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INTRODUCTION

If you are part of an organization that tries
to make its residents satisfied in their
living situations, you may try to match
them – or let them match themselves – by
asking certain questions about what
habits and attitudes put them at greatest
ease.
However, when it comes to asking
questions and making roommate
assignments that deal with gender and
sexuality issues, many organizations are
unsure how to handle such issues.
Some may note that not considering such
information in matching roommates
prevents residents from discriminating

#CHATSYNC

against each other and avoiding situations
where they are exposed to new
perspectives. Unfortunately, the flip side
of not preparing residents for a potentially
tumultuous living experience because of
gender identity can lead to great
discomfort and, potentially, high-level
administration issues.
RoomSync is interested in this topic,
because, as a company dedicated to
choice empowerment and lifting
administrative burden, we knew we had
to bring the right gender-inclusive options
and wording into our software to ensure
that schools with such policies can handle
housing in all situations.

INTRODUCTION
BIOLOGICAL SEX
A person’s biological status, typically characterized as male, female or
intersex. Biological sex has a number of indicators, including sex
chromosomes, gonads, internal reproductive organs and external
genitalia.
GENDER
The social construction of masculinity and femininity in a specific
culture. It involves gender assignment, gender roles and gender
identity.
GENDER IDENTITY
An individual’s sense of being male, female or something else. Since
gender identity is internal, one’s gender identity is not necessarily
visible to others.
Understanding gender-inclusive housing and the
needs of students participating in such programs
starts with getting a grasp on some of the common
terminology. While some of these terms may change
over time or vary depending on the area your
organization is located in, definitions to the right1
should provide a firm footing for engaging in
conversations and decisions about gender-inclusive
housing with your students, community, team or
superiors.
Again, this list may not be entirely comprehensive for
what you will need to know to make the most
informed decision, so being open to asking questions
and getting help from area experts in this topic is
essential.

TRANSGENDER INDIVIDUALS
Most commonly used as an umbrella term for individuals whose
gender identity and/or expression is sometimes or always different
from the gender assigned to them at birth.
GENDERQUEER INDIVIDUALS
People who identify as neither male nor female, as both, or as
somewhere in between, and who often seek to blur gender lines.

GENDER-INCLUSIVE HOUSING
Residence hall rooms where people of any gender can live together.
This includes roommates of any gender identity. Gender-inclusive is a
preferred term over the synonymous gender-neutral because it does
not strip individuals of their gender identities. However, both are
correct and are used interchangeably across organizations.

1. Transgender terminology, developed by Genny Beemyn, Director of The Stonewall
Center, University of Massachusetts, Amherst
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Single-Gender
Campus

Single-Gender
Halls

Co-ed Halls with
clusters of singlegender residents
on a floor

Co-ed Halls with
interspersed
single-gender
rooms

GenderNeutral/Inclusive
Rooms2

NOTE: Stress is an important thing to avoid to increase
student satisfaction. Effectively pairing students can
decrease stress prior to move-in related to uncertainty, as
well as create a more positive living situation over the year.

2. Who, What, Why: Gender-Neutral/Inclusive Housing, Michale Schultz, Mandy Martin,
Darlena Jones, EBI MAP-Works, Oct. 2013

6

PART ONE: VIEWS ON GIH

Avoiding any housing policies or practices related to sexuality and gender may leave students in the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and
Transgender3 (LGBT) community exposed to harassment or bullying from roommates who discriminate against them. According
to The National Student Genderblind Campaign4, there are four overarching thoughts governing the need for gender-inclusive
policies in housing. These are supported below with relevant quotes on the matter:

1. Responsibility and Self-Determination
“The proper role of the college is not to determine with whom students may or may not live, but rather to empower its students
to make their own decisions responsibly.”
— Harvard College Democrats, statement in support of the “Rooming Choice Act.” The Daily Free Press, March 2006

2. Heteronormative Assumptions
“The fact of the matter is that people would feel uncomfortable with the idea of coed roommates because they ignore two
central points: Putting a man and a woman together doesn’t mean that they’ll have a sexual relationship, and putting men with
men and women with women doesn’t mean that they won’t.”
— Corey Prachniak, second-year student at Georgetown University. The Hoya: September, 2006

3. Safety and Comfort
“I had to contact someone in the Housing office and basically out myself as a trans person.”
— Anonymous student at Stanford University. The Stanford Daily, November 2007

4. A New Era of Gender Relations
“It makes sense in this modern day and age. Males and females are friends. It’s a non-issue.”
— Hannah Sullivan, second-year student at Macalester College. Star Tribune, October 2005
3. NLGJA’s Stylebook Supplement on LGBT Terminiology,
www.nlgja.org/resources/stylebook
4. The National Student Genderblind Campaign, Talking Points,
http://www.genderblind.org/framing-rhetoric/
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Detractors of gender-inclusive housing policies may point to college being a time when students are supposed to be exposed to
people who are different from themselves. Others mention that forcing students to identify themselves in order to get their
preferential housing may cause more tension for the students with their cohorts.

1. Boyfriends and Girlfriends Abusing the System
"In our research, we found that in campuses that have implemented this, it's only in less than one percent of cases that a
boyfriend and girlfriend choose to live together. Right now, same-sex couples have the opportunity to live together on campus,
but the vast majority of them wisely choose not to. Opposite-sex couples are just as smart and just as equipped to make the
right choice.“
— Michael Komo, student and student senate member at George Washington University during 2010 discussions of transgender housing policies 5

2.

Program Approval and Opt-In

In reference to Northwestern’s program implementation in 2011: Upperclassmen have already signed leases, freshmen are
excluded from the program, and the housing application is already available, making it difficult to recruit residents to Gender
Open Housing. Administrators do not know yet how interested students will go about signing up for the program6.

3.

Roommate Matching

“The only thing that I have a problem with is the way that the campus has the gender neutral contract set up. It would be a lot
easier if the school were to help us a little more find someone who wanted to live in the same household as us.”
— Annonymous SIUE student on year-end personal evaluation7

5. TBD Blog, George Washington University Nears Gender Neutral Housing, Amanda Hess, Oct. 2010,
http://www.tbd.com/blogs/amanda-hess/2010/10/george-washington-university-nears-gender-neutral-housing-2852.html
6. Generation Progress, At Northwestern University, Gender-Neutral Housing Progress in Peril, Meghan Cetera, Sept. 2011,
http://genprogress.org/voices/2011/09/20/17057/at-northwestern-university-genderneutral-housing-progress-in-peril/
7. Excerpt from SIUE evaluation, as reported in Who, What, Why: Gender-Neutral/Inclusive Housing by Micahel Schultz, Mandy
Martin, and EBI MAP-Works LLC
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Studies suggest that between 0.5 and 2 percent of the
population have strong feelings of being transgender and
between 0.1 and 0.5 percent have actually taken steps to
transition from one gender to another8. In your student
population, these students represent a class of individuals that
deserves equal protections against discrimination and aid in
residing comfortably at organization’s facilities. While this may
seems like a small number of students to create an
accommodation policy for, doing so may mean fewer problems
for your administration later dealing with mismatched
roommates.

Estimation of Population
with Strong Feelings of
Being Transgender
~2%
~98%

To best determine how your organization should handle genderinclusive housing, you will need an accurate estimate of your
transgender population, as it might vary widely by organization.
Asking about gender identity is one way to determine this
number, if individuals decide to self-disclose. Contacting local
LGBT support organizations may provide further information.
From these base numbers, you will need to determine how
many students will want to live in your buildings and how many
will actually opt-in to gender-inclusive housing.
8. Conway, L. How Frequently Does Transsexualism Occur?, December 2002.
http://ai.eecs.umich.edu/people/conway/TS/TSprevalence.html
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Gender Identity (select all that apply):
___ Woman
___ Man

___ Transgender
___ Another identity
(please specify ________________)
Review the language of your organization’s nondiscrimination
policy. Whether you are an educational institution or a property,
sex and sexual orientation will probably be protected categories.
However, references to sex are, of course, alluding to biological
sex rather than gender identity, meaning this might leave out
the rights of transgender individuals.
For this reason, it is important to include the phrase “gender
identity” in your nondiscrimination policy in order to give legal
recourse to students who experience discrimination because of
their actual or perceived status as transgender. This will signal to
other students that discrimination against transgender
individuals will not be tolerated by your organization.
Now that you have done your part to make residents more

comfortable in identifying their gender identity because of these
legal provisions, you will need to give them the ability to
appropriately disclose their gender identities on your housing
applications or other documents.
Above is an example format for asking about gender. Failing to
give residents the breadth of all possible choices may result in
certain individuals not feeling welcomed or included. Further,
this will be the first step in helping your organization determine
the facility needs to accommodate a the potential population
that may opt in to a gender-inclusive housing program9.
NOTE: If you are legally required to ask “sex: female or male,”
also ask “gender identity” as stated above.

9. Information and suggestions on this page inspired by the Transgender Law and Policy
Institute’s Colleges/Universities page, updated 2013,
http://www.transgenderlaw.org/college/index.htm#housing
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Each organization will be differently equipped to handle genderinclusive housing. Those with fewer residents and/or fewer
residential rooms available may not be able to or need to dedicate
an entire building for these purposes.
Others may want to avoid segregating the population of students
who sign up to live in inclusive housing. So while roommates will
be appropriately assigned if they opted-in to the program, the
rooms may be interspersed with others not participating in the
program, depending upon the organization’s policies and goals.
If you are considering gender-inclusive housing, you will also want
to consider gender-inclusive bathrooms: single- or multiple-stall
restrooms open to all genders.

Pros: There is little concern about discrimination in the
actual living environment.
Cons: An entire residence or building as gender-inclusive
could unnecessarily isolate or further stigmatize these
students.
Considerations: A dedicated building may only be feasible
for institutions with a gender-inclusive opt-in population
that is large enough to fill it or at an organization with
smaller-capacity buildings. A dedicated floor may exist
most comfortably in a building that already accommodates
mixed genders.

Pros: This more closely replicates the general college experience of
meeting people of different cultures and orientations, while still
providing the insulation necessary to avoid in-room discrimination.
Cons: Residents could still be exposed to discrimination from
others in the immediate surroundings, and the bathrooms will
need to be changed to accommodate all genders if they haven’t
already.
Considerations: Your administration could encounter issues from
students or parents about the mixed environment. If you don’t
elect to honor transfer requests, this will require mediation and, at
the very least, special training of RAs if you have them.
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This list10 may not be exhaustive, nor do all of the schools therein have the same policies in regards to offered options.
ARKANSAS
Hendrix College
CALIFORNIA
California Institute of Technology
Harvey Mudd College
Humboldt State University
Occidental College
University of California – Riverside
University of California - Berkeley
University of California - Irvine
University of California - Santa Cruz
University of California - San Diego
Pitzer College
San Diego State University
Stanford University
COLORADO
Colorado College
CONNECTICUT
Connecticut College
University of Connecticut
Wesleyan University
Yale University
GEORGIA
Emory University
Kennesaw State University
ILLINOIS
University of Chicago
Lake Forest College
Northwestern University

IOWA
Grinnell College
MAINE
University of Southern Maine
Bowdoin College
Colby College
MARYLAND
University of Maryland - College Park
University of Maryland - Baltimore
County
Goucher College
MASSACHUSETTS
Amherst College
Brandeis University
Clark University
Emerson College
Hampshire College
Tufts University
Massachusetts Institute of
Technology
Harvard University
UMass Amherst
Salem State University
Northeastern University
MICHGAN
Grand Valley State University
University of Michigan
MINNESOTA
Macalester College

Augsburg College
Carleton College
MISSOURI
Washington University in St. Louis
NEW HAMPSHIRE
Dartmouth College
NEW JERSEY
Rutgers University
Princeton University
Ramapo College of New Jersey
Montclair State University
NEW YORK
Bard College
Columbia University
Cornell University
Ithaca College
Hamilton College
Marymount Manhattan College
New York University
Pace University
Pratt Institute
Rochester Institute of Technology
Sarah Lawrence College
Skidmore College
SUNY Geneseo
Syracuse University
NORTH CAROLINA
Warren Wilson College
Duke University

OHIO
Columbus College of Art and Design
Oberlin College
Kenyon College
Miami University
Wright State University
OREGON
Lewis and Clark College
Oregon State University
Reed College
University of Oregon
Willamette University
Southern Oregon University
PENNSYLVANIA
Carnegie Mellon University
Haverford College
Lehigh University
Muhlenberg College
Swarthmore College
University of Pennsylvania
Juniata College
RHODE ISLAND
Brown University
VERMONT
Bennington College
University of Vermont
WASHINGTON
Evergreen State College
Western Washington University

Whitman College
WASHINGTON, DC
American University
George Washington University
WISCONSIN
Beloit College
Lawrence University
University of Wisconsin La Crosse

NOTE:
A number of schools
also allow students
to change their name
and gender on
campus records.

10. Campus Pride’s Trans Policy Clearinghouse, http://www.campuspride.org/tpc/
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Identify the current policies
Step 1: Determine if your organization has an explicitly written
clause prohibiting students from selecting roommates of a
different gender or sex?
Step 2: If the policy is not written, work with the housing staff or
dean of students to address the ambiguity.
Determine how you want to proceed
Step 3: Decide whether you will handle matters on a case-by-case
basis or by enacting new policy.
Develop a policy
Step 4: Reference what other similarly-sized schools are going.
Download a list of their policy links here.

How will students opt in to the genderinclusive housing program?
Your organization may support some form of genderinclusive policy, but the opt-in process is what will make it
effective.

• Will you require students to declare their genders?
• Will you allow students to opt in online?
• Will you make students call, interview in person or
present more involved paperwork to opt in?
• Can anyone opt in?
• Will this program be exclusive to a class of students?
• Will you provide roommate matching or do students
need to apply with someone?

Find support for your policy
Step 5: Depending upon your organization, find support from your
university council, student senate, interest groups, dean or other
members of housing or residence life.
Submit your policy
Step 6: Increase success and lessen confusion by creating
awareness so residents understand what opting in means.
NOTE:
Gender-inclusive housing policies do not necessarily encompass
LGBT policies. Inclusive policies are focused on creating a
comfortable living situations for individuals rather than about
fostering a community.
11. Information on this page influenced by ACUHO-I presentation: Creating a TransInclusive Housing Program, Genny Beemyn
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Whether you are formulating your gender-inclusive policy now or already have one in place, use these key take-aways to
ensure you are following some existing transgender housing best practices.

1)

Add the phrase “gender identity” to your non-discrimination policy.

2)

Ask for “gender identity” instead of gender on forms.

3)

Hire or identify trans-knowledgeable Res Life staffer as pointperson on trans issues.

4)

Have an easily accessible webpage on the housing site providing
appropriate information and contacts for trans housing policies.

5)

Create gender- inclusive restrooms, changing facilities and showers.

6)

Offer gender-inclusive housing to new and returning students.

7)

Encourage RAs to hold trans awareness programs and post
educational materials.
SHARE WHAT YOU JUST LEARNED!
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CONCLUSION
We have sorted out some of
the more difficult questions
surrounding gender-inclusive
housing and the needs of
residents.

Written By
Tracy Shank
VP of Marketing, RoomSync
@shankt
Input From
Genny Beemyn
Director, the Stonewall Center
UMass Amherst
Contact RoomSync
Phone: 352-327-4061
E-mail: info@roomsync.com
Website: www.RoomSync.com
Twitter: @roomsync

Because gender-inclusive
housing is not a policy with
strictly defined rules and
because your organization will
be very different from the next,
we feel that the best way to
determine what will fit your
residents’ needs is to:
• ask many questions
• consult your area experts
• find support from student
organizations with an
interest in your policy
• be highly flexible

from the previous semester or
year is an important part of
making sure your policy is
designed to satisfy the needs
of students. And as attitudes
toward gender and sexuality
change among your resident
population, it will be
appropriate to revisit the issue.
And if this resource sparked
you to do further research,
please feel free to reference a
list links we have compiled that
will bring you to genderinclusive housing policies of a
variety of other organizations.
Finding the one that is most
comparable to you in size may
be helpful in beginning the
policy planning process.

Flexibility may be the most
important part in creating an
effective gender-inclusive
housing policy. Looking at
results and resident insights

©2013 U-Match, LLC. All rights reserved.
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So there you have it…everything you need to
get start thinking about gender-inclusive
housing to achieve successful roommate
matches.
If you were going to take one more step to
continue to make better roommate matches
with less conflict and mediations, request a
demo of RoomSync.

And don’t forget to follow us to get
the best new tips to help you with
your roommate matching needs!
If your organization adopts a gender-inclusive
policy, please submit it to Campus Pride’s Trans
Policy Clearinghouse contact to keep its records upto-date: genny@stuaf.umass.edu
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