Allyship in Informatics

by Jonathan MacBride (he/him) IGS Administrative Assistant

Today (Monday the 27th March 2023) the School of Informatics
emphasised their allyship of trans and non-binary people at
the University of Edinburgh. It’s not often as a cis gay man
that I see inclusion at a high level. Today I felt that little
bit more valued, motivated, inspired, more proud to work in
Informatics. Allyship is usually seen where individuals want
to make a difference in ways they can achieve. Today the
School of Informatics quarterly School General Meeting
featured the Director of People & Culture Chris Heunen
presenting the School Values, announcing a new family fund
grant and then giving time for a former Staff Pride Network
Trans & Non-Binary Rep to share insights about being a good
ally to LGBT+ people. Dr Gina Gwenffrewi shared some of her
personal story, comparing her life as an undergrad at Cardiff
University 20 years ago, unable to be her true self, unable to
achieve her full potential, to now at the University of
Edinburgh where she has achieved her PhD, currently teaching
Introduction to Trans Studies to UoE undergrads. It’s quite a
turnaround which she puts down to being able to live and study
as Gina, focussing only on what she’'s here for. Gina
highlighted that if we can all show respect and care to trans
and non-binary colleagues and students that they will be more
successful in their research and work, happier, healthier,
more creative, instinctive.

How do we do that? Baby steps are a start. A Rainbow Lanyard
shows others that you are a safe person to approach. Hang one
from your pocket or on your office wall if you don’t tend to
wear it round your neck. Ask someone which pronouns they use
and respect their answer. Add your own pronouns to your e-
signature. Many people aren’t familiar with gendered names of
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cultures around the world so not only does it highlight your
understanding of inclusion, it helps others know who they’re
replying to. After all, here in Edinburgh a ‘Chris’ could use
he/him, she/her or they/them.

A non-binary Informatics PhD student explains how the world
around them impacts their day-to-day life:

“In most scenarios, I am the first non-binary person my
colleagues will have encountered. Maybe English is not their
first language, and they have never learned that it is
grammatically acceptable and correct to use “They/Them” for a
single person. Maybe English is their first language and they
have just never had to think in this way before. There 1is
nothing wrong with learning, and making mistakes. However,
there is a huge mental load on being everyone'’s first learning
experience, that could be reduced by faculty members and staff
simply by showing support in their actions and using the right
etiquette.

It takes a significant amount of energy (and quite honestly
courage) to persevere through conversations where someone 1is
knowingly and consistently using the wrong pronouns for me.
ALl anyone needs to do is ask if they forget, and correct
themselves and others when they make a mistake.”

 Persie Rolley-Parnell, RAS PhD

What do I hope was achieved today? Perhaps a few people
hearing a trans woman speak in person for the first time,
personalising a message which they have only heard in the
media. Maybe a message they haven’t heard before, particular
to their role in the School, relating it to how they teach,
how they interact. A fellow trans and/or non-binary staff
member or student could have been sitting there feeling hope,
that things in life will get better. Or simply that one person
tells another that a trans woman spoke at their School General
Meeting. Visibility makes a difference. Personalisation of an



issue.

The Informatics Forum reception has a small stock of the
latest design of UoE Rainbow Lanyards, featuring a more
inclusive Progress Pride flag. Anyone with a staff card can
also get them free from Card Services at the Main Library.
They are available to everyone from the Visitor Shop who sell
them with a card holder for £2.



