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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of gay and lesbian college 

student athletes. Participants of the study were given an opportunity to share their stories about 

their lived experiences on college campuses as gay or lesbian student athletes. The primary 

research question explored was, What are the experiences of gay and lesbian college student 

athletes on college campuses? Other questions that guided this study included, What impact does 

self-disclosing as gay or lesbian have on student athletes’ sport participation? How does the 

larger campus environment impact gay and lesbian student athletes’ overall collegiate 

experiences? Furthermore, this research extended the body of knowledge relating to gay and 

lesbian students’ experiences on college campuses and hopefully will inform institutional policy, 

especially as it relates to persistence and graduation. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

As a young college athlete at the University of Maryland in the mid-1960’s, it truly was 

possible to believe that I was the only lesbian in the world. At that time in my life, I had 

completely internalized all of the negative social messages I received about being gay. 

Filled with self-hate, shame, and fear of discovery, I kept my secret deep within. Coming 

out to anyone, much less a beloved coach or my parents was out of the question. Imagine 

my surprise when I discovered that the only other lesbian in the world just happened to be 

one of my teammates on the basketball team.  

We struggled to suppress our attraction to each other even as we grew closer, 

spending time together on the basketball court and studying in the dorm. Finally, one 

night in my dorm room . . . when we were back at school … for basketball practice we 

kissed each other for the first time. Most people remember their first kiss with someone 

they are growing to love as a wonderful moment of discovery and joy. In my case, 

because of the burden of self-loathing I brought to that kiss, it filled me with fear and 

confusion. It took me many years to share these feelings as I struggled with reconciling 

my gay identity with my “public” identity as a star athlete, good student, and future 

teacher and coach. Unfortunately, my experience was typical of many young athletes … 

(Griffin, 2012, pp. 2-3).  
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Since the 1960s, research on gay, lesbian, and bisexual identity development theories 

appear in literature (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). Although there is limited 

research available on LGBT student athletes, research does exist on the experiences of gay and 

lesbian students and their identity development.  Evans and D’Augelli (1996) asserted the 

traditional college age is when students begin to explore their sexual identities. In effect, the 

discussions and stories regarding the experiences of this subpopulation on college campuses 

drive the reasoning behind why people in general should care about gay and lesbian students. 

Researchers have concluded that student athletes who disclosed their sexuality experience 

harassment from teammates, may lose their athletic scholarships, and may be dismissed from the 

team sport (Anderson, 2002; Kimmel & Messner, 2001; Pronger, 1990; Roper & Halloran, 

2007). These scholars have found some college athletes experienced this very kind of 

discrimination. Student athletes who are recruited to play sports at some NCAA Division I 

institutions, or at other colleges and universities that grant athletic scholarships, have been asked 

to pay back their scholarships and have been dismissed from the team or have had their playing 

time reduced once their sexual orientation has been discovered. 

The NCAA is made up of three membership classifications that are known as Divisions I, 

II, and III. Member institutions of each division create their own rules governing personnel, 

amateurism, recruiting, eligibility, benefits, financial aid, and playing and practice seasons–

consistent with the overall governing principles of the association. Every program must affiliate 

its core program with one of the three divisions. The NCAA was founded in 1906 to protect 

young people from the dangerous and exploitive athletic practices of the time (“Divisional 

Differences,” n.d.). Founded more than one hundred years ago, the NCAA continues to 
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implement that principle with increased emphasis on both athletics and academic excellence 

(“Academics”, n.d.). 

Griffin (1998), Kauer and Krane (2006), Krane (2001), and Pronger (1990) agreed that 

student affairs administrators and, more specifically, athletic departments should have an interest 

in issues surrounding gay and lesbian students. Although freshman student Tyler Clementi was 

not an athlete, his tragic death at Rutgers University in 2010 demonstrated the need for more 

research to shed light on the experiences of gay and lesbian students (Mueller & Broido, 2012). 

Clementi committed suicide as a result of his roommate secretly taping him having sex with 

another male student (Heyboer, 2010). For example, such a tragedy at Rutgers University 

exposed the lack of civility for gay and lesbian students. Even though Rutgers University has gay 

and lesbian services on their campus, the suicide of Clementi demonstrated the dominant 

attitudes society continued to have towards gays and lesbians (Mueller & Broido, 2012). “It is up 

to us . . . to honor this young man’s life by reaffirming, and living up to, our commitment to the 

values of civility, dignity, compassion, and respect for one another” (President Richard L. 

McCormick, Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, 2010, para. 3). 

Although athletic departments often report to the division of student affairs, all areas of 

the college/university should be engaged in conversations about services, resources, and social 

justice for gay and lesbian students. Institutions of higher education can no longer ignore this 

subculture. Since the late 1960s, activists have fought for the rights and the human dignity of gay 

and lesbian people (Beemyn, 2003). Campus Pride, a nationally recognized online journal 

resource, published the first ever national report assessing the rate of harassment and lack of 

security gay and lesbian students and faculty encounter. (http://www.campuspride.org). Websites 

such as Go! Athletes (http://goathletes.org/) were created as a resource for the gay and lesbian 



4 

 

 

 

student athlete. Gay and lesbian students, as well as, coaches could use such sites as a safe place 

to interact and find support. Furthermore, the Go! Athletes website provids education for campus 

communities to assist in shaping a more gay and lesbian friendly environment. This can be seen 

in the following:       

Much of the advocacy work that we do at Go! Athletes (Generation Out) focuses on 

empowering LGBT athletes to “stay in the game” and find peer support through other 

LGBT athletes. Through sharing our experiences and resources with these students, we 

hope that our stories will support those who are struggling with the same hurdles we had 

coming out to our teams. (Aagenes, 2013, para.10)  

Research related to the attitudes towards gay and lesbian college student athletes has 

demonstrated that perception regarding gay and lesbian student athletes was a topic worth 

exploring (D’Emilio, 1990; Etzel, Ferrante, & Pinkney, 2002; Wolf-Wendel, Toma, & Morphew, 

2001). Wolf-Wendel et al. (2001) questioned why some administrators, including athletic 

coaches, accepted some forms of diversity but excluded same-gender sexual relationships. Etzel 

et al. (2002) discussed the stigma of being a gay and lesbian college student and why some do 

not self-disclose due to possible hostility and discrimination. Additionally, researchers such as 

Beemyn (2003), Renn (2007), and Sanlo (2004) have examined attitudes toward lesbian and gay 

college students among various populations; however, no research to date has specifically 

examined perceptions toward, nor experiences of, lesbians and gay men within the context of 

college sports (Roper & Halloran, 2007).  

According to Wolf-Wendel et al. (2001), sexual orientation has remained a divisive issue 

in athletics. Published data on gay and lesbian athletes’ demographics is almost nonexistent 

(Etzel et al., 2002; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2001). Etzel et al. (2002) suggested the scant 
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demographic data that has been published on gay and lesbian student athletes may be invalid. 

Gay and lesbian student athletes may not honestly report their sexual orientation due to fear of 

homophobic reactions (Etzel et al., 2002). “Although the frequency and percentages relative to 

the gay/lesbian/bisexual community is not available, data drawn from other sources  trigger a 

more than reasonable suspicion of their presence and participation in the student-athlete 

community” (Brasile et al., 1991; Hock, 1993; Pela, 1994b as cited in Etzel et al., 2002, p. 33). 

The 1994 NCAA Gender and Equity Task Force published gender (male, female, no 

transgender) demographics collected on college athletes. Additional demographic data included 

ethnicity and graduation rates. Etzel et al. (2002) suggested that the methods currently used to 

collect data would constitute claims of illegality, such as in the cases of Gay and Lesbian 

Students Ass’n v. Gohn (1988) and Gay Lesbian Bisexual Alliance v. Pryor (1997). These cases 

attempted to deny student organizations and other groups funding for advocating same-gender 

sexual experiences, resulting in more harassment as well as the reliability of individuals in self-

reporting their sexuality (Etzel et al., 2002).  

Statement of the Problem 

There have been various studies focusing on sports; researchers have examined the 

experiences of gay and lesbian athletes, coaches, and administrators (Griffin, 1998; Kauer & 

Krane, 2006; Krane, 2001; Pronger, 1990). Considerable research has documented the negative 

attitudes toward lesbians and gay men and the heterosexist climate found in many sport settings 

(Griffin, 1998; Krane, 2001; Pronger, 1990). “Bias and discrimination against gay and lesbian 

athletes has been found to occur through negative stereotypes, verbal comments, social isolation, 

homophobic harassment, discrimination in team selection, and negative media attention” (Roper 

& Halloran, 2007, p. 919). 
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Rankin (2003) suggested that gay and lesbian students experienced unwelcoming and 

unsupportive environments on many college campuses. In a nationally recognized study, she 

surveyed 1,700 lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender students, faculty, and staff at 14 colleges 

and universities. One-third of the participants experienced anti-gay harassment. Forty-three 

percent of the participants described encountering a homonegative campus environment and, as a 

result, expressed a need to conceal their sexual orientation (Rankin, 2003). As noted in the NCAA 

News, “athletics has been the last bastion of homophobia. It’s one of the few places left where 

homophobia is tolerated . . . The reality is that, for many of our gay, lesbian, and bisexual 

athletes, it’s not safe in intercollegiate athletics” (Hawes, 2001, p. 14). It has been further 

suggested that due to the lack of role models at the professional level who have not publicly 

announced their sexual orientation and the negative reception and representation of athletes who 

disclose, “it’s no wonder college athletes . . . have stayed closeted” (Jacobson, 2002, p. A33).  

A significant amount of attention has been directed at heterosexuals’ attitudes toward gay 

men and lesbians (Herek, 1984, 1988, 1993; Herek & Capitanio, 1999; Hinrichs & Rosenberg, 

2002; Lim, 2002). According to Roper and Halloran (2007), male student athletes possessed 

significantly greater negative attitudes toward gay men and lesbians than did female student 

athletes. For example, one football player commented that he could communicate with gays but 

did not want to talk to them every day, nor did he want them to touch him (Wolf-Wendel et al., 

2001). Two track and field coaches at two different Division I schools insisted that while gay and 

lesbian student athletes exist, they believed that none were part of their teams (Wolf-Wendel et 

al., 2001).  These coaches also embraced the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy of President William 

Clinton’s administration which allowed gays in the military as long as they did not openly 

display their sexuality (www.cmrlink.org). Additionally, male student athletes did not like 
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discussing an athlete’s sexual orientation and wanted to ignore the existence of same-sex loving 

teammates, offering feelings of being uncomfortable. Women athletes acknowledged the 

existence of an athlete’s same-gender-loving sexual orientation, and commented that women 

athletes were labeled gay and tomboys just because they play sports (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2001).   

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of gay and lesbian college 

student athletes. Wolf-Wendel et al. (2001) sought to understand why homophobic and 

heterosexist attitudes exist and how to change perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors in college 

athletics. Moreover, my study was designed to hear the voices of gay and lesbian student athletes 

who could best describe how their lives have been impacted, both positively and negatively, as 

student athletes on college campuses.  

Significance of the Study 

This research was important because participants were given the opportunity to share 

their stories of their lived experiences on college campuses as gay or lesbian student athletes. 

Furthermore, this research extended the body of knowledge relating to gay and lesbian students’ 

experiences on college campuses and hopefully will inform institutional policy, especially how it 

relates to persistence and graduation. As enrollments of gay and lesbian student populations 

continue to increase across college campuses, authors agree that student affairs practitioners need 

to give more attention to gay and lesbian issues and create a more gay and lesbian friendly 

environment (Ritchie & Banning, 2001; Sandeen, 2003; Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002; 

Yoakam, 2006). Although Sandeen (2003) did not specifically discuss working with gay and 

lesbian populations, he alluded to the significant influence that student affairs administrators had 

over students. In his research, Sandeen examined the critical impact relationship building had 
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with students. In order for students to persist in their studies, have good experiences, and persist 

towards graduation, students needed to make connections with other students, as well as faculty 

or individuals that they could relate to on campuses (Roper & Halloran, 2007). Sandeen (2003) 

explained how student affairs administrators needed to be careful when labeling students and the 

impact labels had on students. This lesson can be shared across all populations to include how 

labels impact gay and lesbian students when in an unwelcoming environment.  

Research Question 

The primary research question explored was, What are the experiences of gay and lesbian 

college student athletes on college campuses? Other questions that guided this study included: 

What impact does self-disclosing as gay or lesbian have on student athletes’ sport participation? 

How does the larger campus environment impact gay and lesbian student athletes’ overall 

collegiate experiences? 

Personal Statement 

Discrimination is nothing new in my life. I was born an African American, heterosexual 

woman in a county where White people moved to get away from inner-city busing. My older 

siblings, who grew up during the Civil Rights movement and were a part of desegregating our 

school system, were targets of racism from the day they started school. As a result of her 

negative and degrading experiences, my oldest sister, who was also the oldest child, left the state 

and promised never to return. She moved north to Boston and became a flight attendant. With 

her move, phone calls were limited and visits were scarce. In losing my sister, I lost a part of my 

family history as our time together was reduced due to hatred. Through this, though, I did learn 

to fight for my rights as a human being, and my sister instilled in me that no one can take my 



9 

 

 

 

dignity and pride unless I surrender it to them. She had a fight much like those of the Black 

Panther movement.      

What does this story have to do with gay and lesbian athletes? I have often said to my 

lesbian, gay, and bisexual friends that I was raised from birth to know that I was different from 

the majority culture. People would pick on me, call me names, and try to treat me as less than 

human because of my race. I also told my White lesbian, gay, and bisexual friends that, from the 

moment we met, they, along with my White heterosexual friends, decided upon our initial 

meeting whether I was accepted and if we were going to be friends, based on my race. If one was 

raised to be a bigot and racist, then we both knew chances of friendship would be slim. I was 

groomed from birth to know and understand this attitude, and I was taught to cope with it. 

Additionally, if I grew up with a childhood friend, I knew that one day that friend was not going 

to suddenly wake up and decide we cannot be friends because of my race. However, this may not 

be true for gay and lesbian individuals. Often when they revealed their sexual orientation they 

lost families, childhood friends, co-workers, church members, and teammates.   

During the Christmas holiday of 2009, I received a great gift: my old college friend 

resurfaced. After our graduation in 1991, she disappeared and I did not hear from her, nor was I 

able to contact her because she had decided to lose contact with others. While I tried to find her, 

I had heard rumors that she was a lesbian and that she had cut herself off from her friends 

because she thought we would not be there for her. How totally wrong she was of me. We played 

practical jokes on each other and teamed up to play jokes on our unsuspecting peers who lived 

with us in our residence hall. On campus, we were advocates of social change, and we were a 

force to be reckoned with. When she e-mailed me that day in December 2009, apologizing for 

breaking up our friendship because she did not think I would accept her for who she was, I cried. 
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I had a friend who suffered in silence for eighteen years; from that moment forward, we had to 

make up for lost time.  

As a heterosexual, African American woman, I can only attest to the discrimination that I 

encountered. I cannot pretend to know what discrimination is like for someone who is gay or 

lesbian. While being an African American woman may present challenges in society, I must not 

ignore the privileges I receive as a heterosexual. “Heterosexual individuals in this society possess 

a privileged status” (Simoni & Walters, 2001, p. 158). Privileges are special rights or 

entitlements enjoyed by certain groups; such privileges that heterosexuals enjoy include 

marriage, death, and health benefits with their heterosexual life partners, and adoptions, to name 

a few (Simoni & Walters, 2001; Worthington, Savoy, Dillon, & Vernaglia, 2002).  

Worthington et al. (2002) developed a heterosexual development model. The model 

focuses primarily on the “social aspects of identity, such as the role played by group affiliation 

and privilege” (Evans et al., 2010, p. 321). In other words, the model is defined as “the 

individual and social processes by which heterosexually identified persons acknowledge and 

define their sexual needs, values, sexual expression, and characteristics of sexual partners 

(Worthington et al., 2002, p. 510). The model contains six “biopsychosocial” effects on sexual 

identity; these include: 

 Culture 

 Microsocial context 

 Religious orientation  

 Gender norms and socialization  

 Biology 

 Systemic homonegativity sexual prejudice, and privilege. (Worthington et al., 2002, p. 

511) 
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Although the college I attended was founded upon Christian principles, it was very liberal 

and open to diversity and diverse lifestyles. Once, a question on the television game show 

Jeopardy during the college champions’ episode revealed which private liberal arts college in 

Kentucky was a welcoming place for gay and lesbian students; it was mine. Even though our 

college was very accepting of gay and lesbian students, perhaps the lack of campus resources 

made my friend feel as though she could not be true to herself. I could not believe that my friend 

was afraid I would abandon her because of her sexual orientation. During our college years, we 

never talked about sex. In college, I befriended lesbians and gays, so she knew I was not 

homophobic. However, something made her feel as though she could not be her true self with me 

or any of her college friends. 

Using the heterosexual model, perhaps my friend was going through the stages of the 

model that started to “overlap with LGB identities” (Worthington et al., 2002, p. 525). In other 

words, my friend started to explore sexually; she was probably experimenting with the same sex 

and started to process and question her sexuality. Since she was from a very religious family, 

which condemned same-gender sexual relationships, her worlds were starting to collide. 

Worthington et al. (2002) provided insight to my friend’s exploration but continued heterosexual 

privileged status in the heterosexual model as active explorations. Active exploration is 

“purposeful exploration, evaluation, or experimentation of one’s sexual needs, values, orientation 

and/or preferences for activities, partner characteristics, or modes of sexual expression” 

(Worthington et al., 2002, p. 516). Active exploration also involves “experimenting with 

different types of sexual activities, transcending gender roles through adoption of gender atypical 

modes of sexual expression, engaging in group sex, reading books about sex” (Worthington et 

al., 2002, p. 517). Overall, while my friend was exploring her sexuality and processing her 
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sexual orientation, she continued to identify and reserve her heterosexual status. However, her 

full transformation did not take place until after college; as a result, our friendship dissolved until 

she could fully embrace her sexuality (Worthington et al., 2002).   

Acknowledging my heterosexual privilege and also feeling that my alma mater was 

accepting of sexual minorities does not mean that the atmosphere did not have some negativity 

towards gay students. I remember talking with the dean of students and asking her guidance in 

getting a group of residents to understand one female freshman student who was going through 

the beginning stages of the homosexual identity development (Cass, 1979, 1984). I remember 

both Black and White female students tolerant of the student’s pride, however many wondered 

why she had to be so boastful. In other words, they seemed fine with the idea that she was 

disclosing but were not understanding of her having to vocalize her sexuality. Additionally, I 

remember one of my African American male friends telling me he valued our friendship and that 

I was not like other African American students on campus. He confided in me that he purposely 

did not make friends with Black students because they speculated that he was gay and would 

make fun of him. I remember him telling me that the president of the Black Student Union, 

whose dad was a Baptist preacher, would tell him that he could heal him. Strayhorn and Terrell 

(2010) discussed similar experiences to that of my African American male friend in their 

research conducted with African American men attending a predominantly White institution. 

Throughout this research are many studies that discussed the encounters of my friends mentioned 

above and their experiences in college.      
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Eric Lueshen, former NCAA football kicker at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln from 

2003-2006, opens up about being a gay athlete 10 years ago.  

John, I'll call him, had a reputation for being a bully and a bigot. I was the openly gay 

kicker, a perfect target. "Faggot," "queer," "girl," and any other derogatory term you can 

call a gay man spewed from his mouth when I walked by, fearing for my life.  

Such was my everyday life for the first few months of being an openly gay 

football player at a major Division 1 university (the University of Nebraska-Lincoln) in 

the fall of 2003. I was scared. Afraid to say the wrong thing, make eye contact with the 

wrong person, or do anything that might be considered too "gay," which could potentially 

mean harsh and painful consequences for me from the group of homophobes on the team. 

Every day I was walking on eggshells. Scared and alone, I set out to earn the love and 

respect from my fellow teammates and coaches. 

This wasn't your average football team. This was the big leagues, the 

Cornhuskers, historically one of the best college football teams. And this wasn't the most 

accepting state either.  
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I knew my journey wasn't going to be easy, but I wasn't going to live a lie or live 

in fear. I was going to be myself — an athletic, smart, fun, quirky, driven, caring, and 

passionate man who just so happened to be gay. (Lueshen, 2014, para. 1-4).  

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of gay and lesbian college 

student athletes on college campuses. Because limited research existed on gay and lesbian 

student athletes and their experiences, the current literature reflecting campus culture, student 

development theories, and perception about gay athletes was used to shape the foundation in 

answering the overarching research question: “What are the experiences of gay and lesbian 

college student athletes?” Several authors (Beemyn, 2003; D’Emilio, 1990; Evans et al., 2010; 

Rankin, 2003; Renn, 2007; Sanlo, 1998, 2004) have conducted research and discussed gay and 

lesbian issues relating to identity development, campus climate, and services for gay and lesbian 

population. Previous research used to formulate this literature review served as a framework to 

inform this study.  

This chapter is a review of the literature as it relates broadly and narrowly to gay and 

lesbian college student athletes. The literature review will unfold in the following manner: first, I 

provide a historical overview of the socio-political movement toward equal rights for same-

gender loving Americans. Next, I present the research relative to sexual identity development 

and the theories that are meaningful to this study. Third, I introduce relevant research regarding 

societal perceptions of “athletes” in general and gay and lesbian athletes in particular. Finally, I 

suggest an examination of support services on campuses for gay and lesbian student athletes 

completes the chapter.  
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Historical Background 

Gay Rights Movement 

The work, actions, and advocacy over the past 50 years of the gay and lesbian community 

helped foster the gay rights movement (Rimmerman, Wald, & Wilcox, 2000). Many gay rights 

activists made significant contributions at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 

20th century (Bullough, 2002). Various gay and lesbian organizations began to emerge and these 

organizations denoted the beginning of “gay activism” (Bullough, 2002, p. 7). On April 19, 

1967, the first gay and lesbian student organization was recognized on Columbia University’s 

campus: the Student Homophile League (Beemyn, 2003). The student organization began at both 

Columbia and Cornell Universities (Beemyn, 2003). With the assistance of Stephen Donaldson, 

the student who formed the Student Homophile League at Columbia, Cornell University was 

granted recognition by the university and certified as the second chartered chapter by Donaldson 

(Beemyn, 2003). The development of the gay rights groups at Columbia and Cornell, where the 

militant tactics of each campus’s antiwar and Black Power movements were on display, 

encouraged the university’s Student Homophile League to organize and  become more visible 

and more confrontational (Beemyn, 2003). The transition of Cornell’s Student Homophile 

League from focusing on civil liberties to advocating social and political liberation reflected and 

contributed to the growing radicalism of the gay and lesbian movement (Beemyn, 2003). 

Nearing the end of the 1940s, gay men and lesbians were actively involved in 

formulating political groups and creating social organizations to fight for and influence gay 

rights (Rimmerman et al., 2000). Bullough (2002) suggested, “Without this period there could 

have been no Stonewall” (p. 7). After the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s, the Stonewall 

riots of 1969 helped bring nationwide attention to the treatment of patrons frequenting gay bars 
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were receiving from police in New York (Beemyn, 2003). These riots prompted a period of 

liberation, freedom, and gay pride that ultimately shaped the “goal of gay and lesbian freedom” 

and “created a new kind of gay and lesbian movement” (Rimmerman et al., 2000, p. 35).  

Overview of Athletics 

Explaining the evolution of the athletic divisions helped to bring about an understanding 

of the athletic culture and attitudes towards athletes. “Sports associate boys and men with 

masculine dominance by constructing their identities and sculpting their bodies to align with 

hegemonic perspectives of masculinist embodiment and expression” (Anderson, 2011a, p. 250). 

Some student athletes who participate in NCAA and NAIA sports receive scholarships, which 

pay for their college education. Understanding how these divisions operate allowed insight into 

some of the actions of college athletes as it related to their scholarship opportunities (Anderson, 

2002, 2011a). In other words, if an athlete is dependent upon scholarships to pay for their 

education, disclosing may hurt their opportunity to persist on the team and continue to earn their 

scholarship. Anderson (2011a) stated, “About half of . . . participants played on a team with a 

culture of heteronormativity, a don’t ask, don’t tell culture in which both the gay athlete and 

teammates colluded in silencing the voices of gay men” (p. 251). In other words, ignoring and 

not acknowledging that homosexuality existed in athletics.      

The NCAA was founded March 31, 1906, officially as the Intercollegiate Athletic 

Association of the United States (IAAUS). Generated by football, the NCAA became a 

discussion group implementing rules and policies governing college sports. The organization was 

created to protect college sport participants from exploitation, injury, and death (“Divisional 

Differences,” n.d.). Within the integrity of the organization, the NCAA shared a commitment to 

seven core values. These include (a) The collegiate model of athletics, (b) the highest levels of 
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integrity and sportsmanship, (c) the pursuit of excellence in both academics and athletics, (d) the 

supporting role that intercollegiate athletics plays in higher education, (e) an inclusive culture, (f) 

respect, and (g) leadership (“Divisional Differences,” n.d.).   

In 1973, as college sports continued to grow, the NCAA developed an athletic program 

structure that demonstrated the varying degrees of student athletic talent; and created three 

competitive divisions, known as Divisions I, II, and III, with subdivision classifications such as 

I-A and I-AA (“Divisional Differences,” n.d.). Division I is a highly competitive division in 

college sports. There are at least 14 sports for men and for colleges and universities participating 

in Division I play. These institutions must offer scholarships and financial aid that cannot exceed 

maximum amounts established by the NCAA. Additionally, Division-I participants are further 

divided into subgroups that are categorized by their football programs. For example, institutions 

that use the post season bowl system to determine a national championship are classified as I-A 

(“About the Division: Division I,” n.d.). Institutions that determine their football championship 

through a playoff are classified as I-AA, versus those institutions who do not sponsor football 

programs, are considered Division I schools (“About the Division: Division I,” n.d.). 

On the other hand, Division II and Division III schools are less competitive than Division 

I. Division II  is an intermediate-level division of competition, offering an alternative to both the 

highly competitive level of intercollegiate sports of  Division I and the lack of financial 

scholarships offered at Division III labeled institutions. Division II institutions allowed for a 

competitive athletic atmosphere with less commercialism and entrepreneurial atmosphere. 

Additionally, Division II is more streamlined with an educational balance aligned with the 

institutions educational mission (“About the Division: Division II,” n.d.). Institutions classified 

as Division II programs must offer at least 10 sports, at least five for men and five for women, or 
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four for men and six for women. Division III programs must offer at least five sports for men and 

five for women (“Divisional Differences,” n.d.). Due to the competitive nature in NCAA sports, 

the organization appointed Walter Byers, a part-time executive assistant, as executive director in 

1951 (“Divisional Differences,” n.d.). He established the national headquarters in Kansas City, 

Missouri in 1952, which later re-located to Indianapolis, Indiana (“Divisional Differences,” n.d.). 

As college sports, especially football, became increasingly popular and dangerous, Byers began 

to reform the sport, which was once run by student groups that hired players and allowed them to 

compete as non-students (Crowley, 2006). Other reforms included the inclusion of women 

athletic programs in 1980 (Crowley, 2006). During the late 1980s, the NCAA created two 

standing committees: The Committee on Women’s Athletics, and the other on minority access. 

With the establishment of these two committees, various programs were developed that 

concentrated on diversity training, race and gender equity, mascot and Confederate flag issues, 

and homophobia (Crowley, 2006).  

The National Association of Intercollegiate Basketball (NAIB) hosted their first meeting 

in 1940, in Kansas City, Missouri (“History of the NAIA,” 2005). The NAIB, which later 

became the National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA), was developed by a group 

of Kansas City business leaders who wanted to provide an opportunity for small colleges and 

universities to participate in a national basketball championship (“History of the NAIA,” 2005). 

The NAIA, which offers athletic opportunities for over 60,000 student athletes in a collegiate 

academic environment, is considered a trailblazer in providing equal opportunities for all student 

athletes who are committed to scholarship, sportsmanship, leadership, and engage in ethical 

behavior (“History of the NAIA,” 2005). In 1948, as evident of their commitment to equality, the 

NAIB became the first national organization to offer intercollegiate postseason opportunities to 
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Black student athletes (“History of the NAIA,” 2005). In 1953, unprecedented action was taken 

when historically Black institutions were voted into membership (“History of the NAIA,” 2005). 

Additionally, on May 1, 1980, the NAIA voted to become the first organization to offer 

collegiate athletics to both men and women, and on August 1, 1980, the NAIA established 

athletic programs for women. The sports included basketball, cross country, gymnastics, indoor 

and outdoor track and field, softball, tennis and volleyball, with soccer added in 1984, and golf in 

1995 (“History of the NAIA,” 2005).  

Since 1937, the NAIA has administered programs that enhanced character-building of 

student athletes. In 2002, the NAIA developed the Champions of Character model, which was 

created to generate an environment where student athletes, coaches, officials, and spectators are 

committed to a belief system that includes, respect, integrity, responsibility, servant leadership 

and sportsmanship (“History of the NAIA,” 2005). The NAIA continued its mission to 

strengthen its commitment to student athletes by enriching the college experience of student 

athletes through reinforcement of academic achievement and character development. As a result, 

the NAIA continued to educate and create awareness of character-building through sports and 

return integrity to competition at the collegiate and youth levels (“History of the NAIA,” 2005).  

The NCAA was established to protect the student-athlete from being exploited 

(“Divisional Differences,” n.d.). The term student-athlete was coined by the NCAA after the 

1953 court decision determined that college athletes were employees and entitled to benefits 

(University of Denver v. Nemeth, 1953). The Colorado Supreme Court upheld a decision in favor 

of a college football player, Ernest Nemeth, to be compensated for his injuries received while 

playing the sport for the university. As a result, the University of Denver was ordered to provide 

him with worker’s compensation. After this decision, the NCAA instituted the term student-
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athlete to demonstrate a separation between the athlete as an employee of the university, and to 

show that the athlete is a student.  

During this time, Walter Beyers, who was the NCAA Executive Director mandated that 

the word student-athlete become embedded in all literature, policies, rules, and interpretations to 

show that the players were students and not employees (R. A. McCormick & McCormick, 2006).  

To further separate the issue, the NCAA, encouraged colleges and universities to distribute 

grant-in aid funding and have the players sign a contractual agreement with language that 

established the student-athlete as an amateur who played for the university while receiving the 

goods of an education and financial aid as compensation (Crowley, 2006). This action eliminated 

any relationship between the university and student-athlete as an employee. Additionally, this 

cleared the university of any legal responsibility to the student as an employee.  

History of the college athlete/athletics. “The American college student was not content 

with liberating the mind . . . He discovered muscle, created organizations for it; his physical 

appearance and condition conveyed a new importance. Man . . . image of God became 

competitive, boisterous, muscular, and physically attractive” (Rudolph, 1990, p. 150).  While 

Rudolph (1990) and Thelin (2004) discussed the development of intercollegiate sports beginning 

around the 18th century, colleges such as Princeton barred the students from participating and 

playing strenuous games. Faculty felt that playing these games were not gentleman-like and 

would cause great risk to their health (Rudolph, 1990). Additionally, many Catholic colleges 

such as Bowdoin, Kenyon, Hamilton, Marietta, and Williams discouraged students from any 

sport-type physical activity (Rudolph, 1990). As most college students during the nineteenth 

century were farmers, they were taught to work and not delve into play (Rudolph, 1990). “If 

young men had an itch to do something, they should plant gardens” (Rudolph, 1990, p. 151). 
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However, in 1826, Charles T. Follen introduced gymnastics to Harvard (Rudolph, 1990). 

By 1828 colleges and universities such as Yale, Amherst, Williams, Brown, Bowdoin, and 

Dartmouth had embraced outdoor gymnasiums; and by 1860 colleges were offering gymnastics 

as a sport (Rudolph, 1990). Additionally, in 1852, Harvard, and Yale held the first intercollegiate 

contest, a boat race, at Lake Winnepesaukee (Rudolph, 1990). After the initial boat race between 

Yale and Harvard in 1852, the races became increasingly popular, the schools began to charge 

viewers to watch, and news reporters began covering the sporting events (Rudolph, 1990; Thelin, 

2004).  

On July 1, 1859, the first intercollegiate baseball game was played between Amherst 

College and Williams College; and in 1869 the rise of what became popular with a game 

between Princeton and Rutgers (Rudolph, 1990). In 1891, William Rainey Harper, president of 

the University of Chicago, promoted intercollegiate football and built the first-of- its-kind 

football stadium (Thelin, 2004). In 1860, the Department of Hygiene and Physical Education was 

established at Amherst (Rudolph, 1990); and with the increased popularity with athletics, athletic 

associations that were once governed by students were transformed into the modern-day 

adaptation of professional organizations that include professional staff in the forms of athletic 

directors and coaching staff (Thelin, 2004). Additionally, Chancellor Eratus O. Haven of 

Syracuse and President Andrew D. White of Cornell were neither in favor of athletics; after an 

athletic win by Massachusetts Agricultural College over Harvard in 1870, the state legislature 

increased funding to the schools (Rudolph, 1990).        

Identity Development  

College athletes who identified as gay or lesbian often experienced challenges regarding 

psychological concerns and negativity towards their sexual orientation (Strayhorn & Terrell, 
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2010). This section of the literature review emphasizes research relative to marginalized 

students. Additionally, the section identifies various theoretical frameworks, some of which were 

used to shape this study. Most of the theories used for this research focused on exploring the 

experiences of gay and lesbian student athletes on college campuses. The frameworks detailed 

stories and studies from student athletes, how students identified themselves as gay and lesbian, 

and how they identified by race and ethnicities. All are examples of groups who negotiated the 

meanings of their lives. The studies not only provide a framework for professionals in higher 

education to learn the best practices, but gain perspective of marginalized students at peer 

institutions. Additionally, the case studies incorporate identity development, giving the higher 

educational professional and the student learner knowledge on how these marginalized students 

became aware of their identities. 

Several researchers (Anderson, 2002, 2011a; Kimmel & Messner, 2001; Pronger, 1990; 

Wolf-Wendel et al., 2001) have concluded that some gay athletes experience verbal and physical 

attacks. Additionally, Anderson (2002) discovered that many gay athletes conformed to 

“heterosexist structures and endured discriminatory practices to maintain acceptance in this 

setting” (p. 863). As a result, gay athletes were unable to be their true selves, as evidenced by 

one of the gay tennis players interviewed by Anderson (2002). While the tennis player had 

disclosed to his teammates, no one harassed, however, they did not engage him in conversation 

about his lifestyle. In other words, they ignored the fact of who he was or had identified as a gay 

athlete (Anderson, 2002). Additionally, the stories explained in this section, and recent statistics 

released regarding the harassment gay and lesbian student athletes received because of their 

sexual orientation, is a reason why this topic was important to study (Rankin & Merson, 2012). 

Even though Anderson (2002, 2011a) conducted two studies within 10 years demonstrating a 
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change in campus climate towards gay athletes, this research also added more to the literature 

and demonstrated whether campus climates improved towards gay and lesbian college student 

athletes.        

Rhoads (1997) contended that identity development for gay men in college is often a 

significant aspect of their lives. He developed three goals for conducting his research: to gain 

knowledge about gay and bisexual experiences of college men, to show that sexual orientation is 

diverse and should not be defined as monolithic, and to dissect various developmental models as 

they relate to the stage theories. Rhoads used ethnographic techniques as his method of data 

collection. The researcher immersed himself in the sub-culture of the population being studied to 

gain the participants’ trust in order to acquire information. He attended several Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual Student Alliance meetings before revealing his research intentions. After gaining trust 

of 10 students, student participation increased through the snowball sampling method, whereby 

participants told other students who decided they wanted to be participants in the study (Rhoads, 

1997). This method produced 40 students interested in discussing the challenges they 

experienced at a popular east coast university (Rhoads, 1997).  Rhoads’s research was to better 

understand the lives and experiences of the participants. In order to analyze the data, he 

determined themes revealed through participants’ answers to questions focused on the coming 

out process, political advocating, and how the role of the gay community aids in identity 

development. Rhoads profiled four students in his study to demonstrate how their stories helped 

influence his research. These student profiles helped him develop the themes of connectedness, 

or “webs of connections,” and “points of tension” (Rhoads, 1997, p. 465). Students discussed 

treatment received from administrators and other students, as well as the bonds and resources 

available to them on campus. For example, students discussed connectedness relating to space, 
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style, and substance and disconnect with each other in concerns relating to gay issues, racial 

differences, and bisexuality.  

In short, Rhoads (1997) concluded higher education should conduct more research on the 

gay, lesbian, and bisexual culture.  Some issues that were revealed in Rhoads’s research 

demonstrated that, during college, some students experience awareness to their sexual identities. 

As a result, having designated places on college campuses for gay students provided a place for 

them to hang out and feel comfortable. Participants informed that while they could go to socials 

where heterosexuals socialized, having their own space allowed them to be themselves and 

express their own style and converse comfortably (Rhoads, 1997). Additionally, gay and lesbian 

students’ sexual identity development became very prominent, occurring within the context of 

their college experience. Spaces created for gay and lesbian students allowed them the freedom 

to continue expressing and finding themselves.  

Participants also revealed that minoritized students who are gay often find themselves 

struggling between two identities. For example, one of the participants, Roman, acknowledged 

that within the African American community, homophobic attitudes were prevalent (Rhoads, 

1997).  Also, he noted that he would face difficulties if he disclosed to his family and friends 

(Rhoads, 1997). Roman acknowledged that he had to educate both the heterosexual community 

and the Black community about gay issues. He noticed himself in uncomfortable conversations 

when discussing his sexuality with fundamentalist African American Christians. Additionally, 

other gay ethnically diverse participants agreed and commented that they had not disclosed to 

family. Another key finding suggested that the issue of bisexuality is an internal issue with the 

gay community. Participants of the study expressed that, within the gay community, a hierarchy 

exists between gays and bisexual individuals with those who identified as gay as being of higher 
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status (Rhoads, 1997). This conflict often causes political conflict. As one participant stated, “I 

am making a choice to be gay which I do mostly for political reasons. I think it makes a stronger 

statement if I say I’m gay” (Rhoads, 1997, p. 474) versus identifying as bisexual. Other 

participants agreed that by not taking a stance of being gay, that being bisexual played both sides 

and in short, lessened the cause of a same-sex sexual experience. In other words, a person who 

claimed he or she is bisexual was viewed by the gay community as not having pride or strong 

convictions about his or her true sexuality and diminished the true sense of being gay (Rhoads, 

1997). As one participant asked, “ . . . if you’re not out how can you identify with the rest of the 

community?” (Rhoades, 1997, p. 472).  

Identity development also focuses “on a single dimension e.g., race, or gender, etc. and 

seeks to explain the stages through which development occurs” (Strayhorn, Blakewood, & 

DeVita, 2010, p. 86). Strayhorn et al. (2010) conducted interviews with seven African America 

male college students, all from the same college, who identified as either gay or bisexual using 

snowball sampling and through the solicitation of individuals attending the gay and lesbian 

student organization meeting. The participants were able to choose an interviewer that they felt 

comfortable telling their story. Interviewers included an African American male faculty member, 

a gay White male doctoral student, and a White female doctoral student. One-on-one interviews 

were conducted using a semi-structured interview protocol. Each interview lasted 50-90 minutes. 

The interviewers met to discuss themes identified amongst the participants. The participants 

named a set of challenges of being a gay African American man at their institution. The 

challenges included: sense of belonging, the coming out process, being true to themselves, 

depression, teaching heterosexual individuals about gay culture, multiple minority status, and 

experiencing homophobia and racism on their college campus.  
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Strayhorn et al. (2010) provided several examples of the responses by participants. For 

example, Blake explained that he would make jokes about himself in front of White people in 

order to “fit in and make people feel comfortable” (p. 89). Additionally, he struggled with being 

Black as well as with being a gay man, which also made it hard for him to make friends and 

develop meaningful relationships. Strayhorn et al. believed that future studies could focus on the 

developmental consequences for Black gay men who are working to resolve race and sexuality 

issues. While Strayhorn et al. concentrated on race, their study falls short of connecting 

frameworks dealing with negotiating gender. The examples demonstrated how African American 

gay men negotiated their identities by race, but could have also connected the studies with the 

framework of Bem (1981).  

There were other issues that were challenges for the students who were dealing with 

multiple minority status. Some of the students felt that being a Black gay man brought about 

more discrimination. One participant said that he often experienced homophobic and racist 

remarks from a faculty member. His advice to college administrators included for the campus to 

develop training and educational sessions on sexuality and gay issues; provide non-biased 

mentors, counselors, and advisors for students dealing with these issues; and “ . . . ensure 

mechanisms are in place for reporting and addressing such incidents” (Strayhorn et al., 2010, p. 

95).  

Also, the research determined sources of support for the participants which included: 

relationships with White peers, belonging to affinity groups, and family and religion (Strayhorn 

et al., 2010). For example, Sidney is an African American who has been raised around White 

people and feels more comfortable with them. He felt more uncomfortable with an African 

American support group. “I face more difficulty socializing with Black heterosexual males than 
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with White or gay peers (Strayhorn et al., 2010, p. 96).” Additionally, some students were in 

favor of creating affinity groups for students not fitting in with mainstream, and the groups could 

create programs around such topics as Black gay men coping at a predominantly White 

institution (PWI), “Tackling homophobia in the Black community” (Strayhorn et al., 2010, p. 

98). Most of the research by Strayhorn et al. (2010) related more to frameworks dealing with 

race; however, it is important to reiterate that the examples used in their research connected to 

negotiating sexual identities and the coming out process, which was relevant to this study.  

Gender and Gender Identity Development 

“Like race, gender is a concept so deeply embedded in U.S. culture that it can be almost 

invisible, even as it shapes everyday decisions, first impressions, self-concept, and academic, 

career, and social aspirations” (Evans et al., 2010, p. 328). Sex is biological and gender is an 

expression of how a sex behaves, such as males behaving masculine and females acting in 

feminine ways (Evans et al., 2010). Evans et al. (2010) discussed the ideas related to sex, gender, 

and gender identity in terms of gender schemas by outlining Bem’s (1981) gender schema.  

Gender schemas are formed and intensified long before students come to campus to 

operate to filter what possibilities students see for themselves and what expectations they 

place on others for conforming to gender norms. Students who violate those norms face 

correction in the form of teasing, discrimination, harassment, and violence (Evans et al., 

2010, p. 345).  

The cycle of learning about gender is chronicled by Bem’s (1981) gender schema below.  

1. A child learned his or her society’s cultural definition of maleness and femaleness.  

2. A child processed and organized information in gender-based categories. 
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3. A child constructed their self-concept through the experiences of 1 and 2 (p. 336). [In 

other words, a child learned how to behave (gender roles) through the influences of 

his or her environment.]  

Evans et al. (2010) stated that “sex and gender are closely related but not synonymous, 

and an individual’s gender cannot be assumed in all cases to match what is expected based on his 

or her sex” (p. 329). Evans et al. explained that the college experience and societal influences 

helped shape an individual’s perception of gender roles. For example, most colleges and 

universities use genderism by ascertaining certain careers and academic majors, mascots, and 

athletic team sports. However, Evans et al.’s research identified a population whose identity did 

not align with their biological sex, transgender. Negrete and Purcell (2011) believed that little 

progress had been made on college and university campuses to address the needs of the 

transgender population. While these institutions may have added wording to their 

nondiscrimination policies, they concluded that higher education administrators needed to 

examine and begin to understand the issues surrounding the gay and lesbian population. Renn 

(2007) stated in her research that the terms lesbian, gay, and bisexual referred to sexual 

orientation, while transgender “relates to gender identity” (p. 312). Below are the stages of 

transgendered identity development (Bilodeau, 2005). Adopted from D’Augelli’s (1994a) life 

span model for LGB, Bilodeau (2005) developed the model to frame transgender identity 

development.    

1. Existing in a traditionally gendered identity: recognizing that one is gender variant, 

attaching a label to this identity, and affirming oneself as gender variant through 

coming out to others.    
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2. Developing a personal transgender identity: achieving the stability that comes from 

knowing oneself in relation to other transgender people and challenging internalized 

transphobia. 

3. Developing a transgender social identity: creating a support network of people who 

know and accept that one is gender variant. 

4. Becoming a transgender offspring: coming out as transgender to family members and 

reevaluating relationships that may be disrupted by the disclosure. 

5. Developing a transgender intimacy status: creating intimate physical and emotional 

relationships.  

6. Entering a transgender community: making a commitment to political and social 

action . . . through challenging transphobia. (Bilodeau, 2005, p. 26) 

Kimmel and Messner’s (2001) sociological theory looks at framing masculinities and 

thoroughly examines gender roles and the development of masculinity. In other words, they 

looked at the construct of what it means to be masculine. Their work seems to agree with 

research about masculinity being taught relative to children being socialized into being 

masculine (Abes & Kasch, 2007; Carroll & Gilroy, 2001). Kimmel and Messner (2001) 

discussed that being a man is influenced by various social factors such as environment, race, and 

gender relations, including how men interact with other men.     

Kimmel and Messner’s (2001) work examines the climate and nature of heterosexuals, in 

particular, heterosexual males and their attitudes towards gay and lesbians. Their research gives 

meaning to how men conceptualize their being, and as a result, demonstrates how the role of 

manhood is defined within the context of sports; also their research shows how this 

conceptualization influences the attitudes of heterosexual males towards gay athletes (Kimmel & 
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Messner, 2001). Furthermore, their research analyzes the bonding that occurs among male 

groups, resulting in their work being used to help examine and understand interactions 

heterosexual student athletes’ have toward gay men and lesbians. Thirty male former athletes, 

representing basketball, baseball, and football, were interviewed to determine the construction of 

masculine identity (Kimmel & Messner, 2001). Participants’ ages ranged from 21-48 and 

included 14 African American and White men, and two Hispanic men (Kimmel & Messner, 

2001). The participants were not randomly chosen, but based on Messner’s contacts with various 

athletes (Kimmel & Messner, 2001). He conducted semi-structured interviews, asking 

participants to reflect upon the age they were introduced to a sport; experiences in their athletic 

careers; and experiences of leaving or retiring from the sports arena, and current life (Kimmel & 

Messner, 2001).  

The findings of the research help support studies that suggest that male heterosexual 

student athletes have more of a negative attitude towards gay and lesbian student athletes, 

especially those who play contact sports in comparison to non-contact sports, such as golf or 

swimming (Kimmel & Messner, 2001). Several of the participants implied that boys were 

groomed to play sports, and if not a boy was labeled. Others agreed that at an early age they were 

influenced by male teachers, male relatives, coaches, and parents to start playing a sport 

(Kimmel & Messner, 2001). Overall, the interviews demonstrated a common theme that boys are 

socialized to be masculine from birth (Kimmel & Messner, 2001).    

Homosexual Identity 

 Homosexual identity, as defined by early literature about sexual orientation, refers to 

sexual behavior (Evans et al., 2010). Authors such as Cass (1979), McCarn and Fassinger 

(1996), and D’Augelli (1994) created models that recognized various stages that individuals 
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experience when developing their identities as gay or lesbian (Evans et al., 2010). D’Augelli’s 

model incorporates bisexual development, and takes into account that identities are shaped by 

“social circumstances and environment, and which are changeable throughout life” (Evans et al., 

2010, p. 315).    

 McCarn and Fassinger’s (1996) model examined how cultural and contextual 

environments play a part in individuals’ sexual orientation (Evans et al., 2010). The model 

outlines lesbian identity development and defines two processes consisting of four phases of 

development: awareness, exploration, commitment, and internalization (McCarn &Fassinger, 

1996). The model differs from Cass because a person becomes more aware of themselves in 

stage 1, and begins to acknowledge their feelings of the same sex by phase two; whereas, with 

Cass’s model these feelings are not prevalent until stage 4 (Evans et al., 2010).    

Cass’s research is based on work with gays and lesbians in Australia (Evans et al., 2010). 

The Cass (1979, 1984) homosexual identity development model provides a context of 

homosexual identity and its dependence on the individual, interpersonal environment through six 

stages: identity confusion, identity comparison, identity tolerance, identity acceptance, identity 

pride, and identity synthesis (Stevens, 2004). Studying sexual identity formation is important as 

gay and lesbian students often experience the “coming out” process during their college years, 

and this will help professionals and students in higher education understand the sub-culture. 

Cass’s Homosexual Identity Development Model is summarized below:  

 Stage 1 – Identity Confusion: Individuals begin to question their sexual identity. They 

develop awareness about their feelings and physical attractions to the same sex.  

 Stage 2 – Identity Comparison: Individuals start to accept that they might be gay or 

lesbian and determine how to deal with their awkwardness. 
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 Stage 3 – Identity Tolerance: Individuals begin to seek out others like them.  

 Stage 4 – Identity Acceptance: This stage leads to a greater commitment to the gay and 

lesbian identity.  

 Stage 5 – Identity Pride: Less contact with heterosexuals as individuals become more 

active and engaged in gay or lesbian issues.  

 Stage 6 – Identity Synthesis: Individuals become more comfortable and secure in their 

identities, and through the securities begin to bring both the heterosexual and homosexual 

worlds together. In other words, gay and lesbian individuals begin to integrate themselves 

back into society without solely identifying by sex, but seeing the whole person. (Cass, 

1979, pp. 222-235; 1984, pp. 109-126.)  

Newer models such as Carrion and Lock’s (1997) and Vincke and Bolton (1994) also 

demonstrate the fluidity in the coming out process. Carrion and Lock’s (1997) model is similar to 

Cass’s with an addition of two more stages. Also, individual’s experience these stages each time 

they disclose; whereas, with Cass’s model, it is described as what an individual experiences one 

time. The models show that psychodynamic influences impact an individuals’ coming out 

process. For example, an individual’s mental and emotional state affects their behavior, such as 

when the individual is ready to disclose. When this happens, the individual decides to socially 

disclose, or come out by telling someone; this is part of the individual’s acceptance of self, which 

then in turn is identifying themselves sexually (Mosher, 2001). Carrion and Lock’s model (1997) 

has eight stages ranging from internal struggles to disclosing. This process continues every time 

an individual is ready to disclose their sexuality to another individual (Mosher, 2001). The 

process or stages in the model are summarized below:      

 Stage 1: Internal emotional struggles 
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 Stage 2: Exploration 

 Stage 3: Self-acceptance 

 Stage 4: Becoming aware or investigating the LGBT community 

 Stage 5: Disclosing 

 Stage 6: Developing self-esteem (good or bad depending on reactions to the disclosed)  

 Stage 7: Pride within self 

 Stage 8: Overall pride (feeling comfortable in society). (Mosher, 2001, p. 165)  

Coming out process  

“Disclosure to others is the verbal or written acknowledgement of one’s gay identity” 

(Stevens, 2004, p. 193). Evans et al. (2010) outlined some of the various identity development 

models, such as those created by Cass and D’Augelli. Additionally, the coming out process is 

based on three types of models (Evans & Broido, 1999). These models are based on self-

awareness, disclosure, and a combination of both (Evans & Broido, 1999). 

Researchers such as Evans and Broido (1999) and Mosher (2001) described the coming 

out process as not a rigid process followed in sequence, but more fluid, or continuum, where an 

individual will repeat stages depending on specific settings. In other words, the authors contend 

that the process is continuous and individuals will always have to disclose, or “come out” (Evans 

& Broido, 1999; Mosher, 2001). “Identity formation does not stop after coming out, but . . . 

continues to develop throughout life” (Mosher, 2001, p. 165).  Mosher (2001) reviewed the 

Carrion and Lock (1997) sexual identity model in conjunction with Cass’s (1979, 1984) sexual 

identity model to demonstrate how individuals communicate their sexuality or disclose the 

information, and begin to develop their sexual identities. The review revealed that using a social 
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construction theory classifies sexual identity in terms of gender and sexuality; and, using an 

essentialism view, sexual identity can be explained by biological justifications (Mosher, 2001). 

In other words, sexual identity as defined within the social construction lens allows for the 

complexities that individuals exploring their sexuality can use in defining their identity; 

however, essentialism imposes an either–or classification where an individual’s sexual identity is 

measured as either gay or lesbian, and does not account for anything in between, such as bisexual 

(Mosher, 2001).    

Negrete and Purcell (2011) discussed similar concerns about disclosing, as discussed by 

Strayhorn et al. (2010). Negrete and Purcell (2011) determined that students who had not 

disclosed were concerned if “their friends and families will still love them if they ‘come out’ and 

if they will be safe from harm and discrimination” (p. 82). While the authors contended that 

some colleges and universities may acknowledge gay and lesbian student needs, the institutions 

are satisfied with providing minimal needs (Negrete & Purcell, 2011). Negrete and Purcell 

(2011) offered a few suggestions that help to foster connections for gay and lesbian students and 

other marginalized groups. Suggestions include to empower students in their personal identity 

development, understand that students may experience multiple identity development 

negotiations, groom student leaders who can identify with the identity development issues of 

marginalized groups, and continue encouragement and affirmation of marginalized groups 

(Negrete & Purcell, 2011). Furthermore, faculty and student affairs practitioners can incorporate 

social construction of masculinities into their curriculum and programming (Harper & Harris, 

2010). Discussions that dissect hegemonic masculinity can help foster education about violence, 

homophobia, and other masculine ideologies (Harper & Harris, 2010). 
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Continuing the discussion related to behavior is a research study comparing gay men with 

heterosexual men (Rhodes, McCoy, Hergenrather, Omli & DuRant, 2010). Using a stratified 

random cross-sectional sample, 2,645 participants completed an Internet survey regarding high-

risk behaviors (Rhodes et al., 2010). The survey measured such characteristics as demographic, 

gender, sexual orientation, and campus engagement (Rhodes et al., 2010). The objective of the 

research was to determine “the differences in health-compromising behaviors between gay and 

heterosexual men” (Rhodes et al., 2010, p. 372). During the analyses of the behavioral data, 

bivariate analyses using chi-square and Fisher’s exact tests, t tests, and Wilcox rank sum tests 

were used to compare behaviors between same-sex male students against heterosexual male 

students (Rhodes et al., 2010). Rhodes et al. (2010) concluded that, of those who participated in 

the survey, only 1,014 identified as male, and the categories were identified as gay males 

represented (N=43), and straight/heterosexual males represented (N=971). The data also revealed 

that heterosexual males used condoms more often than gay males; reported less physical fights 

on a date; and had “multiple sexual partners in the last 30 days” (Rhodes et al., 2010, p. 373). 

The researchers concluded that the information from this study was used to help identify high-

risk behaviors learned during adolescence and to “develop meaningful interventions to affect 

health outcomes (Rhodes et al., 2010, p. 379). Such recommendations include coordinating 

initiatives that discuss men’s health issues, and bring into the fold an understanding about 

“hegemonic masculinities” (Harper & Harris, 2010, p. 384).   

Stevens (2004) examined gay identity development in college through qualitative 

research on eleven undergraduate male students attending a large mid-Atlantic university near a 

major metropolitan area. He found perceptions regarding societal heterosexism and homophobia 

and their potential existence on the campus often contributed an additional dimension of 
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discrimination. The first level of discrimination included hearing gay jokes publicly but not 

directed towards anyone in particular; however, once a student was disclosed, then the level of 

discrimination increased to harassment, hateful words directed toward the student, and violence 

(Stevens, 2004). The campus was racially diverse with significant White, African American, 

Asian American, and Hispanic American populations. However, overt and covert discrimination 

based on sexual orientation were parts of the participants’ university experiences. Even though 

the campus had support programs for gay and lesbian students and employees, the participants 

continued to experience discrimination in the form of hateful words, verbal abuse, physical 

harassment, vandalism, and violence (Stevens, 2004).  

Additionally, participants of the Strayhorn et al. (2010) study, Lawrence and Leon 

described that their coming out process was a challenge. Lawrence felt that by him going to 

college, he could disclose at school and start his life fresh. However, he experienced mental 

exhaustion because he had to realize who he had disclosed to, and remember to keep a secret to 

those he had not informed. “People struggle to be their true self as they have not disclosed to 

everyone, often causing stress” (Strayhorn et al., 2010, p. 92). Leon agreed, stating that he avoids 

large groups, tutoring sessions, and church because he is stressed from trying to remember who 

knows about his sexuality. The participants of this study align with the Carrion and Lock model 

where the participant disclosing each time they engage with a different group.   

Evans and Broido (1999) conducted a study to determine how the college environment 

influences the coming-out process. The participants were 10 men and 10 women. The men 

identified as one homosexual, six gays, and three bisexual. The women identified as five lesbian 

and five bisexual, all attending the University Park campus of Pennsylvania State University, a 

politically conservative and rural campus (Evans & Broido, 1999). The participants identified 
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three groups to come out to and how the process of coming out was different for each group. The 

groups identified were self, other gay and lesbian individuals, and heterosexuals (Evans & 

Broido, 1999). Conducting structured interviews, information was gathered to gain the students’ 

perspectives on climate in the residence halls, experiences with other students, interactions and 

interventions with residence hall staff, and suggested changes for the university and residence 

hall regarding gay, lesbian, and bisexual students (Evans & Broido, 1999). The research 

concluded that the coming out process was not an “either- or” process (Evans & Broido, 1999, p. 

663). One of the male students expressed that he did not realize that bisexuality was an option, 

because society pressures individuals into making a choice about being gay or lesbian; male or 

female; heterosexual or homosexual (Evans & Broido, 1999). Additionally, environmental 

factors determined when an individual would disclose their sexuality. For example, some 

individuals were out to themselves, but not to family and friends; or they were out to friends in 

the residence halls, but not to students with whom they have classes (Evans & Broido, 1999). 

One of the female participants expressed that certain reactions from those who were informed 

about her sexuality influenced how she would come out in the future to others (Evans & Broido, 

1999). Having experienced a negative reaction she informed that she had disclosed to her friends, 

but had not disclosed at work (Evans & Broido, 1999). 

Evans and Broido’s (1999) findings included re-evaluating the roommate process, 

confronting harassment and discrimination rapidly; and requiring student affairs administrators 

to take the lead on developing a welcoming environment. Since the roommate selection process 

is very commonplace with paring individuals who do not know each other, many of the 

participants explained that residence halls could allow students to request a gay or lesbian 

roommate (Evans & Broido, 1999). They suggest residence hall staff should be trained and 
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sensitive to issues of the gay and lesbian   population when pairing students with heterosexual 

students. When hostile situations develop, roommate changes should be facilitated quickly to 

avoid any further escalations (Evans & Broido, 1999). Last, administrators can help provide a 

welcoming environment to the gay and lesbian community by helping gay and lesbian student 

navigate the coming-out process and by facilitating programs that explore gay and lesbian   

issues (Evans & Broido, 1999). 

Development of Gay Identities amongst College Athletes 

College is a time when students begin to explore who they are, or begin to self-identify, 

and transition into the stages of identity development (Evans et al., 2010; Sellars & Damas, 

2002; Washington & Wall, 2006;). Sanlo’s (2004) research on gay culture concluded that many 

gay and lesbian students on college campuses feel that their identities are invisible. Sanlo 

discussed how few studies have examined the lives and experiences of gay and lesbian students, 

and, in so doing, she revealed that if more college and university administrators focused on 

developmental issues of gay and lesbian students, this would foster a more welcoming 

environment. For example, if the colleges developed a more comprehensive understanding of the 

students’ language, behaviors, and stressors, college administrators would in turn learn how 

these areas affect students’ academic achievement and success in college. Sanlo (2004) 

continued by noting that while research on retention exists on students of color and on students 

with disabilities, limited research exists on retention amongst the gay and lesbian college student 

population. The purposes of her study were twofold: to demonstrate the lack of attention given to 

retention amongst the gay and lesbian college student population and to show that more research 

is needed to determine the factors that help gay and lesbian college student persist towards 

graduation. 
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Sanlo (2004) found that few studies, if any, focused on the needs and events experienced 

within the gay and lesbian college students’ life. She expressed that the literature developed 

within the higher education arena did not explore issues of resilience, positive survival skills, and 

academic success amongst the gay and lesbian college students. In reviewing literature focusing 

on the LGB population, she discusses limited information available regarding student 

development of the population. She focused on examining the lived experiences of LGB students 

and their needs to be successful at colleges and universities.  She suggested the following themes 

should be used in conducting research on the topic: (a) family background and socioeconomic 

status; (b) race/ethnicity, degree of comfort with sexual orientation, and sexual identity 

development; (c) level of participation in some aspect of the campus community including major 

course of study; (d) living arrangements both on and off campus; (e) organizational or athletic 

involvement; (f) work commitments; and (g) on-campus support including mental health 

counseling and student health services (Sanlo, 2004). She concluded her research by identifying 

programs that some colleges and universities have implemented to aid in the retention of some 

gay and lesbian college students. These programs include Safe Zone projects, curriculum 

inclusion of gay and lesbian topics, mentoring and peer counseling programs, lavender 

graduation celebrations, and campus offices and resource centers, to name a few (Sanlo, 2004). 

Last, she emphasized that “information must be added to the literature so that the health and 

behavioral issues of this population are understood through their own experiences and their own 

voices” (Sanlo, 2004, p. 104).  

Stevens (2004), using the grounded theory approach, was able to capture the experiences 

of gay college students. His four guiding research questions were: What critical incidents have 

contributed to gay male identity development in college?  What meaning do the men attach to 
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these incidents?  How does the college experience influence identity formation of these men; and 

in what ways do other dimensions of identity intersect with sexual orientation and the college 

environment? (Stevens, 2004).  

Stevens (2004) was able to capture the voices of the students and make meaning of their 

college experiences. Their stories provided the information needed to develop recommendations 

for a more welcoming environment for gay college students. The purpose of this study was to 

determine how incidents on college campuses affected the identities of gay college 

undergraduates. In other words, how incidents helped or hindered the identity development of 

gay college undergraduate. Stevens (2004) conducted three individual rounds of interviews and 

concluded with a focus group. Each interview round was used to construct emerging themes 

amongst the participants. The focus group was constructed to discuss the themes with the group, 

and to gather any recommendations the participants wanted to add (Stevens, 2004).   

Stevens (2004) selected 11 students from various college and universities to chronicle 

their lives and experiences. Using a qualitative approach, he was able to understand the 

connections students make with their environments. The interviews were used to help gain 

information about how the college environment contributes to the exploration and development 

of a gay identity.  Several themes emerged: (a) environmental influences, such as negative 

experiences with heterosexism and homophobia on campus; (b) disclosure, which leads to the 

complexity of accepting the sexual identity; participants recycle through various stages 

depending on new experiences, situations, and people in their lives; (c) self-empowerment, 

comes with the participants self-acceptance and esteem; (d) support systems; participants 

determined whether they could disclose depending on allies (friends or college administrators, 

and supportive offices); (e) exploring multiple identities; determining how their sexual 
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orientation intersects with other facets of their lives, i.e., religion, gender, race/ethnicity (Steven, 

2004).   

As a student-athlete, many face the benefits and difficulties of celebrity status (Messer, 

2006; Sellars & Damas, 2002). Oftentimes, athletes question their status, in developing their 

identities, such as, are they liked because of who they are, or because they are an athlete (Sellars 

& Damas, 2002). Because of their celebrity status, student athletes’ every move is documented, 

which may play a role in their identity development. Kimmel and Messner (2001), Anderson 

(2002), and Pronger (1990) all concluded that a gay athlete who plays a contact sport and 

discloses his sexuality experiences hostility, such as being kicked off the team and ostracism. 

Former Stanford University football player Dwight Slater played in 1998-1999 and described 

that his coach, Tyrone Willingham, was actually happy when he quit the team (Jacobson, 2002). 

Slater feels that he might have been more successful in college and could have excelled in the 

NFL if his coaches were more supportive of him (Jacobson, 2002).   

Wolf-Wendel et al. (2001) has explored the concept that identity development among 

college athletes may be hindered due to the fact that, as a team, the group is expected to conform. 

In other words, identity development, even sexual identity development is hindered, since the 

athletic environment may not encourage individualism outside of masculinity. Evans et al. 

(2010) have even discussed that some lesbian student athletes have expressed this same feeling, 

and as a result of not being able to be themselves, they may not be able to live up to their athletic 

potential and personal growth.  

Athletes are expected to live up to society’s definition of sports as being masculine 

(Wolf-Wendel et al., 2001). As a result, student athletes who are experiencing a period of 

personal growth within the context of social identity development, that is, ethnic, race, gender, 
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and more specifically, sexual orientation, may not be able to fully experience the development, 

especially if it results in same-sex identities (Evans et al., 2010).  

Characteristics of same-sex college athletes. Anderson (2002) uncoverd the issue of 

gay athletes participating in their own “self-silencing” (p. 870). In other words, “gay athletes 

failed to recognize that their identities were being denied, and they often took part in their own 

oppression by self-silencing and partaking in heterosexual dialogue” (Anderson, 2002, p. 870). 

Jeff, a college cross-country runner and soccer player, admitted that he participated in sexual 

conversation as if he was heterosexual (Anderson, 2002). “The guys will be talking about girls 

and stuff, and they will ask me what I think of somebody, and I’ll just say, yeah, she’s hot, or 

something like that” (Anderson, 2002, p. 870). Anderson concluded this behavior occurs among 

gay athletes because they are either afraid to discuss their personal sexuality, or do not feel that 

sports is the atmosphere to discuss a personal subject matter (Anderson, 2002). As Anderson 

(2002) interviewed Frank, another gay athlete, stated, “Sport is not the appropriate place for such 

discussions . . . Well, it’s none of their business” (Anderson, 2002, p. 870).  

Some of Anderson’s (2002) findings demonstrate regarding a heterosexual hegemony in 

athletics, where gay athletes accept a heterosexual culture and do not bring attention to their 

homosexuality. In other words, they participate in a masculine heterosexual culture by partaking 

in heterosexual jargon by making gay jokes, by participating in heterosexual conversation such 

as talking about dating the opposite sex (Anderson, 2002). Anderson (2002) compared the 1994 

United States military policy of don’t ask don’t tell as a policy used in athletics (Anderson, 

2002). Using a grounded theory approach, he interviewed 26 White, openly gay male athletes 

ranging in ages from 18 to 25 years (Anderson, 2002). The in-depth interviews lasted 60-90 

minutes in length, and revealed themes such as disclosing, heterosexual hegemony, and the use 
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of homophobic language or “homophobic discourse” (Anderson, 2002, p. 871). For example, 

Tim, one of the participants in the research and an openly gay tennis player, describes his 

experience after coming out as not hostile, but, that his teammates ignored or pretended his 

sexuality didn’t exist (Anderson, 2002). When Anderson (2002) asked Tim if his teammates 

treated him differently after disclosing, Tim stated,  

No. They didn’t really treat me as gay, if that’s what you mean. In fact, they didn’t even 

mention it really. They just treated me like one of the guys and stuff. Sort of like nothing 

had changed or anything (p. 870).  

However, Tim did reveal that while his teammates were not hostile towards him about his 

sexuality, they did continue to talk about women and dating. The guys would ask him his opinion 

about what women he thought was “hot” (Anderson, 2002, p. 870). None the less, they never 

asked him about his sexual life. “Yeah, they ask me like who I think is hot and stuff, [but] Hell 

no! They’d never [ask about my social life]. They don’t want to hear that kind of stuff” 

(Anderson, 2002, p. 870).  

Anderson (2002) referenced Tim’s experiences as “segmented identity” (p. 870). He 

described the concept of segmented identity as, even though they know about his sexuality, “they 

don’t treat him as if he were [gay]. They are willing to recognize his athletic accomplishments, 

but unwilling to talk of his social/sexual life as they do with the heterosexual athletes” 

(Anderson, 2002, p. 870). As a result, both Tim and his teammates practice the policy of don’t 

ask, don’t tell, whereas both are allowed to deny Tim’s true identity as a gay athlete (Anderson, 

2002).  A similar situation with Ken, an NCAA champion track runner, interviewed by Anderson 

(2002). Ken described his experiences as “to this day, people know, but people just won’t say it. . 
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. . It’s like they just can’t talk about it. It makes me so uncomfortable knowing that some people 

know, but then they still ask me about girls . . .” (Anderson, 2002, p. 870).  

Anderson (2002) examined how masculinity influences gender in sports and how gay, 

male athletes are able to navigate their sexuality in this environment. By conducting a qualitative 

study, he was able to hear the voices of the athletes and learn about their experiences competing 

in sports as a gay athlete (Anderson, 2002). Athletes representing 18 various contact and 

noncontact sports were solicited from gay websites and listservs, and had to meet such criteria as 

not disclosing their sexuality until after they were recruited for a team (Anderson, 2002).  

Anderson (2002), who interviewed participants attending various high schools and college sport 

division universities, wanted to demonstrate the hostility that gay athletes experienced, if any, 

after disclosing their sexuality to their teammates. The study revealed that several of the gay 

athletes commented that they had not experienced any hostility from their teammates. However, 

Anderson (2002) maintained that while these athletes did not experience hostility, homophobia 

still exists in college sports. He described such instances as homophobic discourse where 

heterosexual male athletes will call other heterosexual male athletes homosexual terms as an 

example of homophobia in sports. Anderson (2002) also stated that gay athletes ignore the 

discourse and have normalized the behavior that leaves them in denial about being harassed, or 

mistreated.     

Pronger (1990) chronicled the effects masculinity and gender have on athletics. He 

revealed how masculinity affects gay men playing sports. While he did not focus on collegiate 

athletes, he discussed masculine hegemony in the realm of athletics. Additionally, he paralleled 

the experiences of gay males playing sports with the experiences of gay, male collegiate and 

professional athletes. Pronger (1990) conducted a qualitative study, interviewing thirty-four gay 
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males who either participated in recreational sports or did not play any sports. The purpose of his 

study was to explore how they navigated their sexuality in athletes (Pronger, 1990).  

Consequentially, he was able to gain an understanding why some gay males never participated in 

sports. Pronger (1990) concluded that while gay men play sports, they maintain, or participate in 

heterosexual conversation and antics to appear heterosexual. For example, he discussed how he 

and his gay friends would interact in the weight room.  

When I meet my gay friends in the weight room, lifting weights, grunting and groaning 

like everyone else, there is usually a sense of humor of about how ‘butch’ we seem. We 

may look as masculine as the other men in the room, and may even be taken for straight, 

but we are aware of a deep paradox in our sense of masculinity and of the irony inherent 

in the appearance and reality of our lives. (Pronger, 1990, p. 4)  

Pronger (1990) stated, “sexuality has no bearing on the hitting of tennis balls, the speed 

of skating, height of jumping, precision on the gymnastic apparatus, or any other strictly athletic 

phenomenon” (p. 2). However, he believed that the socialization of masculinity that athletics 

produces often creates anxiety within gay males, especially gay athletes, and even heterosexuals 

Pronger, 1990). For example, he described a situation where if a coach catches two male 

teammates engaged in sex, due to conventional wisdom, the coach now believes “ the two… 

athletes have betrayed the pure aspirations of athletics. Their characteristically un-masculine 

behavior could undermine the macho competitive edge that many coaches work so hard to 

develop among their athletes” (p. 6). Pronger (1990) implied that the world of athletics is an 

expression of American society, dominated in masculinity. He concludes, that with the influence 

of masculinity in sports, gay athletes are confronted with gender identity where their sexual 

beliefs are challenged (Pronger, 1990). As a gay male becomes aware of his gender identity, this 
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concept may play a role in gay males navigating their beliefs in sports. In other words, the gay 

male begins to determine whether he will participate in the masculine hegemony, or begin to 

alienate himself from this environment. Pronger (1990) described the actions of gay male 

athletes as they begin to decide how they will navigate their sexuality; the athlete may begin to 

participate in the masculine hegemonic environment. In other words, they will begin 

participating in heterosexual conversation, such as conversations about women, engage in 

homonegative behavior, such as jokes and name calling (Pronger, 1990).   

Perception of Athletes 

African American Male Athlete  

Such authors as Cuyjet (1997, 2006), Sellars and Damas (2002), and Messer (2006) have 

conducted research on the plight of the African American male athletes. Various factors such as 

socioeconomic status, psychosocial issues, support systems, and academic preparation are some 

influences that determine persistence of some students which includes student athletes (Bonner 

& Bailey, 2006; Messer, 2006; Pascarella, 2005; Sellars & Damas, 2002). When it comes to the 

perception of the African American, male student-athlete, such stereotypes as impoverished, 

violent, and the “dumb Black jock” are descriptors that they experience on college campuses 

(Messer, 2006, p. 157). “Although all students, regardless of race, are susceptible to academic 

dis-identification, students of color have the additional anxiety of combating negative stereotypes 

about their academic ability” (Bonner & Bailey, 2006, p. 33).  

C. Brown (2006) conducted a survey of 25 African American males attending a research 

university in the South. Many that C. Brown surveyed indicated that participating in sports, 

whether it was intramural athletics and recreations, was a way to feel connected to the campus 

(C. Brown, 2006). One student, an athlete who was surveyed, commented, “If I were not an 
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athlete, I would probably feel marginal or outside the mainstream of campus life” (C. Brown, 

2006, p. 61). C. Brown (2006), using the College Student Experience Questionnaire, concluded 

that a high level of African American male students participated in athletics and recreational 

activities. The students surveyed commented that by participating in sports they felt a sense of 

belonging, community, and support, which theorized attributed to increased retention rates 

among some African American men (Cuyjet, 1997, 2006). Factors such as academic support 

services, mentoring programs, orientation, tutoring, and financial support contribute to 

persistence (Cuyjet, 2006). However, stereotypes and perceptions of the African American male 

athlete and separation from the non-athletic campus community can become factors that 

contribute to high turnover rates amongst these athletes (Cuyjet, 2006).  

When attending college, some African American student athletes struggle with 

depression, racial discrimination, and low self-esteem (Sellars & Damas, 2002). However, the 

pressure to attend college and play sports is highly encouraged (Messer, 2006; Sellars & Damas, 

2002). Even though some African American student athletes may be the first to go to college, or 

first-generational college students, these students often come from different sociocultural 

backgrounds as well as socioeconomic backgrounds (Sellars & Damas, 2002). For athletes, and 

in particular, African American male student athletes, they often feel pressured from both their 

families and communities to try and pursue a professional sports career (Messer, 2006). Messer 

(2006) also reported that with this added pressure the student athlete may feel the need to try and 

live up to this almost impractical expectation, which may result in hindering their college growth 

experience. 
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Perception of Gay College Athletes  

In 1993, Eric Anderson came out as a gay high school track coach (Anderson, 2003). 

Since then, Anderson (2005) has conducted research and written a book about the experiences of 

40 openly gay and 20 closeted gay high school, college, and professional athletes. In his 

research, he set out to determine if the sporting arena was still as homophobic 15 years ago when 

he came out (Anderson, 2005). He discovered that several of the openly gay athletes 

participating in his research, expressed acceptance amongst their teammates after disclosing 

(Anderson, 2005). Anderson (2005) concluded that this finding could be attributed to the fact 

that the athlete was one of the popular and well liked players on the team. However, other 

researchers have demonstrated otherwise.     

Several researchers discuss hostile situations and attitudes toward gay athletes on college 

campuses (Jacobson, 2002; Maurer-Starks, Clemons, & Whalen, 2008; Wolf-Wendel et al., 

2001). Moreover, Roper and Halloran (2007) surveyed 371 self-identified heterosexual male and 

female collegiate student athletes from three Division I and II universities in the Northeast. The 

purpose of this study explored and assessed heterosexual student athlete attitudes toward lesbians 

and gay men (Roper & Halloran, 2007). Data was gathered from participants using Herek’s 

Attitudes toward Lesbian and Gay Men Scale (as cited in Roper & Halloran, 2007).  

Roper and Halloran’s (2007) research on attitudes towards gay and lesbians supports 

similar findings as Jacobson’s (2002) research. The researchers concluded that male student 

athletes held a hostile attitude toward gay men and lesbians; on the other hand, female athletes’ 

attitudes where less hostile toward gay and lesbian students (Roper & Halloran, 2007). Also, 

student athletes who associate with gay men and lesbian students have positive attitudes toward 

the population (Roper & Halloran, 2007). The breakdown include 219 female and 152 male 



49 

 

 

 

participants representing student athletes from one Division I university and two Division II 

universities. Initially, Athletic Directors at 10 Division I and II universities were contacted to 

participate in the research; however only 27 head coaches at three universities provided 

permission for the study (Roper & Halloran, 2007). The specific research question examined in 

this study was “What are self-identified heterosexual male and female student athletes’ attitudes 

toward gay men and lesbians across gender, sport and contact?” (Roper & Halloran, 2007, p. 

921). Attitudes were assessed in relationship to gender, sport, and contact, and the assessments 

measured include male student athletes would have more negative attitudes toward gay men 

compared to lesbians and an overall more negative attitude towards gay men and lesbians 

compared to female student athletes, attitudes toward lesbians and gay men will be more 

negative among men’s team sport participants, and heterosexuals who experience contact with 

gay men and lesbians exhibit  more positive attitudes toward lesbians and gay student athletes 

(Roper & Halloran, 2007). 

Roper and Halloran (2007) revealed that gay athletes playing a contact or team sport have 

a much harder time disclosing their sexuality than a gay athlete participating in an individual 

sport. Using t tests, ANOVA and MANOVA, the results suggested that male student athletes 

held more negative attitudes toward gay men and lesbians than female student athletes. The 

research revealed, male student athletes were also significantly (t = −4.76, df = 369, p<.0001) 

more negative in their attitudes toward lesbians than female student athletes. Furthermore, gay 

athletes playing a contact or team sport have a much harder time disclosing their sexuality than a 

gay athlete participating in an individual sport. The research concluded that a significant 

correlation exists between attitudes toward gay men and the attitudes toward lesbians amongst 
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heterosexual athletes. Hawes (2001) concluded that sports are masculine and any characteristic 

demonstrated as not masculine violates gender roles.  

Last, Roper and Halloran indicated that student athletes who have contact with gay men 

and/or lesbians had significantly (t = −10.38, df = 369, p<.0001) more positive attitudes toward 

gay men. Also, student athletes who reported having contact with gay men and / or lesbians had 

significantly (t = −7.03, df = 369, p<.0001) more positive attitudes toward lesbians (Roper & 

Halloran, 2007). Kauer and Krane (2006) suggested that “the presence of lesbians and/or 

bisexual female athletes on a team helped heterosexual teammates become more accepting and 

open-minded” (p. 53).  

Jacobson (2002) noted, “highly visible men’s sports of football, basketball, hockey, and 

baseball, remain the most unaccepting of gay athletes” (p. A36). In her article, she discussed the 

often hostile experiences of gay athletes on college campuses. She explored the perceptions of 

gay athletes by interviewing three college and university coaches. Jacobson interviewed four gay 

athletes at a New England college, University of California at Riverside, Stanford, and at a 

Division I school. She also interviewed two professors and two counselors who taught courses 

on the gay and lesbian culture and sports sociology, and directors of gay and lesbian resource 

centers, respectively.   

During data collection, Jacobson (2002) talked with a college soccer player attending a 

New England university through his counselor for fear his sexuality would be disclosed. 

Additionally, the counselor spoke on condition of anonymity for fear of disclosing the soccer 

player’s sexuality (Jacobson, 2002). The soccer player lived with three female friends, and when 

out in public with his teammates he engaged in heterosexual conversation, whistled at women, 

and even kissed them in public (Jacobson, 2002). However, he declined having sex by telling 
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them that he is “Roman Catholic, saving himself for marriage” (Jacobson, 2002, p. A36). The 

athlete admitted that discussing the subject anonymously, or even within his circle of friends he 

trusts, created anxiety (Jacobson, 2002).  

 Jacobson (2002) also discovered that when some students are being recruited, it is often 

implied that if they are gay or lesbian they will not be recruited or to keep their sexuality a secret. 

She interviewed a student-athlete at a Division I school who shared that his coaches told him not 

to reveal his sexuality to recruits (Jacobson, 2002).  Ken Hatfield, Rice University’s football 

coach and member of the Fellowship of Christian Athletes, does not believe in same-sex 

relationships. He stated, if a player disclosed to him, he would “not necessarily kick him off, 

however, I would think hard about it. I would also ask the player what happened and changed 

since we recruited you?” (Jacobson, 2002, p. A36).  

Stephen Bickford, former soccer forward for the North Carolina Tar Heels in 2004, 

echoes similar characteristics of gay athletes. “If my teammates knew I was gay, I was sure that 

I’d be treated differently, and it could possibly jeopardize my success in the game” (Bickford, 

2012, para. 3). Like several gay and lesbian athletes, Bickford worried about his coach finding 

out and being kicked off the team. Bickford struggled with depression from hiding his sexuality 

from his coach and teammates. His depression ultimately lead to a limited social life, a bad 

relationship, playing injuries, and questioning his ability to play the game he had loved since the 

age of six (Bickford, 2012).  

I wasn’t sure that I wanted to continue playing at all. Injured, depressed, and living a lie 

having to keep my sexuality a secret, I felt like the world was against me. All I had 

wanted was to be able to be myself without being judged and losing support from my 

teammates and coach? (Bickford, 2012, para. 17) 
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Perceptions of Lesbian College Athletes  

When discussing the female athlete, Clasen (2001) looked at the paradox between female 

and male athletes. Clasen defined female as being feminine and athlete as masculine, and derives 

that one cannot be both because it negates the other. In other words, a female athlete takes on 

masculinity (Clasen, 2001). Twenty-one female athletes attending a Midwestern, NCAA 

Division I university participated in a study about how they negotiate societal expectations of 

femininity and athleticism (Krane, Choi, Baird, Aimar, & Kauer, 2004). In a society where 

heterosexuality is considered the norm and athletics is considered masculine, female athletes find 

themselves having to exude masculine qualities on the playing field, and then having to 

perpetrate female qualities off the field (Clasen, 2001; Krane et al., 2004). By having their 

gender roles challenged, their sexuality may be questioned by society (Cogan & Petrie, 2002; 

Krane et al., 2004).     

According to Cogan and Petrie (2002), “sexual orientation is a woman athlete’s issue” (p. 

95). Interestingly, they devoted a whole chapter on counseling female intercollegiate athletes. In 

their research they discussed how a freshman female volleyball player was in a dilemma about 

her sexuality. The dilemma was whether to stay on the team that she described as homophobic, 

or run the risk of her sexuality being disclosed (Cogan & Petrie, 2002). When some students are 

being recruited, it is often implied that if they are gay or lesbian they will not be recruited, or to 

keep their sexuality a secret (Jacobson, 2002). This dilemma, however, is not an uncommon 

situation for some student athletes. Elfman (2007), interviewing coaches at various NCAA 

Division I schools and lesbian college athletes at the University of Connecticut and Mount 

Holyoke College, learned that oftentimes lesbian athletes whose sexuality is disclosed are asked 

to leave the team. 
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Ohnstad (2009) conducted case studies, researching how lesbians navigate their lives in a 

heterosexist society. As a psychotherapist, Ohnstad (2009) interviewed 10 women, ranging in 

ages from 24-52, attending therapy session at her practice. She gathered information from 

Scandinavian women of varying socioeconomic backgrounds. The women chosen to participate 

had been patients of Ohnstad for over 10 years. They discussed how they suffered “depression, 

poor health, and unsatisfactory love relationships” (Ohnstad, 2009, p. 359) due to societal views 

on same-gender sexual relationships. She generated 252 notes from the therapy sessions and used 

a “storyline” method which “refers to a dynamic course of events, a sequence of actions creating 

identities through inclusive and exclusive discursive movements” to compile her findings 

(Ohnstad, 2009, p. 359). The notes, which are an interpretation from the therapy sessions, were 

read back to the clients for accuracy and transcribed. Questions differed for each participant; 

however, Ohnstad created categories around outcomes she assessed to her research. These 

categories included“falling in love, defining a relation, a surprising change, something happens 

to me, self-defining and a way of understanding and redefining her sexual orientation” (Ohnstad, 

2009, p. 361). 

After two years, Ohnstad (2009) conducted follow-up interviews with the ten female 

participants to determine how they negotiated between same-sex and heterosexual dichotomies. 

In other words, the women who identified as lesbian were trying to navigate their lives in a 

heterosexist world (Ohnstad, 2007).  Many of the women discussed employing ambiguity to their 

lives as a coping strategy; meaning that depending upon the situation they would flow in and out 

of societal categories that define heterosexual and same-gender identities (Ohnstad, 2009). The 

testimonies of these women fall in line with queer theory, which allows for them to navigate 

what they wish to be called, versus what dominant society wants to call them. In other words, the 
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women move freely and liberated from labels. Last, the research concluded by developing 

understandings how some will navigate and negotiate their sexual identities in a heterosexist 

society (Ohnstad, 2007).      

Sources of Support to LGBT Students 

Campus Environment  

“Receptive campus environments encourage student involvement and academic success” 

(C. Brown, 2006, p. 50). Negrete and Purcell (2011) agreed that colleges and universities who 

provide multifaceted services for the gay and lesbian population provide a more positive 

experience for gay and lesbian students. “By providing multifaceted services, working towards 

positive institutional change, and preparing professionals for working with LGBT students, the 

student affairs profession can reach positive outcomes for gay and lesbian students” (Negrete & 

Purcell, 2011, p. 22). 

What is the current campus environment like for gay and lesbian students? Do they feel 

welcomed and embraced within the campus culture?  D’Emilio (1990) conducted a campus 

culture and campus support audit for gay and lesbian students. The purpose of the study was to 

determine the number and type of support systems available to this student population on college 

campuses. In performing his research, the author interviewed students identifying as gay or 

lesbian to examine the connection between social support and sexual identity development. 

Although D’Emilio’s study was conducted in 1990, R.D. Brown, Clarke, Gortmaker, and 

Robinson-Keilig (2004) conducted a study that revealed similar results. R.D. Brown et al.’s 

study assessed the campus climate by using a multiple perspectives approach. In their study, 80 

LGBT students completed surveys with questions related to their residence life experience, 

treatment from faculty and staff, and the campus environment in general. Additionally, 253 



55 

 

 

 

general students were surveyed. Using a snowball sample and a stratified random sampling, the 

researchers discovered that differences in campus experiences exist within the LGBT population, 

and general students who identified as straight (R.D. Brown et al., 2004). The authors also used 

information gleaned from the study to create suggestions for student affairs practitioners to assist 

in creating a friendlier and more engaging environment for gay students (R.D. Brown et al., 

2004).   

 Dilley (2002) studied the experience of gay men attending U.S. colleges and universities 

over a span of 50 years. He interviewed 57 students attending institutions in 22 states from 1954-

1999. The interviews revealed evidence that many colleges and universities have yet to accept 

the gay and lesbian population, thus demonstrating that perceptions toward gay college students 

have existed at least over the last 50 years. By conducting a historical analysis and tracking 

institutional policies and procedures regarding gay students and same-sex activities, the author 

provided an in-depth look at events that have occurred from the Stonewall riots to the death of 

Matthew Shepard (Dilley, 2002). The importance of his research demonstrates that 

administrators, researchers, and politicians can review the past years and see how far gay rights 

issues and the treatment of gays have come; and also where the gaps still exists with their 

freedoms and liberties. For example, after the brutal death of University of Wyoming student 

Matthew Shepard, who was falsely befriended by two men from the community, brutally beaten, 

and left for dead on a fence post near the University of Wyoming, the university seemed to 

distance themselves from the tragedy by insinuating that the attack happened off campus rather 

than acknowledging that the violence against one of their students was due to the student’s 

sexuality (Dilley, 2002). The aftermath of Shepard’s death caused some colleges and universities 

to include sexual orientation in non-discriminatory clauses; even the University of Wyoming, 
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where Shepard was a student, began to include sexual difference and in their policies of inclusion 

and anti-discrimination (Dilley, 2002). 

D’Emilio (1990) stated, “having been granted the extraordinary privilege of thinking 

critically as a way of life, we should be astute enough to recognize when a group of people is 

being systemically mistreated” (p. 18). In other words, individuals, especially those in the 

academy, should advocate for high standards of civility and create a just environment. For 

example, D’Emilio (1990) provided seven solutions for college campuses and universities to 

implement to make a more welcoming environment and experience for gay and lesbian students. 

These solutions include sensitizing residence hall employees to gay issues and training them on 

how to respond, as well as assuring them they will advocate and keep them safe; college 

administrators integrating programs and lectures within the academic and social realism; 

providing counseling services that are sensitive to the needs of gay and lesbian students; hiring 

an administrator who will advocate for gay and lesbian rights; identifying  hate motivated 

incidents and have disciplinary procedure in place to deal with the issues right away; banning 

groups, such as military or businesses that have a history of discriminating against gay and 

lesbian individuals; and conducting further research on gay and lesbian issues will continue to 

enhance the quality of life for gay and lesbian students on college campuses (D’Emilio, 1990).  

Pascarella (2005) revisited trends and research regarding student adaptation to college 

from 1969 through the present decade. Student learning outcomes were measured with regard to 

such topics as psychosocial change, attitudes, values, moral development, and educational 

attainment. His research also served as a reference for student affairs administrators interested in 

understanding the impact of college on students. The suggestions offered in improving the 

campus climate of gay and lesbian students would help administrators enhance the learning and 
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development of all students. For example, by instituting gay and lesbian related topics in first-

year courses, residential programs, and having trained counselors, who are sensitive to gay and 

lesbian issues, can help promote positive changes in the campus climate for gay and lesbian 

students (R.D. Brown et al., 2004).    

Student Support Systems  

L.D. Patton (2010), a key researcher of the notion of cultural centers, discussed the 

importance and effectiveness these gathering places have on students’ personal growth that use 

them. She explained that these centers, while some may seem to think they should be a thing of 

the past, are just as important in the 21st century as they were during times of the Civil Rights Era 

(L.D. Patton, 2010). L.D. Patton asserted that while college campuses promote diversity and the 

flow of intellectual ideas, these institutions largely continue to remain insensitive to students of 

marginalized populations. However, she does offer examples of colleges and universities as 

models of best practices, whose campuses have embraced students with various gender, race, 

ethnic, and sexual orientation identities and have created comfortable spaces of support (L.D. 

Patton, 2010).   

In an interview with The Chronicle of Higher Education, Amit Taneja, associate director 

of the LGBT Resource Center at Syracuse University stated, “As the population of openly gay 

students grows, supporting them has become a critical responsibility” (Lipka, 2011, p. A1). 

LGBT Centers are an example of support groups whose missions are to provide a safe place for 

gay and lesbian students, as well as have a hand in educating the campus on gay issues and 

advocating for a supportive environment (Lipka, 2011). Gose (1996) reported that in 1992 only 

15 LGBT Centers had been established on college campuses, increasing the number to 30 in 

1996. Additionally, Travers (2006) reported that the numbers continued to increase, with more 
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than 100 LGBT Centers in existence on college campuses and an additional 60 new centers on 

other campuses being established in the last 10 years. The increasing number of LGBT Centers 

on college campuses may be attributed to the 1998 death of Matthew Shepard. 

In addition to the emergence of LGBT Centers on college campuses, gay and lesbian 

studies are also becoming increasingly popular. Colleges and universities such as the University 

of Maryland at College Park, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Harvard University, and City 

College of San Francisco, to name a few, have been noted as gay friendly environments for gay 

and lesbian students  (“Campusclimateindex,” 2014). Since the 1970s, the University of 

Maryland has been one of the leading college campuses to offer LGBT courses. The university 

developed an unofficial LGBT Studies program which evolved from research conducted by 

faculty in the English, Philosophy, and Women Studies department. Also, the university offered 

such courses as “Homosexuality and Morality" focusing on in depth LGBT issues (“The History 

of LGBT Studies at Maryland,” n.d.). In 1997, the Presidents Commission on Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual and Transgender Issues was organized. Some faculty members from around the campus 

and the LGBT Equity Office Director, Luke Jensen, developed a proposal for an undergraduate 

certificate. In the spring of 2002, approval was granted by the Maryland Higher Education 

Commission and endorsed by the University Board of Regents (“The History of LGBT Studies at 

Maryland,” n.d.). A few days after approval, the first LGBT Studies certificate was awarded to a 

Women’s Studies major who graduated in spring 2002 (“The History of LGBT Studies at 

Maryland,” n.d.).  

While the University of Maryland was successful in creating and establishing LGBT 

courses and programs, other colleges and universities have followed the same path. In 2004, 

Harvard University began developing LGBT programs of study, and City College of San 
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Francisco was considered the only school to have a full-fledged gay and lesbian studies 

department offering a bachelor's degree in the subject (Jost, 2004). Courses such as “The History 

of Sexuality in the United States” and “Sex and Race as Performance,” which covers such 

performers as Michael Jackson, Madonna, and RuPaul is taught by the nation’s first tenured 

position in gay and lesbian studies at City College in 1989 (Jost, 2004). 

Even though some colleges and universities have become inclusive to LGBT studies, 

other campuses have been slow to create change. In 2002, at the University of Michigan, Ann 

Arbor, a professor offered a course titled “How to Be Gay,” about which the head of the 

Michigan chapter of the Conservative American Family Association organized a public-relations 

campaign criticizing the course. However, the professor was granted approval to continue 

teaching the course (Jost, 2004). The same year, Colby College, in Waterville, Maine, faculty 

submitted a proposal for approval for a “queer studies” minor; however, in spite of the fact that a 

nine-member task force on gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender issues had granted approval, 

the new program structure and the new faculty position necessary for the development of the 

minor had not been granted (Jost, 2004). 

As more gay and lesbian students continue to come out on college and university 

campuses, college administrators are faced with answering the question whether or not colleges 

adopt policies to create a favorable campus climate for gay and lesbian students? Although the 

presence of these centers and programs of study help bring gay and lesbian issues to light, the 

impact of their work has not been studied in-depth (Travers, 2006). As staff members continue to 

improve upon the expansion of these centers, two books provide direction to the work of gay and 

lesbian center directors: Working with Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Colleges 

Students; A Handbook for Faculty and Administrators (Sanlo, 1998) and Our Place on Campus: 
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Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender Services and Programs in Higher Education (Sanlo et al., 

2002). 

Student Services for Athletes (SSA)  

University of Oregon services for student athletes. The University of Oregon, a Division 

I institution, has a mission stating,  

Services for Student Athletes provides comprehensive academic support to more than 

500 student-athletes attending the University of Oregon. The department is open 7 days a 

week providing services such as class scheduling and advising, advanced learning 

assistance for under prepared and disabled learners, tutor appointments, Math and 

Science lab, quiet study tables and computer labs with Internet, printing and scanning 

services (“Our Mission,” n.d., para. 1).  

The office employs professional staff members, tutors, and student workers to assist 

student athletes attending the university. Staffing includes academic advisors, learning 

specialists, an office manager/tutorial coordinator, student table coordinator, and an IT 

consultant. The department provides an array of academic support services including advising, 

registering for classes, and tutoring. Additionally, math and science labs, as well as quiet study 

tables are also available (“Our Mission” n.d.).  

University of Delaware services for student athletes. The University of Delaware, 

another Division I university, has an all-inclusive program providing academic and personal 

support services for their athletes. Their mission states, “The University of Delaware is 

committed to promoting the athletic excellence, academic achievement, and personal 

development of its student athletes” (“Mission,” 2009, para. 1). Services include personal 

counseling, academics support, peer mentoring, community service activities, and life skills 
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development. The staff works with the coaches, faculty, and student services personnel to help 

student athletes navigate the demands of being a student athlete (“Mission, 2009).The staff 

consists of academic coordinators, counselors, and a psychologist who specializes in personal 

and sports performance related issues, and is also the counseling liaison to the Center for 

Counseling and Student Development (“Mission,” 2009).   

University of Louisville and Arizona State University. The University of Louisville and 

Arizona State University, both Division I schools, have SSA or services that comprise elements 

of an SSA. The University of Louisville athletic department’s mission states, “support and 

counsel our student athletes so they will maximize their potential at U of L and be successful in 

preparing for their future lives” (“University of Louisville Athletic Association,” 2014, para.1). 

Also, Arizona State University has a similar mission statement that “supports the academic 

mission of the university by providing mental health, consultation, and outreach services that 

facilitate the student learning experience and student success in persistence and graduation” 

(“About Us,” n.d., para. 1).  Arizona State University even goes so far as to offer services to the 

community at their downtown campus, and they prioritize their schedules to meet students’ 

requests within the same day. Last, both universities boast that the staff members are committed 

to assisting athletes to adjust to college without compromising their academics. The University 

of Louisville athletic department encourages student athletes to “maintain a balance between 

athletics, academics, and the social aspects of college” (“Student-Athletes,” 2014, para. 1).   

Across many campuses, SSA plays a major role in enhancing the student-athlete 

experience. However, Etzel et al. (2002) have concluded that very few scholars have written 

about the success of support services that address multiple facets of student-athlete needs. The 

limited amount of literature demonstrates that work with student athletes should be conducted 
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from a holistic perspective which includes integrating personal development, academics, and 

career development. With an overall goal of student success, major components of the SSA 

model include academic advising, tutoring, counseling, and career and goal setting (Denson, 

2002).  

While all colleges and universities do not subscribe to the SSA model, colleges and 

universities that have SSA offices are located within the structure of Student Affairs, which 

usually houses counseling services and student development centers (Denson, 2002). The 

director of the SAA usually reports to the assistant vice-president for counseling (Denson, 2002). 

The reason given for this reporting line is to alleviate pressures placed upon student athletes in 

the athletics department. With the relationship SSA has with counseling services, student athletes 

are more inclined to use the services offered (Denson, 2002). Here students are free to share 

confidential concerns and discuss such issues as difficulties in intimate relationships as well as 

vent feelings of grief, anger, and frustration with coaches and teammates. If student athletes 

develop more intense anguish, professional counseling staff members are better suited to provide 

the professional assistance needed to help students handle the situation.  

However, some SSA offices are located within the department of athletics. For example, 

the TRIAD model (Stier, 1992) places the administrative functions of the SSA under athletics. 

Additionally, some of the functions utilize resources that fall under various departments. For 

example, career services may be a student affairs function; however, external communications, 

which promote athletes and athletics, may fall under the President’s Office (Denson, 2002).  

Counseling: Athletes and Gay and Lesbian Athletes 

Ferrante, Etzel, and Lantz (2002) conducted research on student athletes. They stated, 



63 

 

 

 

College student athletes represent a special population on hundreds of campuses across 

the nation. They are young people who lead stressful lives that are influenced by the 

unique demands of their lifestyles and the developmental challenges of college-age 

people. Special services are needed to assist them to cope with these demands and 

ultimately to become well-adjusted, successful adults. (p. 3) 

Other researchers have discussed suggestions on how higher education administrators, 

coaches, and student leaders can create supporting environments for gay and lesbian college 

students (Carroll & Gilroy, 2001; Evans et al., 2010; Maurer-Starks et al., 2008; Pope, Barret, 

Szymanski, Chung, Singaravelu, McLean, & Sanabria, 2004; Renn, 2007; Sanlo et al., 2002; 

Washington & Wall, 2004). These suggestions included creating an LGBT Center or providing 

gay and lesbian student organizations on campus (Renn, 2007; Sanlo, 2004; Travers, 2006; 

Washington & Wall, 2004). Researchers and authors such as Pope et al. (2004), Maurer-Starks 

(2008), and Evans et al. (2010) have suggested incorporating sensitivity training for higher 

education administrators on gay and lesbian issues; providing resources such as names of 

counselors if the campus does not have someone on staff to accommodate gay and lesbian 

students, as well as, offering gay and lesbian local and national networks. Carroll and Gilroy 

(2001) and Sanlo et al. (2002) suggested integrating queer theory into counselor training, adding 

gay and lesbian issues into curriculums, hire gay and lesbian faculty and staff, and, for student 

affairs practitioners, to develop more awareness to gay and lesbian students and their issues. 

Harper and Harris (2010) suggested that college administrators, faculty, staff, and team captains 

should be trained and incorporate discussions revolving around issues such as homophobia and 

sexual assault; and they suggest encompassing gender issues into the CHAMPS/Life Skills 

program curriculum.   
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Katz (2010) discussed the MVP Project created at the Northeastern University’s Center 

for her Study of Sport in society. The project, Mentors in Violence Prevention, was created to 

include and engage males “in reducing men’s violence against women” (Katz, 2010, p. 542). 

While the program is geared to change the culture of violence amongst men against women, the 

model can be adapted to incorporate sexual assault on individuals whether they are male, female, 

transgender, etc. (Harper & Harris, 2010). The basic component is centered on discussions 

including gender and how society may define masculinity (Katz, 2010). The project allowed men 

to explore their own feelings, and how they developed the attitudes they have towards women or 

other individuals such as the gay and lesbian population. The project allowed the athletes to role 

play based on various scenarios dealing with sexist comments, verbal and physical threats, rape, 

and “harassment of gays and lesbians” (Katz, 2010, p. 545).  The overall goal of the project is to 

help athletes “to model nonsexist behavior (Katz, 2010, p. 551). Another project is the Men 

Against Violence student organization founded at Louisiana State University in 1995 (Hong, 

2010). Advised by a health education professional on college campuses, the group is dedicated to 

“combating stalking, domestic violence, fighting, hate crimes, hazing, rape, and vandalism” 

(Hong, 2010, p. 278). The group is comprised of eight elected executive board members and an 

advisory board consisting of fourteen faculty, staff, and alumni (Hong, 2010). Any full-time 

student may join; however, only men can serve on the executive board as this group coordinates 

and discusses men’s issues (Hong, 2010). The purpose of the organization is “to reduce the 

frequency and severity of violent acts among students, faculty, and staff . . . and to emphasize the 

special responsibility that men have in doing so” (Hong, 2010, p. 279).  All male Greek-letter 

social fraternities are mandated to have members of the organization participate in MAV 

trainings, media campaigns, programming, and support services (Hong, 2010). However, the 
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group seeks male students with various characteristics such as class status, athletic, and racial / 

ethnic backgrounds (Hong, 2010).  

In 1997, using the executive board of the MAV, a study was conducted to gather 

information regarding hegemonic masculinity. Hong (2010) examined the attitudes of the 

officers through 90-minute interviews used to determine how they had been socialized regarding 

relationships with male interaction, women, and sexual orientation. The results concluded that a 

correlation between hegemonic masculinity and perpetrating violence exists. However, programs 

such as MAV can help students initiate a transformed approach against violence (Hong, 2010).  

While the literature above directly provides straight-forward suggestions in working with 

gay and lesbian populations on college campuses, some literature, as it relates to gay and lesbian 

athletes, indirectly discuss the issues. Cuyjet (2006) explored undergraduate, African American 

men on college campuses. He provided a discussion on campus activities, mentoring, and 

programs for African American men, as well as African American male athletes, and gay African 

American males. However, Cuyjet never mentioned providing specific services for gay athletes. 

He only mentioned the issue of gay athletes as a bullet point suggesting that the athletic 

department provide at least one individual for gay and lesbian athletes to talk with and offer 

support (Cuyjet, 2006).  

Even Etzel et al. (2002), whose work is solely devoted to issues about counseling college 

student athletes, offered separate sections on counseling and mentoring student athletes. The 

phrase sexual orientation is found either in the diversity section, which is explored more in-depth 

in the disability section, or in the section about counseling women college athletes (Etzel et al., 

2002). Sometimes the language used to describe counseling or services for gay and lesbian 

student athletes is vague. The topic of sexual orientation is described as a shift occurring in 
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athletes, and the topic is usually grouped in with other demographic profiles such as race and 

ethnicity, and the disabled. The word diversity is sometimes used to describe gay and lesbian 

student athletes, and again grouped with other diverse elements such as gender issues focusing 

on women, and religion.  

Parham (2002) stated, “Coaches will face the biggest challenges in the era of diversity” 

(p. 43). When discussing diversity, athletics may be an area that needs more sensitivity training. 

Parham (2002) illustrated this point as he discussed the many facets of diversity, saying, 

“Diversity-related changes are likely to produce a wider disparity between student athletes and 

their coaches with respect to knowledge about and comfort with each other’s backgrounds” (p. 

43). Parham (2002) admitted that athletic professionals working with student athletes should 

become increasingly aware and sensitive to the needs of the diverse populations. He continued 

the thought by “encouraging the adoption of a belief that diversity-related learning is multi 

directional in that all groups (ethnic, gender, religion, gay and lesbian, physically challenged and 

learning-disabled) can learn about each other’s within-group as well as across-group differences 

and similarities. (Parham, 2002, p. 43) 

Even though some research may not directly refer to gay and lesbian student athletes, 

some college student athletes do identify as gay and lesbian (Maurer-Starks et al., 2008; Parham, 

2002). Parham (2002) suggested that, when counseling student athletes, all who are involved 

should be aware of their biases that might impact their work and also be knowledgeable about 

issues relating to the gay and lesbian population. Since society perceives athletes as being tough, 

student athletes may not seek the assistance of any counseling center services (Ferrante et al., 

2002). Ferrante et al. (2002) identified some barriers that have kept some student athletes from 

using counseling services. Some of the barriers may also be attributed to why some gay and 
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lesbian student athletes do not use the counseling services. Such barriers include, but are not 

limited to the athlete’s high visibility, myths about student athletes such as their persona, and the 

misconception of seeking assistance from anyone outside of the athletic arena (Ferrante et al., 

2002).   

The NCAA has developed a program that promotes life skills for student athletes, 

Student-Athletes Affairs programs (“Life Skills,” n.d.). However, direct services such as 

individual counseling and mentoring are not part of the Student-Athletes Affairs program. 

Mentoring and counseling assists in the development of students. In addition, these services can 

aid in the positive development of gay and lesbian students and student athletes (Cuyjet, 2006; 

Etzel et al., 2002; Maurer-Starks et al., 2008; Pope et al., 2004). Without the support of direct 

services for gay and lesbian student athletes, or the connection of gay and lesbian student athletes 

to these services, continues to imply that the gay and lesbian student-athlete community does not 

exist (Parham, 2002).  

Policies 

Tyler Clementi Higher Education Anti-Harassment Act 

The Tyler Clementi Higher Education Anti-Harassment Act is a proposed bill that would 

require colleges receiving federal funding to prohibit harassment based on sexual orientation 

(Creeley, 2011).  In short, the bill defines harassment on a vague scale by citing harassment as  

acts of verbal, nonverbal, or physical aggression, intimidation, or hostility, sufficiently 

severe, persistent or pervasive so as to limit a student’s ability to participate in or benefit 

from a program or activity at an institution of higher education, or to create a hostile or 

abusive educational environment (Creeley, 2011, p. A64).  
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Skepticisms surrounding the bill include that the bill fails to define what constitutes a 

“hostile or abusive educational environment,” fails to require that the harassing expression be 

“objectively offensive,” and leaves interpretation up to college administrators who may find 

themselves in conflict with the 1999 Supreme Court ruling used to determine if harassment 

policies in higher education are in conflict with First Amendment rights (Creeley, 2011, p. A64 ). 

Davis v. Monroe County Board of Education  

In 1999, the Supreme Court ruled in the decision of Davis v. Monroe County Board of 

Education. The court defined hostile-environment peer harassment as conduct “so severe, 

pervasive, and objectively offensive, and that so undermines and detracts from the victims’ 

educational experiences, that the victim-students are effectively denied equal access to an 

institution’s resources and opportunities” (Davis v. Monroe County Board of Education, 1999). 

The decision brought about a balance between protected speech and unprotected harassment. For 

example, in the 2008 DeJohn v. Temple University case the United States Court of Appeals for 

the Third Circuit struck down Temple University’s sexual harassment policy because the court 

claimed that the policy violated the student’s First Amendment because the policy failed to 

require that the conduct “objectively” created a hostile environment (DeJohn v. Temple 

University, 2008). In other words, the Davis v. Monroe County Board of Education case has been 

used as the standard in higher education policy to determine the definition of a hostile 

environment.  

CLOUT 

In Louisville, Kentucky, Citizens of Louisville Organized and United Together (CLOUT) 

is composed of churches and organizations that tackle community issues such as fairness for all 

citizens (“CLOUT,” 2014). In May 2011, the group invited city leaders such as the Mayor of 

http://www.garlands-digest.com/cases/3d/2000s/08/030808de.pdf
http://www.garlands-digest.com/cases/3d/2000s/08/030808de.pdf
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Louisville, Greg Fischer, the Jefferson County Public Schools’ executive director of student 

relations, health and safety, Jack Jacobs, and the Jefferson County Public Schools Board of 

Education president, Steve Imhoff, to discuss school bullying. The focus of the meeting was to 

gain answers from the leaders regarding bullying in the public school system. The organization 

asserts that the Jefferson County Public School System is not addressing the issues appropriately, 

and they wanted the leaders to develop an anti-bullying plan (Rose, 2011). However, while the 

city officials vowed to work to develop a comprehensive plan to address the issue, specific 

commitment and a timeline was not generated, thus leaving the members of CLOUT concerned 

that the safety of students in the Jefferson County Public Schools is at risk (Rose, 2011). 

Although the meeting with the City of Louisville may not have granted the results 

CLOUT would like to have produced, in other parts of the United States progress is being made. 

The Governor of California, Jerry Brown, has signed a bill making California the first state to 

include the topic of gay and lesbians in social studies classes in public schools. The bill requires 

the inclusion of contributions that LGBT people have made to be part of the social studies 

curriculum (Lin, 2011). Opponents of the bill felt that students would be taught to accept same-

gender sexual relationships, while others thought the subject should be something parents teach 

their children instead of the school system. Proponents such as Senator Mark Leno, author of the 

bill, saw this as “a step towards teaching tolerance” (Lin, 2011, para. 7). Senator Leno also 

stated, “Today, we are making history in California by ensuring that our textbooks and 

instructional materials no longer exclude the contributions of LGBT Americans” (Lin, 2011, 

para. 8).  

Subjects such as women, African Americans, Mexican Americans, Asian Americans, 

Native Americans, the Holocaust, and even the Irish potato famine are part of California public 
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school system curriculum that is required by state law. Governor Brown stated, “This bill revises 

existing laws that prohibit discrimination in education and ensures that the important 

contributions of Americans from all backgrounds and walks of life are included in our history 

books” (Lin, 2011, para.3).  The Californian Board of Education has been instructed by the 

California legislature to replace textbooks and teaching materials with materials that cover the 

contributions of the LGBT population by the start of the 2013-2014 school year. However, the 

law does not specify the grade level for the subjects to be taught.  

Summary 

The research thus far has provided information focusing on the LGBT gay and lesbian 

population. Specifically, the research discusses policies, perceptions, and stories chronciling 

experiences that gay and lesbian students experience. Although the liteature validates several 

theories and demonstrates progression of work in higher education with margainalized groups, 

further research is needed to continue this growth. Understanding the gay and lesbian population 

in higher education will assist college campuses in creating fair and equitable policies for all 

students.   

In Chapter 3, the methodology section, I will explain the design of this qualitative study.  

This section will include the research design, as well as how participants for the study were 

selected. Additionally, I will discuss how the data was collected and analyzed. Last, this section 

will further explore theoretical frameworks used to influence the research.  

 

 

 

 



71 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to describe the experiences of gay and lesbian college 

student athletes. This chapter discusses the methodological approach that was used to explore the 

experiences of gay and lesbian college athletes. I start with a description of the qualitative 

research approach, followed by a discussion about case study and narrative analysis. 

Specifically, how this marginalized group made sense of their experiences, by giving gay and 

lesbian college student athletes who have attended any college or university a voice (Merriam, 

2009). The primary research question that influenced this study was, What are the experiences of 

gay and lesbian college student athletes?  

Additionally, an in-depth overview of qualitative research and the reasoning behind 

choosing this method of study is provided. The next section featured the participants of the study 

and explained the process for selection. The last section discussed how data was collected and 

analyzed. 

Rationale for Design 

Qualitative Research 

The overall purpose of conducting qualitative research was, “to understand how people 

make sense of their lives and their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 23). Qualitative research is 

used when the researcher has a topic that needs to be explored in more detail, wants the writing 
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to be more personal, and emphasizes the role of the researcher as an active listener (Creswell, 

2007). This method of research allows more flexibility in data collection such as the use of 

journals, observations, and interviews. Additionally, the researcher is the primary conduit used as 

the method of data collection. Qualitative research allows the researcher to spend time with the 

participants within their lived, environmental settings. The researcher spends quality time with 

the participants and is immersed in the research setting. In other words, the researcher conveys a 

personal perspective about those interviewed (Creswell, 2007). In short, when conducting 

qualitative research the researcher is interested in how the participants interpreted, constructed, 

and made sense of their experiences (Merriam, 2009).   

Qualitative research consists of eight approaches: basic interpretive, ethnography, 

phenomenology, grounded theory, case study, narrative analysis, critical, and postmodern-

poststructural (Creswell, 2007; McMillan & Schumacher, 2001; M.Q. Patton, 2002).  According 

to M.Q. Patton (2002), qualitative studies are more purposeful by identifying participants with 

certain characteristics. This method of research was chosen in order to collect data in a more 

natural setting (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001). In-depth interviews were the specific method 

for collecting research. The method allowed the personal experiences and struggles of the 

marginalized population to be conveyed. 

The aim of this study was to add to the literature by further exploring the experiences of 

gay and lesbian athletes in college. Several authors (Anderson, 2002, 2005; Bickford, 2012; 

Elfman, 2007; Jacobson, 2002; Katz, 2010; Kauer & Krane, 2006; Krane, 2001; Krane et al., 

2004; Roper & Halloran, 2007) have explored research on this population. These studies were 

used to guide my research. Exploring the reflections and experiences of this population was 

necessary to add to the literature, and also to gain information about how these athletes made 
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sense of their experiences in college. Former gay and lesbian college student athletes were 

interviewed who attended a public, private, NCAA, or NAIA college or university. 

Narrative analysis. Merriam (2009) stated, “Narratives have become a popular source of 

data in qualitative research” (p. 32). In conducting qualitative research, the stories from 

participants provided the data. The researcher used these stories to shape the interpretation of the 

experiences, and to let the voices of the participants be heard (Creswell, 2007). “Stories are how 

we make sense of our experiences, how we communicate with others, and through which we 

understand the world around us” (Merriam, 2009, p. 32).  

Case study. Case study provided an in-depth understanding of a single, group, or 

bounded systems being researched (Creswell, 2007; McMillan & Schumacher, 2001; Merriam, 

1988, 2009; M.Q. Patton, 2002; Yin, 2011). In other words, “case study research assumes that 

examining the context and other complex conditions related to the case(s) being studied are 

integral to understanding the case(s)” (Yin, 2011, p. 4). The cases were based on the size of 

bounded case, which included “one individual, several individuals, a group, entire program, or 

activity” (Creswell, 2007, p. 74). The extensive study allowed for a deeper understanding of 

experiences and behavior, and provided an appreciation of the cases being studied (Yin, 2011). 

Researchers use case study when the research statement addresses a descriptive or 

explanatory question (Yin, 2011). For example, case study design assist the researcher when 

describing what is happening or has happened (Yin, 2011). Additionally, case study design assist 

the researcher when addressing a descriptive research question or try to explain how and why 

something happened with an explanatory research statement (Yin, 2011). However, challenges to 

using case study exist when the researcher introduces bias into the research. Research biases 

create a lack of credibility or trustworthiness to the study (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2011). Merriam 
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(2009) even discussed that before the researcher started to analyze the data, all materials such as 

interviews, field notes, transcripts, and logs “are organized in some fashion so that data are easily 

retrievable” (p. 203). Additionally, M.Q. Patton (2002) confirmed, while organizing data, this is 

a time to purge redundancies and sort chronologically or into themes. 

When executing a case study, the researcher decides to conduct either a single or multiple 

case studies. Additionally, the researcher chooses to keep the case holistic, or have embedded 

cases (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2011). For example, my research was a holistic multiple case study 

where I looked at one case regarding the athletes’ experiences; however, my focus included 

several interviews to enrich the data. Yin (2011) suggested that using multiple case studies 

improved the credibility of the study. Within this construct, themes developed that were analyzed 

for understanding of the case, or “assertions” (Creswell, 2007, p. 75). In qualitative studies, data 

is collected until the information becomes saturated, thus producing a sample size (Merriam, 

2009; Yin, 2011).  

Role of Researcher 

Qualitative research is often criticized for being too subjective due to the close 

relationship between the researcher and the participants (M.Q. Patton, 1990). Wolcott (2001) 

cautioned that as the study starts to take shape, the researcher must remember to “keep the 

narrative focused on the research, rather than the researcher” (p. 94). In other words, the 

researcher should not allow his or her biased views to permeate the topic. However, he allowed 

the researcher to introduce and provide relevance to the study. For example, if the researcher 

discussed discrimination, he or she can include a personal account of how he or she was 

discriminated against (Wolcott, 2001).  
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Both Merriam (2009) and M.Q. Patton (1990, 2002) discussed the pros and cautions to 

take when conducting qualitative studies. During qualitative research, the researcher relies upon 

his or her own thoughts, feelings, and reactions to the participant’s stories. Since the researcher is 

the sole instrument used in data collation and analysis, researcher’s bias may be introduced into 

the study. In order to reduce bias, peer reviewers were used. While being the sole source used 

during the collection an analysis may be viewed as a positive attribute to qualitative research, 

M.Q. Patton (2002) encouraged researchers to clarify their own personal experiences that may 

influence the study. For example, my personal observations of gay and lesbian college student 

athletes, and the development of my own heterosexual privilege, shaped my subjectivity. The 

heterosexual development model described how influences in my life made me aware of my 

sexuality. Thus, it was important for me to remember the privileges that accompanied me as a 

heterosexual while conducting this research. As M.Q. Patton (1990) urged, “any credible 

research strategy requires that the investigator adopt a stance of neutrality with regard to the 

phenomenon under study” (p. 55). Simply, the researcher is to gain knowledge from the 

participants without trying to prove or manipulate the information, or introduce their own biases.    

Additionally, Merriam (2009) confirmed that the researcher plays a role in the 

relationship with the participants being observed. When collecting data, the researcher’s role 

ranged in part from “being a full participant–the investigator is a member of the group being 

observed–to being a spectator” (Merriam, 2009, p. 124). When conducting this research, I 

assumed the role of an observer. I collected information based upon the interaction I had through 

a collection of interview questions with the participants of the study.  
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Participant Selection 

The selection of athletes was chosen through purposeful sampling. Purposeful sampling 

was used to seek out “information-rich key informants” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001, p. 

401). Qualitative research informed the audience through a purposeful sample that detailed 

stories of the participants (M.Q. Patton, 2002; McMillan & Schumacher, 2001). When 

conducting qualitative research, non-probability sampling is the method qualitative researchers 

use as the researcher is not looking to solve quantitative questions but rather to “discover, 

understand, and gain insight” (Merriam, 2009, p. 77). Strategies such as snowballing or 

networking was the method used in this research. However, sampling techniques change during 

the research process, and it is important for the researcher to be flexible during the process, as it 

relates to the sampling process (Creswell, 2007).  

Network sampling was used to invite participants. This is a strategy where participants 

are asked to refer others they know who share similar experiences (McMillan & Schumacher, 

2001). While numbers are crucial for quantitative research, sample sizes for qualitative research 

need to reach levels of saturation in order to reach understanding of the case. In other words, a 

select number of participants to research are not determined until saturation of the data has been 

gathered. Additionally, before conducting the interviews, Creswell (2007) noted that written 

permission should be obtained from the participants before beginning the research. In regard to a 

sensitive study involving AIDS patients, Creswell stated, “[In] such a study it was important to 

obtain permission to have access to the vulnerable individuals participating in the study” (p. 

125). Prior to the initial meeting, each participant was given an informed consent form 

(Appendix A).  
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Table 1 provides overall demographics of the participants; this includes gender, race, 

sports played, and the amateur sports division in which they played.  

Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Pseudonym Gender Race Sport Division 

Ashley Female Black Women’s 

Basketball 

NAIA 

 

Regular Male Black Women’s 

Basketball 

NCAA I 

 

RJ Female Black Cheerleading/ 

Track 

NAIA 

 

Blue Eyes Female Black Women’s 

Basketball 

NAIA 

 

Keisha Female Black Women’s 

Basketball 

NAIA 

 

Brianna Michelle  Female White Softball NAIA 

 

AMBB Female Black Women’s 

Basketball 

NCAA I 

 

Lindsey Female White Softball NAIA 

 

Rae Female Black Women’s 

Basketball 

NAIA 

 

Flash Male Black Men’s 

Basketball/ 

Track 

NCAA I 
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Data Collection 

In qualitative studies data collection and analysis happened simultaneously occurring at 

the same time during the research process (Merriam, 2009). During this process the researcher 

employs various methods creating accuracy and ensuring the reliability of the information 

gathered (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009). Some methods include peer review, member 

checking, and triangulation (Creswell, 2007; McMillan & Schumacher, 2001; Merriam, 2009; 

M.Q. Patton 1990, 2002; Yin, 2011). The primary source of data collection was through in-

depth, semi-structured interviews. While collecting information, I used the methods identified 

above to help ensure accuracy during the research process.    

I created an interview protocol to explore the experiences of a gay or lesbian college 

student athlete (see Appendix B). McMillan and Schumacher (2001) noted that the researcher 

uses a certain set of questions to guide the research, however, the researcher has liberty to shape 

the content by focusing on areas of interest. M.Q. Patton (2002) stated that conducting in-depth 

interviews “allows . . . the interviewer freedom to explore, probe, and ask questions that will 

illuminate the participants experience” (p. 343). Interviews ranged in length from at least 1-2 

hours. The time frame allowed the participants freedom to discuss in detail experiences as gay 

and lesbian college student athletes. Interviews were conducted at a location chosen by the 

participants. This allowed the participants to be comfortable in the environment or setting of 

their choice. Additionally, the interviews were recorded for accuracy and transcribed. 

Wolcott (2001) cautioned researchers not to receive feedback too soon, as it may distract 

from completing the rough draft with continuous re-writing. However, he suggested that the 

researcher enlists a peer reviewer to check “adequacy of detail, . . . appropriateness of the 

description, analyses, and interpretation” (Wolcott, 2001, p. 63). The peer reviewer examined the 
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data collected and determined if the results were conclusive (Merriam, 2009). This process 

assisted the researcher to infuse validity to the study. Since I did not identify as a gay or lesbian 

college student athlete, it was important for me to have my work peer-reviewed by a member of 

the gay or lesbian community familiar with my topic. 

Member checking is another method to ensure validity of the study (Merriam, 2009).  

This method allowed the participant an opportunity to provide feedback on the interpretations of 

the data implied by the researcher. Likewise, Creswell (2007) and McMillan and Schumacher 

(2001) agreed that the researcher should have participants review transcripts of their own 

interviews to check for accuracy or to modify the interpreted data. By conducting member 

checks, this process helps increase the validity by confirming that the participants’ words are not 

misinterpreted by the researcher and that the conclusions correctly represent the thoughts and 

experiences of the participants. This method included my taped recording of the participants, 

transcribed tapes, and the participants reviewed and corrected the verbatim transcripts and my 

interpretation of the data. Additionally, Creswell (2007) suggested creating and organizing files 

to preserve the transcriptions. Due to the sensitivity of the information collected, the files were 

saved on computer devices that had password security and were kept on external hard drives that 

were stored in a locked file cabinet. 

Triangulation is one of the popular methods used to increase the validity of qualitative 

research (Merriam, 2009). Triangulation “involves corroborating evidence from different sources 

to shed light on a theme or perspective” (Creswell, 2007, p. 208). In other words, the researcher 

uses interviews, observations, and documents related to the topic as a way to cross check the 

information (Merriam, 2009). Triangulations of the data allowed for pattern consistencies, as 
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well as allows the researcher to discover any differences that may not have been determined 

when conducting checks for validity (M.Q. Patton 1990, 2002).        

Data Analysis 

“The processes of data collection, data analysis, and report writing are not distinct steps 

in the process -- they are interrelated and often go on simultaneously in a research project,” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 150). Data analysis is making sense out of the data by interpreting 

participants’ transcripts and observations from the researcher (Merriam, 1988, 2009). In 

analyzing data the goal is to seek out themes or categories that led to the overall findings of the 

research (Merriam, 1988, 2009). Analysis occurred as I dissected each unit of data and compared 

with the next unit while looking for recurring ideas (Merriam, 1988, 2009). Additionally, I 

assigned these ideas to categories, which were used to sort the data.  

    Merriam (1988, 2009) outlined how to analyze qualitative data. The process includes 

category construction, sorting category and data, and naming the categories (Merriam, 2009). 

Steps conducted during the category construction phase include: 

1. Reading the transcript, and coding the information by taking notes of observations;  

2. Generated a running list of analytical codes, derived from reviewing the notes and put 

into groups;   

3. Continued the process until all transcripts had been coded; and 

4. Compared the analytic codes of the first transcript, and then combined into one 

master list, which showed recurring patterns, in which the themes were sorted. 

(Merriam, 2009)  

As I sorted through the data and compiled categories, I made a list of themes that were 

evident across the interviews. I divided the list into subcategories, which I continued to dissect 
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throughout the research until I started to write my findings. Merriam (2009) also suggested 

creating file folders to help organize data. In addition, I reviewed various software packages 

available to assist me in organizing my data for easier analyzes (Creswell 2007; Merriam, 2009). 

Some of the programs I used helped me to coordinate and reduce the large quantities of data. I 

was able to organize the data into smaller, more manageable units, whereas, I was able to assign 

color codes for themes that I identified. After color coding the data, I easily recognized the 

themes and patterns the participants shared. 

Additionally, after some of the data became saturated, naming the categories became the 

next part of the process. Labels for the categories were “in vivo codes,” or exact wording from 

participants (Creswell, 2007, p. 153). When labeling, categories answered the research questions, 

fit into themes, and were exact; meaning the titles were easily understood, and were 

“conceptually congruent” (Merriam, 2009, p. 186). The number of categories a researcher 

assembled depended upon the abundance of data; however, it was manageable (Creswell, 2007; 

Merriam, 2009).  

Summary of Methodology 

Overall, I conducted a case study interviewing gay and lesbian college student athletes. 

The number of participants was based upon data saturation of a homogenous population. Each 

participant was interviewed for 60 to 120 minutes. Interviews were digitally recorded and 

transcribed into computer files.  Member checking and peer debriefings were conducted to verify 

the accuracy of information collected. Participants received a $25 gift card for contributing to the 

research. Additionally, to ensure the protection of human subjects, this study was reviewed and 

approved by the Indiana State University Institutional Review Board, and written permission was 
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obtained from all participants prior to interviews, who were given the option to voluntarily 

withdraw from the study at any time. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of gay and lesbian college 

student athletes. The voices of the participants give insight to being a gay athlete on a college 

campus at an NAIA or NCAA Division I college or university. Ten participants were 

interviewed to give an account of how they made meaning of their lives. Additionally, the stories 

help to explain how they navigate their experiences in the sports they play. Each participant’s 

story details their family background, which includes the influence religion plays in their lives; 

their coming out process and support systems, which include family support and support services 

on campus. Likewise, a majority of the female athletes identified themselves as gay rather than 

as a lesbian. The term gay was used to describe the preferred sexual orientation term of the 

female participants as well as to describe the male participants. 

Participant Profiles 

Ashley  

Ashley is an African American, former NAIA women’s basketball player. She is the 

oldest child, whose siblings consist of 13-year-old twin boys, all raised by both her single mother 

and grandmother in an urban city in the Midwest. Ashley earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in 

General Studies while playing basketball on a full academic and sports scholarship at a four-

year, public university in the Midwest; she became the first in her family to earn a college 
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degree. Ashley started playing basketball during the fifth grade. She attended sports camps 

where she developed her basketball skill, and also started to learn about her sexuality. “Playing 

basketball and being around girls and around coaches that were, well they didn’t say they were 

gay but we all knew uhm . . . ,” made her feel more comfortable about her own sexual desires.    

Family background/spirituality. Growing up, Ashley was raised in a religious 

household in the Christian faith. Her grandfather was a Baptist preacher who presided over the 

family church. During her childhood years, Ashley went to church regularly, but as she grew 

older she stopped going as she endured constant messages about homosexuality. “Yes my 

granddad is a preacher so I hear it all the time when we went to his church but I stopped going 

because of that . . . according to what the Bible says it’s wrong.” While Ashley became aware of 

her sexuality around the age of 10, she confirmed her sexual orientation when she was in the 10th 

or 11th grade. She realized during her high school years that she did not like boys and that she 

was more attracted to girls, but she did not act upon her desires until her college years as her 

family reinforced Biblical references about same-sex relationships. “You know that’s not right 

and you know you’re not going to be able to live this life and get anywhere, and you know that is 

not what God has for me” they would say. Hearing those messages, Ashley thought her sexual 

desires were wrong, and that she would not succeed in life, however when she attended college 

she became more open minded. “I went to school and came more open minded I kind of 

discovered it might not be that way that the Bible is saying.” 

Coming out. Since Ashley knew her family’s attitude towards same-sex relationships, 

she tried to keep her sexuality a secret. However, her mother confronted her one night while 

Ashley was sleeping. Ashley had never brought any guys to family functions; also Ashley was 

not the type to have female friends. As her mother became curious, “my mom woke me up out of 
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my sleep and asked me what my sexual orientation is? That’s how she came at me.” As Ashley 

continued to deny the fact, the angrier her mother became and told her that she cannot bring her 

female friends to family gatherings. Pointing out what Ashley believes is a double standard in 

her family’s values, where heterosexual couples can live with members of the opposite sex, and 

attend family events, but same-sex couples are not welcomed.   

Everybody else can bring you know their friends and its ok but they still living together 

that’s still a sin so why am I being. . . looked bad upon and they doing the same thing. No 

sin is greater than the other.  

Ashley did not get to disclose her sexuality to her family. Knowing her family’s beliefs 

about same-sex couples, she did not tell her family members. However, after the confrontation 

with her mom, her mother disclosed Ashley’s sexuality to other family members though not to 

her thirteen-year old younger brother’s. In a conversation between Ashley and her mother, her 

mother told her that her relationship with women was disrespectful.  

She said I was disrespecting the twins and I’m pretty sure they know they’re in middle 

school I know they are not stupid; they know what gay is and I just think she hides it 

from them and tries to cover it up, well she doesn’t cover it up but we don’t talk about it 

point blank she don’t want to hear about it so we don’t talk about it. 

Ashley admitted that she used to share a close relationship with her mother, but once her 

mother found out about her sexuality their bond began to unravel. Disappointedly, she 

acknowledged that she wished she could talk to her mom about her love life the way she has seen 

heterosexual daughters talk to their mothers.  
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Yes I wish that I could [talk to mom about sexuality] but it just don’t happen like that. I 

think that is the only thing me and my momma’s relationship from being stronger is my 

sexual orientation, but I feel like it doesn’t change me as a person it’s my life.   

Family support. Even though Ashley’s mom and grandparents do not support her 

lifestyle, she finds familial support from cousins. She revealed that not only does she have three 

gay cousins, (two females and one male) but her mother’s brother is gay. Ashley confides in her 

cousins, however, she does not speak to her uncle, and neither does her mother. She admitted 

that her mom does not speak to her own brother because he dresses like a woman. Ashley 

explained that perhaps one of the reasons why her mother is against same-sex relationships is 

due to one of her female cousins getting killed by a jealous lover.  

My cousin who passed in 1999, she was gay and it was over she was talking to this lady 

and the male got jealous that she was dating and so I don’t know what went wrong but 

she ended up getting shot in the head and they put her in the car and they didn’t get found 

guilty. But yeah it’s kind of what it feels like being around [gays] I might end up like my 

cousin if I keep doing what I am doing.   

While Ashley explained that this cousin was living a lifestyle that included drugs and 

unfaithfulness, she does find comfort in her younger gay female cousin and gay male cousin. The 

three go out to clubs together, and are usually found interacting at family functions. But when 

talking about her uncle, she explained that her family is tolerant of “tomboys.”  She even 

suggested that it is okay for her and her girl cousin to project a more masculine persona.  

My uncles accept me dressing the way I do when I’m around them, but if my [gay] uncle 

comes around dressed with a wig on they’re going to snatch that wig off his head, or 

something; they not going to like it. 
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Regular  

Regular is an African American, former NCAA women’s basketball player. She is 

considered a very popular athlete, not only at the four-year public university where she played, 

but as one of the nation’s top athletes. Regular is from a small town, rural area in the South; who 

stayed close to home so the family could attend and watch her play basketball. She earned 

distinguished titles with extraordinary statistics, such as All State and playing on All State teams; 

she also received a four-year, full scholarship.  Regular explained that athletes receiving a full 

scholarship at her urban university “usually have their books, tuition, and lodging paid, and we 

also received a meal-plan.” Regular started playing basketball at the age of five, and knew from 

an early age that she wanted to become a dominant basketball player and attend the university 

where she played.  

Family background/spirituality. Regular is the oldest child of four siblings, she lived 

with her grandmother from the time she started middle school through high school. She 

maintains that they are very close, and though she suspects her grandmother knows about her 

sexuality, they do not discuss the subject together. “We are like really, really close, she doesn’t 

really say anything about it, but she knows.” She continued by explaining that her grandmother 

is really religious, and that she grew up in a religious family with Christian beliefs. “My 

grandmother is real religious and she doesn’t think it is right but she is just worried about me 

being a good person.” Regular understands her grandmother’s concerns but does not believe that 

religion states that same-sex relationships are wrong, but that it is more of societal values.   

Even though Regular went to church every day as a little girl she does not consider 

herself religious. “I don’t have a religion they made me go to church but I’m not religious, 

currently. It was forced upon, it was forced. Basically forced.” She even discusses that when her 
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grandmother tries to talk to her about religion, they usually disagree and end up dismissing each 

other’s opinions.   

She was like “awe Regular,” telling me about God and stuff like that. Like okay grandma 

like you can’t force your religion on me but I’m going to do what I want to do. “Well 

then,” she was like, “as long as you make good grades.” She just sort of blew it off,  

which is fine but I don’t have to talk about my sexuality with her. I really don’t feel like I 

have to talk about my sexuality to anyone because it’s not me; it’s a part of me but I 

wouldn’t just start talking about sex, you know. 

Coming out. Identifying herself as a lesbian, Regular confessed that she remembers 

liking girls in elementary schools. She also remembers that at that age she did not act upon her 

desires as she did not realize what she was feeling, she just thought girls were pretty.  

I don’t know I always thought girls were really pretty, but I never acted on it. I didn’t 

think nothing of it, and I really wasn’t interested in anything when I was younger, I just 

like basketball for real and so in middle school I liked well I thought girls were pretty but 

I never really acted on it. 

However, she, like many of the participants interviewed, dated the opposite sex to hide 

her sexuality. Nevertheless, she could not deny her feelings for girls. “I have dated a boy in high 

school, but uhm it just wasn’t for me.” She further explained that she really liked the guy and 

thought he was handsome. Even though he knows her sexuality, they stayed friends, even 

pretending to be a couple when she was in the public eye, playing basketball, but Regular states, 

“it really wasn’t for me.” 

Regular recalled having a conversation with her mom in high school where she disclosed 

her sexuality. At the age of sixteen, Regular was becoming more attracted to girls. Feeling that 
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she could no longer deny her feelings for this one girl at school who also liked her, she told her 

mom that she liked girls. Asking the reaction, Regular remembers her mom saying, “oh well it’s 

okay I figured you were, it’s just who you like and not who you are.” She goes on to recount that 

as she informed her siblings, all were accepting, except one. Regular explained that after 

informing her that her sexuality does not change the person she is, her sister became more 

comfortable, and they have formed a really close relationship. “I had a really good coming out.”  

Family support. While Regular admits that she is gay, she discussed that she did not 

automatically disclose to people. She acknowledged that she liked the same sex, but that is only 

one aspect of her life and that there are more characteristics to her as a person. She continued to 

express how her family has been supportive of her sexual orientation. Regular remembers that 

she first disclosed her sexual orientation to her brother and cousin. “Well . . . basically I’m real 

close to my brother and my cousin and I told them first. They were like, ‘awe man that’s 

awesome;’ like they liked it, they’re weird like that.”   

She revealed that she was surprised that her mom was accepting, as she heard horrible 

stories from friends when they disclosed their sexual orientation. Some of her friends she 

revealed “got kicked out and all the stuff like that.” But for Regular who has “gay people” in her 

family, including one of her grandmother’s kids (Regular’s uncle), she felt that the close family 

bond the family shares accounts for her family’s openness and acceptance of her sexuality 

making it easy for her to accept her own sexuality. When talking about how she disclosed to her 

mother, she says,    

We was just talking about relationship stuff like that and [how] I’m not really into boys 

and she was like, “I always thought you liked girls.” I was like yeah I do, and she was 

like “that doesn’t matter it’s okay if you do.” It was really cool.   
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Looking back on the whole disclosing process and familial support, Regular believed that 

she is so comfortable with her sexuality because she has great family support. “My family they 

are really open about everything and they have never judged me.” Additionally, Regular believes 

that having gay family members, coupled with the closeness of the family bond, creates a 

supportive family unit to where other gay members feel comfortable in their sexuality. This has 

also helped her feel comfortable.   

I wasn’t really going to talk about it unless someone asked me about it but I don’t go 

around saying hey, “I’m gay, I’m gay, I’m gay,” you know; but I just felt comfortable 

talking to my mom about it and anybody else. I’m comfortable about my sexuality. 

RJ 

RJ is an African American male who grew up in a college town down south, who 

attended a Methodist college approximately two hours from his hometown. As a former NAIA 

athlete, RJ was a cheerleader and ran track. RJ expressed that while he was raised in a Baptist 

upbringing, he did not have any desire to attend college, let alone a college with a religious 

affiliation. At the urging of his high school counselor he applied to her alma mater, and was 

admitted to a school whose student’s code of conduct addresses homosexuality as an infraction 

that is subject to disciplinary procedures. He admitted that his counselor did not and does not 

know [to his knowledge] about his sexual orientation. Reared as an only child, he was raised 

with both parents until they divorced when he was 12-years old. “It was a great little life, I never 

had any issues.”  

Family background/spirituality. While sharing that his childhood was pleasant, he 

admitted that after the divorce of his parents he and his father grew apart, and stopped 

communicating with each other. Additionally, he conveyed that he grew up going to a Baptist 
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church with his grandparents, but that the family was not, “over the top religious.” Even though 

he discussed hearing messages in church that same-sex relationships are wrong, he described 

himself as a “gay male in recovery.” He constantly heard messages that his sexual orientation 

was “sinful.” “Oh, it wasn’t right. That’s not the way God planned it to be.” As a result, RJ 

gravitated more towards religion to help him with his sexual preference. He started praying for 

God to take his desires away; he continues to pray every day as a ritual that has helped him to 

control his urgings. 

I’m not really attracted to men anymore, it’s starting to go away. I’m not attracted to girls 

either it’s kind of like whatever . . . But I used to be like awe he’s nice looking and look 

at his muscles now it’s just kind of like he is just another guy. 

RJ expressed that society views male cheerleaders as gay. Around the age of eight he 

started to notice that he was attracted to the same sex. However, he did not disclose his sexuality 

until he was 18-years old. Moreover, he started cheering when he was in the ninth grade, at the 

age of 13.  By his junior and senior years of high school, he had a boyfriend. He gushes that he 

was dating the captain of the football team, but denies how the couple were treated when the 

relationship was disclosed. He actually stopped talking when asked if the couple experienced 

negativity or to describe the relationship.   

 Which was really funny because he was the star football player and so it kind of came 

out that we were together, kind of like you know people in the world they see the really, 

really feminine guys they don’t see that they’re really men and football players and 

basketball players that happen to like other men. When that came out it was just kind of 

like . . . [whatever].  
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Coming out. When RJ talked about disclosing his sexuality, he appeared tobe 

embarrassed. He discussed that unless he is asked he does not reveal his sexual orientation. Even 

though he identifies himself as “openly gay,” he says that many on campus did not know his 

sexual orientation. He cannot even remember how or if he had disclosed to his friends. But he 

did say that both his track coach and teammates knew of his sexuality. He, however, never talked 

about his cheerleading coach. “Like I don’t carry myself as a gay male. I’m not switching around 

or wearing too little clothes or dressing up, I don’t do all that I’m just a man who happens to like 

men.”   

As he recounts the messages from his family about his sexuality that he “would have to 

take that [his sexual orientation] up with the good Lord,” he said that he tried to deny his 

sexuality to his mother. He believed that his mother speculated he was gay. When she would 

constantly question his friendships with males, and his phone conversations, he decided to 

confess. He goes on to illustrate how he finally told her.     

I was dating someone and I just got tired of lying about who I was on the phone with or 

who I was hanging out with, so I was like tired of telling my mother some stories I would 

rather just tell her.  

He also revealed that after he disclosed to his mother he no longer cared how he was 

viewed as a gay male. He states in an angry tone, “that in the world and society, guys that are 

gay are looked at more negatively then girls. It’s okay for two girls to hold hands or kiss, but if 

it’s two guys it’s like ‘look at them faggots.”’ In addition, he confessed that in college and after 

college he surrounded himself with more heterosexuals, and limited his contact with his gay 

friends. “I really don’t like to be around anybody homosexual.” 
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 Family support. When interviewing RJ he seemed dismissive when talking about his 

family. Nevertheless, he sustained that his family was supportive of him. “[I] didn’t have any 

challenges with family, friends, or school due to sexuality. No.” He explains that neither he, nor 

his family discusses his sexuality, “but they don’t discriminate against me or misuse me, or 

anything because of that.” He continues by adding that while he is not close to his father, he 

keeps in contact with his paternal grandmother, who denies his sexuality, as well as his mother. 

I told my mother, she didn’t believe me because she said I don’t act like . . . well what 

TV puts out as a gay person. I told my daddy he was like okay but like with my mom we 

don’t talk about it but she knows. 

Regardless of his family and their lack of communication regarding RJ’s sexual 

orientation, he affirms that his parents know about his partner. He describes that he informed his 

dad of his sexuality and his boyfriend over the phone. Disappointedly, he confesses that, “I really 

don’t care about what he says so it doesn’t matter.” On the other hand, he finds comfort within 

his boyfriend’s family. Interesting, though, is that his partner’s parents are both preachers. When 

describing the first visit to dinner, he remembers how they tried to pretend they were friends and 

not a couple. In spite of this, the father announced that he had suspicion and asked them if they 

were a couple. They both continued to deny, but the parents told them, “relax, we know, it’s 

okay.”  Happily, RJ exclaimed that his partner’s family is always asking about his well-being.  

Blue Eyes 

Blue Eyes is an African American female who played two years at the NAIA level. She 

was a women’s basketball player who played at a Midwest college. She is an only child who is 

adopted from her parent’s marriage, but she has a half-sister and brother from a previous 

relationship her father had. Blue Eyes was raised in a Baptist church and continues to attend the 
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church she grew up in, serving as the scholarship director. While playing women’s basketball, 

she earned a full-ride sports scholarship, which was taken away when she did not return to the 

team her junior and senior years of college. Blue Eyes acknowledges that when she played, 

people knew of her sexuality and that with her going to sports camps every summer, “People 

who grow up in sports know each other and know about each other’s sexuality.”  

Family background/spirituality. Acknowledging her sexual orientation, Blue Eyes 

confessed that neither the church nor her parents know about her sexuality. Additionally, most of 

her friends are of the same sexual orientation as she. Revealing, that she only hangs out with, 

“people who are like me,” because she feels these friends are not judgmental towards her. 

However, when it comes to the church and family, she exclaimed that she comes from a religious 

family.   

Yes my family attends church every Sunday and is a part of committees at church. We 

pray together as a family, we commune together as a family, and we do everything 

together as a family. We all believe in God. 

 Occasionally, Blue Eyes feels torn between her sexuality and the church. She has heard 

messages from both her family and church that “it is wrong to like or even have sex with the 

same gender.” If the church found out about her sexuality, she would have to resign from the 

scholarship director position since the church she attends teaches that “homosexuality is a sin.” 

She continues to explain that the church views her as a leader, and she cannot “wear everything 

and do everything that everyone else is doing.” As a result, she knows the consequences of the 

church finding out her sexuality could affect her church position.  

Coming out. “I really knew I was attracted to the same sex my freshman year in college, 

when I was in like my first real relationship.” However, throughout time Blue Eyes never 
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introduced her parents to her girlfriends. During her basketball games, both in high school and in 

college, Blue Eyes would have her girlfriend sit in the student sections and have her parents sit in 

a different section. When Blue Eyes came out of the locker room she instructed her girlfriend not 

to come up to her and that she would meet up with her after she met up with her parents at their 

seats. She even had a secret sign, for example, a wave or nod to show acknowledgement to the 

girlfriend. After the game, she would have the girlfriend meet her back at her apartment once she 

had left her parents.   

Blue Eyes knew by her junior year of high school that she liked girls and had her first 

sexual encounter. But again, she has not revealed this to her parents, as she feels that her sexual 

orientation would be a disappointment to them, especially her father. “I don’t know I don’t think 

he would be as proud of me because I’m adopted . . . so anything that would affect him I just 

want to make him proud of me.” She recalls hearing her father talk about same-sex relationships, 

and not liking girls looking like boys. He doted on her, and let her know that he loved having 

adopted a girl, and not a boy. She remembers him talking about how girls who date girls that 

look like guys should date guys. “That’s nothing but little wanna be dudes running around here.” 

Blue Eyes states, “that’s why I’m not able to tell him yet.” Even though she has not revealed to 

her parents, Blue Eyes with pride says she is not ashamed of who she is. 

  Remembering her first disclosure, she told her feelings to her “first girlfriend.” 

Although she felt relieved, “like a big weight off my shoulders,” disclosing made her nervous 

because her girlfriend wanted her to attend events specifically where the gay population 

appeared; such as a popular night club in the town where she lives, that coordinates drag shows, 

or local Pride Week events. Another event was the “coming out of the closet,” where people who 

were ready to disclose attended and walked through a door, where people would celebrate their 
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disclosure. Blue Eyes did not participate, but attended the event. Many times, Blue Eyes would 

see people that she knew, but was not friends with at these events. When they asked her about 

her sexuality, she would tell them that she was attending in support of a friend who was “coming 

out.” Blue Eyes, was adamant that she did not want her sexuality getting back to the church or to 

her parents, and some of the people she would see at these events were not her friends nor did 

she trust them. On the other hand, she does have friends whom she trusts. While many still do 

not know of her sexuality, three of her closest friends have been through this journey with her.     

When remembering when the topic of her sexual orientation came up with her 

teammates, she recalls being defensive towards them. She divulged how in the locker room, the 

seniors on the team played a prank where they got her a gift of colorful band aids. The band aids 

represented the colors in the gay pride flag. Angrily, she asked what it meant and her best friend 

on the team told her that the teammates suspected her as being gay since she only has gay 

friends. Blue Eyes confronted them and demanded to know, and when none of the seniors took 

ownership, she told them, “You all are a bunch of pussies! For ya’ll who don’t know I’m not 

[gay]” then she threw the box at one of the teammates and walked out. Afterwards, she quit the 

basketball team.   

Family support. Blue Eyes stated that she while she knew how her parents felt about 

same-sex relationships, she did try to disclose to her mother. Describing the conversation, Blue 

Eyes admitted that the topic of discussion did not go well; and that her mother is in denial. “I did 

try to tell my mother, and she had a big fit about it and doesn’t want to believe it.” Blue Eyes 

compares the topic with her mom as a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. Blue Eyes feels that her 

mother knows because she has never introduced her parents to any male friends, only girls. “At 

some point she has to know it’s a ‘girlfriend.’” When discussing her dad, as she already informed 
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about her dad being proud of her, when she introduces female friends to him, she believes that he 

just thinks it’s “another female as a friend”    

I mean it’s been moments when I wanted to tell my father; every time I try to tell him 

something, he is so nonchalant about stuff, so I’m just like awe forget it, if he really 

wants to know he will ask me. I don’t tell him due to my pride, I don’t want to let him 

down. 

Keisha 

Keisha is a 25 years old, African American, former NAIA women’s basketball player, 

who has come back to visit her alma mater during homecoming. Her family includes a mother 

who is a former lesbian, and three siblings, which includes a brother, a sister, and a twin sister. 

Keisha was born on the west coast, and currently lives in Atlanta. She revealed that she used to 

attend a NCAA Division I, religious university before transferring to her alma mater here in the 

southern states. During the interview, Keisha discusses learning to play basketball at the age of 

nine at various camps. Additionally, she provides detail about her life as a gay athlete at both 

NCAA and NAIA schools and growing up with a lesbian mother. 

Family background/spirituality. Keisha grew up in a Christian faith-based household. 

She describes her upbringing as “not too strict like as far as like what you want to do in life, but 

maybe like morals wise what you should do.” She continues to describe that while growing up 

her mother was a lesbian, who has now “been saved.” Describing her lifestyle, she depicts how 

she believes that her mother is a contradiction of the morals they were taught growing up as 

compared to the lifestyles they both have embraced. For years, Keisha remembers child rearing 

occurring between two women, her mother and god-mother, whom Keisha’s mom used to date.  
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From what I can remember she liked women and like now she is like 47/48 [years old] 

and like it’s been like a year. I mean like she’s always been [in] church, she goes to 

church more now and she is saved all over again, gave life to Christ and stuff like that;  

and like she won’t say that she is not gay but she wants to be like delivered from like 

having those urges of being with a woman and stuff like that. So to me not the whole 

religious part isn’t a joke to me, but it’s like you’re 48 like really now you’re not gay . . . 

like okay but whatever. 

While she said that she has a father, she remembers her mom being with her father briefly 

when she was in kindergarten; however, by the time she entered elementary school her mother 

had moved in the god-mother. Keisha felt that her father was kicked out of the house because he 

was doing drugs and stealing from her mother. In 1997, when Keisha was in middle school, she 

exclaimed that she used to get into fights with school kids because they would make fun of her 

having two moms. She recalls growing up in a White suburban area by saying, “it wasn’t like 

accepted like it is now so like I used to like get into fights, people used to call her (her mother) 

dike.” In addition, while growing up in a religious household, Keisha indirectly received 

messages about homosexuality being wrong. This was evident by the actions of Keisha’s 

maternal grandmother, who disowned Keisha’s mother and Keisha and her siblings, all because 

their mother was gay. Furthermore, their maternal grandmother disowned all gay family 

members which included some of Keisha’s cousins; as a result Keisha states she doesn’t have a 

relationship with her grandmother. 

Coming out. Keisha openly identified at the age of sixteen. While she does not label 

herself as gay or lesbian, she, “just feel like you can’t put a label on me, like you can’t buy me at 

a grocery store, that’s my line.”  She calls herself a “femm, ‘because I am more feminine.’” She 
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continues by discussing that the gay community divides lesbians into two categories: femms and 

studs. “Studs are more masculine,” like her partner, she pointed out, and who accompanied her to 

the interview. Furthermore, as she continues to discuss her sexual orientation she is adamant that 

while she finds several guys attractive, she is “more attracted to women.” She emphasized, “I 

don’t say I am gay or lesbian, I like what I like but I prefer women.” 

Keisha did not disclose to her family; her twin sister actually told their mother in a 

grocery store that Keisha was gay. In order to take the emphasis off of the twin sister who was 

being scolded by their mother that she was too young to be dating boys, Keisha’s twin sister 

decided to reveal that Keisha was following in their mom’s footsteps by being with a girl. When 

asked if she tried to deny what her twin told their mother, she said she followed up the comment 

by agreeing that the statement was true, and asked their mother if they needed to discuss the 

matter any further. “She (Keisha’s mother) never really questioned it or anything.” 

When Keisha was ready to disclose, she recalls having the urge to tell her best friend 

because she “needed to tell somebody.” She remembers that she needed a friend, and decided to 

take a risk and explain to her friend her sexuality. Even though Keisha had been dating a girl at 

another school, she did not know if others knew of her sexuality, and wanted her best friend to 

hear from her. “Because I don’t want her to feel like uncomfortable or think or find out from 

somebody else or think I been looking at her or something like that so I was like I will just tell 

her.”  After the disclosure, Keisha said that her friend told her she already knew and that “it’s 

none of my business.”   

When joining the women’s basketball team at both the NCAA and NAIA divisions, she 

disclosed by playing a game with her teammates called “Ten Fingers.” Keisha defines Ten 

Fingers as a bonding game for players to get to know each other by asking personal questions. 
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The game is played when a person makes a statement to others as to what they have or have not 

done.   

I’ve never this and I’ve never kissed a girl so you put your finger down so then 

everybody knows you kissed a girl [because your finger is still up] or I’ve never done this 

with a girl put your finger down and so just like talking to them and just referring to my 

girlfriend that’s my girlfriend and not just my friend . . . so then they know. It’s not really 

like hey guys I’m gay, not like that.   

Family support. Granted, that Keisha’s mom liked women, neither her mother nor her 

sister lend total support towards her sexuality. She chooses not to talk to her mother about her 

sexual orientation because of the conflict between their views. When talking about her mother, 

she expresses how her mother has created a double standard within their relationship.     

I don’t think she condoned it you know what I mean . . . but if she’s doing it and I choose 

to do it she can’t really tell me not too because then that would be a double standard for 

her but it was more so like she didn’t like condone it at all because she was gay. 

Consequently, Keisha finds support in her twin. Even though Keisha says her sister is not 

“homophobic,” her sister has voiced her opinion about Keisha’s sexuality; she has met Keisha’s 

girlfriend. Additionally, her twin continues to make comments about Keisha not being able to 

marry. Even when Keisha talks about having an opportunity to marry her lesbian partner, she 

remarks that her sister refuses to hear that same-sex marriages are legal in some states. Keisha 

comforts her sister by letting her know that she “ain’t getting married no time soon who is to say 

that you know what I mean like I may be with a man who knows like I doubt it but you never 

know.”     
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When talking about her sexual orientation, Keisha is confident in discussing the subject, 

and comfortable as a femm. She feels certain that her life is easier being a femm than a stud. 

Since she dresses feminine, society cannot easily label her as being gay. “I think like the girl who 

looks like boys get it the worse but when you still dress like a girl and you’re still girly they can’t 

just identify you.” Additionally, Keshia does not deny her sexuality by stating, “If they ask, yes, 

I’ll tell them but I’m not just like broadcasting it like I am not walking around with a shirt that 

says I’m gay.”  

Brianna Michelle 

Brianna Michelle is a Caucasian, female, former softball player. She played for the NAIA 

at a private Methodist college in the south. Growing up as an only child, she followed in both her 

parents and grandmother’s footsteps by playing sports. She started playing softball at the age of 

four, and started on the varsity softball team when entering the ninth grade. As a gay college 

student athlete, she was very comfortable in her sexuality. With the support of her college 

softball coach her confidence in both the sport and her sexuality grew. “My coach is really cool. 

We talk all the time; if anyone ever has a problem we go to her for help.”  

Family background/spirituality. Brianna Michelle described her upbringing as 

“normal.” She was raised by a single mom, as her parents divorced when she was a young child; 

however, she has a close relationship with her father. She and her mother regularly went to 

church. However, she said that, “I was never forced to go to church.” On the other hand, if she 

missed church, she had to make it up during the week. For example, if she missed church on 

Sunday, then she would have to go to Wednesday night church service or Bible Study during the 

week. Once Brianna Michelle started to identify as gay, she stopped going to church because the 

congregation was judgmental towards her. “Where I’m from people are judgmental but Christian 
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people are really hypocritical. They don’t act very Christian like.” Even when she started 

questioning her sexual orientation, she says that she prayed over the situation, in hopes that “this 

is a phase.” But once she realized that this was not a phase, she embraced her sexuality and 

disclosed to her parents.   

 Coming out. At the age of 14, Brianna Michelle started to identify as gay. “I was 

attracted to girls in the eighth grade, and openly identified in the ninth grade.” She explained that 

once she openly identified she was no longer worried about her sexual orientation, or what 

people thought about her. She goes on to explain that when she entered high school “everybody 

started saying they were gay. I was like okay whatever makes you happy.” She tells that while in 

junior high school, she was chosen to play for the high school team, and, during this time, she 

started to question her sexual orientation. She waited a year before she told her parents, telling 

her mother first then calling and telling her dad. Describing that her mother was in denial and 

thought this was a phase, she “was upset and stuff, she cried, and was mad at me.” Nevertheless, 

she clarifies that her mother and Brianna Michelle’s partner, “they’re like best friends.”  

Family support. When planning to disclose to her family, Brianna Michelle asked the 

advice of her best friend’s mother. She actually disclosed to them first, and then asked for help to 

tell her parents. She felt that she could disclose to the best friend and mother whom she trusted. 

The best friend’s mother was encouraging and helped support her decision to disclose. “My 

friend’s mother encouraged me to be open with them and not to hide it from them.” 

Disclosing to her parents was a challenge. Although she has a strong relationship with her 

father, she felt she would disappoint him. Her father had a similar reaction to her mother, where 

he was upset. Brianne Michelle stated, “they both felt like they did something wrong.”  Both 

parents told Brianna Michelle that they suspected she might be gay, but they were hoping it was 
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an “experimental phase.” After seeing her sexual orientation is not a phase, she says that her 

relationship with her parents was “a lot better now they’re open to it; I don’t have to hide it, 

especially [from] my daddy.”   

AMBB 

AMBB is an African American, former women’s basketball player, who played four 

years, and was red-shirted for one year at a Midwest university. AMBB was a prominent athlete 

at both her high school and the NCAA four-year public institution. During her college years, she 

identified as an openly gay athlete.  She lived in team housing as part of the full athletic 

scholarship she received. She is the youngest child of three; she has a brother and a gay sister.  

Family background/spirituality. AMBB remembers her parents taking her and her 

siblings to church, but as they grew older it became their decision to attend. She admitted that, 

even though she believes in God, she does not attend church because she does not feel 

welcomed. “The Bible/God says, ‘come as you are,’ but church folks bring up stuff that it’s 

[same-sex relationships] wrong.” She does not like the constant barrage of messages the church 

disseminates about homosexuality. 

She grew up in a college town with both her parents and her two siblings. She actually 

attended the well-known college in her hometown. She decided to attend so that she could have 

her family support, as they could come and watch her games. Additionally, the college heavily 

recruited her and, with the fan base she had built during high school, playing in her hometown at 

college would generate more fan support.  

Revealing that her family was against her sexual orientation, she believes that her parents 

have accepted who she is. She says that majority of her family tell her that, “being gay is 

wrong,” and they quote the Bible. Some family members have told her that she needs to start 
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attending church again. She feels that they do not accept her sexual orientation because how 

society views gay individuals, and that she could get hurt, or even hinder her success. “Some 

people in society still don’t accept it; that could be the difference between somebody pulling 

over to help me with a flat tire or something, it would depend on how they would perceive me.”  

Despite the difference of opinions, she says she has a close relationship with her family 

members. “They know it is something that they can’t change so I guess they can get over it.” 

Coming out. AMBB remembers liking girls when she was in kindergarten. “This girl 

would always try to kiss me and [I] hoped she would accidentally fall into my lap, she giggled. 

By the time she was 16 years old, she knew that she was gay. She refers being called gay to the 

term lesbian, as she reserves the term lesbian “for like feminine gays so I wouldn’t consider 

myself that.”  

AMBB disclosed her sexuality at the same time her older sister, who is a year older than 

she, did. Her parents took them both to the park to ask if they were gay. While AMBB is close to 

her sister, she did not know that her sister liked girls, and vice versa. Their parents suspected that 

the sisters were gay; AMBB believes they thought she was gay because she did not dress like a 

girl. “I use to wear Dickies pants and a polo shirt all the time to school.” By her freshman year 

she started dressing more in boys’ clothing and less in the dresses her mother picked out for her 

during her younger years. 

She said that she did not have to disclose to her teammates because of the way she 

dressed. “People get a sense that if you dress like a boy than you’re probably gay so I really 

didn’t have to tell nobody.” Also, she believed that her teammates knew, especially those who 

grew up in the same town as she because she did not hide her sexuality. She assumed that as 

people saw her with her girlfriend that they knew about her sexual orientation. She even 



105 

 

 

 

confesses that there are teammates who are gay, but no one has to reveal their sexual orientation. 

“They really didn’t come out. I mean you just know because of how they dress or when they 

come around with their girlfriends. Nobody really says that ‘I’m gay,’ you just know.”  

Family support. When discussing her family, she does not talk about her brother. He is 

the oldest of the siblings, and has expressed that he does not support her sexuality. She tries to 

analyze her brother. She often wonders why he, as well as others, is not comfortable with 

different people’s sexuality; she concluded, “that it doesn’t really matter. I was just thinking too 

much on what people think and stuff like that but now I really don’t care.” That is how she 

summed up the support she receives from her family. She does not accept their thinking that 

society’s perception of her as a gay athlete will hinder her success. She believes that at this stage 

in her life, that, “she no longer cares what anyone has to say.”   

  Support services. AMBB knew about resources for gay and lesbian students where she 

attended. The LGBT support center had a prominent presence in the student center, and easily 

accessible for students to enter. When she attended the university, she did not use the center and 

assured it did not have to do with embarrassment, nor afraid if anyone would see her enter. 

Citing that basketball is time consuming, “I’m not really into anything on campus besides 

basketball.” 

Additionally, she has a great support system of friends and teammates. When she 

disclosed to her best friend, who is heterosexual, she was told that [she does not] “care if you gay 

or straight or whatever you still going to be cool for the rest of our life,’ and so we still are.” 

Noting that her main core of friends that she hangs out with is heterosexual. She also believes 

that homosexuality does not exist in athletics, nor affects her. “I think everyone is grown and has 

more critical thinking they have their own thinking and are their own individual person. My 
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people don’t really care . . . .” When it comes to the coaching staff, she believes that the head 

women’s basketball coach is more concerned with image and not about the sexual orientation of 

his players. She believes that his policy on players not dating each other is to preserve the 

chemistry of the team.  

He doesn’t want it to trickle down onto the court and other things like that. So if you get 

mad at your teammate or whatever and ya’ll carry it onto the court it could affect the 

whole team. They don’t want that so that is the only reason they care about not having 

relationships between teammates, but as far as sexuality they could care less. 

Lindsey  

Lindsey, a Caucasian female is a former softball player. She played at a private, 

Methodist university in the NAIA conference. She hails from a small, rural town in the south 

where she was raised in a two parent household with three older siblings. Lindsey started playing 

softball at the age of five. She progressed in her career as she played four years in high school; 

one year at a junior college, which lost funding to subsidize the softball program; and then 

completing her time at the Methodist college. After graduating, Lindsey was hired by the college 

as an assistant softball coach where she has coached at her alma mater for the last two years.     

  Family background/spirituality. Lindsey was raised in a strict, religious household. 

Her father was the assistant youth pastor at the church she and her family attended. Additionally, 

her mother held a position in the church; she was in charge of the children’s nursery. She is the 

only child of the marriage between her mother and father, but was the youngest raised in the 

household with two older half-brothers and an older half-sister. She described that her parents 

were strict in raising the children, “I was raised in a house where we had strict, rules, we had 

chores. I think they did a good job of raising us.” 
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She expressed that even though growing up in a religious family, she was comfortable in 

disclosing to her family that she identified as a gay female. “I guess I call myself gay but its 

common use of terminology, it’s whatever.” Moreover, one of her older brothers is also gay. 

Since her brother had already disclosed to their parents years before she disclosed, she felt 

comfortable having the talk with them about her sexuality. Acknowledging, though, that the talk 

her brother had with their parents was difficult, she “didn‘t care and was just open about the 

subject.” Admitting that she was comfortable in disclosing, her father became angry with her. He 

tried to prohibit her from talking, socializing, and being friends with females because he 

disagreed with same-sex relationships. “I don’t really remember what he said, I just remember 

how mad he was; he was livid, I don’t even know if words came out of his mouth, he was so 

mad.”  

 Coming out. Lindsey said that during her freshman year of high school, she realized she 

was gay. She had a lesbian friend, whom she confided her feelings to; and her friend helped her 

understand through what she was going. As she grew attached to women at the age of 14, she 

started to openly identify. During this time period she disclosed to her parents as she began to 

suspect that her parents were starting to question her sexual orientation. “My dad was always 

asking me who I was dating.” Before she got the courage, she would deny who she was dating, 

until the day she got caught. She recounts the details of how she was “hanging out with this girl” 

when her parents suspicions increased and her father confronted her. “I don’t want you hanging 

out with her anymore until I figure out what’s going on,” he told her. Disregarding her father’s 

instructions, she got a prepaid phone and continued to talk and text the girl, and secretly met at 

the mall or sporting events. Until one day, her father overheard her talking; he entered her room 

and had her get off the phone.   
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He asked what are you hiding? I was like nothing he came in took the phone and said 

anything I need to know before I go through this? I was like yeah we’re together. He 

snapped, went crazy on me but you know I mean now I kind of well . . . I think it was 

some of the girl too cause she probably wasn’t the best influence on me, I know that now 

cause even if I was just friends with her I wouldn’t want my parents to know I hang out 

with her. You know, that type of thing. I guess I see that now that I am more mature but 

yeah, I guess it wasn’t fun at first; my parents were very upset.  

Lindsey does not talk about her sexuality to other family members. She discussed that to 

“much everyone else is like just a big secret, I mean like not really a big secret but I just don’t go 

openly tell hey I’m dating this person.” Outside of her older brother, who is gay, she does not 

talk to her other siblings. “They know, but we just don’t really talk about it.” She remarked that 

she avoids the topic with her siblings as well as with her parents. On the same hand, she does not 

even talk to her grandmother about her sexuality. She believes that her grandmother would not 

be accepting because she too is very religious. She goes on to observe that her grandmother’s 

generation is probably not accepting of same-sex relationships and tattoos.     

Our generation, it’s not a big deal at all, but I’m not to be covered in tattoos either 

because that to me is somewhat disrespectful; and my grandmom and mom doesn’t like 

it, and it’s the same thing with the whole gay thing is that she doesn’t really love it so I 

am not going to throw it in her face; so I am just being respectful about it. It doesn’t 

bother me that I can’t be like that. 

Family support. Lindsey explained that, after she went off to college, her parents 

became more accepting of her sexual orientation. She exclaimed that her mother is friends with 

one of her ex-girlfriend’s on Facebook. She explained, however, that her parents do not refer to 
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her girlfriends as “girlfriends.” As well as, to the respect of her parents, Lindsey limits the 

contact with her parents and girlfriends. In other words, she does not always bring home her 

girlfriend to a family function, nor uses the term “girlfriend” when introducing to the family; 

describing the girlfriend as “just a friend”.  

Her brother, who is 25 years old and also gay was one of the first people Lindsey 

disclosed to. “[He] was the easiest, because he was . . . [gay]” Similarly, her brother limits 

contact with his partner and family. Lindsey explains that, at family functions, her cousins can 

bring their mates of the opposite sex, but that she and her brother’s same-sex partners are 

acknowledged as “friends;” especially if this is a first time introduction to the family. 

Defensively she states, “Everybody loves them and treats them as if it was my friend. Nobody 

treats them any different or me.”  

Lindsey does admit that her family was not always supportive. Her family and two of her 

siblings did not agree with her sexual orientation. She believes that their disagreement was 

rooted in the tradition of her not being able to marry and have children. Additionally, she 

confessed that she and her parents have a “don’t ask, don’t tell policy.” “We don’t talk about it, 

if they don’t ask me about it.” Overall, she truly believes that her parents are a good support 

system for when she needs them.     

Rae  

Rae is a former NAIA women’s basketball player, who attended a Methodist college in 

the South. She is the middle child, who has a total of five siblings. Raised by both her mother 

and step-father, she has a relationship with her biological father, but is closer to her step-dad. 

Rae started playing basketball at the boys and girls club in the urban city she lived in.  
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Family background/spirituality. Rae grew up in a strict religious household. The family 

went to church every Sunday, including Bible Study. But as she started playing in the Amateur 

Athletic Union (AAU) leagues, she was allowed to miss church because some of her games were 

played on Sundays. She was raised in the household with an older sister and three brothers from 

previous relationships her mother had, as well as a younger sister from a previous relationship 

her biological father had. Her older sister lives in Oklahoma and is gay. Rae said that her mother 

blames her sister for Rae being gay. “My momma figured it’s because of her I’m gay, so it’s like 

. . . [whatever]” Rae explained that while growing up her family was negative towards gay 

couples. In church she heard the messages that “It’s not right with God.” Her mother told her she 

was “going to hell.” However, Rae’s attitude is, “I grew up in church I know the Bible, so every 

time someone hit me with a scripture I’m hitting them back so it’s like whatever. Okay.”  

 Coming out. Rae identifies herself as gay and does not like the term lesbian. She labels 

herself as a “stud,” one who exudes masculinity. “I wear gym shorts all the time. I am not the 

feminine type.” She recalled having a girlfriend in the eighth grade, and at the age of 12 she 

knew she liked girls; she became openly gay in the eighth grade. She also reminisces about 

trying to have a boyfriend, but knew that she didn’t like boys; especially when, as Rae says, “I’m 

dressing like him so it was like let me figure out if this is right.” 

In society she says that people stare at her trying to figure out if she is a girl or boy. Rae 

is very street savvy; she calls herself a “young buck” or a “cool cat.” She is also very cautious; 

she hangs out with a lot of guys who, she says if she is in a situation where people were 

bothering her, they would come and protect her. “I got a lot of play brothers so it’s just like 

whatever . . . I mean if you wanna buck I don’t have to do nothing I just one up and say he 

picking on me.” 
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When she disclosed to her mother, she knew she could not lie or deny the fact. “When I 

lie my nose stench up, so I just can’t lie I just tell the truth. I got to be honest.” But her mother 

thought she was lying when Rae told her she was gay. Rae reveals she tried to get her mom to 

understand, but she was in denial; so when Rae was in eighth grade on Valentine’s Day is when, 

with the help of her older brother, she talked to her mother about her sexuality. She explained 

that her brother had put a gift from Rae’s girlfriend in his car; they asked their mom to go for a 

walk and passed by his car. Her brother makes a joke to open up the conversation; her brother 

gave Rae the gift and telling their mother it was from Rae’s girlfriend. Describing her mother’s 

reaction,  

She wasn’t okay with it at first. She would do stuff like . . . because the high school I 

went to,  my principal she was gay, so it was like she said she was taking me out of 

school and that I couldn’t play ball no more. I couldn’t do nothing until 18. 

Family support. Rae seeks comfort in her older brother and older sister. She is “cool” 

with all of her siblings, but close with the sister who is gay and the oldest brother who helped her 

tell their mother she was gay. Granted she knows her biological dad, she does not have a close 

relationship with him. She did not even tell him that she was gay, and does not know if he knows 

about her sexual orientation. “My dad, I wouldn’t call him my dad.” She explained that she 

considered her step-father more like a father figure. He is no longer living, but Rae said he was 

supportive of her “He was cool with it, you know supportive whatever; he had my back.” 

Talking about disclosing to her mother, Rae believes her mother blames her older sister 

and also high school principal for making her gay. Rae believes that her mother thinks Rae being 

around gay people influenced her to become gay. Her mother even kicked Rae out of the house 

once she turned 18. Once Rae left for college she and her mother stopped talking, her mother 
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moved to another state; and only after she graduated from college did she and her mother begin a 

relationship again. Rae affirms that she has not introduced any of her girlfriends to her mother, 

nor does she invite them to family functions.  

Flash  

Flash is a former NCAA Division I former men’s basketball player, cross country runner, 

and track and field runner. Flash, an African American, played on the men’s basketball team for 

one season at a midwestern, public university. After his year on the men’s basketball team, he 

joined the cross country team and participated in track and field. He is the oldest of three siblings 

ages 22, six, and four. Flash lived with his mother, but was mainly raised by his grandparents. He 

became involved in sports when his mother moved from his hometown state to Georgia. He 

joined the cross country team as a way to make friends.  

Family background/spirituality. Flash was born in Cleveland, Ohio where he described 

his upbringing as “very interesting.” He was not raised in a religious household, where going to 

church every Sunday was the norm. However, while living with his grandparents who did not 

attend church regularly, he noted that the family often discussed God. Also, calling himself a 

“grandma’s boy,” he explained that while his mother was working or going to school his 

grandparents provided care for him. Living in his grandparents’ home, he was reared with his 

mother’s two sisters, whom he considers as his sisters due to the closeness in age, and being 

raised in the household with them. He has a close kinship with his grandparents, aunts, and 

mother, saying that “we have each other’s back;” but he is not close to his uncle or father.    

Flash provided details about his life once he and his mother moved from his 

grandparents’ home. Eventually, they settled in Georgia, where he attends high school until his 

senior year. Upon his senior year of high school, his mother moved them to Chicago.   
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We lived with my grandparents until I was five-years old and then after that we moved 

out. It wasn’t that far, maybe ten minutes away, we stayed there for about two years then 

we moved to another area when I was nine and was there for like five or six years then 

we moved to good ole Georgia. I cried when we moved from Cleveland I was in the back 

crying because you know that’s my family, that’s’ my friends, that is my everything, 

that’s the only thing I have ever known and my dad wasn’t moving with us it was just me 

and my mom. That’s when I signed up for cross country.   

Coming out. Flash identifies as “homosexual.” However, he explained that, 

When I first came out I said I was ‘bi’ just for the fact I always felt like if I don’t talk to 

guys, if I don’t do all that it will go away I will be with a girl I will be able to have kids 

be able to get married one day and I won’t let my family down. 

Flash noted that he came to terms with his sexuality towards the end of his freshman year 

of college. He quickly stated, “I like guys, but I am never the person to say this is how I’m going 

to be for the rest of my life.” He continued describing that when he was young he “knew 

something wasn’t right.” Reminiscing that he “played with the girls,” and he “played with the 

Barbie’s.” In a Headstart program he became friends with a kid named Jamal, but he knew that 

he liked Jamal, “more than a friend.” Growing up in a family where no one was allowed to 

express themselves, Flash never told his mom about his feelings for Jamal.  

During Flash’s freshman year of college is when he “was forced to express it - when my 

mom found out.” During a conversation with a male friend, Flash was questioning his own 

sexuality. As he was confiding in his friend, his mother overheard them talking, and confronted 

him about his sexuality. After years of not expressing his feelings, he was faced with the decision 

to converse with her and reveal his suspicions about his sexuality.     
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My mom called me to her room, I could tell something was bothering her, and she was 

crying. I was like what’s wrong like what’s going on…she finally says are you gay? My 

heart started beating and I started shaking. She was like just be honest with me. We were 

maybe a foot and half away from each other and she was like just be honest with me- this 

was one of the first times well actually the first time I expressed how I felt to my mom. I 

told her yeah I think so and she started crying and hit me.  

Family support. Flash recalled growing up having a gay cousin, whom no one in the 

family discussed. “No one really talked about it [being gay] until I came out.” After Flash told 

his mother, she called and told the grandparents for him and then had him get on the phone to 

confirm. Explaining that he and his grandmother have a close relationship, he was shocked at her 

response. “She was like what’s wrong with you, you’re not my grandson you need counseling!” 

Met with disappointment, his grandmother did not talk to him the rest of the night and gave the 

phone to his grandfather. Flash, showing emotion as he explained,   

 I was just sitting there trying not to cry but I was getting mad because I knew from that 

instance I am not doing anything wrong I am just telling you how I feel. I am telling you 

what’s on my mind. This is the first time opening up to my family; I have always been 

the kid who smiles. I do all that, but I don’t express how I feel, and the first time I open 

up at 16 years old, I can’t even  because I am getting met with this.  

While Flash’s mother and grandmother were not supportive of his sexuality, his 

grandfather was reassuring. As Flash confirmed his feelings, describing his grandfather as being 

raised in Mississippi, and serving in the military, he says that his grandfather‘s response was, “if 

it is true, I don’t care. You are still my grandson and I still love you.” His grandfather offered to 

talk to Flash’s grandmother, and chastised his mother for her actions. Even though he had 
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understanding from his grandfather, Flash’s mother phoned and had Flash to tell his dad. While 

his dad did not yell at him, Flash stated that his father told him, “you know that’s not right, I 

don’t agree with it, your mom doesn’t agree with it, and I don’t know what to tell you.”  Feeling 

defeated as he told his story, Flash shrugged his shoulders and says, “I’m just like . . . okay.” 

Summary 

Overall, 10 participants contributed to this research. Participants represent both the NAIA 

and NCAA division leagues. Also, they span across both revenue generating and non-revenue 

generating sports: women’s’ basketball, men’s basketball, softball, cheerleading, and track. Two 

African American males discuss their experiences as gay, male student athletes, six African 

American women, and two White women make up the demographics for this study. The 

interviews provide insight to their own perspective of their perceptions of being a gay athlete, as 

well as their perspective of homophobia in athletics. Each participant gave a detailing account of 

their coming out process, as well as their familial support system and the role of religion in their 

lives. The next chapter will discuss themes that were identified during the interviews. The 

themes will provide a more in-depth look into the lives of the participants, and their thoughts on 

college athletics.      
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CHAPTER 5 

 

THEMES 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of gay and lesbian college 

student athletes. The last chapter presented ten participant profiles to gain knowledge and 

understanding about being gay and lesbian athletes in college. Separately, their accounts draw 

attention to their backgrounds, family support, navigating their coming out process, and support 

systems. This chapter will provide a more in-depth look at themes that emerged from the data 

collected. Themes illustrated in this chapter include participants’ self-stereotyping, family denial, 

homophobia in athletics and athletics as a business, and campus improvements in athletics.            

Self-Stereotyping 

Study participants consistently discussed their appearance and clothing as a way of 

being identified as gay or lesbian. Thus, the theme of self-stereotyping suggests that these 

participants used “outsiders” stereotypes and notions of what “gay” looks like. As Ashley 

stated, “everybody already knew by the way I dressed anyways that’s already a clue right 

there.” Likewise, Rae affirmed, “when you don’t want to come out . . . people just know, we . . . 

wear gym shorts all the time.” Blue Eyes believes you can tell if a person is straight or gay by 

the way they dress. “You can tell who is like straight or gay by the way their hair is or how they 

wear their clothes, or by what the type of clothes they have on.” In addition, Lindsey not only 

described herself by her dress, but even assumes a friend who has not disclosed as gay due to 
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the way she dresses. “Basically if they want to find out, they will find out I mean it’s not really 

a big secret, I mean the way I dress gives it away.” She continued by talking about knowing gay 

friends who play various sports. “I have a friend who plays soccer . . . she never really said she 

was gay. I think she is because she wears boys . . . yeah she is, she wears guy clothes.” All the 

more so, AMBB self-stereotyping about the way she dresses, she exclaimed that her friends 

who played college athletics did not disclose their sexuality. “They really didn’t come out. I 

mean you just know because of how they dress.”  

 Conversely, RJ works to defy the “dressing gay” stereotype by purposely dressing and 

acting masculine.  He describes that gay male athletes, such as himself, conduct themselves in a 

less feminine way. He even discussed how people were surprised to find out that he and the 

popular football player he dated were gay. “People in the world they see the really, really 

feminine guys; they don’t see that there are real men and football players and basketball players 

that happen to like other men.” In other words, he believes society label gay men as feminine by 

their dress and actions. He is defying this stereotype by dressing and being masculine. When RJ 

was discussing being gay, he expressed disliking the stereotype that society labels male 

cheerleaders as gay. For him, he does not dress feminine, nor act in a feminine way. When he 

was a student-athlete on campus, he was either in his cheerleading warm-up suit, or jeans, tennis 

shoes, and a shirt. When he is out in social settings, he is more concerned with not fitting 

societal stereotypes of gay male athletes. 

Disclosing 

Undercover 

Out but not out. Although the participants were comfortable in their sexual orientation, 

many described a life of being undercover. For example, Ashley does not bring her girlfriend to 
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family functions. “I really don’t bring my girlfriends or friends around my mother. Sometimes 

she knows, but I don’t really try to flaunt it, but it is to respect them.” Even when out in public 

some of the participants do not show public displays of affection. Ashley does not like to show 

affection. She stated, 

I feel like I don’t disclose to nobody but when I’m out I could say I do disclose it when 

I’m out I mean I still dress like I do but you will not see me kiss nobody in public and all 

that I don’t like all that.  

Blue Eyes echoes Ashley’s sentiments about public displays of affection. “I’m not an 

affectionate person out in public but behind closed doors yes we can snuggle up and be kissy 

kissy face, you know all that goodness.” She also noted, “I don’t do PDA in public. Now if it’s 

night out and we’re in the park holding hands, then yeah that’s cool, but in broad daylight that’s 

not cool. It’s just certain places PDA shouldn’t be shown.”  

Don’t ask, don’t tell. Lindsey, who has a gay brother, tried to keep her same-sex 

relationship a secret from her parents as she knew how they would react. “I didn’t hang out with 

them [gay friends], I hung out with normal people, so whenever they [friends and family] found 

out everybody was like ‘whoa.’” Furthermore, Lindsey acknowledged that “my mom doesn’t 

like the whole gay thing so I am not going to throw it in her face.” Knowing that her mother does 

not like her sexual orientation, Lindsey confided that she does not talk to her parents at all about 

her same-sex relationships. She jokes, “I use the ‘don’t ask don’t tell’ rule. Unless they ask me 

about my relationships, I don’t tell.” When bringing home same-sex guests, she passes them off 

as “my friend. I don’t ever bring anybody home like hey this my girlfriend, cause I feel it’s kind 

of disrespectful cause they don’t really agree so I don’t know I guess I am sensitive to other 

people’s opinions.” 
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RJ also practices the “don’t ask, don’t tell” attitude. After disclosing to his mother, and 

she did not believe him, “we don’t talk about it.” He does not bring his partner around his family, 

but he does attend his partner’s family functions. Additionally, in public RJ described the 

relationship as,  

It’s kind of like two guys, we don’t hug and kiss. We both have the same outlook on it we 

like and love one another but everybody doesn’t have to be in our business. We don’t 

have to be like broadcasting the fact that we are together, we know what’s going on.  

The face. Regular and Keisha did not show any affection toward their partners out in 

public, often citing team policy or advice from a coach. Regular, who is comfortable with her 

sexuality stated, “because I had to be the face of school I couldn’t hold hands (or kiss) with 

anybody while I was out” [in public]. She explained that her coach told her, “he didn’t want 

anyone to judge our program or say like I’m a bad person because I’m gay. He doesn’t want 

anyone to judge me at all. So he just wants me to keep my stuff private.” Similarly, Keisha had 

to keep her same-sex relationships private because school policy allowed for dismissals of 

students, as well she informed that the coach verbalized, “If I catch you with a teammate, you get 

kicked off [of the team].” 

Parental Denial 

When describing their coming out process many of the participants revealed how their 

families and friends reacted. For example, Ashley heard that “you know that’s not right and you 

know you’re not going to be able to live this life and get anywhere and you know that is not what 

God has for me and stuff like that.” Additionally, her mother told her that she “was not going to 

throw it on her or push it on her to accept it.” Brianne Michelle described her mother crying and 

questioning her parenting skills.  
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I probably waited about a year before I sat down and talked, like I actually sat down and 

talked with her. I really wanted to make sure it wasn’t a phase, like hey mom. . .When I 

told her, at first she was upset, she felt like she did something wrong, but it really wasn’t. 

She thought I was going through a phase. She and daddy didn’t like it all, I guess because 

I was so young and they just thought it was a phase but now they see it’s not. 

Blue Eyes described her experience similar to Brianne Michelle’s when telling her 

mother about her sexual orientation. Blue Eyes tried to tell her mother, but her mother was in 

denial and did not want to believe her daughter is gay.   

At one point in time I did try to tell my mother, and she had a big fit about it and doesn’t 

want to believe it. But she sort of knows, but my father and the rest of the family do not 

know. Basically it’s like a don’t ask don’t tell policy, my mom knows, like I bring 

“friends” around her but I think she like knows that it’s a girlfriend  but she never says 

anything and my dad is like well another friend, “hey nice to meet you.”   

Rae’s mother believes that Rae became gay because she has a gay sister. Also, her 

mother believes that Rae is gay because she attended a school administered by a lesbian 

principal. Rae’s mother believes that these two individuals influenced Rae was to become gay.  

My mom thinks I am gay because I used to hang around my older sister who is gay. Mom 

thinks she (older sister) taught me how to be gay. She is in denial, and doesn’t believe 

that I am gay, but that I’m just acting out and trying to be like me sister. She also wanted 

to take me out of my high school because my principal was gay and she thought all these 

gay people were making me gay. 
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RJ’s family does not discuss his sexuality. When asked what the relationship is like with 

family members, he discounts the fact that his sexuality is not a topic of discussion. However, he 

seemed to content with the situation.     

Oh its fine we don’t talk about it but they don’t discriminate against me or misuse me or 

anything because of that. I told my mother, she didn’t believe me because she said I don’t 

act like . . . well what TV puts out as a gay person; and I told my daddy he was just like 

“awe okay” but like with my mom we don’t talk about it. 

Flash has experienced the same situation with his family as RJ, where they do not 

acknowledge him being gay. Even though Flash has a gay cousin living in Chicago, the family 

never talked about the subject of being gay. When Flash was forced to disclose his sexuality, his 

mother, grandmother, and father were displeased.   

My dad he doesn’t address it at all. I remember one day I was in my engineering 

chemistry class- I started out as an engineer major- and he texted me, son I never hear 

you talk about dating. Are you dating anybody? I was like “are you sure you want to go 

down this road”?  Like “pops you know I’m gay right”? He was like, “no, I didn’t know 

you made that choice.” I was like “I never made the choice, but I am making the choice 

to let you know right now.” He was like “ok well you know we won’t discuss it”; he was 

like “that’s you, I don’t agree with it, but I still love you” and we never talked about it 

after that. 

Regarding his mother, he recalled that the family never expressed their feelings growing 

up, “you couldn’t really express how you felt you just had to take everything, you couldn’t 

express if you were sad, mad, hurt, you had to just have a blank face and just keep rolling.” 
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During his freshman year in college, when confronted by his mother about his sexuality, Flash 

found that his mother was not accepting of the news.   

She hit me! My mom is 5’5’’ and at that time I was 5’6’’ or 5’7’’a little bit taller than 

her, and she hit me. I remember just hitting the ground and she said just go to your room 

and she closed the door. I went to the bathroom, crying with the side of my face swollen. 

Regarding his mother, he discussed that they were working on having a close relationship. “In 

the past couple of years me and my mom have gotten closer-it’s hit or miss.” Revealing that he 

has been in a relationship for over four years, he discussed that his mother is nice to his partner 

to his face but afterward, continued to criticize him. She does not want Flash to bring him around 

family. For example, during Flash’s graduation, she did not want his partner in attendance.   

When I graduated she felt like he shouldn’t have been at the graduation and I was like if 

he wouldn’t have been at the graduation you wouldn’t have known. He didn’t sit with my 

family; he sat with our mutual friends. He came to dinner with us it wasn’t just him it was 

him and four other friends (two guys and two girls) I’ve been friends with since my 

freshman year so it was a group of them.  

(No) Homophobia in Athletics 

When discussing the issue of homophobia existing in college athletics, perspectives of 

the participants differed. Depending on the player’s skill level, gendered sport, and division 

playing in determined their perspective. Many of the skilled players felt the issue did not exist, or 

acknowledged existence in certain sports, but claimed they never experienced any incidents. 

However, others felt and described their experiences when participating in certain sports. 

Both Regular and AMBB contributed to the many victories to their teams. Also, they 

were named distinguished athletic titles and helped their teams and universities achieve 
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prestigious titles. This also gained their universities various funding allotments. On the other 

hand, Flash had a different experience. Starting as a freshman men’s basketball player at an 

NCAA Division I school, he realized very quickly that bad performance and being gay resulted 

in harassment, limited playing time, and ultimately leaving the men’s basketball team. “After 

practice the guys would go to McDonalds or go hang out, I was never invited and so it was just 

like I didn’t feel part of the team.” Flash knew he was not one of the better basketball players, 

however, he practiced to get better, but one day his teammates turned on him. 

After practice, I was the last one to enter the locker room and the team decided to play a 

prank and take my clothes to the shower. It was dark inside the shower room and I was 

telling the guys to give me my clothes. I was feeling around in the dark trying to find my 

clothes. I couldn’t find them and I keep calling out for the guys and could not hear them. 

All of a sudden, I felt something fall on me, and they started jumping on me. I got kicked 

in my side. They cracked my ribs, and I got hit in my eye and got a black eye. There was 

blood running down my face, where someone or something hit me or stomped on my 

head. Finally they stopped and I laid there in pain. I finally was able to get myself 

together. I went to the hospital but I never told on them because I am not a snitch but I 

didn’t go back to the team. I told the coach I was quitting.  

After quitting the team he turned his attention to running track. As a member of the track 

team he proved to them that he had talent, and as a result gained the respect of his teammates. 

Being the second leg of a relay race, Flash proved that he was one of the fastest runners. After 

winning a few races, his teammates became more sociable and friendlier towards him. Once 

comfortable, he addressed his teammates about the language they used in the locker room and on 

the track that he felt was inappropriate.    
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It came up a couple of times in practice because you would hear us guys on the track get 

mad and tempers flare, you hear people say faggot, or you punks; you sissies and stuff 

like that. I was like “dude I don’t like when y’all say that; not that you’re addressing it 

towards me but I just don’t like that word.” They were like “why”?  I was like “because I 

am gay” and they were like “ok we will stop saying it” and it was from that day forward 

they stopped. It was awesome because my teammates were supportive. 

On the same note about homophobia in college sports, Flash, Lindsey, and Keisha had 

attended other universities but left due to harassment and feelings of being uncomfortable. 

Although, Lindsey, Keisha, Rae, RJ, and Brianna Michelle attended a college where the student 

code of conduct expels students who cross dress, or act in a manner of the opposite sex, they 

continued to play sports and graduate from their institution. Lindsey discussed both the 

challenges she faced with harassment and discrimination at her former college, after her first 

softball coach, who was gay was replaced.  

I didn’t experience any harassment because I mean my first coach was gay herself, but I 

knew a few [gay athletes] that was on the down low that nobody found out about or even 

talked about it because they did not feel supported by the school or the coaching staff. 

Additionally, she knew about other colleges where her friends played that faced the same 

challenges. However, she informed that her friends stayed at the college to play sports in spite of 

the consequences.   

I do know of schools that are like that I mean there is a junior college in Alabama they 

are probably one of the most impressive junior colleges in Alabama and they won 

nationals last year, I know their coach is very strict. If she found out that you were gay 

before you got there you wasn’t coming there to play.  
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Keisha attended an NCAA Division I school in California. She explained that her 

teammates knew about her sexual orientation, but she did not have any conversations with her 

coach, as she explained,  

At the D1 level your coach isn’t like all in your business like that; like we go to class go 

to practice do your own thing. We never talked about it they never asked me. As a coach 

that shouldn’t be their main concern. Now if I start messing up the program then yeah.  

Keisha knew the California school was modeled after Christian principles, as she and a 

lady promoting the school discussed “God.” “I went to that school. I just liked the feel of 

everything.” However, after tearing her ACL and the coach finding out about her sexuality, she 

decided to transfer. She transferred to a school where, despite the fact she knew the coach was 

against same-sex relationships, she knew she could still have playing time. The coach was a 

personal friend of her sister and he was trying to recruit her before she went to the California 

school.     

Flash originally was going to attend a directional school in Illinois, however after visiting 

he opted to decline. “I didn’t really like the campus; the team didn’t talk to me, they didn’t make 

me feel comfortable or welcomed.” Although he chose another directional school, he did say that 

the recruiters told him to keep his sexual orientation to himself. However, throughout the 

recruitment process they made references to him finding a girlfriend.  

Recruiters told me to keep my sexuality to myself, don’t show it in public. They were like 

we got some pretty girls down here; you can get you a good girlfriend . . . it was always 

the assumption that we were all straight looking for girls.   

Similarly, RJ feels that homophobia exists as he describes a friend of his was put off the 

basketball team because of his sexuality.  
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Because basketball is a very contact sport and a lot of basketball players are insecure 

about their own sexuality. I didn’t understand why but now I do it’s because I feel like 

when people do stuff like that they are not confident in their own sexuality.  

He also addressed the fact that once people find out that someone is gay, the relationship 

should not change, but he contributes that again to people not being comfortable with their own 

sexuality.  

If you’re not comfortable within yourself okay if before you knew that I was gay we were 

cool and then after you know you feel as if I look at you different you’re not comfortable 

with it within yourself. The reason I say that is because if you can hang out with me when 

I am straight then why can’t you hang out with me when I’m gay? I’m still the same 

person. Then nothing has changed if I haven’t tried you when I was your straight friend 

what makes you think I would try you while being your gay friend. 

Winning Games 

When asked if homophobia exists in athletics Blue Eyes, Regular, AMBB, and Brianna 

Michelle did not feel that this exists in college sports. Regular and AMBB believe that, 

especially playing in the NCAA, that the sport is not homophobic, but more of a business. 

AMBB discusses that same-sex relationships, nor are heterosexual relationships, on the minds of 

the NCAA, but “winning championships.”    

It’s not really talked about but is not hush hush. People don’t really talk about being 

heterosexual or homosexual. I don’t think it really matters all they are worried about is 

winning championships or doing right in the classroom. I don’t think the NCAA or NAIA 

really cares whether you straight or gay. It’s all about business. 
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She goes on to agree that athletics is accepting of women same-sex relationships, but not 

accepting of men same-sex relationships. Additionally, male college student-athletes are at 

greater scrutiny and coming out may have an effect on the game, as well as the athlete. Both 

Flash and RJ’s detailed accounts provide examples of what a gay, male athlete has experienced. 

Flash confided that what he feared most was people finding out about his sexuality when 

he came to college because he knew that he would not be welcomed. He continued to recall his 

experience as a freshman basketball player, having his playing time reduced and limited and his 

teammates beating him up. Moreover, he lost his scholarship, and only received a partial one 

when he ran track. In the beginning of his college athletic career, Flash dated a girl to remove 

any suspicion. “I made it be known to everyone that I was dating a girl, so that anyone would not 

have any questions. I feared if it had came to the light I feared not being accepted.”  

RJ revealed that, while he is “openly gay,” many people still do not know. “I don’t carry 

myself as a gay male.” He feels more comfortable around heterosexuals. “I really don’t like to be 

around anybody homosexual. I’m a type of person where I look for positive people and energy to 

help me push forward, it just so happens to be heterosexual people.” He also revealed that he 

does not really talk to his gay athletic friends, especially about their sexuality. He alluded that 

non-disclosed athletes get nervous in public for fear that someone will reveal their sexuality. 

“This can be a very sensitive subject for certain people because different people take it in 

different ways. It’s a real touchy subject.” He further shared the hazards a gay athlete suffers if 

their sexuality is disclosed, and provided a rebuttal to society’s stereotypes.  

Regular discussed that she had a great relationship with her coach throughout her years 

playing. She stated that the coach knew of her sexuality and was “fine with it,” but always 

reminded her to “conduct herself professionally, and in a business-like manner.” She dismissed 



128 

 

 

 

the communication as not homophobic, but that she was a role model to kids and that she should 

not bring any “unwanted attention” to herself. She said that she did not go around proclaiming 

her sexuality, but if asked she would disclose. She, being very supportive of her former coach, 

knew that he did not want any drama, but wanted her to conduct herself in a business manner.  

No it has nothing to do with my sexuality, it’s how I present myself, like I don’t want to 

present myself as thuggish or really sexual, I want to present myself as a great student, a 

great person, and not negative at all. It has nothing to do with my sexuality. He just wants 

me to keep my business to myself.   

Believing that college sports are not homophobic, she reiterates AMBB’s thought that the 

NCAA is focused on winning. “Winning championships brings recruits and funding to colleges, 

that’s the concern of the NCAA.” Like she and many of the participants have said before, the 

NCAA, coaches, athletic departments do not want any distractions that take the attention away 

from the game. Regular eventually goes on to say that the NCAA ignores the issue of gay 

athletes, and why she feels the same as they do. 

I don’t think they are homophobic because I feel like a lot of women’s college athletes 

are like gay but I feel like they try not to talk about it at all and it’s all about that they 

don’t want a bad image of all like sports players of being gay because I guess if you look 

at it, it’s a bad thing. But they won’t talk about it, they won’t be like hey it’s bad but hey 

let’s not talk about it because we don’t want people to stop coming to the games. 

Campus Support 

Campus Supports are resources available for students. Resources may range from student 

organizations for gay and lesbian students; departments or offices housing counseling centers or 

LGBT services. During the interviews some participants explained their awareness of services on 
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their campuses and if they utilized them. Some participants attended colleges where resources 

were scare or lacking.    

NAIA Participants 

Attending a four-year college in the Midwest, Ashley experienced a positive college life. 

She was the first in her family to earn a college degree, and she made friends who supported her 

both on and off the basketball court. Discussing her life as a gay college athlete, she was not 

ashamed of her sexual orientation. She even gushed that some girls who were not gay wanted to 

have a sexual experience with her. She discussed how comfortable in her Gender Roles class she 

felt when talking about sexuality, and participated by giving examples in class about her 

experience as a gay female. “The stereotypes that people have perceived like no it’s not that way, 

you know like it’s like if you lesbian you like every girl you see . . . it’s not like that.” 

Additionally, she discussed the services the college provided for gay and lesbian students. 

While Ashley did not participate in any of the events or use the services, she knew about the 

student organization for gay and lesbian students through the college’s marketing efforts. When 

asked why she did not participate in events or use the services, she replied,  

Yea I know of LGBT [office] but I never went . . . I just never wanted too. [I talk to] my 

girlfriends, well not “girlfriends” not like I am a player but the person I am with at the 

current moment and my friends [when I have relationship issues].  

When discussing his time at the Methodist college he attended, RJ divulged that specific 

support services for gay students did not exist. In other words, the campus did not have an LGBT 

office or student organization. Supporting the college’s lack of services, RJ felt as though these 

services were not a necessity. However, RJ knew of several gay professors who taught at the 

college, and he knew that he could always speak to them when in need (of guidance, advice, 
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mentoring). He informed that while many students, as well as faculty were not openly gay, they 

all knew of each other.    

Personally I don’t think they have the obligation to [improve the quality of life for gay 

people] that’s just me personally because I am who I am. I feel as if I am just another 

person, just a regular person. I don’t feel as if I live in a gay world I hear a lot of people 

say well in a straight world and in the gay world I feel like I’m just a person in the world 

that’s gay. I don’t feel like it’s two separate worlds so I think there are some things that 

they could improve but as far as just because we’re gay or a group of gay people that 

there is not anything they could possibly do.  

Blue Eyes describes her experiences attending the four-year public university. She 

transferred to the university after discovering the cost was cheaper than the in-state college she 

was attending, and also the college had built residential housing, which was a great escape for 

Blue Eyes. After transferring, she realized that she did not like the college but stayed for the 

economic factor. Some of the reasons why she did not like her time at the college included: lack 

of diversity, lack of services for marginalized students, and lack of faulty and staff support of 

students. “It’s just something about this state I don’t like. Pretty sure if I was White they would 

be more accepting of it (her sexuality).” 

When talking about resources for gay and lesbian students, she discussed that the college 

lacked resources such as offices to serve various student populations. While she knew about the 

Gay Straight Alliance student organization, she felt their office was hidden from the rest of the 

student groups. She suggested that the group needed better marketing techniques to inform 

students about their services. She even suggested that administrators should contribute and 

participate with developing this group. “It’s not known around campus I don’t think as much as 
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it should be. They have one or two events each semester, but I feel it’s not enough events.” 

Additionally, she knew of a few staff members who have taken the responsibility to promote gay 

and lesbian activities, such as Safe Zones. However, Blue Eyes had personal contact with one of 

the staff members, and knew that she could not trust them so she would never go to the 

individual looking for support.  

Keisha explained that, due to the religious affiliation of the university, the campus does 

not support services for gay and lesbian students. Even the student code of conduct discourages 

cross dressing or any behavior that is not normal of a male or female. Students not adhering to 

the policy are subject to dismissal, as outlined in the student code of conduct. When asked if she 

knew of any students, specifically freshmen students who may be questioning their sexuality, 

who could they talk to? She revealed if a student played women’s basketball, the student would 

be reported to the Dean of Students, “unless you are a good basketball player.”   

It just really depends because you think you like girls but you don’t know who to tell,  

because if you tell it may get to coach, and coach is like now she is gay so I got to watch 

her, it may be kind of hard because coach may start looking at them differently or 

whatever or making comments. For some of them that he does know about he has thrown 

it in their faces like certain situations like what would your parents think of that and stuff 

like that so they don’t like to openly say. 

Even as Brianne Michelle was an openly gay athlete at a religiously affiliated college, she 

did not experience any negativity towards her. When she was an athlete, she maintained that both 

her teammates and softball coaches were supportive of her. Nonetheless, she recited the student 

code of conduct not accepting of homosexuality. As a matter of fact, students found in non-

compliance could be dismissed from the college. When asked how she could have been openly 
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gay on campus, she confessed, “You can’t really tell because I have my hair done, my makeup 

done, so I look really girly you wouldn’t know unless you saw me with my girlfriend.” In other 

words, she still looked feminine, whereas she could not be easily identified. 

Identifying the philosophy of the college as it relates to homosexuality, finding services 

on campus to support gay and lesbian students is non-existent. When attending, Brianna 

Michelle never heard of any student organizations or services for gay students. She did know that 

the school had a skills enhancement center; however, she did not think it was a counseling 

center, nor did it provide services for gay students. She felt fortunate to have support from her 

coaches and teammates, but felt that other athletes may not have supportive coaches. She advised 

that the college should have services where a student could at least anonymously get counseling 

and support as they begin to question their sexuality.   

Lindsey completed the interview by dissuading special treatment for gay and lesbian 

students. “I don’t want anyone to go out of their way to treat me. I don’t think they should do 

something special I might feel weird if overly nice just treat me normal and treat me like 

everyone else.” She did want administrators at the college to be more supportive of the gay 

population. She encouraged administrators to be more vocal about their support despite their 

religious doctrine. Realizing that all students may not have a coach or teammates to confide in, 

Lindsey’s last recommendation to administrators, “just treat me normal and treat me like 

everyone else.” 

NCAA Participants 

Regular discussed support services offered on the college campus. When attending, she 

said she always felt comfortable being a gay athlete. Oftentimes, she and the women’s basketball 

team were invited to the house of the university President. “He was great, he loves women’s 
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basketball, he invited us over his house for dinner, he is just a good guy.” Additionally, Regular 

confirmed that she knew about services for gay students, as well as admitted using the services 

on campus. She said that she always saw staff who worked in the LGBT office coming to the 

basketball games. Furthermore, she even visited the office. “They have all types of stuff, and like 

pride week; they have an office they offer like tutoring and counseling, a lot of stuff they offer.” 

She admitted that while she did not participate in their drag show, she had attended and had even 

seen faculty and staff in attendance, as well as participating in the event. When asked her 

reasoning for not participating? She responded, “I could not do it because I was too nervous, but 

when I’m performing on the basketball court, I am very confident.”  She admits that she is not 

ashamed of going into the LGBT office to use their printer, or to get tutoring. “They were a very 

good support system; if I needed them I could use them.” She further explained that she had 

more of a support system with the team and her friends. 

AMBB knew about resources for gay and lesbian students where she attended. The 

LGBT support center had a prominent presence in the student center, and easily accessible for 

students to enter. When she attended the university, she did not use the center. She assured it did 

not have to do with embarrassment, or afraid if anyone would see her enter. Citing that 

basketball is time consuming, “I’m not really into anything on campus besides basketball.” 

Additionally, AMBB has a great support system of friends and teammates. When she 

disclosed to her best friend, who is heterosexual, she was told that she doesn’t “care if you gay or 

straight or whatever you still going to be cool for the rest of our life,’ and so we still are.” She 

shared that her main core of friends are heterosexual. AMBB also believes that homophobia does 

not exist in athletics, nor affects her. She feels that society is more educated about sexual 
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relationships, and is no longer concerned with a person’s sexual orientation, thus same-sex 

relationships in athletics is not a topic of interest. “My people don’t really care . . . .”  

Flash, also knew about some services on campus for gay and lesbian students. “They 

have the gay-straight alliance at school and they have counseling services other than that not that 

much.” He had even heard about safe zone training, but did not know the foundation behind safe 

zones. He had seen some stickers around campus on various administrator’s and department 

windows and doors, but did not know the significance of them.  

I know I would hear about it from my teachers, she talked about it in class. She said if 

anybody was interested in it there is training that they should come try it out, but other 

than that I don’t recall. I know I saw some stickers when I went to talk about some 

homework and stuff but not very many. 

Furthermore, he confided that he seeks support from his mother’s sisters because he does 

not feel that administrators on campus are very supportive. “My aunties were like my sisters. We 

could talk about anything; like when I came out to them they were like, ‘I don’t care we knew 

you since you were little.’” Regarding administrators, he felt they were too focused on academics 

and not the whole student aspect.  He felt advisors only wanted to discuss coursework and not a 

student’s total well-being. “It’s difficult for LGBT students to come in and talk. I think they 

should let it be known that they’re always open even if it’s not academics or just personal when 

you need somebody to vent too.”  

Athletic Support 

NAIA Participants 

 Overall, Ashley felt her college experience was good. Even playing on the women’s 

basketball team, as a gay athlete did not make her feel uncomfortable. She confessed that the 
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basketball coach did not care about her sexuality. She further explained that he did not care when 

two teammates were dating, broke up and caused some tension on the team. “He didn’t care 

about nothing!”  

When Blue Eyes was playing on the team she did not feel comfortable. She and the head 

women’s basketball coach did not have a good relationship. In agreement with Ashley, she felt 

“the head coach . . . is not very welcoming. I wouldn’t tell him anything. He seems like a 

judgmental man anyway, so I wouldn’t think he would really be accepting of it [sexual 

orientation].” When attending the university she found support in the Associate Director of 

Campus Life, as well as the Assistant Women’s Basketball coach. However, she had to be 

careful as some issues that was told to the assistant coach, were repeated by his wife. Although 

his wife does not work at the university, she is influential in the community.   

When asked how he was treated as a gay athlete, RJ agreed that he had a good 

experience. He talked positive about his time as a member of the track team. He examined how 

the coach had asked him about his sexuality. Even though he thought once he disclosed he would 

be removed from the team, he disclosed, and explained that, “no he didn’t treat me any different; 

he would still speak to me, and visit me, you know nothing different.” On the other hand, he did 

not comment on his cheerleading coach, but did comment that he had experienced “gay bashing” 

and “weird looks” when he visited other schools where male cheerleaders were not common. 

Attending the religiously affiliated college, Lindsey divulges that the campus lacks 

support services for the gay and lesbian students despite that gay and lesbian students attend 

there. “Before I came, I knew two students who were already attending.” She noted that when 

she played softball, the coach was not tolerant of gay players. The current coaching staff is all 

accepting of gay players. Boasting that while the head coach is heterosexual, she is very 
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supportive of her players, and the two assistant coaches, identify, and are openly gay. For 

athletes who do not have supportive coaches, she advises them to find friends they can confide 

in, as well as seek out her coaching staff.  

Rae shared that services for gay and lesbian students did not exist at the college. She said 

when issues would trouble her she would go shoot ball at the gym, or work out. She did not trust 

the coach or assistant coach, so she would not talk about dating issues with either of them. She 

feels that her coach probably knew about her sexuality because of the way she dressed, but she 

did talk to him because he was judgmental. She feels that her alma mater could be more 

supportive of gay students. “I would say take them for who they are don’t just judge them right 

off the bat. We all equals it’s just like we the same don’t judge them.”    

NCAA Participants 

Regular tells how both the Athletic Director and Associate Athletic Director were 

supportive of her. “OMG he is amazing! Well all of them are really good like they love sports in 

this town.”  She talked about how the Associate Athletic Director helped her start an 

organization for kids. Additionally, the women’s basketball team serves as a base of support for 

Regular. Revealing that most of her friends were athletes because “it was only 11 of us, and our 

season is one of the longest . . . because it’s from September to March or April if you go all the 

way, so we were always together and were super close.” She had two best friends she would 

“hang out with, both [were] gay.” Since they were always together, the athletes lived in an 

athletic dorm, most were in classes together, as well as they practiced and played a rigorous 

college sports schedule. She felt comfortable in disclosing her sexuality. “Well I felt comfortable 

and I didn’t think it was a big deal.” She further explained that her generation felt same-sex 

relationships were “normal.”  
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I feel like more people, I don’t know I feel like when I came out [knew she was gay] in 

high school and that’s when a lot of people came out, so it was like it was normal. I mean 

it’s kind of weird for me to try and explain it but it’s pretty comfortable because I feel 

like everybody was already gay or did not care. 

She even felt that her coach was comfortable with her sexual orientation. Although the 

team prayed before games, she insisted that her coach never judged her sexuality. She believed 

that while all teammates had to live together, her roommate, a devout Jehovah Witness, was 

chosen for her. She asserted, “[coach] thought it would be a best fit for me because I was from 

here and like I knew everything and he wanted me to take care of her.” Regular feels a sense of 

responsibility for her team since she was captain. Furthermore, she assumed he knew about her 

sexuality, because during a recruitment visit he made reference that players needed to be “role 

models,” and were advised not to bring unwanted attention to the team. “I don’t want any of you 

guys blasting out your relationships, posting crazy pictures and stuff like that.” She continued by 

stating that he specifically told her, “I have to be role model for kids so it’s not like I go out and 

blast my sexuality, but I am proud to be gay, but my coach is fine with it.” 

AMBB believes, when it comes to the coaching staff, the head women’s basketball coach 

is more concerned with image and not about the sexual orientation of the players. She believes 

that the coach’s policy on players not dating each other is to preserve the chemistry of the team.  

He doesn’t want it to trickle down onto the court and other things like that. So if you get 

mad at your teammate or whatever and ya’ll carry it onto the court it could affect the 

whole team. They don’t want that so that is the only reason they care about not having 

relationships between teammates, but as far as sexuality they could care less. 
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Outside of the gay straight alliance student organization, counseling services, and safe 

zones, Flash expressed, “I feel torn because I feel like it [athletics] shouldn’t be made a big deal 

because its homosexuality it’s going to exist in athletics.” In other words, he feels that when gay 

athletes disclose, athletics is emphasized and “making it a big deal.” He wants athletics to “just 

be prepared and be welcoming; not say anything that may discourage the person to come talk to 

them or say anything offensive that they just think is normal but really can hurt someone 

emotionally.” He wants athletics to be more accepting and open to the fact that gay and lesbians 

exist in college sports. In other words, he wants athletics to be more accessible, “know you’re 

going to spend more time here than with your parents so my door is always open regardless of 

what you have to talk about.”  

Summary 

The stories from each of the participants generated various themes that resonated with 

their experience of living as a gay or lesbian college-student athlete. Hearing their voices 

afforded insight to real situations as to their successes and struggles at various American 

universities and colleges. The participants of this study represented both public and private, four-

year institutions, whose colleges or universities are representatives of either the NCAA or NAIA 

sports. These stories revealed how they navigated life as a result of their sexual orientations. 

Additionally, they demonstrated how homophobia has an effect on living their lives as their true 

selves.      

Furthermore, this chapter dissected how the participants felt about themselves, as well as 

how they viewed themselves, and felt how others viewed them. Interestingly, the chapter 

discussed how participants ignored societal views stereotyping gays and athletes; however, 

projected their own self-stereotyping. They additionally believed that homophobia does not exist, 
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but provided examples of where they have experienced issues and attitudes against same gender 

relationships. As well as, while few of the participants experienced less negative circumstances, 

those who experienced grave negativity continued to remain in their situations. Last, all talked 

about the love they had for their families of not disappointing their parents; even though many 

had a close, gay relative who had disclosed beforehand.   

Chapter 6 analyzes the themes that emerged from this study. Themes include: self-

stereotyping; being undercover; parental denial; existence or non-existence of homophobia in 

athletics; campus support; and athletic support. Utilizing the research from this study and 

assessing the findings with existing literature provides understanding on the experiences of gay 

and lesbian college student athletes.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

This chapter is an analyses of the themes developed during the interviewing process. The 

themes are: self-stereotyping; undercover; parental denial; (no) homophobia in athletics; campus 

support; and athletic recommendations. Elements in the chapter will demonstrate how some of 

the lesbian athletes label themselves, but do not accept labels society places upon them. 

Heterosexual hegemony will be further discussed to understand how gay and lesbian athletes 

cope, or protect their sexual identities. Furthermore, the chapter takes a closer look at 

homonegativity in athletics. Does homonegativity exist, or is the collegiate sporting arena more 

interested in making money, and finding the topic of an athlete’s sexual orientation to be a 

distraction? Last, the chapter will highlight research conducted by the NCAA rallied around 

inclusivity, diversity, and respect for all athletes, and help formulate how to have comfortable 

conversations around respect and tolerance.    

Self-Stereotyping 

According to Filliault and Drummond (2009), “within gay social settings, clothes serve as 

a means to gauge other men’s personalities” (p. 177). Although the men interviewed for this 

study did not share as much about their type of dress, the women fit this statement especially 

when describing femms vs. studs. Some of the women interviewed, when describing the type of 

woman they typically date, described or labeled them by their clothing: femms were very 
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feminine and girly, and studs where those who dressed more like males. Basically, the athletes 

dress to show their characteristic by dressing feminine or more masculine. “Athletes want to look 

good in the process and communicate an acceptable identity” (Filliault & Drummond, 2009, p. 

180). Kauer and Krane (2006) studied the effects of stereotypes, “framed in feminist and social 

identity perspectives,” researched the effects societal stereotypes had upon gay athletes (p. 42). 

Social identity perspective “asserts that individuals develop social identities consistent with the 

accepted norms and values of the social group(s) to which they belong” (Kauer & Krane, 2006, 

p. 43). In other words, the shared beliefs of a dominant group about another group categorize 

members and insinuate that all members of the group have the same traits and behaviors (Kauer 

& Krane, 2006). This can be seen when Ashely, AMBB, and Rae insinuated that people know 

they are gay due to the way they dressed, thus falling victim to societal stereotypes about lesbian 

athletes. In essence, the study showed how society views gay athletes, especially female athletes 

as gay and lesbians.  

“Stereotypes foster inaccurate perceptions about female athletes, trivialize their 

accomplishments, and limit their social acceptance” (Kauer & Krane, 2006, p. 42). The study 

conducted by Kauer and Krane (2006) pointed out that the female athletes participating in the 

research were aware of the stereotype that “female athletes are lesbian” (p. 46). Repeatedly, the 

participants noted that society viewed female athletes as “masculine or manly” (Kauer & Krane, 

2006, p. 47), and participants cited how society stereotypes female athletes by the way they 

dress. Suspecting they are labeled gay because they wear gym clothes, participants of the study 

denounced this stereotype (Kauer & Krane, 2006). On the other hand, in this study on the 

experiences of gay and lesbian college student athletes, the participants assign their appearance 

and wardrobe to the societal stereotype. In other words, the participants believe and live the 
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stereotype. Kauer and Krane (2006) describe the participants as ascribing to the heterosexist and 

homonegative climate.  

Disclosing 

Undercover 

Closeted athlete. Flash, Lindsey, Brianna Michelle, Ashley, Regular, and Blue Eyes 

discussed how they did not want to disappoint their parents by disclosing their sexual orientation 

to them. They tried to keep their sexual orientation secret until, as most revealed, their parents 

confronted them. Reasons the students reported not wanting to tell their families included, their 

parents’ disappointment because they were the only girl, or because their parents did not think 

they were going to be grandparents. Blue Eyes and Regular did not disclose because of their 

positions in their communities. Blue Eyes feared losing her position in the church, and Regular 

was informed by her coach that she was a role model for the team’s image. 

Brittney Griner, former Baylor women’s basketball star has been very vocal about her 

college coach. Brittney, who now plays for the WNBA’s Phoenix Mercury, has stated many 

times that her former coach, Kim Mulkey told her not to disclose her sexuality because “it would 

hurt recruiting” (Gleeson, 2014, para. 9). Brittney said, “The coaches thought that if it seemed 

like they condoned it, people wouldn’t let their kids come play for Baylor” (Buzinski, 2013, 

para. 2). However, Brittney informed the coach of her sexual orientation when being recruited, 

and everyone knew about the “open secret” (Buzinski, 2013, para. 4). Brittney was also upset 

that Baylor University has a written policy against homosexuality. During the semi-finals of the 

2013 NCAA Tournament, Brittney disagreed with her coach; she wanted to disclose her 

sexuality, but her coach discouraged her to not disclose, saying “Why put your business out on 

the street like that?” (Buzinski, 2013, para. 3). As a result, Brittney felt that by not being her true 
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self she did not play her best and contributed to the team’s loss against the University of 

Louisville (Gleeson, 2014).  

Windover (2014), a former closeted athlete who played collegiate soccer echoes similar 

feelings as the participants of this study. “I hid my feelings from everyone close to me, and ‘I’m 

fine’ became my personal motto” (Windover, 2014, para. 2). She shared that her family, 

teachers, and friends expected her to: “lead our soccer team to a state championship, graduate 

with honors and marry a nice Jewish man” (Windover, 2014, para. 2). As a result, she went 

through college secretly as a closeted student athlete (Windover, 2014). She explained that being 

an openly gay athlete has consequences: not making the team because of an athlete’s sexual 

orientation; reduced or no playing time, and hiding same-sex partners in public (Windover, 

2014). Citing that she was not happy and that “confusion, suicidal, and depression” set in, she 

decided to seek help through the GO! Athletes organization (Windover, 2014, para. 3). As a 

member of GO! Athletes, she was able to experience the coming out process with the support of 

current and former collegiate athletes, as well as embrace and gain confidence regarding her 

sexual orientation (Windover, 2014).  

African American, gay male athlete. “At a cultural level, we seem unable to imagine 

black men as gay, and this is particularly true for black gay athletes (Anderson & McCormack, 

2010a, p. 146). Images about the Black male athlete usually show strength, speed and muscular 

bodies (Anderson, 2011b; Anderson & McCormack, 2010a, 2010b), making Black, gay male 

athletes more hesitant to disclose due to the perception of the black male athlete (Anderson & 

McCormack, 2010). Basically, using critical race theory (CRT), along with intersectionality, 

explains why the African American gay, male athlete remains closeted (Anderson & 

McCormack, 2010a, 2010b). In other words, since the days of slavery where African Americans 
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faced discrimination and were denied their civil liberties, this type of treatment has had a lasting 

effect on the Black male psyche. White, gay men face a similar circumstance, as they experience 

discrimination and are denied civil liberties because of their sexual orientation. Throughout life 

the Black male continues to face racial discrimination and oppression, and in this case the Black 

male athlete is under a microscope. Therefore, disclosing as a Black, gay male athlete can hinder 

his chance at advancement economically, since the Black male athlete has found acceptance in 

the form of sports. Excelling in sports often provides the Black male athlete a better way of life. 

Additionally, the Black male athlete can see how society treats White gay men and gay athletes, 

and compares this situation to the continuous treatment received as a Black man and determines 

that disclosing is detrimental to their athletic careers. For example, Anderson (2005) believes 

that the Black male athlete uses his athleticism to advance himself into a higher economic class, 

by making a career in professional sports. Since Black men already feel and are oppressed, with 

the high perception of homonegativity in the African American community, the Black male 

athlete’s stock may fall, and his chances of going into the professional arena may be limited if he 

discloses, as evidenced by the 2014 NFL draft Michael Sam.  

Michael Sam, the first openly gay football player drafted to the NFL, was drafted as the 

256th pick in round 7, the final round of the NFL draft (Wagoner, 2014). Sports critics believed 

that if he had not disclosed his sexuality, he could have been drafted in the fourth or fifth rounds. 

As time passed in the draft, his selection seemed to wane, and media began to craft messages that 

although he held distinguished titles as an SEC football player, to take the emphasis off of his 

sexual orientation, the messages were about his minimal performance conducted during the NFL 

Combine (Wagoner, 2014). Some commentators expressed that Sam’s disclosure created a 
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distraction to the sport, and consequently, similar themes have been echoed by participants in 

this study. In response to his late draft round and very low pick, Sam said,     

In all honesty, from last season alone, I should have been a high, first three rounds [pick]. 

SEC Defensive Player of the Year, unanimous All-American, I should have gone in the 

top three rounds easily. But you know what? It is what it is. I’m happy to be a St. Louis 

Ram. Everything else is history. (Wagoner, 2014, para.37)  

Additionally, CRT and homonegativity in the African American community is believed 

to, “make coming out harder for black gay male athletes because they may face elevated rates of 

discrimination on multiple fronts” (Anderson & McCormack, 2010b, p. 956). The Black, male 

gay athlete finds himself discriminated against by his own race for his sexual orientation, as well 

as society at large for his race (Anderson, 2005). As a result, the Black gay male athlete has more 

to lose in his socioeconomic status and his human dignity in society. In relation, RJ tried to 

distance himself from gay athletes, even trying to distance himself from his sexuality because of 

negative messages from society.  

That’s in the world period, in society period, guys that are gay are looked at more 

negatively then girls because you can look at a girl and another girl walking down the 

street holding hands kissing and be like oh it’s just two girls who like each other but if 

it’s two guys it’s like look at them faggots.  

Flash, haunted by his father’s words, was self-conscience about disclosing to his father as 

was nervous about how he would be accepted in college. “My dad would call them faggots and 

sissies - he just needs to go somewhere and go with his boyfriend, and I would be self-conscious 

thinking is that what people say about me?” Flash admitted that in order to keep his sexuality 

hidden, he dated girls. Anderson and McCormack (2010 a, 2010b) attributed this behavior to 
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many Black men embracing a down-low mentality, where they hide their true sexual orientation 

by dating or marrying women.      

Parental Denial 

Emotions  

Participants of this study described in detail the emotions they suffered at the hands of 

their families, as well as the emotions experienced by their family members. “The family is one 

of the main areas of social and cultural life where normalization of gays and lesbians is 

incomplete” (Martin, Hutson, Kazyak, & Scherrer, 2010, p. 962). Simply, the family is a unit 

that is still not as accepting of same-sex relationships. Parents learning of their child’s sexual 

orientation undergo emotions of, “panic, and deep loss a sense of existential aloneness, and 

feelings of shame” (Saltzburg, 2004, p. 113). The majority of the participants stated how they did 

not want to disappoint their parents, indicating that they believed that their sexuality was wrong. 

Additionally, the majority had close family members such as a brother, sister, or even an 

uncle who was gay, however most of the families expressed displeasure in knowing that their son 

or daughter was gay. Martin, Hutson, Kazyak, & Scherrer (2010)  in their study of informational 

books that provided parents instructions on caring about and being understanding for their gay or 

lesbian child, learned that “a child’s disclosure of a gay or lesbian identity is understood as a 

traumatic occurrence for parents” (p. 971). In other words, parent’s feel a range of emotions 

including: anger, denial or disbelief, as evidenced by Flash’s angry mother (“she hit me”); 

Lindsey’s angry father (“he snapped, went crazy on me”); Blue Eye’s mother in denial (“she had 

a big fit about it and doesn’t want to believe it”); or RJ’s mother in disbelief, (“she didn’t believe 

me because she said I don’t act like . . . well what TV puts out as a gay person”).  
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Emotions experienced by the parents exhibit emotions similar to what people feel in the 

death of a loved one (Martin et al., 2010). During this grieving period, families, especially 

parents, realize that the dreams they once held for their child growing up heterosexual may no 

longer be fulfilled. Parents mourn their ideal images of their children’s weddings, having kids, 

and their respectful places in the eyes of society (Martin et al., 2014; Saltzburg, 2004). 

“Embedded in the sadness and grieving were the idealized dreams that they held for themselves, 

as parents, and for their child, as an extension of themselves” (Saltzburg, 2004, p. 113). In other 

words, the death of the child is the death of the idealized image parents had for their child.   

Religion 

“Religion often has been used to legitimize the ostracism of LGBT individuals” (Halkitis 

et al., 2009, p. 258). Black churches in the United States possess a heavy influence over the 

African American community (Miller, 2007; Ward, 2005). Specifically, the Black church plays 

a pivotal role in creating homonegativity within the Black community (Miller, 2007; Ward, 

2005). “However, the responses of the majority of [B]lack churches range from verbalized 

hostility toward homosexuals to, at best, silence on the issue” (Ward, 2005, p. 497). 

Furthermore, the pastor of the church is a heavy influencer over the congregation 

regarding messages about same-sex relationships. Oftentimes, pastors will preach sermons or 

engage in conversations condemning same-sex relationships (Wade, 2005). For example, 

scriptures in the Bible are often recited to renounce same-sex relationships. Similar to the 

behaviors RJ, Ashley, and Regular experienced from their families telling them that same-sex 

relationships is not right and using the Bible as evidence. Alternatively, Rae turned to scripture 

to fight for her sexuality. Even though her family would tell her “you’re going to hell or you 

know that’s not right with God.” She responded, “every time someone hit me with a scripture 
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I’m hitting them back.” She and AMBB both believed that the Bible says, “come as you are.” 

Both rationalized that since God made them the way they were, they should not be exempt from 

attending.  

Oppressing the Oppressed 

Interviewing the participants of this study, listening to how they accept being oppressed 

and not realizing the issue, was interesting. Even though religion in the Black community has a 

stronghold against same-sex relationships, some African Americans claim to participate in 

organized religion or maintain a sense of spirituality, regardless of the message the church is 

sending. Similarly, many of the African American participants in this research have stayed 

grounded in the Black church. Even though the participants recite what they feel are hateful 

messages about same-sex relationships, they still uphold the church. Most still attend and 

participate within the church community. Halkitis et al. (2009) collected data for a cross-

sectional survey of 498 LGBT identifying individuals at a large Northeastern Pride festival. 

Research showed that 8% of African Americans participating indicated that religion or 

spirituality was important in their lives. Miller (2007) conducted a study interviewing 10 

African American, gay men, between the ages of 35-50, who were living with HIV, and found 

that, “all of the men went to church because their parents and guardians required it” (Miller, 

2007, p. 54). Additionally, Miller (2007) concluded that the men determined that, “entering 

heaven is predicated on a personal relationship with Jesus” (p. 56). In other words, as long as 

they had developed a relationship with God, they would not be judged on their sexual 

orientation. 

Miller (2007) also concluded, that participants continued to go to church because this 

had been ingrained into their lives. This behavior cycles an oppressed mentality. Freire (2008), 
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discusses how the oppressed continue a life of oppression by allowing themselves to stay 

oppressed. The oppressed, in this study about gay and lesbian student athletes must rise up 

against their oppressors (families, coaches, athletic directors, and college administrators) in 

order to liberate themselves. “Any situation in which ‘A’ objectively exploits ‘B’ or hinders his 

and her pursuit of self-affirmation as a responsible person is one of oppression” (Freire, 2008, p. 

55).  For example, Regular’s coach informed her that she was a “role model” and should keep 

her sexual orientation private, noting that her dating could be a distraction, but were the 

heterosexual teammates informed of the same?   

Evidence of how the majority of the participant’s parents, or family members treated the 

athletes; the athletes were being oppressed, and the rights of the oppressors dehumanize the 

student athlete. Freire (2008) stated 

For the oppressors, human beings refers only to themselves; other people are things. For 

the oppressors, there only exists only one right; their right to live in peace, over against 

the right, not always even recognized, but simply conceded, of the oppressed to survival. 

(p. 57)         

(No) Homophobia in Athletics 

Homophobia 

Kimmel (2004) described homophobia as “a central organizing principle of our cultural 

definition of manhood” (p. 88). In other words, homophobia, is described as “the fear of being 

perceived as gay, as not a real man. [Homophobia] keeps men exaggerating all the traditional 

rules of masculinity, including sexual predation with women” (Kimmel, 2004, p. 89). 

Anderson (2011b) explained why “cultural homophobia” (p.572) has decreased, by 

theorizing that younger people are more accepting of same-sex relationships. Anderson 
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considered that the presence of gay characters on television has helped to decrease homonegative 

attitudes. Additionally, many have openly gay family members. Participants interviewed for this 

research even discussed having at least one family member, who is gay. Many found comfort 

and confided in that family member as they were beginning their coming out process.  

 Additionally, Brittney Griner considers herself “a gay role model for girls” (Morris, 

2013, para. 1). During the 2013 WNBA (Women’s National Basketball Association) draft, she 

talked comfortably about her sexual orientation. Morris (2013) theorized that Griner’s sexuality 

received little attention during the draft, because during her time at Baylor, she personified the 

look. “She stands six foot eight inches and would be the baritone in a barbershop quartet…she 

worked the red carpet in gray striped pants and matching vest” (Morris, 2013, para. 6). In other 

words, he hypothesized that she has never been anything but herself: dressing in men’s clothes 

and acting in a masculine way. In discussing Griner’s appearance at the draft along with 

teammates, Morris (2013) said, “What they wore appeared to be a natural extension of whoever 

it is they are. These girls don’t seem to be hiding anything. They don’t seem to be 

experimenting” (para. 7). Essentially, he inferred that Griner has been comfortable with herself, 

she has shared herself in the world of college sports, so talking about her sexuality during the 

2013 draft did not phase anyone because people already speculated and were accustomed to her 

sexuality. While Morris (2013) believed that society has accepted same-sex relationships among 

females; he commented that media and society are more interested in male athletes coming out in 

more dominant, masculine sports such as football and basketball, making the subject of gay 

athletes more newsworthy. “We want the closet door to blast open and for entire squads to come 

pouring out. We don’t want a single honest admission. We want it to start raining men” (Morris, 

2013, para. 9).     
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Distraction  

When discussing with several of the participants interviewed for this study about their 

experiences as gay and lesbian college student athletes, they believe homophobia no longer 

exists in college athletics. For example, Ashley, Brianna Michelle, and Blue Eyes all feel that 

homophobia does not exist in college sports. Interestingly, both NCAA Division I athletes, 

Regular and AMBB, felt that homophobia does not exist in college sports. Regular believes that 

many gay and lesbians athletes exist in various college sports, especially in women’s basketball. 

She feels that homophobia no longer exists because as she explained, “I don’t think they [college 

athletics] are homophobic because I feel like a lot of women’s college athletes are like gay.” She 

continued with her thought by inserting that the subject of being a gay athlete is not discussed 

because she thinks it distracts from the game and image. As Regular stated,    

I feel like they [college athletics] try not to talk about it at all and it’s all about that they 

don’t want a bad image of sports players of being gay, because I guess if you look at it, 

it’s a bad thing. But they won’t talk about it, they won’t be like hey it’s bad but hey let’s 

not talk about it because we don’t want people to stop coming to the games. 

Regular described the unspoken presence of an athlete’s sexual orientation as a 

distraction. Hudson Taylor, a wrestler who was three-time-all American, knows from experience 

about the distraction he caused when trying to educate his teammates about tolerance. He tried to 

change the culture of the locker room, by talking with his teammates about the use of derogatory 

language and how it is demeaning. His teammates revolted and started destroying his athletic 

gear (Wilson, 2013). He realized that the discussions were causing dissension, and was 

“distracting the team from its main mission: winning matches” (Wilson, 2013, para. 20).  
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Additionally, AMBB does not “feel that college athletics is homophobic.” Admitting that 

she feels that same-sex relationships are very common in women’s basketball, she believes that 

society is becoming more accepting of gays and lesbians. She believes that adults utilize their 

critical thinking skills and make decisions by conducting their own research to draw conclusions. 

“Overall, it’s one of the least homophobic things.” These points of view mimic the research 

conducted by Anderson (2002, 2011b); athletics is not a place for discussing personal business.   

Could the participants feel that homophobia does not exist because they are really good 

athletes? Anderson (2005) interviewed openly gay athletes who admitted that, as a popular 

athlete, contributing offensively or defensively in the sport was accepted by their teammates. In 

other words, athletes who were “high sporting,” or those athletes who excel in their sport were 

accepted by their teammates, and felt comfortable disclosing (Anderson, 2011b, p. 251). Gleeson 

(2013) pointed out in his interview with Jallen Messersmith, an openly gay men’s college 

basketball player for Benedictine College in Atchison, Kansas, that his teammates and coach 

were accepting of his sexuality. Ranked fourth overall in NAIA shot blocking, Merrersmith 

recalled, “My teammates have been so supportive. They were like, ‘Dude, it doesn’t change 

anything. It’s not something you can change. If you’re comfortable, I’m comfortable.’ They’ve 

told me that they have my back if I ever need it” (Gleeson, 2013, para. 9).  

Michael Sam, Southeastern Conference (SEC) co-defensive player of the year, who 

played for the University of Missouri from 2009-2013, recently disclosed his sexuality (Branch, 

2014).  While Sam helped lead his team to the 2013 Cotton Bowl victory, he received various 

other distinguished titles such as, a first-team all-American; Associated Press defensive player of 

the year in the SEC, and was voted Missouri’s most valuable player by his teammates (Branch, 

2014). He downplayed any implications for disclosing: “Some people actually could not believe 
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I was actually gay. But I never had a problem with my teammates. Some of my coaches were 

worried, but there was never an issue” (Branch, 2014, para. 32). However, he noted that he had 

problems with trying to get teammates to curb gay slurs in the locker room, and admitted that he 

needed to disclose his sexuality as rumors surfaced that someone would disclose for him (Price, 

2014). Wade Davis, executive director of the You Can Play Project, an organization created to 

protect equality in sports, is a former NFL cornerback, who is gay. He noted that the NLF “is one 

league that shapes the idea of manhood in athletics. Seeing a gay athlete makes you interrogate 

your own understanding of masculinity” (Price, 2014). In general, the subject of Sam’s sexuality 

is a hot topic because his openness about his sexuality will challenge the homonegative attitudes 

in the locker room. Sports Illustrated polled 23,000 readers about the future of gay athletes in 

sports (Wahl, 2013, p. 16). Results included,  

 65% of pro athletes would welcome a gay teammate; 35% would not; 

 64 % of college athletes would welcome a gay teammate; 36 % would not; 

 78 % of the readers said their opinion of an athlete would not change if they disclosed; 

22% opinions would change; 

 74% said they would continue supporting the team if a player came out; 18% said would 

they would still root for the team and 7% said they would not root for the team, and 1% 

was undecided; 

 64% said universities should suspend college athletes who utter homophobic slurs; and 

 54% said if a top rated pro prospect came out before the draft, the revelation would hurt 

their prospects; 22% said a lot; and 24 % said not at all. (Wahl, 2013)  

If homophobia does not exist in college sports, why has the NCAA committed to 

discussions, focus groups, and writing policies to protect gay athletes? The NCAA website 
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(http://www.ncaa.org) includes topics about inclusion, climate-survey, best practices, diversity 

forums, articles and other resources devoted to gay and lesbian athletes. Additionally, the 

website includes information for bisexual, transgendered, and questioning student-athletes. The 

website is divided into two sections: Inclusion and LGBTQ resources webpage 

(http://www.ncaa.org). The website (http://www.ncaa.org) shows that, since 2001, the 

organization started discussions about homophobia in college sports with a focus on NCAA 

(“LGBTQ Resources,” n.d.). In 2007, both the National Center for Lesbian Rights (NCLR) and 

the NCAA organized a forum to discuss the topic of homophobia in college sports. Brought on 

by a discrimination lawsuit filed by former Pennsylvania State University Women’s Basketball 

player, Jennifer Harris, against the Head Women’s Basketball coach (Harris v. Portland, 2007). 

The goal of the group, consisting of student- athletes, coaching staff, and athletic administrators, 

was to discuss a plan of action to provide a friendlier and more inclusive and diverse 

environment (Elfman, 2007). One of the outcomes of this group developed the “NCAA’s 

Principles for Conduct” for colleges and universities to access (Elfman, 2007, p. 12). As 

described by Carolyn Schlie Femovich, executive director of the Patriot League Conference, 

“Institutions need to make sure that their coaching staffs and administrators are educated around 

the issue and have proactive strategies for dealing with it” (Elfman, 2007, p. 12).   

The NCAA continues with annual inclusion forums, and has published various 

publications for colleges and universities to use when creating a more inclusive environment. In 

2008 the NCAA organized a session, “Time Out! A Conversation About Including Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual, and Transgendered Student-Athletes” at their national convention (Ensign, 

Yiamouyiannis, White, & Ridpath, 2011). Although literature has been directed towards coaches 

and athletes, athletic trainers had been noticeably missing from the conversations (Ensign et al., 
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2011). Ensign, Yiamouyiannis, White, and Ridpath (2011) conducted a study about athletic 

trainers and their attitudes towards gay, lesbian and bisexual student-athletes. The research 

conducted will add to the literature, and help create friendlier sport environments for gay and 

lesbian student athletes (Ensign et al., 2011). Overall, the purpose of the study “was to determine 

heterosexual athletic trainer’s attitudes toward LGB student-athletes at NCAA institutions. By 

understanding these attitudes, we can help the athletic community to become better informed 

about creating inclusive environments in athletic health care” (Ensign et al., 2011, p. 70). The 

research discovered that greater education is needed for athletic trainers. While 15% of the 

attitudes were negative, male athletic trainers were more hostile towards gay and lesbian athletes 

than female athletic trainers (Ensign et al., 2011).  Suggestions to negate the issue include 

diversity and sensitivity training, and “extension of the ‘It Takes a Team’ Education Program to 

include the development and distribution of an action guide” (Ensign et al., 2011, p. 74).      

Avery Stone, an openly gay athlete attending Amherst College felt harassed at two 

institutions. In 2012, scheduled to speak to freshman students at Bryant University about her 

experiences as an openly gay athlete, Avery encountered a hostile atmosphere (Stone, 2012). 

Even though the college she attended was considered as having “a very open-minded student 

body,” she experienced “indirect homophobia” (Stone, 2012, para. 4). Sadly, she discussed that 

on her campus guys would tell her she’s “too hot to be a dyke,” or sleeping with them “would 

make me straight” (Stone, 2012, para. 4). Even the closeted athletes would not associate with her 

as many felt they might experience harassment (Stone, 2012). Anderson (2011a) would describe 

this behavior as “homohysteria,” (p. 253) where individuals do not want to be perceived as gay. 

Moments before Avery was to speak at Bryant College, a photo exhibit which included some 

photos of her had been stolen; after the incident was reported and days after, Avery was hoping 
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that the president would issue an apology or a statement to demonstrate concern and compassion, 

but he never issued any apology or statement about the act (Stone, 2012).       

Sports as a Business 

“Sports are the prism through which we view society” (“Swoopes’ Announcement,” 

2005, p. F3).      

Additionally, it is the “public appeal” of men’s sports and the potential loss of 

endorsements that keep gay men from disclosing (“Swoopes Announcement,” 2005, p. F3). 

Peter Roby, director of the Center for the Study of Sport in Society at Northeastern University, 

stated, “Because we’ve been socialized to think that anything that references a less than macho 

image is negative or less than good, there’s created this phobia about homosexuals in a male 

locker room” (“Swoopes Announcement,” 2005, p. F3). 

While the NCAA has and continues to focus on LGBT issues in college athletics, student 

athletes who are gay are faced with some hardships about disclosing and being their true selves. 

Dr. Eliza Byard, Executive Director of the Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network, 

believes that college athletes who disclose have “the potential to lose support and face ridicule 

from teammates, and loss of financial (and personal) support from the coach” (Frankel, 2013, 

para. 5). Karen Morrison, Director of Inclusion at the NCAA, has helped establish guidelines for 

colleges and universities to follow; however, she admits that the NCAA does not have control to 

mandate the guidelines (Frankel, 2013), saying, “We can’t fire coaches” (Frankel, 2013, para. 

14). John Amaechi, former NBA player, believes that the NCAA is not doing enough to combat 

gay slurs or negative behavior towards gay athletes. He feels “The real problem is with NCAA 

sports. They maintain separate behaviors that we would never deem acceptable anywhere else” 

(Frankel, 2013, para. 2).  
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Kim Mulkey, Head Women’s Basketball coach at Baylor University, echoes the theme of 

sports as a business. When asked about having gay players on her team, she said, “I don’t ask 

that. I don’t think it’s anybody’s business. Whoever you are. I don’t care to know that” (Zeigler, 

2013, para. 5). Accused by one of her star players, Brittney Griner, of not allowing athletes to 

disclose their sexuality, Mulkey responded that, [sports is] “all about winning championships” 

(Zeigler, 2013, para. 9), explaining that in her position as a college coach, she has to win games. 

“I think you have to win as a coach or you get fired. So it is about winning when you become a 

coach” (Zeigler, 2013, para. 11). Even when Brittney was being taunted by fans about her 

sexuality, and calling her names, Mulkey responded, “Unfortunately, during the game we have 

to ignore it. Brittney Griner has had to endure more than any player that I’ve ever had to coach. 

And she handles herself about as gracefully as you can” (Zeigler, 2013, para. 15).                  

Campus Support 

Many of the participants in this study acknowledged support services on their campus, 

ranging from student organizations for gay, lesbian, bi-sexual and transgendered students, to 

campuses fully funding offices for LGBT services. While Ashley knew about the student 

organization for LGBT students she did not use those services. However, Blue Eyes seemed 

thrilled that the university had a student organization and wanted the group to be more visible, 

and even challenged all staff at the university to lend support by attending events, or even being 

an ally. “Be more supportive in the events being held, show your face during lunch time, and just 

don’t be stuck in your office all day. Maybe wear the (rainbow) bracelets to show support; 

donate some money for the next event.”  

However, some of the participants either did not know of existing services, or their 

campuses did not have services for gay and lesbian students. The participants did not feel the 
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need for the campus to offer these services. RJ and Lindsey were both adamant about the college 

not offering services. RJ stated that he had a support system if he needed to talk, and that he 

“didn’t care.” Talking about being gay and even a gay athlete was not something he was going to 

college for, he was there to get a degree. Defending his stance and the views of the campus, he 

reminded that the college was a religious college and that most of the administrators “were very 

religious.”     

It may be because of our administration, part of our administration was very religious so 

that may be why. I never asked cause I honestly didn’t care but it’s kind of like I guess I 

didn’t  care cause I just came here for school, and if you know then you know (about his 

sexuality) and if you don’t you don’t. But as far as going to them (administration)… 

because here at my school we really don’t have a lot of gay people that are openly gay so 

we do have a lot of those that are closet gays but openly no so I guess that would be a 

reason why they don’t offer those services because it’s really not a lot of us. 

Both RJ and Lindsey did not feel that the college was “obligated” to offer any services. 

They just wanted to be treated like a “regular person,” and providing services would display 

them as if they were a “special” group or circumstance. Nonetheless, Keisha feels that a religious 

college should offer support services. She even explained that freshmen who may question their 

sexuality, “won’t be able to cope.” She encouraged older students, especially those on an athletic 

team, to reach out to the new students and show that they are advocates to the younger students 

who can talk to their teammates. This is exactly what a former wrestler from the University of 

Maryland at College Park suggested (Wilson, 2013). Hudson Taylor, founder of “Athlete Ally,” 

a non-profit organization composed of straight athletes who are allies for gay athletes, travels to 

colleges and universities to talk to student athletes about “how to support gay and lesbian 
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teammates” (Wilson, 2013, para. 4). Describing that wrestling is a sport that draws “homoerotic 

innuendos,” wrestlers use gay slurs to detract from the teasing. When Taylor was a college 

student, a classmate disclosed, and that is when he started paying attention to biased language 

(Wilson, 2013, para. 14). With the help of his then wrestling coach, he gained support to turn his 

advocacy into Athlete Ally (Wilson, 2013). 

While Taylor has support of 13,000 allies, his messages are not always received 

positively. He has heard from gay athletes whom he has empowered, they report that they 

continue to hear gay slurs from both their teammates and opponents because the language is seen 

as a way to taunt or tease regardless of sexuality (Wilson, 2013). Even Taylor’s own family is 

curious to know why he is such an advocate and wonder about his sexuality; he is married to his 

college girlfriend (Wilson, 2013). Additionally, Taylor received a message from a recruit’s 

parent who was happy that Taylor was not on campus when they visited because the parents do 

not support same-sex relationships, or Taylor’s advocacy. Even though he is questioned about 

his passion, Taylor hopes “to become best known . . . for taking a stand against homophobia and 

transphobia in sports” (Moltz, 2011, para. 1).    

Fighting for social justice in sports, Drexel University launched a website “which aims to 

be the definitive resource for research on LGBT issues in sport (McKechnie, 2012, para. 1). 

Numerous professors representing various colleges and universities around the country, as well 

as directors of non-profit organizations, representing sports and LGBT groups are scheduled to 

provide resources, literature, and information pertaining to sports and gay athletes (McKechnie, 

2012). Some contributors include: founder of the Gay Lesbian Straight Education Sports 

Network, Pat Griffin, who is also professor emeritus, Social Justice Education Program at the 

University of Massachusetts-Amherst; and Sue Rankin, senior research associate in the Center 
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for the Study of Higher Education, and associate professor at The Pennsylvania State University 

(McKechnie, 2012). One of the goals of the group is to eradicate “the hostile climate for sexual 

minorities in sport” by the year 2017 (McKechnie, 2012, para. 5).  

Over the past few years many websites have been developed in support of gay athletes. 

“In a perfect world,” web developer Tyler Foerster states, “the website . . . ultimately wouldn’t 

exist. In a perfect world, my fellow LGBT athletes wouldn’t feel discouraged from playing 

sports . . . ” (Forman, 2013).  In 2011 Foerster launched the US Gay Sports Network, and by 

2013 six cities had joined the network, representing softball, flag football, and basketball 

(Forman, 2013). The network was established for gay athletes to connect with other gay athletes, 

“to bring individuals with a common LGBT connection to play and compete in a safe and fun 

place” (Forman, 2013, p. 92). The website provides sports scores for the league sports and 

schedules for leagues games that are streaming online, and is also used as a date collection hub 

(Forman, 2013). Foerster hopes to add more cities to the network as well as more league games; 

he wants “to be the sports news outlet for individuals that compete at an amateur level within the 

LGBT community” (Forman, 2013, p. 92).     

While some of the participants like Ashley and Blue Eyes knew of some activities at their 

institutions, they did not see prominence of student services for gay and lesbian students. 

However, both Regular and AMBB boasted about their respective institutions having a presence 

on campus. Regular, who had used the services for tutoring, noted that the campus as a whole 

was very compassionate about student services for gay and lesbian students. She advises college 

administrators at other institutions to get involved. “Help out with events and have fun. Allow 

students to see professors participating. Don’t make LGBT services a secret on campus; it’s just 

not gay people, everybody should just like have it more open.” Even AMBB agrees that having a 
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prominent support center on campus provides a space where students who may not have a 

support system can go.  

One support service that is being recognized as a five-star model for colleges and 

universities is at the University of Louisville. The LGBT Center at the University of Louisville 

has been recognized by Campus Pride (http://www.campuspride), an organization creating allies 

and support for the LGBT community, through the development of policies, programs, and 

assessments (“Campus Pride,” 2001). Brian Buford, director for the student center and associate 

provost for diversity, creates, organizes, and executes programs for the LGBT student population 

at the University of Louisville, in Louisville, Kentucky. Brian’s vision focuses on programs that 

create a friendly and respectful environment for the LGBT community. Some of the programs 

Brian has organized include a drag show, an open house for high school students, and a living 

learning community project with residence life and housing (“Programs,” n.d.). For the past 17 

years the center has produced a drag show raising funds to provide scholarships for LGBT 

students; the show is the “longest running fundraiser” at the University of Louisville (“PINK,” 

2014, para. 1). Another program includes “Cardinal OUT Look Day,” for high school students to 

tour the campus and learn about LGBT services and programs at the institution (“Cardinal 

OUT,” n.d., para. 1). In 2012, the center and residential life and housing started collaborations to 

offer living learning communities, “where students want to live and study with others who are 

interested in LGBT issues and concerns” (“Bayard Rustin,” n.d., para. 4).  

Campus Pride, through their Campus Climate index, ranks colleges and universities 

annually based upon student experiences at a four-year residential institution. “The Campus 

Pride Index is a vital tool for assisting campuses in learning ways to improve their LGBT 

campus life and ultimately shape the educational experience to be more inclusive, welcoming, 
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and respectful of LGBT and Ally people.” (“Campus Pride Index,” 2014, para.1). Campus Pride 

awards up to five stars when rating institutions based upon meeting eight factors. Criteria include 

policy inclusion, institutional support and commitment, academic and student life, housing, 

campus safety, counseling, and recruitment and retention efforts (“Campus Pride Index,” 2014). 

Institutions receive a report of their complied rankings on each element, an overall star rating 

from 1-5, as well as recommendations for improvement or continued enhancement (“Campus 

Pride Index,” 2014).         

Brian agrees that being recognized by Campus Pride will help in recruiting potential new 

students to the university.  

We’ve improved each year, but seeing the five-star rating today tells me that our hard 

work has paid off. Hopefully, seeing this rating will persuade students to attend UofL 

who might not have otherwise considered the university as their first choice for their 

college experience. (“U of L Receives Five-Star,” n.d., para.3)  

Athletic Support 

Regular and AMBB are both athletes who attended NCAA Division I schools. Perhaps 

their experiences with LGBT services can be attributed to the efforts that the NCAA has devoted 

to inclusivity in college sports. In 2012, contributing researchers, Pat Griffin and Hudson Taylor, 

were commissioned by the NCAA’s LGBTQ Subcommittee of the NCAA association-wide 

Committee on Women’s Athletics and the Minority Opportunities and Interests Committee to 

examine inclusion in college sports (Morrison, 2012). They also provide best practices to “create 

an intercollegiate athletics climate in which all participants can succeed as valued member of 

their teams” (Morrison, 2012, para. 1). Regardless of being categorized as an NCAA institution 
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or an NAIA institution, the best practices provide examples for any college or university to use 

to create an inclusive and safe environment for gay and lesbian student-athletes. 

At Indiana University Southeast, New Albany, Indiana, the athletic department in 

collaboration with the diversity office and university communications joined the You Can Play 

initiative. The video, which can be found on the website www.iusathletics.com/article/1002.php 

is being used to help recruit student athletes and promote an environment of inclusivity 

regardless of sexual orientation (Utz, 2014). Joe Glover, Athletic Director for Indiana University 

Southeast says, "One of the IU Southeast athletic department's top priorities is to promote an 

atmosphere of inclusion in all of our programs regardless of race, religion, sexual orientation or 

gender” (Utz, 2014, para. 6).  

Summary 

This chapter presented models for colleges and universities to emulate when making 

campus environments more inclusive for gay and lesbian college student-athletes. While some of 

the participants interviewed believed homophobia exists in college sports, several did not want 

nor did they feel as though it was the university’s obligation to provide services for the gay and 

lesbian student population. Meanwhile, several of the participants did not feel as though 

homophobia exists, even though some of the examples discussed might be perceived as 

homophobia. The NCAA has provided funding to research gay and lesbian athletes in college 

sports, treatment of athletes, and solutions for creating a safe and inclusive environment. The 

NCAA’s website includes resources for college and universities to utilize, and also provide 

trainings and workshops for institutions to join. Several researchers, the NCAA, and both former 

gay college student-athletes and allies are championing websites, providing trainings, and giving 

lectures devoted to help make college sports a safer environment for college gay athletes. The 
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chapter provided research that can be added to the literature in terms of lesbian athletes self-

stereotyping.  

Additionally, the chapter discussed how religion played a part of the upbringing of 

participant’s lives; as well as how routed their families were in religion. Specifically, the chapter 

demonstrated how religion plays an important role in the lives of African Americans, and gives 

insight to how they navigate their sexual orientations. The role of religion demonstrates the 

power and impact over the lives of individuals, and why some participants choose to stay 

“undercover.” Moreover, while a paradox is present, religion denouncing same-sex relationships, 

the participants recognized, practiced, and or participated in a faith-based religion.  

Overall, while the odds for participants may seem stacked against them, the chapter 

provided many scenarios of how they managed to navigate their sexualities in a heterosexist 

world. Some of the surprising conclusions focused on how many women fed into the societal 

stereotypes about their appearance. When asked about their disclosing process, most responded 

in the same manner that the way they dress is the indicator that tells society they are gay. 

Interestingly, women were upset when religion discusses their sexuality as a sin, but they were 

accepting of society labelling them by the way the dressed. 

In regard to religion, most of the schools, whether public or religious affiliate, the teams 

prayed. Even though the athletes knew that some of the prayers insinuated to their sexual 

orientation, they stayed a member of the team. Also, they ignored the prayers as if the language 

was not directed at them. Asking a direct question about their scholarship would help determine 

their membership on the team. In other words, did they endure religious ideology and stay part of 

the team because they relied upon the scholarship to pay for their education?  
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Surprisingly, athletes approved of not being able to discuss their relationships openly. 

Even as coaches informed the groups not to show their sexuality on social media, or discuss with 

new recruits, this seemed to be an acceptable practice. On the same hand, the athletes denied that 

the practice was in relation with their sexual orientation. This point left me pondering both sides, 

however, I feel that the practice is in regard to their sexuality and ticket sales. In other words, the 

universities, especially revenue generating, are concerned with selling tickets, acquiring 

sponsorships, and accommodating donors. Universities are sensitive to their fan bases, and do 

not want to offend, as this may cause a sponsor or donor to withdraw their gifts.   

Last, the study confirmed that homophobia still exists in athletics, although many 

subjects in this study felt that in general, homophobia does not exist in college athletics. I felt 

that the athletes were in denial, or rather that they have been accustomed to this type of behavior: 

language, games in the locker room, or college and university practices for so long that this is 

acceptable. In contrast, the women will say homophobia does not exist in their sport, but heavily 

agree that it exists in men’s sports. I believe that the athletes, who are of the millennial 

generation, have grown up in a time where a person’s sexual orientation is not considered taboo 

due to gay television talk show hosts, or safe organizations they can join that promotes their 

sexual orientation. In other words, they are very comfortable in their skin, and do not allow their 

sexual orientation to hinder their goals and dreams.        
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CHAPTER 7 

 

CONCLUSION   

 “The wellbeing and development of an athlete is a student affairs issue. We must 

remember that everyone has the opportunity to a safe and welcoming environment (Windover, 

2014, para. 8).   

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of gay and lesbian college 

student athletes. Studies by Anderson (2005, 2011a, 2011b) explored gay, male athletes during 

the time of his coming out in the 1990s, this was compared with gay, male athletes of early 

2000’s. This research on the experiences of gay and lesbian college student athletes offered 

insight and added to the literature which included studying both male and female athletes in 

same gender relationships. Utilizing the framework of identity development, this study 

deconstructed the stages in which students begin to identify and embrace their individuality. 

Evans et al. (2010) outlined various student development theories that supported the 

enhancement of this study, and aided in the understanding of how college students connect with 

their identities. The research also encompassed and applied gender and gender identity 

development models and the various models of homosexual identity development. Equally, the 

coming out process was examined demonstrating how gays and lesbians experience the process 

throughout their daily lives. The study also assessed both the campus climates of private and 
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public four-year institutions; as well as, gauged the background of the families of the ten 

participants.      

Case studies and narrative analysis was the approach used in this research. This study 

examined the lives of ten gay or lesbian former college student-athletes. Participant protocol 

included semi-structured interviews that lasted one to two hours at length. Participants were 

interviewed one-on-one in a setting chosen by the interviewer. While given the opportunity to 

meet in an environment comfortable to their surrounds, such as their homes, all but one of the 

participants declined and wanted to meet in a private location chosen by the interviewer. Most 

interviews were scheduled in a secluded conference room in various libraries. Majority of the 

participants were African American and female, however two males and two Caucasian females 

were interviewed. They also represented both NAIA and NCAA-DI institutions, as well as they 

played sports in women’s basketball; men’s basketball; softball; cheerleading; track and cross 

country.      

This chapter will focus on the discoveries realized regarding the experiences of gay and 

lesbian college athletes. The importance, as well as limitations of this study will also be 

presented and discussed. As the chapter concludes, recommendations will be offered that reflect 

some of the views from the participants, as well as from the various authors examined in this 

research. Recommendations will include suggestions for academia, athletic directors, and 

students. This will include gay and lesbian athletes; heterosexual athletes, and student allies. 

Moreover, recommendations for future research will be considered.        

Importance of Study 

Anderson (2002, 2005, 2011a, 2011b) has studied masculinities and sexualities in sports; 

conducting a comparison between the time he came out to teammates in the 1990s to general 
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attitudes of society and athletics fifteen years later in the 21st century. Several authors (Anderson, 

2002, 2005; Bickford, 2012; Elfman, 2007; Jacobson, 2002; Katz, 2010; Kauer & Krane, 2006; 

Kimmel & Messner, 2001; Krane, 2001; Krane et al., 2004; Mauer-Starks et al., 2008; Pronger, 

1990; Roper & Halloran, 2007; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2001) were used to shape this research 

study. Many of their works focused on the experiences of gay and lesbian athletes in college, 

which include attitudes towards the population and the harassment or hostile environments 

endured. The importance of this study was to hear the voices of gay and lesbian college athletes. 

As a result, the voices gave understanding and meaning to their lives. While Anderson’s (2005, 

2011a) research demonstrated that gay athletes who show potential on the field or court are 

accepted, this research shows that the same is true. However, the students do not realize that the 

environment they played in still proves hostile to gay and lesbian athletes. Both the NCAA and 

NAIA are working hard to demonstrate that athletics is an accepting environment towards gay 

and lesbian athletes. The numerous anti-bullying and emergence of inclusivity campaigns alone, 

demonstrate that, “some traditions accepted in athletics do not promote or reflect a culture of 

inclusion, diversity, or respect.” Therefore, athletics must act to ensure that the health and well-

being of the student athlete is being protected (Morrison, 2012, p. 4). Additionally, Karen 

Morrison admits that while NCAA guidelines for inclusivity are made available to the 1,281 

athletic programs; however, staff, “[are] not mandated to follow or even read the guidelines” 

(Frankel, 2013, para. 9). What is the importance of this study? Basically, to give those who have 

been forced to remain quiet about their true identities, a voice. While some athletic directors and 

some college administrators discourage college athletes discussing their sexual orientation, this 

study shows that gay and lesbians do exist on college athletic teams.        
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The simplest and most compelling reason for intercollegiate athletic programs to take 

proactive steps to create and maintain an inclusive and respectful climate for student-

athletes and coaches of all sexual orientations and gender identities/expressions is that it 

is the right thing to do. (Morrison, 2012, p. 9)  

The importance of this study is to show that while universities say they are inclusive, 

some athletic teams and institutions are heavily influenced by Christian values. Christian values 

and the people who hold them, in many cases, tend to be in direct opposition to homosexual 

lifestyles and activities.  In turn, the athlete begins to internalize and have self-conflicting views 

about who they are. Even though Anderson (2005, 2011a) demonstrated that over fifteen years, 

student athletes felt more comfortable coming out, many are still closeted. Former student-

athletes such as Rebecca Windover and Anna Aagenes discussed being a closeted athlete and the 

social problems they experienced by not coming out. Additionally, Kate Fagan shared the same 

occurrences with praying as a team as Regular, even though both attended public, non-religious 

affiliated universities. Just as Regular accepted praying before every game, Fagan accepted the 

atmosphere; she even “uttered homophobic statements in an attempt to convince my audience, 

and especially myself, that I was heterosexual” (Fagan, 2014, para. 4). She even participated in 

praying for a coach whose “lifestyle was keeping her from Jesus” (Fagan, 2014, para. 3). While 

attending the Fellowship of Christian Athletes meetings she began to question her sexuality 

(Garcia, 2014). Attending a university that was heavily influenced by the Fellowship of Christian 

Athletes, she felt compelled to continue attending and participating in meetings (Garcia, 2014). 

While feeling uncomfortable, she stayed at the university and graduated in 2004 (Garcia 2014). 

In comparison, Emily Nkosi used to play for the Baylor’s women’s basketball team in 2005 

(Nkosi, 2014). She recalls her Fellowship of Christian Athletes mentor having an “intervention” 
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meeting with her to discuss her close relationship with another female student (Nkosi, 2014, 

para. 26). Conversations included being chastised for her sexuality, and that same-sex 

relationships would not supported. Even the athletic department got involved and questioned her 

relationship and cautioned her about her sexuality (Nkosi, 2014). Eventually, Nkosi left Baylor 

because  

being gay, it is clear that gay people struggle in that school environment. I hope that by 

sharing some of my story as a gay Baylor athlete, I can help Baylor understand how 

damaging that climate can be on young people struggling to accept their sexual 

orientation. (Nkosi, 2014, para. 33)         

Hearing the experiences of gay and lesbian college student athletes is of importance 

because some universities do not foster inclusive environments, and some students do not foster 

supportive attitudes toward gay and lesbian college athletes (Worthen, 2014). Authors (Ensign et 

al., 2011; Herek, 1988; Hinrichs & Rosenberg, 2002; Kimmel & Messner, 2001; Roper & 

Halloran, 2007) have studied heternonormativity and homonegativity in either athletics or the 

classrooms. Worthen (2014) found in her study where she measured the attitudes of athletes and 

members of Greek organizations toward lesbian, gay, bisexual men and women, and 

transgendered individuals, that male athletes and men in fraternities have negative attitudes 

towards the LGBT population, especially towards gay males and transgendered individuals. 

Worthen (2014) suggested that the reason for this attitude is because both athletes and fraternities 

exude “traditional heteromasculine norms” that construct their identities in “homophobic 

masculinity” (p. 185). In other words, these groups “feel the need to prove that they are 

heterosexual” (Worthen, 2014, p. 185). Moreover, they exert hypermasculinty to demonstrate 

that they are heterosexual. This behavior is described as cultivating a culture of homophobic 
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masculinity (Worthen, 2014). On the other hand, females in a sorority and female athletes are 

more supportive of the LGBT community than their male counterparts. Both Roper and Halloran 

(2007), and Worthen (2014) concluded that individuals knowing gay men and lesbians possess 

more accepting attitudes towards them.           

Overall the reason this topic was important to study is because 

every student-athlete and coach should have the opportunity to reach their athletic and 

academic goals in a climate of respect. No student-athlete or coach/administrator should 

fear discrimination or harassment in athletics because of sexual orientation or gender 

identity/expression. (Morrison, 2012, p. 9)  

Limitations 

Many factors contributed to the limitations of this study. For starters, time was a factor. 

While one-two hours were spent with the participants, interviews were conducted in a conference 

room setting that I chose. Majority of the participants did not want me to come to their home 

environments. As a result, I was not able to see the participants in their own environment and 

how they truly interact. Merriam (2009) raised the question if it is necessary for an interviewer to 

be “a member of the group?” (p. 108). Through network sampling, or snowball sampling, 

participants were more comfortable having me interview them outside of their homes. Whether 

being a member of the group or not, “both parties bring biases, predispositions, attitudes, and 

physical characteristics that affect the interaction and the data elicited” (Merriam, 2009, p. 109). 

Spending more time with participants in a more relaxed, or intimate setting, would allow more 

observation of their support systems, interacting with their peers and families, and would give a 

more telling account of their lives.  
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Likewise, the use of yes or no questions caused some limitations in the study. Conducting 

a narrative research study, “the researcher needs to collect extensive information about the 

participant, and needs to have a clear understanding of the context of the individual’s life 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 57). When conducting qualitative research, interviewers should use open-

ended questions that foster more in-depth information. Qualitative researchers should limit, or 

refrain from asking yes-no questions, as they yield little information (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 

2009). “Qualitative research questions are open-ended, evolving, and non-directional (Creswell, 

2009, p. 107). Using yes or no questions should be followed up by rephrasing the question to 

elicit a more detailed account (Merriam, 2009).    

Another limitation to the study includes the demographics of the participants. Whereas 

participants represented African American women, African American men, and White women, 

the study excluded some demographics. For example, White men were not interviewed. The 

group was not intentionally left out, as I was scheduled to interview a gay, White male, former 

college tennis player representing NCAA Division I; but the closer the interview date, he 

withdrew as he encountered some personal issues. Another demographic population not 

represented is African American men playing football in either NAIA or NCAA Division I. Also, 

White women playing either in NAIA or NCAA women’s basketball were excluded. Although 

the study was general in the description of participants interviewed, the perspectives of the 

excluded would allow insight, capturing the individual’s experiences and the impact their sexual 

orientation had when playing those respective sports in the two divisions. Last, while the study 

included NAIA and NCAA institutions, only participants who attended public institutions were 

included in the study; as well as only participants who attended a religious, NAIA school were 

interviewed. Gathering information from those groups could provide more insight into different 
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polices regarding sexual orientation. Brittney Griner attended Baylor, a private, religious-based 

university. She played in an NCAA generating revenue sport, in comparison with her 

counterpart, such as AMBB or Regular who played at a public institution.   

Recommendations for Higher Education 

All students attending colleges and universities wish to experience a campus friendly and 

inclusive environment. As colleges and universities are recruiting students, especially student-

athletes, they need to provide welcoming and respectful environments for them to thrive. This 

chapter will suggest recommendations for academia, athletic directors, and students; including 

gay and lesbian athletes; heterosexual athletes, and student allies. The recommendations offered 

are to inform and inspire changes to improve campus culture at our colleges and universities, as 

well as provide best practices for continued improvements and support. Some of the 

recommendations offered will reflect the views from the participants interviewed in this study.  

Even though colleges and universities whose missions align with religious principles, can 

offer support to gay and lesbian students. Keisha, Brianna Michelle, RJ, Rae, and Lindsey all 

attended a private, religious affiliated school who did not offer any services for the LGBT 

population. Implementing Safe Zones trainings for faculty, staff, and students to participate can 

educate the campus on fostering inclusiveness. Safe Zones provide trainings on using inclusive 

language, provide knowledge about students and their coming out process; and participants are 

given stickers for their doors to show gay and lesbian students, as well as student questioning 

their sexuality that the office is an ally.  

In addition, even allowing graduating gay and lesbian students the opportunity to wear 

rainbow tassels on their mortar boards, as well as participate in a Lavender Graduation. The 

tassels symbolize gay pride. In addition, many colleges are having Lavender graduations. First 
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performed in 1995 at the University of Michigan, the ceremony was created by Dr. Ronni Sanlo 

(“Lavender Graduation,” 2011). “Lavender Graduation is an annual ceremony conducted on 

numerous campuses to honor lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and ally students and to 

acknowledge their achievement and contributions to the University” (“Lavender Graduation,” 

2011, para. 1). Many colleges and universities are beginning to implement these specialized 

ceremonies in addition to the traditional pomp and circumstance, as the ceremony “recognizes 

LGBT students of all races and ethnicities,” and to provide a celebratory event for LGBT 

students and their allies (“Lavender Graduation,” 2011, para. 3). 

Ally programs furnish resources that include activities about using inclusive language, 

addressing homophobic masculinity, and offering some students and administrators opportunities 

to sign pledges of their commitment to “fairness, respect, and inclusion . . .” (Worthen, 2014, p. 

189). Some ally programs have trainers on their campuses that facilitate speaker panels and 

programs to raise awareness about same-sex relationships, and how to engage members on 

college campuses to become advocates. When developing ally training programs, campuses want 

to create sessions that address heterosexism; incorporate skills trainings that empower allies to 

interrupt biased behavior; and develop realistic goals for the allotted time of program (Woodford, 

Kolb, Durocher-Radeka, & Javier, 2014). Also, build gradual programs with identifiable learning 

outcomes that allow participants to choose and complete trainings based on interest and 

competency (Woodford et al., 2014). In other words, have varying levels of training programs to 

encompass all skill levels.  

The NCAA offers several best practices for creating inclusive environments (Morrison, 

2012). Most importantly, inform staff of expectations as it relates to creating an inclusive 

environment. “Make it clear to student-athletes and coaches that anti-LGBT actions or language 
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will not be tolerated” (Morrison, 2012, p. 12). Additionally, regardless of sexual orientation, hold 

everyone accountable for creating a non-hostile and non-discriminatory environment (Morrison, 

2012). While some campuses do not have resources supporting the gay and lesbian athletes, 

partner with local or state social justice programs who provide free resources (Woodford et al., 

2014, p. 320).  

Recommendations for Athletics 

Institutions, and especially athletic departments who take assessments of the campus 

climate for LGBT students, can help identify potential problems and create policy that will 

“manifest a safe, respectful, and inclusive environment” for everyone (Morrison, 2012, p. 2). 

This does not insinuate that gay and lesbian athletes should be treated in a special manner, but 

that the policies should be inclusive to all members of the athletic team. In addition, procedures 

should be clearly outlined and communicated to staff and athletes, and reviewed annually 

(Morrison, 20012).  If institutions do not have LGBT Centers, resources may also be housed in 

the universities counseling center, or diversity and equity offices within human resources. 

Administrator’s working in these offices can provide training in areas of fairness and inclusivity 

(Morrison, 2012). Overall, some factors to consider when creating an inclusive environment 

include:  

 Assume there are gay athletes as well as gay coaching staff even if no one has identified. 

 Know what resources are available at respective institution, or where to obtain training 

and other resources. 

 Monitor beliefs about same-sex relationships.  

 Use inclusive language. 
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 Communicate expectations to all staff and student athletes regarding inclusivity and non-

discrimination and anti-harassment.  

 Educate staff on polices regarding nondiscrimination and anti-harassment.  

 Intervene and stop bullying, harassment, and biased language. 

 Coordinate sensitivity training for staff and athletes regarding bullying, harassment, and 

the use of offensive language. 

 Place Safe Zone stickers on offices that are safe places for gay athletes. (Morrison, 2012, 

pp.12-13)   

Language 

When communicating to athletes and staff, do not use demeaning language. Using 

derogatory terms such as verbiage towards one’s sexuality, ethnicity, or religion is often seen as 

“part of the game” where athletes taunt other athletes; or is used by coaches and athletes to even 

motivate players (Morrison, 2012, p. 24). Even though some athletes claim that when using 

derogatory language, they are not trying to offend. However, coaches allowing this behavior 

create a negative climate of where this behavior is acceptable (Morrison, 2012). Students who 

are wanting to disclose to their teammates or coach may feel they will be further harassed. In 

order to combat this behavior, at team meetings, at the start of academic school years, and 

throughout the athletic sports season, college coaching administrators should  communicate and 

specify that this type of language will not be tolerated (Morrison, 2012). This action sets the tone 

and expectation of staff and athletes.   

Coming Out 

Sean Smith admits that he did not have a positive experience during his days as a gay, 

male college student-athlete. The college he attended did not have services for gay or lesbian 
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students, and the athletic staff was not supportive (Morrison, 2012). Sadly, some colleges and 

universities still are not supportive of gay and lesbian student-athletes. Some athletes are asked 

to keep their sexual orientation a secret, “conditionally tolerant,” as noted by most of the 

participants of this study (Morrison, 2012, p. 25). The NCAA, however, has started to “include 

sexual orientation in their non-discrimination policies and to provide diversity workshops on 

sexual orientation to member institutions” (Morrison, 2012, p. 35). Developing an environment 

of acceptance does not mean that coaches are accepting of same gender relationships, but it 

means being respectful and making a comfortable environment for the athlete (Morrison, 2012). 

“Reinforce . . . that being respectful does not necessarily mean approving of homosexuality… 

All team members have a right to their personal beliefs, but each member is responsible for 

treating everyone on the team with respect” (Morrison, 2012, p. 27). Additionally, when an 

athlete discloses to one individual, that individual should not disclose the athlete’s sexuality 

(Morrison, 2012). In other words, allow the athlete to always disclose their own sexuality.  

Locker Room Behavior 

Some heterosexual athletes fear that gay or lesbian athletes “pose a sexual threat in the 

locker room,” or hotel rooms where athletes share when travelling to games. In other words, 

some heterosexual athletes believe that gay and lesbian athletes are looking at them sexually 

(Morrison, 2012, p. 30). However, gay and lesbian athletes know that these stereotypes exist, and 

they may feel uncomfortable looking at their teammates or engaging in any positive conversation 

as they do not want their teammates to think they are gay; especially if they have not disclosed 

(Morrison, 2012).  In order to reduce the anxiety, administrators may schedule counselors to give 

talks to the team as well as individuals to help address the uncomfortable feelings that are 

persisting “about the presence of LGBTQ people in the locker room” (Morrison, 2012, p. 31). 
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However, staff should also be aware to make sure that sexual harassment is not present 

(Morrison, 2012). Proactively, administrators should educate and make all athletes and staff 

aware of their sexual harassment policies (Morrison, 2012). Additionally, institutions should 

have areas where any athlete wanting privacy should be afforded the space; because not all 

student athletes are comfortable in open settings such as open showers or changing rooms 

(Morrison, 2012).  

Recruitment 

“The NCAA has rules and guidelines to regulate the recruitment process for the purpose 

of protecting the recruit and ensuring fairness” (Morrison, 2012, p. 35). One guideline is that 

websites should not refer to coaching staff by using prefixes that denote gender or married status 

(Morrison, 2012). Photos should not exude sexuality, they should be action shots and where 

athletes are in their uniforms or athletic gear (Morrison, 2012). When hosting recruits and their 

families, hosts should refrain from using identifiers used to describe religion or sexual 

orientation. Such as “Christian” values, or speaking negatively about gay or lesbians athletes 

(Morrison, 2012, p. 36) Allow gay and lesbian college student-athletes to host recruits, as well as 

do not require them to not be themselves, such as asking them not to be seen with their partner 

while recruits are in town (Morrison, 2012). Embrace diversity and do not pretend that gay 

athletes do not play on a sports team (Morrison, 2012). Last, work to eliminate prejudice from 

parents who are concerned with their student-athletes playing on a team with, or being coached 

by a gay or lesbian by communicating respect and inclusivity (Morrison, 2012). 

Recommendations for Future Research 

When interviewing the participants, several prominent themes and sub-themes were 

explored. Still, many sub-themes emerged. As a result, these sub-themes lend leeway to future 
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research to enhance this study. Such topics include the influence of religion upon the coming-out 

process. Almost all of the participants were either raised in the church, and / or had close family 

members as preachers or youth pastors. In the participant profiles, many discussed that they were 

told that same-sex relationships were wrong, or “a sin.” Even though this was a sub-theme, more 

research can be conducted on both the influence of the church in the lives of African Americans, 

as well as research on gay and lesbians who were raised Southern Baptist, and how they 

navigated their lives, as well as what experiences did they sustain. In addition, does religion play 

a part in their lives? Blue Eyes was raised in the church and still attends regularly, however she 

is not an out lesbian. The church she attends teaches that “homosexuality is a sin,” and she fears 

that her coming out would lead to losing her position as the scholarship director. Similarly, look 

at the topic of depression and see if depression and religion play a part in the coming out process 

of gay and lesbian athletes. If so did they try to commit suicide, and what coping mechanisms 

were in place to help them out of the depression? 

Another area to further study is the world of clothing in the life of gay and lesbian 

athletes. The females self-stereotyped by describing their clothes, however, the topic of clothing 

were a shared culture within the lesbian population. Morris (2013) described meticulously what 

Brittney Griner and other lesbians drafted in the 2013 WNBA wore to the draft. Describing that 

they mostly wore men’s clothing, such as men suits, ties, and sweaters (Morris, 2013). While 

Flash and RJ did not engage in much detail about clothing, RJ did allude to perceptions that are 

associated with gay male athletes and the characteristics of their behavior. Studying the style of 

dress for both gay and lesbian athletes can help offer more awareness of their expression and 

self-awareness about the clothes they wear.  
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In conducting this study, several demographics were not represented. While an African 

American male NCAA Division I men’s basketball player was interviewed, research could focus 

on a Caucasian counterpart. Research could compare or contrast difficulties regarding the 

coming out process, and if the role of the church plays a part in this population’s life. 

Additionally, this study focused on gay and lesbian athletes, since the start of the research, 

transgendered students have entered athletics. Such athletes include Kye Allums, Fallon Fox, and 

Keelin Godsey; capturing their experiences in college athletics is worth researching, as well as 

researching to determine if the coming-out process of gay and lesbian college student athletes 

aided in more transgendered athletes gaining courage to disclose.  

Conclusion 

What are the experiences of gay and lesbian college student-athletes?  They are students 

who want to be accepted by society. They want to be loved and not discriminated against by their 

families; and they want enjoy life. Interviewing these ten participates gave insight to how they 

navigated their lives at their respective college campuses. While all were happy to lend their 

voices to research, some of their stories told of accounts of harassment, discrimination, and 

bullying. Other accounts told of acceptance, but cautionary tales of being their true selves. Many 

informed of attending colleges or universities where their coaches and even the universities they 

attended were “accepting,” however they were advised that they should not publicly show their 

sexual orientation. Others were clearly advised either by the student code of conduct, brutally 

attacked, or limited playing time that their sexual orientation was not acceptable. However, many 

stayed in their environments. While Regular was told by her coach not to display her sexual 

orientation, and though before every game the team prayed, she felt that the environment was 

healthy and that she should not be a distraction to the team by being an openly gay college 
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student-athlete. Even those attending the religious affiliated college stayed knowing the 

consequences of being expelled from the university if charged with being in a same-sex 

relationship. Clear signs of discrimination and harassment, yet these students endured hostile 

treatments in order to earn their degrees, as well as play or participate in the sport they so loved.           

Additionally, this research showed the importance of family. Surprisingly, majority of the 

participants had a gay or lesbian family member, but they still withstood scrutiny about how and 

why. RJ and Regular seemed to have the most supportive parents or family members. However, 

Flash and Ashley seemed to suffer what may be seen as the most extreme, with either violence or 

family members disowning them. Regardless, all remarked about not wanting to disappoint their 

relatives, and just wanting to be loved by their families. As evident by Blue Eyes, who did not 

want to disappoint her adopted dad.           

In conclusion, this research is a reminder that homonegativity is prevalent in college 

sports, even though many efforts are being touted to demonstrate acceptance. Also, this research 

is a reminder that heterosexist behavior guides both athletics and society. However, this research 

shows that times are changing as evident of Michael Sam’s case. Nevertheless, this research is a 

reminder that “any anxieties players might have about a gay teammate are their problem, not the 

teammates. Your insecurities aren’t enough reason to maintain an environment where gay 

athletes don’t feel comfortable. That’s a [expletive] burden to put on anyone” (Wilson, 2013, 

para. 12). Overall, I have enjoyed being a vessel to bring these stories to light. I thank the 

participants for having the faith and courage in me to share with society their intimate feelings 

and breathe life into existence. My wish is that regardless of religious affiliation, heterosexist 

thoughts, or even fears of same-sex relationships, that we as, college and university employees 



182 

 

 

 

and society as a whole, contribute at least one nice improvement in the lives of our gay or lesbian 

college student athletes to make them feel welcomed and accepted.     
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Appendix A: Informed Consent Form 

Title of Research: The Lived Experiences of Gay and Lesbian College Student Athletes.  

Interviewer: Channell Barbour 

Department: Educational Leadership (EDLR) 

EXPLANATION OF STUDY 

As a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership program at Indiana State University, 

I am conducting a qualitative study for the purpose of exploring the experiences of gay and 

lesbian college student athletes. Former college student athletes will be selected to participate in 

this study, and the results will be presented during the dissertation defense.  

Participants will be interviewed, and responses taped for accuracy. However, the 

information will be kept confidential, and the recordings will be destroyed after the research is 

completed. Interviews are scheduled to last approximately two hours. Participants will be asked 

questions about their experiences as a gay/lesbian college athlete and how they make sense of the 

experiences.  

RISKS and DISCOMFORTS 

Participants of the study will choose a pseudonym (fake name) in order to protect your 

identity. At no time during this study will your real identity be revealed. All names and 

college/university identifiers will also be protected by confidentiality in this study. College and 

universities will be referred to generically with a fictitious geographic location (e.g., a NCAA 

school located in the Midwest). Participation is voluntary, and you may discontinue participation 

at any point during the study. 
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BENEFITS 

Participation in this study will help develop the knowledge in higher education regarding 

the gay and lesbian college athlete population.  

CONFIDENTIALITY and RECORDS 

The contents of this study will be kept confidential. All records and personal information 

will be stored securely in a locked storage unit at my home, with only the interviewer able to 

access the information. All interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed. Participants will 

only be referred to in the research by their pseudonym; the participant’s real name will not 

appear in the research or in the final report. 

 COMPENSATION 

Participants will receive a $25 gift card for their voluntary participation.  

CONTACT INFORMATION 

If you have any questions at any time during the research please contact Channell 

Barbour by e-mail barbourchannell@gmail.com or home 502-641-7881. 

PARTICIPATION 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Participants may discontinue in the research at 

any time, without consequence, and any data collected will be destroyed. 

I agree to participate in the research described, and my participation in this research is 

given voluntarily.  

I agree that known risks have been explained, and I understand that I may discontinue 

participation at any time without penalty or loss of any benefits to which I may otherwise be 

entitled.  

I certify that I have been given a copy of this consent form. 

mailto:barbourchannell@gmail.com
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I have read and understand this consent form, and certify that I am 18-years of age or 

older. 

 

____________________________ ___________________________ 

Participant’s Signature    Date 

____________________________ 

Printed Name
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Appendix B: Biographical Sketch Questionnaire 

Biographical Sketch Questionnaire 

Please complete the questions listed below in order to create a biological sketch for this 

study. Also, be advised that the information collected will be held in strict confidence, and your 

real name will not be divulged. 

Demographics 

General  

Identification No.:    Pseudonym Name:  

Age:      Year completed in college: 

Degree:      Sport(s) played: 

Hometown:     City in which you currently reside: 

Family 

1. Please describe your upbringing. 

2. How would you describe your life experiences before college (e.g., high school)? 

3. Were you raised in a religious household? 

Sexual Orientation   

4. Do you identify as: gay, lesbian, bisexual, or other? If other please explain. 

5. As you developed and became more aware of your sexual orientation, what age did you 

realize you were attracted to the same sex? What age did you openly identify, or disclose 

your sexual orientation? 

6. What message(s) did you/or have you received about same-sex partners? 

7. What is your relationship like with your family? Friends? Coach? Teammates? 

8. Did you disclose your sexuality to your family? Friends? Coach? Teammates? When and 

why, or why not? 
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9. If so did you experience any challenges regarding your sexuality with family? Friends? 

School? Society? 

10. How did you decide to whom to disclose your sexual orientation? 

11. How would you describe your experiences as a gay/lesbian athlete on campus? Inside the 

sport i.e., during practice, during games, etc.? How did being a college athlete affect your 

decisions about coming out?  

12. Before playing a sport, did anyone know about your sexuality? 

Education  

13. Why did you choose to attend the specific college/university? Describe what you like 

best and least about the college/university you attended. 

14. Did you receive an athletic scholarship? Partial? Full? 

15. Has anyone: family, friends, coach, teammates, roommates, college/university 

administrators, professors, president/chancellor, staff etc., Told you that your sexuality 

was offensive? Or did you hear them say anything about same-sex relationships? Explain. 

16. Do services exist on your campus for gay or lesbian students? If yes, did you use the 

services? Why or why not?  If services do not exist, how did you cope with gay and 

lesbian issues on your campus?  

17. What could college administrators do to improve the quality of life for gay and lesbian 

students at your college/university? Do you see your campus moving forward to this 

happening? 

Athletics 

18. Do you feel that homophobia exists in college athletics? Explain. 
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19. What could athletics, NCAA, NAIA, do to provide a more welcoming environment, and 

to improve the quality of life for gay/lesbian college student athletes? Do you see the 

above moving towards your suggestions? Why/Why not? 

20. How common are same-sex relationships in the sport you played? 

Relationships 

21. When you were in college with whom did you socialize with? i.e., other athletes; straight, 

gay or lesbian, or non-athletes, straight, gay or lesbian. 

22. Did you know/or do you know any gay/lesbian students? Are they college athletes? What 

sports did/do they play? At a NCAA or NAIA school?  

23. Do you have a partner (s)? 

24. If you have a partner how do the two of you relate to each other in public? 

25. What are your relationships like? Is/was your partner an athlete? Has your partner 

disclosed to anyone besides you? Why or why not? If not, what is your dating 

relationship like? 

26. Do you invite or attend social gatherings together in public?  

Conclusion 

27. How have you felt talking about these issues? 

28. Any questions that you thought I would ask that I did not, and that you would like to 

address now? 

29. Is there anything else that you would like to add that you didn’t get to add earlier?  

 


