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Abstract 

Recruitment and retention are often considered hallmarks of a university's 

success. As more students than ever are attending higher education, there is 

greater pressure for colleges and universities to provide their students with the 

best chance to succeed. Surprisingly, gender and sexual minority students are 

often left out of this conversation. The vast majority of colleges and universities 

simply do not acknowledge the presence of queer students on campus. Through 

analyzing the existing literature, this essay explores the importance of Ball State 

actively engaging with a growing LGBT + student population and provides a 

recommendation on how to be a leader in queer student success. 
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Process Analysis 

During my time at Ball State, I discovered new passions: education and 

advocacy. I got involved with Ball State Spectrum, the LGBT +organization on 

campus, serving as Spectrum's Secretary for one semester, and Spectrum's 

Treasurer for five. Through this wonderful organization, I quickly realized how 

much I enjoyed developing others' potential, providing a source of knowledge, 

and fighting for justice. 
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Ball State University has gone through several changes during my time 

here. The student Senate successfully passed a bill requesting gender-neutral 

bathrooms all over campus (twice!), gender-neutral housing is currently in the 

works, and legislation is being developed regarding the need for a queer 

resource center (or director). Each of these initiatives has been predominantly 

student-led. Unfortunately, there has often been a lack of active response from 

the university, which I believe stems from a misconception that there are few 

queer students on campus. Each policy change or recommendation has been 

treated as though it only benefits the handful of students who are vocally involved 

in student government. Students have to go beyond proving support for a piece 

of legislation- they repeatedly have to prove that they, as GSRM students, exist. 

Why is it up to students to prove their own existence? Through personal 

experience, I have seen many students at Ball State who struggle to complete 

their degree. I know many students who have had to switch residence halls after 

having a homophobic roommate, who were outed by a teacher that refused to 



call them anything but the legal name on their paperwork, or who just struggled 

academically. Each case is treated as an isolated incident, as opposed to a part 

in a larger pattern of marginalization. 

Frustrated, I looked at other colleges and universities. I was extremely 

disappointed to discover that this was the norm. Most schools simply do not 

support their queer students the same way they support other marginalized 

communities (such as race or socioeconomic status). It is routinely up to GSRM 

students to demand change and make their voices heard. This is particularly 

troubling in a time where violence against these populations depends on people 

buying into the myth of nonexistence. 
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I read more articles for this essay than I have probably the rest of my life 

(but I'm a math major, so take that with a grain of salt). I spent a tremendous 

amount of time learning and outlining reasons why these statistics are so 

important. But this type of knowledge is not particularly helpful without some sort 

of application. I personally called at least a dozen schools, hoping that they 

would have implemented a method that I could look into, and hopefully apply to 

Ball State. After weeks of nothing, I finally found a possibility. Speaking with the 

Program Coordinator at Purdue University's LGBTQ Center, I discovered that not 

only does Purdue record statistics on queer student populations, but they also 

mark these statistics for retention purposes, and they have a similar student 

portal to Ball State! 
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The process certainly is not perfect, as they have only been using it for the 

past two years. Purdue has, however, made a huge, intentional step forward, 

becoming a pioneer in this area. Through many conversations with Purdue's 

LGBTQ center, I learned about applications on campus for these statistics, and 

started to develop a way to implement this process at Ball State, based off of Ball 

State's current student information system. Looking at our university's strategic 

plan, it appeared as though intentionally working with queer students could help 

Ball State reach several of its goals. 

I hope that this essay is able to spark a conversation at Ball State. Even 

though I may not be here to see the results, GSRM students on campus are 

becoming increasingly visible and vocal about their needs. Ball State has a 

unique opportunity to listen to these student voices and take a massive, 

progressive leap forward , becoming an example that other universities may 

follow. 
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Introduction 

Recruitment and retention are some of the most talked about topics on 

college and university campuses. According to the National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES), 40 percent of 18- to 24-year olds enrolled in college in 2014, 

and undergraduate enrollment is projected to increase 14 percent from 17.3 

million to 19.8 million students between 2014 and 2025 (NCES, 2016). The 

reasons young adults choose to attend college vary, but according to a 2012 

survey by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI); students noted the 

ability to make money, and get a better job as the top two reasons for attending 

college (Pryor, Eagan, Palucki Blake, Hurtado, Berdan, & Case, 2012). With 

greater economic pressure to attend college and access to college being more 

attainable, many more young adults are opting to do so than in recent history. As 

colleges and universities receive this influx of students, they must work hard to 

ensure that the students stay at (and graduate from) those institutions. According 

to the HERI 2012 survey, 83 percent expected to graduate from the college they 

first attended, but the results of national surveys reveal that only 40 percent 

would complete their degree in 4 years (Pryor, et al., 2012). How do colleges and 

universities prepare to meet the needs of students who enroll? And how does 

student identity impact student success (retention and persistence)? 

Through diverse research, "it has become clear that aspects of student's 

identity contribute to their success just as much as their academic preparation or 

study skills" (Windmeyer, Humphrey, & Barker, 2013). However, most institutions 



"are missing key aspects of student's identity, particularly identity based on 

sexual orientation. This oversight potentially makes some of the retention efforts 

futile" (Wind meyer, et al., 20 13). 

If we are talking about recruitment and retention, it's imperative that we 

include the voices of GSRM1 students. Refusing to do so allows this population 

to go underserved and unrecognized, effectively reducing queer students on 

college campuses to an invisible minority. We know that these students exist 

anecdotally, but are simply incapable of helping them without proof. This essay 
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will contribute to the existing literature by highlighting the importance of recording 

statistics on and documenting student success of queer student populations and 

providing guidelines on doing so. 

The Need for GSRM Support 

A 2007 article, Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual College Student Experiences: 

An Exploratory Study, summarizes the existing literature surrounding queer 

college students (Longerbeam, lnkelas, Johnson, & Lee). They point out that, 

while research exists describing forms of discrimination, alcohol use/abuse, 

counseling practices, and even heterosexual students' attitudes about LGB 

students, virtually no articles exist documenting "how LGB students perceive their 

1 GSRM stands for "Gender, Sexual, and Romantic Minorities." Whenever possible, 
this essay will use "GSRM" or "queer" to refer to students that fall into that category, 
as it simply provides the most inclusivity. When cited articles reference "LGBT' 
(with the letters in any order), it should be considered essentially equivalent to 
"GSRM." If the article uses "LGB," then it should be read as "sexual and romantic 
minority students." 
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broader college experience, including how these experiences may be similar to 

or differ from those of heterosexual students" (Longerbeam, et al., 2007). This is 

extremely important, as "74% of LGB undergraduate and graduate students rated 

their campus as homophobic, and 60% .. . reported concealing their sexual 

orientation or gender identity to avoid discrimination" (Longerbeam, et al., 2007). 

There are several ways that colleges and universities can offer support for 

their queer students. "[T]he presence of out LGB resident assistants; ... RAs and 

professional staff members who confronted homophobic remarks; programming 

about LGB issues and visible signs and symbols of support; and supportive 

roommates" all contribute positively to LGB students' residence hall 

environments (Longerbeam, et al., 2007). These students, however, are not 

passively waiting around for colleges to do something. Despite a 2010 survey 

that showed that "GLBT students rated their campus environment less positively 

than did straight students," out GSRM students were "more active and 

collaborative" on campus (Rankin , Weber, Blumenfeld, & Frazer, 2010). In fact, 

"GLBT students had more contact with their faculty members than their straight 

peers," regardless of their "out" status (Rankin, et al., 201 0). Gay men have the 

"highest perceptions in comparison tb all other groups of ease with the academic 

transition to college and a sense of belonging," centering their social activities on 

their college peers (Longerbeam, et al. , 2007). 

This move is perhaps surprising, but is certainly needed, given the lack of 

support and recognition from many colleges and universities. As of a 2013 
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Campus Pride report, "less than 13% of colleges/universities prohibit 

discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and only about 6% have explicit 

protections inclusive of [t]ransgender people" (Windmeyer, et al. , 2013). In a 

survey of admission departments for 147 institutions, only 33 claimed to have a 

GSRM office, a number that is likely inflated due to the opt-in nature of the 

survey (Einhaus, Viento, & Croteau, 2004). Campus Pride reports that "only 7% 

of campuses have an institutional support" for GSRM populations (Windmeyer, et 

al. , 2013). Unfortunately, the responsibility of creating a supportive campus 

environment all too often falls onto the shoulders of out GSRM student 

populations and student-led campus organizations (Windmeyer, et al. , 2013). 

All of this has a direct impact on enrollment and student success. In 1994, 

"nearly 30 percent of LBG students considered their sexual orientation as a factor 

in making their college choice and 40 percent reported that their college choice 

would have been different if they had had information regarding the campus 

climate toward LBG individuals (Einhaus, et al. , 2004). Alarmingly, 33 percent of 

LGB (and 38 percent of transgender) students reported seriously considering 

leaving their institution due to the lack of support or an affirming climate on 

campus (Windmeyer, et al. , 2013). Einhaus, Viento, and Croteau "assert that it is 

the responsibility of college or university admissions officers to represent the 

LBGT-affirmative aspects of their institutions and actively seek LBGT high school 

students as potential candidates for enrollment" (2004). To avoid doing so is 

irresponsible at best and dangerous to students' well being at worst. 



8 

How can institutions of higher education provide resources to GSRM 

populations? An essential first step is intentionally acknowledging the presence 

of those students in the first place. It is impossible to accurately determine the 

effectiveness of any inclusive initiatives without being able to support conclusions 

with data. Unfortunately, virtually no campuses currently allow for students to 

submit this information, both on college admission forms or post-enrollment. It is 

imperative that colleges and universities "know and count their out LGBT 

students to provide necessary services and/or maintain proper safety and 

campus climate" (Windmeyer, et al. , 2013). 

Tracking GSRM Populations 

What is the best way for colleges to keep track of their GSRM 

populations? Unfortunately, there are no industry best practices established for 

institutions of higher education. An attempt to create a standard was initiated in 

2010, when Campus Pride and the Consortium of Higher Education LGBT 

Resource Professionals pressured the Common Application (used by hundreds 

of colleges and universities) to include voluntary questions about sexual 

orientation and gender identity (Jaschik, 201 0). After much discussion, the 

Common Application eventually rejected the proposal in early 2011, dismissing 

the idea as novel but currently irrelevant- they may revisit the decision 

depending on changing societal norms and expectations (Jaschik, 2015) . . 

Since the failed proposal, institutions as varied as Duke University, 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the University of Iowa, the University of 
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California, and Western Michigan University have independently added sexual 

orientation and gender identity questions to their admission application. In 2015, 

more than 25 organizations sent a letter to the Common Application imploring the 

Common Application to adopt the now overdue changes proposed in 2010 

(Jaschik, 2015). Finally, in early 2016, the Common Application added a 

voluntary question about gender identity, distinguishing it from "legal sex" or "sex 

assigned at birth." Students with minority sexual and romantic identities, 

however, are still forced to include gay-rights activism on their applications in 

order to disseminate this information, despite the fact that many straight students 

are involved in GSRM activism as well (Jaschik, 2016). There is no sign that the 

Common Application will reconsider questions on sexual orientation anytime 

soon. 

If we cannot have consistent success when students are applying to 

colleges, there is a way to get this information from an enrollment perspective. 

The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) has had more progressive 

updates in the past couple of years. A recent update in 2014 saw the addition of 

questions about gender identity and sexual orientation (Figure 1 shows how 

those questions appear on the survey). The NSSE acknowledges several 

problems with these types of questions, such as inconsistency in wording , 

difficulty in achieving transparency, and confusion from heterosexual/cisgender 

students when encountering these questions. They provide some 

recommendations, though, on how colleges could more easily ask these 

questions, including a "multiple step method to assess gender variant status" and 



"write-in [options] for both sexual orientation and gender identity" (Brckalorenz, 

Clark, & Hurtado, 2016). 

The main problem with the NSSE is that the survey is only given once 

every few years, to a small subgroup of randomly selected students at a 

university. Therefore, it can only really be used as a confirmation of previously 

made conclusions. 

What is your gender identity? 

I.' a, 

'vVon an 

I prefer not to espond 

Which of the toUowing best describes your sexual orientation? 

Gay 

Les. 3" 

Ano her se ual onenta 10n please spec1 

I prefer nat rc respond 

Figure 1: How NSSE asks about gender identity and sexual orientation 
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Therefore, despite the progress that is being made on a national level, it is 

clear that these types of surveys are reactionary, relying on colleges and 

universities to jumpstart the process. As such, it is imperative that institutions of 

higher education increasingly take initiatives to implement data collection locally. 



If a school is just starting to take note of this issue, should it respond by 

simply adding these questions to the university application? Not necessarily. 
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There are several reasons it might not be prudent to include sexual 

orientation and gender identity questions solely on the university admissions 

application. The process of developing a GSRM identity can be a lengthy and 

age-related process (Longerbeam, et al. , 2007). It is quite possible that students 

do not discover that they are queer until during the college experience. Also, 

sexual orientation and gender identities are often fluid and may evolve while a 

student is enrolled in college (Windmeyer, et al., 2013). Allowing a single or 

limited response from students regarding sexual orientation and gender identity 

therefore may not be representative of the entire GSRM student population on a 

campus. Additionally, students may feel uncomfortable disclosing that 

information on a college application, fearing that the answer could either affect 

their admission to the college or somehow be disclosed to their parents. Were a 

college or university to unintentionally disclose an applicant's sexuality or gender 

identity through intercepted correspondence with the applicant's parents, very 

real issues of youth safety and homeless may arise (Ceglar, 2012). As only 46 

percent of undergraduate students are open with their parents about their sexual 

identity, it can be assumed that even fewer high school students are (Ceglar, 

2012). One cannot simply assume that college admissions data is able to paint 

an accurate picture of the campus's GSRM population. 
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If colleges cannot rely on accurate admissions data, what would be the 

next option? Purdue University, located in West Lafayette, IN, may have found 

the answer to that question. They chose to include a section in the student user 

interface, under "personal information," where prospective and current students 

may self-report their sexual orientation and gender identity. In this case, it is 

treated identically to many other types of identifying information (such as 

addresses, emergency contacts, and ethnicity/race). It's optional , so students are 

not pressured to report this information, and students receive a reminder email 

each year to update all of their information (which includes sexual orientation and 

gender identity). They are able to track both students' initial responses and how 

those responses change over the students' careers at Purdue. Even though this 

program was "soft launched" in 2015 and not publicly announced until 2016, 20 

percent of Purdue's student population have participated in self-reporting this 

data. 

Through this interface, Purdue is able to identify the sexual orientation and 

gender identity of students that are considered academically at risk, which allows 

them to provide specialized resources (connections to specific student groups or 

the LGBTQ Center, as examples). It is still too early in the process to be able to 

track statistics such as persistency to graduation, and there are currently no 

other local schools with similar processes. Still , through this system Purdue has 

become a leading university in the conversation about how to record these 

statistics, and possible applications for them. 
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There are a few important distinctions to make about the process. First, 

while the data input screen seems very comprehensive and specific, it is possible 

that enough options are present to make analytical processes difficult. As such, 

on the back end of the student portal, an employee at Purdue manually assigns a 

"bucket" for each specific label ("bisexual" and "pansexual" may both fall into the 

"bisexual" bucket, for example) . As students continue to use more diverse 

language to describe themselves, this may become an increasingly burdensome 

task. Additionally, unlike other factors with predefined or widely standardized 

categories, gender and sexual identities have a significant amount of overlap. 

What happens when a student is attracted to all genders romantically 

(panromantic) , but no genders sexually (asexual)? Lastly, the system was 

developed "in house" at Purdue, so while it can be mimicked, it cannot be directly 

ported to another university. 

Ultimately, regardless of what happens behind the scenes for university 

retention and demographic purposes, students should still be able to self-identify. 

While Purdue's system may not be perfect, it is certainly a wonderful step in the 

right direction. 
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Application of Tracking at Ball State University 

Purdue's tracking process has been active since fall semester of 2015. 

That has given other institutions two school years to discuss implementing this or 

similar structures into their student information system. Few schools have had 

this conversation, and even fewer are taking steps towards developing similar 

processes. Unfortunately, Ball State University has not yet taken any initiative in 

creating this space for queer students, despite having an extremely active and 

out GSRM student population. Queer students have taken on increasingly 

prominent leadership roles in Student Government Association, the Big Four 

diversity organizations (Asian American Student Association , Black Student 

Union, Latinx Student Union, and Spectrum), Student Voluntary Services, Greek 

Life, and more. These are students actively working to get their voices heard. 

Ball State's student information system is extremely similar to the one 

used at Purdue. While there is not a precedent for recording information such as 

sexual orientation and gender identity, there are already self-reported open

ended fields in the system, such as emergency contacts and preferred names. 

Additionally, there are optional sections students can fill out to report their 

veteran or disability status. 
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The Disability Status page is particularly relevant, as it demonstrates 

many of the capabilities that would be required for a SO/GI page. The top of the 

page provides the reason that Ball State is asking students to provide this 

information, stressing both Ball State's nondiscriminatory policy and the voluntary 

nature of the questions. The second section provides information that would 

assist students in filling out the form, which would be particularly helpful for 

students unfamiliar with language surrounding the requested information. 

Halfway down the page is the question. Students are asked to check the box that 

most closely describes their experience. 

With word changes and minimal structure changes, this process can 

easily be adapted to describe sexual orientation and gender identity. The top 

section should describe the potential uses and benefits for students to provide 

the information. The second section would then list basic definitions, following the 

guidance of the NSSE to limit confusion, especially on behalf of heterosexual 

and/or cisgender students. Then, the options for SO/GI should be listed. Purdue 

provides a good example for this, with a fairly comprehensive list of options 

ending with an open-ended input box. These simple adaptations would allow Ball 

State to measure the success of GSRM students on campus, opening the door 

for possible application of the retention programs that Ball State is known for. 
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Conclusion 

Ball State aims to achieve a four-year graduation rate of 50 percent, and a 

6-year graduation rate of 65%, by the end of the current term (Ball State 

University, 2017b). Additionally, the university wants to maintain at least an 80 

percent first-year retention rate (Ball State University, 2017b). It does this in part 

by identifying at-risk populations and developing programs to help those students 

succeed at the university. Currently, Ball State has ambassador programs for 

commuter and transfer students, peer coaches for sophomore students, and a 

variety of programs for underclassmen 21 51 Century Scholars (Ball State 

University, 2017a). There are a variety of other targeted programs that seek to 

aid student success, ranging from early start programs to student organizations. 

The framework already exists to support GSRM students on Ball State's 

campus. It is now up to the university to monitor the success of queer students, 

and tailor their already existing retention programs to the specific needs of this 

population. That starts with acknowledging this population and tracking their 

careers at Ball State in order to better support them as a marginalized 

community. It is irresponsible to do otherwise. 

I encourage Ball State University to listen to the needs of the queer 

individuals on campus and to actively participate in the conversation of what 

success looks like for this subset of students. If done quickly and efficiently, Ball 

State can easily become a leader in student retention. 
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