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Abstract

Like plenty of other queer students at UCR and across the nation, I came into my first

year at UCR believing I was the straight, cisgender woman everyone saw me as. Within a few

short months, I came to realize I wasn’t as straight as I once thought. A few months after that

discovery, I realized I wasn’t quite cisgender either. Now, as I progress through my final year at

UCR, I have become fully aware of my queer and trans identities, and I have been transitioning

for over a year. My story itself is unique to me, but this journey of self discovery throughout four

years of college certainly isn’t.

In this project, I will take a deeper retrospective look at the various intersectional aspects

of my current identity, and I will discuss the process I went through to arrive at these conclusions

about myself. I will also take a look at the resources available to people like me, and how those

resources could be expanded upon to further help queer and trans students like myself.
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The summer following my high school graduation, I interned with my former church

youth group. It was very relaxed, and I was mostly in charge of welcoming new kids to the

group, occasionally helping out with announcements, and I’d do whatever other little tasks

popped up. Again, it wasn’t exactly a demanding internship by any standard, and I hesitate to

even designate it an internship to begin with.

I had been an active member of the youth group from sixth grade till my senior year, so I

was no stranger to the place. I typically knew what to expect from everyone there, both good and

bad. I knew to expect rampant homophobia and transphobia, thinly veiled racism, and generally

just any number of conservative political talking points from our youth leader. At the time, it all

seemed normal, but looking back, I see just how much damage this heavily normalized

politicization of my youth has caused to my adult self.

I distinctly remember the first time I felt like an outsider within this church. It was during

one of my last intern nights with that youth group, and we were doing a Q and A night for the

kids. All the kids had opportunities to submit questions for about a month prior, so by the time

the Q and A rolled around, we had plenty to answer. We got a decent amount of usual questions,

typically relating to sex, relationships, heaven and hell, and whatever burning questions teens

usually have about the Bible. However, something sparked within me when we got to the

ever-typical question, “why are gay people bad?”

This question wasn’t new. It popped up time after time, in every Q and A night this youth

group would have. I already knew to expect the homophobic response the kids were given, and

yet this time it hurt personally. At the time, I had no suspicions that I was queer, and yet the

youth pastor’s response stung like never before. I knew, in that exact moment, that there was
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something different about me, though it would be a few more months before I would fully realize

exactly what was making me feel so different.

Shortly after that Q and A night, I moved into my dorm room on campus at UCR. I

shared the room with two other girls, both roughly from the same area, so we bonded fairly

quickly over our shared past geography. As far as I could tell, we were all just a bunch of straight

girls, all in the honors program, doing our best to make it through our first year of college

without any major hitches.

I had already made friends with a couple people during our orientation session over the

summer, so I started seeing those friends in classes during week 0. In the few minutes before our

first classes, I was introduced to a handful of other people who would quickly become my core

friend group. We had all the same classes due to our shared learning community schedule, so we

hung out all the time! These friends were rad, and I always found it hilarious that they were all

queer in some form, and I was just a straight cisgender woman! It was the weirdest thing, why

was I friends with all these queer people completely on accident? It didn’t bother me at all,

though it did make me wonder why I seemed to flock to a queer group without being queer

myself.

It wasn’t long before my queer friend group started joking about me being queer too. I

thought it was funny, as I did present fairly masculine. I had always chosen to dress simply,

wearing outfits primarily consisting of jeans and graphic tees. I would occasionally wear a dress,

but realistically, I just wore skinny jeans and a tee shirt every day, never even trying to be

particularly feminine. This presentation, at least in my own mind, was because I didn’t feel

comfortable with femininity as a fat person, but this explanation didn’t convince my friends I

wasn’t queer like them. Rather quickly, the jokes stopped being so rare, and they stopped being
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funny the more often I heard them. I had crushes on men, and even though I had no explanation

for why I was attracted to these crushes, they were men! I had to be straight!

Ultimately, my friends were absolutely right when they joked I was secretly queer. I went

on a date a couple months into my first fall quarter, and for all intents and purposes, the date was

perfectly fine. It wasn’t anything special, which is why I was baffled when I no longer felt any

interest in the guy after the date was over. I had dressed myself up a bit for this date, rocking an

army jacket and combat boots, not considering for even a second that this masculine presentation

would indicate anything other than my oh so obvious straightness. After the date, I just couldn’t

find a reason to want a second date, and I spent the entirety of the next week mulling over the

reasons I wasn’t interested in him anymore. He was fine, the date was fine, so why wasn’t I fine?

Ultimately, I realized something: I didn’t actually like men.

This realization was horrifying for me. I was terrified of so much as a result of this

personal discovery. Obviously my queer friends wouldn’t be shocked, but what about my

church? They had made it exceedingly clear queer people were evil and irredeemable, so did that

mean my 14 years of devout service was all for nothing? I had spent three or four days a week at

that church, every single week, whether it was for worship, volunteer service with the nursery or

youth group, or within girls groups. In an instant, all of that meant nothing, and doubts filled my

mind. To this day, I still have anxiety regarding Christianity and what will occur in my own

afterlife if what my church had always preached is right. I also worried about being disowned by

my own family for not being the perfect daughter I had always tried to be. I had struggled with

my mental health severely during high school, but this was something different entirely. This

couldn’t be treated, and it wouldn’t just go away. I would permanently be different, willfully

going against the plan God had created for me according to my family and my church.
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To this day, I still have the notebook I used to write out my feelings when I was first

coming to the realization that I was a lesbian. I mixed these writings within my regular class

notes so I would be less likely to be outed before I was ready, and I wrote primarily about how

scared I was to be gay. I thought my entire life was over, and I would be doomed to die unhappy

and alone.

Unfortunately, this situation is not unique to me in the slightest. So many fellow queer

folks experience these exact feelings when they are first coming out to themselves. Worries about

fitting in with others, being ostracized from religious communities, and losing friends and family

are all heartbreakingly common from queer individuals. According to Chatterjee, simply living

as a queer person “excludes LGBT people from many support structures, often including their

own families, leaving them with little access to services many others take for granted, such as

medical care, justice and legal services, and education” (319). Navigating life as a queer person

felt truly impossible, and coming out meant I could very well lose everyone I cared about just

because I wanted to live as my authentic self.  I felt so alone, even with a friend group full of

other queer folks, and that is what this capstone project was initially designed to address.

It’s no secret that peer mentoring is a tried and true method of connecting students back

to their communities. We have peer mentors with Chicano Student Programs, the Student

Disabilities Resource Center, the Department of Student Life, and even University Honors to

some degree. Each of these peer mentoring programs are designed to help students succeed at

UCR, and to help students connect with the people they identify with the most. According to

Collier, peer mentoring programs “have been shown to positively impact traditional indicators of

college student success such as average GPA, credits earned, and retention. In addition,

researchers have established that... facilitate new students’ adjustment to campus and increase
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students’ satisfaction with their universities” (10). With this in mind, it becomes clear that peer

mentoring is an important and beneficial program for diverse communities to partake in, yet the

queer community at UCR did not have a dedicated mentoring program. It’s hard being a queer

student, and even harder when that identity is still fresh, so I decided to start the Pride Mentoring

Program to serve my community.

Initially, this project was intended to document the creation and first year of service for

the Pride Mentoring Program at UCR, a student organization dedicated to providing peer

mentoring to newly-identifying queer students at UCR. The foundations for the Pride Mentoring

Program were laid, as the organization is officially registered with the department of Student

Life. With this program, I sought to address the fears and isolation so many newly-identifying

queer students feel at UCR. Essentially, the program was designed to meet the needs I had when

I first came out to myself, and the needs I had when I began coming out to others. Though the

Pride Mentoring Program was not able to take off as we initially intended, this capstone project

will continue to address the various needs of newly-identifying queer students and the ways in

which these needs can be met through the support of a peer mentor within a program like the

Pride Mentoring Program at UCR. Research on the accessibility of peer mentoring programs for

queer youth has shown that LGBT youth are more likely to be homeless, more likely to skip

school or even drop out, more likely to face bullying, and more likely to feel depressed and/or

suicidal, with rejected queer youth being more than 5 times more likely to report depression and

more than 8 times more likely to attempt suicide compared to non-rejected queer youth (Mallory

et al., 2014). With such alarming statistics in mind, the Pride Mentoring Program sought to ease

students into a safe, community-led network of students who have been through these same fears
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and realities. As stated by Pitcher and Simmons, “queer and trans people build community in

tight knit ways that are integral to our survival and thriving.”

For so many in the early stages of realizing their queer identity, a peer mentor could help

dramatically. With the help of a mentor, newly-identifying queer students could gain a helpful,

insightful connection to their newfound community during one of the scariest moments of their

lives. Even surrounded by other queer folks at school, I had no idea how to keep myself safe

when going home to family that didn’t know my secret. By having a peer mentor, I could have

had a tangible connection to queer life on campus without feeling the pressure of being seen in

queer spaces before I was ready. When a student is not out to their peers, being seen in queer

spaces can mean potentially outing themselves before they are ready, which leads these students

to avoid making important connections to the community in the early stages of coming out. By

having a mentor available to talk to, a student can ease themselves into queer spaces with a far

lower risk of being outed. They can also receive resources from a mentor to help them through

challenging situations, such as a student receiving mental health, nutritional, and financial

resources after being kicked out of their home for being queer. Having a link back to queer

spaces can keep newly-identifying queer students from further isolation when they are fearful for

their own safety in a variety of situations, and having a mentor can act as a safety net to keep a

student from falling too far if they do feel the need to retreat for their own safety.

I didn’t realize I was queer until I was 18 years old. For the majority of my life, I actively

avoided anything and everything even remotely feminine. I was called a tomboy, and despite

rejecting femininity time and time again, nobody seemed to think there was a potential for me to

turn out queer. Everyone, myself included, assumed that no matter how masculine I chose to

present or act, I had to be a straight girl. I looked and acted different than every straight girl I
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knew, but the assumption was always that I was straight. Even after coming out, people would

assume my partner was actually my sibling, or just a friend. Nobody ever seemed to believe that

I could be queer. This assumption is called compulsory heterosexuality, and it is a painfully

common experience amongst queer folks (Rich, 1986). Unless we explicitly say the words “I’m

gay,” nobody sees us as potentially not straight, even when the situation seems glaringly obvious.

I firmly believe the notion of compulsory heterosexuality is a large reason I did not realize I was

queer until I stepped away from my church and began my time at UCR. I believed that, despite

rejecting all forms of femininity and doing everything in my power to look masculine, I still had

to be cisgender and heterosexual, since that was the default way to live.

The notion of compulsory heterosexuality left lasting marks on my mental health, and

largely contributed to the feelings of dread I felt shortly after realizing I was queer. Everyone

assumed I was straight, which made me think they knew something about myself that I couldn’t

see. I worried that I was just a straight girl going through her college self-discovery phase, even

though everything in my life up until this point seemed so obviously queer in hindsight. With

queer identities being vilified within my life for so long, coupled with the notion that I was

assumed to be straight, my mental health spiraled lower and lower.

With the love and support of my closest friends, I slowly grew to love my queer identity.

I tried to remind myself every day that my God would not have created me this way just to hate

me through no fault of my own. This daily reminder allowed me to grow comfortable with

myself, and begin to appreciate myself for what was likely the first time in my life. My love for

myself was no longer contingent on being the absolute perfect woman, it was simply contingent

on me being at peace with myself. This change in attitude improved my mental health, and it

allowed me to start entering queer spaces and even start pursuing crushes on women. I still
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wasn’t terribly confident in myself or my appearance, but at the very least I was gaining

confidence in my queer identity. Over time, it became easier and easier to be my authentic self.

About six months after coming out as queer to myself, I was out to just about everyone I

knew outside of church and family. One night, my mom picked me up from my dorm room so I

could babysit my foster siblings the following day. We stopped at Walmart on the way to the

house, and as we were about the check out, I accidentally pushed a certain question too far. I had

been talking about cutting my short hair even shorter, and my mom asked, “but won’t that make

you look like a…” She stopped right there, not daring to say the word she was thinking of. In my

infinite wisdom as an 18 year old, I pushed her to finish the sentence, tempting fate and

jeopardizing my own safety. In hindsight, this was, for lack of a better phrase, a terrible idea.

Of course, my mother finished the sentence, asking if I was afraid I would look like a

lesbian. In that exact moment, I had two options: either deny her, or just get the whole coming

out thing over with. I ended up coming out to my mother in the Walmart self checkout that night,

and I was met with awkward silence while she finished her purchase. The car ride home would

be agonizingly silent, and though it was a mere 15 minutes, it felt like an eternity.

We stopped by a family friend’s house on the way home, and my mother told them what I

had just said, trying to find some form of comfort within these friends. I’m fairly certain these

friends were absolutely not shocked in the slightest, and they did their best to comfort my mother

while I waited, hoping this night would just end and it had all been a dream. On the ride back to

our house, my mother confided in me that she was scared I was going to have a harder life, and

that I would be going to hell now. I tried to assure her it wasn’t a phase, that I knew it would be

harder, and that ultimately I couldn’t change anything. She reassured me I was still part of the

family, it was just going to take some getting used to.
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The night I came out to my mom, she immediately told my dad, and then my siblings as

well. Nobody was exactly shocked, but I had a massive weight off my shoulders. A few months

after I came out to my family, I met my first partner, and I introduced them to my family at my

birthday party. A couple months into that relationship, I came out publicly with a post on social

media, and I received mostly love and support! I lost a few friends along the way, but ultimately

I was comfortable with myself and comfortable knowing that not everyone would be happy for

me.

Though I was out and happy, I still felt some nagging feeling in the back of my mind. I

would look in the mirror and hate everything I saw. The feminine features were so prominent,

but I felt I couldn’t be anything other than a cisgender lesbian, so I assumed I was just

uncomfortable with my weight. As I accepted my lesbian identity, I got more comfortable

dressing masculinely, but I had assumed I was just a butch lesbian, so I didn’t understand why I

still didn’t feel right in my own skin. I hated all of the feminine things I saw in the mirror, but I

didn’t know why.

In fall of 2018, I began volunteering with the LGBT Resource Center at UCR through the

Community Outreach Education (CORE) program. During our training, I learned about

non-binary identities, and the idea of being neither male nor female resonated deeply within me.

I began to contemplate the identity, and shortly after training, I began to use non-binary as a

self-descriptor. I felt a disconnect with my womanhood, and I despised femininity, so it just made

sense to me. It didn’t shake me to my core like my lesbian identity had, so I didn’t feel bad about

identifying as non-binary at first, since I was just going to keep dressing masculine and not

pursue any forms of transition. Everything was fine and dandy until I realized my disconnect

with femininity and my own body was not just a sexuality thing, but rather it was a gender
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identity problem. Suddenly, I felt I was right back at square one, terrified of the person I was

once again.

The beginning stages of questioning gender identity are also an excellent spot in which a

peer mentor could help a fellow student. While I wasn’t sure how I would ultimately identify, I

was stressed about potentially choosing new pronouns, a new name, or even medically

transitioning to a more masculinized appearance. While my fears weren’t initially as deep as my

fears during my prior self coming out, they were still very real and having a peer mentor to talk

with could have helped me gain more confidence in my non-binary identity. Having someone to

help me get started with requesting different pronouns in classes or giving me advice on

choosing a name could have helped me feel more comfortable with the beginning stages of

socially transitioning. The transgender community has an alarmingly high suicide attempt rate

with 32.4% of transgender people attempting suicide at some point in their life, so ensuring

newly-identifying transgender and non-binary individuals have someone safe to talk to can be

lifesaving (Perez-Brumer et al., 2015).

About four months after first identifying as non-binary, I decided to choose a new name

for myself. With the help of a couple close friends, I compiled a list of new names to try out, and

eventually I landed on August. At the time, I adored the name, and I felt so much better being

called August rather than my dead name. I was using they/them pronouns, I had a new name, and

I suddenly realized this meant I would actually have to start coming out to people. Initially, I

limited my name and pronouns to very few people, but as my dysphoria grew, I knew I had to

come out to further and further circles of my life. I came out to friends, then to coworkers and

supervisors. By the time summer rolled around, I was out full time at UCR, but I wasn’t happy.
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My dysphoria was getting worse and worse, and I realized I might actually want to pursue a

medical transition.

Realizing I wanted to pursue a medical transition was frightening. It came with a whole

new world of unknown: would my friends accept me? Would my lesbian partner leave me?

Would my parents disown me? Would I even like the changes testosterone would bring? How

would I even get started? I bounced all of these questions, and plenty more, off a few close

friends, all of whom were transgender as well, to see what advice they could offer me.

Ultimately, a lot of what they had to say was nice, but again, having a dedicated peer

mentor to walk me through all of this would have been a tremendous help. I would have been

able to figure out how medical transitioning works by talking to someone with experience

transitioning as a fellow UCR student. I would have been able to get referrals to various campus

departments that could have given me more professional help where peer mentors could no

longer help. I could have had quicker, easier access to the resources I ended up using to aid my

transition, and there’s no reason queer peer mentors shouldn’t do the same for students like me in

the future. Just having someone who understood what I was going through would have been

enough to calm a lot of the anxiety I was feeling at the time, and the need for this help will not

dissipate at some point unless the help needed is finally offered.

I spent the entire summer before my third year trying to figure out what I wanted. I spent

a few weeks agonizing over whether I identified as a transgender man or whether I identified as

non-binary transmasculine. After a few weeks of torturing myself with the internal debate over

my identity, I realized it actually didn’t matter whether I was or was not non-binary, since I

wanted to start hormone replacement therapy either way. After coming to this realization about
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halfway through summer, I spent the remainder of my wait for fall quarter obsessing over all the

things I wanted out of my medical transition.

It is not uncommon for folks within the transgender community to take quite a while to

figure out what identity they hold. There are so many micro identities laced within the umbrella

terms we commonly see, and this can make things confusing. I had gone back and forth so much,

trying to find the exact micro identity I wanted that I neglected to acknowledge the umbrella

identity I would actually fall under. Ultimately, it made no difference whether I was a binary

transgender man or not, nor did it matter if I was one specific non-binary identity over any other.

What mattered was my end goal, and the micro identities I sought did not change that end goal in

the slightest. When I looked five years into my ideal future, I would see the same confident,

successful, and truly happy masculine person whether he identified as a man or as non-binary.

It seems silly now, in retrospect. Why did I care so much about such a minor detail of my

overall life? Ultimately, I recognize that I tried to find the perfect micro identity because I

wanted to fully understand myself, and I liked the idea of having labels to do so. Labels can be

arbitrary in some cases, but for my own identity, I wanted to be as specific as possible. Identity is

an awful lot more than just the name of some part of ourselves; it’s the key to entering the

community of others like us, and it can help us figure out where we belong. While my end goal

of transitioning didn’t change with the words I used to describe myself, the people I associated

myself with absolutely did. Whether we like it or not, the words we use for ourselves change so

much of our perspective, and regardless of whether we think someone’s identity is too narrow, it

deserves respect. At the end of the day, we’re all just doing our best to figure out who we are,

and nobody deserves to be disrespected for finding their community with specific

self-identifying labels.
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When I figured out I needed to transition medically, I also figured out I would need to

come out to more than just the people at UCR. This was not an easy feat, if I’m being honest.

Coming out is terrifying. Just like when I had come out as a lesbian, I was afraid I would lose

people or be shunned for what made me different rather than accepted and celebrated for what

made me an individual. I didn’t lose many people within my life, at least not vocally, when I

came out as a lesbian, but gender identity is a whole different ball park. These days, gay rights

are commonplace. Queer sexual identities are less attacked than they once were, which means

queer people often face less harm when coming out compared to a couple decades ago.

Transgender people do not often have that same safety, though that’s not to say queer people are

entirely safe either, as homophobia is still very much alive.

In October of 2019, I came out to my family. My mother had noticed I was wearing a

chest binder, and she asked me why my chest suddenly seemed smaller. I figured, in that

moment, it was better to just get it over with, so I told her I was wearing a chest binder because I

am transgender. Weirdly enough, my family accepted me as transgender almost immediately, and

with far less backlash. In fact, they jokingly told me they had predicted I’d come out as

transgender already, and they had taken bets on when I would actually tell them! I had gone over

every possible scenario in my head and was prepared for every reaction that I might get, except

this one. Their complete support was shocking, and to this day, I still feel a bit of anxiety,

thinking they may change their minds.

After coming out to family, I came out publicly with a post on Instagram on National

Coming Out Day, October 11, 2019. I posted a gender reveal cake, with a video of me and my

partner cutting it open to reveal the baby blue cake beneath the white frosting. For the most part,

I received a lot of love that day, from friends, family, and folks I hadn’t spoken to in years. I
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don’t remember receiving any hateful comments, but that didn’t mean I didn’t lose anything. As

is all too common when someone comes out, not everyone is okay with a person’s identity.

One of my closest friends from UCR did not believe I was actually transgender. I came

out, I changed my name and pronouns, I changed my clothes and how I presented, and yet he

still believed I was faking it all along. He was my best friend for my first two years of college,

but unfortunately coming out led him to distance himself from me. Though it hurt at the time, I

learned that coming out and owning my own identity meant leaving people behind, and that was

okay. He didn’t support me, and he didn’t want to see me living as my true self, so I did the right

thing for my own health and safety and kept myself away from the people who wanted to see me

fail. It is a sad reality of living as a transgender person, but it is reality nonetheless. I hope he is

doing well, and I hope to one day reconnect with him. Perhaps seeing me this far in the future

will show him how good transition was for me, but only time will tell.

Right after coming out publicly, I jumped into the deep end of medical transition. Within

the month of October 2019, I met with my primary care physician once, my psychiatrist twice,

my gender therapist three times, and my endocrinologist twice as well. Those appointments were

closer together than I had expected, and I was able to start hormone replacement therapy on

November 12th, 2019. I consider this date my second birthday, as that first injection of

testosterone changed the course of my life for the better, and I look back with such joy in who I

have become since then. I am incredibly grateful, and I acknowledge the privilege I had, being

able to medically transition without any major roadblocks.

One of the best things about being a transgender man is that testosterone works

ridiculously fast. Within a few weeks, my partner could already tell my voice was starting to

deepen, and I was noticing a bit more peach fuzz on my face and body. I was given an increased
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dose of testosterone at my three month check up, and since then, I have seen dramatic changes to

my body and my mental health. I spend every day happy with the person I have become. I look

at myself in the mirror and I no longer hate the person I see. I still feel dysphoric at times, but it

is an incredibly different feeling now than it was before starting testosterone. Dysphoria no

longer traps me into a vicious cycle of self-hatred and inability to do the things I need and want

to do with my day. Dysphoria used to stop me from living my life, but now I wake up every

morning ecstatic knowing that this is me, and I am becoming the man I know I was meant to be.

I managed to get myself to this point with a lot of help, both from professionals and from

fellow students. The struggles I experienced as I went through discovering my sexuality and then

my gender identity are not unique to me. So often, newly-identifying queer folks feel these same

fears of rejection and social ostracization. We worry for our safety in everything we do, and

navigating the early stages of queer self-discovery is frightening when done alone. This is why

my initial project, the Pride Mentoring Program at UCR, was started. While we were unable to

get the program up and running due to complications related to the COVID-19 pandemic, we

were at least able to lay the foundation for a program that can sincerely impact the lives of our

fellow Highlanders.

The Pride Mentoring Program at UCR was designed to give dedicated peer mentorship to

newly-identifying queer students through a list of best practices. Our team consisted of several

folks, all of whom had unique experiences as it relates to coming out. Our plan was to connect

mentors to students who best matched their own experiences as queer folks. For example, we

would aim to have gender questioning students paired up with transgender or non-binary

mentors. By giving mentees some form of input on how they want to be paired up, we can expect

better mentee retention for the program (Allen et al., 2006). Mentors and mentees would connect
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for a set amount of time every other week or so, as this structured communication would allow

for a stronger peer connection (Liang et al., 2008). Mentors would be well-prepared for their role

by attending a designated training session, primarily outlining goals of the program and the

various on-campus resources they may need when mentoring students. Our initial plan was to

begin mentoring in Spring 2020, but we faced massive hurdles thanks to the global COVID-19

pandemic. Our plans had to be halted, volunteers had to take on new responsibilities, and

ultimately, we weren’t able to launch the program.

Unfortunately, queer folks have been disproportionately affected by the COVID-19

pandemic. Our student organization wasn’t able to successfully launch, but UCR’s queer

community is far from the only one affected. Gay bars have been permanently shut down, queer

news sources have been struggling to stay afloat, community events such as Pride have had to be

either cancelled or moved to far less accessible platforms, and overall, queer communities across

the nation are struggling to survive through this pandemic (Konnoth, 2020). The queer

community survives and thrives on the connections we make with each other, and we haven’t

been able to make these connections throughout the pandemic. Online platforms and events can

only go so far, and the isolation of a fully-online community has been hard to handle for so

many. Though I cannot lead this program at UCR anymore, the Pride Mentoring Program is still

needed to ensure the survival and success of some of UCR’s most vulnerable students. Though

we couldn’t launch during the 2020-2021 academic year, we considered adaptations and ideas for

implementation that may still be worth looking into for a future continuation of this project.

A large reason we were unable to launch as intended was due to the myriad personal

issues caused by the pandemic. Some members of the mentoring team had to take on additional

jobs to make ends meet after being laid off, some had new family responsibilities as virtual

18



learning began, and some simply didn’t have the mental energy to contribute to this project after

our entire lives changed to adapt to the pandemic. Regardless of the reason, COVID-19 affected

every single member of the mentoring team, myself included, and I am incredibly grateful to the

people who volunteered with the group. We weren’t able to do what we wanted, but their

commitment to helping fellow queer students shows that there is a need for this organization,

now and in the future.

The next large reason we were unable to launch was due to a lack of knowledge

regarding planning and organizing schedules. Ideally, mentees would submit a form to the

organization, and they would be paired up with a mentor based on similar interests and identities.

After this, the mentor and mentee would meet up to chat and go over resources, student success,

and anything else the mentee may have needed. These meetings would be confidential, and we

had planned for them to be in places such as study rooms in Rivera library. With campus closed,

we decided the best course of action would be to have check in sessions over Zoom, but this led

to a whole host of new challenges.

Zoom is an excellent tool for staying connected, but for newly-identifying queer students

who are likely not out to the people they live with, confidentiality was a major road block in

enacting the plan to begin mentoring. This was also a concern for mentors, and the best solution

we could find was to have students talk over the Zoom chat feature, meaning it would be

completely silent vocally. Mentors and mentees alike could silently discuss whatever was needed

during sessions, so as to not potentially draw attention to or even out one of the people involved.

I recommend a future leader look into the benefits of text-based conversations as a way to keep

mentors and mentees safe where they may not be out, or for when meeting in person may not be

ideal.
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Another major hurdle was learning how to manage a student organization and all of the

intricacies this entails. The organization is already established, so anyone considering taking over

the organization would need to complete any required paperwork and training to get the

organization active for the current academic year. In doing this, they would need to have at least

five people on the roster in order to finish that active organization registration process. After this,

they would need to open up an organization bank account, attend training throughout the year,

and check in with the Student Life advisor. After all of the logistical tasks are completed, they

would need to do outreach, keep in contact with mentors regularly, assess the needs of the

organization, have meetings with the leadership team, and much, much more. This can be a lot to

handle, so I recommend the new president look into the department of Student Life’s website, as

there are plenty of resources there to help learn how to do these things. I would also recommend

having a leadership team of trustworthy individuals so you do not take on too much with nobody

to help out.

My final recommendation is to remember the ultimate goal: creating community for

students who need it most. A lot of my time as president of the Pride Mentoring Program was

spent trying to figure out the best way to keep moving forward despite the massive hurdles

presented to my organization. I didn’t know how to be president of an organization, or how to do

effective outreach, or how to create the perfect training manual for my mentors. I didn’t know

how to do a lot of things, and I spent far too much time worrying about things being perfect.

Knowing where to look for resources and having others on your team to lean on can be the

difference between another failed organization or a successful mentoring program that will be

around for years to come. To aid the continuation of the Pride Mentoring Program, relevant

UCR-specific resources are listed in the appendix on pages 22 and 23. This program doesn’t
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need to be perfect, it just needs to be there to begin with. Queer students need support, and this

organization can make an enormous difference in the lives of our fellow students. The foundation

has been laid and adaptations have been listed, so it’s time for the Pride Mentoring Program to

take another shot at launching!

Beyond helping newly-identifying queer students navigate their sexual and/or gender

identities, the Pride Mentoring Program was created as a way for fellow queer students to give

back to the community. Any person who has come out of the closet in some form has unique,

personal experiences, and those experiences can make a difference in the lives of our fellow

students. This program was designed for newly-identifying queer students to form connections

with mentors that have been in their shoes before, and for those mentors to share the information

they wish they had when they were at their mentee’s current point in life. The Pride Mentoring

Program may not have been able to launch as fully intended this past year, but the need for peer

mentorship will continue to grow, as more and more students discover their identities. The

unique, individual experiences of queer students are invaluable, and they can help ease the stress

and anxiety of a student who has yet to face some of the very challenges that we have faced

before. Coming out to ourselves and our community can be one of the hardest challenges one can

face, but knowing we are welcome, valued, and connected before ever coming out can save us

years of hiding in the safe discomfort of the closets we’ve all been in.
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Appendix of On-Campus Resource Websites (as of 2021)

Mental Health:

Counseling and Psychological Services

Student Affairs Case Management

Ethnic and Gender Offices:

African Student Programs

Asian Pacific Student Programs

Chicano Student Programs

Foster Youth Support Services

LGBT Resource Center

Middle Eastern Student Center

Native American Student Programs

Student Disability Resource Center

Undocumented Student Programs

Veterans Resource Center

Women’s Resource Center

Basic Needs:

Basic Needs Site

Economic Crisis Response Team

Emergency Housing Program

R’Garden

R’Pantry

Student Support:
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https://counseling.ucr.edu/
https://casemanagement.ucr.edu/
https://asp.ucr.edu/
http://apsp.ucr.edu/
http://csp.ucr.edu/
https://fosteryouth.ucr.edu/
http://out.ucr.edu/
https://mesc.ucr.edu/
https://nasp.ucr.edu/
http://sdrc.ucr.edu/
https://usp.ucr.edu/
https://veterans.ucr.edu/community
https://wrc.ucr.edu/
https://basicneeds.ucr.edu/
http://basicneeds.ucr.acsitefactory.com/resources
https://basicneeds.ucr.edu/emergency-housing-program
https://rgarden.ucr.edu/
https://basicneeds.ucr.edu/rpantry


Academic Resource Center

Career Center

Ombuds

The WELL
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https://arc.ucr.edu/
https://careers.ucr.edu/
https://help.ucr.edu/office-ombuds
https://well.ucr.edu/
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