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Rationale for Newnham’s Gender Policy (Students) 

 
This document has been prepared in the light of legal advice following the judgement of the 
Supreme Court in For Women Scotland Ltd v The Scottish Ministers (2025). It comprises 
the Governing Body’s rationale for the revised College Gender Policy (Students). 
 

1. Newnham College wishes to continue its longstanding approach of being inclusive of 
transwomen students. This is the clear wish of the Governing Body. 
 

2. Schedule 12 of the Equality Act 2010 allows Newnham as a single sex higher 
education institution exceptionally to admit ‘students of the opposite sex.’1 
Newnham has decided to continue exceptionally to accept applications from the 
small number of students who identify as transwomen and hold ID (passport, driving 
licence or gender recognition certificate) in the female gender. 
 

3. Newnham is doing this for the following reasons, in no particular order: 
 

a.  Newnham’s consistent experience is that the number of transwomen students is 
small (both in numerical terms and as a proportion of the overall cohort). This is in 
line with census and other data. For example, UK census data from 2021 showed 
that 0.15% of the 16–24-year-old population identifies as transwomen, and the 2023 
national Student Academic Experience2 study found that 0.5% of those surveyed 
identified as transwomen. 

     b.  Supported by this experience, Newnham is satisfied that the exceptional admission 
of transwomen students does not prejudice its fundamental character as a single-sex 
higher education institution for women. 

     c.  Newnham is not and has never been a single-sex space. Newnham employs male 
staff in a range of roles. Newnham has also allowed male guests to stay overnight and 
use communal facilities for at least 45 years. 

    d.  Discussion at Governing Body and with representatives from the undergraduates and 
postgraduates shows a clear wish for Newnham to be inclusive in this way. 

    e.  Newnham does not have a fixed intake of undergraduate and postgraduate students 
and assesses eligible applications on the basis of academic criteria. Accordingly, the 
admission of one applicant does not presuppose or require the rejection of another. 

    f.  Newnham wishes to be proportionate in its collection of data on sex, including given 
the sensitive personal nature of that data. The University and Colleges Admissions 
Service (UCAS) currently asks undergraduate applicants to confirm their gender and 
not sex and allows for non-male and non-female responses, so UCAS data cannot be 
relied upon as proof of sex. Newnham is legally required to check the ID of its 
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students. Cambridge University accepts driving licences and passports as acceptable 
forms of ID, and it would be burdensome for Newnham to 
have to ask all students for birth certificates. In any event, if a transwoman holds a 
UK Gender Recognition Certificate or equivalent from another country, they may 
well hold a birth certificate in the female gender. Newnham would also be 
disadvantaged in using the intercollegiate pool and open applications processes for 
undergraduates and postgraduates respectively if the College had to ask all applicants 
to Newnham separately about their birth sex when other applicants to Cambridge 
are not asked this question. 

g.  The College’s objectives as defined for the purposes of its Charter include the 
furthering of public benefit ‘by providing a liberal education and promoting learning 
and research through the provision of a college for women within the University of 
Cambridge’ and ‘to do all such things as are incidental or conducive to advancing 
education and learning among women in Cambridge and elsewhere.’3 For the 
reasons outlined above, the College interprets ‘woman’ as including transwomen, 
and its beneficial class therefore includes transwomen. While we wish to ensure that 
the College operates in full compliance with the requirements of the Equality Act 
2010, we note that the Supreme Court judgement was clear that the point at issue 
was one of statutory interpretation in the context of the Equality Act 2010 and was 
not of broader application as regards definitions of ‘woman’ in connection with other 
legal instruments (such as the College Charter). The exceptional admission of 
transwomen therefore facilitates the College in the furtherance of its charitable 
objectives. We consider that it is a proportionate means of achieving a legitimate aim 
of meeting the needs of the small number of students who identify as transwomen, 
and that we can achieve this through use of the exceptional provisions in Schedule 
12. 

 
4. As with all College Policies, this Policy will be reviewed by the Governing Body at 

regular intervals. 
 
 

Governing Body 
24 October 2025 
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