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Abstract 

The demographics of colleges and universities are rapidly changing with attention 

focused on pipelines programs and competitive entrance requirements. Yet, the queer community 

is often overlooked as a growing (in)visible population. Students are coming to college more 

open about their sexual orientations as an estimated record high of 1.3 million (8%) children in 

k-12 schools identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual (Schlanger, 2017). There is little literature 

examining the enrollment patterns of students with marginalized sexual identities thus the 

continued study of trends is necessary for administrators to be prepared for their on-going 

arrival. This paper aims to examine college enrollment trends of queer students using Perna’s 

(2006) conceptual model of student college choice focusing on aspects of capital and the 

recruitment of these students. The research questions of the study are: what differences exist 

between students selecting their top institution by sexual orientation, and how do social factors 

influence queer students selecting these institutions? Data from the Beginning College Survey of 

Student Engagement (BCSSE) paired with the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) 

is used to examine students entering college in 2017 and 2018.  

 

Keywords: college choice, admissions, recruitment, enrollment management, LGBQ students, 

queer students, student engagement 
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Top College Choice Differences Among Sexual Orientations 

There is much debate about the purpose of higher education, the perceived economic 

gains of attending, and the barriers of being admitted. However, research consistently 

demonstrates college changes the attitudes, beliefs, and knowledge of those who attend (Astin, 

1977; Brand & Xie, 2010; Mayhew et al., 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). The positive 

associations do not simply stop the years after graduation but the benefits of college manifest 

over time (Perna, 2005). Individuals who attend college report higher rates of citizenship, moral 

development, and personal wellness (Bowen, 1997). Students who are least likely to attend 

college are often those with the greatest return on investment (Brand & Xie, 2010). Researchers 

such as Pascarella (2006) called on colleagues to expand the notion of diversity by studying 

historically marginalized populations to better the academe for all those who may enter it.  

Regarding college obtainment, LGBT individuals obtain some college more than their 

peers however they lag behind in achieving bachelor’s degrees (17% v. 18%) and post-graduate 

degrees (13% v. 14%) (Williams Institute, 2017). When considering various socioeconomic 

factors LGBT individuals are more likely to be unemployed (9%), uninsured (15%), report being 

food insecure (27%), and earning less than $24,000 dollars (25%) than their non-LGBT 

counterparts (Williams Institute, 2017). While there is a gap between degree obtainment among 

sexual orientation Sherrill and Hardesty (1994) found that LGB students, “…are eager to put 

their educational dollars into institutions that treat them as a significant part of American culture, 

that acknowledge their very rich differences and their simlilarities to the majority (p. 7). If higher 

education institutions holdfast to the notion that their purpose is to disrupt inequities by creating 

avenues for marginalized individuals, they should look no further than to recruit LGBQ+ 

students. 
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In the United States, the northeast and west coast tend to have the highest density of 

LGBT individuals. While a majority of American LGBT individuals believe the country has 

shifted toward being more accepting over the past decade nearly one in four individuals have 

expressed being rejected from a family or friend due to their sexuality (Pew, 2013). It is reported 

that individuals first questioned their sexual orientation at a median age of 12 and by 17 knew for 

sure they were LGBT, however, do not come out until 20. The Williams Institute (2017) found 

41 percent of LGBT individuals obtain a high school degree compared to 39 percent of their non-

LGBT peers. Sherrill and Hardesty (1994) estimated that one in six college students are part of 

the LGB community.  

As diversity is increasing across the country, it is more noticeable on college campuses 

through race, sexual orientation, gender, age, and more. Cegeler (2012) reported the average age 

students are “coming out” ranges between 13 and 16 years old compared to the 1970s when 

people would not come out until their mid-twenties. As youth are coming out more frequently 

before college, administrators should be able to better recruit LGBT students. Renn (2012) called 

on researchers to continue to pursue large-scale quantitative studies that both push the 

boundaries of critical scholarship and demonstrate the differences between the 

hetero/homosexual experiences. Moreover, it is important to research across the queer spectrum 

as patterns do not hold for each sub-group (Pew, 2013). While many studies pertaining to the 

queer student experience are in the form of campus climate studies (re: Brown, Clarke, 

Gortmaker, & Robinson-Keilig, 2004; Garvey & Rankin, 2015; Garvey, Squire, Stachler, & 

Rankin, 2018; Taylor, Dockendorff, & Inselman, 2018) it is imperative to push past the genre is 

necessary to continue to move higher education forward (Renn, 2010). Throughout the study 

LGBQ+ is used to describe students with marginalized sexual orientations in the data which is 
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not to be conflated with LGBT or GLBT which encompass gender identity. The latter 

terminology are used only when referring to specific literature or institutional missions.  

Conceptual Framework 

Student choice and access is a complex area of study that requires numerous vantage 

points to fully understand. To better understand the processes of LGBQ+ students the study will 

be framed using Perna’s (2006) model of college access and choice. It posits a four layer 

approach to understanding the influences on student choice. Most relevant to this study is layer 

one, habitus, and layer three, higher education context. These explain students are affected in 

their decision making processes by their individual demographics, cultural and social capital. 

Where, and from whom, students are receiving their information may also effect where students 

choose to enroll. Additionally, like many other models (see: Chapman, 1981), Perna’s (2006) 

considers inputs such as family, friends, and parents’ education as factors of college choice; 

these variables are essential to this study and are examined in light of sexual orientation. The 

model has been used to understand parental involvement in college attendance (Perna, 2008) as 

well as students’ willingness to take on debt (Rowan-Kenyon, Bell, & Perna, 2008).  

Literature Review 

The literature is structured to follow Perna’s (2006) conceptual model for college access 

and choice. First, the decision-making processes of LGBQ+ students are broadly reviewed 

followed by the social and cultural capital of LGBQ+ students are explored shedding light on 

previous findings. An examination of the higher education landscape ends the review paving way 

for the study as well as a discussion of how institutions seek to accommodate or obstruct the 

admission of LGBQ+ students.  
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LGBQ+ College Choice Processes 

 Limited studies exist on the selection process of LGBQ+ individuals. Squire and Mobley 

(2015) highlighted differences in paths taken by Black gay male students as they navigated 

attending a predominately White institution (PWI) or historically Black college or university 

(HBCU). The study included sophomores, juniors, and seniors but did not include first year 

students. Findings indicated students who identified more strongly with their racial identity 

attending an HBCU while those who identified more closely with their sexual orientation or 

neither identity attend the PWI. Strayhorn, Blackwood, and Devita (2008) found that African 

American gay male undergraduate students looked for colleges that would allow them to be open 

about their sexuality. Many of these students also expressed location as a priority of their 

college; they intentionally wanted to move away from their past. Students identified that 

supportive peers were critically important to their success in college.  

Personal narratives from LGBT students can act as case studies to understand real college 

students’ experiences. Baez, Howd, and Pepper (2007) authored a guide to help students, 

teachers, and parents navigate the college process through the lens of sexual orientation. Survey 

data describe the perspectives of parents on the matter of sexual orientation. In a national poll of 

one-thousand parents, researchers found that fifty-five percent believed high school teachers 

should be allowed to be open about their sexual orientation at school, and sixty-two percent of 

parents felt comfortable speaking with their student about sexuality (Baez, Howd, & Pepper, 

2007). Windmeyer (2006) wrote about the importance parents play in students’ college choice 

process and outlined ways they can support their students. LGBT students searching for colleges 

have limited resources to assist them in navigating their identities and the college choice process. 

Burleson (2010) found out of nine factors the top considerations for GLBTQ students selecting 
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colleges were: quality of the education, the reputation of the institution, selection of student 

organizations, and a gay-friendly university. Linley and Nguyen (2015) found LGBQ+ student 

peers were significant in supporting student success once they arrive to college, but little is 

known about the role peers play in college choice.  

Distinct Social and Cultural Capital of LGBQ+ Students 

Higher education is much different than primary and secondary school as students have 

to decide to attend, where to apply, and which institution to attend (St. John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 

1996). In beginning their search, college-bound students may turn to view books to learn more 

about institutions. They may also view mission statements to see keywords demonstrating 

commitment to dignify all students. Although, growing acceptance of LGBQ+ students has led to 

the shift in institutions’ recruitment strategies, Mathis and Tremblay (2010) remind 

administrators recruitment of “diverse” students has not always included LGBT students. Taylor, 

Dockendorff, and Inselman (2018) echoed this sentiment in their content analysis discovering 

community colleges having limited resources online for LGBQ+ students.  

The college application process is a personal process that requires students to be 

incredibly vulnerable displaying their financial situation, identities, and aspirations (Baum, 

2012). Although, students reported that they were not likely to “come-out” or discuss their sexual 

orientation during college admission essays (Burleson, 2010). Moreover, the Common 

Application (2019), a method for students to apply to over 800 institutions easily through one 

standardized set of essays and demographics does not include sexual orientation. If students are 

not outting themselves in their application essay then it is likely their demographic data is not 

being collected. The lack of data could prove challenging for institutions atttempting to make 

their student body more diverse.  
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Though improvements to the gay community have increased significantly over the decade, 

concerns are present for LGBQ teens applying to college from rural or conservative areas (Cook, 

2002). LGBT students’ parents may refuse to pay tuition when students come out or attempt to 

sabotage a students’ acceptance (Baum, 2012). College can be monumental for LGBQ+ students 

if they have to choose to leave behind their former environments for possible new ones filled 

with acceptance. Cook (2002) stated,  

… the college search for gay students involves the same key components as the 

process for straight students. The difference is that gay students and their counselors need 

to do more homework on researching the character and culture of prospective institutions, 

and the nature of the communities in which these colleges are located. (p. 10)  

In comparison to their straight peers, LGBT students are burdened with the additional task of 

finding colleges that are accepting.  

High school guidance counselors are in a unique position with their training to educate 

students, staff, and teachers about sexual orientations and the implications for queer students 

(DePaul, Walsh, & Dam, 2009). When looking for queer affirming institutions it is 

recommended to see if sexual orientation is included in non-discrimination policies, if the 

institution has a LGBT club or office, and if there are academics related to queer studies (Cook, 

2002). On tours, LGBT students should also observe physical environments to see if there are 

safe-space signs, encouraging articles in the campus newspaper, and heterogeneity of students in 

common spaces.  

Postsecondary Processes for Recruiting LGBQ+ Students  

Higher education institutions have numerous, and frequently conflicting, priorities in 

managing their enrollments. While institutions are federally mandated to report demographics of 
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their students, sexual orientation is not required making accountability difficult (Cegler, 2012). 

In discussing the access and equity in the California higher education systems, Angeli (2009) 

wrote, “…[a] significant issue is the lack of data and limitations in collecting that data. Data 

comes only from optional student surveys. Without consistent longitudinal data, it is impossible 

to track and assess LGBT student persistence and degree completion” (p. 1). LGBT students 

report experiencing depression more than heterosexual students. Angeli (2009) calls for the 

California systems to collect sexual orientation data whenever possible. Similarly, California 

State University-Chico developed a strategic plan to recruit more unrepresented students 

specifically including GLBT students in its broad definition of marginalized students (CSU, 

n.d.). Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI) has also made efforts in 

recruiting and retaining diverse applicants. Administrators noted the facilitation of a 

collaborative effort between LGBT organizations at its campus and a two-year institution to help 

in the transfer process. IUPUI exemplified how it is seeking to diversify its campus and meet the 

needs of incoming LGBT students (IUPUI, 2014).  

At a more granular level, some institutions are using passive practices to recruit LGBT 

students such as listing specific clubs, scholarships, or housing options (Cegler, 2012). While a 

smaller number of colleges and unviersities are actively searching for LGBT students. In 2002, 

the first college fair explicitly hosting LGBT friendly campuses had 40 institutions come from 

across the country to Boston. The program has been adopted by the organization Campus Pride, 

now hosting four regionally based LGBT friendly college fairs in the northeast, southeast, west 

coast, and new england areas.  Campus Pride is one of the largest organizations in the country 

providing resources to college-bound students and institutions about LGBT collegian’s 

experiences. The organization uses a self-designed index to measure the climate of colleges and 
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universities providing a ranking for students and administrators (Campus Pride, n.d.). There are 

also opportunities to find specific LGBT scholarships and jobs on the website. 

To better recruit LGBT students, a handful of institutions match applicants who disclose 

their identities with current students who identify in similar ways for phone calls (Baum, 2012; 

Cegler 2012). University of Southern California coordinates an overnight stay for potential 

students in the LGBT living learning communities, and Western Michigan University’s  LGBT 

student organization would visit high school’s gay-straight alliance clubs to recruit students 

(Celger, 2012). However, institutions should be careful as there can be issues of confidentially; 

some students may not be open about their sexual orientation to their families thus administraors 

should use caution about unintentionally outting students (Baum, 2012; Celger, 2012). Casson 

(2014) found that if sexuality could be quantified then administrators could make the argument 

for financial resources to better support LGBT students e.g., if 10% of an institution’s students 

identify as part of the community more resources are needed to support them.  

Given the landscape of higher education for LGBQ+ students, this paper asks the 

following questions: What differences exist among students’ sexual orientations in selecting their 

top college choice, and what patterns are there for these students attending college with peers? It 

is hypothesized that LGBQ+ students will be less likely to select their top choice institution since 

they have different means of capital than their straight peers. Additionally, it is suspect that 

LGBQ+ students are more likely to go to college without friends from highschool due to 

negative climates they often face while in school. 
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Research Methods 

Data 

 Data come from two surveys housed at Indiana University’s Center for Postsecondary 

Research. The Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE) measures incoming 

students’ expectations and aspirations for college prior to beginning their experience or within 

the first two weeks of the fall semester (BCSSE, n.d.). The National Survey of Student 

Engagement (NSSE) collects information about first-year and senior students’ engagement at 

four-year colleges and universities; this survey collects the demographic sexual orientation which 

is critical for the study. Two years of data are represented in the study to create large enough 

sample sizes to perform statistical analyses. Thus, data were merged from BCSSE’s 2016 and 

2017 survey administrations with the associated NSSE 2017 and 2018 collections; students must 

have completed both surveys for the data to be used for analyses.  

Respondents. Over 18,000 students completed both BCSSE and NSSE surveys spanning 

the two years in the study. There were approximately 2,200 (12.2%) LGBQ+ students in the 

sample representing more than the national average of 10% (Schlanger, 2017). Students who 

selected Prefer Not to Respond or wrote in Another Sexual Orientation were dropped from 

analyses as it was unclear how the students identified, and we did not want to misinterpret their 

identities. Among LGBQ+ students, the majority of students identified as Bisexual (6.6%) 

followed by Questioning or Unsure (2.2%). The smallest groups of students identified as Gay 

(1.4), Lesbian (1.2%), and Queer (1.0%). These findings parallel the Pew Research Center 

(2013) study in which the largest population of sexual minorities were bisexual followed by gay 

men then lesbian women. A breakdown of the demographics including gender, race, academic 

discipline, and age of students can be found in Table 1. While this study is focused at measuring 
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student-level attributes, institutional characteristics are found in Table 2 providing a better 

picture of where the students are located among colleges and universities.  

Measures 

 Dependent Variables. The Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement (BCSSE) 

asks students questions about their high school experience and their impressions of college. 

Students responded to an item asking if they were attending their top choice institution (1=1st 

choice, 2= 2nd choice, 3=3rd choice, 4=4th choice, 5=5th choice). This dependent variable is 

recoded for analysis to see if students selected their first, second, or third through fifth pick 

college. It serves as the outcome for the first research question looking to find differences 

between students’ sexual orientations and their top college choice.  

Students also responded to the quantity of friends they were going to college within the 

coming year (1=none, 2=1, 3=2, 4=3, 5= 4 or more) (BCSSE, n.d.). For analysis this dependent 

variable is re-coded to attending college with no friends, 1-2 friends, and three or more. This will 

help answer the second research question focusing on students attending college with peers who 

act as a support network.  

Independent Variables. Regarding financial means for paying for college, students were 

asked if their parents, loans, or grants would assist them (1=Using, 2=Not using, 9=Not sure); the 

response options were recoded to be dichotomous of using or not using/unsure. These predictors 

serve as a mean of measuring economic capital. As a proxy for cultural capital, students reported 

the highest level of education achieved by an individual who raised them; the options were 

recoded to first generation or not based on if a guardian had attended or completed college. As an 

additional measure of cultural capital representing academic achievement was identified, 

students provided their estimated grade point average on a scale of four.  
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Covariates. The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) asks students their 

sexual orientation and the data were paired with students who also completed BCSSE. Students 

had the option to select straight (heterosexual), bisexual, gay lesbian, queer, questioning or 

unsure, another sexual orientation (write-in), and prefer not to respond (NSSE, n.d.). Due to 

sample size write-ins and prefer not to respond were removed for analyses. 

Analyses 

An initial overview of the data showed the descriptive statistics appearing to be normal. 

Kurtosis, skewness, and means were observed to be within thresholds of +-7 (Byrne, 2010) and 

+-2 (Lei & Lomax, 2005). Descriptives of the sample can be found in Table 3 showing the 

independent variables. It should be noted the dependent variables are listed as well but in their 

original scales as this is how they are input into the regression models.  

Logistic regressions allow researchers to predict a binary outcome (Peng, Lee, & 

Ingersoll, 2002). More specifically, an ordinal logistic regression provides an opportunity to 

examine a categorical variable with more than two options thus this method was chosen for the 

study. Some researchers prefer using the likelihood ratio (Roberts, Rao, & Kumar, 1987) method 

while others recommend the Wald test incorporating Z-scores to interpret significance 

(Demidenko, 2007).  

The outcome variable is predicting if students are selecting their first choice of 

institutions, second or third, or fourth or higher choice institution as well as if students are 

attending college with the social capital of a peer network measured by attending school with 

one friend, two to three friends, or four or more friends. The independent variables are covariates 

associated with social and cultural capital.  
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Results 

The results of the two ordinal logistic regressions are in Table 4 were conducted to better 

understand LGBQ+ students college choice processes. The first model examined the relationship 

between predictors and the outcome variable student college choice  𝑋2(13) = 34.15, 𝑝 < .01. It 

was found that identifying as queer (B= .52, p < .05) had a significant relationship to students 

attending top choice institutions in relation to straight students. We can expect students who 

identify as queer to be 1.68 times more likely to attend their top institution then combined second 

or third choice and fourth or lower choice. It is also expected that students that identify as queer 

are 1.68 times more likely to go to their top choice or second or third compared to their fourth or 

lower choice institution when controlling for associated covariates. There were no significant 

relationships between students who identified as bisexual, gay, lesbian, or questioning/unsure in 

selecting their top choice institution. 

The second model focused at understanding who was attending college with their 

friends 𝑋2(13) = 352.89, 𝑝 < .001. It was found there are significant differences between students 

who identify as bisexual (B= -.42, p <.001), lesbian (B= -.53, p <.001), queer (B= -.79, p < .001) 

or questioning/unsure (B= -.39, p < .001) in relation to students who identify as straight. Students 

who identify as bisexual are .66 times more likely to go to college with no friends compared to 

students going to college with two or three and four or more friends; they are also .66 times more 

likely to go to school with no or two or three friends in comparison to four or more friends. The 

odds of students who identify as lesbian attending college with no friends are .59 times higher 

than attending college with two or three friends and four or more friends; also, students who are 

lesbian are .59 times higher for attending college with no, two, or three friends in comparison to 

four or more friends. Students who identify as queer are .45 times more likely to attend college 
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without friends than students with two or three and four or more friends; the odds are also .45 

times more likely that they will attend college without friends, two, or three friends in 

comparison to four or more friends. Students who identify as questioning/unsure are .68 times 

more likely to attend college without friends in comparison to two or three and four or more 

friends; they also are .68 times likely to attend college without friends, two, or three friends 

compared to attending college with four or more friends. All of these findings are in reference to 

students who identify as straight while controlling for associated characteristics. There appeared 

to be no statistical relationship between students who identify as gay and attending college with 

friends.  

Limitations 

The study breaks ground on a number of fronts regarding college choice however there 

are several areas for improvement. Some subgroups of sexual orientation were still missing from 

the analysis; removing data limited the voices of students and future iterations should aim to 

bring them forward. However, the study did tease out several nuances of sexual orientation 

which is an improvement from previous studies. Economic, social, and cultural capital are broad-

based constructs that are measured through many different lenses; this study used a few readily 

available measures that may not have captured the entirety of the benefits or challenges these 

constructs play in students’ college choice processes in 2017 and 2018. To that end, the national 

climate surrounding LGBQ+ could have had an effect on the experiences of students going to 

college therefore different years could lead to different findings. Lastly, institutions self-select to 

participate in BCSSE and NSSE thus the findings are not nationally representative of all 

students’ experiences. Student populations vary among institutions thus it is likely students from 

other institutions may produce different results.  



LGBQ+ COLLEGE CHOICE  16 

Discussion 

LGBQ+ students are becoming more open about their sexual orientation than ever before 

and are a growing population in the United States. It is critically important to better understand 

their experiences and college choice processes. Students who do not attend their first-choice 

institutions have less institutional commitment thus are more likely to depart (Braxton, Hartley 

III, & Lyken-Segosebe, 2014).  Additionally, it is known that students with less cultural capital 

may struggle to integrate socially increasing the odds of departing (Braxton, et al., 2014), which 

is likely to be the case for students of minoritized sexual orientations. Since this study found 

LGBQ+ students are less likely to attend college with a friend then it is important for institutions 

to be providing sufficient support for these students. Students who come to college with friends 

have a built-in social support network yet LGBQ+ who historically have lower sense of 

belonging may need additional support. 

Findings extend previous work surrounding the discussion of LGBQ+ college choice 

(Squire & Mobley, 2015; Strayhorn, et al., 2008) and provide nuanced results among sexual 

identities. There do appear to be differences among LGBQ+ students in their college choice 

preferences. Students identifying as queer appear to be more likely to select their top institution 

in comparison to students who identify as straight. In looking at descriptive statistics (Table 3), 

they also report higher GPAs than their peers. Perhaps, students identifying as queer are more 

able to get into the institution of their choice because of their high performance; this could be 

further explored. Additionally, if students who identify as queer are attending their top institution 

more so than peers it begs the question: what are factors drawing these students to a specific 

college? Administrators may be marketing the positive climate for LGBQ+ students or the 

students are connecting to specific academic programs (St. John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996).  
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The findings also confirm much anecdotal and case-study evidence that has been used in 

the past about LGBQ+ students’ peer networks. The results appear to explain the pattern that 

LGBQ+ students are more likely to leave behind their past for a new beginning (Baez, Howd, & 

Pepper, 2007; Windmeyer, 2006). Students identifying as bisexual, lesbian, queer, and 

questioning/unsure are more likely to attend college without any friends from their high school. 

This presumably differs from findings of students who leave behind their high school friends and 

experience “friendsickness” where they have increased stress over not being available for peers 

at home (Paul & Brier, 2011). The findings also raise questions about how peers at home operate 

as support networks or liabilities to a college-bound student’s success as relationships change 

(Guiffrida, 2004; Oswald & Clark, 2003).  Administrators at k-12 schools and colleges should be 

considering ways they can integrate LGBQ+ students easily into the college environment.  

Implications 

It is no secret that college choice patterns inform marketing and recruitment tactics used 

by institutions (St. John et al., 1996) thus if more LGBQ+ students select an institution then 

institutions may invest more money in recruiting these students. DellaPosta (2018) created a 

model to test the effect of contact with LGBQ+ persons and how it altered attitudes toward the 

queer community; based on propensity score matching it appeared the most significant 

relationship was between those who initially were less likely to be acquainted with an LGBQ+ 

person and the outcome of being more accepting. By recruiting and admitting more LGBQ+ 

students, institutions could change the attitudes of people toward the community. However, 

resources must still be available for when students arrive. Recommendations for creating 

inclusive campus environments for LGBQ+ students include; incorporating LGBQ+ literature or 

authors into syllabi, including sexual orientation in roommate matching, and offering specific 
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LGBQ+ health services. Institutions may want to consider the long-term effects of recruiting 

LGBQ+ students as well by developing alumni programs. Developing a pipeline for students is 

essential to continue to demonstrate institutional comment to LGBQ+ causes. 

Researchers found if LGB students had information about their institution’s queer 

environments that 40% of currently enrolled students would have attended a different institution 

(Sherill & Hardesty, 1994). Moreover, nearly one-third of LGB students will drop-out for some 

period of time during their undergraduate career. Supporting LGB students does not necessarily 

require more funding or administrators, but rather supportive efforts ranging from public 

affirmation and inclusion in mission statements. (Sherrill & Hardesty, 1994). Sedlacek (2013) 

recommended exploring the how LGB identities may contribute to students’ self-concept and in 

turn be used in admission criterion. By adding new measures to the admission processes 

admissions officers could help reduce systemic injustices. However, before asking students’ 

sexuality, administrators should reflect if their institution has the infrastructure to adequately 

support these students; recruiting students without the means to equip them the tools to succeed 

may appear to be unethical (Casson, 2014). 

Research has found students’ perceptions of institutions’ actions, climates, and comfort 

were significant in their academic success (Garvey et al., 2018). Creating an inclusive climate for 

LGBQ+ individuals is pivotal to their success; recommendations for building a foundation 

include developing symposia, infusing curricula, and providing parents ways to be supportive of 

students. Required staff and faculty training about how to confront harassment of LGBQ+ 

students is encouraged to further promote inclusive spaces. While violence and discrimination 

toward LGBQ+ students may appear to have declined over the years there still remain frequent 

occurrences of homophobia. In looking beyond academia, communities surrounding colleges 
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play a role in whether a campus is supportive of LGBQ+ students; the more gay and lesbian bars 

in the town the more likely LGBT student groups were present on campus (Kane, 2013). 

Institutions should aim to forge relationships with towns to better support the LGBQ+ 

community.  

Lastly, administrators should be mindful that if there are specific LGBQ+ offices and 

cultural centers on campus then there should be spaces for intersectional work to be done 

(Strayhorn et al., 2008). Collaboration between units will provide students who hold multiple 

marginalized identities a place to further explore their existence and create avenues to develop 

unified approaches to recruiting LGBQ+ students. As enrollment officers become more 

concerned about recruitment with a decline in college applicants institutions need to become 

more competitive as such it is important to consider the factors LGBQ+ students are using to 

select their institutions.  

Conclusion 

There is still much to be learned about factors that LGBQ+ students consider when 

deciding on a college to attend. Administrators at both the high school and collegiate levels 

should consider students’ current and future environments as key for helping them inform where 

they choose to go. It is vital importantly to continue to collect data on sexual orientation to 

further understand how LGBQ+ students navigate the heteronormative college-choice process. 

Renn (2010) beckoned scholars to consider, “…that the insights to be gained from queered 

analyses of apparently nonqueer organizations have the potential to move discussions of 

persistent, intractable problems (e.g., access, equity, diversity, student success) to new solutions” 

(p. 137). By better understanding the LGBQ+ population, the landscape of higher education can 

continue to evolve to embrace these students.  
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Tables 

Table 1. Student characteristics     
  N % Mean 

Sexual 

Orientation 

Straight 16422 87.8 
 

Bisexual 1231 6.6 
 

Gay 257 1.4 
 

Lesbian 228 1.2 
 

Queer 188 1.0 
 

Questioning/Unsure 371 2.0 
 

     

Gender Man 5398 27.4 
 

Woman 13951 70.9 
 

Another gender identity 173 0.9 
 

PNR 159 0.8 
 

     

Race American Indian or Alaska 

Native 

53 0.3 
 

Asian 1261 6.7 
 

Black or African American 1344 7.1 
 

Hispanic or Latino 1469 7.8 
 

Native Hawaiian or Other 

Pacific Islander 

33 0.2 
 

White 12425 65.8 
 

Other 201 1.1 
 

Multiracial 1680 8.9 
 

Prefer not to Respond 426 2.3 
 

     

Major 

Discipline 

Arts & Humanities 1772 9.0 
 

Bio Sci, Ag., Nat. 

Resources 

3191 16.2 
 

Phys. Sci., Math., Comp. 

Sci. 

1282 6.5 
 

Social Sciences 2565 13.0 
 

Business 2620 13.3 
 

Comm., Media, & P.R. 588 3.0 
 

Education 1349 6.8 
 

Engineering 1245 6.3 
 

Health Professions 3210 16.3 
 

Social Service Professions 777 3.9 
 

Other Majors 550 2.8 
 

Undecided 604 3.1 
 

Age     18 

 

 



LGBQ+ COLLEGE CHOICE  24 

 

Table 2. Student characteristics by institution type   
  N % 

Carnegie 

Classification 

(2015) 

Doctoral Universities - Highest research activity 2805 11.6 

Doctoral Universities - Medium research activity 3563 14.7 

Doctoral Universities - Smaller research activity 1685 7.0 

Master's Colleges and Universities - Larger 4965 20.5 

Master's Colleges and Universities - Medium 2864 11.8 

Master's Colleges and Universities - Smaller 1428 5.9 

Baccalaureeate Colleges: Arts & Sciencs Focus 5599 23.1 

Baccalaureate Colleges: Diverse Fields 982 4.1 

Other 346 1.4 

    

Barrons Selectivity Non-competitive 78 0.3 

Less competitive 1095 4.7 

Competitive & competitive+ 11167 48.1 

Very competitive & very competitive + 7878 33.9 

Highly competitive & highly competitive+ 1951 8.4 

Most competitive 1049 4.5 

    

Public/Private 

 

Public 11886 49.0 

Private 12351 51.0 

    

Enrollment Size Fewer than 1,000 1380 5.7 

1,000-2,499 7357 30.4 

2,500-4,999 3940 16.3 

5,000-9,999 4040 16.7 

10,000+ 7520 31.0 
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Table 3. Variables by Sexual Orientation                  
    Straight Bisexual Gay Lesbian Queer Questioning/Unsure 

Variable Response   % M   % M   % M   % M   % M   % M 

College Choice First   65.3     63.1     64.1     65.0     62.5     66.2   

Second 
 

23.2 
  

24.1 
  

23.1 
  

29.1 
  

22.9 
  

18.4 
 

Third 
 

6.9 
  

7.5 
  

7.7 
  

3.4 
  

5.2 
  

9.7 
 

Fourth 
 

2.1 
  

2.1 
  

1.7 
  

1.7 
  

3.1 
  

2.9 
 

Fifth 
 

2.5 
  

3.2 
  

3.4 
  

0.9 
  

6.3 
  

2.9 
 

                    

Friends attending college 

with student 

0 
 

48.9 
  

59.8 
  

53.0 
  

60.0 
  

67.8 
  

58.7 
 

1 
 

18.6 
  

17.0 
  

16.6 
  

17.7 
  

11.1 
  

18.4 
 

2 
 

12.5 
  

9.9 
  

10.1 
  

10.9 
  

10.0 
  

11.5 
 

3 
 

6.8 
  

5.5 
  

6.5 
  

2.7 
  

3.9 
  

3.6 
 

4+ 
 

13.2 
  

7.7 
  

13.8 
  

8.6 
  

7.2 
  

7.8 
 

                    

Parents contributing 

financially to college 

No 
 

16.5 
  

17.7 
  

21.5 
  

19.8 
  

15.6 
  

14.3 
 

Yes 
 

83.5 
  

82.3 
  

78.5 
  

80.2 
  

84.4 
  

85.7 
 

                    

Loans contributing 

financially to college 

No 
 

44.1 
  

42.5 
  

35.5 
  

47.0 
  

52.9 
  

48.1 
 

Yes 
 

55.9 
  

57.5 
  

64.5 
  

53.0 
  

47.1 
  

51.9 
 

                    

First generation No 
 

44.0 
  

41.3 
  

45.1 
  

40.1 
  

32.2 
  

35.6 
 

Yes 
 

56.0 
  

58.7 
  

54.9 
  

59.9 
  

67.8 
  

64.4 
 

                    

GPA est.       3.43     3.41     3.39     3.42     3.46     3.45 
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Table 4. Ordered Logistic Regression Coefficients for Models 

    College Choice   Friends' Attendance 

    B SE exp(B) Sig.   B SE exp(B) Sig. 

  Threshold 1 -0.53 0.17 0.59 **   0.86 0.1 2.36 *** 

 Threshold 2 -2.15 0.09 0.12 ***  -0.59 0.1 0.55 *** 

Friends          

 Attend w/ 1 -0.23 0.012 0.79 ***  -- -- --  

 Attend w/ 2 -0.15 0.07 0.86 ***  -- -- --  

 Attend w/ 3 -0.18 0.09 0.84   -- -- --  

 Attend w/ 4+ -0.24 0.07 0.79 *  -- -- --  

Choice          

 2nd -- -- --   -0.2 0.04 0.82 *** 

 3rd -- -- --   -0.36 0.07 0.70 *** 

 4th -- -- --   -0.32 0.13 0.73 * 

 5th -- -- --   -0.48 0.12 0.62 *** 

Sexual Orientation          

 Straight Ref Ref Ref   Ref Ref Ref  

 Bisexual 0.07 0.09 1.07   -0.42 0.06 0.66 *** 

 Gay 0.16 0.18 1.17   -0.11 0.12 0.90  

 Lesbian 0.34 0.19 1.40   -0.53 0.14 0.59 *** 

 Queer 0.52 0.22 1.68 *  -0.79 0.16 0.45 *** 

 Questioning/Unsu

re 
-0.12 0.18 0.89   -0.39 0.1 0.68 *** 

Economic Capital      
 

   

 Parents  -0.06 0.06 0.94   -0.13 0.04 0.88 *** 

 Loans 0.04 0.05 1.04   -0.29 0.03 0.75 *** 

Cultural Capital          

 First Generation -0.01 0.05 0.99   -0.24 0.03 0.79 *** 

 GPAest 0.01 0.04 1.01   -0.11 0.02 0.90 *** 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 


