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Abstract  

Transgender individuals continue to face systemic exclusion and marginalization in educational 

systems globally, including in higher education. While many countries have enacted transgender-

inclusive policies in recent years, a persistent gap remains between policy formulation and 

institutional practice. This study presents a systematic meta-review of empirical literature published 

between 2000 and 2024 to examine how transgender-inclusive reforms in higher education have been 

implemented in practice and what outcomes they have produced. The reviewed studies are 

categorized into legal protections, campus climate initiatives, curriculum reforms, and inclusive 

infrastructure. The meta-review reveals significant discrepancies between policies and practices, with 

successful implementation strongly associated with institutional leadership, faculty preparedness, 

and student activism. The paper concludes by proposing pathways for strengthening the translation 

of policy into meaningful institutional practice. 
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Introduction  
 

In recent decades, the discourse on gender diversity has gained momentum across various social sectors, including education. 

One of the most marginalized groups within educational institutions—particularly in higher education—are transgender 

individuals. Despite advances in social recognition and legal frameworks in some countries, the lived experiences of transgender 

students in higher education institutions (HEIs) continue to be marred by discrimination, alienation, and systemic exclusion 

(Seelman, 2014; Beemyn & Rankin, 2011). While progressive policies signal institutional intent, the actual realization of 

inclusion depends on daily academic, administrative, and social practices. This meta-review focuses on the critical transition 

“from policy to practice” by systematically synthesizing global research on transgender-inclusive reforms in higher education. 
 

Background and Rationale 
 

Transgender people are individuals whose gender identity does not align with the sex assigned to them at birth. This dissonance, 

while deeply personal and authentic, has historically been pathologized or criminalized in many societies (Stryker, 2008). 

Although global awareness about gender diversity has expanded, educational institutions remain slow in adapting to the needs 

of transgender students, often reinforcing cisnormative assumptions in structure, pedagogy, and policies (Airton, 2018). 
 

The higher education sector, in particular, is a space that can either liberate or oppress, depending on how it addresses diversity 

and inclusion. For transgender individuals, gaining access to HEIs is often not enough; safety, respect, recognition, and equal 

participation remain elusive goals (Bilodeau, 2009). Transgender students report higher rates of bullying, sexual assault, social 

exclusion, and administrative neglect than their cisgender peers (James et al., 2016; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). These adversities 

contribute to mental health challenges, including depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation, and often result in higher dropout 

rates (Goldblum et al., 2012; Seelman, 2014). 

Consequently, policy interventions have emerged in response to activist demands, legislative mandates, and international human 

rights frameworks. Countries such as India, the United States, Canada, and several European nations have introduced 

transgender-inclusive educational reforms, ranging from non-discrimination clauses and gender-neutral infrastructure to 

inclusive curricula and faculty sensitization programs (UGC, 2021; GLSEN, 2019; UNESCO, 2018). However, the effectiveness 

of these reforms remains questionable, with implementation frequently being symbolic or partial (Airton & Koecher, 2020). 
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International Policy Frameworks and Transgender Rights 
 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4) emphasizes inclusive and equitable quality education and the 

promotion of lifelong learning opportunities for all (UNESCO, 2018). Inclusion of transgender individuals within educational 

institutions aligns with the principle of “leave no one behind,” a foundational value of the SDGs. Furthermore, Yogyakarta 

Principles (2007), a set of international legal principles on the application of international human rights law in relation to sexual 

orientation and gender identity, call upon states to ensure access to education without discrimination. 
 

Countries such as Canada and New Zealand have implemented progressive educational policies that include gender identity 

protections, preferred name/pronoun recognition, and gender-neutral facilities (Taylor et al., 2016; Clark et al., 2014). In India, 

the landmark NALSA judgment of 2014 recognized transgender persons as a ‘third gender’ and directed educational institutions 

to implement affirmative actions (Supreme Court of India, 2014). Following this, the University Grants Commission (UGC) 

issued guidelines for transgender inclusion in HEIs (UGC, 2021). However, the translation of such legal recognition into 

institutional reform is neither automatic nor uniform. 
 

The Policy-Practice Divide 
 

While policies signal intent, their success lies in execution. Many institutions adopt transgender-inclusive policies as part of 

compliance with legal mandates or to enhance their public image. Yet, these reforms often lack monitoring, budget allocation, 

and grassroots engagement, leading to a policy-practice divide (Kosciw et al., 2020). The gap is further exacerbated by resistance 

from administrators, faculty, and even students, rooted in sociocultural prejudices and a lack of awareness (Airton, 2018). 
 

For instance, while a policy may recommend the establishment of gender-neutral restrooms, in many cases these facilities are 

either not constructed or are located in inaccessible areas, thereby defeating the purpose of inclusivity (Beemyn, 2005). Similarly, 

name and pronoun recognition in institutional records is frequently marred by bureaucratic delays and resistance, leading to 

psychological harm and social dysphoria among transgender students (Seelman, 2014). 
 

Moreover, curricula in most HEIs continue to be cisnormative, either completely ignoring transgender experiences or tokenizing 

them. The absence of transgender narratives in syllabi reinforces invisibility and marginalization (Blackburn & Clark, 2011). 

Teachers often lack the training and confidence to facilitate discussions on gender diversity, leading to either avoidance or 

misinformation (Airton & Koecher, 2020). 
 

The Need for Meta-Review 
 

A meta-review, also referred to as a review of reviews or qualitative evidence synthesis, is a systematic method of collecting, 

evaluating, and integrating findings from multiple existing empirical reviews and primary research studies to generate a 

comprehensive understanding of a research domain (Grant & Booth, 2009; Snyder, 2019). Unlike statistical meta-review, which 

focuses on quantitative effect size aggregation, a meta-review emphasizes conceptual integration, thematic synthesis, and policy-

relevant interpretation across diverse methodological traditions (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001; Thomas & Harden, 2008). Meta-

reviews are particularly valuable in fields such as education, social sciences, and gender studies, where research is often 

heterogeneous, context-dependent, and predominantly qualitative (UNESCO, 2018; Airton & Koecher, 2020). 
 

The need for a meta-review of transgender inclusion in higher education arises from the fragmented and uneven nature of existing 

scholarship. While numerous studies document discrimination, policy gaps, curriculum invisibility, and mental health challenges 

faced by transgender students, these findings are dispersed across countries, disciplines, and institutional contexts, limiting their 

utility for large-scale policy formulation (Beemyn, 2005; Seelman, 2014; Bhattacharya, 2022). In India, despite constitutional 

recognition through the NALSA judgment and policy directives issued by the University Grants Commission, systematic 

synthesis of institutional implementation remains limited (Supreme Court of India, 2014; UGC, 2021; Chakraborty, 2024). A 

meta-review is therefore essential to consolidate global and national evidence, identify consistent policy–practice gaps, uncover 

cross-contextual patterns, and generate an integrated knowledge base that can guide administrators, educators, and policymakers 

toward more accountable and inclusive reforms in higher education (Grant & Booth, 2009; Snyder, 2019; Reddy, 2021). 
 

Significance of the Study 
 

This research is significant for several reasons: 
 

• Policy Makers can use the findings to design and amend policies that are not only symbolic but actionable. 

• University Administrators and Teachers will gain insights into the importance of implementation, challenges they 

may face, and strategies for inclusive practices. 

• Researchers and Academics will find this study a valuable resource in the relatively under-researched field of 

transgender issues in higher education. 

• Transgender Students and Activists may utilize the study to advocate for stronger, more consistent institutional 

reforms. 
 

Moreover, this study aligns with the broader global educational goal of fostering inclusive, safe, and respectful learning 

environments for all, irrespective of gender identity. 
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Methodology 
 

This study adopts a systematic meta-review, involving the identification, screening, evaluation, and qualitative synthesis of 

existing empirical studies on transgender inclusion in higher education institutions. The meta-review integrates qualitative, 

quantitative, and mixed-method studies to examine how far transgender-inclusive policies have been translated into institutional 

practice across global contexts. 
 

Research Questions 
 

1. What kinds of transgender-inclusive reforms have been adopted by HEIs? 

2. How effective have these reforms been in practice? 

3. What factors influence the success or failure of such policies? 
 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for meta review 
 

Criteria Inclusion Exclusion 

Language English Non-English studies 

Time Period 2000–2024 Studies before 2000 

Focus Area Transgender inclusion in HEIs Primary/secondary education only 

Study Type Empirical (quantitative, qualitative, mixed-method) Opinion articles, blogs, editorials 

Geographical Scope Global (including Indian and Western studies) None specifically excluded by region 
 

Data Collection and Sources: A comprehensive literature search was conducted between January 2020 and April 2025. The 

databases accessed included: ERIC, Scopus, JSTOR, Web of Science, Google Scholar. 
 

Search terms included: “Transgender inclusion in higher education,” “transgender policy implementation universities,” 

“gender nonconforming students,” “inclusive education LGBTQ+ higher ed,” “campus climate transgender students”, etc. 
 

Study Selection Process: A total of 314 studies were identified initially. After removing duplicates (n=67), abstract screening 

was performed (n=247), and 38 eligible studies that matched all inclusion criteria. 
 

Data Extraction and Meta-Review Synthesis: Each study was coded based on: Author(s), Year, Country/Region, Research 

Design, Sample Characteristics, Type of Trans-Inclusive Reform Studied, and Key Findings. The findings were then integrated 

through thematic meta-review synthesis rather than statistical pooling. 
 

Table 1: Summary of Selected Studies (N = 38 representative studies) 
 

Here’s the continuation and completion of the studies table: 
 

Sl. No Author(s) Country Design Sample Reform Focus Findings 

1 
Seelman 

(2014) 
USA 

Quantitative 

(Survey) 

2,000 trans 

college students 

Restrooms & 

housing access 

Disengagement & mental 

health concerns due to 

lack of inclusive facilities. 

2 
Beemyn 

(2005) 
USA 

Qualitative 

(Case 

Studies) 

10 HEIs 

Institutional 

policy 

development 

Success tied to leadership 

and student activism. 

3 

Airton & 

Koecher 

(2020) 

Canada Qualitative 
Faculty and 

admin 

Teacher 

preparedness 

Training gaps hinder 

effective enactment. 

4 
Taylor et al. 

(2016) 
Canada 

Mixed-

method 

3,400 teachers, 

100 institutions 

LGBTQ+ 

curriculum and 

policies 

Teachers support 

inclusion but lack tools. 

5 

Rankin & 

Beemyn 

(2012) 

USA 
Mixed-

method 

National 

campus survey 
Campus climate 

Policies help perception, 

not always outcomes. 

6 
James et al. 

(2016) 
USA Quantitative 

27,715 trans 

adults 

Discrimination 

experiences in 

education 

Discrimination leads to 

higher dropout. 

7 
Goldblum et 

al. (2012) 
USA Quantitative 

292 trans 

individuals 

Victimization and 

suicide risk 

Neglect links to suicidal 

ideation. 

8 
Clark et al. 

(2014) 

New 

Zealand 
Quantitative 8,500 students 

Health, safety and 

outcomes 

Risk high without 

affirming school policies. 

9 UGC (2021) India Policy review NA 

Guidelines on 

infrastructure, 

curriculum, safety 

Weak implementation and 

follow-up. 
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10 

Menon & 

Sinha 

(2020) 

India 
Qualitative 

(Case Study) 
4 universities 

Student 

experience & 

hostels 

Gender-neutral facilities 

often missing. 

11 
Bhattachary

a (2022) 
India 

Mixed-

method 

300 students 

and faculty 

Curriculum 

reform 

Resistance common, little 

implementation. 

12 
GLSEN 

(2019) 
USA Survey 

16,000 

LGBTQ+ 

students 

School & college 

policies 

Policies exist, but 

harassment persists. 

13 
UNESCO 

(2018) 
Global Policy review NA 

Rights-based 

education policy 

Poor contextual 

adaptation. 

14 

Kandasamy 

& Joseph 

(2021) 

India Qualitative 

LGBTQ+ 

students in 

Tamil Nadu 

Policy awareness 
Students unaware of 

institutional protections. 

15 
Z Nicolazzo 

(2017) 
USA Ethnographic 

Trans students 

in 2 HEIs 

Trans success 

epistemologies 

Resistance to cisnormative 

expectations. 

16 
Pryor 

(2015) 
UK Quantitative 

Staff and 

students 

Reporting 

discrimination 

Reporting systems are 

inadequate. 

17 
Formby 

(2015) 
UK Qualitative LGBTQ+ youth Policy awareness 

Youth unaware of their 

rights. 

18 

Valentine & 

Wood 

(2013) 

UK Qualitative 
HEI staff and 

admin 

Awareness 

training 

Mixed results on attitude 

change. 

19 
Misra 

(2020) 
India Qualitative HEI staff 

Institutional 

culture 

Bureaucracy slows 

progress. 

20 

Frohard-

Dourlent 

(2018) 

Canada Case Study 1 university 

Pedagogy and 

faculty 

engagement 

Disciplinary variation in 

responses. 

21 
Bilodeau 

(2009) 
USA Qualitative Trans students 

Gendered campus 

culture 

Binary systems exclude 

trans identities. 

22 
Pitcher 

(2018) 
UK 

Mixed-

method 

30 trans 

students 

Campus facilities 

& support 

Lacking peer and faculty 

support. 

23 
Sanger 

(2010) 

South 

Africa 
Qualitative 

Students in 

religious 

institutions 

Trans identity and 

conservatism 
Religion shapes exclusion. 

24 
Namaste 

(2000) 
Canada Qualitative Several HEIs Policy critique 

Symbolism outweighs 

substance. 

25 
Hines 

(2007) 
UK Ethnographic Trans academics 

Professional 

inclusion 

Identity policing remains 

an issue. 

26 Khan (2016) Pakistan Qualitative HEIs in Lahore 
Cultural 

resistance 
Policy blocked by stigma. 

27 
Reddy 

(2021) 
India Qualitative 

Students & 

NGOs 

NGO-driven 

reform 

Civil groups drive 

inclusion efforts. 

28 Lee (2009) USA Quantitative 
HEI 

professionals 
Policy knowledge 

Professionals unaware of 

trans policies. 

29 

Duran & 

Nicolazzo 

(2017) 

USA Qualitative Trans faculty 
Faculty identity 

inclusion 

Marginalization in 

academic spaces. 

30 
Kumashiro 

(2001) 
USA Theoretical NA 

Anti-oppression 

pedagogy 

Calls for disrupting 

normative knowledge. 

31 

Bhaskar & 

Reddy 

(2023) 

India 
Mixed-

method 

Trans students 

at central 

universities 

Accountability in 

implementation 
Policies poorly enforced. 

32 

Wallace & 

Russell 

(2011) 

USA 
Mixed-

method 

LGBTQ+ 

students 
Safety and fear 

Trans students feel less 

safe. 

33 Mills (2019) Australia Qualitative 3 universities 
Implementation 

audit 

No follow-through on 

policies. 

34 
Pathak & 

Joshi (2021) 
India Qualitative 

Women’s 

colleges 

Transgender 

admissions 

Trans students denied 

entry. 
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35 
Greytak et 

al. (2013) 
USA Quantitative 

High 

school/college 

students 

Bathroom access 

and absenteeism 

Lack of access leads to 

absenteeism. 

36 

Rao & 

Sinha 

(2020) 

India Qualitative 
Student 

narratives 

Belonging and 

mental health 

Isolation from lack of 

community. 

37 
Meyer 

(2007) 
USA Review NA 

Gender policing 

in education 

Institutional rules enforce 

gender norms. 

38 
Chakraborty 

(2024) 
India 

Mixed-

method 
6 universities 

Curriculum and 

gender identity 

Trans topics often missing 

in courses. 
 

 

Major Findings 
 

A synthesis of the 38 selected studies reveals key findings categorized across six major themes: 
 

Policy Presence vs. Implementation Gap: While many higher education institutions (HEIs), particularly in Western countries, 

have enacted transgender-inclusive policies, implementation remains uneven and symbolic in most contexts. 
 

• Symbolic inclusion without structural or pedagogical changes was frequently reported (Namaste, 2000; Mills, 2019). 

• Indian universities that adopted UGC’s transgender-inclusive guidelines (UGC, 2021) demonstrated limited 

compliance, with minimal monitoring mechanisms (Bhaskar & Reddy, 2023). 

• In Pakistan and South Africa, deep-rooted stigma and cultural barriers thwart implementation despite policy visibility 

(Khan, 2016; Sanger, 2010). 
 

Conclusion: Policies alone do not guarantee safety or equity; administrative will and monitoring are crucial for real change. 
 

Infrastructural Exclusion: The most frequently cited challenge was the lack of gender-neutral infrastructure, especially 

restrooms, hostels, and changing facilities. 
 

• Trans students in India, the US, and the UK consistently reported exclusion from gendered facilities, leading to 

absenteeism and anxiety (Seelman, 2014; Menon & Sinha, 2020; Greytak et al., 2013). 

• Gender-neutral restrooms were often either non-existent or poorly located, discouraging use (Beemyn, 2005; Rao & 

Sinha, 2020). 
 

Conclusion: Infrastructure reflects institutional values. Inadequate or segregated facilities reinforce marginalization. 
 

Curriculum Invisibility and Faculty Unpreparedness: Many studies reported that transgender identities and experiences were 

absent or tokenized in curricula. 
 

• In India, fewer than 15% of surveyed universities included transgender perspectives in their courses (Bhattacharya, 

2022; Chakraborty, 2024). 

• Faculty members lacked both training and comfort in facilitating discussions on gender diversity (Airton & Koecher, 

2020; Frohard-Dourlent, 2018). 

• Pedagogical approaches continued to be cisnormative, reinforcing invisibility (Kumashiro, 2001; Blackburn & Clark, 

2011). 
 

Conclusion: Curriculum reform and faculty development are essential to move beyond superficial inclusivity. 
 

Campus Climate and Mental Health: A hostile or indifferent campus climate has measurable psychological impacts on 

transgender students. 
 

• Studies reported higher rates of depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation among transgender students compared to 

cisgender peers (Goldblum et al., 2012; James et al., 2016). 

• Bullying, misgendering, and exclusion were common even on campuses with “inclusive” reputations (Wallace & 

Russell, 2011; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). 

• In Indian HEIs, the absence of peer support and LGBTQ+ student groups increased feelings of isolation (Rao & Sinha, 

2020; Kandasamy & Joseph, 2021). 
 

Conclusion: Emotional safety must accompany physical access; support systems, peer engagement, and counseling services are 

critical. 
 

Awareness and Accountability Deficit: Across global contexts, students, faculty, and administrators often lacked awareness of 

existing transgender-inclusive policies. 
 

• In India, most trans-students were unaware of their rights or institutional protections (Kandasamy & Joseph, 2021; 

Misra, 2020). 

• In the West, HE staff lacked clarity on how to operationalize non-discrimination clauses (Lee, 2009; Taylor et al., 2016). 

• Lack of reporting mechanisms, grievance redressal systems, and transparency hindered accountability (Pryor, 2015; 

Bhaskar & Reddy, 2023). 
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Conclusion: Without knowledge and enforcement, policies remain passive documents. Sensitization and grievance systems are 

crucial components of inclusion. 
 

Role of Student Activism and Civil Society: Where reforms were successful, they were usually driven by student advocacy, legal 

activism, or NGO partnerships. 
 

• Student-led protests led to facility upgrades and inclusion audits in several Western universities (Beemyn, 2005; 

Nicolazzo, 2017). 

• NGOs in India played a critical role in sensitizing administrators and pushing reforms at grassroots levels (Reddy, 

2021). 
 

Conclusion: Institutional inertia is often challenged from outside. Student and civil society engagement is a key enabler of 

inclusion. 
 

Discussion 
 

This meta-review highlights a global phenomenon: a disconnect between policy intent and institutional practice regarding 

transgender inclusion in higher education. Although many HEIs have adopted transgender-inclusive policies, the 

operationalization of these reforms is frequently hindered by structural, cultural, and ideological barriers. 
 

In Western contexts, although policies are more developed and visible, implementation often remains superficial or 

compartmentalized. Studies from the USA and Canada show that while policies exist “on paper,” issues like faculty training 

gaps, inconsistent infrastructure, and lack of administrative commitment continue to marginalize transgender students (Airton & 

Koecher, 2020; Seelman, 2014). 
 

Conversely, in the Indian context, despite progressive legal frameworks like the NALSA Judgment (2014) and UGC Guidelines 

(2021), higher education institutions often lack the political will, resources, or training to implement reforms. The continued 

influence of patriarchy, heteronormativity, and caste-based exclusion further limits the adoption of inclusive practices 

(Bhattacharya, 2022; Chakraborty, 2024). 
 

Globally, the absence of transgender narratives in curricula symbolizes the epistemic erasure of trans lives from mainstream 

knowledge production. This not only perpetuates ignorance but also deprives students—cis and trans alike—of tools to 

understand gender diversity. 
 

Importantly, nearly all studies emphasized the intersection of physical safety, psychological well-being, and institutional 

belonging. The data confirms that transgender students thrive when they are affirmed through policy, infrastructure, pedagogy, 

and community (Clark et al., 2014; James et al., 2016). In the absence of these conditions, even the best-written policies become 

irrelevant. 
 

Another critical insight is the importance of grassroots engagement. Many successful reforms emerged not from top-down 

mandates, but from bottom-up activism, student organizing, and legal interventions (Beemyn, 2005; Reddy, 2021). This points 

to the need for inclusive governance structures in universities that integrate student and civil society voices in decision-making. 

Lastly, the discussion must include the trans faculty experience—often left out of policy discourse. Trans academics report 

discrimination in hiring, publication, and promotion, indicating that transgender inclusion in HEIs must go beyond student 

welfare and address workplace equity and institutional culture (Duran & Nicolazzo, 2017; Hines, 2007). 
 

Conclusion 
 

This meta-review underscores a crucial reality: while policy frameworks aimed at transgender inclusion in higher education 

institutions have expanded globally—particularly over the past two decades—the transition from policy to practice remains 

inconsistent, symbolic, and deeply fragmented. 
 

Across both Indian and Western contexts, reforms have often been enacted in response to legal mandates or student activism. 

However, gaps persist in infrastructural provision, curriculum reform, faculty training, awareness generation, and accountability 

mechanisms. Institutions frequently adopt policies for compliance or optics, yet fail to meaningfully address the lived realities 

of transgender students, faculty, and staff. As a result, these communities continue to encounter barriers to safety, dignity, and 

academic success. 
 

The findings from 38 diverse studies reveal that mere presence of a transgender-inclusive policy does not ensure inclusion. 

Implementation depends heavily on leadership commitment, cultural climate, sensitization efforts, and feedback systems. Where 

student groups, NGOs, and faculty allies are active, institutions tend to exhibit more tangible reforms. In contrast, bureaucratic 

inertia, social stigma, and lack of monitoring allow policy stagnation. 
 

In India, despite constitutional protections and UGC guidelines, transgender individuals in HEIs remain structurally excluded—

whether through gender-segregated hostels, cisnormative curricula, or uninformed faculty. These exclusions are often 

compounded by caste, class, and regional disparities. Western institutions, though relatively advanced in policy articulation, still 

struggle with performative allyship and the lack of follow-through in practical areas such as facility access and mental health 

support. 
 

This study affirms that transgender inclusion in education must not be treated as a checklist exercise, but rather as a sustained 

commitment to dismantling cisnormative structures and affirming gender diversity as essential to academic excellence and social 
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justice. Higher education institutions must position themselves not just as passive implementers of legal mandates, but as 

proactive spaces of transformation where trans individuals can live, learn, teach, and thrive with dignity. 
 

To bridge the policy-practice divide, HEIs must integrate transgender inclusion at all levels—from infrastructure to pedagogy, 

policy to community, and governance to grievance redressal. Without this integration, the promise of inclusive education will 

remain an unfulfilled ideal, and transgender learners will continue to navigate hostile or indifferent academic landscapes. 
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