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Going to FE/HE helped me to explore and nurture my identity in two main ways. 
One was just living as part of a community of other young people. I grew up in 
America in the suburbs. This meant driving everywhere and a pretty limited 
community. I think there was one gay bar and one lesbian bar within driving 
distance, the gay bar being filled with a few gay men and mostly straight 
women, and the lesbian bar (a small dive) usually containing a handful of 
middle-aged women.  

The nearest Pride parade was an hour drive from where I lived. Going away to 
university for my undergraduate degree meant living in a community of 
predominantly students. There was a full LGBTQ scene downtown and it was 
easy to meet other queer people within the community or through community 
Facebook groups. There were all kinds of events and activities on all the time 
and opportunities to explore and get involved with different types of music, 
causes I cared about, different sports and activities and different groups of 
people. Exploring my interests and connecting and engaging with a range of 
like-minded people from all walks of life and many different backgrounds, 
helped me to explore my identity and begin to come into myself as an adult. 

The second way was through the intellectual and personal reflection that both 
the coursework itself and being in an environment of students facilitated. 
During my undergraduate degree I began to speak much more deeply
with people my age about things I cared about- about queer 
issues, about environmental sustainability and about a range of 
academic, ideological and social justice related topics. 
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[If you go to uni and struggle with mental health] tell someone when you’re 
struggling. I didn’t do this during my undergraduate degree, and it made things 
harder for me than they needed to be. During my postgraduate degree I was 
open about my mental health difficulties with my peers and superiors. My 
personal tutor advised me to take a full two weeks off from both uni and 
placement. I was experiencing chronic pain as a symptom of my 
neurodivergence and mental health difficulties, but it hadn’t even occurred to 
me to take time off. Even though I was a strong advocate for prioritizing mental 
health, I guess in my overstretched state I wasn’t able to extend the same 
compassion to myself that I would have to someone else, and the idea of taking 
time off for my mental health felt impossible and unacceptable to me. But my 
tutor encouraged me to treat my mental health the same way I would my 
physical health. She reminded me that I wouldn’t keep soldiering on if I’d had a 
bad flu or a broken leg; I’d take the time I needed to recover. She advised me to 
email the relevant tutors and placement superiors and just say I was ill, and if I 
had any trouble she would back me up. I can’t even begin to describe the relief 
and gratitude I felt at that moment. And when I returned, I was a better student, 
worker, and overall human for taking that time. 

Even if being totally open isn’t right for everybody, you can at least identify a few 
key people to talk to about your struggles. Perhaps a personal tutor or another 
trusted superior. It can feel difficult, but in my experience, people are more 
understanding than you might think and will want to help you to cope and 
succeed. 

This tends to be less common among young people outside 
of higher education, but becomes commonplace in HE 
settings. My postgraduate degree, which I completed a little 
later in life, was a highly transformative experience and
helped me to reflect deeply on who I was and what my values, biases, 
privileges and challenges really were. It might be cliché, but not only did this 
experience help to shape who I am today, but more importantly, it helped me to 
come into a more authentic, confident, unapologetic version of myself. 

If you are impacted by anything in Islay’s story, please reach 
out. You can find a list of support services via Mind here: 

tinyurl.com/mind-lgbt
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