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Career Counseling Trans and/or Gender 
Non-Conforming Students: how to be an 

activist and ally 
 
Activists and Allies DO’S… 
 
Activists and Allies recognize that trans and/or gender non-
conforming people need allies in the same way that all oppressed 
and marginalized communities need allies.   
 

Gender non-conforming students commonly feel that the 
career services at college are not capable of addressing 
their personalized needs. Often these students are correct 
as many counselors report feeling ill equipped to 
adequately support trans students in looking toward the 
future.  This feeling of inadequacy might serve as a lens 
through which to conceptualize the internal process trans 
students might have when thinking about their life after 
college and the hurdles that they know they will be facing 
in society as a gender non-conforming person.  For this 
reason it is important to create specific campaigns within 
the college career service system to address the concerns 
of gender non-conforming people on campus.   

 
Activists and Allies understand that everyone regardless of their 
gender or gender expression can be an activist and/or ally in the 
movement to end gender oppression. 
 

If everyone cannot be an advocate then have at least one 
career counselor willing to be a resource for trans and/or 
gender non-conforming students.  This does not mean the 
counselor needs to be able to answer every question that a 
trans student has, rather, that the counselor is able to 
work openly with trans students and be an adult ally in the 
process of creating a resume or curriculum vitae, as well 
as other sensitive topics, such as acquiring graduate 
application recommendations from professors who might not 
be familiar with a student’s name change or not understand 
the importance of using the student’s chosen name in the 
recommendation for graduate programs.  Trans and gender 
non-conforming students will often not imagine themselves 
applying to Ph.D., JD, and Master’s level programs straight 
out of college (particularly a women’s college) because of 
the overwhelming feelings that come with having to 
negotiate these types of interactions with administrators, 
professors, and other possible academic supports.  As a 
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career counselor working to help prepare trans students for 
their next vocational and academic achievements it is 
crucial to excavate ever corner of ambivalence and aid 
students in finding the possibilities for overcoming the 
many obstacles of oppression that gender conforming 
students do not have to consider in their post-graduate 
career goals.     

 
 
 
Activists and Allies let people self-identify their gender and 
the gender pronouns they use to describe themselves or they use 
gender-neutral language until preferred pronouns are established. 
This sometimes means asking what pronouns and name a person 
prefers you use when referring to them: “What name would you like 
to be called?” “What pronouns do you use for yourself?”  
 

People are who they say they are. That’s it. Don’t waste your 
time worrying about who they “really” are, or were, or will be. 
It doesn’t matter what they look like or who you think they are. 
Just accept the identity they tell you, and use the pronoun they 
ask you to use. 

  
 
 
Activists and Allies mirror back language and self-
identification. 
 

Create campus wide support networks for gender non-
conforming students. Connect with alumni services to locate 
trans graduates who would be willing to mentor current 
students or at least answer questions.  Organize panel 
discussion addressing key concerns in the trans community 
on campus so that these students are able to have their 
identity mirrored back to them in the form of another 
successful graduate.   

  
 
Activists and Allies work to create inclusive non-discrimination 
policies in their schools, institutions, and organizations. 
 

Activate your career counseling community and contact the 
administrators, faculty, and staff as a voice of support 
for policy change on campus.  Aid students in determining 
the trans inclusiveness of the anti-discrimination policies 
at the institutions and organizations they are planning to 
attend or applying to in the future.    
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Activists and Allies work to create accountable spaces. 
 

Hold one another accountable for your views and opinions 
about gender non-conforming identities, it is likely that 
there will be some people in your community who cannot 
understand these students and might say or do something 
oppressive without realizing it.  Open up discussions about 
gender instead of accusing someone who is already defensive 
and confused, this is what creates accountable spaces and 
leads to growth of consciousness.   

 
Activists and Allies acknowledge how homophobia, transphobia, and 
heterosexism have operated in their life. 
 

Trans and/or gender non-conforming people face the potential of 
violence 24 hours a day, seven days a week, which plays out in 
many aspects of vocational life. Interview attire and replies 
need to be thought out in advance. References need to be 
prepared. Collegial relations once on the job need to be 
considered – i.e., how much of what to share with others. 
Isolation is the enemy of most human beings, so access to 
resources such as LGBTQ-friendly organizations and events is 
essential.   

 
 
Allies acknowledge how gender privilege and/or oppression have 
operated in their life and speak up when they hear or see 
oppressive language or behaviors. 
 

If you are a gender conforming counselor working with 
gender non-conforming individuals always sit with an 
awareness of your gender passing privilege.  If you are 
gender non-conforming working with students who are trans, 
share your experiences of how gender oppression has 
operated in your life.    

 
 
Activists and Allies recognize the intersections of gender with 
other systems of oppression like those based on socioeconomic 
status, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, and 
ability. They also recognize the intersection of trans rights 
with reproductive rights and the women’s movement. 
 

If you do not have a firm grasp on these connections that 
is okay, however, it is critical that you educate yourself 
so that the students you work with who do suffer from this 
layered matrix of oppressions do not, by proxy, have to 
become your teacher.  If students know that you understand 
these webs of oppression they will likely feel safe to 
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express individualized fears and concerns related to their 
vocational and educational future.  

 
 

 
Activist and Allies expect to make some mistakes, but never use 
them as an excuse for not acting. Most importantly, they 
acknowledge having made a mistake, for example, misusing a 
pronoun.  
 

You bring your knowledge of the career-counseling field. Your 
clients bring their identities, their possibilities and their 
limitations. It is only through partnerships that you work out 
what will be the best (most successful, safest, most rewarding) 
path and solutions. You cannot be expected to have all the 
answers to all the issues facing every sub-population of trans 
and/or gender non-conforming people before they actually sit 
across from you. There are too many possible permutations, 
amalgamations, and combinations of identities, expressions, and 
behaviors to work out one or two “right” ways to counsel people. 
If instead you focus on being respectful, being realistic, and 
working in a partnership, you are more likely to be a supportive 
resource. 

 
.  
 
Activists and Allies question the status quo, question ALL 
mainstream binaries, and avoid and challenge gender assumptions 
and stereotyping.  
 

Modeling language that shows you are questioning these 
culturally constructed assumptions is invaluable to 
students. Use gender-neutral terms when talking about other 
people’s partners, spouses, and significant others. Do not 
gender your informal greetings, such as “Hello ladies” or 
“Hey guys”, instead use “hi folks” or “hello all”. If you 
do happen to misuse a pronoun, because you are not yet in 
the habit of a new pronoun use, acknowledge it, correct it, 
and this will allow the student to feel seen and allow you 
to take responsibility.  In general, don’t “try” to use the 
correct pronouns just “do” use them. When it comes to 
pronouns, it takes practice and time, it does not happen 
over night.  It can be vulnerable making to not have a 
handle on this process right away but remember that you 
might be the first person in this student’s life to 
actually make any effort and that is worth a tremendous 
amount.     
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Activists and Allies respect confidentiality, and do their best 
to ask questions respectfully, with an understanding that someone 
might not answer a question that makes them feel uncomfortable. 
 

Ask students if they are comfortable with you referring to 
them with preferred pronouns and/or name outside of the 
office and campus.  Some students will be looking to you 
for help applying to programs and jobs with names and 
pronouns that their loved ones might yet to be familiar 
with. A student’s “coming out” process is not for you to 
decide. It is damaging and inappropriate to voice your 
opinions about whether you think a student’s parents 
“should know they are applying to schools with a different 
name”. Your job is to help keep them safe and sometimes, 
unfortunately, that can also extend to family members who 
can be hurtful and psychically debilitating to their gender 
non-conforming child.    

 
Lastly, Activists and Allies ask for help when they need 
it…please feel free to contact Translate Gender, Inc. for 
consultation, guidance, and resources.   
 

 
 


