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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Using grounded theory methodology to analyze in-depth interviews, participant-taken 

photographs, and written reflections, this dissertation examines the hometown environments and 

university experiences of twenty-five gay Latino-identifying college students enrolled at 

predominantly white institutions in two separate US locations. This study finds that the 

participants’ hometowns influence their ability to explore, develop, and make meaning of the 

intersection of their sexual and ethnic identities prior to their transition to college and inform the 

motivations and expectations they have of the college experience. Upon arrival at the university, 

the participants find themselves in an unwelcoming campus climate and encounter situations that 

serve as barriers to fulfilling their original expectations of the college experience, including (1) 

the risk of discrimination and marginalization, (2) the limited ability to disclose sexual 

orientation, and (3) threats toward participants’ self-acceptance and self-worth. In seeking 

sexuality resource centers and Latino student organizations, the participants realize that the focus 

of these campus resources lies solely on one aspect of their identities – either sexuality or 

ethnicity – and that their services and programming do not take into consideration the 

compounding effects of their identities as gay Latino men. Given that previous work on identity 

and place has been primarily situated in ecology, environmental psychology, and geography, the 

findings of this dissertation extend our current understanding of hometown locations as sites of 

identity development and as social contexts that may be useful in helping us understand what 

types of challenges gay Latino college students may face in their current environments. Further, 

the qualitative examination of gay Latino experiences at predominantly white institutions and the 

benefits of campus resources for marginalized student populations is an important contribution to 

the literature given the dearth of research that currently exists in these two areas. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

In the past, student affairs and education literature have focused extensively on the 

experiences and identity development processes of the individuals that comprise the student body 

in higher education institutions. Yet, the majority of the early studies focusing on identity issues 

usually emphasized one component of a student’s identity (e.g., race/ethnicity, or gender) and 

were critiqued by intersectional scholar for failing to address the unique positions and the 

compounded effects of multiple identities on these students’ sense of self (Stevens 2004; Abes, 

Jones, and McEwan 2007; Jones and McEwen 2000). Similarly, the sociological literature has 

been traditionally compartmentalized into the study of gender, sexuality, and race/ethnicity, with 

each strain addressing the construction and negotiation of identities in their own way. Only 

recently have scholars begun to explore the intersection between these social domains and have 

shifted their focus from examining the construction of one identity type to attempting to 

understand the fluid and complex nature of intersectional identities (Pascoe 2007; Wilkins 2012, 

2014; Mora 2013; Eaton and Rios 2017).  

In line with this more intersectional approach, this dissertation places ethnic and sexual 

minorities at the center of the analysis and extends the existing literatures on Latino gender and 

sexuality, identity development theory, and symbolic interactionism through a grounded theory 

analysis. This study explores the intersection of gender, sexuality, and race/ethnicity in the 

identity development process across a variety of social contexts. Specifically, this dissertation 

examines how gay Latino men assign meanings to the sexual identity process as they negotiate 

and draw on resources, constraints, and discourses within their immediate social environments 

(i.e., their hometowns and the college environment).  



2 

A qualitative approach is the most appropriate avenue for understanding the experiences 

and the contextual identity processes of a relatively small and invisible population; it allows the 

researcher to examine processes over trends, and thus proves to be the best method for 

investigating how individuals assign meaning to their experiences in the social world (Gall, Gall, 

and Borg 2007). Using grounded theory methodology stemming from traditional symbolic 

interactionism (Bryant and Charmaz 2007; Stryker and Vryan 2003), this study explores the 

following research question: In what ways do hometown environments affect the expectations, 

experiences, and identity development of gay Latino college students?  To best answer this 

question, a series of guiding questions influenced the direction of data collection and data 

analysis, as follows:  

(1) What influences do the students’ hometowns have on their individual understandings 

of gender, ethnic, and sexual identities?  

(2) How do these understandings affect the ways in which they perceive the college 

environment to be prior to attending?  

(3) How do these meanings change as they exit and enter different contexts (i.e., 

transitioning from the hometown to the college environment)?  

(4) If any, what kinds of campus resources do they use to alleviate the potential conflict 

and ambiguity that these intersecting identities may bring in the college environment, 

and are they beneficial?  

I begin by providing some general background concerning the present knowledge of 

gender, sexuality, and race/ethnic identities as they relate to the Latino population inside and 

outside of the college context (Chapter 2). Chapter 3 provides more detail on the study’s 

methodology, as well as information regarding the two settings where the study takes place, my 
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recruitment strategy, the types of qualitative data collected, demographics on the current sample, 

and details on the analysis process. Two analytical chapters follow: Chapter 4 focuses on the 

influence of students’ hometowns on their understanding of their sexual and ethnic identities, and 

Chapter 5 examines the motivations and expectations of students for attending college and then 

the issues they face when they transition into the college environment. Chapter 6 provides a 

discussion of the findings of the dissertation in light of the current literature. The final chapter, 

Chapter 7, outlines recommendations, limitations, and suggestions for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
 

Given that I have previously conducted studies on some of the topics I seek to explore in 

this dissertation, it is important to “shed [any] agendas and to pay particular attention to cases 

‘when I think I already know what [the participants are] saying’” (Anderson and Jack 1991, 

p.19). Thus, the objective in the paragraphs that follow is not an exhaustive review of all the 

literature, but instead, a means to introduce some of gaps in our current understandings and is 

important in developing a general framework for becoming informed about the topic, discussing 

findings, and making meaning of the data.  

The Need for Studies on Latinos and Sexuality 

Even with some of sexual identity models in place (I will discuss these later), the 

scholarship on gays and lesbians has traditionally been limited to the experiences of the white 

middle-class, largely due to both scholars and their subjects being mostly white. These studies 

have tended to take race/ethnicity for granted and fail to address how race/ethnicity is 

intertwined with gender and sexuality. Consequently, the intersection of ethnic and sexual 

identities is often ignored in the literature and has, as a result, received little attention (Cintrón 

2000). For example, Tremble, Schneider, and Appathurai (1989) argued that the lack of 

knowledge concerning the experiences of lesbian and gay ethnic minorities may help explain 

why race and ethnicity continue to be interchanged carelessly and inconsistently in the literature. 

Most importantly, this lack of differentiation between the two terms, race and ethnicity, has 

allowed the scarce scholarship on lesbians and gay men of typically underrepresented groups to 

be assumed to share the same “minority experience.”  
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According to Cintrón (2000), scholarship on sexual minorities of color has tended to 

emphasize the African American experience for all people of typically underrepresented groups, 

grouping them all into the terms “people of color” or “minorities.” This, she argues, is likely due 

to the racial dichotomy that exists, and has existed, in the United States. Mexican Americans, for 

example, have been labeled historically as Caucasians (Urrieta 2007) and even though they have 

not been regarded as whites, this categorization has allowed some researchers to overlook them 

(Myers, Cintrón, and Scarborough 1994). Whereas race has been a conceptualization that has 

allowed the unification of many African American individuals, Latinas/os in the United States 

view it only as secondary to their ethnic origin (Cintrón 2000) and native language (Anzaldúa 

1999). Thus, ethnic identity – over racial identity – becomes fundamental to the Latina/o 

individual (Myers, et al. 1994), and it is an important aspect to consider in studies that focus on 

this population.  

As social scientists, we understand that the findings of one group cannot be generalized 

to another because each group has distinct cultural values, practices, and ideals – which in this 

case would result in different experiences in sexual minorities’ everyday experiences. Even when 

various disadvantaged groups appear to be similar, usually due to the umbrella term of 

“minority,” it is important to pay close attention to the cultural factors that make them different, 

and thus important to study (Cintrón 2000). According to Morales (1990), Latino homosexuales 

live three different lives among three different communities: the Latino community, the 

homosexual community, and the predominantly heterosexual white mainstream community. This 

conceptualization of “different lives” provides us with a glimpse at the potential conflicts that 

may arise in the developmental process and over the life course.  
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Gender and Sexuality in the Latino Community 

The concept of hegemonic masculinities has been advanced to show how masculinities 

within a particular social arena are differently empowered (Carrigan, Connell, and Lee 1985). 

While masculinities are certainly structured in relation to the socially prescribed roles of women, 

this work stresses that masculinities serve, just as importantly, to structure power relationships 

between men. Race, ethnicity, class, and other significations of social status are reflected in 

relative valuations of stereotyped and marginalized non-hegemonic masculinities.  

 Sexuality, as a “nexus of relationships between the genders” (Rubin 1984:28), provides a 

key point of stratification between hegemonic and marginalized masculinities. Not only are 

sexual relations between men most often constructed as the abandonment of masculinity, but 

homophobia is itself a key buttress of hegemonic masculinities (Connell 1995; Lancaster 1995). 

As Connell (1995) observes, “Oppression positions homosexual masculinities at the bottom of 

the gender hierarchy among men. Gayness…is the repository of whatever is symbolically 

expelled from hegemonic masculinity” (78). 

 Male homosexualities, like masculinites, are not identically constructed across or within 

cultures. Of the studies that have been done, those demonstrating differences between these 

constructions in the United States versus Latin America are particularly important for this 

dissertation. The primary theme of these studies seems to be the concept of machismo, or what 

Kurtz (1999) calls the Latin American equivalent of hegemonic masculinity. Unlike hegemonic 

masculinity, however, Latin American machismo does not stigmatize all men who have sex with 

men. Instead, sexual practices are gendered by Latino societies to allow the insertive partner in 

the sexual encounter (activo) to maintain a heterosexual identity, while the male who engages in 
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receptive anal intercourse (pasivo) is labeled homosexual (Almaguer 1991; Carrier 1976, 1995; 

Carrillo 2002; Murray 1995).  

The dichotomy of roles in sexual acts draws attention to the strict binary found in most 

Latino communities. Generally termed machismo and marianismo, these polar opposites not only 

serve to define what is traditionally masculine and feminine within the larger society and for 

each gender; they also serve as the root words used to construct labels for men within the bounds 

of sexuality: macho and maricón. Where a macho is a dominant, aggressive, and unemotional 

heterosexual, the maricón is equated with passivity, subordination, and devalued aspects of 

femininity (Carillo 2002). 

I have previously argued that gender and sexuality in the Latino community are not 

specifically understood as separate domains (Peña-Talamantes 2013b). Instead, gender 

supersedes sexuality at the interactional level, and we observe a kind of gendered sexuality 

where sexual orientation is understood as a result of an individual’s gender performances. In 

other words, any individual who ascribes to the cultural scripts of the macho is considered 

heterosexual, regardless of their true sexual orientation (Peña-Talamantes 2013b). This is 

primarily due to what Warner (1991) describes as heteronormativity, or the assumption that there 

are two socially distinct gender and sexual “roles” that conform to heterosexuality.  

Other gay men have been found to seek social acceptance and membership in various 

high-status groups through adopting heteronormative values and practices, as well (see Duggan 

2002; Nardi 2000). These men have also been reported to engage in defensive othering 

(Schwalbe, Godwin, Holen and Schrock 2000) — attempts to distance themselves from 

marginalized identities and attitudes of the larger society to sustain their status (Asencio 2011; 

Kurtz 1999). Some gay men, for example, distance themselves from other men who may appear 
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more effeminate and those who may be socially labeled locas (crazy women), mariposas 

(butterflies), or maricones (sissies), and other derogatory terms that emphasize feminine 

characteristics in men (Asencio 2011; Kurtz 1999; Carillo 2002). Scholars have begun to refer to 

the acceptance of heteronormative values and the devaluing of stigmatized homosexual identities 

within the gay community as homonormativity (e.g., Bryant 2008; Duggan 2002; Nardi 2000). 

Using the term, these scholars argue that effeminate men may be oppressed within both 

heterosexual and homosexual contexts (Asencio 2011). 

A few studies have explored the intersection of gender and sexuality in gay Latino males, 

but most have been conducted in Spanish speaking and indigenous societies within Latin 

America (e.g., Carrier 1995; Carrillo 2002; Ramirez 1999; Murray 1995). Asencio’s (2011) 

recent study brings attention to the intersection of gender and sexuality of gay Latino men in the 

United States. She argued that gay migrant Puerto Ricans maintain many elements of hegemonic 

masculinity, and that through a variety of social mechanisms, their concept of masculinity results 

in the reproduction of homonormativity. Although insightful, Asencio’s (2011) study had two 

limitations: its focus on Puerto Ricans who came to the U.S. in young adulthood and its use of a 

multiple masculinities framework. The multiple masculinities concept “reflects a laudable desire 

to value diversity,” yet it has resulted in the perception that every group practices a different kind 

of masculinity (Schrock and Schwalbe 2009:280). This pluralistic approach fails to identify the 

variety of enactments across all identified “masculinities” that allow for the reproduction of 

gender inequality and maintenance of the general concept of masculinity.  

To extend this work, this dissertation focuses on men from various Latino communities 

who were born or immigrated to the U.S. during early childhood. The intersection of their 

cultural background provided by their immediate families and their exposure to U.S. mainstream 
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culture in the educational system and the larger social world is of primary interest to the nuanced 

understanding of their personal experiences and identity formation processes. In addition, and 

although this dissertation will focus primarily on the experiences of one group of men (i.e., gay 

Latino college students), it seeks to move beyond the multiple masculinities approach by paying 

close attention to how their conceptualizations and understanding of gendered cultural scripts are 

understood across and within different social contexts instead of attempting to define what 

constitutes a new gay Latino college student masculinity.  

The Importance of Contextual Identity Theorizing 

 Identity encompasses a multitude of components, many of which tend to conflict with 

one another (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain 1998). In sociological identity theory, 

Stryker (1980) suggests a view of identities where an individual’s many roles are organized in a 

salience hierarchy. The salient identity, he argues, is the one that is most likely to be activated 

across multiple situations and develops as a result of commitment, or the likelihood of invoking 

one identity over another where the number of others and the importance of those others is 

largely based on the individual occupying a particular role (Stryker and Serpe 1982, 1994). This 

conceptualization of identity focuses primarily on how an individual is likely to behave in a 

given situation, and differs from other identity theorists such as McCall and Simmons’ (1978) 

whose prominence hierarchy dictates that identities are arranged based on what an individual 

values.  

 Regardless of their foci, structural symbolic interactionists (like Stryker) conceptualize 

society as a complex, yet organized structure of social networks that both dictate and are shaped 

by social dimensions such as age, gender, ethnicity, class, and religion (Stryker and Burke 2000). 

The positions that individuals occupy within these networks largely dictate the types of roles 
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they are expected to fulfill, and belonging to different networks may result in conflicting 

expectations for the individual (Stryker and Vryan 2003). In this perspective, identities are thus 

understood as internalized expectations attached to roles played in networks of social 

relationships. This conceptualization of identity offers an implicit understanding of how identity 

conflict may emerge – people occupying different roles in different contexts may face 

incompatible role expectations – but the perspective’s image of multiple identities as a 

hierarchically ranked structure limits the usefulness of the framework when attempting to study 

the continual interaction and negotiation of multiple dimensions of identity, the focus of this 

dissertation. 

  The complexity involved in studying the multiple identity process has forced many 

identity theorists to focus on the development of only one aspect of an individual’s identity—

sexual, racial, ethnic, religious—thus disregarding the simultaneous development of multiple 

components of identity.  In the sexuality literature, scholars have sought to understand the 

characteristics that comprise an individual’s sexual orientation, and have attempted to isolate 

sexual identity by formulating models that attempt to explain linear stages of development 

(Stevens 2004). Cass’s (1979) model of homosexual identity development included six stages 

she described as identity confusion, comparison, tolerance, acceptance, pride, and synthesis.  Her 

model proposed a linear trajectory through the stages and resulted in the complete integration 

(and disclosure) of the homosexual identity.  Troiden (1979, 1988, 1989) later argued that 

homosexual identity development was analogous to a horizontal spiral.  This conceptualization 

included only four discrete stages, which could be progressed back and forth or up and down but 

were encountered in consecutive order.  D’Augelli (1994) further proposed a developmental 

approach that unfolded over the life course.  He identified six stages he termed developmental 
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tasks but argued that each individual had unique developmental situations and responded 

differently to environmental factors.  Finally, studies by Fassinger (1991) and Fassinger and 

Miller (1996) have focused on the distinctiveness of homosexual identity development as an 

individual and as part of a group.  Proposing four stages of development, Fassinger and Miller 

have continued this conceptualization of identity development as a sort of process with a set 

number of stages.  Although these models may be helpful in better understanding the general 

phases that sexual minority individuals face across life stages, they simplify the identity process 

into stages and disregard the developments of multiple identity dimensions.  Further, Rhoads 

(1994) has suggested that stage models may become misleading for scholars and educators who 

may overlook the individual differences among sexual minority students of different cultural 

backgrounds with a range of lived experiences.  

 Existing sexual identity development models have also tended to focus on the internal 

processes of the individual (e.g., self-esteem, depression, and isolation), and have failed to 

consider the social interaction of their participants within their environments (Evan and Briodo 

1999). In an attempt to move away from this psychological focus, Harry (1993) showed that 

coming out was a result of structural and individual social conditions. He argued that in a sample 

of 1,556 gay men, contextual characteristics such as area of residence and type of occupation, 

explained more of the quantitative variation in being out, than a stage in the identity development 

process. Similarly, sociologist Jason Orne (2011) asserted that sexual identity disclosure has long 

been plagued by the psychological tradition, and that it should instead be seen as a continual, 

contextual, social identity management process. Reconsidering coming out as strategic outness, 

the disclosure of sexual identity becomes more than an aspect of identity development. Rather, 
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this social process includes a range of various motivations, goals, and strategies, and individuals 

are capable of making complex decisions about their sexual identity management (p.699).  

 Although highly valuable for understanding the importance of contextual factors, the role 

of agency, and the continual aspect of identity process, these two sociological studies do not 

address intersectional implications of the coming out process. In 1996, Tagaki’s work urged 

researchers and scholars to understand the “complicated interplay and collision of different 

identities . . . [and the] perpetual uncertainty and flux governing the construction and expression 

of identities” (33).  In 2004, Stevens found that gay college students were able to make 

connections and create complex narratives that allowed for a more nuanced understanding of the 

interplay between their sexual and other identities, but this was observed only for those students 

who had developed a sense of empowerment about their sexual orientations.  

 Since then, in the student identity development literature, Abes, Jones, and McEwen 

(2007) have proposed and reconceptualized models of multiple dimensions of identity (also see 

Abes and Jones 2004; Jones and McEwen 2000).  These identity dimensions (e.g., race, class, 

gender, sexuality, and religion) are believed to be fluid and in constant interaction with one 

another around a core sense of self to allow for a different arrangement within each separate 

social context.  In other words, the salience of each dimension, depends entirely on contextual 

influences (Jones and McEwen 2000), yet, the acquisition of higher orders of consciousness 

(Baxter Magolda 2001; Kegan 1994) may allow for regulation of contextual influences through a 

meaning-making filter (Abes et al. 2007).  This instantaneous arrangement can be understood as 

an identity configuration, or the relative position of various identities to one’s core sense of self 

when one enters a particular social context; each social context has a different identity 

configuration (Peña-Talamantes 2013a). Given its terminology, this understanding of identity in 
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the education literature may seem comparable to sociological theorizing in the tradition of 

structural symbolic interactionism presented previously. Yet, this perspective does not view 

identity arrangements in a hierarchical fashion. Instead, all identity dimensions overlap and 

inform one another, the individual is the author and meaning-maker of the various components 

of their identity, and influences from external social contexts can be filtered by higher orders of 

consciousness.  

  Where the models of multiple identities (Abes et. al. 2007; Jones and McEwen 2000) 

provide a general framework to better understand the continuous interaction of identity 

dimensions across different contexts, it falls short in providing theoretical concepts to understand 

the identity negotiation process. In addition, Baxter-Magolda (2001) argued that higher orders of 

consciousness to make sense of contextual influences are developed usually after students enter 

the college environment. This is not always the case for individuals with marginalized identities 

who may be forced to develop these strategies and critical conscious at younger ages to alleviate 

stigma or navigate potentially conflicting identities; this is where the work of sociological social 

psychologists, particularly modern developments in traditional symbolic interactionism, is of 

great benefit.  

 This interactionist perspective emphasizes the role of agency by describing how people 

engage in “identity work” to construct, maintain, and negotiate their identities in various 

situations (Snow and Anderson 1987). By studying homeless individuals, for example, Snow and 

Anderson (1987) illustrated how individuals used identity work strategies to such as “identity 

talk” to construct a positive sense of self regardless of their social position as extremely 

disadvantaged. Among various social groups, those who face stigma – “the discredited” and “the 

discreditable” as Goffman (1963) terms them – have received much attention in this research 
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stream. Studies have included the examination of identity work strategies employed by 

wheelchair users, ex-psychiatric patients, murderer’s relatives, lesbians, and epileptics (Cahill 

and Eggleston 1995; Herman 1993; May 2000; Montini 2000; and Scheider and Conrad 1980). 

These studies show that stigmatized individuals attempt to engage in some form of identity work 

to prevent being disqualified from normal social roles such as occupations and social activities. 

Thus, given my targeted participant pool of ethnic and sexual minorities with either discredited 

or potentially discreditable identities, I expect to draw on the identity work literature to inform 

some of the identity challenges and strategies for alleviating these conflicts. 

Although the work of both student identity development theorists and sociological social 

psychologists has proven to be useful in understanding the relationship of various dimensions of 

identity within a particular context, neither of these literatures directly addresses how people 

living in two social worlds negotiate conflicting identities. Lesbian and gay Latina/o college 

students hold different identity configurations within their hometown and college environments.  

In other words, the arrangement of their various identity dimensions is different in each of these 

contexts because they are held accountable for how they are known within that context (e.g., 

within the context of their family they are the good/bad son/daughter, older/younger 

brother/sister, etc.).  Thus, it is important not only to understand what the contexts provide for 

the students, but also how the students are making meaning of these environments, and by 

extension, then, how these contextual factors affect the identity process (Wilkins 2012, 2014). 

In a previous study, I turned to Holland et al.’s (1998) contextual identity theory to 

situate the interaction of the hometown and the college environments and to explore the ways 

through which six lesbian and gay Latina/o college students reconstructed their positional 

identities within each environment without damaging their core sense of self. I found that the 



15 

participants drew on psychological resources such as security, belonging, and freedom to create a 

self-authored space – an identity buffer – to alleviate the conflicts of their environments 

internally (Peña-Talamantes 2013a). Although novel, in that individuals did not negotiate their 

identities, but instead, created new spaces to house their ambiguity, these findings posed some 

important policy implications. By engaging in this identity management strategy, individuals 

become comfortable within themselves, but the environments themselves did not change. In 

other words, becoming a self-author gave the individual agency to alleviate internal conflict and 

accept ambiguity, but it allowed the environment to remain the same without contributing to the 

reduction of stigma and inequality within it. Thus, it is important to continue to study this 

population in an attempt to identify how these contexts affect our students and how we in turn 

change these contexts to provide them with the necessary resources to succeed. 

In recent work, Wilkins (2012, 2014) reported that the transitions between high school to 

college for young black women and men, had significant implications on their identity 

management strategies, the salience of their identities upon entering and exiting different social 

contexts, and ultimately, their abilities to enact their identities as they previously understood 

them. While this work is important in showing that transitions between social contexts may yield 

different identity challenges for marginalized individuals, these studies only serve to show that 

some issues may indeed arise for this specific population. They may not apply fully to the Latino 

population and especially not the sexual minority Latino students who may have additional 

issues to consider given their potentially conflicting sexual and ethnic identities over and above 

transition issues. Given that previous work on identity and place has been primarily situated in 

ecology (Bronfrenner 1979, 1993), environmental psychology (e.g., Lalli 1992; Gustafson 2001), 

and geography (e.g., Paasi 2002, 2003; Hopkins 2010), the findings of this dissertation will 
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extend our current understanding of hometown locations as sites of identity negotiation and as 

social contexts that may be useful in helping us understand what types of challenges gay Latino 

college students may face in their current environments.   

Gloria Gonzalez-Lopez (2004), for example, found that the hierarchical social structures 

of the Mexican locations where men were raised had an impact on their own perceptions of their 

daughters’ virginity loss later in life. She explained that the urban and rural locations where these 

men had grown up could be understood as “regional patriarchies.” She posited that men from 

“urban patriarchies” tended to be more flexible about their adherence to traditional gender norms 

than those from “rural patriarchies.” This was primarily due to the availability of resources in 

each location type. Urban locations allowed for higher visibility of women’s rights groups, and 

the possibility for equitable jobs and education for men and women. Whereas, rural areas were 

more homogenous ideologically and lacked opportunities for education and paid employment for 

women, making it less likely for members of these locations to embrace progressive values.  

While the present study does not focus on the experiences of individuals growing up in 

Mexico, Gonzalez-Lopez’s regional patriarchies framework is important for understanding the 

complex interplay between social structures (i.e. hometown environments) and cultural norms in 

urban versus rural locations and their influence on individuals’ narratives about various aspects 

of their life. In this study, the participants’ hometown environments also ranged from small rural 

towns to larger urban locations. Thus, this work may be useful in examining some of the issues 

and ideologies presented in the students’ hometown types. 

The College Environment and Gay Latino Men 

Like research on Latina/o sexualities, the literature is limited regarding the collegiate 

experiences of lesbian, gay, and bisexual students. In general, the studies that have targeted 
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sexual minority populations, have tended to over-generalize these individuals and group them 

into one category, “homosexuals” (Rhoads 1994). As Rhoads (1994) argues, this notion of 

categorizing individuals has contributed to the ineffectiveness and, at times, the inadequate 

articulation of campus policies and practices. Only through the commitment to understanding the 

complexities of college students’ identities and further gaining a better grasp on where and how 

these identities have developed can social scientists provide data-driven recommendations to 

increase social support on college campuses and develop theory that can be used to help 

practitioners better serve diverse student populations (Rhoads and Valadéz 1996; Tierney 1993). 

As Stevens (2004) explains, the college environment is where sexual identity 

development is the most prominent and occurs alongside the development of other identities: 

racial, gender, and religious. This is due to the growing awareness of students’ sexuality that 

occurs during and after the adolescent years (Cates 1987; Zastrow and Kirst-Ashman 1990) and 

the increased number of adolescents identifying as lesbian and gay (Gibson 1989; Herdt 1989; 

Troiden 1989).  Further, college life exposes young adults to open discussions and political 

activism regarding sexuality issues (e.g., Briodo 2000; Kane 2013).  When taken into 

consideration, these factors make the college environment the ideal place to study the 

intersection of gender, sexual, and ethnic identities.  

Studying a college student population may pose a significant limitation in that it excludes 

individuals who may not have the resources (financial or otherwise) to attend college, who 

choose to drop out before the study takes place, or who have more pressing obligations and 

decide to forgo an undergraduate education. Even then, the study of Latino men in higher 

education is of great importance to current higher education literature. Sáenz and Ponjuan (2009) 

assert that Latino males are vanishing in higher education, and that their graduation rates made 
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up only about 40% of each academic degree type compared to 60% of degrees obtained by 

Latina women of all Latinos graduating in 2009. Yet, it seems that higher institutions have not 

paid much attention to this phenomenon. Sáenz and Ponjuan (2009) argue that this skepticism 

may be due to the ways in which gender equity has been historically debated, and thus, placing 

the needs of men over those of women might seem out of line in our current educational systems.  

The literature has extensively documented the challenges that Latino students generally 

face while transitioning and navigating through their higher education experiences. These tend to 

include lack of financial resources and low parental education growing up (Arbona and Nora 

2007; Harrell and Forney 2003), perceived familial obligation and having to enter the labor force 

prematurely (Sáenz and Ponjuan 2009; Sanchez, Esparza, Colon, and Davis 2010), poor 

academic preparation (Ramani, Gilbertson, Fox, and Provasnik 2007), and limited resources and 

information about the college process (McDonough 1997). In addition, young Latina/o students 

often rely on their families and communities as motivation to persist in higher education (Yosso 

2005), but first-generation college students may have a difficult time communicating their 

education process to their family (Harrell and Forney 2003).  

Latino student retention is further influenced by ongoing cultural validation (Gonzalez 

2002) and positive mentoring experiences (Nora, Barlow, and Crisp 2005), and although it may 

seem that college-success factors for Latinas/os are well documented (Zarate, Sáenz, and 

Oseguera 2011), the extant literature largely fails to address the invisibility of Latino men and 

the intersections of gender and sexuality within this population. 

It is evident that there is a need to conduct research on the pathways Latino men take in 

higher education, but as important is the need to explore the ways in which gay Latino men 

assign meaning to their achievements, cultural resources, and their sense of self across these 
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various social contexts. Given that sexuality has been culturally understood as a subset of gender 

and not as its own domain (Peña-Talamantes 2013b), the needs of gay Latino men may be 

something that has been overlooked in the past. Interestingly, in my master’s thesis I found that 

gay Latino men used educational achievement, instead of acts of hypermasculinity, as resources 

to fuel masculine capital and signify themselves as “real, successful men” (Peña-Talamantes 

2011).  Thus, it may be of interest, both theoretical and practical, to continue to explore how gay 

Latinos assign meaning to their educational success to better understand the motivations and 

experiences that may lead to student retention, academic achievement, and higher visibility of 

Latino men in higher education.  

The issue with promoting student success in higher education further lies in the college 

context itself. Gonzalez (2002) observed that the ethnocentricity of predominantly white 

institutions (PWIs) does not always allow for Latina/o cultural nourishment, the reinforcement 

of students’ cultural sense of self.  Many times, this lack of validation of their cultures leads 

these students to become alienated. The issue is even more detrimental for students who identify 

as gay and also as Latinos. Where student organizations have been founded in many of these 

PWIs to cater to their ethnic identities, these spaces tend to be of little use when their sexual 

identities clash with the value set of heterosexual Latinos (Peña-Talamantes 2013a). Sanlo, 

Rankin, and Schoenberg (2002) argue that the alienation experienced by sexual minority students 

in PWIs is due to a lack of resources and support services these institutions offer. To reduce this 

problem, many higher education institutions have sponsored safe space ally programs such as 

SafeZone to allay the conclusions of recent studies (Sanlo et al. 2002; Briodo 2000). These 

programs allow faculty and staff on campus to self-identify as allies to the LGBT student 

population through symbols or stickers on their office doors. However, the prevalence of 



20 

heterosexism and homophobia characterizing most college campuses usually hinder the success 

of such programs. There are no set guidelines or expectations for individuals choosing to 

participate in the program, and similarly, there are no policies in place that would require faculty 

and staff to undergo any specific training to help them work with these student populations 

(Fassinger 1998). For individuals like gay Latinos who would benefit from a space where they 

could gain both sexual identity support and cultural nourishment, current campus resources may 

not be equipped to deal with the needs of students with multiple marginalized identities.  

Gay Latino college students thus learn to balance the various forces that contribute to 

their ethnic and sexual identities with the resources they can obtain in their immediate 

surroundings (Stevens 2004; Peña-Talamantes 2011, 2013a). Aside from having to deal with the 

pervasive heteronormative scripts in higher education institutions (Fassinger 1998), they must 

deal with being good sons and daughters to their families (Hetrick and Martin 1987). In learning 

to accept their sexual identity, which often conflicts with their religious and communal tradition 

(Hidalgo and Christensen 1976-77), and in working to attain a higher education, where 

classroom environments are not always welcoming (Conolly 2000), Latino sexual minorities 

must engage in identity work to negotiate the conflicts posed by these separate social worlds. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

METHODS 
 
 

This study uses qualitative methodology to examine the hometown environments and 

college experiences of twenty-five gay Latino college students at two predominantly white 

institution.  I employ grounded theory, a framework that forces the researcher to remain open 

and engage with the nuances in the data, instead of using extant literature or theory to make 

hypotheses and test them, or to verify previous findings (Strauss and Corbin 1990; Charmaz 

2006).  

Grounded theory methodology has long been used and evolved within the works of 

Glaser, Strauss, and Charmaz (Bryant and Charmaz 2007). In this tradition, data collection, 

analysis and theory building proceed concurrently. This means that coding begins with the first 

interview, and the direction of future interviews and data collection are directly affected by their 

previous iterations (Weiner 2007). Throughout the process, the researcher engages in memoing; 

it serves as an avenue for capturing comparisons and connections made within the data, allows 

the research to reflect on the research process, and helps to crystallize questions and future 

directions to pursue (Charmaz 2006). The codes that stand out in the data, as informed by the 

memoing process, are then used to construct theoretical categories that make up the components 

of the larger grounded theory (Weiner 2007). This is the general process I have employed in the 

collection and analyses of my own qualitative data. I will explain later how I applied these 

procedures specifically to the dissertation project.  

Settings and Recruitment 

This study uses data from two separate campus locations. Both data sets feature large, 

predominantly white, public institutions with similar campus cultures being heavily influenced 
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by the sports scene (particularly football). Central University (CU) was located in a large city in 

the south central United States (Central City) while Southeastern University (SEU) was located 

in a mid-sized city in the southeastern United States (Southeastern City) and was the site of a 

second pool of data. Central City was perceived to be an open, diverse, and welcoming location 

with a visible gay community, while Southeastern City did not seem to have much diversity and 

was perceived to be much more close-minded and unwelcoming given the number of confederate 

flags and racism the participants had reported to have experienced.  Southeastern City did not 

have much gay visibility and on occasion had one or two bars that had “gay nights,” while 

Central City had dozens of dedicated gay bars and establishments. 

Participants were initially recruited by a series of emails sent out through both 

institutions’ Gender and Sexuality Resource Centers’ mailing lists. I outlined a set of criteria for 

participant screening and selection as follows: each participant must (a) be an undergraduate 

student and currently enrolled at either Central or Southeastern Universities, (b) self-identify as 

Latinos, and (c) self-identify as gay, regardless of their disclosure status to others. Given that the 

emails were originally targeting individuals who were involved with these organizations – and 

by extension, comfortable with their sexuality and “out” to other individuals – I took to asking 

instructors at both universities for permission to forward the recruitment email to their previous 

students, as well. This allowed me to recruit a more diverse initial set of students at both 

institutions. A snowball and strategic sampling method was used to recruit future students and to 

include different Latino heritages, majors, parent background, and hometown type (Bernard, 

2002). Potential participants contacted me, and a time and place was decided upon for the initial 

meeting. Upon explaining the stipulations of the research project at hand, participants were asked 
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to sign an informed consent form before proceeding with the study. Participants were also asked 

for permission to be contacted in the future for follow up interviews.  

The Participants 

A total of twenty-five (25) men comprise the sample between the ages of 18-24 from a 

diverse Latino background. Of the participants, twelve (12) attended CU, and thirteen (13) were 

enrolled at SEU. The sample represents all educational classifications (4 freshmen, 3 

sophomores, 8 juniors, and 10 seniors) and a variety of undergraduate majors. The participants 

were also of diverse Latino heritages, including Mexican (n=12), Cuban (n=4), Puerto Rican 

(n=2), Venezuelan (n=1), and mixed Latino heritages such as Puerto Rican/Cuban (n=2), Puerto 

Rican/Ecuadorian (n=1), Puerto Rican/Italian (n=1), Cuban/Dominican (n=1), and 

Nicaraguan/Honduran (n=1). Most participants (n=23) identified with their ethnic heritage 

instead of with the terms Latino or Hispanic.  

Nine (9) participants described their hometowns as very liberal (or moderately liberal) 

and open minded about homosexuality; the other sixteen (16) reported varying degrees of 

conservatism and close-mindedness in their hometowns. Ten of the twelve (83.3%) participants 

attending Central University had come to Central City from small, traditional towns and 

municipalities. Conversely, ten of the thirteen (76.9%) participants attending Southeastern 

University had previously lived in larger cities they claimed to be much more “liberal” and 

diverse than the current Southeastern City where SEU was located. Additionally, most 

participants attending Central University were of Mexican decent (8 of 12 or 66.7%) and those 

attending Southeastern University were primarily of Cuban and Puerto Rican descent (10 of 13 

or 76.9%).  
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Among the men, eleven (11) were not out to their immediate families, seven (7) 

explained that their families would not acknowledge their sexual orientations even after coming 

out, six (6) mentioned that they had come out to their parents and while some were accepting 

they preferred to keep it a “family secret,” and (1) said his family was in denial about his 

sexuality, refusing to allow him to bring it up. No matter what the situation at home, all men 

(n=25) were either completely or selectively out to close friends in college. 

The Data Collection Process 

This study was originally conceptualized as an undergraduate research project. Initially a 

small project with 3 men and 3 women, the undergraduate project sought to understand the 

identity negotiation strategies of gay and lesbian Latinas/os in higher education. Upon entering 

graduate school, I filed an IRB to extend my undergraduate project and recruit more participants. 

The three men from the initial study were contacted to ask if they wanted to be a part of the new 

study and they agreed.  

Between 2009 and 2011, data was collected on four main categories: the sense of self, 

familial and communal relationships, gender/machismo, and college experiences (see Appendix 

A & B). An initial interview was conducted and then approximately one-year later a follow up 

interview allowed me to focus on more specific items that had been brought up with the initial 

interviews or elements which may have been interesting during the first round of interviews. 

Given the focus of my master’s thesis at the time, only the section on gender/machismo was used 

from all of the data collected for analysis, leaving me with rich data on the sense of self, familial 

and communal relationships and college experiences. 

In 2014, another IRB was filed requesting permission to use the unused portions of my 

2009-2011 data and recruit an additional number of participants with the goal of 30 total 
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respondents. While I was not able to find an additional ten gay Latino college students for the 

study, the final participant list went up to 25: Twelve from Central University and Thirteen from 

Southeastern University. Between 2014 and 2016, previous participants were contacted for quick 

follow-up interviews, and the new five participants underwent the normal initial and second-

round interviews. All participants were asked to submit ten (10) photographs, as well (I discuss 

this in more detail in the next section), and they met with me to explain what their photographs 

meant. All recruitment, data collection, and analysis was completed by February 2016; the time 

was dedicated to drafting up the results following this time. 

Qualitative researchers have found that concept saturation is reached around 12 in-depth 

participant interviews (e.g., Guest, Bunce and Johnson 2006). Thus, given the two separate 

locations of my study and the various types of data I am collecting, I believe the project to be 

both methodologically sound and assure some concept validity. 

The Data Components 

I met individually with the participants in both campuses to conduct interviews and to 

collect photographs and personal reflections. These three sets of data inform this study. A 

detailed description of each method and source of data is discussed below: 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Recorded interviews were conducted with each participant. Each session lasted from 40 

minutes to 1.5 hours. The purpose of the interviews was to gain insight to participants’ 

perspectives on initial sexual identity awareness, the process of self-acceptance, familial and 

communal relationships, experiences in the college environment, and perceptions of their 

hometowns’ cultural traditions (Glesne 2006). A second round of interviews with more specific 

questions that addressed concepts that had been brought up by other participants were conduct 
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approximately one year following the initial sessions. These components included a more 

nuanced understanding of the characteristics and composition of their hometown environments, 

the ways in which they understood their sense of self in relation to cultural and mainstream 

social scripts, their motivations for seeking higher education, and their experiences transitioning 

between these environments. When clarification was necessary and for several of the original 

participants a third interview was conducted to gauge if they had undergone any changes, or if 

their experiences were still true to their original narratives. 

Photographs 

Participants were provided with disposable cameras, or allowed to use their own digital 

cameras or cell phones, and were asked to photograph elements of significance to their Latino 

gay identities. Elements of significance were defined as anything, limited only by their 

imagination. The purpose of these photographs was to uncover themes or items that were 

important to the individual, elements that, not completely knowing the participants, I could not 

otherwise ask about in the interviews (Streng, Rhodes, Ayala, Eng, Arceo and Phillips, 2004). 

Each participant was asked to take or collect 10 photographs and submit them for the 

project. Students were told that they could not photograph individuals – especially not faces – 

and that they should think more symbolically or abstractly about the composition of their 

photographs. If, for example, they felt that their mother was influential to their gay and Latino 

identity, they could take a photograph of one of her possessions in lieu of taking a photo of her.  

A participatory action research method, Photovoice has been used to capture the world 

through participants eyes with the goal of understanding what is meaningful to them (Delgado 

2015). Yet, true Photovoice results in galleries or exhibitions that are intended to reach policy 

makers about particular conditions individuals are experiencing. Given the sensitivity of the 
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subject matter, I used a modified Photovoice method whereby photographs were collected and 

students were asked to “voice” them in subsequent meetings with me and relay their meaning 

and symbolic nature. Four of the ten photographs further served as the basis of the four personal 

written reflections. 

Written Reflections 

Participants were asked to write four personal reflections that analyzed various aspects of 

their gay Latino identities. I purposefully avoided giving prompts for these reflections but instead 

asked participants to choose the four most significant photographs out of the ten they had 

submitted. Once they had selected them, I had the photos printed and placed them facing down in 

a random order on the desk. I would then flip one photograph and give them 5 minutes to write 

whatever came to their mind about that photograph; they were allowed to use their computers or 

pen/pencil and paper to write their photographic reflection. The process was repeated until all 

four photographs had been turned around and there was a written piece about each one.  

This allowed the participants to write about topics of interest to them, particularly stories 

tied to why they had taken a particular photo, consequently producing much more deep and 

analytic reflections (Rhodes and Hergenrather, 2002). We then spent some time going through 

every photograph and taking notes on what they meant to the participants and why they had been 

chosen to be part of the ten total photographs they had submitted for the project.  

Although this dissertation project makes use of all the data provided, the interview data 

provides much of the content used to identify the students’ experiences within their hometowns 

since these are more anecdotal (Chapter 4). The photographs and reflections were primarily used 

to identify students’ identity challenges and experiences on the college campus and are thus 

found almost exclusively in Chapter 5.  
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Data Coding and Analysis 

For the current sample, all data was primed – interviews were transcribed, photographs 

collected, reflections photocopied – and made ready for coding. An initial round of line-by-line 

coding (Glaser 1978) was applied to the interview transcripts and the photographic reflections. 

Line-by-line coding allows for constructing codes from each line of data independent of it being 

a full sentence of a simple fragment of words. This first round of coding allows the researcher to 

“remain open to the data and to see nuances in it” (Charmaz 2006). This was a particularly 

important first step in the process given that previous studies had come out of data, and I wanted 

to be as unbiased as possible to ensure I was not identifying only codes that supported my 

previous work. Arriving at a list of over 2,500 line-by-line codes, I began to cluster similar codes 

into categories to reduce the number of items resulting from this initial round.  

Finding myself with a total number of 23 clustered codes, I further rearranged them into 

eight more compacted categories that covered events from early childhood to their college life. I 

noticed that three of the categories were overflowing with line-by-line codes: coming out and 

acceptance, meaningful college experiences, and views of the self. For the most part, when 

arranged these three categories in a temporal sequence, they seemed to fall right next each other; 

they presented the time between late high school and the college years. This result pointed to a 

plethora of identity challenges with codes showing emotions from thinks himself not good 

enough, to worried about people’s opinions about him, scared of losing friends, and comfortable 

only around some people. 

Memoing and freewriting during the various rounds of coding allowed for the 

formulation of a clear structure for the analysis, or so I thought. I had developed a clear model 

that categorized students into small hometowns and larger hometowns and took each group 
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through a very straightforward trajectory from their home to college, and made sense in the 

context of the data for the first 20 participants. Yet, upon analyzing the data of the 21st 

participant, I realized that my initial analysis was flawed; the model I had created could not 

accommodate the experiences of this participant and I had to rethink my approach. Although it 

was painful to scrap the model and reassess all of the data, this was ultimately a necessary step in 

being able to report on the nuances of the experiences of the participants. Similarly, participant 

23 and 24 would not have fit into the model I had originally created.  

The issue lay in the dichotomy of the hometowns and the ways that most of the literature 

also spoke to the distinctions of rural versus urban contexts. I, too, had assumed that individuals 

from each of those contexts would experience similar issues, but when this was not the case 

between three people who were coming from the same hometown type, I had to reevaluate the 

feasibility of framing my work in this way. And while I do ultimately use hometown types as a 

means to make the data reporting somewhat easier, the discussion section of this dissertation 

(Chapter 6) speaks to the reductionist nature of using this framework and proposes a new one 

that gives the participant agency to define their social context and not allow the social context to 

define the participant. In other words, coming from an open-minded city does not always mean 

that everyone who lives in it will experience feeling of being welcome and accepted given the 

many other factors that might make it difficult to access the resources that make feeling this way 

possible. 

In coding the photographs, I relied primarily on the meetings I had with the students. I 

used their explanation of the photograph as a guiding element and then made additional notes 

that may highlight how the student might have been feeling about it when they took it. For 

example, one participant provided a photo of some boots and said they were meant to symbolize 
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the freedom to run away and escape. The photo was also taken in a very well-lit location, so I 

made notes about the light being bright and the photograph having a more vivid tone. Similarly, 

someone else submitted a photograph of a window with rain droplets and gloomy skies and 

spoke about feelings of isolation and depression. In this instance, I made notes about the dark 

greens and greys visible in the photo, the lack of light, and the somber feel of the picture. I 

always made sure to allow the students to tell me what their photos meant before I took it upon 

myself to code them. In Photovoice, this is key given that individuals may see different things in 

visual media if they do not have a context upon which to situate an image (Delgado 2015). I did 

not want to make assumptions of what any of the photographs were, and thus, I drew on the 

participants narratives of the images when speaking to them in this study. 

A Note on the Rationale for Hometown Types 

Chapter 4 presents data from student narratives that speak to their hometown types and 

the nuances within each one. In their narratives, the participants spoke a lot about their 

hometowns, although there were no specific questions about them in the first round of questions 

(see Appendix A), only in follow up ones that I used later to get more data (see Appendix B). 

Initially, many of them referenced similar characteristics of their hometowns and it thus 

made sense to categorize them into two codes: perceived traditional hometowns (PTHs) and 

perceived liberal cities (PLCs). While these codes seemed reductionist, they aided in the ability 

to explain student experiences more readily. I chose to use the word “perceived” because I had 

not previously developed guidelines for what traditional or liberal locations entailed. Instead, I 

followed the wording that the participants used.  

Hometown types were assigned based on how the participants described them, or in the 

case of locations with multiple participants, on how the majority of them described them. This 
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posed limitations in speaking about participants whose experiences did not mirror those of others 

in their same locations, as I discussed above. The discussion in Chapter 6 thus speaks to a better 

way to conceptualize hometown types that may be useful to advance our understanding of place 

identity within the social sciences. Chapter 4 includes a more in-depth discussion of the 

hometown types and the characteristics that helped define PTHs and PLCs in this way.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 

UNDERSTANDING THE HOMETOWN ENVIRONMENTS 
 

 
The focus of most previous research on the college student population has tended to stay 

within the parameters of the higher education experience. Whether it be student leadership, 

achievement, access, retention and attrition, educational attainment, student organizations, or any 

other aspect of college life, most of these studies have tended to treat college students as 

individuals who negotiate these constraints within the university environment. Few lines of 

research examine the influences of students’ past experiences before entering college, and many 

of these investigations have tended to focus on the potential influence of social background such 

as race/ethnicity, religion, gender, and social class. Although important in advancing our 

understanding of the potential factors that may allow students to navigate college life, most of 

these studies lack one thing: the in-depth analysis of previous experiences that may help us better 

understand how students make sense of college life, the college campus, and most importantly 

for individuals interested in the study of identity, the ways in which social contexts may 

influence the development, construction, and negotiation of social identities over time and across 

social spaces (in this case between the hometown and college environments). 

In this chapter, I use the narratives of twenty-five Latino sexual minorities about their 

hometown experiences to better understand how those experiences shape their sexual and ethnic 

identity development prior to entering the college environment. I begin by characterizing the two 

major hometown types: perceived traditional towns and perceived liberal cities. I then discuss 

some of the issues that made the participants’ hometowns particularly unique in relation to their 

abilities to seek out resources and develop an understanding of their own ethnic and sexual 

identities as gay Latino men.  
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The Importance of the Hometown Environment 

 When speaking about their current experiences as college students, many of the 

participants made explicit references to their hometowns without prompts, describing the 

location, demographic composition, and their own perceived ideology of these spaces. From 

their interviews, it was evident that their narratives were strongly tied to the ways in which they 

understood the social position they occupied within the hometown environments, how strongly 

they adhered to their cultural background, and how they perceived the level of open-mindedness 

of the hometown itself in regard to sexual minorities.  

 Students’ perceptions of their hometowns primarily fell into two camps: hometowns that 

were small, rural towns and municipalities made up primarily of other Hispanic individuals, and 

hometowns that were larger, urban cities with more diverse populations but predominantly white. 

For this analysis, I coded these two hometown types as Perceived Traditional Hometowns 

(PTHs) and Perceived Liberal Cities (PLCs). It was important to use the qualifier “perceived” 

to describe these locations because I had not previously developed a systematic way to deem 

these locations as traditional or liberal. Instead, these concepts came from the ways in which the 

participants themselves described their hometown environments and the level of agreeance 

between participants when referring to the same hometown (e.g., all three participants from 

Hometown A describe their experiences and perceptions of this location in the same way). These 

codes are meant to facilitate the structure of the chapter and highlight similarities between 

participants of similar hometown types. They should not be understood as polar opposites or 

reductionist concepts to try and generalize all experiences; nuances within these categories are 

discussed in the sections that follow.  
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South Texas and Small Rural Hometowns 

About one-third of participants reported growing up in different towns and cities in South 

Texas, a region known as The Valley to its residents. The area is comprised of four counties – 

Cameron, Hidalgo, Starr, and Willacy, and they mark the southernmost border between Mexico 

and the United States.  With only about ten major cities with populations between 80,000 to 

180,000 residents each, most of the Valley is made up of smaller towns and communities.  

According to the Census Bureau in 2008, these counties included high percentages of Hispanic 

residents (86% in Cameron, 90% in Hidalgo, 97% in Starr, and 86% in Willacy). With nine 

international bridges connecting the U.S. and Mexico, the Valley is also characterized by its 

influences and connections with Latin America, which has promoted tourism in the area and 

boosted its economy over the years. Even then, Starr and Hidalgo counties continue to be ranked 

among the poorest in the U.S.; Cameron, Hidalgo, and Willacy counties continue to be 

agricultural communities well-regarded as sites central to the production of citrus in the state. 

According to the participants who grew up in South Texas, these small towns and cities 

in the Valley were described primarily as “close-minded,” “traditional,” and “conservative.” This 

was primarily because these towns were made up mostly of small, tight-knit communities whose 

cultural identity was derived from the parents’ national origin (i.e., Mexican, Cuban, or Puerto 

Rican). The overarching expectation in these towns seemed to be that younger individuals were 

expected to adhere to their ethnic identities and be proud of their Latino culture. Given the small 

size of these towns, the ideology of the hometown mirrored that of the family itself, so the 

participants were almost stuck; if they left their home, they could expect their schools, churches, 

or other institutions to be culturally aligned with their family’s expectations. Individuals who 

lived in these locations seemed to adhere more closely to assumed heterosexuality, binary 
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conceptualizations of gender, and traditional gender roles as I elaborate in the sections that 

follow. For the purposes of the analysis, I refer to the small rural hometowns in South Texas and 

other locations with similar demographics as PTHs.  

South Florida and Larger Urban Cities 

Approximately a third of the sample population reported growing up in cities and 

communities in South Florida. While this region has no official boundaries (unlike the Valley 

demarcation in South Texas), I use a common definition of South Florida as the southernmost 

eastern area of the state comprised primarily of the Miami metropolitan area (including Miami-

Dade, Broward, and Palm Beach counties) and the Florida Keys. According to the Census, this 

area is very diverse with a high number of transplant populations, including retirees and seasonal 

winter communities from the northeast U.S. and a significant number of foreign-born residents 

from Latin America and the Caribbean (about 35% in 2005). In 2010, as many as 42% of the 

residents reported having Hispanic or Latino heritage (of any race), but this percentage was not 

as high as the 86%-97% Hispanic reported in the counties of South Texas or in other PTHs. 

Politically, the area is primarily democratic and includes many cities which have been known to 

be more accepting and welcoming of gay and lesbian communities, including Miami, Fort 

Lauderdale, the Palm Beaches, and Key West.  

Compared to South Texas, where most of the population in each town was predominantly 

Latino and reportedly more ideologically traditional to the views of the Latino culture, South 

Florida was more diverse when it came to the demographic and political makeup. Thus, many of 

the participants who grew up there agreed that these areas were a lot more open to racial and 

political differences. While there were still some overarching social standards individuals had to 

abide by, the access to a lot more resources and the size of the cities made it easier for 
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participants to become exposed to different points of views, lifestyles, and therefore allowed 

them to explore their own sexual identities more freely and earlier in their adolescence. Given 

participants’ descriptions of these locations as “more accepting,” “liberal,” “open-minded,” and 

“diverse,” I refer to South Florida cities and other similar locations as PLCs.  

The following paragraphs outline some of the most prevalent themes concerning the 

participants’ experiences in both PTHs and PLCs. Those from PTHs spoke most often about 

strict cultural expectations in their hometowns versus their parents’ native countries, the size of 

the hometown as prohibitive since everyone knew who they were, and their inability to “come 

out” even if they tried to do so. Conversely, individuals from PLCs spoke about their ability to 

explore their identities within the larger cities of their hometowns and the different types of 

resources available to them in these social contexts. Interestingly, some nuances exist within the 

narratives of students from PLCs in that not all of them were able to access resources due to their 

parents’ restrictions.  

Experiences and Identity Challenges in Perceived Traditional Hometowns 

Strict(er) Cultural Expectations 

The participants from South Texas and other PTHs constantly referred to their 

hometowns as places where traditional ideology was reproduced and strictly enforced. This 

included, among other things, adherence to gender roles, the assumption of heterosexuality, and 

the expectation that the men would bring honor and respect to their families. While these 

elements have been previously discussed in research on the Latino community and the family 

(e.g., Cintron 2000), most interesting in this sample was the seeming distinction between the 

perceived degree of traditionalism in the immediate hometown, and the perceived traditionalism 
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in the Latin American country tied to the participants’ nationality (mostly Mexico for 

participants from South Texas). 

Eight of the nine participants living in South Texas felt that the cultural expectations and 

norms in their hometowns were stricter than those in Mexico where their ethnic identities and 

family traditions were being drawn from. “Sometimes it’s just like if you were in Mexico, en 

veces me tratan peor que allá [sometimes they treat me worse than if I was over there]” laughed 

Horacio, “nombre [really], it’s true! It’s super conservative, and I think that even the masculine 

ways are overemphasized.” Horacio claimed that not only was the Valley “super conservative” 

but that the location was even more heteronormative than the neighboring country, from which 

individuals’ ethnic identity as Mexican was primarily constructed. In later discussions, it became 

evident that Horacio’s comparison came from the overall perception that Mexico as a whole was 

a lot more traditional and adhered more closely to heteronormativity and the gender binary, 

compared to the United States. With his comment, he pointed out that people in the South Texas 

region seemed to enforce expectations of gender and heterosexuality even more strictly than 

individuals living in Mexico.  

Nicolas shared a similar view to Horacio, but his observation had come from watching 

the news and various programming as he grew up and dealt internally which sexual identity 

conflicts. He stated: 

I think it’s weird, you know, to turn on the TV and then see all this progressiveness going 

on in Mexico, and then you wonder, “wow, why is that happening there and not here?” I 

mean, as the United States, we are supposed to be more progressive, and you know, at 

least with growing up in the Valley, you’d assume that since it is only a couple of steps 

from crossing the border that at least some of those progressive things would be adopted. 
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But…I think that what’s really happening here is that the people are in a kind of limbo 

where they don’t feel Mexican enough or American enough, so they just turn to being 

extra traditional in the hope of keeping some of the Latino culture alive, or something, so 

that their kids can continue to be cultured…I just think they may not be doing it in the 

best way, not like that. 

According to Nicolas, the stricter traditional values in the region stemmed from community 

members’ attempt to adhere to their ethnic backgrounds and pass them on to their children. He 

claimed that he did not believe that enforcing such traditional ideologies and strict attitudes was 

the best way to allow his culture to be passed on, yet his words provided some depth to 

Horacio’s comments above; they provided one perspective of where the strict sense of 

traditionalism in this geographic area may have come from. According to Horacio and other 

participants form the region, community members believed that they needed to stay true to what 

they thought was real Mexican culture, and thus they reproduced these norms. 

 In a conversation with Alvaro, he too shared a similar view: “We’re like living in 

America, no? Isn’t it supposed to be a little more liberal over here. They’re [Mexicans] 

announcing like gay marriage and shit, y aquí [and here] it’s like they travelled back in time and 

don’t want to move forward.” I then asked, “Why do you think this might be the case?” He 

responded: “Maybe it’s because we’re a small community and we feel that if we change we will 

lose ourselves. Who knows…” Like Horacio and Nicolas, Alvaro felt that the region was much 

stricter ideologically than Mexico as a whole. In addition, he believed that the main reason was 

that community members were afraid to “lose” their sense of Mexican identity as they lived in 

the United States. Like with previous research (Johnson 1997), it seems that individuals in this 

area were resisting assimilation to the values of the larger U.S. culture. In attempting to 
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reproduce their traditional values, they consequently over-enforced heteronormative ideologies 

that affected the participants’ abilities to feel able to disclose their sexual identities to their 

families. 

While these three participants spoke specifically about their perceived traditionalism of 

the Valley, some of the other participants provided examples about their experiences in the 

region (and others similar to it). Lauro expressed, “I come from a really small, sort of close 

minded town [in the Valley], you know, and so I, I knew something was different, but I knew I 

couldn’t express it or say it…I just didn’t really feel confident in letting some of my, who I was, 

come out.” Similarly, Ulises added:  

It is really hard to grow up in a place where, yes, everyone is cultured and friendly, until 

they find out you’re a little different, and then the talking behind your back begins. It 

sucks! If I would have been raised in another place instead of the Valley, I think I 

wouldn’t have hated myself for as long as I did. I specifically remember people would 

single you out or start whispering behind your back, if you decided to dress a certain way 

or act a certain way. 

Lauro’s and Ulises’ experiences provide a glimpse into what some of the other participants 

experienced growing up. For Lauro, the closed-mindedness of the town in which he lived did not 

fully allow him to express his sexual identity. Ulises, on the other hand, felt singled out when 

people found out and he came to hate himself within the hometown in which he grew up.  

 Invisibility of gay men also contributed to participants’ perceptions of the conservative 

climate in their hometowns. For example, Fernando, raised in a PTH, remembered wanting to be 

liberated from his hometown because the individuals in it were “very religious and radical 

republican ideologies pretty much dominated the town.” In his hometown, being different was 
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not acceptable. “There was only one gay bar in town that kept getting shut down,” and “everyone 

knew who everyone was,” as he explained. While the town itself was primarily white, he claimed 

that there was a significant Hispanic presence, “which didn’t make me being gay any more 

relieved.” Anywhere he turned, he felt that he had no place to go or to be himself.  

While Fernando’s PTH was not located in South Texas, the predominately white 

population in the area was more right-leaning, religious, and overall ideologically conservative. 

Thus, this made it difficult for Fernando and other participants in similar locations – Gregorio, 

Salvador, and Jaime – to have the ability to come out to their families or have sexual 

relationships in their hometowns. In these locations, both their families’ traditions and the 

ideology of the religious white communities (and in some cases, Black as in Georgia and North 

Florida) made it so that the local community as a whole felt like an overall oppressive context 

with negative views towards non-normative sexual identities. 

The participants also made references to the perception of the individuals who inhabited 

PTHs as welcoming, caring, and friendly by those from external communities. This initially 

came to light when Ulises mentioned that people in his hometown were “cultured and friendly, 

until they find out you’re a little different.” In one of the follow-up interviews, Ezequiel similarly 

stated: 

Everyone wants to move to the area [the Valley] because there are so many Mexicans, 

and we are always considered to be very nice people, but what I don’t think many of 

them realize is that within the culture itself, there are certain rules to follow and certain 

things that if you do not do them correctly, you may be outcast…so, it really is a good 

community, but culture demands are very important, and in the Valley you might find a 
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lot more conservatist [sic] people than you might expect, which is not going to be good 

news for you if you are not straight. 

Ezequiel’s comment points to a larger public perception of the people in the area as “nice and 

welcoming people.” Yet, these characteristics seem to be unavailable for within-group 

individuals who may not embody the heteronormative scripts followed by the larger community. 

Researchers have made note of similar perceptions for individuals in the South of the United 

States particularly for those living in the Bible belt, and tend to refer to this phenomenon as 

“southern hospitality,” which serves only to make marginalized populations invisible or less 

threatening (Alderman and Modlin 2013). In regard to the rest of the PTHs being discussed in 

this section, most are comprised of primarily of individuals of Mexican descent. Mexico and 

other Central and South American countries have been reported to have a more collectivist 

identity, which could explain the tighter sense of community and welcoming practices perceived 

by outsiders looking in (Hofstede 1980). Yet, this emphasis on community might also force 

individuals to adhere heavily to the collective heteronormative social scripts; violating these 

standards might be seen as act against the whole community, and not to the family unit alone 

given the smaller size of these environments. 

The Size of the Hometown: “Everyone Is Watching You” 

The smaller communities made it easier for families to know one another intimately. 

Many of the participants living in these communities were often concerned about being too 

visible and being known by others if they were to disclose their sexual orientation. Alvaro 

explained, “I think it’s been difficult back home, because there’s nobody who’s not watching 

you.” Similarly, Marcos shared, 
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Back home you have to be on your guard because you never know when somebody you 

know, knows your cousin… it’s gonna get back to your mother, it’s gonna get back to 

your grandmother, it’s gonna get back to your family, and … you just can’t feel free… 

back where I come from, you just can’t feel freedom to be a certain way, it’s like you 

can’t even walk into a restaurant, and if they can automatically tell [that you are gay], 

they will stare you down, and they will make you feel like if you say something or you do 

a certain thing or you act a certain way, you’re out of here. 

Alvaro explained that his experiences in his hometown had been difficult because he felt he (and 

others) was constantly being watched and policed by members of the community. While he did 

not provide much detail during the interview, Marcos elaborated what some of the challenges 

Alvaro referred to may be. Marcos claimed that the fear of being exposed as being gay? stems 

primarily from individuals’ inability to know for certain if those around you know any of your 

family members. This, in turn, forces young gay men like him to be “on [their] guard” and 

unable to “feel freedom to be a certain way.”  

Marcos’s quote is interesting in that he makes it clear that individuals in the community 

police one another and make sure that people follow the heteronormative scripts for self-

presentation set forth by the traditional ideology of the hometown culture. Thus, men who are 

not masculine presenting or may be deemed feminine may feel unwelcome in public 

establishments or by social others, whether or not their sexual orientation is non-heterosexual, as 

reported in previous research (Almaguer 1993).  

Some participants who moved to larger cities from small rural towns to go to college 

compared their current situations to those they had experienced back home. Some mentioned that 
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while they had felt oppressed negatively before, they did not have the language or any point of 

comparison to realize that there was something “off” about their experiences. Fabian explained:  

It has been an adjustment coming to [city name] because it’s so big and diverse and open, 

and there are so many possibilities here that I would not have had back home. The fact 

that everyone knows who you are [in my hometown] makes it really difficult to be 

yourself. They just don’t get it and won’t accept it [being gay].  

Fabian stated that it was difficult to be he because everyone in his hometown may know he (or 

had connections to family members which might potentially lead to being outed, as was the fear 

Marcos presented). He explained that community members just “don’t get it and won’t accept” 

someone being gay.   

The perception that community members in the hometown just “didn’t get it” was a 

prevalent theme across many of the participants’ accounts. Many of them were framed around 

the idea that individuals in these traditional hometowns were heavily aligned with gender and 

sexual dichotomies that reproduced ideals of heteronormativity, but that these ideologies 

stemmed from the lack of exposure to other ways of thinking due to the small size of cultural 

homogeneity of the hometown.  

Fernando shared, “After coming to [the university], I guess it really opened my eyes to 

how ignorant and uninformed I was about so many things in my hometown. It made me realized 

that there was other people like me in this small town, but it’s just that none of us were allowed 

to really be ourselves.” It was not until Fernando experienced university life that he was able to 

make sense of his hometown experiences and compare them to his current situation. When he 

thought about himself within the hometown environment, he called himself “ignorant and 
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uninformed” and proceeded to claim that he was not aware of other sexual minorities in his 

hometown either. 

 Further discussion with Fernando revealed that he had felt he needed to adopt a self-

presentation that matched that of the men around him.  Because he saw uniform masculine 

presentations in the town, he always assumed everyone must be heterosexual. Previous research 

has shown that appropriate presentations of gender tend to trump sexual identities in the Latino 

community (Ramirez 1999; Carrillo 2002; Peña-Talamantes 2013b). Asencio (2011), for 

example, found that gay Puerto Ricans engage in homonormative practices whereby they draw 

on culturally appropriate gender performances in an attempt to fit in with the dominant gender 

group. It may thus be the case in these situations that while there may be other non-heterosexual 

individuals in these locations, they, too, may engage in homonormative practices and are socially 

invisible to other non-heterosexual youth in the area.  

“Coming Out” Does Not Guarantee “Staying Out” 

 In addition to the strict cultural expectations and the public knowledge of the 

participant’s personal lives in their small communities, one interesting aspect of these social 

contexts involved the participants’ inability to “come out.” While the common argument in the 

Latino sexuality literature tends to be that individuals in these communities may not be willing to 

come out based on the strict cultural expectations (Carrier 1989; Diaz 1998), it was interesting to 

note that seven of the participants in this study had indeed pushed to come out, but they felt that 

it had been in vain.  “I don’t know,” said Agustín, “sometimes I think that a lot of this crazy 

comes from how small my town was and how freaked out I would always get about being 

labeled gay.” Like others in the above section, Agustín attributed a lot of his insecurities and 

inability to come out and be true to himself to the conservative climate of the small town where 
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he grew up. The “crazy” he mentions in the quote is a reference to the aftermath of his family’s 

awareness of his sexual orientation. Earlier in the interview he had explained that he had come 

out to his family, but that he had been asked to keep it to himself. He explained that it drove him 

“crazy” because they knew about him being gay, but he felt like nothing had changed: “It was 

supposed to be liberating to come out, and all they said was ‘okay fine, just don’t tell anyone 

about it because we don’t want people to be talking [about it]. You know how it is here, people 

are just waiting to see what gossip they can start.” For Agustín’s parents, the concern was not 

about whether their son was gay, but more about how the community would “gossip” about it. 

For Agustín, their response felt like a great defeat to his inner sense of self. After garnering the 

courage to come out, he had been asked to keep it a secret even longer, but he was not the only 

one who underwent this same situation. 

Like Agustín, all six other participants who came out to their families in PTHs –Ezequiel, 

Alvaro, Fernando, Gregorio, Salvador, and Jaime – reported being asked to keep their sexual 

orientation a secret in the local community after coming out to their parents (compared to only 1 

of the 7 who came out in South Florida and other liberal cities). This cultural practice has been 

documented in the Latino sexuality literature as the conspiracy of silence (Carrier 1989; Diaz 

1998). Research shows that Latina/o lesbian and gay individual in this predicament have reported 

a continuing sense of shame, guilt, and continued self-hatred because they must remain invisible 

even after their revelations (Newman & Muzzonigro 1993). Most of the participants whom I 

interviewed shared these emotions. Ezequiel explained: “If you come out [to your family], you 

tell them you are gay. But none of who you really are will ever be accepted, yeah…you cannot 

bring somebody over, you can’t, you know, express yourself in a certain way, or be a certain way 

because they think ‘Oh that’s gay” …it’s just, it’s unspoken. And because it’s unspoken when 



46 

you do speak out about it, the more infuriating it gets for people, and the more infuriating it gets 

you!”  Similarly, Gregorio stated, “Once you open that pandora’s box you have to figure out 

exactly how you are going to proceed because it will tear you apart to find out that, you know, 

here you are…tearing your heart out trying to be honest, you know, only to find out that…that 

my family is concerned with what others will say more than with what you feel as their son. It 

hurts, you know. But more than anything it gets you so angry, and then they wonder why some 

of us go out and act out or rebel.” 

Ezequiel and Gregorio both spoke about the emotional aspects of coming out and not 

being accepted by their families. Ezequiel felt infuriated by coming out and not being able to 

engage in any of the behaviors that he should be allowed to (e.g., dating men), while Gregorio 

believed that his family placed more value on societal expectations than on his own identity as a 

gay man. Gregorio went on to point out that a sense of invalidation by family members led to his 

engagement in deviant behaviors such as acting out or rebelling against the family. His comment 

makes sense in the context of gay youth literature especially as it relates to acceptance of the 

individual’s sexual identity by the family. Studies have shown that a lack of family and self-

acceptance can lead to increased cases of depression, homelessness, and, at times criminal 

activity, violence, and even suicide in gay youth (Hershberger and D’Augelli 1995; D’Augelli, 

Hershberger, and Pilkington 1998; Dandfort, Melendez, and Diaz 2007; O’Donnell, Meyer, and 

Schwartz 2011). 

Other participants offered a different point of view concerning why these issues may not 

be discussed at home. Fernando explained:  

Most of my immediate family knows I’m gay but we never actively discuss things about 

my life… maybe it’s just who I am…and it might get kinda rough, initially …[as a family 
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you] can’t say anything about it, because then you know, we’re not going to get along 

with everyone else, and it’s just going to get worse and worse and worse, so I think, that 

they are just trying to contain it, for what it is, so that the people on the outside will think 

it’s okay even if there are problems at home, and I think that is one of the biggest 

problems especially with moms when they are like “I do not want them to talk about me, 

or to think that I am a bad mother,” “I’m supposed to be a good mom and if my son or 

daughter is gay or lesbian, then it means that I failed” because mothers are always 

blaming themselves and things like that. 

Fernando believed that the conspiracy of silence was simply a result of “just trying to 

contain it [the knowledge that there is a non-heterosexual member of your household]” due to the 

strict cultural norms and expectations of the small communities that might blame women for not 

raising their children as heterosexual men and women. He felt that sharing this knowledge would 

not allow his family to “get along with everyone else.” When I asked him to elaborate, he 

explained that while homosexuality was frowned upon, it was more tolerated if it was “kept in 

the shadows.” In other words, the community could label individuals as “strange” or “weird” or 

“peculiar,” but they would still be assumed heterosexuals. Labeling an individual homosexual, 

and allowing them to claim that identity openly, brought negative implications for the family. 

With Latinos being very much community-oriented, there was no room for individuals to be 

selfish. Being a good member of the community meant letting go of your own needs and placing 

those of your family at the forefront. In this situation, the family unit seemed to be more 

important even if the true self-identity might have to bear the consequences of continuing to be 

concealed. 
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Like Fernando, several other participants in the PTHs were very concerned about the 

health and well-being of their family members. In many cases, they preferred to sacrifice their 

own happiness, instead of hurting family members’ feelings by coming out. For many of the 

participants, this decision included negotiating their identities in their hometown to be able to 

successfully pass as heterosexual and reduce the risk of their families finding out. For those who 

did come out, while they had to conceal the truth from the rest of the community, most of them 

did so at the expense of their own happiness in the environment. Studies have tended to represent 

young people as less competent and emotionally immature when compared to adults (see Baxter-

Magolda 2001 discussion on higher orders of consciousness), but the participants in PTHs 

exhibited an increased awareness of their social contexts, their positions in these spaces, and the 

expectations of various key players in the specific environment (in this case, family, and 

community members). In the end, while the community may have been more restrictive than 

others, they found ways to somehow protect their parents from the emotional hurt and 

disappointment of discovering their sexuality or having others discover it and from stigma within 

the community, similar to the findings of McNamee and colleagues (2003).  

Experiences and Identity Challenges in Perceived Liberal Cities 

The Separation of “Home” and “The City” 

Similar to those in PTHs, the participants in PLCs reported that many of their families 

held more traditional social views than those is the larger cities where they lived. Being 

dependent on their families, they were still expected to adhere to traditional gender norms, fulfill 

gendered family roles, and act accordingly with the heteronormative expectations of the family 

environment. One major difference between the PTHs and the PLCs was that the larger size of 

the PLCs provided a means towards physical separation between “home” and “the city.” The 
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participants in PLCs could use this separation to their advantage to explore and better understand 

their sexual identities.  

Several participants described the benefits of being able to remove one’s self from the 

home environment. Julio stated, “I grew up in [a large, urban, metropolitan area], and I think that 

was one of the reasons why the whole sexuality issue wasn’t ever a really big deal, since, you 

know, you could always leave the house and go get lost in the city…you never had to show 

yourself at home if it wasn’t accepted.” For participants like Julio, having a second physical 

space beyond the home where one could “go get lost in” allowed him a sense of agency in how 

to deal with the backlash of potential non-acceptance in the home. Julio had reportedly come out 

to his parents, but they had ignored him. “I think it was mostly because they knew already but 

wanted me to keep silent so they didn’t have to actually face it. I don’t know. Maybe they 

thought that if they didn’t acknowledge it, it would go away.”   

Julio’s experience mirrors that of the participants who underwent the conspiracy of 

silence in the PTHs, but his ability to escape his house and continue to explore his sexual identity 

elsewhere in the city was an advantage he had over participants in PTHs who felt the home and 

the city were one in the same. Interestingly, many of the participants seemed to take this benefit 

(and others) for granted, and they didn’t come to realize its importance until they arrived in 

college and reflected back on their hometowns. 

Like Julio, five other participants – Yune, Armando, Gabriel, Roel, and Ramsés – seemed 

to benefit from the ability to use the city as a safe space separate from the home. At the time of 

the interviews, these participants had already come out to their parents, but each of them made 

references that contrasted with the experiences of those in PTHs who had previously reported 

their hometowns being so small that everyone knew each other. “It’s kind of nice because once 
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you go to another part of the city, no one knows you anymore,” Yune offered. He continued, 

“This was a really big deal for me since it gave me the ability to figure out who I was and get 

some time to think about everything on my own without having to do it in the midst of dealing 

with any family drama. When I was ready to let others know about me, I had had enough time to 

make sure I was confident in who I was.” For Yune, the separation between the home 

environment and the larger city allowed him to have time to make sense of his identity away 

from home. Once he was “confident in who he was,” he was then able to come out to his parents. 

Armando, for example, also spoke about the city as a place for exploration away from 

home. He shared,  

The school where I was attending was a bit far from home, so sometimes it was easy to 

just say I had some after-school activity and explore for a bit. Otherwise, it was a little 

difficult to get out and just go without having my parents ask. I would go off with some 

friends, check out some of the forbidden places, (laughs) – you know the gay ones – and 

then come back like it was no big deal. It was almost like I was living some double 

life…but in the end I guess it helped. It really helped to come to terms with who I 

was…you know, to see gay people be out and about and normal. 

Like Yune, Armando used the city as a place to validate his own sexual identity. For Armando, it 

was important to see other gay men to help him come to terms with who he was. He later 

explained that coming out to his parents was a little rough, but that he truly felt that living in a 

community that was open about being different helped him deal with the process, (even though 

he might not have realized it in this way when it happened). 
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An interesting take on the separation of the home and the city came from the one 

participant from South Florida who was not out to his family at the time of the interviews, 

Ismael. He offered the following: 

[My hometown] is actually really neat in that there is such a big gay scene. There are 

resorts, there are all kinds of bars, and things and a lot of gay tourists always in the area. 

It makes it really easy to just be amongst them and be far enough away to where my 

family wouldn’t notice. You have to also take into consideration that where the gay area 

would be is not [voice emphasis]—some place that my actual family would visit. If 

you’re talking fancy resorts and bars, my family can’t afford that, but really, let’s get real, 

why would my family even go to those locations. 

Like the participants before him, Ismael recognized that there was a “big gay scene…far 

enough away” where he could go off and explore his sexual identity. But most interesting was 

his reference to the socioeconomic disparities that allowed for distancing his family from the gay 

community in the city where he grew up. It was “obvious” to him that members of his family 

would not be anywhere near the area where the gay community was located because it would be 

too expensive for them to afford, and because it might just not be the type of place where they 

might feel comfortable visiting. In speaking more with Ismael, I asked if there was ever a worry 

that anyone he knew might actually show up in the area and if he would be at risk. He laughed a 

bit and then responded with “Well, if I see anyone who sees me then the question can turn right 

back to them, like…say: ‘what are you doing here?’ and it almost forces them to keep the secret 

because you might out them too.” Ismael had seemingly thought out possible outcomes for a 

situation where he might be outed by his family members or others who might know him. He 

was aware that his family’s modest socioeconomic status was a source of protection for him in 
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the city, but if that failed he claimed that he could use a simple question to bring the 

heterosexuality of another individual into question.  

The city allowed for a second physical space where the participants could explore their 

sense of self and figure out who they were without having to deal with family members’ 

reactions and consequences for their status within the community. For some, it was enough to 

have some time away from home to explore, while for others, it was a way to validate their own 

emerging identities as gay men. In some cases, the concentration of the gay community in areas 

of higher socioeconomic classes allowed for the participants to feel safe about visiting these 

locations since they felt their families did not possess the resources to visit these parts of town. 

Overall, these participants held a geographical (and sometimes ideological) benefit over those 

from PTHs, even though they may not have initially realized these advantages. In addition to the 

physical separation of the home and the city, the participants had a number of other resources at 

their disposal that could potentially make their sexual identity development easier in PLCs over 

PTHs. The next section elaborates further on these advantages for those who made use of them. 

The Availability and Accessibility of Resources 

The larger geographical profile of these PLCs, as well as their diversity, provided 

resources, visibility, and some degree of protection for the gay community and youth who were 

questioning their sexual identities. Yet, the availability of these resources did not always mean 

that they were accessible or known to the participants. In several occasions, the participants even 

spoke about finding out about these services only after entering college. 

 One major aspect of these resources was the availability of gay-friendly (and gay-

exclusive) establishments and the visibility of gay symbols. Roel explained,  
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Back home, you’ll find everything. From food to clubs to people from all over the place, 

there’s definitely something for everyone. Growing up there while questioning my 

sexuality was a god-send. It was great to be able to go to the gay club with my friends 

during high school, or check out coffee shops and things that had rainbows and pro-gay 

signs all the time. 

For Roel, these resources were a “god-send.” In his view, he may not have been able to accept 

his sexuality or come out to his parents if he had not had these resources. He mentioned several 

times over the interview that he was really grateful to have had places where he could see gay 

individuals be themselves. There was something about normalizing homosexuality within those 

spaces that allowed him to “come to terms” with his sexuality and come out to his family prior to 

going to college, similar to Ismael’s experience in his PLC in the previous section. 

 In addition to seeing these elements as normal, some of the participants made use of 

LGBT resources in the city to aid their own sexual identity acceptance. When I asked about first 

becoming aware of his sexuality, Aurelio responded: 

I remember feeling different in middle school, it had started in the locker rooms and I 

was getting really embarrassed, and I didn’t know how to explain it. I didn’t know who to 

talk to, and finally reached out to a teacher whom I had overheard talking to another 

teacher about his partner [signals quotation marks in the air when he said partner] – and 

you know what that means…so I reached out to him, and he happened to volunteer for a 

counseling center for queer youth, and he really helped me out. 

I then asked if he had continued to go to the counseling center after being referred by the teacher. 

He responded, “Absolutely! I even would recommend it to other people whom I felt would 
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benefit from it. It was primarily beneficial because at some point I had to tell my parents about it 

and they also were able to help understand what I was going through.”  

Aurelio was the only participant who spoke about his parents obtaining some kind of 

counseling to help them better understand their son's sexual identity. For the most part, other 

mentions of mental health counseling in the interviews usually came from parents wanting to 

send their sons to “fix themselves” after coming out, like Alvaro had experienced.  

There were also several instances where the participants spoke about how their families 

made it difficult for them to explore the city without their consent. Thus, while the cities may 

have had a lot of resources to offer, the participants did not have immediate access to these 

resources since they lived with their parents during their time at home. Gabriel, for example, 

explained: 

My parents were actually very strict, and I guess they may have had their suspicions early 

on about my being gay, so they never really let me sleep over at friends’ houses, they 

always gave me curfews, and were always trying to figure out exactly where I was going 

to be and for how long. So, while we had a lot more acceptance and [my hometown] was 

pretty liberal overall, my parents were like hawks when it came to my whereabouts. 

Similarly, Omar, who lived in a large, metropolitan area in South Florida, claimed that he felt the 

city was “strictly conservative,” which was interesting because he was the only individual who 

described this location in this way, while most others in the area had described it as “very 

liberal.” He explained, “We lived with several other family members, and everyone was always 

on my ass about where I was going or what I was doing. It was miserable. There may have been 

gay stuff around, but I was never exposed to it. I just wanted to get the hell out of there.” Omar’s 
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assessment of his hometown as a closed-minded city was due to his family members’ strict rules 

about his behaviors. 

 The experiences of both Gabriel and Omar were limited by what they were able to access. 

In a way, their experiences mirrored those of the participants from the PTHs in that the family 

had the majority of the control over what the individual was allowed to do and the expectations 

for being a good son who abided by the norms and expectations of the household. Therefore, for 

participants who experienced family members’ strict monitoring, the amount of gay related 

resources in the larger community had little impact on their development of sexual identity. 

Interestingly, Gabriel believed that his city was very much a liberal and open space, while 

Omar tied his experiences in the home environment with those of the city “since I never got to do 

anything in [my hometown] anyway, other than work.” Since Omar had to work and help 

support his family, it is possible that he had made a conscious effort to avoid exploring gay-

related resources, activities, organizations, and events. Doing so may have tied him to the gay 

community in one way or another and he was not ready to come out to his family. 

 Similar to Omar, Cristobal had also described his own hometown in South Florida as 

conservative even though others had made references to the same city being more open, diverse, 

and accepting:  

I guess I just took to my journals and wrote my feelings away. I guess I was pretty bitter 

back then. I didn’t do much. I didn’t talk to anyone. It was so lonely. There may have 

been things to see, but I always felt like my writing was my best weapon. I wonder if I 

thought it was so conservative because of how I felt my parents were. They literally took 

me to school, picked me up, and repeat. 
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Cristobal thus used writing as a tool to escape his own negative situation at home. Like Omar 

and Gabriel, he felt he was tied down to what his parents allowed him to do. In his case, he 

didn’t use the larger city as a secondary context for exploration because he was not allowed. He 

had also mentioned in the interview that he didn’t have a car and that he didn’t have many 

friends, so that also became prohibitive. Cristobal thus thought of his hometown as equivalent to 

his home environment. If he had been able to explore the city at will, he may have come to think 

of it as a more progressive place like other participants who lived there.  

While family restrictions were at the core of inaccessibility of resources for Gabriel, 

Omar, and Cristobal, René shared a bit about his own reservations about being able to join the 

gay community:  

For me, I don’t know why this was as though, I felt like, to be gay I would need to climb 

to the upper class. Everything I would see related to gay people was always really 

expensive, they had the nicest houses, the nicest cars, the area where many of them lived 

was so well-kept, they went to the gym and had what seemed like perfect bodies…it’s a 

bit materialistic, I know, but growing up so poor, sometimes I just wanted to be them, I 

just didn’t know if I would be able to be a part of that community when I had no money. 

Coming from a low-income family, René was not sure if he would be able to play into what he 

perceived to be the gay lifestyle. While he coveted having some of these things, he was unsure of 

how to attain them. René’s narrative was similar to Ismael’s previous explanation of the gay area 

in his city known for the “fancy resorts and bars.” While Ismael seemed to feel safe that his 

family would not find him here, Rene felt that he may never be able to be a full member of the 

gay community with his lack of socioeconomic resources. 
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 Finally, four of the twelve participants in the PLCs were unaware of the different kinds of 

available LGBT resources in their cities. Marcelo said, for example: 

For me, I don’t know, I guess it was just that I was too embarrassed, just too focused on 

my education and thinking about the future that I didn’t really come out or realize that 

there was anything that I could actually visit. It wasn’t until I came to college and met 

some other gay people and they happened to be from back home that they told me about 

all the cool spots to visit and things to do. 

For Marcelo, the focus in his adolescence was not on his sexual identity development but on his 

education, so he did not become exposed to the resources in the city. In later conversations, he 

spoke about not being able to come out to his family because he didn’t think it would make them 

happy. Like Marcelo, several other participants withheld their sexual identity from their parents 

and worked hard to focus on other aspects of their lives and forgo any connection to the gay 

community while at home.  

The experiences of the participants in PLCs contrasted with those of participants in 

PTHs. One major aspect of PLCs involved the larger physical space the participants were 

allowed to explore. The city became a kind of second environment where the participants could 

escape the norms of their family and home environment, (which were very similar to those found 

in the PTHs). In addition to the large size of the PLCs, many of these areas also had well-

developed gay communities. Yet, there was a marked distinction between the social class 

standing of the gay community and the communities from which the participants came. For 

some, this discrepancy caused emotional distress while for others, it assured that their family 

members would never run into them there. Additionally, there were some participants who felt 

that their own PLCs were a lot stricter and more conservative than others had made them out to 
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be. This was due primarily to their perception of their parents as more involved in their lives and 

restricting their ability to explore the larger cities.  

Summary 

 This chapter examined the ways in which twenty-five gay Latino college students made 

sense of their hometown experiences and the influences these contexts played on their ability to 

develop their identities as gay Latinos. The participants’ hometowns ranged from small, rural 

towns and municipalities to larger, urban cities and metropolitan areas. Based on their own 

perceptions of their hometown culture, I coded hometowns into two categories: perceived 

traditional hometowns (PTHs) and perceived liberal cities (PLCs). While these 

conceptualizations aided in my ability to find similarities in the participants narratives, they are 

not intended to be polar opposites or to essentialize the experiences of individuals living in these 

locations. As I described in the sections above, there were some nuances even within these 

hometown types – specifically for students in PLCs. 

Perceived traditional hometowns were characterized by strict cultural expectations, 

intimate knowledge of the various families and community members, and placing the priority on 

the family’s image, instead of the participants’ sexual identity disclosure. Because of the 

conservative climate, the emphasis on family, and the limited visibility of gay people, the size of 

the hometown communities seemed to play a prominent role in the ways the participants felt they 

could operate within the social context. Many of the participants didn’t realize the constraints of 

their hometowns on their individual identity process until they had left and were in a different 

environment. By entering college and experiencing a different location, they were able to draw 

comparisons between where they used to be and where they were now.  
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 Conversely, perceived liberal cities were characterized by a marked physical separation 

between the participants home and the larger city in which it was located. While they were still 

held to strict cultural norms in their family home, the diverse make-up of the PLCs – including a 

more diverse cultural identity, visibility of gay communities, and perceived tolerance of sexual 

minorities – allowed many of the participants to explore their sexual identity without the threat 

of having to come out to their parents. There were some participants that reported being unable 

to access external resources given their family’s restrictions and push for denying exploration. 

Even then, this did not mean they were not exposed to other viewpoints, ideologies, and diversity 

of perspectives through school, events, or other activities as a result of living in the larger city 

context. While some participants equated the cultural ideology in their home to that of their 

larger hometown, their narratives about their expectations for attending were still similar to those 

of other PLC participants who did have access to other parts of the city, as I will discuss in 

Chapter 5.  

In the following chapter, I explore students’ motivations and expectations for attending 

college by hometown type. I then explain whether the realities of their college experiences 

aligned with their original expectations, and whether campus resources for sexual and ethnic 

minority students were helpful in alleviating some of the identity challenges they experienced. A 

more detailed discussion of the findings of this chapter and those of Chapter 5 are available in 

Chapter 6.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

EXPECTATIONS AND REALITIES OF THE UNIVERSITY EXPERIENCE 
 
 

In the previous chapter, I discussed the ways in which students perceived their 

hometowns and some of the themes that made rural towns and urban cities different spaces for 

experiencing gay Latino identity. The participants generally referred small rural hometowns as 

more traditional and conservative and larger urban locations are more progressive and liberal. 

This chapter expands on the ways in which students spoke about their motivations for attending 

college, their expectations of what the college experience might entail, and the challenges they 

experienced upon arriving at the university campus. I find that there are similar themes for 

students from perceived traditional hometowns (PTHs) and those from perceived liberal cities 

(PLCs) in regard to the expectations and motivations for attending college. Interestingly, the 

impact of hometown contexts becomes a little more blurred when it comes to the students’ actual 

experiences once they were situated within the college context. They learn to navigate the new 

environment with and without the help of campus resources that may not always be aware of the 

nuances of the gay Latino experience. Given that I have explored strategies for sexual and ethnic 

identity negotiation in the college context previously for gay and lesbian Latinxs (Peña-

Talamantes, 2013a), I do not discuss these processes here. Instead, the findings in this chapter 

shed light on the influences that hometown contexts have on gay Latinos’ expectations for 

college life and some of the challenges the they face upon their transition into the college 

environment.  

Motivations for and Expectations of the College Experience  

When it came to the transition between hometown to the college context, many of the 

themes the participants highlighted indicated that their hometowns and lives prior to coming to 
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college seemed to have a great influence on what they thought their college experience would be 

like, or why they felt college was a necessary next step after high school. Two major themes – 

exploration and expectation – emerged from the data as I explain in the paragraphs that follow. 

These themes were mostly associated with the hometown types presented in Chapter 4 in the 

following manner: participants from PTHs usually spoke of their expectations and motivations in 

terms of exploration, while participants from PLCs often referred to their college-going 

expectations as an expectation of their communities, their parents, and their peers. 

College as Hope and Means of Exploration 

 For ten of the thirteen participants who had previously defined their hometowns as 

smaller traditional hometowns, PTHs, the idea of attending a university provided them with a 

sense of hope to move away from their perceived oppression at home. In the interviews, 

participants had constantly expressed the need to: (a) “hide my sexuality from my parents 

because I didn’t want to hurt them”  (Horacio); (b) “find other ways of trying to explore my own 

desires [than getting a boyfriend] by like watching gay porn and locking my door” (Marcos);  

and, (c) “feel free and liberated from all the house rules [without] having to explain who my 

[male] friend was because according to my mom, ‘I really didn’t have friends’” (Ezequiel). 

Participants overwhelmingly shared the challenges that came from having to hide their sexuality 

from their parents, explore their sexual identities, and feel empowered to become their own 

person. Many of these participants had recounted stories of past experiences in their hometowns 

that made them “just want to like run away and cry on my own because I felt so different” 

(Ulises), or go somewhere where things could be “more relaxing where I [could] be myself” 

(Lauro).  
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Since the university was their way out of their oppressive hometown environments, they 

saw it as a place where they felt they may be able to explore what it meant to be gay Latinos and 

participate in gay-related activities they could not have otherwise attended or known about at 

home. “We had people who would come back to give us like speeches and stuff about how 

awesome college was and how we all needed to go too, so I always saw it as my ticket to getting 

the hell out of [my PTH],” offered Alvaro. Similarly, Fabian stated,  

Well, [PTH] was one of the bigger towns in the area, but it was not very accepting at all, 

and there was no way I was gonna be able to find myself or know what being gay really 

meant if I stayed. I had to leave. I felt like college was gonna be that place where 

everything was gonna make sense, and I could explore my sexuality and really make sure 

that this is who I was and to, you know, disprove the stupid idea that I could, you know, 

be going through like a “phase” or whatever. 

For both Alvaro and Fabian, the college environment was a space where exploration was 

possible in ways that they had not been able to do while in their hometowns. For Fabian, it went 

a step further in that it could prove to be a place where he could solidify his identity as a gay man 

beyond the common “it’s a phase” narrative that he had often heard in his hometown. In a way, 

they perceived the college environment to be a context where they could hope to be accepted. 

 Consistent with these verbal remarks, hope and freedom were common themes amongst 

the photographs submitted by participants from PTHs, as is evidenced by the photographs and 

reflections of the following three students. Armando submitted a photograph of a ray of sunlight 

coming through a set of large dark clouds and called it “a ray of hope” (see Figure 1). During our 

interview, he explained that this photograph represented his breaking free into the college world 

and finding a “more open and free environment that will let me be myself.”  



63 

 

Figure 1: A Ray of Hope. Photograph submitted by Armando. 

 

Ulises shared photograph of a person’s head that was opened up and all of these colorful 

elements were seemingly popping out of it (see Figure 2). He explained that this image 

symbolized his transition to college, which would allow him to “free my mind beyond what was 

possible back home.” 

 

Figure 2:  Free My Mind. Image submitted by Ulises. 
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Finally, Agustin shared a photo of a mother tiger who had adopted piglets as her young 

and was sleeping with them. He explained that this image was important because it represented 

“finally feel[ing] accepted and loved for being different.” Agustin had spoken about how he still 

felt like an outsider as he compared himself to the piglets wearing tiger-striped shirts to look like 

tiger cubs. He stated, however, he had believed that college would allow everyone to blend in 

based on their new earned statuses as “college students” even though each where a little different 

on the inside. 

 

 

Figure 3: Adopted Piglets. Photograph submitted by Agustin 

 

 The photographs from Armando, Ulises, and Agustin alluded to the same thing: a 

perception of the college environment as able to offer them a kind of space for freedom and 

exploration. Many of the other participants’ narratives from PTHs also reflected this expectation. 

As many of the participants recalled at the time of their interviews, the idea of going to college 

was almost idealized in that it would be the place where there would be no more rules or 
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expectations from their families and where they would be able to solidify who they were. This 

may have been due to their limited exposure outside of their hometowns where the ideology of 

the home and the larger context in which they lived was very similar. They later realized that 

their initial expectations did not match the reality of what they encountered upon entering the 

college campus. Instead, they encountered a heteronormative climate and discrimination from 

some peers, which mirrored some of what their hometowns were like. Yet, the focus on this 

initial assessment of the college environment as a space for hope and freedom is an important 

one to make especially since it is somewhat different than the more nuanced expectations of their 

peers from PLCs.  

College as Expectation and the Logical Next Step Towards Success 

 The majority of the narratives from students who had reported growing up in larger, more 

open-minded cities (PLCs) centered around college being the logical next step in their lives. 

While there were some participants who spoke about the possibilities for exploration and 

freedom from these contexts, as well, they were not the majority, and it was not the primary 

focus of their narratives. Given that these participants had been exposed to hometowns with 

access to resources or visibility of the gay community (even though they may not have been able 

to access them due to parental limitations, as explained in the previous sections), the need for 

exploration or acceptance was not as pronounced as in the group of students who had never been 

exposed to gay organizations, parades, establishments, or other resources in their hometowns.  

 For many of the participants from PLCs (9 of the 13), attending college seemed to be 

what was expected following their high school graduation. In other words, it was not a matter of 

whether they wanted to attend, but one of “it was just what you’re supposed to do” as Ismael 

explained. Going to college was, as Yune asserted, “what everyone did…by junior year, 
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counselors were already asking where we were applying, and we were visiting colleges and 

talking to our friends about what majors we were going to have.” This was a particularly 

interesting theme in that both groups had referenced going to college and its importance overall. 

Yet, given the larger cities and the greater diversity that categorized PLCs, attending a university 

was commonplace among the high school graduates. Conversely, individuals from smaller towns 

had mostly reported being some of the few to break away from the hometown culture of staying 

at the local community college or working at a local restaurant. In essence, college attendance in 

the larger hometowns was a common occurrence; for those in the smaller hometowns, it was 

linked more to bringing their family pride and self-exploration. 

 Unlike their peers from smaller hometowns who readily stated that college was a place 

for exploration and that they yearned to go there to figure out more about their sexual identities, 

many of the students from PLCs were actually a little surprised when I asked specifically if their 

decision to come to college had any relationship to their sexuality. “How it relates to my 

sexuality?! [seemingly a little surprised] Well, you know I’ve never thought about it like that,” 

explained Gabriel. “I mean,” he continued, “it’s kind of obvious that nowadays everyone goes to 

college, regardless of sexuality…so I wouldn’t say it’s connected, you know.” Similarly, 

Marcelo told me during one of his interviews, “My family being Cuban has a really high regard 

for education, and I think it is in our blood to ensure that we are all successful and hold ourselves 

to high standards. From the time I was a kid, I had always heard about college, and it was 

something I grew up with, even though my parents hadn’t gone themselves.” Gabriel and 

Marcelo thought of the college-going experience as a normal part of their lives. While they 

approached this reality from a different lens – Gabriel felt everyone attended college and 

Marcelo tied it to his ethnic background – they both had a similar understanding of the 
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expectations regarding college attendance: they were supposed to do it because it was expected 

and the logical next step in their educational career. 

In addition to the logical next step narrative, their concerns around college attendance 

were primarily centered on their fields of study or their majors. The following three participants 

showcase this focus in their narratives and some of the photographs they submitted. Ramses 

recalled: 

Since I took physics [in high school], I was really interested in studying physics and 

math, so it was obvious that college was where I was going to do that. I mean, it was nice 

that I’d be away from my family to get a chance to be a little more open about myself, but 

I had already come out at home, so that wasn’t the main part of it. The truth is that if you 

want to get anywhere, you have to get a degree and so for that you are going to need a 

college education. You can’t graduate high school and expect to like work for NASA. 

Similarly, Omar had provided an image of a reptile shedding its skin (see Figure 4) and 

explained: 

This snake picture is actually pretty cool in that it has several meanings. I like that it is 

like becoming renewed and leaving its skin behind, and it’s kinda like me and how I felt 

about going to college, like I’m going to grow and develop and be a better, smarter, 

person… I feel like this snake because I’m not afraid to grow and get better and shed all 

the bad things and be like a protector for my family and like their dreams for me. 

Finally, Cristobal stated: 

I don’t think that for me, it was so much about going to college and getting crazy or 

discovering more about myself sexually, even though I am not out to my family yet or 

any of that. I think that was like an obvious part of what was going to happen in college 
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that I didn’t have to expect it to be a reality. For me, college really felt like this was the 

next step and that if I wanted to be successful, this is where I needed to go, especially 

with a major in like creative writing [laughs]. 

 

 

Figure 4: Leaving the Skin Behind. Photograph submitted by Omar.  

 

In their explanations, Ramses stated that physics was a field where a high school 

education was not enough, and that a college degree would be necessary; Omar’s fascination for 

reptiles led him to his undergraduate program; and Cristobal felt that without a college 

education, his chosen field of study – creative writing – would be even less well-paid. For these 

participants and a few others, the field of study seemed to be one of the primary factors for their 

motivations to attend college, instead of highlighting their need to explore their sexual identities 

or be free of their home environments as most PTH narratives seemed to do.  

The interviews also indicated that participants from PLCs had greater exposure to 

institutions of higher education and to individuals who attended higher education institutions. 

Even though most participants were first generation college students (all but one student in 
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PLCs), they all had an idea of what to expect through their peers. Several of them had built 

strong relationships with friends at their high schools who had graduated a year or two before 

they were supposed to graduate. This made it easy for them to communicate with their friends 

and get an idea of what college was like. Interestingly, even then, sexuality was not a topic that 

seemed to be discussed in these interactions. They primarily focused on ethnic pride, being able 

to advance their families socioeconomic status, and be the first to set a trend for cousins and 

other family members that came after them. For example, Yune submitted a photograph of a 

close-up of a cactus plant with thorns and a spider web that connected its leaves (see Figure 5). 

He explained: 

When I saw this cactus, it spoke to me. Especially the spider web and the thorns. Being 

Latino you’re always associated with cactuses [sic] and sombreros, even if you’re not 

Mexican, but this photo is so much more. It reminded me of where I am and the potential 

I have to make an impact on my family by going to college. The thorns are a 

representation of the struggles I’ll have, but me going means that I will connect other 

generations to me…like the web connecting the leaves behind the second one. The first 

leaf is like people that have gone to college that I know who have given me advice…we 

are all on the same track…all dealing with the same thorns but as more go, the thorns get 

blurrier in the distance. 

Yune’s photograph and description capture many of the aspects that students seemed to refer to: 

connections to ethnic identity, the ability to anticipate struggles given their peers’ knowledge of 

the college environment, and their desire to serve as trendsetters for their families. Yune, like 

many of the participants in PLCs, understood that the path to college would not be an easy one 

but they drew on their friends and peers to gain information about the process and try to prepare 



70 

for it. This was also easily made possible because several major universities were situated in 

PLCs. Getting college tours, speaking to people involved with university environments, and 

getting pushed from their high school administrators to seek a college education was more 

commonplace in PLCs.  For many participants in the PTHs, the nearest higher education 

institutions were several hours away by car.  These factors may have additionally normalized 

college attendance for many of the students who had been raised in larger cities. 

 

 

Figure 5: Generational Cactus. Photograph submitted by Yune.  

 

Initial Experiences on the College Campus 

 While participants from PTHs generally seemed to expect the college environment to be 

a place for hope and freedom for exploration and those from PLCs saw it as the logical next step 

in their educational paths, their experiences upon setting foot on the college campus were far 

from ideal, for either party. The university environment provided a new space for the participants 

to confirm their sexual identities, but they soon found that many of the heterosexist norms that 
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prevailed in their homes (and hometown contexts for participants in PTHs) were replicated on 

campus.  

No matter where the students were coming from, the college environment was neither the 

freest and most accepting environment, nor was it easy to navigate without experiencing some 

level of marginalization. Students from PTHs who had hoped for a space where they could 

explore what they wanted were met with some resistance on behalf of the prevailing norms of the 

larger campus community. Those from PLCs who did not feel their sexuality was an issue and 

regarded the college environment as a means to professional and educational development soon 

found that they needed to be more careful about their sexual presentation and ensure that they 

felt safe doing so. For those who had come out at home or lived somewhat open about their 

sexual identities in their high schools, the overall expectation seemed to be that college would be 

as free and accepting as, if not more so than, their high schools and hometowns. Yet, this too, 

was not always the case.  

The following sections describe some of the major challenges these students experienced 

in their transition to the college campus. Their experiences clashed with their initial expectations 

of the college environment and thus forced them to rethink their social position as gay Latinos on 

campus. Three major issues – (1) risk of discrimination and marginalization, (2) limited ability to 

disclose sexual orientation, and (3) threats toward participants’ self-acceptance and self-worth – 

were prominent in the photographs and the narratives of the participants, as follows.  

Risk of Discrimination and Marginalization  

Upon arrival or shortly thereafter, many of the participants reported feeling uneasy, 

unsafe, unwelcome, and overall very uncomfortable in their respective predominantly white 

institutions, Central University (CU) and Southeastern University (SEU). These emotions usually 
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emerged from events they had witnessed or blatant marginalization they had endured. During his 

first days on campus, Gabriel (participant from a PLC) recalled “sitting down with a friend and 

my boyfriend and we were holding each other, and this girl touched us in the back and said, 

‘Hey, be more respectful. I don’t want to see that!’ Gabriel then paused, looked at me widening 

his eyes and opening his mouth proceeding to cover it with his hand. He then continued, “I was 

in shock! And it was right then and there, my second day at [SEU], that I started to realize that 

maybe [college] is not so free after all, you know.”  

Gabriel’s experience, he claimed, frightened him because the act of two men holding 

hands was not “a big deal” in the PLC where he had grown up. Having been open about his 

sexual identity back home, Gabriel assumed that showing affection towards a same-sex partner 

in public was “normal” and would not be an issue “especially in an institution of higher 

education.” He quickly realized that this college campus was a space governed by different 

ideologies than those of his hometown. He would have to find a way to feel welcome and 

comfortable in this social context by being wary of the campus climate and the ways in which 

others perceived sexual minority students and their actions. 

Similarly, other participants went through a shift in how they thought of the campus 

environment based on the experiences they had. Alvaro, for example, provided a photograph of a 

descending staircase that progressively got darker (see Figure 6). He explained:  

[This photograph] shows exactly what I’ve felt since getting here [to college]. In [PTH], 

things were pretty grim, right? So, I was super excited and beaming with light coming in. 

I was like, ‘hell yeah, it’s nothing but uphill from here!’ but then I got to the foot of the 

stairs and realized they didn’t go upwards, they went down, and each step got darker and 

more unknown…until you end up in a dark place at the bottom of the stairs wondering 
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‘why I am scared? Why do I feel suffocated?’…the sad part is that you can’t answer that 

question…this is the way it is everywhere. 

 

 

Figure 6: Descending Staircase. Photograph submitted by Alvaro.  

 

Alvaro’s narrative and photograph shed light on some of the general issues the participants faced 

upon their entry into the college environment. First of all, they came to college with specific 

expectations informed by their previous experiences in their hometown contexts. Yet, they did 

not find the “uphill” experience they thought they would have. Instead, their experiences slowly 

made them realize that there were challenges they would have to face in order to make sense of 

the unknown social context they had entered. Based off of the narratives and photographs of 

other participants, it was also evident that their identities as sexual and ethnic minorities in a 

predominantly white institution further complicated this process since they did not see 

themselves represented in the college population or the campus culture. 

 Overall, sixteen of the twenty-five participants expressed feeling uncomfortable and at 

risk of discrimination when speaking of their experiences on campus. Usually, these emotions 
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were experienced when the students were alone and not in the company of the peers they trusted. 

Marcelo shared, “My buddies are the ones that make me feel awesome all the time. They know 

I’m gay and so it just feels nice you know. But when you’re alone, you don’t have that support 

and who knows what could happen to you if you come across people who may not be as 

accepting.” For Marcelo, the presence of other close friends who were aware of his sexual 

identity reduced the likelihood of feeling uncomfortable in the college context and thus reduced 

his perceived risk of potential discrimination on campus. Similarly, another participant, René, 

stated, “I feel very comfortable when I’m with the people that know about me [his sexual 

orientation]…so, I guess that means I feel uncomfortable most of the other time.”  After laughing 

together about his comment, I probed further and asked him what he meant exactly by “meaning 

that he is uncomfortable most of the time.” He then responded: 

All of my friends have different schedules, so I can’t see them until the evening, so 

during the rest of the day I have to be more on the look-out since I’m walking alone and 

sometimes I think people are just looking at me funny. If I relax too much, someone 

might do something to me and if I am too…coibido [withdrawn], then I might freeze up 

and make a fool of myself. 

Like Marcelo, Rene tied his sense of feeling comfortable on the college campus with being in the 

company of his friendship network, yet, he added that he could not be too comfortable at any 

moment – especially if he was not around them. During these times, he felt he needed to be alert 

and pay close attention to his surroundings. If he was caught alone and off guard, he feared he 

might be discriminated or marginalized due to his demeanor. His choice of the Spanish word 

coibido was an interesting one since the word represents the act of being shy, scared, 

embarrassed, and withdrawn in response to a particular situation and contradicts the cultural 
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expectation of Latino men as dominant and assertive in any social context (Almaguer 1991; 

Ascencio 2011; Carrier 1976, 1995; Cintron 2000; Ramirez 1999). He thus alluded to being 

afraid of being identified as a gay Latino and thus face some level of marginalization for making 

a fool of himself (i.e., acting in a manner inconsistent with how heterosexual Latino men should 

act).  

This narrative was interesting given René’s upbringing in what some would have 

considered a PLC and that the institution he was attending, CU, was considered to be a 

significantly accepting, diverse, and open-minded campus by the majority of students. Yet, even 

then, René did not particularly feel this way in the larger campus environment. In speaking to 

him more in depth, it became evident that many of the values that had been instilled in him at a 

young age by his immediate family still carried into this new environment. He was torn between 

a desire to remain discreet about his sexuality but at the same time have other individuals know 

he was gay. Perhaps the respect he had for his family and his belief that it was his duty to make 

them proud acted as barrier that hindered his ability to fully accept himself as a gay man in this 

context – regardless of how open others perceived it to be. 

Participants from PTHs also spoke about the risk of marginalization and lack of feeling 

safe on campus, even though they had originally expected this to be the space where they could 

be free to explore their sexual identities and be open about their identities as gay Latino men. 

Jaime, for example, submitted a photograph of a pile of silver paperclips with one light blue 

paperclip on the top of the rest (see Figure 7). When asked about his photograph he stated: 

I won’t lie. My first semester at [SEU] really sucked. There was something in the air that 

I can’t tell you what it was, it just felt off. I just felt like I stood out, even though we were 

all college students, I stood out. Like in this photo, I was the paperclip of color [signals 
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air quotes with fingers]. Here I was, so naïve, thinking I was just like all the other 

paperclips but apparently something gave me away…I didn’t feel okay. I was struggling 

and just didn’t know where to turn. It really sucks to feel that way, you know, especially 

after all the hopes you had for things to change. 

 

 

Figure 7: The Paperclip of Color. Photograph submitted by Jaime.  

 

Jaime, like many other participants in the study, spoke about “something in the air” that 

“just felt off.” Many of the participants were not able to articulate exactly what this meant, but, 

like Jaime, they often related it to their marginalized identities as sexual minorities and ethnic 

minorities on the college campus. While they had all expect to be “like all the other paperclips” 

in that they all were to hold the same status of “college student,” the campus climate at the 

predominantly white institutions made them feel unwelcome. Whether it was their sexual 

orientation or their ethnic identity, they struggled to feel safe and to navigate the college campus 

without fear of discrimination or marginalization. 
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As the education literature has stated on many occasions, many non-heterosexual students 

isolate themselves because they perceive themselves different from others, face heterosexism, 

and anticipate stigmatization on college campuses (Fassinger, 1998). The experiences of these 

participants show that this continue to be the same. The participants felt unsafe and often alert to 

combat the potential risk of marginalization and discrimination in the college environment 

regardless of the places where they grew up. Ultimately, these experiences forced the students to 

begin to shift their initial expectations of the college environment and realize that the college 

context was neither the free and accepting space they thought it would be nor a place solely for 

professional development and career advancement where their sexual and ethnic identities did 

not play a role in their success. 

Limited Ability to Disclose Sexual Orientation 

Another prominent theme in the participants’ experiences upon arriving on the college 

campus was their perceived limited ability to disclose their sexual orientation to other 

individuals. Given their perceived risk of discrimination and marginalization from the situations 

they had witnessed or how they reported feeling when they were alone, the majority of the 

participants spoke about having to hide their sexual identities upon arriving on campus. For those 

students who did not think that engaging in public displays of affection, speaking about their 

sexuality, or alluding to being non-heterosexual would be an issue given their PLCs’ more 

tolerant atmosphere, initial experiences with discrimination forced them to reconsider their 

position and be cautious of how they presented themselves on campus to social others. 

Interestingly, the limited ability for disclosure became particularly difficult for students 

who had grown up in PTHs, even though they were the ones who had been hiding their identities 

in their family home and the hometowns they had grown up in. Horacio told me,  
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I’m very wary about who I tell [about his sexual identity], but it’s weird…all those 

freaking years in the closet at home, and then I have to come to college to do the 

same…it doesn’t make any sense. But I’m scared for my life sometimes, with some of 

the things I’ve seen or heard about as I was growing up about all the discrimination and 

violence [toward sexual minorities], especially with all the haters roaming the schools 

and stuff, you never know if they will actually appear one day and attack you. 

Horacio’s words addressed a struggle with his own feelings of disclosing versus hiding his 

sexual identity on campus. He called this inner conflict “weird” because he found himself 

wanting to tell other people he was gay yet, he was “scared for [his] life.” While no other 

participant specifically referred to fearing for their lives, challenges with the limited ability to 

disclose their sexual orientation on campus were reported across the narratives of students from 

PTHs. 

 On the other hand, students who came from PLCs and who had had the opportunity to 

come out in the context of the cities they had grown up in (even though they may not have come 

out to their parents, then) seemed to be most affect by their need to hide their sexual identities 

from their peers or on campus, especially because they had never had to do so among people 

they did not necessarily know prior to arriving at the university settings. Several of them had 

hidden their sexual identity from their parents at home, but once they were in the larger city 

context in their hometowns, they had reported not having to hide anymore. During their initial 

arrival in college, they realized this was not the case there. “It was different and sometimes I 

don’t quite understand it,” offered Roel. He continued: 

[In PLC], I knew I had to be careful with my parents, but once I walked through that door 

I was free to be who I wanted. My friends knew. My teachers knew. Everyone knew. And 
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here in college, it is so crazy because now I have to actually think about what I say or 

what I do. The city itself here is not so open-minded, so I have to think about the fact that 

some of my professors or supervisors are not used to just being around openly gay 

people. It is most definitely an eye opener. 

Roel’s evaluation of the situation is an interesting one in that he compares the larger city 

from which he came to the city in which the University, SEU, was located. SEU was indeed 

located in a city which many of the participants perceived to be less open and accepting than the 

hometowns of the primarily PLC participants that attended it. He assumed that all individuals 

working in or attending the university were going to be as open-minded and accepting as people 

in his hometown, but his assumption turned out to be false. This same issue was raised by two 

other participants from PLCs who attended SEU. They explained that while the institution may 

could be considered more progressive given its standing as a higher education institution, that the 

community itself did not so easily lend itself to be welcoming of gay people. This was interesting 

in the context of the expectations that these students had for their college experience. Participants 

from PLCs did not view sexuality as an important aspect of attending college, yet they soon 

became disappointed because the actual campus climate contradicted their assumptions of what a 

university should be like, and forced them to consider the salience of their sexual orientation.  

 Identity challenges with the participants’ perceived ability to disclose their sexual 

orientations was not always tied to verbal actions. In other words, the participants did not always 

feel they had to verbally come out to individuals since certain situations may link their actions to 

belonging to the gay community. One of the participants remembered having arrived on campus 

for orientation and seeing a table set up by a sexuality resource center on campus. He recounted 

how his friend “dragged him” to the center’s table to sign up for a queer student organization. 
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“You know, it’s like I was screaming to everybody, ‘Hello everyone! I am a homosexual! 

Watch me sign the big rainbow paper!’,” Gabriel remembered, “so yeah, I did not really 

feel like I wanted to do that, you know…screaming it out silently, well maybe, yeah 

sometimes, but not really…oh whatever, same difference!”  

Gabriel’s phrase “screaming it out silently” is the perfect example of the identity issues that the 

participants were experiencing within the confines of their respective campuses. For Gabriel, the 

phrase applied to his action of signing a paper that would permanently associate him with the 

queer student organization. The individuals who saw him sign the paper would deduce that he 

was homosexual. Even when he had not told them personally, according to Gabriel, his action 

was enough to give him the label. He attempted to negotiate his own feelings and meanings 

about the act by going back and forth at the end of his quote stating, “well maybe sometimes, but 

not really,” and clearly does nothing more than end up in the same place: he felt that his general 

discomfort with the way sexual minorities were treated or perceived on campus forced him to be 

critical of disclosing his sexual orientation through his actions. For Gabriel, this was an 

interesting shift because he was the individual referenced earlier holding his partner’s hand 

during orientation in what was most definitely a very visible display of being gay. Yet, after that 

experience, it seemed he did not want to be associated with the organizations on campus that 

were explicitly served sexual minority students. I would argue that his earlier experience forced 

him to rethink his own social position and the disclosure of his sexual identity in a public way. 

He then actively tried to dissociate himself from the gay community on campus if being labeled 

gay would mean being singled out.  
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Some of the other participants claimed to have put on a kind of mask. In the photograph 

he submitted, Nicolas (PTH) had placed a brown over his head and drawn a face on the bag to 

represent his “two-faced life” (see Figure 8). He explained,  

A lot of the guys that I hang out with don’t know I’m gay. They invite me out, and they 

ask me if I want to go out and check out the chicks. I just say yes and follow them along. 

I put on my macho act, it’s like a protection, but I will never tell them. I think they would 

stop talking to me and stuff, and I don’t really have too many friends. This picture kind of 

shows how I put on a face and act like a mad or more masculine guy that scares people 

away. I suppose it’s my way of not having to tell anyone about my sexuality. It hurts 

because I can’t be me, but it would also hurt if they would leave me.  

 

 

Figure 8: The Two-Faced Life. Photograph submitted by Nicolas.  

 

Like the other participants from PTHs, Nicolas felt that hiding his sexual identity would 

be the most beneficial even though he initially had reported expecting the college climate to offer 
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an opportunity to finally disclose his sexuality and explore what it meant to be a gay Latino man. 

Nicolas opted for performing a more masculine version of himself to allay questions of his 

sexual orientation and to remain a part of the friendship group. Although he mentioned that he 

felt hurt that he could not be his true self, revealing himself could have also led to negative 

results: the loss of his social network. Nicolas thus faced a challenge in regard to his ability to 

disclose his sexual orientation and opted for keeping his friendship base, while suppressing his 

sexuality. When I asked him why his friends would not have accepted him, he mentioned that as 

an engineering major, he had yet to meet any other gay people in his major or cohort. He 

concluded that if there were others like him, they probably were dealing with similar issues given 

how male-dominated the field was. 

In addition to having to transition into a new social context which did not feel completely 

welcoming as a whole, the participants felt the campus climate limited their ability to readily 

disclose their sexual orientation. While participants from PTHs were used to concealing their 

sexual identities at home and in the towns they lived, many of the participants from PLCs were 

not used to doing this in the context of their hometowns. In some cases, PLC participants felt that 

their hometown environments may have seemed more open and accepting than the university 

climates they were encountering upon their transition to SEU and CU. Many participants from 

PTHs had reported promising themselves to be out in college and they had started to present 

themselves in this way upon arrival. Yet, the perceived hostility and lack of comfortability in this 

space only forced them to rethink their approach and limited their ability to disclose their sexual 

identities. To retain their friendship circles because of fear of being rejected, many of these 

participants opted for using a “two-face” act to become strategically visible or invisible 

whenever they needed to.   
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Threats to Participants’ Self-Acceptance and Self-Worth   

From dealing with the risk of discrimination on the college campus, to having to hold 

back disclosing their sexuality identities, a third most prominent theme involved threats towards 

students’ self-acceptance and issues of self-worth. These issues seemed to be very sensitive and 

impacted the students’ sense of self the most. Living in a context that seemed to emphasize a 

heteronormative and majority white culture and being unable to fit in completely, the participants 

reporting feeling disconnected and at times even questioned the identities they had developed as 

they grew up.  

Having had the expectation to live in a more accepting environment or not have to worry 

about sexuality being a concern for them anymore, the participants struggled with having to 

rethink their social positions on campus and revisit some of the issues they had faced as they 

worked had to accept themselves as non-heterosexual Latinos at home. To a certain extent, being 

in a seemingly hostile university climate made them question their self-worth and posed a threat 

to their persistence and success on campus. In reporting on the meaning of his photograph – a 

road sign in the dark that read Do Not Enter, One Way (see Figure 9) – Horacio, a participant 

from a PTH, explained: 

 “You come to question so much about yourself that sometimes you don’t even know 

who you are. In college, like everywhere else, you find obstacles, especially being gay 

and Latino. It’s hard, really hard. You really have to be resilient because, like if you are 

not, then when you are told to not enter, then you just turn around. If you are sure about 

who you are and believe in yourself, you can find ways around it all, but sometimes 

questioning the very foundations of who or what you really are leave you in a sort of 

crazy confusion.  
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Figure 9: Do Not Enter, One Way. Photograph submitted by Horacio. 

 

As Horacio had explained, the participants’ insecurities were a result of dwindling self-

confidence. Having struggled with being gay and Latinos, the participants understood that it took 

hard work to come to terms with their sexuality, and many of them – at the time of the interviews 

– had already accepted their marginalized identities but had issues with disclosing them or 

determining where it was safe to explore them even more. It made sense that coming to college 

and realizing that it was not as accepting as they originally expected might have undermined 

their ability to display their identities openly, and by extension, affected them psychologically.  

For those who had never had to think about their sexual identities very much growing up, 

discovering the heteronormative climate on campus and their inability to come out triggered a 

similar response. For example, Omar expressed feelings of self-worth similar to Agustin: 

On one side, I am an educated male and that gets me pretty far, but then on the 

other side, I’m a minority, and that gets me some negative points, and then I’m 

gay, so that makes it even worse, it’s not a very easy scenario, you know, because 
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there are always certain limitations you have to be aware of, things you can’t do, 

things you can’t have or be. I mean, it’s terrible and all, it leaves me in a shit pile 

you know, like talk about feeling insecure and worthless. 

Omar offered a more explicit explanation of where his lack of self-worth arose from. He 

expressed having the advantage of being a male, but his gay and Latino identities threw him 

down in the ranks of the social hierarchy. The latter set of identities, in turn, caused Omar to 

identify major limitations in terms of what he could aspire to be and ultimately be able to do. He 

concluded by stating that this conflict made him feel “terrible” and “in a shit pile,” a feeling that 

many of the students in similar situations had reported as well, whether from PTHs or PLCs. 

 Participants also spoke about feeling like they had lost themselves upon getting to their 

respective institutions. For example, Roel, a participant from a PLC, shared a photo of a person’s 

blurry shadow reflected on a wall, standing in front of window blinds (see Figure 10).  

 

 

Figure 10: Mysterious Shadow. Photograph submitted by Roel. 

 



86 

He explained the significance of his photo: 

I wanted to capture how lost I felt when I got to [SEU]. It was a big deal for me. In 

[PLC], I never had to think twice about anything – not about who I was, not about feeling 

judged, not about anything really…well, other than just making sure to keep my grades 

up and make my parents proud, but not gay stuff. [PLC] had all the bells and whistles a 

gay kid could ask for growing up, but not [the city where SEU was located]. In high 

school, I knew who I was, and if you’d have asked me point black, “hey, [Roel], what’s 

your deal?” I wouldn’t have had any issues responding with confidence…but here I was 

my first semester at SEU, scared shitless because all of a sudden I just couldn’t recognize 

myself. Why was I scared? Why did I feel so alone and so lost? I couldn’t even tell you 

who I was. {paused for a bit, then picked up the photograph and points at the shadow} 

Usually people have a distinctive recognizable outline, and up until I stepped on campus I 

had one too, you know, but then I just turned into a mysterious shadow trying to redefine 

who it was and it took a while before I could get myself away from the darkness. 

Roel had previously discussed having grown up in a PLC that had gay night clubs and 

establishments with pro-gay symbols (e.g., gay flags and equality signs), and had reported being 

proud of his gay identity; he had a clear sense of who he was. Upon entering the college campus, 

something changed (although he was not clear about what that had been), and he had found 

himself questioning his identity, his sense of self, and ultimately his self-worth. This may have 

been due to his experiences in the PLC where the hometown itself was very open about the gay 

community and they were visible everywhere. This was not the case in the city where SEU was 

located, and thus, if he perceived the college campus to be close-minded and the city itself was 

no better, he did not have anywhere to go to express his sexual identity freely.  
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Similar experiences were echoed by participants coming from PLCs into SEUs; usually 

their narratives indicated an issue arising from the lack of physical spaces where they felt safe. 

Conversely, most students the majority of the students from PTHs who attended CU had 

previously made references to the benefit of having the ability to leave the university context and 

explore the city where CU was located since it seemed to be a little more open and they could 

use it to alleviate some feelings of insecurity or fear on campus. Seeing the gay community’s 

visibility in the city where CU was located helped them see themselves represented elsewhere 

and served to allay feelings of unworthiness.  

The participants’ self-acceptance and self-worth was integral to their sense of self. As 

adolescents, they had defined the college-going experience as a positive one but had been met 

with less than ideal experiences upon arrival on campus. Consequently, they were constantly on 

alert for discrimination and felt they had limited ability to disclose their identities as gay Latinos. 

While these issues could be controlled by strategically deciding what places to visit or whom to 

associate one’s self with, dealing with questions about one’s own self-worth was particularly 

detrimental for the participants. It forced them to rethink their position in the context of the 

university and the city in which it was located and reflect critically on who they were as sexual 

and ethnic minorities on campus.  

Resources on Campus 

 To understand their experiences further, I asked the twenty-five participants about 

campus resources that targeted their ethnic and sexual identities and whether they felt these were 

beneficial for navigating the college environment and/or feeling welcome. Given that previous 

research has recommended the implementation of various initiatives including sexual and ethnic 

resource centers and safe space ally programs (see e.g., Wall and Evans 2000; Pointer and Tubbs 
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2007), I was interested to shed light on students experiences with these initiatives since both 

predominantly white institutions, SEU and CU, had adopted several programs, centers, and 

policies to aid in the retention and success of marginalized student populations. 

 The participants spoke primarily of two campus resources: sexuality resource centers 

(SRCs) and Latinx student organizations (LSOs). While these resources were originally intended 

to assist sexual and ethnic minority students navigate both SEU and CU, the students were 

critical of their benefits. Given their focus on only one element of their identities – SRCs on 

sexuality and LSOs on Latinx identity – the communities who participated with these resources 

or served to staff them did not understand the intricacies of being both gay and Latino. Many 

times, they served to further alienate the participants. 

Sexuality Resource Centers 

 According to the participants, SRCs seemed to cater to the students that were already out 

and proud of their identities. It was difficult to enter these spaces and feel welcome because there 

were groups of students that were regulars and consequently seemed to have formed cliques 

difficult for the participants to break into. One participant, Fabian, remembered walking into a 

SRC on campus and seeing a group of students chatting and laughing. He mentioned standing in 

the door “for about fifteen to twenty minutes and I was never acknowledged by anyone, even 

though a couple of them saw me.” This experience made him never go back to the resource 

center because he felt that “if I want to be ignored, I already get that everywhere else.” 

 This experience was particularly impactful given Fabian’s previous expectation of 

coming to college to learn more about his sexual identity and similar others. Yet, he found in that 

short experience that the college environment was no different than any other environment with 

social hierarchies and insider knowledge requirements to be fully accepted as part of the group.  
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Fabian later explained that his reason for not returning a second time was due to its 

location. He said:  

I struggled with going in the first time, only to be ignored, you know, but then I didn’t 

feel like going back…especially because it’s in the worst place to put it in. Everyone 

knows you’re going there. You have to make a conscious choice to be labeled that way 

[as gay or lesbian, etc.] if you want to be in there and I didn’t think I was ready for that.” 

In examining the location of the SRC for Central University at the time of the interview, 

Fabian’s claim made sense. The center was located on the ground floor of the student services 

building which was accessible through a large staircase immediately after entering the building – 

the staircase led only downwards to the center and the stairs to higher floors were located 

elsewhere. It made sense that students walking down the staircase might be assumed to be 

heading to the SRC and it could have caused issues for students not wanting to be associated 

with the center. 

 Eight other students also referenced the “cliques” of the individuals who participated in 

the SRCs and their locations on campus. In their narratives, though, they spoke more about the 

type of students that joined the Centers, those who were not afraid to be fully transparent about 

their involvement. Like Gabriel, who feared being associated with a gay label if he signed the 

queer student organizations’s sign-up sheet publicly, participants thought that individuals 

attending meetings or being involved/seen with the SRCs were out completely and were willing 

to deal with the stigma associated with the resource center. Because many of them were cautious 

of being labeled, they tended to stay away from individuals who were heavily involved with the 

SRCs or other gay activist groups on campus, many of which were sponsored by the SRCs.  
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While many of the participants were not involved with SRCs, some of those who had 

experiences seeking out their services spoke about the people at SRCs not always being sensitive 

to the needs of culturally diverse students. “They forget that the shit they preach doesn’t apply to 

me! Then they question why we don’t go back! You can’t use a one-size-fits all to 

sexuality…especially not in the Latino community,” stated Horacio.  

His experiences with the SRC at CU had not been a positive one. He had gone with hopes 

of getting some advice on how to tackle issues of his identity with the pressures of his family 

members – he was from a PTH and was a first-year student at the institution. He remembered 

individuals at the center had been pushy about explaining why coming out was not an option for 

him at home. Towards the end, the advice he received was to come out to his family and that 

things would fall into place. “They basically told me, ‘Just come out. If they don’t accept you, 

then you don’t need them’,” he remembered. This was enough to not never use the center again. 

As I have previously discussed in Chapter 4, the connection that Latino students had to their 

families was a strong one. Thus, the idea of not needing the family was an unacceptable way to 

tackle this issue and did not resonate well with Horacio – nor would it have resonated with any 

others who valued their familial connections. These approaches are indicative of a lack of 

understanding regarding cultural issues that may govern a student’s sexual identity. Previous 

studies have shown that strategies and interventions adapted for sexual minority students were 

based off of research that targeted white males and thus are not applicable to students of other 

ethnic backgrounds (Rankin 2005). This particular experience exemplifies the need to ensure that 

staff in SRCs are sensitive to the experiences and needs of the students they intend to serve. Yet, 

the burden of training does not solely fall on the resource center itself, but on the institution, to 

ensure certain guidelines for training and preparation are met. 
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SRCs, while established to help students navigate their sexual identity on the college 

campus, were not particularly effective in serving the gay Latino students in this study navigate 

the complexities of their two identities. Their primary complaints revolved around the perceived 

inability to enter an already clique-driven environment, the fear of being associated with the gay 

identity by others in the university, the location of the SRCs in places that made access to it 

obvious to other students, and the student experiences that made it evident to the participants that 

the center staff.  This is not to say the participants did not use the centers at all; some of them did 

– I even recruited several of them to the study. Yet, all of them were critical of the centers’ 

shortcomings and at times even felt that the university’s push for allowing the existence of an 

SRC was more about “lip service than because they actually care about the gay and lesbian 

students” (Salvador, PTH). 

Salvador’s comment was echoed in some of the students’ narratives regarding their 

perceptions that at times the institutions would create resources in a reactionary way. If students 

complained or enough of them wrote petitions, they could get the institution to build resources 

and programs for them. Yet, the quality of these resources was not always optimal. In the case of 

these gay Latino college students, it seemed that students and staff at the SRCs heavily 

advocated for issues of sexuality, but they failed to address issues of intersectionality and 

sometimes made recommendations that were not the best for the students’ cultural backgrounds. 

Latinx Student Organizations 

As previously discussed in Chapter 2, the education literature has extensively 

documented the common challenges that Latino students face while transitioning and navigating 

through their higher education experiences. These challenges include a lack of financial 

resources and low parental education growing up (Arbona and Nora 2007; Harrell and Forney 
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2003), perceived familial obligation and having to enter the labor force prematurely (Sáenz and 

Ponjuan 2009; Sanchez, Esparza, Colon, and Davis 2010), poor academic preparation (Ramani, 

Gilbertson, Fox, and Provasnik 2007), and limited resources and information about the college 

process (McDonough 1997).   

For the students in this study, the emphasis on the white American experience in their 

predominantly white institutions did not always allow for the reinforcement of their cultural 

sense of self. Gonzalez (2002) observed the lack of cultural nourishment and lack of validation 

can sometimes lead students to become alienated. Many of them thus sought Latinx student 

organizations (LSOs) to share their experiences and celebrate a similar culture among peers. Yet, 

similarly to SRCs, these organizations were less than ideal to support sexual minority Latino 

students seeking to participate within their ranks.  

The focus of LSOs on ethnic identity pride, by default, made sexual identity issues 

mostly obsolete within these organizations. Given the heteronormative underpinnings of Latino 

culture (Almaguer 1991; Ascencio 2011; Carrier 1976, 1995; Cintron 2000; Ramirez 1999), it 

was difficult for students to enter these organizations exposing their sexual identity as gay men. 

Alvaro explained, “It was almost a double standard for the guys. It was kinda cool to have a 

Latina lesbian, but for the guys, they were made fun of. It was easier to not say anything and 

sadly, either join in on the ridicule or leave.” This double standard is often also cited in the 

literature where Latino men are judged more harshly for sexual deviance than women given the 

cultural norms in the Latino community (Murray 1995). It seemed that in celebrating ethnic pride 

their peers also upheld heteronormative ideologies from more traditional Latino cultures. 

Five participants had moved up the ranks within the organizations and held positions of 

power, but even then, they did not make their sexual identities known or salient to members of 
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the LSOs they led. Some of them hid the identities while others told people it was none of their 

business when the question came up. These strategies worked well for the study participants, but 

ultimately it led to some of the issues discussed earlier in the section on the limited ability for 

disclosing sexual identities.  That is, they felt could not disclose they gay Latino identities 

because they did not want to lose their friends, but they felt guilty about keeping it secret.  

The stakes for the students participating in LSOs were seemingly higher given the 

prominence of the role their ethnic identities played in their lives. Many of the participants were 

very close to their families and the strict nature of most of their upbringing had allowed many of 

them to feel strongly about their cultural pride, regardless of their parents’ nationalities. If they 

chose to disclose their sexual identities and were rejected by their peers in LSOs, they were not 

only being pushed away from their peers but also from the organization that gave validity to their 

Latino identity and emphasized their connection to the Latinx community on campus. For 

example, Marcelo explained, “Looking back, I was afraid. In [my hometown, a PLC,] we didn’t 

have a big cultural organization at school so when I joined [an LSO] on campus, it meant a lot to 

me. It was a big part of who I was and I was not ready to let it go…even if it meant not telling 

the guys I might not be straight.”  

Marcelo’s experiences spoke to the issue that several of the participants raised regarding 

their involvement with LSOs on campus. Those who had not previously had a strong connection 

to their cultural roots in their high schools were more likely to be interested in connecting to and 

learning about their cultural history in college. Marcelo ultimately left the organization given the 

demands of his coursework, but he expressed that throughout his time in the organization, he 

never revealed to the organization members that he was gay. He believed they would have 

kicked him out or that somehow his secret would have made it back to his family, given that 
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other Latinx students from his hometown were very involved with the same organization. 

The fear of disclosure beyond the college environment was another factor that prohibited 

students involved with LSOs from disclosing their sexual identities or participating in them 

completely. When asked if he was involved with any Latino organizations on campus, Gregorio 

responded with an emphatic, “Hell No!” After a quick laugh he followed up with the following: 

You see…there aren’t a lot of people in my hometown to begin with, right? So, naturally 

everyone who leaves for college comes here, since it’s close and all. I mean…everyone! 

[laughs] But in all seriousness though, I just couldn’t join something like that because it’s 

the first place people run to [on campus]. I’m done with that. I came to college to 

experience different things not to be tied down to the same ideas. 

Gregorio associated involvement with an LSO as the equivalent of dealing with ideology he had 

experienced in this hometown. He had mentioned that he had already dealt with some incidents 

where he had not felt accepted with some peers but that joining an LSO would make his 

experiences much worse since he would be constantly surrounded by individuals who ascribed 

strictly to heteronormativity. In addition, there was the possibility that other students from his 

hometown were also involved with the organization and he would have to continue to hide his 

sexual identity in college like he had done at home.  

Finally, the participants involved with these organizations all noted that LSOs did not 

have the constant supervision of a faculty or staff member like other centers on campus. This 

was because student organizations had advisors but they were not full-time staffed cultural 

centers like sexuality resource centers or other units on campus. This led to several issues which 

Marcos explained well in the following quote:  

I have been involved with [LSO] for several years on campus, so I have seen it all. It’s 
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very different from year to year, depending on the officers. You never know what you’ll 

get. Some of them can be really cool and really want to push forward the agenda and be 

inclusive, and then, some of them are so antiquated that you’re like ‘damn, people, it’s 

the 21st century, go to some diversity training.  

The student-led organization structure of the LSOs allowed the organizations to be run in the 

way that its student officers decided. Since they did not have full-time professional staff trained 

in student development issues, there was no consistency in terms of what the organization might 

look like or how accepting it could be from year to year. Gay Latino students interested in 

participating in LSOs were thus not guaranteed an accepting community from year to year. 

At the time of the interviews, neither SEU or CU had Latino-specific cultural centers on 

campus, thus the only option for the participants was involvement with a student-led 

organization. Based off of the information I gathered, it seemed that students involved in these 

organizations were not required to attend sensitivity training or felt the need to be identify in a 

way that the majority of their group members did. They could do this because students had to 

self-select into the organization; if they didn’t like it, they did not have to join. While all student 

organizations required a staff/faculty mentor, they were also not required to meet any guidelines 

other than have an interest in the group’s mission and be a full-time employee of the universities. 

This ultimately meant that there was no accountability on behalf of LSOs to be inclusive of gay 

members.  This made it difficult for new members to feel like their whole self would be 

supported in this space.  

Other Campus Resources 

 While the participants of this study referenced mostly SRCs and LSOs within during their 

interviews, there were some other aspects of the college environment that were brought up by 
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some participants that I felt warranted mentioning given their benefits to the participants’ 

experience. Specifically, participants spoke about safe space ally programs, minority faculty they 

could look up to, and issues of gender and sexuality being legitimized in their coursework as 

follows. 

Safe Space Ally Programs. These programs, usually referred to as Safe Zone, were 

designed to allow faculty, staff, students, and other employees of universities and professional 

environments to self-identify as allies of LGBT individuals and as a response to studies of 

marginalization of LGBTQ+ populations on college campuses (Sanlo et al. 2002; Briodo 2000; 

Pointer and Tubbs 2007). While their names vary from institution to institution, their goal is the 

same: inclusivity, acceptance, and the ability for non-heterosexual individuals to feel welcome in 

these spaces (Wall and Evans 2000; Pointer and Tubbs 2007).  

To date, not much research has been conducted on the effectiveness of these program, but 

two students in the study referenced them during their interviews. Ezequiel (PTH), mentioned 

that seeing the Safe Zone sticker on his professor’s door helped “relieve the anxiety of going to 

talk to one of my professors when it was related to a panic attack I had due to my sexuality.” 

Similarly, Julio (PLC) stated, “I’m a senior now, and it has been nice to see more and more doors 

[in the academic department] get Safe Zone stickers. I think it’s a physical way to see that the 

queer experience is more visible on campus.” While this does not speak to the effectiveness of 

these programs overall, it does show that sexual minority students are aware of the symbols and 

what they represent. At least in Ezequiel’s case, it seemed to alleviate the uncertainty of whether 

his sexuality-related issue would be taken seriously by the professor. For Julio, the increased 

number of stickers on faculty members doors equated with greater acknowledgement of the 

queer student experience on campus. 
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LGBTQ+ Faculty and Staff of Racial/Ethnic Minority Backgrounds. Several students 

spoke about forging connections with faculty and staff who were both racial and ethnic 

minorities and identified as non-heterosexual. For example, Fabian (PTH), who had previously 

had a bad experience with a sexuality resource center expressed, “It was such a blessing to meet 

a professor who was gay. He was black, but he still understood what it was like to feel like I did. 

He has been a great mentor and we’ve even worked on projects together…we need more people 

like him.” Similarly, in a follow-up interview, Yune (PLC) remembered,  

There was this really cool teacher I had last year, and we had to do this reflection paper. I 

didn’t hold back and wrote about my experiences being gay and some of the comments 

she made let me realize she too was gay. I developed a great relationship with her and 

we’d always have great conversations. I had developed an interest in the profession, too, 

so she was a great resource to tell me what to watch out for [in regard to being a sexual 

and ethnic minority in academia]. 

For Fabian and Yune, and for the other two participants who also brought it up, forging 

relationships with queer faculty of color provided many benefits. Not only did those faculty 

members understand the compounding effects of their identities as gay Latinos, but they also 

helped steer them through their undergraduate career. University staff were also brought up in 

the narratives and served the same purpose. Students could see themselves represented within the 

people they looked up to and felt more comfortable around them. 

 Academic Departments for Sexuality and Ethnic Studies. Similar to the support 

students felt by having faculty and staff to identify with, having academic departments or centers 

whose focus was on the study of sexuality or ethnic studies provided some students with a sense 

of belonging and validation. Only one of the institutions in this study included academic 
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departments for Latin American studies and sexuality studies. The other included academic 

concentrations within other departments (i.e., Education, Sociology, Psychology, etc.). Even 

then, students found much value in having coursework available in which to explore issues 

associate their own held identities.  

These academic departments and their coursework validated their experiences and 

provided the students with the vocabulary to be able to share them. For example, Nicolas (PTH) 

shared, “It wasn’t until I took a gender and sexuality class with [professor’s name] that I was 

able to say what I had been feeling for so long. The material…I had lived it, and it was very 

powerful for me to be like…You See! There it is! I knew I wasn’t crazy!” For Nicolas, like his 

peers, explained that having this coursework allowed him to be able to articulate his experience 

through the frameworks of a specific discipline. Other students made similar comments about 

exposure to Latino studies classes that employed frameworks of intersectionality or other themes 

that allowed them to see their gay Latino experience reflected in their work. Based on the 

students’ narratives, these courses and academic departments allowed them to learn more about 

themselves and provided them with the tools to better understand their social positions and lived 

experiences as gay Latino men. 

Summary 

 In this chapter, I explored the participants’ expectations of the college environment to 

examine if there were any marked differences between the narratives of students from perceived 

traditional hometowns (PTHs) and those from perceived liberal cities (PLCs). I found that 

participants’ hometown experiences dictated primarily how they articulated their motivations and 

expectations of their transition into college. For the most part, participants from PTHs seemed to 

have thought of the campus environment as an outlet for their oppressing situations at home; 
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they expected the new space to serve as a means towards exploration, freedom, and validation 

for their sexual identities. Conversely, many individuals from PLCs had already accepted their 

identities as gay men and regarded the college transition as simply the next logical step in the 

path towards success. Some of them had been previously exposed to universities or had a better 

understanding of the college-going experience so they were not as quick to associate their sexual 

identities with their motivations for attending college. Yet, there were some nuances in the 

narratives of those from PLCs depending on their ability to explore their hometowns; even 

though they lived in locations generally thought of as PLCs, their parents did not allow them to 

explore the cities or placed restrictions on their time that pushed them to perceive their large 

urban cities as more conservative, traditional, or not as accepting. 

 Upon arriving on campus, the impact of hometown contexts became more nuanced as 

students from both PTHs and PLCs reported experiences and situations that prevented them from 

realizing the college expectations they had as adolescents. Overall, three themes emerged from 

the data and informed some of the identity challenges the participants faced on campus. These 

included, (1) the risk of discrimination and marginalization, (2) the limited ability for disclosing 

sexual identity, and (3) the threat to self-acceptance and self-worth. For students who had 

previously assumed the college campus would be freer than, or at least as free as, their 

hometowns they were met with a seemingly hostile, unsafe, and uncomfortable environment 

which mirrored much of the ideology they had tried to escape. Those students that had 

previously dealt with coming to terms with their sexuality and did not expect to have to 

renegotiate their identities on campus, soon found that they were having to think carefully about 

where and how to present themselves, something they had not done in a long time (or ever, for 
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some PLC participants). These experiences led the students to have to rethink their position and 

be wary of challenges and issues that might be threatening to their identities as gay Latinos. 

Seeking out campus resources did not seem to solve some of these issues, either. Instead, 

the focus of university resources on one aspect of the students’ identity only served to alienate 

students from these support systems and forgo the programs’ intended benefits. Sexuality 

resource centers seemed to focus heavily on sexual identity development and presentation, but 

they were not sensitive to the cultural needs of Latino students; their operational structure and 

sometimes the advice they provided the participants was not a feasible way to deal with their 

issues based on the realities of their ethnic identities and cultural expectations tied to them. 

Latino student organizations, on the other hand, focused primarily on their ethnic identities and 

given that Latino culture is primarily heteronormative, the participants did not feel like they 

could disclose their sexual orientations within these spaces. Given their design and focus, neither 

of these programs provided a means for the participants to engage with both their gay and Latino 

identities. Some participants did report some other resources on campus to be particularly 

beneficial. Specifically, safe space ally programs, queer faculty/staff of color, and coursework 

and academic departments that targeted issues similar to those of the gay Latino participants 

were referenced as aiding their ability to feel welcome and accepted on campus.  

The following chapter provides a general discussion of the findings in Chapters 4 and 5 

and proposes some concepts that incorporate these findings and advances the ways we may think 

of hometown contexts beyond conceptualizations of rural versus urban locations. A discussion of 

limitations, recommendations for higher education, and directions for future research can be 

found in Chapter 7. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 

This dissertation examines the experiences of twenty-five gay Latino college students in 

their hometown environments and immediately following their transition into the college 

campus. Chapter 4 presented data on the participants hometowns while Chapter 5 focused on 

their motivations and expectations for attending college and shed light on some of the 

experiences that prohibited them from realizing their expectations of the college environment. 

In this chapter, I first discuss the findings of Chapter 4 in light of the existing literature 

and argue that current conceptualizations of hometown contexts may be best served by 

developing a new framework of contextual divergence and convergence. This framework 

advances symbolic interaction conceptualizations of social arenas (Strauss 1978) by showing that 

the relationships between various social worlds within a larger geographical location can have 

different types of impacts on the identity development process of individuals with multiple 

marginalized identities.  

A discussion of Chapter 5 follows and speaks to the challenges students faced during the 

transition to college. This section is particularly important to understanding the pervasive norms 

that continue to plague universities. Specifically, it shows that students with multiple 

marginalized identities may have a difficult time navigating college life and getting support from 

university resources since these are not equipped to deal with the issues that may arise from 

potentially conflicting identities, as is the case with the gay Latino college students in this study.  

Hometown influences on Gay Latino Identity 

Understanding the college student experience is not limited to understanding the course 

requirements, social involvement, or even the myriad of ways in which a college student’s 
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responsibilities extend within the constraints of the college environment. Research has shown 

that there are many forces at play that allow students to be successful, and it is imperative that 

scholars tackle each of these forces independently and collectively in order to provide 

institutions with the strategies and tools to better serve marginalized students on campus.  

Student identity development theory and work on self-authorship (Baxter-Magolda 2001) 

has been instrumental to understanding the identity process in college students’ ability to make 

sense of themselves in the college context. Yet, Pizzolato (2003) argued that students with 

marginalized identities tend to engage in these processes much earlier and usually before getting 

to the college campus. The findings of this dissertation and other research (e.g., Orozco 2002) on 

the experiences of gay Latino identities confirm this claim (see eg., Ocampo 2012; Peña-

Talamantes 2013a). Given that Latino culture is primarily heteronormative (Ramirez 1999; 

Ascencio 2011), gay Latino young adults are thus forced to engage in sexual identity negotiation 

at a much younger age than during the college years when sexual identity development has been 

reported to be much more common for young adults (Stevens 2004). It is thus important to 

understand the types of social contexts that influence students’ identities as sexual and ethnic 

minorities, and examine whether they influence students’ expectations, experiences, and 

understandings of campus life as gay Latino college students.  

As I show in Chapter 4, students hometowns play a significant role in how students make 

sense of their identities as gay Latinos prior to coming to college. The students’ descriptions of 

their hometowns focused primarily on two hometown types: those of small, rural locations made 

up of predominantly Hispanic populations that shared heteronormative views, and those of 

larger, diverse cities with predominantly white populations but with greater visibility of the gay 

community and resources for exploring their gay identities outside of their immediate home. 
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Their descriptions allowed for the categorization of these hometowns as either perceived 

traditional hometowns (PTHs), most of which were located in South Texas, and perceived liberal 

cities (PLCs), primarily in South Florida; these hometown types allowed me to make sense of 

similarities across participants’ identity struggles with sexual identity disclosure in their 

immediate home and the larger hometown environments in which they lived. 

Students from both PTHs and PLCs spoke about many of their families adhering closely 

to traditional values of the Latino community such as marked distinctions between the role of 

men and women in the household, the assumption of heterosexuality, and the expectations of 

men bringing honor and respect to their families, which have been documented extensively in the 

literature (Cintron 2000). Yet, participants from rural towns and PTHs tended to report much 

stricter adherence to these ideologies, most likely given that both their family home and the 

larger hometowns in which they lived shared these values; the demographic of most PTHs 

located in South Texas were more than 90% Hispanic, for example. 

The size of the hometown also seemed to be a factor for the participants from PTHs and 

PLCs. Many participants from PTHs reported that they felt like everyone knew them in their 

small communities and that everyone seemed to be watching them at all times. They were thus 

not allowed to open about their sexual orientations in the hometown context. Previous research 

has shown that Latino men who are not masculine presenting may be deemed feminine and 

shunned or ridiculed regardless of their sexual orientation (Almaguer 1993). These participants 

thus shared a concern for being labeled in this way given their potentially discreditable identities 

as gay men (see Goffman 1963). Like in previous research on gay Puerto Rican men in the US 

(Asencio 2011), the participants thus drew on masculine gendered performances to conceal their 

sexual identities; they could not be true to themselves and their identities as gay Latino men had 
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to be downplayed. Yet, participants from PLCs had the ability to tackle this issue because they 

could physically separate themselves from their family home and use their hometown as a space 

for identity exploration, construction, and negotiation. This strategy was similar to Berkhus’s 

(2003) discussion of chameleons, gay white men from urban locations who commuted to 

different places either within the city or to nearby locations as a means to manage their 

stigmatized identities. Yet, Berkhus’s concept does not lend itself to explain how engaging in 

this strategy may be detrimental to the successful development and maintenance of sexual and 

ethnic identity intersections for communities of color.  

Participants from PLCs, at times, also had an advantage over those in PTHs given the 

resources that were available in their cities that made the gay community more visible. Many of 

them reported using these resources and thus were able to explore and develop their sexual 

identities within their hometowns more readily. Others claimed that regardless of available 

resources in their hometowns, their parents’ restrictions and their willingness to keep in line with 

their cultural expectations at home prohibited them from accessing these resources and 

developing an understanding of what it meant to be gay in general and within the Latino 

community. Regardless of their perceived ability to access these resources, this posed an 

important implication for self-identity. Accessibility of resources and sexual identity 

development within the context of the hometown did not mean the participants had been 

successful in managing their sexual and ethnic identities. Even after being able to express their 

sexualities in the hometown context, they still had to downplay them at home. Living this double 

life limited their ability to integrate their identities as gay Latino men because their sexual 

identity remained disconnected to their ethnic identity. This was due to the strong cultural roots 

and ties to their parents who had a significant influence on how they perceive themselves and 
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their worth within their families (Guarnero 2007; Ocampo 2012). Participants who had no access 

to the visibility of the gay community had a more fundamental challenge of not being able to 

express their sexual identity in any social space, similar to those from rural towns and PTHs. 

Contextual Convergence and Divergence: Beyond Rural versus Urban 

I find that the overall characteristics of the hometown contexts described by the 

participants closely mirror Gonzalez-Lopez’s (2004) concept of regional patriarchies which is 

used to understand the ways in which Latino fathers make sense of their daughter’s virginity 

after moving to the US. The concept highlights two domains – urban and rural patriarchies – and 

refers to the ideologies that fathers had growing up and how they inform their current openness 

with sexuality. While this study was not conducted in Mexico, these concepts are useful in 

understanding the dynamics of PTHs and PLCs, as described by the participants, and 

understanding the importance of region where people are raised and the influences these places 

have on their views upon entering other social contexts. PTHs were similar demographically and 

socioeconomically to rural patriarchies in Mexico where individuals tended to be exposed to 

“deeply ingrained gender inequalities…and thus, they are less likely to embrace progressive 

values” (p.1120). PLCs, then, fell closely in line to urban patriarchies where individuals become 

“exposed to more equitable opportunities for men and women and thus develop more liberal 

attitudes towards sex and sexuality” (p. 1119). Rural patriarchies, like the PTHs, not only 

imposed traditional gender roles; they also stigmatized sexual minorities. The exposure to more 

progressive values in urban patriarchies, like PLCs, applied to both sexual orientation as well as 

gender.  

While regional patriarchies help explain the overall expectation of each hometown type, 

they do not capture the nuances of the experiences individuals have within them. This is 
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especially important given the varying narratives and experiences of participants who grew up in 

PLCs. Even the categorization I use in this dissertation of the hometown types as traditional 

hometowns and liberal cities does little to capture the nuances of the complex interplay between 

the home environment and the hometown as a whole, and if kept in this form could only help to 

reproduce reductionist views of small towns versus bigger cities as uniform in their experiences. 

Hopkins (2010) argues that we must be wary of making such marked distinctions 

between rural and urban hometowns because there are more similarities than we might think. 

Instead, he explains, we must find a way to examine these various social contexts and find 

conceptualizations that may allow for the most flexibility but be of theoretical significance.  

I find that the perception of the participants immediate home environment in relation to 

the perception of the city or town where the home is located allows for a better understanding of 

the ways in which individuals make sense of the social contexts in which they live. This 

conceptualization is similar to what symbolic interactionist Strauss (1978) terms “universes of 

discourse” or social worlds which can be segmented into multiple worlds and may intersect with 

one another. As a whole, these intersecting social worlds can be analyzed as an “arena.” In the 

case of this study, one could argue that the hometown context can be understood of one arena 

made up of the social world of the family home and the social world of the city or town in which 

it was situated. Similarly, although not the focus of Chapter 4, the college context – as described 

in Chapter 5 – could be understood as another arena comprised primarily of the social world of 

the college campus and the social world of the city in which the university was located. This 

conceptualization of the hometown (and by extension the college environment) as an arena of 

multiple social worlds allows for greater fluidity and nuanced experiences for the individuals that 

occupy them. Ultimately, it serves to shift the focus from an essentialist conceptualization of all 
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urban spaces and all rural spaces as static and always resulting in specific ideologies and a 

particular kind of identity development (i.e., the assumption that all individuals who come from 

urban spaces experiences X and all who come from rural spaces experience Y). It forces us to 

pay close attention to the relationship between multiple social worlds and their intersections 

within a larger social arena and examine how individuals navigating these spaces make sense of 

their social positions.  

For the most part, participants from PTHs felt that their families held strict cultural 

norms, that these norms were emphasized by their family units and their larger communities, and 

that everyone in their hometown ultimately adhered to these social norms and expectations. 

Thus, I argue that the ideology and cultural values of the family and those of the larger 

community in which the home was located converged, resulting in one coherent social arena. 

Regardless of whether they were at home with their parents or out in the city or town, they felt 

the same inability to disclose their sexual identity. While these were two social contexts – the 

family home versus the city where it was located – they felt like one in the same. A better way to 

think of these two social locations is as contextual convergence (see Figure 11). This is a more 

nuanced and flexible conceptualization because it means that regardless of whether a person 

lives in a rural town or a large city, if they feel discriminated at home and in the larger 

environment, the perception of the hometown context as a whole would be a negative one.   

As I showed in Chapter 4, not all students from PLCs felt like the cities in which they 

lived were open, even if some of their peers did. The current conceptualization of rural 

patriarchies versus urban patriarchies could not account for that. The assumption would be that 

students in PLCs would always have more positive experiences given the visibility of the gay 

community and resources they could access. This conceptualization of contextually convergent 



108 

social spaces or arenas, could then also be applied to them to mirror some of the issues that 

students in PTHs were facing. The focus would shift from the assumed characteristics of rural 

versus urban hometowns and onto the perceptions of individuals, in this case gay Latino young 

adults, had of the places in which they lived.  

 

Figure 11: Conceptualization of Contextual Convergence 

 

In addition to contextually convergent locations, contextual divergence would serve to 

describe the existence of two social contexts (or social worlds) which exist within a larger social 

location (or arena), but are perceived to have different ideology (see Figure 12). Many of PLC 

respondents reported having the ability to leave their houses and explore their sexual identities in 
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the larger cities because this second social context allowed them to distance themselves from 

their parents. In entering this second social context (i.e., leaving home to enter the cities in which 

they lived), they became exposed to the gay community and found ways to understand what it 

meant to be gay. In these situations, the ideology and values of the family and those of the larger 

community in which the home was located diverged, resulting in two distinct social 

environments within the same geographical space. Participants that were able to benefit from 

contextual divergence were thus allowed more opportunities to explore, reconstruct, or negotiate 

their sense of self more freely in whichever of the two contexts allowed for more flexibility.  

 

Figure 12: Conceptualization of Contextual Divergence 

 

Thinking of these hometown environments, or arenas, as contextually convergent and 

contextually divergent locations allows identity theorists, and other scholars interested in the 
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study of place and identity, to shift the focus from a dichotomy of rural versus urban to the 

meanings that students or other individuals assign to the social contexts they occupy (Hopkins 

2011). This falls in line with the argument that many social interactionists make that predefined 

social contexts do not exist and that these situational contexts are simply social constructions 

developed from the meanings that people assign to the spaces they occupy at a particular time 

(Clarke and Star 2008). This conceptualization of converging and diverging social worlds also 

expands Strauss’s (1978) grounded theory on social arenas by showing the types of relationships 

that various social contexts can have within a larger geographical location and the implications 

of these contextual arrangements. 

These are important implications for the study of identity given that scholars have already 

shown that the salience of multiple identities changes from one social context to the next. For 

black women, for example, transitioning into the college context seems to force the ethnic 

identity to become more salient, even if racial identity was not as salient previously in their high 

schools (Wilkins 2012). If we can understand how individuals make sense of the social contexts 

they occupied previously and the social contexts they occupy now, we can better anticipate some 

of the issues they might experience and/or prepare them for engaging in identity management 

strategies that may help them better transition to, and operate within, the new social context.  

Expectations and Realities of the College Campus 

This dissertation also explored the expectations of the college campus and the initial 

experiences of gay Latino young adults at two predominantly white institutions. This is an 

important contribution because few studies of college students examined the experiences of gay 

Latino college students (Ocampo 2012; Asencio 2011). The literature shows that LGBT college 

students (e.g., Wall and Evans 2000), Latino college students (e.g., Torres 2003), and male 
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college students, but specifically Latino men (e.g., Saenz and Pojuan 2009), face significant 

challenges on the college campus. Gay Latino college students thus experience a triple-threat 

when it comes to navigating these environments, especially predominantly white institutions 

which may further serve to alienate sexual and ethnic minority students given the small 

percentage of them who enroll, persist, and graduate (Villalpando 2003; Gonzalez 2002; Saenz 

and Ponjuan 2009; Fassinger 1998). In understanding their experiences scholars can better 

understand the identity development and negotiation process that individuals with multiple 

marginalized identities undergo as they transition between social contexts. Practitioners, and 

higher education administrators can use these findings to design better programs and services to 

support them. 

In Chapter 5, I sought to explore students’ expectations and motivations about the college 

environment and examine if there were any difference between the narratives of students from 

PTHs and PLCs experienced. I found that participants’ hometown experiences dictated primarily 

how they articulated their motivations and expectations of their transition into college. For the 

most part, participants from PTHs seemed to have thought of the campus environment as an 

outlet for their oppressing situations at home; they expected the new space to serve as a means 

towards exploration, freedom, and validation for their sexual identities. These expectations were 

most likely due to their inability to integrate their sexual identity with their Latino identity in 

their hometowns. Given the documented need to adhere to cultural norms, the prevalence of 

heteronormativity, and expectations to adhere to strict gender roles (Cintron 2000), participants 

from PTHs were likely in need of a space where they could develop and better understand their 

sexual identities.  
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Conversely, many (not all) individuals from PLCs had already accepted their identities as 

gay men and regarded the college transition as simply the next logical step in the path towards 

success. Previous research has shown that Latino student populations usually have limited 

resources and information about the college process (McDonough 1997), but at least for students 

in PLCs, the proximity to colleges and university, relationships with peers who had attended, 

seemed to trump this issue. The motivations from their families and communities to attend and 

persist in higher education were also among the themes reported to attend college, like previous 

studies have also reported (Yosso 2005).  

While their expectations of the college environment varied by the hometown context in 

which they grew up, their experiences once they arrived in the college environment were very 

similar. They found the university climate to be unwelcoming and at times a space that allowed 

for discrimination and elicited feelings of alienation. The literature shows that for over two 

decades, college campuses have been hostile towards sexual minority students (Rankin 2005; 

Wall and Evans 2000), and recent reports from the National Youth Risk Behavior Survey (CDC 

2015) show that LGB youth continue to experience threats of injury with weapons, bullying, and 

sexual and physical violence. While none of the students in the present study spoke about these 

more extreme threats of violence or pronounced aggression, they may still have held fears about 

them depending on the severity of the marginalization they may have experienced.  

Upon arriving on campus, students from both PTHs and PLCs found that the college 

environment prevented them from realizing the college expectations they had as adolescents, 

regardless of their hometowns. Like previous literature on the experiences of sexual minority 

students on campus (Wall and Evans 2000; Steven 2004), they found themselves in situations 

that forced them to be wary of discrimination and marginalization on campus. Regardless of 
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hometown type, this was particularly detrimental to both PTH and PLC participants. Those from 

hometowns with predominantly heteronormative and homophobic ideologies found these 

replicated in the college environment they had hoped would allow them to explore their sexual 

identities. Those who had not expected their sexuality to be that significant in college, found 

themselves confused as to how college would be less accepting than the cities in which they 

lived. Like in the work of Fassinger (1998), the participants isolated themselves because they 

quickly perceived themselves to be different from others, faced heterosexism, and began to 

anticipate stigmatization on campus. 

Similar to previous studies on LGBT college students and gay Latino undergraduates 

(Wall and Evans 2000; Ocampo 2012), the college campus also limited their ability to disclose 

their sexual orientation. At times, their experiences even led some students to question their self-

worth. Participants who had previously been out in their hometowns found it very difficult to 

revert to being in the closet, especially since many of them did not initially associate the college 

environment with the expectations of their family home. Many times, the participants also hid 

their sexual identities and resorted to claiming heterosexual identities or ignoring questions about 

their sexuality because of fear of losing their friendships networks.  

Research on gay men has found that some seek social acceptance and membership by 

adopting heteronormative values and practices (see Duggan 2002; Nardi 2000), and their identity 

management strategies in certain situations mirrored this finding. Yet, most importantly, is that 

the college environment forced some of the students to rethink their social position and identities 

as gay men and reevaluate what those identities meant to them. They had to engage in ways to 

re-author themselves and figure out how to come to terms with who they were; sometimes, 

again. These identity processes can take a significant emotional toll on marginalized students. It 
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becomes particularly detrimental for students who have to juggle the demands of the college 

transition, threats to their sense of self, and other identity challenges in college climates that are 

not usually supportive of sexual and ethnic minority students (Rankin 2005; Hurtado and Carter 

1997; Stevens 2004; Wall and Evans 2000). 

Issues with Campus Resources 

As I have established, the experiences of sexual and ethnic minority college students, 

especially those of gay Latino college students, are not well documented in the existing higher 

education literature. The studies that exist on many of these marginalized populations on the 

college campus have been primarily quantitative and have in very few instances examined the 

nuances in student experiences, needs, challenges, and expectations. Even more scant are studies 

that address the campus resources that these students can use and their effectiveness.  

This dissertation offers some insight on the experiences of gay Latino college students 

with several campus resources and whether they felt these were beneficial to navigating campus 

life. These findings are important in that they are among the first documented that specifically 

target sexuality resources centers and Latinx student organizations. For the most part, the 

literature speaks to the positive nature of spaces and organizations like these and often call for 

more of them (see Wall and Evans 2000; Sanlo, Rankin, Schoenberg 2004), but usually these 

discussions occur in the context of one aspect of students’ marginalized identities (e.g., 

sexuality). This dissertation finds that they are not without their challenges, especially for gay 

Latino college students who have two conflicting identities. The focus of each resource – 

whether it be sexuality or ethnicity as was explored here – by default, makes it difficult to focus 

on other intersections that student participants might be experiencing. Students who are both 

sexual and ethnic minorities, in this case gay and Latinos, thus find themselves unable to make 
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use of these centers and organizations and are forced to retreat from them. 

 Previous work has shown that one of the major flaws of campus resources targeted to 

sexual minorities is that the strategies and interventions they have adapted have been based on 

white male populations and their sexual identity process (Rankin 2005). This was also reported 

by some of the students in this study, stating that the recommendations they were given were not 

sensitive to their inability to tell his parents about their sexual identity because they were afraid 

to break those ties (Guarnero 2007). As discussed in Chapter 5, sexuality resource centers were 

located in areas on campus that made it easy to discern a student who was on their way to seek 

its resources. There is significant research that speaks to the ways in which campuses can make 

the climate more inclusive (see Wall and Evans 2000; and Sanlo et al. 2004), but location of 

offices and resources has not been a primary focus of this work. This issue seems like is an 

import one to tackle, particularly for sensitive populations. 

 Like with sexuality resource centers, Latinx student organizations were designed to target 

only one aspect of the students’ identity– their Latino culture. In joining them, students found 

that they mirrored the ideologies of traditional heteronormative Latino culture and thus forced 

them to remain silent about their sexual identities. In some cases, participation in these 

organization incited fear of being outed back home given that participants’ high school peers or 

other individuals known to their families might also be active within these organizations. Since 

they were student-led groups, they also did not have the supervision of a full-time staff member 

nor were they required to provide training to all members concerning identity issues their 

members might be facing – again, because the focus of the group was on the cultural ethnic 

identity. It is thus imperative that some steps are taken to ensure that students of all identity types 

feel welcome in these organizations and are allowed to participate. 
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 Chapter 5 also shed light on some of the resources in the college experience that have had 

some purely positive influences on the research participants. Specifically, safe space ally 

programs (Safe Zone) programs, the support and mentorship from sexual and ethnic minority 

faculty and staff, and the representation of students’ ethnic and sexual identities in academic 

departments and coursework. While little research has been conducted on some of these 

resources, particularly the effectiveness Safe Zone (Pointer and Tubbs 2007), at least from the 

student narratives it seems like they may be having some positive impact. More research is 

needed on factors that can help support marginalized students on campus, particularly those with 

compounding effects of marginalized identities (Sanlo et al. 2002; Wall and Evans 2000; 

Fassinger 1998; Pointer and Tubbs 2007). 

Summary 

 In this chapter, I discussed the findings of the dissertation in light of the literature that 

currently informs our understanding of identity development and identity theory, the influence of 

social contexts on individuals, and the issues that plague college environments. I argue that while 

hometown contexts are important for the development and negotiation of multiple identities, we 

must move beyond frameworks that conceptualize home locations as solely rural versus and 

make assumptions of what these location types might yield. Instead, scholars should shift their 

focus to the ways in which individuals make sense of the social contexts they occupy, and the 

relationships that multiple social contexts may have in relation to one another. 

 The conceptualization of hometowns as contextually convergent and divergent allow for 

more flexibility and place the onus on the participants to make determinations of how they 

perceive various social contexts to be within a larger geographical location. Understanding the 

ways in which they define the social locations from which they are coming and how similar 
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others perceive those that they are transitioning into may help social scientists best anticipate the 

types of identity management strategies they may require to ensure a smooth transition. 

 This chapter also spoke to the dissertation findings in relation to the existing literature on 

sexual and ethnic minority student experiences at predominantly white institutions. While 

students had various expectations and motivations for attending college based largely on the 

hometowns in which they grew up, their experiences upon initially transitioning into the college 

campus did not allow for them to fully realize their expectations. Whether it was perceived risk 

of discrimination, uncertainty regarding sexual identity disclosure, or feelings of low self-worth, 

the college environment was not as they initially expected. Additionally, resources available to 

them did not always meet their needs given their multiple marginalized identities and only served 

to further isolate them from the offices designed to support them.  

These findings fall in line with current studies of the experiences of similar populations. 

They speak to the need to continue these lines of work and to ensure that current research can 

reach policy makers at higher education institutions. In using scholarship to drive policy and 

program implementation on college campuses, university administrators can rest assured that 

their university environments would be equipped to better support their students, their identity 

challenges, and ultimately, to ensure retention and graduation of marginalized population in 

higher education. 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
 

Using grounded theory methodology to analyze in-depth interviews, participant-taken 

photographs, and written reflections, this dissertation examined the hometown environments and 

university experiences of twenty-five gay Latino-identifying college students enrolled at 

predominantly white institutions in two separate US locations. The following research questions 

served as guiding questions for this study: 

(1) What influences do the students’ hometowns have on their individual understandings 

of gender, ethnic, and sexual identities?  

(2) How do these understandings affect the ways in which they perceive the college 

environment to be prior to attending?  

(3) How do these meanings change as they exit and enter different contexts (i.e., 

transitioning from the hometown to the college environment)?  

(4) If any, what kinds of campus resources do they use to alleviate the potential conflict 

and ambiguity that these intersecting identities may bring in the college environment; 

are they beneficial? 

Ultimately, I was interested in finding out in what ways, if any, do hometown environments 

affect the expectations, experiences, and identity development of gay Latino college students? 

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 provide the results to these questions and Chapter 6 situates these 

findings in the available literature at the intersection of sociology, education, and identity theory. 

This dissertation finds that the participants’ hometowns influence their ability to explore, 

develop, and make meaning of the intersection of their sexual and ethnic identities prior to their 

transition to college and inform the motivations and expectations they have of the college 
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experience. Upon arrival at the university, the participants find themselves in an unwelcoming 

campus climate and encounter situations that serve as barriers to fulfilling their original 

expectations of the college experience, including (1) the risk of discrimination and 

marginalization, (2) the limited ability to disclose sexual orientation, and (3) threats toward 

participants’ self-acceptance and self-worth. In seeking sexuality resource centers and Latinx 

student organizations, the participants realized that the focus of these campus resources lies 

solely on one aspect of their identities – either sexuality or ethnicity – and that their services and 

programming do not take into consideration the compounding effects of their identities as gay 

Latino men.  

Given that previous work on identity and place has been primarily situated in ecology, 

environmental psychology, and geography, the findings of this dissertation extend our current 

understanding of hometown locations as sites of identity development and as social contexts that 

may be useful in helping us understand what types of challenges gay Latino college students may 

face in their current environments. In Chapter 6, I present an alternative framework that moves 

beyond the current dichotomies of urban versus rural hometown contexts and focuses on the 

relationship between the family home and the city where it is located. This conceptualization of 

contextual convergence and contextual divergence is grounded in symbolic interactionism and 

showcases the importance of allowing individuals to define the spaces they occupy, instead of 

making assumptions about what a certain type of context may “undoubtedly” yield.  

Further, the qualitative examination of gay Latino experiences at predominantly white 

institutions and the benefits of campus resources for marginalized student populations is an 

important contribution to the literature given the dearth of research that currently exists in these 

two areas. 
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Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

While insightful, this study has its own limitations. As explained above, the primary goal 

of this dissertation was to shed light on the influence of hometown contexts on gay Latino 

college students’ development, expectations for college, and experiences at predominantly white 

institutions. This study examined the experiences of students from various Latino communities 

and heritages, and the results focus on commonalities in their hometown and college experiences. 

Future research should increase the size of each ethnic group to get a more nuanced 

understanding of the Latinx experience and the needs of each different community, including the 

level of adherence to traditional Latino ideology, the number of generations that participants 

families have been in the US, and include the narratives of straight Latino college students to 

compare their transition experiences between social contexts. 

Although unintended, the majority of the participants in this study were first generation 

college students, meaning neither of their parents had gone to college. There may have thus been 

more pressure to attend college and bring pride to their families which may have overshadowed 

their willingness to resist or to explore their sexualities in their hometowns. In entering the 

college environment, they also seemed to have many new experiences which may have been 

avoided if they had had the guidance of their parents or siblings in terms of what to expect or 

how to navigate college life. Future studies should ensure that the sample is representative of 

students with parents of different educational backgrounds; this may also affect how open their 

parents might be regarding their sexual identities growing up and they may not see such 

significant negative experiences upon arrival on the college campus. 

In terms of the participants’ narratives, I interviewed them once on campus, and again 

approximately a year after their initial interview. I stayed in contact with many of them, so I was 
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able to get a sense of how they were doing but did not use that data to report on these findings, 

primarily because the goal of the dissertation was to examine the transition between hometowns 

and college campuses and their experiences mostly covered their first couple of semesters on 

campus, usually the first year. Their narratives are thus anecdotal and many times may not be as 

accurate as the reality of what may have actually occurred. Different experiences may have 

students think that previous events may be more or less important than what they really were at 

the time they happened. Similarly, in speaking about their hometown experiences once they 

arrived on campus, they have a space to compare their experiences to and may have exaggerated 

the negativity of their hometowns because of their current situations. To tackle this limitation, 

future studies should employ longitudinal methods to capture students’ experiences during the 

transition to college and through their undergraduate career. This may also shed light on how 

they make sense of their college experiences and make use of campus resources as they navigate 

their college experience. 

This study focused on gay Latino men who were predominantly masculine presenting, 

although this was not intentional, either. Their experiences and ability to downplay their sexual 

identities through gender performances may have contributed to the challenges they experienced 

and how they perceived them. Future studies should recruit gay Latinxs of all gender 

presentations. Additionally, research on sexual minority Latinxs should include samples of 

women since research on Latina lesbians, bisexual, and queer women are also significantly 

lacking in the literature. 

Future studies should focus on Latinos within other organizational and institutional 

contexts such as the workplace, the family, or in public places because each context may yield a 

different set of resources, constraints, and discourses that may affect the ways in which identity 
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processes are conducted and understood. Several of the participants in this study made references 

to the socioeconomic differences between their families and those of the gay community in the 

cities in which they lived. Some mentioned that these differences were beneficial while other 

framed them as detrimental to their identity development, but given the small number of 

instances in which this came up, I was not able to explore this in depth. Future research should 

also explore the intersection of social class with gender, sexuality, and race/ethnicity. It may 

yield interesting results that may shed light on other dimensions of identity that may interact in 

ways that we may not have thought of before. 

 Research on Latinos of different age groups, including adolescents and older adults, are 

also needed because each group lives in different social contexts and may also make meaning of 

their various identities in different ways. It is particularly important to also examine how college 

educated Latino men’s contextual identity processes remain the same (and/or change) as they 

leave college. Understanding the identity process within a variety of contexts and across different 

systems and cultures may shed light on the steps that need to be taken to end gender and 

sexuality oppression, and may allow us to better understand the cultural differences of the 

populations which whom we interact. 

Recommendations for Higher Education 

As was evidenced in this dissertation, the campus climate of many higher education 

institutions continues to lack inclusivity. Heteronormativity and homophobia still run abundant 

and reluctance to change due to ignorance and fear of the unknown continue to plague many 

aspects of our lives in various social contexts. Even then, it is the duty as scholars and 

practitioners to push for more inclusive spaces.  
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Given the findings of this dissertation, there are several areas that should be the goal of 

all higher education institutions seeking to create more welcoming environments for gay Latino 

college students and other marginalized student populations.  

1. Universities must develop easier avenues for the reporting of bias incidents and clear 

policies for dealing with violations. 

Several of the discrimination and marginalization incidents the participants described in 

the interviews and photo reflections were not reported to the universities. This was mainly due to 

a lack of clear avenues to reporting these events or the students’ lack of trust in the system–the 

students did not think anyone would care enough to do anything about the issue. When students 

first arrive for orientation, universities have the opportunity to emphasize that they will not 

tolerate issues of discrimination of any kind. At the time the students were interviewed, sessions 

focused primarily on sexual harassment but not on sexual identity or race/ethnic discrimination. 

Making it clear that these incidents will not be tolerated and outlining clear policies to deal with 

violations would allow individuals on campus to not take these issues lightly, and it would 

potentially increase sexual and ethnic minority students’ feelings of safety on campus. At 

minimum, it may allow students to feel validated and accepted to know that their identities are 

protected at all levels of the institutional policy ladder. 

2. Universities must ensure a supportive environment for sexual and ethnic minority 

faculty and staff.  

 As was previously discussed, faculty and staff who shared identities as sexual and ethnic 

minorities – particularly gay and lesbian faculty of color – were instrumental in making students 

feel welcome and validated on campus. Establishing a supportive campus climate begins with 

employees that share these values and have their own lived experiences to validate these beliefs. 
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While allies are also important, it is faculty and staff of color and those of non-heterosexual 

backgrounds that seem to connect best with students. As was discussed in Chapter 5, students 

reported that these faculty and staff understood the compounding effects of their identities as gay 

Latinos, and helped steer them through their undergraduate career. In having these mentors and 

supporters, students could see themselves represented within the people they looked up to and 

felt more comfortable around them. Yet, studies have shown that LGBT faculty and staff may 

also face stigmatization and marginalization on campus, and thus more policies should be 

implemented at the institutional level to ensure that LGBT and Latino faculty and staff feel 

included and welcome on their college campuses (Rankin 2005; LaSala, Jenkins, Wheeler, and 

Fredriksen-Goldsen 2008; Bilimoria and Stewart 2009). Institutions must work hard to develop 

policies in conjunction with human resources that ensure that these employees have the support 

they need to be successful, as well. In turn, gay Latino college students – and/or other sexual and 

ethnic minority students - may see themselves represented in their teachers and advisors and 

persist to graduation.  

3. Universities must develop campus-wide committees to assess diversity, inclusion, and 

equity, and ensure accountability on behalf of campus constituents. 

 The two universities from which the participants were interviewed had created sexuality 

resource centers and seemed to be proactive about addressing issues experienced by diverse 

student populations on their campuses. Yet, for students with multiple marginalized identities, no 

specific resources were evident, and the existing resources were not always useful. It is thus 

imperative to develop guidelines that call to action a group of diverse individuals from all areas 

of the university to assess issues of diversity, inclusion, and equity at the home institution. These 

committees would be required to evaluate issues experienced by faculty, staff, students, and 
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other employees as separate categories and administer climate surveys on these groups to assess 

the status of the institution in issues of diversity, inclusion, and equity. The committee could then 

formulate a plan to ensure that all units at the university were accountable to practices and 

policies that ensured the institution operated in a manner sensitive to the needs of its diverse 

constituents. Mandatory training and guidelines could be designed for all new employees and 

students to go through and push for a shift in the attitudes of campus constituents towards more 

equity minded individuals. Institutions of higher education have been reported to be reactive 

regarding having built sexuality and ethnic resource centers, but having these centers is not 

enough as is evidenced by the continued hostility and negative climate experienced by sexual 

and ethnic minorities on these campuses (Rankin 2005). Having a resource center with no 

support is equivalent to not having one at all. Constant support and evaluation at multiple levels 

will ensure all levels of the university adhere to the highest possible ideals to promote an 

inclusive and equitable environment for all.  

Conclusion 

 This dissertation has shed light on the experiences of twenty-five gay Latino college 

students at two predominantly white institutions and adds to the sociological and educational 

literatures on the experiences of populations with multiple marginalized identities across social 

contexts. Although this study was primarily sociological in nature, focusing on the influence of 

social contexts on the identity process and the identity challenges these students faced upon 

arrival in their respective institutions, it is my hope that these findings are used to develop 

policies and practices that can be used to better support these students and to continue the 

conversation on the importance of identity theorizing that takes into account multiple dimensions 

of identity across social contexts, institutions, and locations. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

1ST ROUND - SEMI-STRUCTURED QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
All of the following questions will be guides to the interview process, rather than a formally 
structured set. The questions in this interview are not exhaustive, but are meant are launching 
points for contemplation on behalf of the participant. 
 
The Sense of Self: 

1. How aware were you growing up about your sexual identity? 
2. What do you believe led to this awareness? 
3. How did you manage to adjust to this awareness? 
4. Why do you think a lot of Latinas/os hide their sexuality from other? 
5. What elements do you think have contributed to your lesbian/gay self-acceptance? 
6. How difficult has it been to be a Latina/o and be lesbian/gay? Why? 
7. How have you managed to balance being Latina/o and being lesbian/gay? 

 
The Familial and Communal Relationships 

1. Who are you openly gay/lesbian to, if anyone? 
2. What do you think allows you to share this with those people? 
3. How is the relationship with your family? 
4. How did your coming out affect that relationship, if you have come out? 
5. Why do you think a lot of Latinas/os hide their sexuality from their families? 
6. Why do you believe that Latina/o lesbians/gay men have a hard time coming out in 

general? 
7. How comfortable do you feel to be yourself with your family? 
8. How do you negotiate your identities to be both true to yourself and to your loved ones?  

 
The College Environment 

1. How has the college environment allowed you to explore your sexuality?  
2. What aspects of the college environment do you feel cater to your Latino identity? 
3. What aspects of the college environment do you feel cater to your L/G identity? 
4. What resources does your college environment provide to students like yourself? 
5. Do you feel these are beneficial? 
6. Where do you feel your sexual identity has become more defined, at home or in college, 

and why do you think this is so? 
7. How effective are the institutions programs in allowing you to explore your sexuality? 
8. How comfortable do you feel in this institution to expose your sexuality? 
9. What do you think the university can implement to cater more towards the Latina/o Non-

heterosexual community on campus? 
10. Do you believe this is necessary, and why? 
11. Would you recommend other Latina/o non-heterosexual students like yourself to attend 

this university? Why? 
12. How have your college experiences affected development of your identity as a Latina 

lesbian/Latino gay man? 
13. Any other thoughts?   
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APPENDIX B 
 

2ND ROUND - SEMI-STRUCTURED QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

All of the following questions will be guides to the interview process, rather than a formally 
structured set. The questions in this interview are not exhaustive, but are meant are launching 
points for contemplation on behalf of the participant. 
 

Community and Family: 

1. Where are you from? And how would you describe the views on homosexuality in your 
community? 

2. Does your family share the same views as the community, or are they different? How? 
3. What do you think personally is the most challenging thing about being gay in your 

hometown? 
4. Can you tell me about the relationship you have with your family? 
5. Are you out to your family? Why or why not? 
6. What are/were the challenges to coming out?  

a. If out, has their demeanor changed towards you after coming out?  
b. If not out, do you think it would change if they found out? 

7. Could you tell me about a time in which you may have had to hide your sexuality at 
home or in your community? How did/does it make you feel? 

8. Some people have said that if they come out, most families will hear it and hide it. What 
is your first reaction to this? Do you agree? 
 

Sexuality: 

1. Can you tell me about your attraction to the opposite sex, and any sexual contact you may 
have had with them? How did it make you feel? 

2. Can you tell me abuot your growing up experiences dealing with your emerging sexual 
attraction towards men? Including your first sexual attraction, sexual contact, and the 
process of accepting your sexuality?  

3. How do you define your sexual identity and why? Are there any labels you aren’t 
comfortable with? 

4. Can you tell me tell me about your dating relationship with men and women? 
5. To what extent do you believe that being gay influences who you are? 
6. How does your sexuality influence the people you surround yourself with or the groups 

you join? How does this different/same at home and when in college? 
 

Gender/Machismo: 

1. What does the concept of machismo mean to you? How would you define it? 
2. Where did you first here about machismo? 
3. Who in your community do you think patrols it the most? Why? 
4. How is the distinction between who is macho and who isn’t made by you? Your peers? 

Your community? 
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5. Are you ever embarrassed by other gay Latinos, or gay men in general? Can you tell me 
of a time when this happened? 

6. How do you think that machismo and the ways that the community understands it affect 
how gay Latino men act/present themselves? 

7. Are there any particular strategies you or other gay Latino men you know – or have seen 
– use to downplay their sexual identities? Do you think these are effective or do they 
hinder individuals in any way? 

8. What do you think are some things that a gay Latino must master, or present, to appear 
masculine or be legitimate to his community and friends? 
 

Education 

1. What are you currently studying at this institution? Why did you decide to get into that 
program? Was the major always planned or has it changed? 

2. How successful are you in your program? How does it make you feel? 
3. Tell me a little bit about how you view education and being in college? What does it 

mean to you? Your peers? Your family? Your community?  
4. What kinds of benefits to you attribute to being a well-educated gay Latino? 
5. How do you feel that education affects your sexual identity, or the perception of others 

towards you as a gay Latino? 
6. How does your family view education? Do they support you? How does it make them 

feel that you’re in college? How does it make you feel? 
7. Can you tell me a little about the process of choosing this particular institution as a 

college to attend? Did your sexuality influence your decision?  
8. Can you tell me about the most memorable experiences at this institution (one good, one 

bad)? 
9. Are you a part of any organizations? Which one? Why did you decide to join? Do you 

hold any positions in these organizations? How do you think holding them affects you? 
10. Do you feel this institution allows you to express yourself? Or how comfortable do you 

feel at this institution to express your sexual identity? 
11. Do you feel that you identity has become more defined inside or outside of college? 

How? 
12. Could you tell me what you feel could be changed about this institution that would make 

you feel more comfortable? Or what could be done to help others do the same? Any 
particular experiences that make you say this? 

 
  



129 

APPENDIX C 
 

IRB APPROVAL FORMS 
 

 
 



130 
 



131 
 



132 
 



133 

APPENDIX D 
 

SAMPLE CONSENT FORM 
 

 
  



134 

  



135 

  



136 

REFERENCES 
 
 

Abes, E. S., & Jones, S. R. (2004). Meaning-making capacity and the dynamics of lesbian 
college students’ multiple dimensions of identity. Journal of College Student 
Development, 45, 612-632. 

 
Abes, E. S., Jones, S. R., & McEwen, M. K. (2007). Reconceptualizing the model of multiple 

dimensions of identity: The role of meaning-making capacity in the construction of 
multiple identities. Journal of College Student Development, 48, 1-22.  

 
Alderman, D. & Modlin, E.A. 2013. Southern hospitality and the politics of African American 

belonging: an analysis of North Carolina tourism brochure photographs. Journal of 
Cultural Geography, 30(1)  

 
Almaguer, T. (1991, 1993). Chicano men: A cartography of homosexual identity and behavior. 

Differences 3, 75-100. 
 
Anderson K. & Jack, D.C. (1991) Learning to listen: Interview techniques and analyses. In: 

Gluck S.B. & Patai D. (eds) Women’s Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History. 
New York: Routledge, 11–25. 

 
Anzaldúa, G. E. (1999) Borderlands,  La Frontera: The New Mestiza. San Francisco: Aunt Lute. 
 
Arbona, C., & A. Nora. (2007). The influence of academic and environmental factors on 

Hispanic college degree attainment. The Review of Higher Education, 30(3), 247–269. 
 
Asencio, M. (2011). "Locas," respect, and masculinity: Gender conformity in migrant Puerto 

Rican gay masculinities. Gender and Society, 25, 335-54. 
 
Baxter Magolda, M. B. (2001). Making their own way: Narratives for transforming higher 

education to promote self-development. Sterling, VA: Stylus. 
 
Bernard, R. H. (2002). Research methods in anthropology: Qualitative and quantitative 

methods. Walnut Creek: Alta Mira Press. 
 
Brekhus, W. (2003). Peacocks, chameleons, centaurs gay suburbia and the grammar of social 

identity. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Bilimoria, D., & Stewart, A. J. (2009). "Don't ask, don't tell": The academic climate for lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, and transgender faculty in science and engineering. NWSA Journal, 21(2), 
85-103 

 
Bozzoli, B. (1983). Marxism, feminism, and South African studies. Journal of Southern African 

Studies, 9, 139-171. 
 



137 

Briodo, E.M. (2000). Ways of being an ally to lesbian, gay, and bisexual students. In Wall, V.A. 
& Evans, N.J. (Eds.), Toward acceptance: Sexual orientation issues on campus.  
Lanham, MD: University Press of America.  

 
Bryant, K. (2008). In defense of gay children? Progay homophobia and the production of 

homonormativity. Sexualities, 11, 455-75. 
 
Bryant, A., & Charmaz, K. (2007). Grounded theory research: Methods and practices. In A. 

Bryant & K. Charmaz (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of grounded theory (pp. 1-28). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

 
Cahill, S.E. & Eggleston, R. (1995). Reconsidering the stigma of physical disability: Wheelchair 

use and public kindness. The Sociological Quarterly, 36(4), 681-698. 
 
Carrier, J. M. (1976). Family attitudes and Mexican male homosexuality. Urban Life, 5, 359-76. 
 
Carrier, J. M. (1995). De los otros: Intimacy and homosexuality among Mexican men. New 

York: Columbia University Press. 
 
Carrigan, T., Connell, R.W., & Lee, J. (1985). Toward a new sociology of masculinity. Theory 

and Society, 14, 551-604. 
 
Carrillo, H. (2002). The night is young: Sexuality in Mexico in the time of AIDS. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press. 
 
Cass, V. C. (1979). Homosexual identity formation: A theoretical model. Journal of 

Homosexuality, 4, 219-235. 
 
Cates, J. A. (1987). Adolescent sexuality: Gay and lesbian issues. Child Welfare, 66(4), 353-363. 
 
Charmaz, K. (2006). Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through qualitative 

analysis. Los Angeles: Sage. 
 
Clark, A. & Star, S.L. (2008). The social worlds framework: A theory/methods package. In E.J. 

Hackett, O. Amsterdamska, M. Lynch, and J. Wajcman (Eds.), The Handbook of Science 
and Technology Studies, 3rd (pp. 113-139). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

 
Cintrón, R. (2000). Ethnicity, race, and culture: The case of Latino gay/bisexual men. In V. A. 

Wall & N. J. Evans (Eds.), Toward acceptance: Sexual orientation issues on campus (pp. 
299-320). Lanham, MD: University Press of America. 

 
Connell, R.W. (1995). Masculinities. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
Connolly, M. (2000). Issues for lesbian, gay, and bisexual students in traditional college 

classrooms. In Wall, V.A. & Evans, N.J. (Eds.), Toward acceptance: Sexual orientation 
issues on campus. Lanham, MD: University Press of America.  



138 

D’Augelli, A. R. (1994). Identity development and sexual orientation: Toward a model of 
lesbian, gay, and bisexual development. In E. J. Trickett, R. J. Watts, & D. Birman 
(Eds.), Human diversity: Perspectives on people in context. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

 
D'Augelli, A. R., Hershberger, S. L., & Pilkington, N. W. (1998). Lesbian, gay, and bisexual 

youth and their families: Disclosure of sexual orientation and its consequences. American 
Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 68(3), 361-371. 

 
Delgado, M. (2015). Urban Youth and  Photovoice: Visual Ethnography in Action. New York, 

NY: Oxford University Press. 
 
Díaz, R. M. (1998). Latino gay men and HIV: Culture, sexuality, and risk behavior. New York: 

Routledge.  
 
Duggan, L. (2002). The new homonormativity: The sexual politics of neoliberalism, in R. 

Castronova & D.D. Nelson (Eds.) Materializing democracy: Towards a revitalized 
cultural politics (p.175-194). Durham, NC: Duke University Press.  

 
Easton, A. A., & Rios, D. (2017). Social challenges faced by queer Latino college men: 

Navigating negative responses to coming out in a double minority sample of emerging 
adults. Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 23(4), 457-467. 

 
Evans, N. J., & Briodo, E. M. (1999). Coming out in college residence halls: Negotiation, 

meaning making, challenges, supports. Journal of College Student Development, 40(6), 
658- 667 

 
Fassinger, R. (1991). The hidden minority: Issues and challenges in working with lesbian women 

and gay men. Counseling Psychologist, 19, 157-176. 
 
Fassinger, R. (1998). Lesbian, gay, and bisexual identity and student development theory. In R. 

Sanlo (Ed.), Working with lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender college students: A 
handbook for faculty and administrators (pp. 13-22). Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. 

 
Fassinger, R. E., & Miller, B. A. (1996). Validation of an inclusive model of homosexual 

identity formation in a sample of gay men. Journal of Homosexuality, 32(2), 53-78. 
 
Gall, M. D., Gall, J. P., & Borg, W. R. (2007). Educational research: An introduction (8th ed.). 

Boston: Pearson/Allyn and Bacon. 
 
Gibson, P. (1989). Gay male and lesbian youth suicide. United States Department of Health and 

Human Services Report to the Secretary's Task Force on Youth Suicide. Washington, DC: 
HHS. 

 
Glaser, B.G. (1978). Theoretical sensitivity. Mills Valley, CA.: The Sociology Press. 
 
Glesne, C. (2006). Becoming qualitative researchers: An introduction, 3rd ed. Boston: Pearson. 



139 

Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identity. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice Hall. 

 
Gonzalez, K.P. (2002). Campus culture and the experiences of Chicano students in a 

predominantly white university. Urban Education, 37 (2), 193-218. 
 
Gonzalez-Lopez, G. (2004). Fathering Latina Sexualities: Mexican Men and the Virginity of 

their Daughters. Journal of Marriage and Family, 66(5), 1108-1130. 
 
Guarnero, Peter A. (2007). Family and community influences on the social and sexual lives of 

Latino gay men. Journal of Transcultural Nursing, 18(1), 12-18  
 
Guest, G., A. Bunce, & L. Johnson. (2006). How many interviews are enough? An experiment 

with data saturation and variability. Field Methods, 18(1), 59-82. 
 
Gustafson, P. 2001. Meanings of place: Everyday experience and theoretical conceptualizations. 

Journal of Environmental Psychology, 21, 5-16. 
 
Harrell, P. E., & W.S. Forney. (2003). Ready or Not, Here We Come: Retaining Hispanic and 

First-Generation Students in Postsecondary Education. Community College Journal of 
Research and Practice, 27(2): 147-156. 

 
Harry, J. (1993). Being out: A general model. Journal of Homosexuality, 26 (1), 25-40. 
 
Harris, S. R. (2001). What can interactionism contribute to the study of inequality: The case of 

marriage and beyond. Symbolic Interaction, 24, 455-480. 
 
Heatherington, L., & Lavner, J. A. (2008). Coming to terms with coming out: Review and 

recommendations for family systems-focused research. Journal of Family Psychology, 
22(3), 329-343. 

 
Herdt, G. (1989). Gay and lesbian youth, emergent identities, and cultural scenes at home and 

abroad. In Herdt, G (Ed.), Gay and Lesbian Youth. New York: Hawthorn.  
 
Herman, N. J. (1993). Return to sender: Reintegrative stigma-management strategies of ex-

psychiatric patients. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 22(3), 295-330. 
 
Hershberger, S. L., & D'Augelli, A. R. (1995). The impact of victimization on the mental health 

and suicidality of lesbian, gay, and bisexual youths. Developmental Psychology, 31(1), 
65-74. 

 
Hetrick, E. S., & Martin, A. D. (1987). Developmental issues and their resolution for gay and 

lesbian adolescents. Journal of Homosexuality, 2(1/2), 25-43. 
 
Hidalgo, H. A., & Christensen, E. H. (1976-77). The Puerto Rican lesbian and the Puerto Rican 

community. Journal of Homosexuality, 2(2), 109-121. 



140 

Hofstede, G. (1980). Culture's consequences: International differences in work-related values. 
Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.  

 
Holland, D., Lachicotte, W., Jr., Skinner, D., & Cain, C. (1998). Identity and agency in cultural 

worlds. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University. 
Hopkins, P.E. (2010). Young people, place and identity. London: Routledge. 
 
Johnson, K. R. (1997). Melting pot or ring of fire: Assimilation and the Mexican American 

experience. California Law Review, 85(5), 1262-1313. 
 
Jones, S. R., and McEwen, M. K. (2000). A conceptual model of multiple dimensions of identity. 

Journal of College Student Development, 41, 405-414. 
 
Kane, M. D. (2013). Finding “safe” campuses: Predicting the presence of LGBT student groups 

at North Carolina colleges and universities. Journal of Homosexuality, 60(6), 828-852. 
   
Kegan, R. (1994). In over our heads: The mental demands of modern life. Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press. 
 
Kurtz, S. P. (1999). Butterflies under cover: Cuban and Puerto Rican gay masculinities in Miami. 

The Journal of Men's Studies, 7, 371-390. 
 
Lancaster, R.N. (1995). That we should all turn queer? In R.H. Parker and J.H. Gagnon (Eds.), 

Conceiving sexuality: Approaches to sex research in a postmodern world (pp. 135-156). 
New York: Routledge. 

 
LaSala, M. C., Jenkins, D. A., Wheeler, D. P., & Fredriksen-Goldsen, K. I. (2008). LGBT 

faculty, research, and researchers: Risks and rewards. Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social 
Services, 20(3), 253-267. 

 
May, H. (2000). ‘Murderers’ relatives’: Managing stigma, negotiating Identity. Journal of 

Contemporary Ethnography, 29(2), 198-221. 
 
McCall, G. J. and Simmons, J. L. (1978). Identities and interactions: An examination of human 

associations in everyday life. New York: Free Press. 
 
McDonough, P. M. (1997). Choosing colleges: How social class and schools structure 

opportunity. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press. 
 
Mirande, A. (1997). Hombres y machos: Masculinity and Latino culture. Boulder, CO: 

Westview Press. 
 
Montini, T. (2000). Compulsory closets and the social context of disclosure. Sociological 

Perspectives, 43(4), 5121-5132. 
 



141 

Mora, R. (2013). “Dicks are for chicks”: Latino boys, masculinity, and the abjection of 
homosexuality. Gender and Education, 25(3), 340-356. 

 
Morales, E. (1990). Ethnic minority families and minority gays and lesbians. Marriage and 

Family Review, 14, 217-239. 
 
Murray, S.O. (1995). Latin American male homosexualities. Albuquerque, NM: University of 

New Mexico Press. 
 
Myers, L., Cintrón, M., and Scarborough, K. (1994). Latinos: The conceptualization of race. In 

J.E. Hendricks and B. Byers (Eds.), Multicultural perspectives in criminal justice and 
criminology. Springfield, IL: Charles C. Thomas. 

 
Nardi, P.M. (2000). Gay masculinities. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Nora, A., E. Barlow, & G. Crisp. (2005). Student persistence and degree attainment beyond the 

first year in college: the need for research. In A. Seidman (Ed.), College student 
retention: Formula for student success (pp. 129–153). Westport, CT: Praeger. 

 
O’Donnel, S., Meyer, I.H, & Schwartz, S. (2011). Increased risk of suicide attempts among 

Black and Latino lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals. American Journal of Public Health, 
101(6), 1055–1059. 

 
Orne, Jason. (2011). “You will always have to 'out' yourself”: Reconsidering coming out through 

strategic outness. Sexualities. 14(6), 681-703 
 
Paasi, A. (2002). Regional worlds and words. Progress in Human Geography, 26, 802-811.  
 
Paasi, A. (2003). Region and place: Regional identity in question. Progress in Human 

Geography, 27 (4), 475-485. 
 
Peña-Talamantes, A. E. (2011). Capitalizing on education: Gay Latino undergraduates’ 

heteronormative identity work and compensatory manhood acts. Unpublished master’s 
thesis, Florida State University 

 
Peña-Talamantes, A. E. (2013a). Empowering the self, creating worlds: Lesbian and gay 

Latina/o college students’ identity negotiation in figured worlds. Journal of College 
Student Development, 54(3), 267-282. 

 
Peña-Talamantes, A. E. (2013b). Defining machismo, no es siempre lo mismo: Latino sexual 

minorities’ machoflexible identities in higher education. Culture, Society and 
Masculinities, 5(2), 166-178. 

 
Pascoe, C.J. (2007). Dude, you’re a fag: Masculinity and sexuality in high school. Berkeley, CA: 

University of California Press. 
 



142 

Ramani, A. K., Gilbertson, L., Fox, M. A., & Provasnik, S. (2007). Status and trends in the 
education of racial and ethnic minorities (NCES 2007-039). Washington, DC: National 
Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of 
Education. 

 
Ramirez, R. L. (1999). What it means to be a man: Reflections on Puerto Rican masculinity. 

Translated by R.E. Casper. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 
 
Rhoads, R. A. (1994). Coming out in college: The struggle for a queer identity. Westport, CT: 

Greenwood. 
 
Rhoads, R.A. & Valadez, J.R. (1996). Democracy, multiculturalism, and the community college: 

a critical perspective. New York: Garland. 
 
Rhodes, S. D. & Hergenrather, K. C. (2002). Exploring Hepatitis B vaccination acceptance among 

young men who have sex with men: Facilitators and barriers. Preventative Medicine, 35, 
128-134. 

 
Rubin, G. (1984). Thinking sex: Notes for a radical theory of the politics of sexuality. In C.S. 

Vance (ed.), Pleasure and danger: Exploring female sexuality, (pp. 267-319). London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul. 

 
Sáenz, V. B., & L. Ponjuan. (2009). The vanishing Latino male in higher education. Journal of 

Hispanic Higher Education, 8(1), 54-89.  
 
Sánchez, B., P. Esparza, Y. Colón, & K. Davis. (2010). Tryin’ to make it during the transition 

from high school: The role of family obligation attitudes and economic context for 
Latino-emerging adults. Journal of Adolescent Research, 25(6), 858-884. 

 
Sandfort, T., Melendez, R. & Diaz, R. (2007). Gender nonconformity, homophobia, and mental 

distress in Latino gay and bisexual men. The Journal of Sex Research, 44(2). 
 
Sanlo, R., Rankin, S. & Schoenberg, R. (2002). Our place on campus: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender services and programs in higher education. Wesport, CT: Greenwood. 
 
Savin-Williams, R.C. (1999). Coming out to parents and self-esteem among gay and lesbian 

youths. Journal of Homosexuality, 18(1-2). 
 
Schneider, J., & Conrad, P. (1980). In the closet with illness: Epilepsy, stigma potential and 

information control. Social Problems, 28(1), 32-44. 
 
Schrock, D. and M. Schwalbe. (2009). Men, masculinity, and manhood acts. Annual Review of 

Sociology, 35, 277-295. 
 
Schwalbe, M., Godwin, S., Holden, D., & Schrock, D. (2000). Generic processes in the 

reproduction of inequality: An interactionist analysis. Social Forces, 79, 419-52. 



143 

Snow, D.A. & Anderson, L. (1987). Identity work among the homeless: The verbal construction 
and avowal of personal identities. American Journal of Sociology, 92, 1336-1371. 

 
Stevens, R. A. (2004). Understanding gay identity development within the college environment. 

Journal of College Student Development, 45(2), 185-206. 
 
Strauss, A. L. (1978). A social world perspective. In N. Denzin (Ed.) Studies in Symbolic 

Interaction, 1, 119-128. Greenwich, CT: JAI Press. 
 
Strauss, A. L., & Corbin, J. M. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and 

procedures for developing grounded theory. Newbury Park: Sage Publications. 
 
Streng, J., Rhodes, S., Ayala, G., Eng, E., Arceo, R. & Phipps, S. (2004). Realidad Latina: Latino 

adolescence, their school, and a university use photovoice to examine and address the 
influence of immigration. Journal of Interprofessional Studies, 18 (4), 403-415. 

 
Stryker, S. (1980). Symbolic interactionism: A social structural version. Menlo Park, CA: 

Benjamin Cummings. 
 
Stryker, S., & Serpe, R. T. (1982). Commitment, identity salience, and role behavior: A theory 

and research example. In W. Ickes and E. S. Knowles (Eds.), Personality, roles, and 
social behavior (pp.199-218). New York: Springer-Verlag. 

 
Stryker, S., & Serpe, R. T. (1994). Identity salience and psychological centrality: Equivalent, 

overlapping, or complementary concepts? Social Psychology Quarterly, 57, 16-35. 
 
Stryker, S., & Vryan, K. D. (2003) The symbolic interactionist frame. In Delamater, J. (ed.) 

Handbook of Social Psychology. New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers. 
 
Tagaki, D. (1996). Maiden voyage: Excursion into sexuality and identity politics in Asian 

America. In R. Leong (Ed.), Asian American sexualities: Dimensions of the gay and 
lesbian experience. New York: Routledge.  

 
Tierney, W.C. (1993). Building communities of difference: Higher education in the 21st century. 

Wesport, CT: Bergin and Garvey. 
 
Tremble, B., Schneider, M. & Appathurai, C. (1989). Growing up gay or lesbian in a 

multiculatural context. Journal of Homosexuality, 17 (3/4), 253-267. 
 
Troiden, R. R. (1979). Becoming homosexual: A model for gay identity development. 

Psychiatry, 42, 362-373. 
 
Troiden, R. R. (1988). Gay and lesbian identity: A sociological analysis. Dix Hills, NY: General 

Hall. 
 



144 

Troiden, R. R. (1989). The formation of homosexual identities. Journal of Homosexuality, 17, 
43-73. 

 
Urrieta, L. Jr. (2007). Identity production in figured worlds: How some Mexican Americans 

become Chicana/o activist educators. The Urban Review, 39 (2), 117-144. 
 
Walder, L. & Magrader, B. (1999). Coming out to parents. Journal of Homosexuality,  

37(2), 83-100. 
 
Warner, M. (1991). Introduction: Fear of a queer planet. Social Text, 9, 3-17. 
 
Wiener, C. (2007). Making teams work in conducting grounded theory. In A. Bryant & K. 

Charmaz (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of grounded theory (pp. 293-310). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage Publications. 

 
Wilkins, A. C. (2012). Stigma and status: Interracial intimacy and intersectional identities among 

Black college men. Gender & Society, 26(2), 165-189. 
 
Wilkins, A. C. (2014). Race, age, and identity transformations from high school to college for 

Black and first-generation white men. Sociology of Education, 87(3), 171-187. 
 
Yosso, T. J. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of community 

cultural wealth. Race Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), 69–91. 
 
Zarate, E., V.B. Sáenz, & L. Oseguera. (2011). Supporting the participation and success of 

Chicanas/os in higher education. In R. Valencia, Chicano school failure and success: 
Past, present, and future (3rd ed.). New York, NY: Routledge. 

 
Zastrow, C., & Kirst-Ashman, K.K. (1990). Understanding human behavior and the social 

environment. Chicago, IL: Nelson-Hall. 
 
  



145 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 
 
 

Abráham E. Peña-Talamantes 
 

EDUCATION 
 

 Ph.D. in Sociology, Florida State University, 2017 
 M.S. in Sociology, Florida State University, 2011 
 B.S. in Applied Learning and Development, The University of Texas at Austin, 2009 
 

AREAS OF INTEREST 
 

 Gender and Sexuality  Latin@ Studies   Race/Ethnicity 
 Language & Culture in Education Social Inequality  Identity Work Processes 
 Social Psychology   Qualitative Methods 
 
CURRENT APPOINTMENTS 
 

2017 – Associate Director, Office of Undergraduate Research and Fellowships & University 
Scholars Program, Northeastern University 

 
2015 – Co-Editor-In-Chief, Opportunity Matters: Journal of Access and Opportunity in 

Education, a publication of the Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher 
Education and the Council for Opportunity in Education 

 
PREVIOUS APPOINTMENTS 
 
2016-17 Associate Director, McNair Scholars Program, Center for Academic Access and
 Opportunity & Lecturer, Department of Sociology, Suffolk University 
 
2015-16  Academic and Research Advisor, McNair Scholars Program, Center for Academic
 Access & Opportunity & Lecturer, Department of Sociology, Suffolk University 
 
2014-15  Visiting Lecturer, Department of Sociology, Framingham State University 
  
PUBLICATIONS 
 
In Press Veloria, C.N. and Peña-Talamantes, A.E.“Reflecting on Helping” in Harkins, D 

(ed.), Alongside Community: Learning in Service. Routledge. 
 
2017 Ueno, K., Peña-Talamantes, A.E., Roach, T., Nix, A.N, and Ritter, L.J. “Sexuality 

Free Careers? Sexual Minority Young Adults’ Perceived Lack of Labor Market 
Disadvantages.” Social Problems. 

 
2016 Peña-Talamantes, A.E. and Yamashita, M. “A ‘Re-introduction’ to Opportunity 

Matters: Sharing our Research, Practice, and Voice.” Opportunity Matters: Journal of 
Access and Opportunity in Education, 2(1): i-iv. 



146 

 
2013 Peña-Talamantes, A.E. “Defining Machismo, No Es Siempre Lo Mismo: Latino 

Sexual Minorities’ Machoflexible Identities in Higher Education. Culture, Society & 
Masculinities, 5(2): 166-178. Accepted August 2013 

 
2013 Ueno, K., Roach, T.A., and Peña-Talamantes, A.E. “Sexual Orientation and Gender 

Typicality of the Occupation in Young Adulthood.” Social Forces, 92(1): 81-108. 
Accepted April 2013 

 
2013 Ueno, K., Roach, T.A., and Peña-Talamantes, A.E. “The Dynamic Association 

Between Same-Sex Contact and Educational Attainment.” Advances in Life Course 
Research, 18(2): 127-140. Accepted September 2012 

 
2013 Ueno, K., Peña-Talamantes, A.E., and Roach, T.A. “Sexual Orientation and 

Occupational Attainment.” Work and Occupations, 40(1): 3-36. Accepted August 
2012 

 
2013 Peña-Talamantes, A.E. “Empowering the Self, Creating Worlds: Lesbian and Gay 

Latina/o College Students Identity Negotiation in Figured Worlds.” Journal of College 
Student Development, 54(3): 267-282. Accepted May 2011 

 
Under Review/ In-Progress 
 
 Peña-Talamantes, A.E. and Ueno, K. “Degrees, Awards, and Leadership: Latino 

College Students’ Educational Success as Compensatory Manhood.”  
 
AWARDS AND HONORS 
 

2017 Teaching Recognition, Thank-A-Prof Program, Center for Teaching and Scholarly 
Excellence, Suffolk University 

 
2016 Creating the Dream Award, Office of Diversity Services, Suffolk University 
 
2013 Graduate Student Leadership Award, The Graduate School, Florida State University 
 
2012 Inductee, Network of Talented Mexicans Abroad, Institute of Mexicans Abroad (IME) 

& the National Council of Science and Technology (CONACYT), Mexican Federal 
Government 

 
2012 Outstanding Graduate Student Mentor Award, Sociology Graduate Student Union, 

Florida State University 
 
2012 Allen-Klar Best Graduate Research Paper Award, Department of Sociology, Florida 

State University 
 
2011 Award for Outstanding Commitment and Support to the Department of Sociology, 

Florida State University 
 
2009 ¡Te Aventaste! Achievement Award, Center for Mexican American Studies, The 

University of Texas at Austin 
 



147 

2009 The President’s Leadership Award, The Texas Exes Alumni Association, The 
University of Texas at Austin 

 
2008 Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate Achievement Scholar, Division of Diversity and 

Community Engagement, The University of Texas at Austin 
 
2007  Exceptional Commitment to Students Award, Longhorn Center for Academic 

Excellence, The University of Texas at Austin 
 
 
GRANTS 
 

2017  Co-Authored with Joyya P. Smith, EdD, Ronald E. McNair Post-Baccalaureate 
Achievement Program Federal Grant. Awarded $1.2 million for 5-year cycle, 2017-22 

 
2016  Co-Authored with Debra Harkins, PhD and Elizabeth Robinson, EdD, Teaching and 

Learning Innovation Grant (TEALIG) - $2,220.80  
 

UNIVERSITY COURSEWORK TAUGHT 
 

Suffolk University 
 Social, Cultural and Global Perspectives (Fall 2016) 
 Youth Programming (Fall 2015) 

 
Framingham State University 

 Social Problems (Fall 2014; Spring 2015) 
 Latin@s in the United States (Spring 2015) 

 
Florida State University 

Online – Methods of Social Research (Spring, Summer, Fall 2014; Spring 2015) 
Social Psychology of Groups (Fall 2013) 
Methods of Social Research (Spring, Summer 2013) 
Latin@ Gender & Sexuality (Fall 2012) 
Sociology of Sexuality (Summer 2012) 
Social Problems (Fall 2010, Spring 2011) 
Online – Global Justice Movement (Teaching Assistant – Summer 2010) 
Sociology of Sexuality (Teaching Assistant – Spring 2010) 
Social Problems (Teaching Assistant – Fall 2009) 

 
The University of Texas at Austin 

Applied Linguistics and Methods in ESL (Co-Instructor – Spring 2009; Fall 2008) 
Early Childhood Education (Teaching Assistant– Spring 2009) 
Sociocultural Influences on Learning (Teaching Assistant – Fall 2008) 

 
ADVISING AND MENTORSHIP 
 

Faculty Mentor, McNair Scholars Program, Suffolk University 
 

2016-17 Fernando Lopez 
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Research Supervisor, Office of Undergraduate Research, Florida State University 
 

2014-15 Brianna Calderon-Roman 
2013-14 Alejandro Torres  
 

Graduate Peer Mentor, Department of Sociology, Florida State University 
 

2013-14 Bertan Buyukozturk & Megan Jones 
2012-13 Dawn D.P. Godbolt 
2011-12 Stephanie L. Bradley 
2010-11 Teri Jo Reese 

 
K-12 TEACHING EXPERIENCE 

 

2008-09 ESL Assistant Instructor, Martin Middle School, Austin, TX  
2007 Science Instructor, Mad Science of Austin After-School Programs, Austin, TX 
2006 Bilingual Language Arts Mentor, HOSTS Program, Metz Elementary, Austin, TX  
2006 Bilingual Art Instructor, ABC – Any Baby Can, Austin, TX (Summer) 

 
INVITED PRESENTATIONS 
 

2016 “What’s in a Name? Understanding Latin-American and Hispanic Identities, 
Labeling, and the Sociocultural Implications of Naming.” Office of Diversity 
Services, Suffolk University, Boston, MA 

 
2016 “Sexual and Gender Identities: Socialization, Cultural Contexts, and Everyday 

Language Implications.” Women’s Health and Empowerment Network, Boston, 
MA 

 
2016 “Latin@ Sexual Minority College Students: Social Contexts, Identity Dilemmas, 

and Implications for Higher Education.” Undergraduate Education Seminar, 
Department of Sociology, Suffolk University, Boston, MA 

 
2012 “Young Latinas and Latinos in Universities Abroad: The Experiences, Social 

Dilemmas, and Proposals for Action.” Forging Links with the Highly Qualified 
Mexican Diaspora, Institute for Mexicans Abroad (IME), Mexico City, Mexico 

 
2012 “The Dynamic Association Between Sexual Orientation and Educational 

Attainment.” Department of Education Leadership and Policy Studies Relevant 
Research Roundtable, Florida State University – with Koji Ueno and Teresa A. 
Roach 

 
2009 “Finding Yourself Through Your Research: Constructing Latina/o Student Sexual and 

Ethnic Identities.” Sociologists for Women in Society, Tallahassee Chapter Meeting 
 
2008 “Identity Negotiation through PhotoVoice: Studying LGB Latina/o Undergraduates.” 

Graduate Research Seminar, Narrative Qualitative Methodologies, Department of 
Curriculum and Instruction, The University of Texas at Austin 
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2007 “The Key to Success: On Self Advocacy and Student Empowerment.” Peer 
Advisors’ Diversity and Leadership Training Seminar, Office of the Dean of 
Students, The University of Texas at Austin – with Ileana Cerda 

 
REFEREED CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS 
 
 

2017  Harkins, D., Robinson, E., and Peña-Talamantes, A.E. “Faculty Service Learning 
Mentoring.” 2017 Gulf-South Summit, Greensboro, NC. 

 
2017   Robinson, E., Harkins, D., and Peña-Talamantes, A.E. “Building Mentoring into 

Service Learning.” (Accepted). 2017 New England Educational Research 
Organization – NEERO – 2017 Annual Conference, Portsmouth, NH.  

  
2016    Peña-Talamantes, A.E., Yamashita, M., Martinez, T.C., and Breen, S.M. “Research, 

Evaluation, and Data Use Community of Practice: Updates, Directions, and Special 
Presentation on Opportunity Matters: Journal of Access & Opportunity in 
Education.” 34th Annual Conference of the Council for Opportunity in Education, 
San Diego, CA. 

  
2015    Ueno, K., Peña-Talamantes, A.E., Roach, T., Nix, A.N, and Ritter, L.J. “Sexuality 

Free Careers? Sexual Minority Young Adults’ Perceived Lack of Labor Market 
Disadvantages.” (Accepted). American Sociological Association Annual Meeting, 
Chicago, IL 

 
2013  Peña-Talamantes, A.E. “Negotiating Contradictions: Latina/o Sexual Minority 

Undergraduates Forging Identity Buffers in Figured Worlds.” American 
Sociological Association Annual Meeting, New York, NY 

 
2012  Peña-Talamantes, A.E. “Capitalizing on Education: Gay Latino Undergraduates’ 

Heteronormative Identity Work and Compensatory Manhood Acts. American 
Sociological Association Annual Meeting, Denver, CO 

 
2012  Ueno, K., Roach, T.A., and Peña-Talamantes, A.E. “The Dynamic Association 

Between Sexual Orientation and Educational Attainment.” American Sociological 
Association Annual Meeting, Denver, CO 

 
2009  Peña, A. “Creando Mundos: Understanding the Identity Negotiation of Lesbian, 

Gay, and Bisexual Latina/o Undergraduates.” American Educational Research 
Association Annual Meeting, San Diego, CA 

 
Session Presider 
 

2012  “Topics in the Sociology of Emotions,” American Sociological Association Annual 
Meeting, Denver, CO 

 
2013  “Historical, Spatial, and Cultural Contexts of Sexuality,” American Sociological 

Association Annual Meeting, New York, NY 
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RESEARCH EXPERIENCE 
 

Florida State University 
 

2012-13  Assistant to the Director, Dr. Joe O’Shea, Office of Undergraduate Research 
 Provided evaluation and assessment of undergraduate research and creative 

activity, coursework, and programs at the university and departmental level 
 
2011-12  Research Assistant to Dr. Koji Ueno, Department of Sociology 
 NSF Funded Project: “Social Inequality and Status Attainment 
 
2011 Research Assistant to Dr. Koji Ueno, Department of Sociology 
 “Mixed Methods in Sexuality and Career Development”  
 
2010 Research Assistant to Dr. Janice McCabe, Department of Sociology 

“Prevalence of Gendered Characters in Children’s Books” 
 
2009 Research Assistant to Dr. Janice McCabe, Department of Sociology 

“Revising College Student Networks” 
 
The University of Texas at Austin 
 

2008 Primary Investigator, McNair Scholars Summer Research Institute “Lesbian and 
Gay Latina/o Students’ Identity Negotiation,” Mentor: Dr. Luis Urrieta 

 
2006 Student Researcher, Priscilla Pond Flawn Child and Family Laboratory 

“Child Development,” Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Hallie Speranza 
 
SERVICE TO THE PROFESSION 
 

2016 – Reviewer, Annual Conference of the New England Educational Research  
 Organization (NEERO) 
 
2015 – Co-Chair, Research, Evaluation, and Data Use Community of Practice, Council for  
 Opportunity in Education 
 
2013-14 Member, Feminist Scholar-Activist Award Committee, American Sociological  
 Association 
 
2011 – Peer Reviewer, Culture, Health and Sexuality; Social Psychology Quarterly; 
 Sociology of Education; Journal of Homosexuality; Journal of Contemporary 

Ethnography; Journal of College Student Development 
 
SERVICE TO THE UNIVERSITY 
 

Suffolk University 
 
2016-17 Co-Facilitator, Faculty & Professional Learning Community (FPLC) on Faculty 
  Mentoring Programs for Service Learning, Center for Teaching and Scholarly 

Excellence 
 

2016-17  Member, President’s Diversity Task Force (Nominated and Invited to Serve) 
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2016-17  Member, University Climate Survey Sub-Committee 
 
2016-17  Co-Chair, Structure of University Diversity Plan Sub-Committee  

 
Florida State University 
 
2013-14  President, Sociology Graduate Student Union 

2010-13  Graduate Peer Mentorship Coordinator, Department of Sociology 
2012-14  Member, Grad Admissions and Financial Aid Committee, Department of 

Sociology 
2012-13  Member, Departmental Awards Committee, Department of Sociology 

2011-12  Co-Chair, Qualitative Research Group, Department of Sociology 
2011-12 Grad Representative, Departmental Meeting Committee, Department of  

Sociology 
 

SPECIAL TRAINING 
 

2015  Restorative Circle Training, Center for Restorative Justice, Suffolk University 
 
GRADUATE CERTIFICATES 
 

2015  Preparing Future Professionals, The Graduate School, Florida State University 
2012  Preparing Future Faculty, The Graduate School, Florida State University 

 
PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS 
 

American Sociological Association (ASA) 
American Educational Research Association (AERA) 
Association for the Study of Higher Education (ASHE) 
American College Personnel Association – College Student Educators International (ACPA) 
Council for Opportunity in Education (COE) 
National Partnership for Educational Access (NPEA) 
National Association of Fellowship Advisors (NAFA) 
Council for Undergraduate Research (CUR) 

 
LANGUAGES 
 

Spanish    Native Bilingual Proficiency 

 


