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Development occurs over the lifespan, and student affairs educators are not exempt from that 

life-long process. This article examined the coming out experiences of gay men within student 
affairs master’s preparation programs. The study was comprised of 11 participants representing 

seven different higher education/student affairs administration programs. The findings of this 
study offer the following: first, the study offers insight on the coming out experiences of gay men 

in graduate preparation programs. Second, the findings showcase the role that student affairs 
programs, curriculum, and instruction play in the identity exploration process for gay men. Finally, 

findings from this study offer implications for pedagogical approaches and frameworks within stu-
dent affairs/higher education administration programs. 
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In the field of higher education and student 
affairs (HESA), scholars have frequently 
pointed to the pivotal roles that graduate 
preparation programs serve for the develop-
ment of practitioners’ professional identities 
(e.g., Hirschy et al., 2015; Liddell et al., 
2014). Specifically, these graduate prepara-
tion programs are seen as shaping how stu-
dent affairs practitioners conceive of profes-
sional norms and values. And yet, many re-
searchers have also emphasized how HESA 
graduate programs can influence how indi-
viduals think about and reflect on their social 
identities (Bondi, 2012; Hubain et al., 2016; 
Linder et al., 2015; Robbins & Jones, 2016). 
This body of scholarship has largely focused 
on topics of race, showcasing how individu-
als experience these programs differentially 
based on their racial identities. For instance, 
literature focused on White students empha-
sizes how they may encounter dissonance 
relative to their White identity by virtue of 
their graduate coursework (Robbins & 
Jones, 2016) and how they may protect 
Whiteness through the engagement in their 
programs (Bondi, 2012). Conversely, re-
search on Students of Color showcases how 
they are often called to be an educator on ra-
cial topics in the classroom and how they ex-

 
1 In this manuscript, we use queer as an umbrella 
term to refer to those minoritized on the basis of their 
sexual identity. However, because all participants in 

perience racism in graduate education (Hu-
bain et al., 2016; Linder et al., 2015). What is 
clear from this scholarship is that it is not only 
professional identity that graduate students 
explore during their time in programs, but 
also their own social identities.  
 As researchers continue to take a 
look at how HESA graduate preparation pro-
grams affect how individuals make meaning 
of their social identities, it is important to ex-
amine how minoritized people explore who 
they are through their graduate education. 
Specifically, scholarship has yet to largely 
touch upon the realities that those who iden-
tify with the queer1 community face in their 
HESA graduate program experiences. Nota-
bly, researchers have described the chal-
lenges rooted in heteronormativity that queer 
student affairs professionals report in their 
roles at higher education institutions (DeVita 
& Anders, 2018; Kortegast & van der Toom, 
2018; Pryor & Hoffman, 2020). Nevertheless, 
these studies are oftentimes limited to their 
time after their graduate programs, leaving 
questions about how queer individuals navi-
gate their sexuality as graduate students. 
Relatedly, the extant research on queer stu-
dent affairs practitioners also rarely consid-
ers how these practitioners negotiate sexual 

this study identified as gay men, we employ the term 
gay when discussing this specific research project 
and these individuals.  
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identity disclosure and how the profession 
may influence these decisions.  
Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative 
study was to take a critical look at how envi-
ronments of higher education and student af-
fairs graduate preparation programs in-
formed identity disclosure for gay men. Spe-
cifically, we were interested in how gay men 
discussed their understanding of coming out, 
as well as their experiences sharing their 
sexual identities in their graduate preparation 
programs and what informed their decisions 
to do so. Notably, the following research 
questions informed this project: 
1. How do gay men make meaning of their 

past coming out experience, as well as 
identity disclosure when it occurs during 
their student affairs preparation pro-
gram? 

2. How do higher education student affairs 
graduate programs influence gay men’s 
coming out process? 

This project will be of significance to gradu-
ate preparation faculty, as well as student af-
fairs professionals who are in the position to 
support individuals as they explore questions 
of identity disclosure during these formative 
years.  

Literature Review 
To set the stage for this project, we examined 
two different areas of literature relevant to the 
study’s research questions. To begin, we first 
turned to the scholarship on higher education 

and student affairs graduate programs, spe-
cifically examining the influence they have on 
students’ identities. Next, we briefly exam-
ined the research on queer professionals in 
the HESA profession in order to understand 
the experiences they may face on college 
campuses.  
 As noted above, researchers inter-
ested in graduate preparation programs 
have largely attended to how these aca-
demic spaces influence students’ profes-
sional identities (Hirschy et al., 2015; Liddell 
et al., 2014). Though past scholarship com-
municated a worry that these programs did 
not offer enough opportunity for people to ex-
plore their professional and personal selves 
(Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008), this no longer 
appears to be the case. Specifically, these 
pieces of literature communicate how gradu-
ate coursework, the work experiences one 
has during their programs, and the interac-
tions that one has with faculty and students 
informs how people view themselves as pro-
fessionals (Hirschy et al., 2015; Liddell et al., 
2014). However, research has started to ex-
pand beyond this interest by instead explor-
ing how these graduate preparation pro-
grams can influence how students perceive 
their social identities. Given the reflective na-
ture of the HESA profession, individuals fre-
quently encounter moments of dissonance 
that lead them to take an introspective view 
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on their own selves (Perez, 2017). Fre-
quently, this body of scholarship has at-
tended to how HESA graduate programs in-
form people’s understanding of their race, 
though little perspectives exist concerning 
sexuality.  
 Within the area of research on HESA 
graduate preparation programs and stu-
dents’ social identities (Bondi, 2012; Hubain 
et al., 2016; Linder et al., 2015; Robbins & 
Jones, 2016), scholars examine the specific 
influences that inform individuals’ identities 
and how these people then respond to these 
environments. For example, the work of Rob-
bins and Jones (2016) on White women 
showcased how these students had differen-
tial responses to their racial identities in grad-
uate preparation programs. On one hand, 
some participants reported to strive toward 
educating themselves on topics such as race 
and helped others do so as well. And still, on 
the other hand, there were some White 
women who resisted this process of learning. 
Related to this point, Bondi (2012) noted how 
graduate preparation programs may not ad-
equately push students to challenge ideolo-
gies of racial dominance, instead protecting 
Whiteness through coursework. The re-
search on People of Color in HESA graduate 
preparation programs painted a similarly har-
rowing reality in which these students are of-
tentimes placed in the position of educator, 
together with encountering racist remarks in 

the classroom (Harris & Linder, 2018; Hubain 
et al., 2016; Linder et al., 2015). 
 Though research on sexuality in 
HESA graduate preparation programs is 
lacking, scholars have taken a concerted 
look at how professionals in the HESA pro-
fession navigate their sexual identities as 
practitioners (DeVita & Anders, 2018; Kor-
tegast & van der Toom, 2018; Pryor & Hoff-
man, 2020). For instance, DeVita and An-
ders’ (2018) study on LGTQ faculty and pro-
fessionals in higher education examined how 
these individuals identify allies that will sup-
port them and their identities. These authors 
discussed the monumental impact that allies 
can play in these participants’ lives, while at 
the same time, acknowledging the hollow 
forms of allyship that these people experi-
enced. For those in Pryor and Hoffman’s 
(2020) research on LGBTQ+ professionals 
engaged in LGBTQ+ work, they noted the 
feelings that these practitioners had of being 
overtasked and isolated. Finally, the scholar-
ship of Kortegast and van der Toom (2018) 
showcased how lesbian and gay student af-
fairs professionals had to carefully make de-
cisions concerning their sexual identity dis-
closure, frequently only being out in certain 
spaces. Although these studies reveal differ-
ing perspectives on the experience of being 
a queer HESA practitioner, they helped set 
the foundation for the current study.  
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Conceptual Framework 
To help guide this project, we developed a 
conceptual framework integrating perspec-
tives on sexual identity development (Dillon 
et al., 2011) and sexual identity disclosure 
(e.g., Mohr & Fassinger, 2003; Orne, 2011; 
Potoczniak et al., 2009). Specifically, sexual-
ity identity theorists like Dillon et al. (2011) 
underscored that development involves both 
a personal and social process, in which indi-
viduals engage in internal exploration of their 
identity (i.e., personal). Additionally, people 
negotiate how they navigate their sexuality 
with others, including family, friends, and 
peers (i.e., social). Related to this point, for 
many queer individuals, coming out is a life-
long process that is dependent on the con-
texts that one occupies (Mohr & Fassinger, 
2003; Orne, 2011). Due to both the internal 
and external factors that play a role in this 
process, coming out can be put off or 
avoided entirely. Some of these inhibiting 
factors include fear of rejection, bodily harm, 
and loss of social status (Potoczniak et al., 
2009). For others, coming out may not be a 
central priority, meaning that disclosure is 
not a need to actualize their identity. Ulti-
mately, this wide range of perspectives on 
sexual identity development and coming out 
informed how we as authors conceptualized 
this study and the participants’ narratives.   

 
 

Study Design 
This study utilized a general qualitative ap-
proach for data collection. In particular, qual-
itative researchers seek to understand how 
people create meaning from their experi-
ences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). A general 
qualitative approach examines events as 
they take place in the natural world while also 
attending to context and to participants’ per-
spectives (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). 
Thus, qualitative research provided a broad 
approach to the study of social phenomena 
and the lived experiences of participants.  
 
Participant Recruitment and Selection 
To engage in the study, individuals must had 
been “out” for less than four years at the time 
of the interviews. They also did not have to 
be current graduate students, but they had to 
have been in a program recently. In an effort 
to ensure the experience was a clear 
memory for participants, the time parameter 
of coming out within less than four years of 
the time of the interview was included to nar-
row the scope of eligibility in the study. The 
term “out” is intended to describe how one 
has publicly shared their sexual identity. 
Note, there were still people to whom partic-
ipants had not disclosed their sexual identity 
(e.g., parents), but their sexual identity was 
known to a vast majority of their community. 
With these criterion in mind, network selec-
tion was used to identify participants, which 
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enabled the researcher to use personal con-
tacts to locate interested individuals for the 
study (deMarrais, 2004). In particular, the pri-
mary researcher reached out to individuals 
that they knew who identified as HESA fac-
ulty to pass along study information. Addi-
tionally, the primary researcher also en-
gaged snowball sampling, asking partici-
pants to recommend others that they felt fit 
the central criterion. Through both network 

and snowball sampling, eleven self-identified 
gay men in total met the criteria and partici-
pated in the study. Table 1 highlights these 
men’s race, age, program name, and their 
personal selected pseudonyms in order to be 
de-identified in the study. The 11 cisgender 
men represented seven different HESA 
preparation programs in which they were en-
rolled at the time of study or from which they 
had recently graduated. 

 
Table 1.  Demographic Information for Participants (Self-Reported) 

Pseudonym  Race Age Graduate Program of Study 

B.W.  White 26 College Student Affairs Administration 
Cain White 25 Higher Education 
Dean White 25 College Student Personnel 
Don Black 24 Student Affairs & Higher Education 
Isaac White 27 Student Affairs & Higher Education 
Jonah White 22 College Student Personnel 
Kevin Black 27 Higher Education 
Micah White 26 Student Affairs Administration 
Nelson Latino 23 Higher Education 
Paul White 25 College Student Affairs Administration 
Timothy White 28 Higher Education & Student Affairs 

 
Data Collection 
Once selected, participants engaged in two 
in-depth interviews with the primary re-
searcher. In-depth interviewing employs 
open-ended questions that build upon and 
explore participants’ answers (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011). A modified version of Seid-
man’s (1998) approach to in-depth interview-
ing was used in this study. Interviews took 
place virtually using Skype. The first inter-
view with each participant lasted between 90 
minutes to two hours and was a life-history 
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interview. Participants began the first inter-
view by drawing a timeline that marked major 
life events, people, decisions, and other mile-
stones. Such life histories allowed partici-
pants to share their stories, building perspec-
tive from which further questions are derived 
(Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Following the 
creation of the timeline, individuals had the 
opportunity to expand on their initial reflec-
tions by talking about their sexual identity de-
velopment broadly. In the second interview, 
questions focused more explicitly on partici-
pants’ graduate school experiences. Specifi-
cally, participants were asked to reflect on 
how they engaged in identity disclosure dur-
ing their time in a student affairs graduate 
program and the environmental factors that 
led them to do so.  
 
Data Analysis and Trustworthiness 
To analyze the data, the primary researcher 
engaged two different rounds of manually 
coding the data. Initially, data was coded ho-
listically for words or phrases that were re-
peated across conversations with partici-
pants. Data was highlighted in codable mo-
ments, which are large sections of text con-
nected with the research questions, in a tech-
nique often referred to as lump coding (Sal-
daña, 2009). The primary researcher re-
peated this coding process several times to 
ensure no pieces of data were overlooked. A 
second round of coding took place using two 

additional coding techniques. Specifically, 
the primary researcher employed both struc-
tured and simultaneous coding techniques to 
organize the data (Saldaña, 2009). From 
there, the primary researcher grouped these 
codes into segments known as categories 
(Saldaña, 2009), which led to the formulation 
of study findings. Notably, the primary re-
searcher brought in the second and third au-
thor of this manuscript as a form of trustwor-
thiness. Though the first author conducted 
the initial data analysis, he turned to the ad-
ditional two individuals to provide feedback 
on his findings. Both the second and third au-
thor reviewed the first author’s narrative de-
scription of the findings, the original data set, 
in addition to the codes created by the pri-
mary researcher. This process resulted in 
the themes that are presented in a subse-
quent part of this paper.  
 
Positionality Statements 
Central to qualitative research is the belief 
that the researcher plays a significant role in 
how they make sense, analyze, and repre-
sent participants’ stories (Stewart, 2010). For 
this reason, we see it necessary to highlight 
the authors’ individual journeys and how they 
influenced their approach to this project. Dar-
ren Pierre identifies as a Black cisgender gay 
man. In engaging in this project, Darren viv-
idly remembered his own coming out pro-
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cess which occurred while enrolled in a mas-
ter’s program in higher education. Using re-
flective journaling as a process, Darren rec-
ognized that he had his own internal stories 
about what it meant to be gay and come out 
in a graduate program due to the feeling of 
acceptance that he felt. Therefore, Darren 
had to challenge himself to not let his own 
experiences play too much of a role in the 
ways that he analyzed the participants’ reali-
ties. 
 Cameron Beatty identifies as a Black 
cisgender gay man. Through reflection, [Au-
thor Two] shared his narrative of having to 
constantly out himself in education spaces 
since his undergraduate experience. Also, 
employing reflective journaling, he con-
nected his own experiences to those of par-
ticipants in the study and the findings shared. 
Cameron acknowledges how his own posi-
tional roles and power as an educator now in 
a HESA graduate program, similar to what 
the participants in this study navigated, in-
form and may contribute to his own bias in 
understanding participants process of disclo-
sure in HESA programs. Antonio Duran iden-
tifies as a Latino cisgender queer man. In en-
gaging with this project, Antonio constantly 
reflected upon his own experiences of iden-
tity disclosure before and during his graduate 
school experience. In particular, Antonio 
journaled about his classes informed his will-

ingness to share his queer identity in gradu-
ate school and sensitized him to consider 
what may have influenced the participants’ 
own identity disclosure in this project.  

 
Findings 

Based on the research questions and the 
data collected through interviews, three 
themes emerged from the data: 1) barriers 
and the fluidity of coming out; 2) a sense of 
freedom experienced as a result of being in 
a new location; and 3) the positive influence 
of graduate preparation programs. The 
eleven participants identified coming out as 
a fluid process, spoke to the importance of 
faculty, staff and supportive classmates, and 
opportunities to engage in reflective exer-
cises all as consequential factors in support-
ing their sexual identity development.  
 
Coming Out: Barriers and Fluidity in this 
Process 
To understand the participants’ descriptions 
of coming out, it was imperative to explore 
their rationale for not coming out previously. 
In reference to religious beliefs, many of the 
men spoke about messages that came from 
their upbringing in Christian and Protestant 
faiths, where they were taught to believe, as 
Micah put it, “You are going to hell and gay 
is a sin.” Paul stated simply, “I had a firm be-
lief in the Bible and that firm belief told me 
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that gay is wrong.” B.W. described his reli-
gious upbringing as follows: 

I was raised Southern Baptist and I 
went to a Christian school where we were re-
ally ingrained in the hetero-normative, like 
traditional gender roles . . . anything that var-
ied as perceived as gay was labeled sinful, 
you were just going to hell.  The whole cul-
ture of my church was homophobic. 

As captured in these sentiments, the 
previous relationship that individuals had 
with their faith backgrounds substantially in-
fluenced their decision to conceal their sexu-
ality.  

Additionally, participants repeatedly 
mentioned that “being busy” was a way to 
cope with having to remain closeted about 
their sexuality. Participants suggested that 
co-curricular involvement freed them from 
having to think about their sexuality. This par-
ticular pattern was meaningful given that the 
gay men in this study found their passion for 
student affairs through their involvement. 
And yet, this very pathway enabled them to 
avoid making meaning and disclosing their 
sexuality. As Jonah noted, “Being involved 
kept me from thinking about a lot of things…it 
was like a nice way to stop thinking about all 
the things going on.” Reflecting on his under-
graduate co-curricular involvement, Micah 
observed: 

I actually remember the conversation 
with people just to say like, oh, the more in-
volved I am, the busier I am, the more I don’t 
have to think about it or deal with the issues. 
Or I don’t have to face reality; or the flipside 
of that is, you know, the busier I am, the more 
involved I am, you know I can actively, umm, 
I guess portray this idea of who I wanted to 
be. 

As Micah, Jonah, and other partici-
pants remarked, involvement was a way to 
distract themselves from either reconciling 
with their sexuality or sharing it with others.  
Though these gay men did name several 
barriers to coming out, they also recognized 
this process as a fluid reality, meaning that 
they did reflect on when and how they could 
disclose their identities. For example, Dean 
said, “Coming out is a process and it is still 
going on.” Micah shared similar sentiments, 
noting, “It is not a defining experience; it’s a 
gradual thing over a number of years.” For 
others, coming out was less about directly 
sharing their sexuality with others, and more 
about being less passive and showcasing 
public displays of affection with other men to 
those around them.  

From the interviews, participants pre-
sented the idea of coming out as an internal 
dialogue that leads to an external conversa-
tion with friends and family. For example, 
Cain described coming out as “a very long 
process; in my undergrad it was completely 
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an internal process. I was okay with my iden-
tity; it was just the public exposure that was 
the part that was really new for me.” Cain 
shared that for him, coming out was a long 
process; conversely, Jonah shared his expe-
rience was more spontaneous. Although 
coming out may have been observed differ-
ently, one pattern that was found across the 
interviews was the notion that coming out is 
a fluid and ongoing process. Participants 
spoke about freeing themselves to act and 
behave in ways that were more authentic. 
For example, Timothy kissed another man in 
public and found that to be the catalyst for 
others to learn about his sexuality. Timothy 
described: 

It wasn’t an explicit coming out, but 
[members of the cohort] saw me kissing an-
other man and saw that it was a little bit, 
more than just friendly, and so that I think that 
was really like [good] because I didn’t have 
to worry about starting that conversation with 
them. 

Like Timothy, Paul relied on actions 
to change others’ opinions about his sexual-
ity. He initially told a couple of people in his 
graduate school community that he was gay, 
but he found one event in particular helpful to 
announcing his sexuality on a larger scale. 
He shared: 

I came out to my cohort essentially in 
April.  It wasn’t through words; it was 
through actions, essentially. The 

town I lived in had this huge AIDS 
benefit to improve awareness on 
AIDS . . . the culminating event is this 
huge drag show, so I was at the 
dance with a few guys that evening. 
At that point in time, you know, eve-
ryone in my program whether they 
were gay or straight realized clearly I 
was gay if I am dancing with other 
men. Most people in my cohort were 
just upset because I had not come 
out sooner. 

What these examples reveal is that the par-
ticipants made differential decisions to dis-
close their sexuality and acknowledged that 
coming out was not a one-dimensional phe-
nomenon that looked the same for everyone.  
 
New Place, New Coming Out 
The participants’ stories showcased the im-
pact location had on their decision to dis-
close their sexuality. Paul, Micah, and Timo-
thy referred to the change in location as a 
sense of liberation. Nelson, Kevin, Don, and 
B.W. spoke of motivation that came from 
moving away from their previous environ-
ment, which provided the opportunity to let 
go of what others thought of them, to em-
brace their true selves. Conversations with 
participants illustrated the environmental fac-
tors that supported their sexuality identity de-
velopment. The men repeatedly used words 
like “free” and phrases like “create a new 
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identity” to describe their feelings about be-
ing in a new place where no one knew them.  
Some participants saw being in a new envi-
ronment as an opportunity for self-discovery 
that illuminated hidden truths about them-
selves and their sexual identity. For many 
whose college experience was away from 
home but still in their home state, being in an-
other state altogether made the difference in 
the freedom they felt to explore their sexual 
identity. Paul discussed the influence of his 
distance from home on his coming out expe-
rience in graduate school: 

I think that being six hours away from 
home [felt] close enough where I 
could escape to get home if some-
thing was to happen, but far enough 
away where I felt liberated. I could do 
me; I didn’t have to worry about run-
ning into people [from home] at the 
gay bar or being out with friends that 
were gay and things of that nature. I 
am not sure, if I would have went [sic] 
to grad school near home, if it would 
have been a similar coming out expe-
rience even if the opportunity would 
have been there, because I would 
have been so close to home. 

By being away from their previous environ-
ments, participants like Paul were able to live 
out their sexuality in ways different than be-
fore.  

For a number of the men in the study, 
moving away for graduate school repre-
sented a time of reinvention and an oppor-
tunity for a fresh start. Timothy spoke about 
this when they commented: 

I was completely starting over in a dif-
ferent city, a different part of the 
country and all that kind of stuff . . . I 
was able to start my new identity all 
over again and be who I wanted to 
be. . . . doing that far away from my 
family and they didn’t know where I 
was going or who I was going out 
with, I think there was a lot of freedom 
to really kind of finally explore some 
of these other parts of my identity. 

Micah used words like “liberating” when he 
described the opportunity to move away for 
graduate school. He shared: 

It was my first time that I had been in 
a city where I didn’t know anybody 
and nobody knew me. So I was really 
kind of like liberated, I guess, to be 
whoever I wanted to be. It was so lib-
erating; I think back and I didn’t know 
anybody there, I could reinvent my-
self, I can be myself without having 
to, you know, be one person to a dif-
ferent group. For so long I had been 
hiding behind a façade . . . it was just 
a breath of fresh air. 

For individuals like Micah and Timothy, the 
locations themselves were reason enough to 
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be able to explore and disclose their sexual-
ity in a novel fashion.  

For others, it was a combination of 
the location and the graduate preparation 
program that influenced their willingness to 
disclose their identity. Cain stated that the 
decision to come out during graduate school 
started at an open house for the program, 
prior to formal admission. Through the grad-
uate admissions interview process, Cain 
sought out attributes in the graduate pro-
gram’s environment that would indicate 
whether the program would be supportive of 
his gay identity. He recalled that his initial de-
cision to be “out” in graduate school occurred 
during college and was affirmed when he met 
faculty, students, and staff affiliated with the 
program. Cain shared: 

I made the decision that at grad 
school I wanted to be at a place I could finally 
be out. [The graduate program] had a 
roundtable on what it was like to be LGBT 
both in the town and at the university. I re-
member in my folder, they had a sheet of dif-
ferent marginalized identities and people in 
the current cohort that matched those identi-
ties . . . so it was really a great place and a 
part of the reason I accepted it was because 
it seemed like it would be a good place to 
take this next step. 

Several participants knew that they 
were going to come out in graduate school; it 
was less about a personal realization of their 

identity and more a perception that the time 
was right. Timothy explained, “From the be-
ginning I knew that even though there 
weren’t many gay people in my cohort, there 
were a couple of people on staff and faculty 
that identified as LGBT so it was nice to see 
that.” Timothy and Cain’s comments exem-
plify the participants’ perceptions of how their 
contexts influenced their ability to share their 
sexuality with others.  
 
The Positive Influence of Graduate Prep-
aration Programs on Coming Out 
The academic curriculum of the program 
played a large role for many participants in 
understanding their gay identity. For exam-
ple, Nelson commented, “The program really 
opened my eyes to a lot of issues of social 
justice and really wanting to make me more 
open about my sexual orientation.” The vast 
majority of student affairs programs offer a 
course on student development. These 
courses often examine various sets of theo-
ries pertaining to identity development. In 
multiple conversations with participants, it 
became clear that student development the-
ory served as an opportunity for the men in 
this study to learn about themselves.  For ex-
ample, Micah described in detail his experi-
ences: 

My first, like, student development 
theory class was the first time I had heard 
that there was a such thing as gay identity 



Georgia Journal of College Student Affairs 

 

90 

development, and that there was a process 
or you know identity development series. I 
was like, “Oh my gosh, I am not the only one 
with these feelings!” Every single thing that 
was on the identity development process, I 
had gone through; that was the first time I re-
alized nothing was wrong with me . . . I would 
just sit in class, tears running down my face, 
and just be like, “Thank God!” You know, ex-
actly what I have been needing to hear. That 
every message that I have heard until this 
point was complete opposite and I am finding 
research and history. It was like someone 
was telling me about myself without me even 
knowing. 
In some cases, it was classroom discussion 
that centered on sexual identity development 
that challenged men to reconsider their own 
understanding of their sexuality.  

For others, it was the interactions 
with faculty, staff, and fellow students that in-
formed how they thought about and dis-
closed their sexuality. Additionally, when dis-
cussing faculty, participants, like Dean, refer-
enced the importance of one-on-one conver-
sations, noting, “Some of my first conversa-
tions I had about being gay were actually with 
a professor who I had taken theory and mul-
ticultural competence with.” Paul similarly re-
called the “attention and support” he re-
ceived from faculty when he shared that he 
was gay. Often, the men shared stories 
about seeing openly queer faculty and staff 

on campus and the important role they 
played in their own identity development. As 
interviews continued, what began to emerge 
is that out queer staff and faculty were not 
only seen as source of support, but also as 
role models for what it meant to live as an 
openly gay person. B.W. shared: 

Having role models . . . like people 
who worked in the student center and 
I could look to and say like, you know, 
they are successful, they have a fam-
ily, they have friends, like they have a 
sense of belonging here at the uni-
versity and I can have those things 
too. 

However, it was not only staff and faculty that 
had this beneficial effect on their identity, but 
also their fellow students. Timothy, describ-
ing his cohort, observed that, in their affirma-
tion of his sexual identity, “They were always 
supportive and like, you know, I think any-
body I talked about it with, everyone, I never 
had any negative experiences.” Timothy’s 
comments capture how positive relationships 
with their peers, as well as faculty and staff, 
made a significant difference in the lives of 
these gay men.  

Finally, of particular importance, re-
flection played a pivotal role in many partici-
pants’ experiences of coming to terms with 
their sexuality. Jonah reported that many of 
the reflective exercises were included in as-
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signments and papers, sharing how reflec-
tion helped him become more comfortable 
with his identity. He stated: 

Our theory class had us do a per-
sonal theory paper, so before we 
learned about any student develop-
ment theories, we kind of reflected on 
our undergraduate career and came 
up with our own development theo-
ries, so that was really awesome. . . . 
In our multicultural competence class 
that I am taking now, we have critical 
reflection papers that help us reflect 
on major life experiences. I think con-
tinuing to provide these experiences 
to reflect on your own life is really 
helpful. 

Aligning with Jonah’s comments, Dean said: 
A lot of what the program did for me was give 
me nothing but time. A lot of time to reflect on 
my decisions, on my life…and I think time got 
me to where I was and got me to a place 
where I am okay with everything. 

Jonah noted assignments that invited 
him to reflect on his identity as being impact-
ful in his coming out process; Dean appreci-
ated the less-structured schedule graduate 
school provided, which allowed him to en-
gage in personal reflection about his own 
identities. Like Jonah and Dean, other partic-
ipants underscored the influence that reflec-
tion in their graduate preparation programs 
had on how they saw their sexuality.  

Discussion 
Using a conceptual framework attentive to 
sexual identity development (Dillon et al., 
2011) and sexual identity disclosure (e.g., 
Mohr & Fassinger, 2003; Orne, 2011; 
Potoczniak et al., 2009), findings from this 
study contribute to the field’s understanding 
of how gay men make meaning of their sex-
uality, together with how they decide to dis-
close this identity during their graduate prep-
aration programs. For example, seven partic-
ipants spoke to how they felt prior to entering 
graduate school, the space they were com-
ing from inhibited their ability to either explore 
their sexual identity or to consider sharing it 
with others. Therefore, for these individuals, 
their graduate program became a place 
where they felt more comfortable in exploring 
their sexual identity.  

Faith was a central context for these 
gay men, as highlighted by participants like 
Micah, B.W., and Paul. As a result of their re-
ligious backgrounds, they had a fear of ex-
amining their sexuality in an in-depth fashion, 
resembling the scholarship on inhibiting fac-
tors to coming out (Potoczniak et al., 2009). 
For others such as Jonah, being able to es-
cape into their involvement became a way to 
avoid reflecting on their sexuality. And yet, 
participants did concede that this was all a 
part of their sexual identity development, 
given that it does represent a lifelong pro-
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cess (Dillon et al., 2011). They also de-
scribed how they came to identify coming out 
as a similarly lifelong endeavor that de-
pended on their environments, echoing the 
existing scholarship (Mohr & Fassinger, 
2003; Orne, 2011). 
 Once in their graduate preparation 
programs, these individuals discovered a 
newfound freedom to live out and explore 
their sexuality. Of note was the fact that the 
participants in this study were in new loca-
tions, once again pointing to the saliency of 
contextual influences underscored in the lit-
erature (Mohr & Fassinger, 2003; Orne, 
2011). The comments of Paul, Micah, and 
Timothy described the liberatory effect that 
moving away had for them as gay men. Sim-
ilarly, other participants mentioned that going 
away specifically allowed them to divest from 
people’s perceptions of them and their sexu-
ality. These examples speak to the intercon-
nected personal and social processes asso-
ciated with sexual identity development (Dil-
lon et al., 2011). Though internal exploration 
of one’s sexuality is meaningful, the environ-
ments in which this happens is also signifi-
cant. Therefore, graduate preparation pro-
grams represented a new home for these 
gay men to reimagine their relationship to 
their sexuality.  
 Related to this previous point, the fi-
nal finding of this project highlights the posi-

tive influence that graduate preparation pro-
grams had for these gay men due to the 
coursework, relationships, and opportunities 
for reflection that they gained. This insight is 
necessary to continue showing that these 
programs not only influence professional 
identities (Hirschy et al., 2015; Liddell et al., 
2014), but also social identities. Moreover, 
this reality resembles research on students 
in programs that discusses how these 
spaces may encourage self-exploration 
(Robbins & Jones, 2016). And although re-
search on queer student affairs professionals 
describe the challenges these people face in 
living out their sexuality in the profession 
(DeVita & Anders, 2018; Kortegast & van der 
Toom, 2018; Pryor & Hoffman, 2020), these 
participants were grateful for the chance to 
examine and disclose this aspect of them-
selves as graduate students. As Dean 
stated, the program offered him the time to 
unlock parts of himself that he had not gotten 
the opportunity to before.  
 
Implications for Research and Practice 
The stories that the gay men in this study 
shared can meaningfully shape both future 
research as well as practice in the profession 
of higher education and student affairs. To 
begin, scholars interested in contributing to 
the scholarship on queer identities relative to 
graduate preparation programs should take 
a concerted look at how individuals navigate 
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their sexuality in their assistantship sites or 
full-time work environments. Though the gay 
men in this project touched upon the influ-
ence of staff, the profession would benefit 
from understanding whether considerations 
regarding sexuality and sexual identity dis-
closure differs when students are outside of 
the classroom and are in their professional 
settings. Additionally, future research could 
expand the population of focus beyond gay 
men. Though these participants’ narratives 
undoubtedly may relate to the experiences of 
individuals with other sexually minoritized 
identities, it would behoove scholars to con-
duct studies on individuals who hold other 
queer identities in order to understand their 
nuanced realities.    

When it comes to practice, faculty 
working with graduate students may aid stu-
dents in their own development by engaging 
them in classroom discussions on self-reflec-
tion activities related to diversity and inclu-
sion that allow them to explore their own 
identities. Moreover, practitioners may con-
sider ways in which they incorporate inten-
tional discussion around classroom learning 
in their conversations with the graduate stu-
dents they supervise. Students can be taught 
to engage in self-reflection from start to fin-
ish. For example, students may write a per-
sonal response paper that invites them to en-
gage actively in self-awareness and write 
about why they want to be in the program. 

Students may center their social identities 
into the work and functional area they aspire 
to work in. How do their identities contribute 
to the work that they do in the future? From 
there, participants should be given similar 
prompts in order to encourage them to con-
stantly be reflexive about their professional 
aspirations in concert with their social identi-
ties. Additionally, faculty, staff, and students 
play an instrumental role in the overall pro-
gram experience may have on the identity 
development of gay men. Repeatedly, partic-
ipants mentioned the overall impact their pro-
gram had on their sexual identity develop-
ment. Beyond the curriculum and the contri-
butions of individual faculty and staff, an 
overall inclusive environment must be cre-
ated in such programs through language, in 
the recruitment of students, and through gen-
eral practice among faculty and staff working 
with graduate students. 

Finally, it is important to point out that 
these students were entering into their pro-
grams with preconceived views on their iden-
tities shaped by their faith, in addition to hold-
ing strategies to minimize their attention to 
their sexuality (e.g., by getting over-in-
volved). Though graduate preparation pro-
grams may allow individuals to work through 
these realities, we as authors would be re-
miss to not acknowledge the emotional tur-
moil that these gay men may unpack during 
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these years of their life. For this reason, an-
other implication for faculty and staff who 
come into contact with individuals exploring 
and making meaning of their sexuality during 
their graduate preparation programs to seek 
out counseling on or off their campuses. Hav-
ing the opportunity to not only engage in re-
flection but to also potentially find therapeutic 
help may be meaningful for gay men as they 
navigate their sexuality as graduate stu-
dents.  

Conclusion 
In reflecting upon his gay identity and the in-
fluence of his graduate preparation program, 
Nelson mentioned the following: 
I can allow it to be a part of me without con-
suming me. . . . It doesn’t have to be all of 
me. It is really comforting knowing what I 
have gone through emotionally and psycho-
logically the past few years and also because 

of that it has become a part of others’ identity, 
like it can be something that other people ac-
cept, support, and identify with. 
In a similar fashion to Nelson, the other par-
ticipants in this study experienced the posi-
tive effects of attending and inhabiting grad-
uate preparation programs that informed 
their perceptions of sexuality in beneficial 
manners. Though past research has shown 
the impact that higher education and student 
affairs programs can have on professional 
identity (e.g., Hirschy et al., 2015; Liddell et 
al., 2014), these spaces are helpful for indi-
viduals in many more ways. The stories of 
the gay men in this project exemplify this 
point. For them, their HESA graduate pro-
grams allowed them to separate from past 
negative perceptions of their sexuality and 
instead explore their gay identity in healthy 
way.
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