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Abstract: Empirical associations between school design attributes and the quality 
of students’ learning, comfort, and community experience are well-researched. 
Increasingly, a desire—and a requirement—to provide gender-inclusive 
washrooms in Canadian schools exists. Yet gaps in knowledge about how to best 
implement these spaces remain.     

The firm involved with this case study is a Canadian architecture and design 
practice that advocates for inclusive, accessible design, and strives to understand 
the social contexts emerging from built environments. This firm has designed 
gender-inclusive washrooms for a number of secondary schools and is seeking to 
understand their social impact on school culture based on the perspectives of 
teachers, staff, and administrators.   

Led by a professional environmental psychologist, this study employs interview 
methodology to examine employees’ attitudes about the design of gender-
inclusive washrooms at a particular school in British Columbia, Canada, as well as 
their perceptions of students’ acceptance of these spaces. The aim to understand 
these spaces from the perspective of employees will allow architects and school 
districts to better contribute to the UN’s SDGs related to the promotion of quality 
education, gender equality, and inequality reduction, and ensure that ‘no one is left 
behind.’   

Introduction  

Interdisciplinary research in the bodies of design and environmental psychology 
literature indicates that the school environment significantly affects the quality of 
students’ learning experience, levels of comfort and wellbeing, and a sense of 
inclusivity (Bennett et al., 1980; Durán-Narucki, 2008; Martin, 2002; Uline et al., 
2009). Schools can also influence how teachers, staff, and administrators perceive 
their work and their psychosocial experiences inside these environments (McCunn 
& Gifford, 2015; McCunn, 2019). The present “work-in-progress” study gathers 
subjective, experiential data from employees’ at a school in British Columbia 
where gender-inclusive washrooms have recently been implemented. This post-
occupancy evaluation (POE) will assess the extent to which employees perceive 
levels of student acceptance of these washrooms using semi-structured interviews 
and systematic content analysis of response data. The work seeks to elucidate the 
effectiveness of the washrooms’ spatial configurations and design characteristics 



(e.g., location, visibility to common areas, and level of privacy). Staff and 
administrators’ will also be asked about their impressions of the strengths and 
challenges of the washrooms’ design process to complete the POE and improve 
the design of future inclusive schools.   

This research engages a third-party researcher to explore how school settings can 
be improved in practice. Results will support advancement in the firm’s designs of 
inclusive washrooms, and inform other firms and research endeavours. 

 

Fig. 1 Plan view of gender-inclusive washroom at case study school  



 

Fig. 2 Axonometric diagram of gender-inclusive washroom at case study school 

Literature Review   

Architects and environmental psychologists alike are familiar with the importance 
of understanding how individuals are affected by physical environments. Social 
design philosophies ensure that built spaces foster social contact, feelings of 
security, personal growth, and aesthetic appeal (Sommer, 1983). Interdisciplinary 
research shows that attributes of a variety of built settings affect levels of comfort, 



stress, productivity, wellbeing, and a sense of place (Altomonte et al., 2020; de 
Paiva & Jedon, 2019; Devine-Wright & Clayton, 2010, McCunn & Gifford, 2017; 
2021). Some psychosocial outcomes are easily observed by building owners, 
designers, and administrators while others require in-depth social scientific 
analyses to be understood comprehensively (de Paiva & Jedon, 2019, Sommer & 
Sommer, 1997).   

The wellbeing of transgender and gender non-conforming individuals in gender 
segregated spaces is a well-observed, ongoing issue. The findings of the second 
Canadian climate survey on homophobia, biphobia, and transphobia in schools 
indicate that 2SLGBTQ (two-spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or 
questioning) youth suffer harassment and discrimination (Peter et al., 2021). The 
survey found that 2SLGBTQ youth face a disproportionate amount of bullying 
concerning their sexual orientation and/or gender identity. This negatively affects 
wellbeing, safety, social connectedness, attendance, and academic achievement, as 
well as increases isolation and emotional distress (Peter et al., 2021). 

Transgender and gender non-conforming individuals are often exposed to 
oppressive gender binary classification related to school documents, dress codes, 
and physical facilities (Cavanagh 2010; Porta et al. 2017). Not surprisingly, 
washrooms and changerooms are the locations most viewed as being unsafe by 
these youth (Francis et al., 2022; Kosciw et al., 2018; Peter et al., 2021; Taylor et 
al., 2011).  

Gender-inclusive washrooms are designed to be safe and welcoming for everyone, 
regardless of gender identity or expression (Chaney & Sanchez, 2017). Davies et 
al. (2017) argue that a positive school experience for transgender and gender non-
conforming students can be achieved by incorporating gender-inclusive 
washrooms that are backed by advocacy and policy. Indeed, gender-inclusive 
washrooms contribute to students’ sense of belonging at school, a reduction in 
bullying, and in feelings of self-consciousness and anxiety (Francis et al., 2022; 
Greytak et al., 2009; McBride et al., 2020; Peter et al., 2021; Price-Feeney et al., 
2020; Porta et al., 2017).   

These spaces can serve as a model of how the physical environment can affect 
individual wellbeing for the better. However, they do not always ensure equitable 
access. A recent study investigating secondary school all-gender washrooms found 
that the secluded location of the washroom (in the school’s basement) resulted in 
the space being used for unsafe purposes (e.g., hanging out, vaping; Omercajic, 
2022). Arguably, gender-inclusive washrooms require different design strategies 



than gendered industry standards—but little data exists on best practices when 
implementing inclusive washrooms in K-12 settings (Cuningham Group 
Architecture, 2020).  

Cavanagh (2010) details trans and queer perspectives on the design of gender-
inclusive washrooms. Many are concurrent with existing design strategies, such as 
enclosed individual rooms, ease of access without drawing attention, and 
accommodations for a range of body and family types, and abilities. Knowledge is 
beginning to shift through the emergence of interdisciplinary research, 
publications, and guidelines (e.g., Cunningham Group, 2020; Gensler Research 
Institute, 2018; HCMA Architecture + Design, 2018; Sanders & Stryker, 2016; 
Stalled! (n.d.). Canadian provinces, municipalities, and school boards are also 
creating recommendations for inclusive washrooms. Nevertheless, refining these 
strategies to ensure spaces meet occupant needs and evolving social values is 
prudent.   

Methodology   

Employees at the school can voluntarily participate in online interviews. 
Recruitment is occurring via emails sent to publicly-available school district email 
addresses. This procedure has been approved by the researcher’s institutional 
ethics board. We aim to recruit between 7-15 participants; three interviews have 
been compered at this time. Ten interview items have been composed to elicit 
descriptions of the school’s washrooms with respect to their location, amount (and 
importance) of visibility from common areas, and whether students are perceived 
to understand the spaces as safe and socially inclusive. Descriptions of positive 
and negative behavioural and attitudinal outcomes arising from the washrooms 
will be gathered and analyzed.   

Semi-structured interviews are a powerful qualitative research tool because they 
provide standardization in how questions are asked across participants while 
allowing for free-flowing responses (Sommer & Sommer, 1997). Data will be 
systematically content analyzed to capture emerging themes and their 
percentages—this is a reliable technique for translating interview material into 
quantitative and meaningful environment-behaviour principles and practices 
(Sommer & Sommer, 1997).  

Results 

Results will be presented at UIA2023. 



Discussion and Conclusion  

Research outcomes can be applied by the continued improvement in the firm’s 
design of inclusive washrooms, the development of new guidelines, and the 
advancement of architectural practices when shared at professional conferences 
and through in-house decision-making for future projects.  
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