college.  

INSERT TABLE 6 HERE  

Academics and Learning  
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The most common aspects of college students reported feeling excited about were those 

related to academics and learning (53.9%). Students were looking forward to furthering their 

education, expanding their knowledge, take courses they were excited about, earn a degree, and 

work toward their career goals. One student described:  

I am excited about studying my major or possibly double majoring. I truly feel 
that what I currently want to study is the best field for me and that my passion for 
this topic will help me excel in my college career… I look forward to 
participating in work studies, [and] finding different topics that interest me. I 
think college is the perfect place for me to explore my passions with like-minded 
people.  

Another student wrote, “I am excited to expand my knowledge and be the first of my sisters to 

get a degree. I am aiming to meet my career goal by transferring to a four-year university after 

completing my associate’s at a CCC [California Community College].” Notably, while 

academics and learning was the most common theme identified for excitement about college 

(53.9%) among this group of students, it was also a commonly perceived challenge (29.9%).  

Friends and Community  

Over 36% of gender minority students were also excited about the various social aspects 

associated with college, including finding community and making new friends. A great majority 

of these students were the most excited to meet new people and build new friendships, despite 

occasional apprehension. As one student expressed, “I will be making friends on my own which 

is scary but something to look forward to.” Several students also described how excited they 

were to find community during college, with one student commenting that they were excited to 

be “able to build a community for myself where I truly feel that I belong.” Students were also 

specifically excited to meet people who were like them, where they feel like they belong. One 

student noted, “I’m most excited about the friendships that I will form with people who share the 

same mindset as me.” Students also wanted to meet people with similar academic interests: “I’m 
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really excited to be part of a supportive and engaging community. I’m also really excited to be 

around people with a similar drive for learning and an appreciation of education.” Relatedly, 

students also indicated their excitement to find a social circle, learn about others, and not feel 

lonely.  

Several students also noted their excitement for aspects of college that were LGBTQ+-

related, such as the knowledge that their institution will be a safe space and the ability to access 

gender affirming housing or care. One student mentioned, “I’m also going to be downtown for 

college and I know that the college I’m going to is very LGBTQ+ friendly.” Another student 

explained, “I’m most excited to connect with like-minded people. I’m also looking forward to 

receiving certain medical treatment at my college’s health center that I currently don’t have 

access to.” 

Independence and New Experiences  

Finally, many students reported that they were the most excited about gaining 

independence and autonomy in college and looking forward to new beginnings and new 

experiences. One student described:  

I’m excited to be myself. I live in a house of five. I’m the youngest of my three 
siblings, meaning I’ve had to share a room with my 23-year-old sister since I was 
born. I’ve never had privacy and I never felt like I could be myself. To use broad 
terms, I could never properly express myself as a gay, trans teen. I can’t wait to 
make new friends and enjoy my newfound independence.  

Another student explained, “I’m excited about the possibilities and the change that will come 

with going into college. The newfound responsibilities and freedom that will also be headed my 

way are also a huge upside.” Students were also excited for a “new start” in life, as one student 

expressed, “I’m most excited about starting over. I want to start with a clean slate and just 

pretend like high school and middle school didn’t happen while transforming myself into the 

type of person I’ve always wanted to be.” 
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 Highlighted in some of the above quotes, some gender minority students also anticipated 

the opportunity to leave their home environment by attending college. Students described an 

excitement to “[get] away from home and a community that I was almost constantly harassed 

in,” “leave my abusive household,” and “be away from home… [and] finally hav[e] my own 

autonomy.” One student added that leaving home and entering college explicitly allowed them 

“the ability to transition my gender identity, as my parents are opposed to it.” Together, these 

responses underscore how important postsecondary spaces can be for gender minority students.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

The transition from high school to college is in large part a function of students’ situated 

context. Gender identity and sexual orientation, and its intersection with school and individual-

level factors, can influence one’s educational trajectory. Research indicates that the stressors 

gender and sexual minority youth may encounter in high school can have an impact on 

educational aspirations and attainment. Thus, it is important to identify how experiences may 

differ across LGBTQ+ identities in an effort to develop and strengthen support systems for 

students navigating this transition. As limited research explores differences across LGBTQ+ 

identities, this analysis leverages timely data to address the dearth of research on gender minority 

students as they consider the transition to college.  

Results indicate, first, that California high school seniors used a diverse set of labels to 

describe their gender identity and sexual orientation. Students reported unique labels that 

spanned the gender (e.g., genderfluid, agender) and sexuality spectrum (e.g., pansexual, queer) 

beyond those predefined as survey options, echoing previous scholarship that finds multiple 

labels for gender identity and sexual orientation have emerged and are increasingly recognized 

by today’s youth (Galupo et al. 2015; White et al. 2018). Patterns across gender identity and 
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sexual orientation also reveal that gender minority students were more likely to select a non-

heterosexual orientation, aligning with prior research that finds students that use newer sexual 

identity labels are also more likely to use newer gender identity labels (Morandini et al. 2017; 

White et al., 2018). Additionally, some students expressed uncertainty about their gender identity 

and/or sexual orientation as recent studies have also reported (Watson et al. 2019; White et al. 

2018), a reminder that students at this time are still considering and exploring ways to define 

themselves in terms of their gender and sexuality (Egan and Perry 2001; Glover et al. 2009; 

Morgan 2013).  

Findings related to educational aspirations reveal that while most students, regardless of 

gender identity, planned to enroll in a four-year college or university, binary transgender and 

nonbinary students planned to enroll at much higher rates compared to their peers, a difference of 

about ten and five percentage points, respectively. This differs from recent research, which finds 

that nonbinary students fare better than their peers, including transgender students (Wilkinson et 

al. 2021), who are less likely to aspire to go to college even after controlling for a host of 

observable characteristics (Feldman et al. 2022; Sansone 2019). This suggests that the 

educational context of the transgender students in the present sample may proffer supports 

(whether situational or relational) that were absent to students in other studies. Moreover, we 

find that gender diverse or questioning students were about as likely to aspire to attend a two-

year college as a four-year college compared to prior work that found gender-unsure students 

have lower outcomes overall relative to their cisgender peers (Wilkinson et al. 2021).  

Similar to college enrollment plans, evidence indicates that most students planned to 

complete a four-year degree; however, differences emerge by gender identity in students’ plans 

to earn advanced degrees. In fact, nearly 60% of nonbinary students, transgender men, cisgender 
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women, and gender diverse students planned to pursue a master’s degree or a doctorate 

compared to 48% of cisgender men. Moreover, of the 55% of transgender women that planned to 

complete an advanced degree, 40% intended to earn a master’s degree—over six percentage 

points higher than any other gender identity we surveyed. While prior work does cite higher rates 

of educational attainment among nonbinary students relative to binary transgender students 

(Grant et al. 2011), research examining the educational plans among gender minority subgroups 

is still nascent. 

A key aspect of college enrollment is one’s intended field of study, which can have 

important implications for future earnings given that majors in science, technology, engineering, 

and mathematics (STEM), health and medicine, as well as business often have increased 

earnings potential compared to majors in the arts and humanities (Hershbein and Kearney 2014). 

While results reveal that most students in our sample planned to study science or engineering, 

this differed by gender identity. In general, gender minority students were more likely to pursue 

arts and humanities majors, as gender diverse students (31%), transgender men (28.8%), 

nonbinary students (25.5%), and transgender women (25%) all indicated this field at much 

higher rates than its rate overall (11.4%), aligning with previous research (White et al. 2023). 

Prior studies suggest that, for gender minority students, choices about college major may be tied 

to sense of belonging and feelings of safety; for example, students may feel that social science 

and humanities majors are an affirming space to fully be themselves (Garvey et al. 2019; Linley 

et al. 2018), and recent studies indicate that these fields are often more inclusive than STEM or 

business (Campbell-Montalvo et al. 2022; Forbes 2022; Kersey and Voigt 2021). However, it is 

worth noting that results from the present analysis also demonstrate that a higher proportion of 

transgender women still plan to study engineering in college, while transgender men, nonbinary 
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students, and gender diverse/questioning students still intend to study natural sciences at 

increased rates compared to students overall. In this case, gender minority students selected these 

fields despite the marginalization they may experience. 

In order to deepen understanding about the factors that underpin students’ college plans, 

we constructed an index for a range of high school experiences, including students’ academic 

and social experiences, by gender identity. Broadly, we find a statistically significant difference 

between the experiences of cisgender students compared to gender minority students, who report 

less positive high school experiences overall. This may be associated with gender-related 

victimization, which gender minority youth often experience in high school (Johns et al. 2019; 

McBride 2021), particularly transgender students (Hatchel et al. 2018). Given students’ 

experiences in high school, we examine concerns they may have about college prior to 

enrollment. Results from a principal component analysis (PCA) indicate that more than half of 

the total variance in concerns about college can be divided into three dimensions: (1) general 

worries, (2) worries about discrimination, and (3) worries about financial burdens (including 

both tuition and living costs). In terms of general worries, cisgender women indicate a higher 

level of worry about college compared to cisgender men, while gender minority students overall 

have higher levels of worry about discrimination. Additionally, among gender minority students, 

transgender students report higher levels of worry about discrimination compared to nonbinary 

and gender diverse/questioning students. This increased concern about discrimination, along with 

students’ less positive experiences in high school, suggest a potential familiarity with prejudice 

that may color their concerns about college. However, our findings also indicate that gender 

minority students—particularly transgender students—plan to enroll in college and complete a 

four-year degree at higher rates than cisgender students; therefore, despite (or because of) their 
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worries, students still plan to pursue postsecondary schooling. Moreover, worries about financial 

burdens do not appear to differ by gender identity, indicating that concerns about tuition and 

living costs is one shared by all students. 

The concerns identified by PCA reflect the five themes that emerged from our qualitative 

analysis of gender minority students’ open-ended responses, including concerns about 

academics, perceived social challenges, balancing time and priorities, worries about financing 

college, and navigating newfound independence. Other research has noted similar concerns prior 

to college enrollment (Mayo et al. 2004; Morton et al. 2018; Stolzenberg et al. 2020), where 

worries about academic performance in college often rank first, in alignment with present 

findings. This suggests that, broadly stated, the concerns of college-bound high school seniors 

prior to matriculation are universal; however, our analysis reveals important distinctions to these 

concerns as they relate to gender minority students. For example, as students voiced concerns 

about the social aspects of college, responses specifically highlighted worries about navigating 

college as an LGBTQ+ student as well as fears of discrimination and violence, often voiced by 

transgender students. These fears are not unwarranted, as research finds that college campuses 

are often inhospitable to transgender students due to the societal genderism (a firm adherence to 

the gender binary in policy and practice) they reinforce (Marine and Nicolazzo 2014). One 

student specifically noted that they were worried about seeing other students from their high 

school, a potential reflection of a less positive high school experience. Moreover, another 

respondent indicated that, above and beyond all of the changes and challenges associated with 

the transition to college, discrimination was what they were most worried about prior to 

enrollment and they presupposed they would experience it in college due to how they identify. 

Another dimension of interest was students’ concerns about being away from home, with some 
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students relaying that they will miss their family while at college, suggesting an affirming family 

and home environment.  

Notably, just as students expressed concerns about academics, the social aspects of 

college, and independence, these were also facets of their upcoming matriculation they were 

excited to experience. In fact, most students reported being just as excited about academics as 

they were concerned; however, students expressed excitement about academics at largely higher 

rates, a difference of 24 percentage points. Students also anticipated the communities they hoped 

to find and the friendships they hoped to build. For some students, this included important 

institutional resources their college would have available, such as gender-affirming housing and 

access to health-related supports, which students deeply value (Goldberg et al. 2019). 

Additionally, gender minority students reported excitement about gaining autonomy and the 

space and freedom to be themselves while in college. For example, one respondent noted that 

leaving home and enrolling in college offered them the chance to finally fully live as themselves. 

Also threaded throughout these responses was a strong desire by some to escape, with gender 

minority students noting an abusive home life or a hostile community in which they were 

“constantly harassed”. For these students, despite any concerns they could also have, this 

forthcoming independence may prove to be immeasurable to their lives and livelihood in college. 

This analysis is positioned to extend the literature in several ways. First, we provide 

direct evidence on the experiences of LGBTQ+ students prior to college matriculation, 

leveraging survey data collected from a large sample of college-bound high school seniors with a 

special focus on documenting the supports, challenges, and disparities facing gender and sexual 

minority youth. Additionally, our results contribute more broadly to the discussion of gender 

identity, as it considers the diversity within and across the binary dichotomy of gender that 
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education research tends to privilege. Moreover, we find that while gender minority students 

have heightened concerns about discrimination prior to enrolling in college, they still plan to 

enroll at higher rates than cisgender students—a potential reflection of the resilience of this 

population in the pursuit of their goals (Meyer 2015). While this work is limited in its ability to 

clarify the policies and practices that may have supported or hindered gender minority students, 

research must continue to examine the nuanced identities across gender in order to better 

understand and support the educational futures of students with different lived experiences. 



 

 

31 

Notes 
 

1 We select components with eigenvalues larger than 1.0, which identifies the first three 

components. We then construct a worry index for each selected component for every student as a 

weighted sum of the student’s answers to the battery of questions about college worries with 

weights from the eigenvector of the component. 

2 We check the consistency of student answers to high school experience questions using 

Cronbach’s alpha (ɑ > 0.7). 

3 Alternative functional forms for the high school experience variable were also tested.  

4 In all, our dataset for qualitative analysis includes 354 college-bound high school seniors that 

identify as transgender, nonbinary, or gender diverse/questioning. The first open-ended question 

about college concerns received 348 responses, while the second exploring college excitements 

received 343 responses.  

5 We received 90 total write-in responses for gender identity. We then excluded those that were 

incomprehensible, unserious, or malicious. Several write-in responses were also recategorized 

into cisgender men or cisgender women, such as respondents who selected an assigned sex at 

birth as male and wrote male as a write-in response. In all, 71 respondents selected “other”, 67 of 

which specified a label. Additionally, 141 respondents selected “prefer not to say”. 

6 We received 239 write-in responses for sexual orientation. The sexual orientation label options 

listed on the survey included: lesbian or gay, straight (not gay or lesbian), bisexual, asexual, 

other (feel free to specify), and prefer not to answer. We then excluded those that were 

incomprehensible, unserious, or malicious and recategorized those that remained into the six 

sexual orientation categories listed in Table 1. In this case, we combined respondents whose 

write-in responses only included “bi”, “omni”, and “pan” with those that had selected the 
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provided “bisexual” option to form the category “bisexual/pansexual/omnisexual”. We also 

merged respondents whose write-in responses only included “ace”, “aro”, and “demi” with 

respondents who selected the “asexual” label to form the category 

“asexual/aromantic/demisexual”. Write-in responses that included more than one sexual 

orientation label, such as “asexual/omnisexual”, were categorized as “other/queer/questioning” 

in addition to those who selected the option “other.” Finally, write-in responses that included 

“straight” or “hetero” were recategorized as “straight/heterosexual”. 

7 The high school experience index was constructed by adding the values of each item. All items 

range from -2 to 2, with -2 indicating a very negative experience, 2 indicating a very positive 

experience, and 0 indicating a neutral experience. The construct of the overall high school 

experience ranges from -12 to 12 and applies to students who reported non-missing values for all 

six high school experience items. For a list of the survey questions that make up this index, see 

Appendix Table A2. 
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Table 1. Summary Statistics  

 Freq. Percent 
Panel A. Gender identity   
   Cisgender man 2,675 35.56 
   Cisgender woman 4,289 57.02 
   Transgender man 59 0.78 
   Transgender woman 20 0.27 
   Nonbinary 267 3.55 
   Gender diverse/questioning 71 0.94 
   Prefer not to say 141 1.87 
   Total reported gender identity 7,522 100.00 
Panel B. Sexual orientation   
   Straight/heterosexual 5,190 69.38 
   Gay or lesbian 330 4.41 
   Bisexual/pansexual/omnisexual 1,139 15.23 
   Asexual/aromantic/demisexual 182 2.43 
   Other/queer/questioning 131 1.75 
   Prefer not to say 509 6.80 
   Total reported sexual orientation 7,481 100.00 
Panel C. Race/ethnicity   
   American Indian/Alaskan Native 163 2.14 
   Black/African American 532 6.99 
   Hispanic/Latinx 3,793 49.82 
   Pacific Islander 64 0.84 
   Filipino 235 3.09 
   Asian 1,146 15.05 
   Other 182 2.39 
   White/Non-Hispanic 1,498 19.68 
   Total reported race/ethnicity 7,613 100.00 
Panel D. Highest level of education among parents   
   Did not complete high school 1,373 18.11 
   High school diploma 1,578 20.81 
   Some college, no college degree 975 12.86 
   Associate degree 452 5.96 
   Bachelor's degree 1,363 17.97 
   Graduate/Professional degree             1,455 19.19 
   Don’t know 387 5.10 
   Total reported parental education 7,583 100.00 

Note. Our sample only includes college-going high school seniors. Of the total sample (n = 9,230), 1,708 
respondents did not report gender identity; 1,749 did not report sexual orientation; 1,617 did not report 
race/ethnicity; and 1,647 did not report level of parental education.  
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Table 2. Intended Field of Study by Gender Identity 
 

 
Business Engineering 

Natural 
sciences  

Social 
sciences  

Humanities 
and arts  

Health 
sciences Education 

Applied 
sciences  

Public 
service  Undecided 

All respondents 10.0 16.2 16.3 12.3 11.4 14.8 3.5 3.4 4.8 7.5 
Cisgender man 12.1 30.0 12.2 7.9 8.9 8.0 1.4 7.0 4.3 8.4 
Cisgender woman 9.6 7.8 18.4 14.7 11.2 19.9 4.9 1.2 5.3 7.1 
Transgender man 1.7 13.6 22.0 15.3 28.8 6.8 5.1 1.7 1.7 3.4 
Transgender woman 10.0 25.0 10.0 10.0 25.0 0.0 0.0 15.0 0.0 5.0 
Nonbinary 3.0 12.0 19.9 15.4 25.5 7.9 3.0 3.4 3.4 6.7 
Gender diverse/questioning 1.4 9.9 19.7 16.9 31.0 8.5 1.4 1.4 5.6 4.2 
Prefer not to say 5.0 19.3 18.6 12.9 17.9 9.3 2.9 2.1 3.6 8.6 

Note. The rates depicted in the table represent 7,499 survey respondents who indicated their intended field of study. Each cell represents the row percentage. 
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Table 3. General High School Experience by Gender Identity 

  Freq. General high school experience index 

 Cisgender man 2,659 4.271 
 Cisgender woman 4,269 3.787 
 Transgender man 59 2.424 
 Transgender woman 20 2.55 
 Nonbinary 267 2.318 
 Gender diverse/questioning 71 1.113 
 Prefer not to say 138 2.232 
 Total 7,483 3.839 

Note. The general high school experience index only applies to students who reported non-missing values for all six 
high school experience items and ranges from -12 to 12 (negative values indicate a negative experience, positive 
values indicate a positive experience, and zero indicates a neutral experience). High school experience items for this 
index are available in Table A2 in the Appendix. 
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Table 4. College Concern Items and Results from Principal Component Analysis (PCA) 
 

    N   Mean 
Items:     
  How worried are you about affording tuition fees 7957 1.827 
  How worried are you about living expenses 7956 1.676 
  How worried are you about performing well academically 7958 1.502 
  How worried are you about balancing work obligations 7943 1.557 
  How worried are you about balancing family obligations 7941 1.055 
  How worried are you about finding community 7934 1.316 
  How worried are you about living away from home 7948 .908 
  How worried are you about having adequate support for emotional and mental health needs 7944 1.127 
  How worried are you about discrimination based on gender 7886 .436 
  How worried are you about discrimination based on sexual orientation 7876 .333 
  How worried are you about discrimination based on race 7895 .514 
  How worried are you about discrimination based on religion 7891 .232 
PCA Constructs:     
  General worries (32.03%) 7706 3.776 
  Worries about discrimination (13.79%) 7706 -1.219 
  Worries about financial burdens (10.26%) 7706 .634 

Note. The first twelve rows are items related to college worries included in the survey. Each item ranges from 0 to 3, 
where 0 represents not worried at all and 3 represents very worried. The last three rows indicate the three constructs: 
(1) general worries ranges from 0 to 10.23; (2) worries about discrimination ranges from -3.83 to 5.12; and (3) 
worries about financial burdens ranges from -3.64 to 3.65. Constructs are only created for high school students that 
reported non-missing values for all twelve items regarding college worries. The PCA proportion explained is 
reported in parentheses after each construct. 
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Table 5. Primary Codes for Open-Ended Responses to College Challenges (n = 348) 
 

Code Freq. % 

Academic challenges 104 29.9% 
Balancing time and priorities 90 25.9% 
Social challenges & discrimination 84 24.1% 
Financial challenges 70 20.1% 
Independence and homesickness 41 11.8% 

Note. Percentages do not add up to 100%, as students were able to include multiple challenges, which were then 
assigned multiple codes. The full coding scheme of open-ended responses is available upon request.  
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Table 6. Primary Codes for Open-Ended Responses to College Excitement (n = 343) 
 

Code Freq. % 

Academics and learning 185 53.9% 
Friends and community 136 36.7% 
Independence 95 27.7% 
New experiences 70 20.4% 

Note. Percentages do not add up to 100%, as students were able to include multiple excitements, which were then 
assigned multiple codes. The full coding scheme of open-ended responses is available upon request.  
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Figure 1. Gender Identity Word Visualization  

 
Note. The size of the terms displayed are proportional to the frequency of their use. 
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Figure 2. Sexual Orientation Word Visualization  
 

Note. The size of the terms displayed are proportional to the frequency of their use. 
 
 
  



 

 

56 

Figure 3. Plans for college enrollment 

Note. Rates depicted in the figure represent 7,522 survey respondents who indicated plans to attend college. Of the 
full survey sample of high school seniors (n = 10,221), 9,230 respondents indicated that they planned to go to 
college, 170 said they did not plan to attend college, 294 expressed that they were unsure, and 527 did not respond 
to the question. 
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Figure 4. Plans for degree completion 

 
Note. Rates depicted in the figure represent 7,497 survey respondents who indicated plans for degree completion. 
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Figure 5. Regression of Overall High School Experience on Gender Identity Categories 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. For the unconditional model, n = 7,483. For the model controlling for demographics (race/ethnicity and parental level of education), n = 7,464. The lines 
indicate 95 percent confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean index of each gender identity are reported in parentheses.  
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Figure 6. Regression of General College Worries on Gender Identity Categories 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. We estimate regression models with gender indicators for an unconditional model (n = 7,319) and include race/ethnicity indicators, parental education 
indicators, and a constructed high school experience index as covariates for the specification with control variables (n = 7,276). The lines indicate 95 percent 
confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean for each gender identity are reported in parentheses.  
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Figure 7. Regression of Worries about Discrimination on Gender Identity Categories 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. We estimate regression models with gender indicators for an unconditional model (n = 7,319) and include race/ethnicity indicators, parental education 
indicators, and a constructed high school experience index as covariates for the specification with control variables (n = 7,276). The lines indicate 95 percent 
confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean for each gender identity are reported in parentheses.  
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Figure 8. Regression of Worries about Financial Burdens on Gender Identity Categories 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. We estimate regression models with gender indicators for an unconditional model (n = 7,319) and include race/ethnicity indicators, parental education 
indicators, and a constructed high school experience index as covariates for the specification with control variables (n = 7,276). The lines indicate 95 percent 
confidence intervals while the sample frequency and mean for each gender identity are reported in parentheses.  
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Appendix 

 

Table A1. Two-Way Tabulation by Gender Identity and Sexual Orientation (n = 7,462) 

Gender identity: 

Sexual orientation categories 
Straight/heterosexual Gay or lesbian Bisexual/pansexual/

omnisexual 
Asexual/aromantic/

demisexual 
Other/queer/ 
questioning 

Prefer not to say Total 

  Cisgender man 85.03 4.03 5.09 0.75 0.57 4.52 100.00 
  Cisgender woman 68.05 3.03 17.85 2.25 1.50 7.32 100.00 
  Transgender man 6.90 32.76 32.76 6.90 12.07 8.62 100.00 
  Transgender woman 20.00 40.00 25.00 10.00 0.00 5.00 100.00 
  Nonbinary 1.92 18.77 50.19 13.41 9.58 6.13 100.00 
  Gender diverse/questioning 2.90 13.04 50.72 14.49 18.84 0.00 100.00 
  Prefer not to say 7.91 6.47 33.09 10.07 4.32 38.13 100.00 
  Total 69.45 4.42 15.17 2.43 1.74 6.79 100.00 

Note. Each cell represents the percentage of students within each gender category that indicated the corresponding sexual orientation.  
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Table A2. High School Experience Items and Construct 
 

    N   Mean 
Items:   
  How do you rate your high school academic experience 7,847 .65 
  How do you rate your high school social experience 7,825 .115 
  I belong in my high school community 7,711 .573 
  Teachers and staff at my high school care about my future 7,711 1.098 
  I received good advising from high school about college 7,713 .728 
  I feel prepared for college 7,709 .66 
Construct:   
  General high school experience 7,687 3.829 

Note. The first six rows include the Likert-scale survey items that relate to a student’s high school experience. All 
items range from -2 to 2, with -2 indicating a very negative experience, 2 indicating a very positive experience, and 
0 indicating a neutral experience. The final row summarizes the general high school experience construct, ranging 
from -12 to 12, which includes all six aforementioned high school experience items. The construct is only created 
for students who reported non-missing values for all six high school experience items. 
 
 

 
 




