Best college gymnastics stories: Jacob Harmon’s journey and why visibility matters
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Shoppers are turning to stories of resilience , Jacob Harmon’s path from YMCA toddler classes to Ohio State’s NCAA stage shows how making a team, not medals, can change a life. This profile looks at who he is, how men’s college gymnastics fits into the bigger NCAA picture, and why openly gay athletes still matter for the next generation.
Early start: Harmon began in parent-and-child YMCA classes and was competing by first grade, a lifelong sport with a familiar, rhythmic training grind.
Underdog feel: He arrived at Ohio State as a walk-on, unsure he’d make the roster, and earned a place by the end of his first term.
Open and steady: Harmon came out publicly in high school and says teammates at Ohio State were welcoming, making authenticity feel normal.
Small sport, big stakes: Men’s NCAA gymnastics is tiny , only a handful of Division I programs field full teams , so every roster spot and visible athlete matters.
Practical next steps: Harmon’s degree in exercise science points to options like physical therapy school, yet he’s chosen to breathe and take a gap year.
A simple goal, a big payoff
Harmon’s story opens with a refreshingly ordinary ambition: make a college team. That modest aim carries a tactile sense of relief , the end of early-morning practices, the quiet of a tumbling mat between runs. According to Outsports, after earning his spot as a walk-on, Harmon spent four seasons competing for one of the country’s top programmes and even placed at the NCAA National Championships. That kind of “I did it” moment is what keeps many athletes going, and it’s a reminder that success doesn’t always mean trophies.
Backstory matters here. Men’s gymnastics offers few Division I landing spots, so the odds are different than in big-roster sports. The NCAA’s listings and championship coverage show the field is small, which makes every recruit and walk-on story feel consequential. If you’re helping a young gymnast weigh college options, know that patience, persistence and targeted outreach to coaches can pay off , as Harmon’s months of emailing and sending videos proved.
Growing up out and ordinary
Harmon’s coming-out moment was quieter than he feared: a Snapchat post during his junior year, met with a shrug and a few jokes. He told Outsports that the reaction was almost underwhelming, and that memory underscores something obvious but important , the world he left home for wasn’t necessarily hostile. That parental support and a normalised home life made it easier to show up authentically on campus.
There’s practical value in that normality. For parents of athletes, creating a calm, consistent environment around identity can help a teen navigate locker-room dynamics and the social strains of collegiate sport. Harmon’s experience suggests that for many athletes, “coming out” is less of a dramatic reveal and more a step toward being present , a shift that benefits individual wellbeing and team chemistry.
The sport’s scale shapes the culture
Men’s college gymnastics is intimate , only a few Division I programmes field full teams, and national championship fields are compact. The NCAA’s sport pages and championship selection notes make this plain: with limited varsity opportunities, the culture in each programme is amplified, and every athlete’s presence carries outsized influence.
That scale creates two effects. First, visibility has weight: an out athlete on a roster can directly change how a young prospect imagines their future. Second, stereotypes about masculinity can be more pronounced, as Harmon observed, because small communities sometimes tighten around familiar behaviours. If you’re a coach or a parent, the takeaway is to foster inclusion explicitly; small teams can pivot culture more quickly than larger ones.
Visibility isn’t only symbolic , it’s practical
Harmon names athletes he looked up to, like Eddie Penev and Jackson Harrison, and now he recognises he might be a similar mirror for someone younger. Outsports quotes him saying authenticity helps you test whether a programme fits, and that’s a practical piece of career advice: being out can accelerate the assessment of an environment and save time and stress.
For younger athletes wondering whether to tell teammates or coaches, Harmon’s view is useful: authenticity helps reveal true culture. If a place recoils, it’s a sign to steer away; if it embraces you, you’ve found somewhere sustainable. That’s simple, actionable guidance for teenagers and families navigating recruitment and campus life.
What’s next for Harmon , and why that matters
After graduation with an exercise science degree, Harmon is weighing familiar options , New York City, physical therapy school , but he’s also choosing to pause. Outsports reports he wants a gap year to simply be young after years of rigid schedules. That decision captures a growing trend among athletes: a post-college breather before diving into professional training, grad school, or jobs.
There’s a lesson in that for anyone advising student-athletes: burnout is real, and planning sabbaticals or transitional years can be as strategic as training plans. Harmon’s next steps may be typical , more study, a therapy track , or they may be a slower, quieter transition. Either way, his visibility as an openly gay athlete who stuck with the sport offers a forward-looking example for those coming up behind him.
It’s a small change that can make every team feel more inclusive.
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