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In the midst of our busy and hectic lives as scholars, practitioners, 
educators, students of students and more, lies an opportunity to dia-
logue with those around us and within ourselves about the things 
that  matter in our work, in our lives, and in our community. This 
journal serves to provide an avenue for this dialogue, bringing up 
such topics as a model of empowerment for students with disabili-
ties, an opinion on the educators' role in the Occupy movement, and 
reflections from alumni of the Student Development  Administration 
program's 20 years.  
 
With this sixth volume of MAGIS, we seek to look back and value 
those who came before us, engage in the present, and look ahead to 
the future, seeking magis, the more, in all that we do with our stu-
dents, colleagues, and with ourselves. In pursuing magis, we hope 
you feel encouraged to be a part of this ongoing dialogue, as well as 
to share this journal with your own communities. 
 
We thank everyone who made this journal possible–the contributors, 
the editors, our advisors, and our community. 
 
Our best, 
Kelly Russell & Ester Sihite 
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A Look Back and a Look Ahead 
Jonathan Brown 

3 

Jonathan Brown, ’94 has been active in the Student Development Administration (SDA) program for 20 years. He was a 
founder of both Seattle University Student Development Association (SUSDA) and the first SDA Alumni Association.    
Starting first at the University of Redlands as a Resident Director upon graduation from the SDA program, Jonathan soon 
found his home in the Washington State Community College system.  He currently serves as the Associate Dean for Student 
Programs and Leadership in the Center for Leadership and Service at Highline Community College and lives in Seattle with 
his wife Rochelle and children Max (age 10) and Elise (age eight).  
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Jonathan Brown, first student accepted into     
Seattle University’s SDA pioneering cohort takes 
pause to reflect on the early days in the program. 
 

On the night of December 20, 2011, I was      
attending my college’s 50th Anniversary Alumni 
Dinner. The event was well attended and was pre-
ceded by a student leadership reunion  that my   
office coordinated for students from the last dec-
ade. I approached Kelli Frank, Student Activities 
Fee Budget Chair ‘07 and my student government 
Vice President ‘08, and asked her if I could sit and 
share the meal with her. It was a joy to hear her  
reflect upon her growth and learning as she 
claimed that as a student leader, serving her peers 
at my college was truly one of the most transform-
ing    experiences of her life. Halfway through the 
meal, she leaned close into me and said, “JB, there 
are over 300 people here and student leaders from 
the past 10 years, why did you choose to sit next to 
me?” The truth is that she and I had something 
new in common. The week prior, Kelli had asked if 
I would serve as a reference for her as she applied 
to Seattle University’s (SU) Student Development 
Administration (SDA) program for the 2012      
cohort. I sat with her because she actually          
reminded me of myself 20 years ago. 

Like Kelli, in December of 1991 I was newly 
married, getting ready to graduate with my     
Bachelor’s degree, and starting a nationwide 
search with my spouse to explore graduate school 
programs. Earlier, I had done informational inter-
views with Dr. Jeremy Stringer, Dr. Bill Grace, Dr. 
Dale Nienow, and the extraordinary Carla Erick-
son Orlando--all previous employees in the        
Student  Development Division at my beloved   
alma mater, SU. I wanted to take the pulse on the 
profession of student affairs through the lives and  
stories of mentors that had made a difference in 
my life. I had heard, from Jeremy especially, about 
the new SDA program being offered by the College 
of Education in fall of 1992. I started writing      
applications to graduate schools during my honey-

moon that December, and I remember debating 
whether or not to even apply to SU’s new program. 
I loved my undergraduate experience at SU. I 
learned so much about myself during that time, 
both as a whole person and a student leader, but I 
was unsure that I could match that same experi-
ence as a graduate student by staying at the same 
institution. Given that I was applying to multiple 
schools, I also decided to throw my name in the 
hat for the SDA program. I figured, “what could it 
hurt to apply?” Little did I know that I was, 
through that one small action, condemning myself 
to at least 20 years of being introduced to groups 
as “Jonathan Brown, the first person to ever apply 
to the SDA program.”   

Clearly, I chose to attend the program and 
have not looked back since. However, with no    
offense  intended to the College of Education or 
the program that I have come to love so much, 
those first years were a little rough. Anyone from 
my cohort can recall stories from that initial year: 
standing in front of our graduate classes explain-
ing to peers and instructors about the new pro-
gram and its focus on college student growth and 
learning. We got many confused looks those days!  
I believe that one reason the SDA community    
remains very connected and tight lies in this early 
history of the first cohort. It felt like the only peo-
ple that really understood what we were doing in 
the program were the cohort members themselves. 
The program was too new to be  understood, so we 
bound our small cohort community together for 
support and understanding. I am deeply proud to 
see this tradition continue. 

That sense of community has always been a 
key strength of the program. More than just a    
result of being together, the honoring of the learn-
ing community in the SDA program has been 
around since the beginning. Team projects, class 
synthesis seminars, and best practices report 
groups helped bring the knowledge-building      
activities of our program out of the hands of the 
instructors and squarely in the laps of the stu-
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 dents. Our program is strong because we have all 
been able to contribute to it. Seeing the internship 
program grow and crystallize with placements first 
locally, then regionally, nationally, and now   in-
ternationally, has demonstrated that our program 
has something significant to offer. Again, our SDA 
interns excel because they are backed by a       
community of learners that support them at home. 

A few simple and powerful lessons from my 
SDA student experience still linger.  I learned 
from my assistantship supervisor powerful lessons 
of social justice and supporting diversity as an ally. 
I remember her telling me, “JB, if you want to 
support our students of color, you have to make 
the hire.” I remember my culminating thought 
leaving my last Student Development Theory 
class: we as educators are constantly affecting the 
lives of our students. Each moment with a student 
may be the turning point for them; therefore, each 
moment with a student is a sacred event and     
deserves my utmost respect. At my internship site 
at Seattle Central Community College, I remember 
sitting with my first (of many more to come)     
student who did not look like me. He/she was 
heavily tattooed, pierced, older and gothed-out. I 
remember realizing, however, that no matter what 
a person looks like, compassion and invitation are 
tools that may transform the life of any student. 
These experiences set a foundation for me as a 
student development professional. These learning 
moments in community, as much as any student 
development theory or model, have guided my life 
as a practitioner. 

Back then, "Involving Colleges" and new   
identity models for student development were the 
rage in the field. Knowledge of these and transfor-
mational leadership practices were presented as 
some of the primary tools  for future educational 
leaders. In retrospect, what I would have paid to 
go back in time and demand instruction on higher 
education law, finance, or even a class on commu-
nity colleges. No education is ever complete; these 
areas of personal deficiency had to be strength-
ened on the job. My experience over the years 
taught me that in order to succeed as a career   
professional, I would never be able to take off the 
hat of being a lifelong learner. Today, I co-
coordinate my division’s Student Services Assess-
ment Taskforce and am serving on my college’s 
Accreditation Steering Committee. These daunting 
tasks are mitigated by the foundational knowledge 
and confidence gained in the SDA program. I have 
and will continue to recommend the SDA program 
for providing a professional knowledge base, 
which has proven to be strong enough to build a 

life’s path upon.   
To be certain, more learning is coming my 

way. With less and less revenue coming to student 
development functions in this turned economy, I 
see a revolution brewing at our colleges and       
universities. I predict that soon, even our refined   
efforts in assessment practices will not be enough 
to justify the existence of our extracurricular and 
co-curricular programs. I can foresee a future in 
which new skills in financial development and  
advancement will be entering the toolbox of all 
student development professionals. I fear that 
Student Development, never the well-funded 
branch of our educational services, may be past its 
“golden age of plenty” and entering into deeper 
stages of self-support and independence, which 
will only be resolved through the revitalization of 
our students as activists and societal reformers. 
Our forming mission is one of justice, hope and 
freedom, and the SDA program will be there to 
provide the next wave of professionals to meet 
these needs. I know this is true; I have been meet-
ing them every September for the last 20 years.  

So many other memories fill my mind with 
just brief reflection: starting SUSDA to get money 
from the Associated Students of Seattle University 
(ASSU) to support our field trip to NASPA          
national conference in 1993; working with the   
Seattle University SDA Alumni Association from 
1994 to 1999 to support the program and its       
students; and meeting my cohort for pizza at    
Piecora’s immediately following our comprehen-
sive   exams and listening to my colleague Jamie 
Dye sing jazz on the dusty piano in the back room 
to celebrate the occasion. Outside of my family 
and my faith, I can think of no greater transforma-
tional contribution to my life than the SDA        
program. For this, I am very thankful.   
      This is the reason that I chose to sit by Kelli 
Frank at my school’s reunion. Responding to her 
question of why I would choose to sit by her, I 
leaned back towards her and told her the truth—I 
let her know that this reunion of my finest stu-
dents from the past decade was a culmination of 
collective work, combined energy, and communal 
action. I could think of no better person than her, 
as she considered taking up the SDA banner and 
running into the fray, with whom to dine that 
night. So as my name and legacy of being the first 
SDA applicant fades with time, remember Kelli 
and those like her who are choosing to follow in 
our footsteps. It is time to rekindle our fire as pro-
fessionals.  It is time to burn brightly for those 
things that need us most: our students, our  
community, and our world. 
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Marta Palmquist Cady is the Director of Student Activities at the University of Puget Sound. She is primarily responsible 
for the development, coordination and implementation of co-curricular activities on campus as well as the new student 
orientation program, Prelude, Passages and Perspectives. Student Activities at Puget Sound encompasses Puget Sound 
Outdoors, Greek Life, Student Programs/Student Government and Student Media, Leadership programs, New Student 
Orientation and the Wheelock Student Center. Like the vision of Student Activities, Marta believes that every student is em-
powered to discover, define, and create their Puget Sound experience and she enjoys guiding that journey! 

My Enduring Purpose: A Personal Reflection of my Professional   
Journey in Student Affairs 

Marta Palmquist-Cady 

  
The field of student affairs work has struggled 
throughout its history to clearly define its central 
mission and role in higher education but because 
of the education I received through the SDA pro-
gram at Seattle University, I have not struggled 
to define my purpose. The author of this article 
examines how the values of the Seattle University 
SDA program shaped her work and offered en-
during purpose. 

      The year was 1992, and I had just returned 
from a 2-month trip to Europe. I was coming back 
to my parent’s house broke and pretty much con-
fused as to what I wanted to do with my life. Since 
graduating from the University of Portland and 
moving back to Tacoma, I had held a variety of 
jobs including: managing a restaurant, coordinat-
ing payroll for a moving company, and working as 
a server. My undergraduate degrees in Theology 
and English and minor in drama, although all 
skills I use now every day, wasn’t really cutting it 
for me in terms of landing a profession. I was lost. 

Somewhere in the middle of 1992, I stumbled 
upon a graduate program at Seattle University 
that offered me hope. I don’t even remember how 
I learned about it, but I do remember thinking, 
“Wow…how come I didn’t know you could get a 
degree in this field?” My undergraduate career 
was filled with the activities on which I now advise 
students within my position as Director of Student 
Activities at the University of Puget Sound. The 
discovery of the Student Development Admini-
stration program at Seattle University was my an-
swer, and I have been rewarded with success ever 
since I stepped on the Seattle University campus 
to pursue this profession.  

Prior to starting classes in September 1992, I 
applied for a job at the University of Puget Sound 
as a program assistant in the Student Activities 
office. Although I didn’t get the position, I do re-
member thinking, as I was interviewing with the 
members of the Student Activities staff, how much  

 
I knew that this was where I wanted to work. Not 
necessarily the University of Puget Sound, but at a 
college, a university, a place where I could be     
inspired everyday by the work I was doing. I had 
been working at a restaurant, at a moving com-
pany, as an office assistant. My goal was to have a 
profession where my work mattered, and the col-
lege environment was the place for me.  

As a member of the first graduating cohort, I 
started classes in the Student Development Ad-
ministration (SDA) program in September 1992 at 
Seattle University. I had met with Dr. Stringer and 
worked out a schedule that accommodated my 
commute from Tacoma and my part-time job at 
Associated Grocers in south Seattle. It was won-
derful. After two years of being out of my under-
graduate institution, I was finally back in my     
element. The first cohort consisted of a small 
group of students from various paths of life. Many 
had been in some sort of student affairs-like job 
for several years, some were just exploring their 
options with this graduate program, and others 
were shifting careers. I was still in disbelief that I 
could find my profession with this degree and 
soaked up every bit of information that I could 
about what I might do after graduation. 

One of the first courses we took was Founda-
tions of the Student Affairs Profession.  Again, I 
was enthralled as I learned about the history of 
student affairs and the many programs and         
services contained under its umbrella. I also re-
member learning a lot about the various ways that 
students affairs were organized at large, research   
institutions as well as at small, private liberal arts 
institutions. The spectrum of professional oppor-
tunity was immense. Additionally, the American 
Community College class opened my eyes to the 
community college system and its particular      
importance in the Northwest region. One of my 
favorite courses was an elective I took over a sum-
mer quarter entitled Loss and Grief. It was an 
amazing course that offered a perspective I might 
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  not have had if I was enrolled in another program 
at another institution. The focus of the SDA      
program, in its infancy, was to educate student 
development professionals to value the develop-
ment of the whole person. To me this focus meant 
that the work in which I was engaging would be 
transformative.    

In June of 1994, the first SDA cohort gradu-
ated from Seattle University. In my last year of the 
program, I re-applied for the position as a pro-
gram assistant at the University of Puget Sound 
and, this time, landed the position. I knew, as I 
was going through the interview, that I was going 
to be offered the position because I could speak 
about the role of student affairs in the education of 
the whole person and back it up with sound theory 
about how a student learns and succeeds in col-
lege. I was so thrilled to be able to express this  
vision and purpose.  

A recent article was published in the Journal 
of College & Character by Jon C. Dalton and Pam-
ela C. Crosby (2011) entitled “A Profession in 
Search of a Mission: Is There an Enduring        
Purpose for Student Affairs in U.S. Higher Educa-
tion?”  This article discusses the history of the stu-
dent affairs profession and its evolving mission 
and purpose. The article discussed the paradigms 
we use to “describe the nature and purpose of the 
student affairs work” (p. 3).  Those paradigms    
include the student services paradigm, the student 
development paradigm, the student learning para-
digm, and the student success paradigm. As I read 
their descriptions of the paradigms. I was immedi-
ately struck by the fact that I have used each of 
them to describe my work at different points in my 
career, the latter two being the more relevant way 
to describe our work in the current climate of 
higher education.    

This article solidified what I know to be the 
mission and purpose of my profession. The reason 
I know the mission and purpose is because of the 
graduate work in which I engaged in the SDA pro-
gram at Seattle University. SU offered a unique 
perspective to student development administra-
tion because of its roots in the Jesuit tradi-
tion. The mission of Seattle University is 
“dedicated to educating the whole person, to     
professional formation, and to empowering     
leaders for a just and humane world” (“Mission, 
Vision and Values,” 2012).     

This reminded me of a personal mission state-
ment I wrote in 1993, during my second year in 
the SDA program. It included the following:   

 

My personal mission statement is based on 
the premise that all of my life experiences 
and goals help me to create a more self-
actualized, integrated and interdependent 
person. In my work as a Student Develop-
ment professional, I will concentrate on   
creating a nurturing and just environ-
ment.   
 
 I have a file in my desk drawer labeled “Wow! 

You are cool” where I keep the many cards and 
notes that people have given me over the 
years. The label suggestion was from one of my 
mentors, Shannon Ellis. She told me to keep this 
type of file for the really tough days, to remind me 
about my purpose. When I review these notes and 
cards and pictures I am reminded of all the ways 
that I have stayed true to my mission statement 
over the course of my career. Students with whom 
I have worked closely, students with whom I have 
worked only briefly, colleagues with whom I went 
through thick and thin, mentors that helped me 
understand my role, supervisors that pushed me 
to take risks and fail, and so many more. The    
mementos in that file are filled with the ways in 
which I have attended to the education of the 
whole person.    

A recent student wrote the following to me in a 
card:   

 
I don’t mean to be too sappy or too serious 
but I just want to tell you how truly grate-
ful I am to have met you. You have devel-
oped me as a student and when I first set 
foot in the Student Development Office I 
had no idea how important it would be to 
my life and I thank you for helping me 
along the way. You have opened my eyes 
to the many wrongs in our society and 
have given me ways to stand up for what I 
believe in. This may be what I appreciate  
most. 
 

   Another student wrote about how I had disap-
pointed him in the work we were doing on late 
night programming. His three-page letter is saved 
in my “Wow! You are cool” file because it helped 
me to develop into a better supervisor. I am truly 
grateful for the education he offered me. It is that 
interdependence, the relying on mutual assis-
tance, support, cooperation and interaction 
among constituent members of a community, 
which encompasses the true meaning of educating 
the whole person. It is not one thing that I do but  
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rather a collection of things that I bring, that other 
colleagues bring, and that students bring to the 
educational process that happens in the context of 
student development.  

Fast forwarding to the present, I am still at the 
University of Puget Sound and have since moved 
up the career path to a director position. I am   
truly grateful for the challenging and supportive 
education I received in the Seattle University Stu-
dent Development Administration program. Not a 
day goes by that I do not think about the primary 
purpose of my work, the education of the whole 
person and my personal mission statement. More 
often than not, it is about my own education and 
how it is reflected back to me in the students I 
work with daily. How fortunate am I to work in a 
field that allows for my own growth as well as 
those whom I mentor? I certainly hoped for this to 
be true as I entered the field as a new professional 
and am truly thankful to have the opportunity to 
fulfill that purpose and mission each day— and 
keep to the tenet of educating the whole person, 
myself included.  
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Andrew McGeehan is currently a Residence Director for first-year student at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. He 
graduated from the SDA program in 2011 and was one of last year’s MAGIS editor-in-chiefs. He can be reached at am-
cgeeha@gw.housing.umass.edu. 

Field Notes from Massachusetts  
Andrew McGeehan 

This piece contains written reflections by a recent 
SDA alumni as he embarks on his first full-time 
job post graduation. He addresses some of the 
challenges and opportunities he has faced as he 
transitioned from Seattle University to a large, 
public, research institution. 
 

It has been about six months since I walked 
across the stage at Key Arena and graduated from 
Seattle University (SU) with my MA in Student 
Development Administration. About one and a 
half of those months were spent jobless, applying 
for every job that came my way, and engaging in 
more phone interviews than I thought possible. 
The next four and a half months have been spent 
at my new home, in my new institution, in my new 
role. I’ve been working at the University of Massa-
chusetts at Amherst (UMass) as a Residence     
Director (RD) for about five months now. It is a 
short amount of time, but a lot of things have  
happened and many things have changed. I 
wanted to share some of my thoughts and things I 
have learned with fellow SDA-ers, particularly 
those of you who will soon be graduating and 
moving into the “real world.” 
 

1. After graduating from SU, you can’t es-
cape your Jesuit heritage! 
 

The transition from part-time work at a small, 
private, Jesuit institution to full-time work at a 
public institution with the 5th largest residential 
population in the country has been jarring to say 
the least. I went from a 13 person senior staff to a 
75 person senior staff; from around 50 RAs to   
almost 400. There is no talk of reflection. No one 
has uttered the word “holistic.” I did not realize 
how much my Jesuit education had influenced me 
and my values until I did not have it any longer. In 
looking for guidance, I turned to the Queen of all 
things Jesuit, Erin Swezey. I wrote to her about 
the lack of Jesuit-ness at UMass and her response 
brought me some hope. She wrote, “As the Jesuits 

say….You must be the pioneer and bring reflection 
and holistic development to the frontier!! Hang    
in there.” Not only does her answer rhyme, it is      
also correct. Instead of lamenting an absence        
of Jesuit thoughts and ideas, I needed to take      
those values and adapt them to a new institution. 
       I tried it out Fall semester at my RA staff meet-
ing. We had just completed the activity “Touch 
someone who…” where we got to give each other 
some well-needed, well-deserved affirmation. I 
had not initially intended to reflect afterwards, but 
Erin’s words rang in my ears, and I said to the 
staff, “How did that make you feel? Take a          
moment and reflect on your feelings and then let’s 
name them.” I was met with blank stares and    
confusion. I enjoyed the silence as everyone      
contemplated my request. The first comment was 
“I liked that way more than I thought I would.” 
Once someone started, others began sharing. It 
was a little rough, but a good start. As the year 
progresses, I am going to be actively looking for 
more ways to incorporate reflection into one on 
ones and staff meetings. I am realizing that it does 
not come as naturally to students who haven’t   
encountered these ideas before or had the space 
created for them to engage in it. It will be a great 
learning opportunity and professional challenge 
for me to figure out how I can best bring Jesuit 
ideals to a large public university. 
 

2. I really didn’t know it all as a graduate 
assistant. 
 
       During a dinner with some other RDs on cam-
pus, we started talking about how the graduate 
students in the department really think that they 
know everything and that they are really running 
the show. We were all laughing and then someone 
stopped and said, “Wait, that’s probably exactly 
how we all were in grad school too.” It was an    
accurate statement. As an Assistant Residence   
Director, I thought I knew exactly what was going 
on and everything that went into the RD’s job. 
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Now that I am an RD, I can completely empathize 
with the occasional frustration with the know-it-
all grad student. It was a great moment of clarity 
and levity for me. As the year goes on, I notice my 
Assistant Residence Director saying and doing 
many of the things I did when I was an ARD. 
Since I have become a full-time professional, there 
have been different levels of understanding and 
different perspectives gained that I did not have as 
a graduate student. Not to mention that the stakes 
are higher, as well as the level of responsibility 
and the level of professionalism required. 
 

3. The more you move up in higher            
education, the more crucial it becomes to 
navigate an institution’s political system. 
 

Politics and “playing the game” are a part of 
any job, and higher education is no exception. I 
have learned that with each level you move up, 
there are more eyes on you and administrators 
and supervisors are more critical of the work you 
do. There have been discussions in my area of 
campus that centered on departmental percep-
tions of different senior staff. My supervisor has 
cautioned me against being associated with people 
who have a “bad” reputation, and to be careful 
whom I share information with and whom I con-
sider a “friend,” as opposed to a “colleague.” 
      As someone who is generally pretty bad at this 
politics game, this has been a struggle for me as I 
have transitioned to being a full-time employee. 
UMass has a very unique residence education   
program in that we have a lot of people who have 
been RDs for 10-15 years or more. As an entering 
new professional, I am one of the youngest people 
in my entire department; the ARDs on campus are 
closer in age to me than my full-time colleagues. 
This presents an interesting conundrum for me. 
Age-wise, I am closer to the ARDs, but my peer 
group is the RDs, many of whom, since they are a 
little older, have partners, children, etc. That has 
made it a bit of a struggle for me to develop solid 
friendships here that don’t have an additional 
challenge of being part of a hierarchical system 
where power and position differentials can affect 
the way relationships happen. However, it has 
been great to find community with the five other 
new RDs, most of who are around my age. We 
have banded together and it is nice to be able to 
discuss UMass’ quirks and challenges and oppor-
tunities with people who are also new and          
experiencing it for the first time. 
 

 

4. Do not underestimate the importance of 
Learning Outcome #8!!! 
 

Learning Outcome #8, just in case you have 
forgotten, is “adapting student services to particu-
lar environments and cultures.” I do not think it is 
really possible to completely understand this    
concept until you are working in a different insti-
tutional context than SU. Even my internships     
didn’t fully prepare me. As someone who has only 
worked at or attended small, private, liberal-arts 
leaning schools, coming to a large, public, re-
search institution has made me adapt in different 
ways. I have spent these past six months figuring 
out how to adapt to the student and departmental 
culture without losing myself. It has been a      
challenging journey. 

To start, student staff here are unionized, 
which makes holding them accountable to their 
jobs a distinct challenge. There are very specific 
processes that need to be followed for any discipli-
nary action (even a verbal warning!) and if they 
are not followed exactly, student staff can file a 
grievance against their supervisor. However, it 
also ensures that I am documenting conversations 
and situations with my RAs as they happen and 
keeping close track of things. The buildings I over-
see are also themed around Engineering and hard 
Sciences, which is the complete opposite of my 
own studies and ways of looking at the world. I 
have had to learn how to adapt my own Humani-
ties and developmental background into more 
structured and logic-thinking fields, in order to 
relate to my students better. For example, in    
conduct meetings, I sometimes need to focus 
more strongly on academic repercussions than on 
community repercussions because that speaks 
more to my students. It has definitely helped me 
stretch my boundaries as a professional and see 
just how flexible and adaptable I can be. 
 
5. You can’t change the world in a day. 
 

This might be the strongest lesson I have 
learned at UMass. When I first entered, I had all 
these great ideas about ways we could improve RA 
training, community development, programming, 
department meetings, etc. I really had to check 
myself at the door and realize that it was not       
my role to step in and suggest a million changes.          
I have tried to learn the difference between what     
I actually think would be a strong improve-         
ment to the department and what I would want                  
to change just because it is not what I’m                              
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  used to. It is a fine line, but a very important one. 
       This lesson has most harshly manifested itself 
with the students I supervise. Fully two-thirds of 
my staff is returning staff. At the end of last year, 
their staff had completely fallen apart and there 
was a lot of bad blood and animosity towards one 
another and towards Residence Life. This was 
something I inherited that I had to try and coun-
teract. I did not want the events of the prior year 
to influence us this year. During our first dinner to 
kick off training, I spoke with them about the im-
portance of having a connected staff that works 
well together. I encouraged them to get to know 
each other and become a little family nestled in-
side the larger UMass family. After the dinner, an 
RA came up to me and said, “You really have some 
high hopes, huh?” in a tone that suggested she was 
not fully on board with my familial vision. I spent 
a long time thinking about this comment and its 
implications. I wondered if I started off too strong, 
if my desire for a strong staff community was too 
much for them, coming off of last year’s events. 
       We have now formed a pretty solid staff com-
munity. There have certainly been bumps, and 
there were days where I thought we would never 
get it together, but it happened. That is when I 
saw how impatient I was being. I assumed just 
because I said we were going to be a family, it 
would happen. As the year went on, instead of 
talking about it, I facilitated it. We planned regu-
lar get-togethers outside of staff meetings, we 
played games during one on ones, and we encour-
aged regular recognition of others. This lesson will 
certainly stay with me as I continue on in the field. 
       My time at UMass has been alternatively chal-
lenging, fun, frustrating, exciting, upsetting, filled 
with laughter, and filled with tears. Maybe it is 
just me (I can be prone to emotions!), but I think 
that might just be what happens in your first job 
out of graduate school. There are unrealized bene-
fits, there are unrealized challenges. It is really a 
give and take. As I continue to move forward, I 
will look for ways to incorporate my own personal 
Jesuit-ness into the work that I do here, either im-
plicitly or explicitly. And I only have the ability to 
do that because of SU, the SDA program, the 
Housing staff, and Erin, Jeremy, and Erica—and 
for all those things, I am eternally grateful. 
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Alumna Reflection on Professional Growth and the Values of   
Jesuit Education 

Laura Hauck 

 
This alumna reflection explores professional 
growth and development. Contributing factors 
include the values of Jesuit education, the support 
of faculty and colleagues, and professional op-
portunities. This reflection also highlights the 
ways in which the themes of the Student Develop-
ment Administration program contribute to her 
daily work. 
 

Like many student affairs professionals, I    
entered higher education unaware of the existence 
of the student affairs profession. Being a first-
generation college student with very little expo-
sure to university life, I had no idea that it took 
such a large staff to run a university. When I first 
arrived on the Seattle University campus as a 
freshman, the level of support and encouragement 
that the staff provided both comforted and chal-
lenged me. With the help of great mentors and 
role models who modeled Jesuit values of care 
and concern for the holistic development of      
students, their support opened my eyes to my   
future profession. It has been a wonderful jour-
ney, and I am pleased to share a bit about it with 
all of you in honor of the Seattle University        
Student Development Administration (SDA) pro-
gram’s 20th anniversary. In this reflection, I hope 
to share my experience of Jesuit education and my 
perspective on the application of the program 
themes to the profession. 

Up until my senior year of college, I wanted to 
be a teacher. I felt it was the most practical way to 
combine my Spanish major and my interest in the 
subject matter. When the doubts set in about my 
capacity and interest in teaching, I felt at a loss 
and had no idea where I would go from there. 
Thankfully, I had a supportive community around 
me in the Office of the Registrar, where I was a 
work-study student during my four years at Seat-
tle University. I loved my job and, after three 
years there, I learned that there was a viable and 
excellent profession right under my nose; thanks  

 
to my mentor I am so grateful for that opportunity 
and experience.  

I began my professional career in the Office of 
Admissions at Seattle University upon completion 
of my undergraduate education. This transition 
required adjustments to the realities of adulthood: 
understanding how to balance finances, filling 
what seemed like a tremendous amount of spare 
time with productive tasks, and interacting as a 
professional with my new colleagues. I craved   
intellectual challenge; this led to my decision to 
apply to the Student Development Administration 
Master's program soon after I completed my 
Bachelor's degree. Upon my entrance into the pro-
gram, I embarked on the journey of graduate 
school at a slower pace than most students: one 
class per quarter for the first two years.  Through 
the dual roles of working and studying, I enjoyed 
the ability to apply my learning to work situations 
the next day.  

Later I transitioned to working as a Student 
Academic Specialist in the Office of the Registrar, 
where my interest in academic advising blos-
somed. It was there that I also saw how University 
staff and administration play a key role in carrying 
out the Seattle University Jesuit value of academic 
excellence in their communication with students 
about academic policies, their development of 
quality programming, and their role in assisting 
students to realize their full potential. This key role 
continues to inspire my work with students. 

For me, Jesuit education had a way of getting 
into my soul and igniting a passion to make the 
world a better place through small acts of kind-
ness, compassion, and service to others. I was   
fortunate to attend Seattle University both as an 
undergraduate and graduate student and found     
inspiration in both programs to think critically 
about the complex problems facing society and 
higher education. Being grounded in the College of 
Education’s mission of preparing ethical and     
reflective professionals for service to their commu-
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nities, the SDA program furthered my passion for 
the unique and important lessons taught by Jesuit 
educators and student affairs professionals. Dis-
cernment and reflection are two critical Jesuit  
instilled values that have helped me throughout 
my educational and professional career, not to 
mention my personal life. I often reflect on how 
and why Jesuit education had such a profound 
impact on me, and I feel that it was due to the val-
ues of care and concern for the individual that 
touched me and helped me to feel at home. 

As was previously mentioned, my professional 
journey began in the Division of Enrollment Ser-
vices. It was there that I was inspired by the col-
laborative efforts across the university to increase 
retention, provide accurate advising information 
to students, and supply critical and efficient      
service to the university. In my theory course, I      
enjoyed learning about development on a deeper 
level and eventually found my calling in academic 
advising where I could (and do) combine my    
previous experiences and assist students in realiz-
ing their full potential. The reflective and ethical 
leadership examples demonstrated throughout 
the SDA program gave me a model to live up to. I 
also rely on the SDA foundations such as aca-
demic integrity, theory and assessment, and a 
commitment to diversity to inform my work as an 
academic  advisor. In my daily work, I feel that I 
lean on my educational training in understanding    
diversity as I advise students through various   
developmental stages. Throughout my career, I 
have learned to cherish the many educational and 
developmental opportunities that each new day 
presents and I attribute this lesson to the passion 
for education that the SDA program instilled in 
me. 

The vibrant learning atmosphere inherent in 
colleges and universities has been a blessing for 
me. I am grateful for the many supportive col-
leagues and mentors, as well as professors like Dr. 
Jeremy Stringer, Dr. Bridget Kelly, Dr. Bill Weis, 
and Dr. Carol Weaver, who sparked my interest 
and challenged me in ways that furthered my pro-
fessional and personal growth. I owe great respect 
to the students, colleagues, friends, professors, 
and family who have supported my personal and 
professional development. I would not be where I 
am today without you. To all of my former      
classmates that I may have lost touch with, I hope 
to see you at the 20th anniversary celebration.  
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Disability Support: Developing a Model of Empowerment 
Brandon Lueken ♦ Kelli L. Muilenburg ♦ James Spaan 

This paper seeks to identify current best practices 
in supporting students with disabilities at West 
Coast public institutions of higher education. The 
authors identify three exemplary models of best 
practice at a variety of institutions. The first    
examines disability identity development at the 
University of California, Berkeley, the second a 
recreational sports facility at Portland State Uni-
versity, the third a clearinghouse model of adap-
tive equipment for a group of Washington com-
munity colleges. Using these three cases, a holistic 
model of best practices that supports students 
with disabilities is put forth for implementation 
at other institutions. 
 

Since the passage of the Americans with      
Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990, every college and 
university in America must accommodate students 
with disabilities. Legal challenges to ADA and case 
law have outlined standards to be met for develop-
ing “reasonable accommodations,” mandatory  
except when they would cause  un-due hardship 
on the employer or institution. The U.S. Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission (2002) 
defines reasonable accommodations as: 

  
1) modifications or adjustments to an applica-

tion process 
2) modifications or adjustments to the work 

environment and 
3) modifications or adjustments that enable a 

covered entity's employee with a disability 
to enjoy equal benefits and privileges of 
employment. 

  
Public and private entities, such as colleges 

and universities, are subject to the same reason-
able accommodations listed above. These accom-
modations serve as a template for colleges and 
universities when serving students, patrons, or 
customers (U.S. Department of Justice, 2008). In 
particular, institutions must be aware of ADA law, 
as students with disabilities make up 11% of the 

incoming students population nationwide (U.S. 
Department of Education National Center for 
Educational Statistics, 2006), a significant minor-
ity. However, despite the fact that ADA law is in 
place, students with disabilities can still feel ex-
cluded from campus communities. Meeting the 
bare minimum of ADA standards does not consti-
tute a disability-friendly campus. While issues of 
race,   gender, sexual orientation, and class domi-
nate the media headlines on issues of acceptance             
and bullying on campus, disability has rarely                     
garnered the same publicity, despite the fact                             
that disability crosses all identity boundaries. 
       As such, we, the authors, posit that campuses 
should not simply meet standards but seek out 
best practices available in the field of disability 
services to better serve this often marginalized 
population. However, there is not an existing 
model of best practices for student affairs. We 
have sought to create a new model based on    
campus visits and reviews of the literature. In   
creating our principles, we sought to identify how 
students with disabilities develop their identity, 
how an institution can make recreational activity 
more available for students with disabilities and 
how adaptive equipment can be made more avail-
able to those who need them at budget-strapped 
institutions. Each of these cases is explored in 
more depth below, building toward a unified set of 
principles at the end of the paper. Through these 
principles, we hope to provoke further attention 
and research into the field of supporting students 
with disabilities. 
 

Disability Support: Developing a Positive 
Identity 

 

When considering best practices for support-
ing students with disabilities, it is important to 
take into consideration how individuals typically 
develop and what impact a disability can have on 
that process. Chickering found that identity is a 
critical part of individual development and can be 
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  found by processing through seven unique vectors 
(as cited in Evans, Forney & Guido, 2010).         
According to Chickering, these vectors include:      
developing competence, managing emotions, 
moving through autonomy toward interdepend-
ence, developing mature interpersonal relation-
ships, establishing identity within society (comfort 
with body, appearance, gender, sexual orientation,   
social and cultural heritage, role, lifestyle), devel-
oping purpose and developing integrity (as cited in 
Evans, Forney & Guido, 2010). These vectors play 
a critical role in how an individual develops, 
makes meaning and ultimately finds purpose. 

As an able-bodied person develops through the 
vectors, he or she is supported heavily by societal 
norms and constructs. In contrast, individuals 
who have a disability are often identified by their 
disability and are then provided with accommoda-
tions accordingly. These accommodations are   
important for the success of an individual, but 
they can carry a stigma or have a negative effect on 
the individual psyche. Therefore, it is critical to 
create a framework for how to understand a dis-
ability in a manner that does not carry a negative 
connotation. 

One approach that has been used effectively, 
for all students including individuals with disabili-
ties, has been positive psychology. By focusing on 
the strengths of the individual and how to over-
come various obstacles, people are more likely to 
be successful. An early pioneer in the field of spe-
cial education, Lev Vygotsky:  

 
...insisted that the contemporary educator 
must look not only at the plateau or delay in 
development but at overall potential. To 
educate a child as blind or deaf means only 
nurturing that child’s blindness and deaf-
ness, and not the development of the whole 
personality. (Reiber & Carton, 1993, p.17) 
 

Vyogtsky implicitly seeks to remove the emphasis 
on the disability and see each person as an indi-
vidual with great talents and strengths. Therefore, 
in order to develop a person with a disability holis-
tically through Chickering’s model, services that 
support students with disabilities should focus on 
more than how to accommodate; they should    
empower. 

A current model of holistic education for     
students with disabilities can be found at Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley (UC Berkeley). UC 
Berkeley established the Residence Program with 
the goal of providing an “opportunity for physi-
cally disabled students to participate academically 

at a major university while at the same time devel-
oping the skills and confidence needed to live and 
work independently” (UC Berkeley, 2010a, An  
Opportunity section, para. 1). They believe that “a 
disability does not deter a person from making the 
decisions that control one's life” (UC Berkeley, 
2010b, Today section, para. 2). While this model is 
exemplary, it is not necessarily a sustainable    
program for all universities due to the high costs 
associated with such a program. However, the 
Residence Program’s vision, mission and actions 
provide a good model that can be adapted by 
schools depending on their size and financial 
means. 

UC Berkeley’s program provides basic services 
that enable its students to process through the 
seven vectors of Chickering and Reisser’s theory 
(as cited in Evans, Forney & Guido, 2010) while 
understanding their own disabilities. Students  
develop skills that empower them to create mean-
ing and teach them skills related to: financial 
management, benefits management, awareness 
and access to community resources, personal care 
instruction, instruction in attendant hiring, train-
ing and management, disability management,  
personal/social development and employment 
readiness. This is done in conjunction with UC 
Berkeley WAIV, a program that connects a select 
group of students and recent UC Berkeley gradu-
ates who have disabilities with employers who are 
interested in hiring the best (UC Berkeley, 2010c). 
UC Berkeley’s approach focuses on making sure 
individuals understand their disabilities and are 
able to advocate for services that will enable them 
to reach their fullest potential. UC Berkeley strives 
to provide each student, regardless of ability, the 
opportunity to function within the classroom and 
society. 
 
Disability Support: Accommodations and 
Recreation 

 
When other schools think of complying with 

the ADA, they rarely take it to the extent of UC 
Berkeley. The focus of many efforts tends to be 
around “reasonable accommodation,” especially 
physical accommodations. Examples of these 
physical accommodations include ramps, auto-
matic doors and larger restroom stalls with stabi-
lizing bars. In the classroom, colleges and univer-
sities frequently allow additional test time, large 
print books or notes prepared by a classmate. Yet 
these resources and physical accommodations do 
not eliminate the stigma a student with a disability 
may contend with on a daily basis. To battle such 
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  stigmas, colleges and universities must engage  
students beyond the classroom through the stu-
dent affairs division. Disability support is often 
included under the umbrella of student affairs, yet 
many schools only meet the minimum require-
ments of the ADA rather than include best prac-
tices for students with disabilities. 

In particular, the inclusion of the students with 
physical disabilities in programs like athletics,   
intramural sports, and recreation centers has been 
limited at best. A review of the literature reveals 
few best practices for activity programs looking to 
engage students with disabilities even, though   
research has indicated that participation in recrea-
tion can have “social, emotional, physical and   
cognitive benefits experienced by all who partici-
pate in recreation, regardless of disability” (Devine 
& King, 2006, p. 23). These benefits are in line 
with the objectives of student affairs units and can 
stand to be adopted by more schools. 

Yet, there are many barriers to engaging stu-
dents with a physical disability in recreation. In 
their research, Kosma, Ellis, Cardinal, Bauer, and 
McCubbin (2007) outlined a framework for the 
influences upon a person with a physical disabil-
ity’s intent to become physically active: attitude, 
subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control. 
Attitude is defined as “perceived consequences…
and perceived value” of perceived consequences 
(Kosma, et al., 2007, p. 22). Subjective norm is  
defined as “social pressure…to engage in an active 
lifestyle,” and perceived behavioral consequences 
are defined as “perceived ease and difficulty to be 
active (self-efficacy) and perceived control…of the 
behavior” (Kosma, et al., 2007, p. 22). The barriers 
of facility construction and openness play heavily 
into the consideration of the perceived behavioral 
consequences. If recreational sports facilities are 
easy to access and if they feature equipment 
adapted for the use of patrons with a physical dis-
ability, then those barriers are lowered. However, 
that is not often the case. Devine and King (2006) 
found in their research that “inadequate availabil-
ity of adaptive recreation equipment” was still a 
major barrier (p. 24). 

Correspondingly, Yoh, Mohr, and Gordon 
(2008) conducted a satisfaction survey of two   
university recreation centers with “good practices 
for provision of a support system for students with 
disabilities” (p. 108). They found that 68 percent 
of students with a physical disability used their 
recreation facility less than five times in a semes-
ter, and 37 percent never used the facility. When 
rating accessibility, width of corridors and other 
factors, general satisfaction with the facilities was 

significantly low. If these universities with de-
scribed “good practices” deliver low satisfaction, 
students with a physical disability are losing out 
on an opportunity to develop the “social, emo-
tional, physical and cognitive benefits” (Devine & 
King, 2006, p. 23) that their able-bodied counter-
parts enjoy. 

 In creating a best practice for developing    
recreation centers that are not just accessible but 
friendly for students with a physical disability, the 
new Student Rec Center at Portland State Univer-
sity (PSU) serves as an example. The center ad-
dresses many of the problems outlined above and 
others not brought up in this section. The authors 
had an opportunity to tour this facility and were 
impressed by the architect’s foresight in creating a 
welcoming facility for students with a physical  
disability. We believe PSU’s Student Rec Center 
should serve as a model for other centers. 

The PSU Student Rec Center, like all good 
plans, begins with a wide focus for access, before 
enumerating the small details inside the building. 
The PSU Student Rec Center is located in the    
center of campus, within one city block of all three 
major Portland public transportation systems. In 
the center itself, accommodations include: 

 
- ADA compliant doors and elevators into the 

center 
-  public desks that are wheelchair height 
- locker room aisles wide enough for wheel-

chairs 
- private changing space for patrons with a 

disability, transgender students, or the shy 
-  chair lift in the swimming facility 
-  yellow handles for the Visually Impaired on       

all exercise machines  
-  marks on treadmills to indicate if they are 

in motion 
- lower weight benches that are wider and  

allow for more accessibility and for ease of 
maneuvering, and 

-  hallways wide enough for students in wheel
-chairs to share space with pedestrians. 
 
In purchasing their equipment, PSU decided 

that ADA specifications were not rigorous enough, 
and the institution chose to purchase machines 
that met the more rigorous Inclusive Fit Initiative 
(IFI) standards. These machines can easily be  
converted for use by able-bodied and students 
with a physical disability. There is even one ma-
chine designed to only be used by students with a 
physical disability, providing a multi-layered 
workout. Since opening, the facility has added 
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  lines on an indoor court for goalball, a sport played 
by the Blind and Visually Impaired. The center  
also provides quarterly trips for students and pro-
vides all equipment necessary for students with a 
physical disability to participate. 

Perhaps chief among all the accommodations 
is intangible: the attitude of the Student Rec Cen-
ter staff. From the outset, Director of Recreation 
Sports, Alex Accetta, included the viewpoint of  
students with physical disabilities in planning the 
center. When developing the facility, the Student 
Rec Center remained true to their stated values of 
accessibility and diversity, which can be seen in 
the numerous accommodations listed above. 
When it came to the purchase of equipment,      
Accetta worked with a consultant with a physical 
disability to test equipment before purchase rather 
than retrofitting cheap purchases for students with 
disabilities. Since that time, the staff has also been 
working with the community to continually de-
velop new programs and better accommodations.  

The Rec Center staff acknowledge there is no 
reason to be comfortable with their current acces-
sibility and are seeking new ways to be even more 
inclusive. The Student Rec Center is fostering a 
new attitude toward the students with disabilities 
population at PSU, one that looks to continue to 
grow over time. As other campuses work to de-
velop their own disability support offerings, they    
often discover that disability support can be both 
expensive and intricate due to the legal ramifica-
tions. Becoming more accommodating and inex-
pensive can be difficult, as the next section will 
elaborate on. 
 
Disability Support: Economics of Resource 
Sharing 

  
The Revised Code of Washington states that 

institutions of higher education must provide    
certain core services to students with disabilities. 
As found on the Washington State Legislature’s 
website (1994), these core services include: 

 
Access to adaptive equipment including, but 
not limited to, TDDs, FM communicators, 
closed caption devices, amplified telephone 
receivers, closed circuit televisions, low-
vision reading aids, player/recorders for 
15/16 4-track tapes, photocopy machines 
able to use eleven-by-seventeen inch paper, 
brailing devices, and computer enhance-
ment. (Core services, para. 8) 
 
Often, these core services require significant 

funds, a concern among institutions that are      
already facing budget cuts. In a creative move to  
address these budget cuts, five Washington State 
community colleges—Cascadia, Edmonds, Everett, 
Lake Washington and Shoreline—have created a 
“Five Star Consortium,” a partnership designed to 
streamline the admissions and transfer processes 
and increase overall efficiency. But along with   
focusing on admissions and efficiency, the Five 
Star’s efforts are resulting in significant cost sav-
ings for the departments that support disabilities. 
       Consider, as an example, a talking calculator 
that can range in function from a basic 10-key to a 
sophisticated financial calculator, pricing out at 
approximately $15 to almost $600, respectively 
(Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired, 
2010). Purchasing a set of calculators could easily 
cost a school several thousands of dollars. Rather 
than each Five Star school purchasing its own set 
of calculators, the Five Star Consortium has 
started implementing a clearinghouse model that 
each of the participating colleges can access. This 
model utilizes a key economic principle: econo-
mies of scale. Economies of scale in the business 
world is a principle that states that, up to a point, 
producing more decreases the minimum average 
cost (Baye, 2006). For the Five Star, this manifests 
itself in the Consortium sharing a cost and effec-
tively decreasing the minimum average cost per 
institution. Thus, instead of one school owning 
and using a $600 talking calculator, five schools 
own the  calculator and spend only one-fifth of the 
total cost. By pooling their resources, the Five Star 
is now able to purchase five calculators at the cost 
of one per institution. These cost savings would 
then be reinvested and/or reallocated into other 
services that support students with disabilities.  
      Electronic devices, like talking calculators, are 
more readily available to institutions than other 
adaptive equipment, such as read-aloud textbooks, 
which require several hours of recording. If the 
Five Star Consortium can partner in funding these 
types of textbooks and other equipment, the cost 
savings has the potential to be even more signifi-
cant because of the great expense associated with 
these items. It would also increase the usage of 
these unique and scarce resources. A central      
library system could maintain and update these 
materials, allowing individual institutions to ac-
cess and check out these items as needed. 

Additionally, the Five Star Consortium is ex-
ploring how to effectively, and legally, share docu-
ments, assessments and reports between the five 
schools. Sharing this type of documentation is   
allowed with the student’s written permission 
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  (Washington State Department of Social & 
Health Services, 2007). If the Five Star Consor-
tium is committed to streamlining its processes, 
especially for the 400-500 students transferring 
between the five schools, creating a process for 
legally sharing disability documentation will be 
critical (Five Star Consortium, 2010). 

The work that the Five Star Consortium is  
doing contributes to the inclusiveness of their 
campuses. Brazzell and Reisser’s work on creat-
ing inclusive communities is included as a best 
practice in Good Practice in Student Affairs, 
which states “[t]his principle of good practice 
stipulates inclusiveness as well as sup-
port” (Blimling & Whitt, 1999, p. 160). The Five 
Star Consortium has chosen to focus on stu-
dents—their needs and their interests—and pri-
oritize them; this level of support is evidence of  
these institutions’ student-centeredness. By pro-
viding the adaptive equipment and technologies 
that students with disabilities require, the Five 
Star Consortium is creating not only cost-
conscious communities, but also inclusive ones 
that can serve as a model for other institutions 
and their work in supporting students with dis-
abilities. 
 
Disability Support: A Holistic Model 
 

Going forward, it is important to develop a 
model for supporting students with a disability 
rather than strictly providing a service. Current 
standards for accommodations are important to 
take into consideration; however it is the duty of 
the institution to go above and beyond basic    
accommodations by being intentional in their 
work with students with disabilities. For most, 
cost is the main obstacle; a strategy like the Five 
Star model would decrease costs surrounding 
equipment and resources used in academic ac-
commodations. The PSU model is also explored 
for the purchasing equipment and construction of 
new facilities that have universal usage.  

Taking into consideration the literature and 
the current practices of Berkeley, PSU, and the 
Five Star Consortium, we have determined that 
the following principles are critical for best prac-
tices when supporting students with a disability: 

 
- Disability support services should focus on   

more than just accommodation. They 
should focus on developing a positive iden-
tity for a student with a disability through 
the services provided (i.e. encouraging stu-
dents with disabilities to take advantage of 

other services provided by the institution 
and working with faculty and staff to make 
sure they are focusing on the talents of the 
individual and not the disability). 

 
- Disability support services should work to 

develop life skills that empower their stu-
dents. This can be done by making sure stu-
dents not only understand their disability 
but can clearly articulate their needs so they 
can advocate for themselves in the future. 

 
- Institutions should consult with students 

with disabilities when constructing new   
facilities, in addition to regular effectiveness 
assessment of their services, complete with 
open dialogue on how to improve their cur-
rent practices. 

 
- Institutions should create a set of guidelines 

for purchasing new equipment or construct-
ing new facilities that ensures accessibility 
(i.e. all counters must be an accessible 
height for people in wheelchairs; chairs 
should have appropriate weight constraints, 
seat size and adjustable/removable arms; 
recreational areas and equipment should 
have the ability to be used by both able-
bodied students and students with disabili-
ties, etc. 

 
- Institutions should consider pooling re-

sources and develop a clearinghouse that 
will take advantage of cost savings and re-
duce the amount of unused materials. 

 
By utilizing these principles, we believe that 

institutions will ensure the increased access and 
success of students with disabilities and will also 
have a positive impact on the overall perception 
of these students. Our hope is that institutions 
are more aware of students with disabilities and 
that, through this model, further discussion will 
occur, leading to better practices and resource 
management. 
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The Forgotten Identity: How Institutions of Higher Education Can  
Support Students in Faith Identity Development  

Christina Shapland 

 
This study considers the role student affairs prac-
titioners play in the faith identity development of 
students. The literature review found that         
interfaith dialogue between students, religious 
pluralism education, and effective programming 
as successful means in creating religiously toler-
ant environments. Interviews with two members 
of campus ministry offices and two student      
affairs practitioners at private institutions in the 
Pacific Northwest indicated that student affairs 
practitioners need more education on basic       
religious traditions and how to engage students 
in conversations regarding faith and spirituality. 
Student affairs practitioners are often hesitant to 
engage in conversations due to perceptions of 
legality, unease with topic, or hesitation regard-
ing the cultural privacy surrounding religion in 
the United States. 
 

Institutions of higher education have the re-
sponsibility to shape leaders to become active,  
responsible, and just members of society working 
for a common good. The formation of these lead-
ers takes place both in and out of the classroom, 
through interactions with classmates, peers, fac-
ulty members, and student affairs professionals. 
Student affairs professionals play an integral role 
discussing many complex issues with students. 
From alcohol abuse to identity development,    
student affairs professionals should be able to   
engage students in conversations that further   
develop and encourage the student’s personal 
transformation. Unfortunately, dialogue with   
students  regarding religious or spiritual identity 
formation is often neglected by student affairs 
professionals in favor of other areas of identity 
formation. In 2011, Seattle University conducted a 
multicultural competence assessment of student 
affairs professionals in the Division of Student  
Development. The results within the Housing and 
Residence Life department revealed staff had 
more training within the department on under 

 
standing racism and sexual orientation and less 
training around issues of religious oppression 
(Seattle University, 2011). The results of the as-
sessment indicate that more time is consistently 
devoted to student affairs professionals’ knowl-
edge base of certain areas of student identity de-
velopment. Other facets of identity development 
are given less attention. This is also reflected in 
Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, and Renn’s (2010) 
textbook Student Development in College: Theory, 
Research, and Practice. Specifically, the section of 
the book devoted to social identity development 
has specific chapters for   racial, multiracial, sexual 
orientation, and gender theory, but other identity 
theories, such as faith identity development are 
sparse and combined in one chapter (Evans, For-
ney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010).  

As student affairs professionals often lack a 
strong knowledge base of faith identity develop-
ment, students direct their inquiries of a spiritual 
nature to Campus Ministry offices and religious 
leaders. Campus Ministry offices are appropriate 
places for students who are exploring their faith 
identity to utilize; however, students who feel    
uncomfortable reaching out to Campus Ministry, 
or do not have access to Campus Ministry           
resources on their campus, often must discern 
their faith identity independently.  

Student affairs professionals are important in 
creating a respectful and knowledgeable commu-
nity that is open to religious and spiritual discus-
sion; however, student affairs professionals are 
often hesitant to broach this topic with students. 
This study hopes to highlight why competency in 
religious dialogue is important for student affairs 
professionals and students alike. As the United 
States continues to be one of the most diverse    
religious populations in the world, religious educa-
tion and pluralism are key factors in sustaining a 
just democracy. It is imperative that higher educa-
tion administrators understand the benefits of 
conversations about religious pluralism at the   
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undergraduate level, the challenges that these 
programs pose to students and professionals, and 
learn from the expertise and experience of others 
in the field. 
 

Definition of Terms  
 
For the purpose of this study the following defini-
tions have been developed: 
 

Faith: A term used to describe individuals 
who are either religious and/or spiritual 
Interfaith Dialogue: A term used to de-
scribe a conversation between two or more 
individuals of different faith or non-faith  
backgrounds that serves to deepen know-
ledge of others’ faith or non-faith identity 
Non-Faith: A term used to describe indi-
viduals who are not religious or spiritual 
Religious pluralism: A term used to rec-
ognize the value in and co-existence of multi-
ple religions in the world 
Religion: An organized system of values, 
beliefs, and traditions that worship God(s) or 
a higher being 
Spiritual/Spirituality: A personal experi-
ence of meaning-making recognizing the in-
terconnectedness of all things 

 
Literature Review  

 
Benefits of Teaching Religious Pluralism 
 

In the wake of 9/11, Muslim students on      
college campuses across the United States felt an 
increase in marginalization and discrimination    
directed towards them from others on campus due 
to their faith (Ali & Bagheri, 2009). Islam is the 
largest growing faith group in the United States, 
and there are approximately 75,000 Muslim stu-
dents currently enrolled in higher education (Ali & 
Bagheri, 2009). The American Association of 
State College and Universities and National Asso-
ciation of State Universities and Land-Grant    
Colleges state that student affairs professionals 
must work to “create an environment that         
embraces diversity as one of its core values, infus-
ing [diversity into] every aspect of campus life and 
purpose and every measure of success” (McClellan 
& Larimore, 2009, p. 227). As Muslim students 
have noted an increase in marginalization over the 
past ten years, one could assume that in the Chris-
tian-privileged United States, students of other 
faiths and non-faiths also feel some disconnect 
from other students on campus. Our campuses are 

becoming significantly religiously and spirituality 
diverse. Despite this, according to Astin and 
Astin’s national survey of college freshmen 
through the Higher Education Research Institute, 
62% of students report that their professors never 
encourage discussion around religion and spiritu-
ality in the classroom (Chickering, 2006). The 
lack of opportunities to learn about the religious 
backgrounds and faiths of others in an academic 
setting is counter-intuitive to our responsibility as 
educators. In the Student Personnel Point Of View 
from 1937, it is stated that “education should    
include attention to the student’s well rounded 
development – physically, socially, emotionally, 
and spiritually [italics added], as well as intellec-
tually” (Burchell, Lee,& Olson, 2010, p. 116).     
Student affairs professionals have an obligation to 
provide the well-rounded development high-
lighted in the 1937 Point of View. If students are      
reportedly lacking education around religious  
pluralism in the classroom, student affairs profes-
sionals need to ensure that this is one of their key 
areas of expertise. 

There are wide-ranging benefits to engaging 
students in dialogue around religious pluralism. 
Perhaps most importantly, when students are  
offered avenues to explore faith and religious   
development, this facet of their identity is valued 
to the same degree as other components of the 
student’s identity. The ways in which institutions 
of higher education can engage students in dia-
logue around religious pluralism are plentiful. 
Opportunities through interfaith student organi-
zations, structured dialogues, and community  
service are in abundance across the nation due to 
President Obama’s Interfaith and Community 
Service Campus Challenge and the work of the 
Interfaith Youth Core (Resources Interfaith Youth 
Core, 2010). Students are expressing significant 
desire to explore faith and spirituality in higher 
education.  

After the events of 9/11, a plethora of universi-
ties called for the expansion of “diversity” educa-
tion to include religious pluralism (Stamm, 
2003). Students have indicated that they are look-
ing for religious or spiritual identity development 
during their undergraduate experience, and 
higher education administrators should be asking 
themselves who is supporting the students in this 
development. According to Love and Talbot, reli-
gious studies programs and campus ministry    
offices are narrow avenues for students to discuss 
and explore spiritual issues, yet this is the main, 
and often only avenue, in which students can  
pursue conversations regarding their faith devel-
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opment (Love & Talbot, 1999). If spirituality is a 
necessary part of human development and      
identity formation, as the literature suggests, 
there should be more support for students to    
expand their knowledge in this area within higher 
education (Capeheart-Meningall, 2005; Allen & 
Kellom, 2001; Love & Talbot, 1999). 
 
Challenges of Religious Pluralism in  
Institutions of Higher Education 
 

Discussions around religion and spirituality 
issues may not be an area of confidence for many 
student affairs professionals. The willingness of 
student affairs professionals to facilitate conversa-
tions regarding religious pluralism and identity 
development with students is a factor in whether 
the topic is accepted and encouraged on campus 
(Burchell et al,, 2010; Lowery, 2005; Moran & 
Curtis, 2004; Allen & Kellom, 2001). According to 
Moran and Curtis, the reluctance of student af-
fairs professionals to lead discussions around 
faith, spirituality, and religious pluralism revolves 
around three themes: fear, a desire to avoid con-
troversy, and previous experiences with the topic 
that were unsuccessful (Moran & Curtis, 2004).  

The fear of discussing religious pluralism and 
identity development seems to be grounded in a 
lack of understanding regarding legality of these 
discussions at public institutions (Lowery, 2005; 
Allen & Kellom, 2001). The U.S. Constitution’s 
mandate for a separation of church and state    
intimidates practitioners who may want to engage 
in dialogue about religion and spirituality with 
students (Burchell et al., 2010). Student affairs 
practitioners often air on the side of caution and 
choose not to discuss such religiously focused  
topics in an attempt to ensure they are not in    
violation of the law. The law, however, has explic-
itly stated that discussions around religion and 
spirituality are essential topics to be raised within 
higher education.  

In 2004, the Yacovelli v. Moeser case clarified 
that religion and spirituality are clearly topics for 
discussion in public higher education. The Federal 
District Court and the Court of Appeals in the 
Fourth Circuit determined it was not a violation of 
the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment 
when the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill (UNC) assigned parts of Michael Sell’s Ap-
proaching the Qur’an: The Early Revelations for 
a summer orientation program in 2002 (Lowery, 
2005). The court determined that the academic 
setting of UNC encourages students to use higher-
levels of critical thinking. Assigning Sell’s reading 

was within UNC’s legal limits and encouraged by 
the courts. Public institutions must be sure that 
they respect students’ rights to the free exercise of 
their religious beliefs and avoid violating the     
Establishment Clause by unconstitutionally favor-
ing religion (Lowery, 2005). According to the 
courts, however, discussion about religious iden-
tity and  pluralism are acceptable topics for dis-
cernment in colleges and universities, regardless 
of public or private funding. Fearing the legality   
surrounding these conversations, student affairs 
practitioners potentially limit the impact they can 
have on a student’s holistic development (Allen & 
Kellom, 2001). 

A second challenge to the discussion of relig-
ion and spirituality  in higher education is the 
ability of practitioners to comfortably engage in 
the conversation. According to Burchell, Lee, and 
Olson, professionals who understand their own 
spirituality have a higher success rate of engaging 
with students around their religious identity     
development (Burchell et al., 2010). Student af-
fairs professionals feel more comfortable discuss-
ing faith with students who share their same     
beliefs and when the student is the one to initiate 
the conversation (Burchell et al., 2010). Student 
affairs professionals also shy away from these  
conversations due to a fear of being seen as trying 
to convert a student through conversation 
(Burchell et al., 2010; Love & Talbot, 1999). Addi-
tionally, in the United States, religion and spiritu-
ality are culturally considered private matters. As 
a result, this may be an area in which student    
affairs practitioners hesitate to pry (Love & Tal-
bot, 1999). Regardless of any discomfort, it seems 
that student affairs practitioners need to engage 
with students regarding religion and spirituality in 
order to support the student in understanding and 
enhancing their knowledge of faith (Burchell et 
al., 2010; Allen & Kellom, 2001). Essentially, this 
connection serves to assist the student affairs 
practitioner in educating the whole person. 
 
Higher Education and Teaching Religious 
Pluralism 

 
Regardless of the ability of individual student 

affairs professionals to engage in transformative 
faith-based conversations on campuses, a safe and 
open dialogue where spirituality and religion can 
be freely expressed is undoubtedly one of the most 
important necessities an institution of higher edu-
cation can provide for a student who is discerning 
faith (Burchell et al., 2010; Ali & Bagheri, 2009; 
Capeheart-Meningall, 2005; Moran & Curtis, 
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2004). Creating an open space for dialogue on 
campus can provide students with an arena to  
explore the meaning and purpose in their life and 
understand how others from different faiths do 
the same (Capeheart-Meningall, 2005). Interfaith 
dialogue provides students with the opportunity 
to expand their knowledge of other faiths and 
build relationships with those who identify differ-
ently. These relationships work to create a more 
accepting and tolerant community for students of 
all faiths and non-faith to engage in. An open and 
authentic dialogue surrounding religion and spiri-
tuality is not only necessary for students but also 
for practitioners in the field (Burchell et al., 2010; 
Moran & Curtis, 2004). Creating a space to learn 
about the religious and spiritual backgrounds of 
colleagues assists the practitioner in understand-
ing the values that others hold and how these    
inform their practice. For student affairs profes-
sionals, reflecting and sharing with others about 
their own spiritual development will not only    
allow colleagues to further understand each other, 
but also allow the professional to relate to a stu-
dent’s own spiritual development. Additionally, if 
student affairs professionals are in touch with 
their journey of spiritual development, they will 
be able to understand when students’ issues also 
hold a spiritual element and can be sure to         
address this (Love & Talbot, 1999). 

Institutions of higher education need to       
address how they are serving their religiously di-
verse student body. Practitioners working in 
higher education should be aware of how religious 
holidays are represented on an academic calendar 
and how students are affected by not having their 
holidays observed (Ali & Baheri, 2009). For exam-
ple, opening week of a campus coinciding with 
Ramadan for Muslim students may leave those 
students feeling unsupported and alienated if all 
dining services close before breaking the fast at 
sunset. Faculty and staff should be educated on 
the customs, traditions, values and holidays of 
students outside the Christian faith so that they 
can be more conscious of how their action or inac-
tion may affect a student in their care (Ali & 
Bagheri, 2009). Safe spaces for prayer services, 
alcohol-free programs, and interfaith service     
opportunities should also be considered (Ali & 
Bagheri, 2009; Capeheart-Meningall, 2005).     
Interfaith service, in particular, has been a very 
useful vehicle in providing students the opportu-
nity to develop a greater sense of self through the 
connection built with other students and members 
of the outside community (Capeheart-Meningall, 
2005). Interfaith service has also been successful 

in enabling students to build common ground 
across faiths and focusing efforts on social action 
in the larger community (Ali & Bagheari, 2009). 
 

Methodology 
 

Interviews were conducted to further under-
stand the importance of religious pluralism in 
higher education and the role a student affairs 
practitioner takes in religious and spiritual iden-
tity development. Four interviews were con-
ducted, two with individuals in Campus Ministry 
offices and two interviews with student affairs 
professionals who work in Housing and Residence 
Life. Employees from two different universities 
were interviewed: a mid-size, private, religiously 
affiliated institution and a small, private, liberal 
arts institution, both located in the Pacific North-
west. The Campus Ministry interviewees were  
selected based on their role working on religious 
pluralism programming and education with their 
respective student bodies. The Housing and Resi-
dence Life interviewees were selected without the 
interviewer’s knowledge of their personal interest 
in religious and spiritual development. The inter-
views were conducted in person or over the 
phone. All interviewees have been given aliases for 
the purpose of this study. 

Interviews were conducted to gain more in-
sight into religious pluralism education on college 
campuses and to gain perspective on the student 
affairs role in faith identity development. Key 
findings and discussion sections of this paper 
should be considered with the understanding this 
this study collected limited data. 
 

Key Findings 
 

Avenues for Dialogue 
 

According to Kara, a student affairs profes-
sional interviewee, “[there is] a lot to be said for 
the power of dialogue” (personal communication, 
December 4, 2011). All individuals interviewed 
emphasized how important dialogue, whether one
-on-one or in a communal setting is for the educa-
tion of others regarding religious pluralism and 
for individual identity development. Both Campus 
Ministry interviewees spoke highly of the pro-
grams their offices facilitated with the help of stu-
dents to engage the campus community on issues 
such as religious tolerance. A reoccurring chal-
lenge seemed to be the willingness of the campus 
community to engage in the multiple programs 
offered by the interviewees. Still, a limited number 



 

  

23 

of students reached through programming does 
not negate the impact these programs have on the 
campus community. John, a student affairs pro-
fessional interviewee, shared how his experience 
partnering with Campus Ministry offices changed 
his perceptions of religious outreach on campus. 
Self-identified as an atheist, John found himself 
supported by the Campus Ministry office in his 
attempt to provide resources for those affected by 
the queer youth suicides sweeping the nation in 
fall 2010. As a professional, this experience en-
couraged John to participate in more conversa-
tions around religious pluralism and tolerance 
than he had previously initiated with students. 
Dialogue was highlighted by all interviewees as a 
successful means to educate both students and 
student affairs professionals alike. 
 
Teaching Religious Pluralism 
 

Student affairs professional Kara reflected 
during the interview on how hesitant she is to   
engage in conversations regarding faith with     
students who have not initiated the conversation.  
Kara attributed this hesitation to her personal lack 
of understanding regarding religion and faith. In 
order to ensure that student affairs professionals 
are prepared to engage in these faith-based      
conversations, she referenced graduate programs 
as a logical avenue for education. Kara did not  
receive any instruction from her graduate pro-
gram specific to faith or non-faith identity devel-
opment. Kara felt that more education on this  
topic during her graduate program would have 
helped her feel more comfortable supporting    
students through faith identity development con-
versations. Kyle, a Campus Ministry interviewee, 
concurred with Kara. Kyle’s experiences with stu-
dent affairs professionals have been limited to 
professionals who have a strong faith identity. 
These limited interactions have indicated to Kyle 
that further education regarding faith identity  
development at a graduate level is necessary.  
John did receive instruction on faith development 
in his graduate program but was hesitant to en-
gage in conversations regarding these matters  
until he built strong relationships at his current 
workplace, the religiously affiliated institution in 
the Pacific Northwest. Both Campus Ministry   
interviewees recognized the need for more reli-
gious pluralism programming and education at 
both the student and student affairs professional 
level. A call for more education on faith and non-
faith identity development at the graduate level 
was unanimous.  

 
Collaboration 
 

The Campus Ministry interviewees empha-
sized the desire for student affairs and campus 
ministry professionals to come together in col-
laboration. The benefits to a stronger relationship 
between the divisions included the avoidance of 
over programming or duplicating programs, being 
able to pool resources, and being able to target a 
wider audience of students and staff. All inter-
viewees recognized the potential in creating a 
stronger working relationship between the two 
offices. John was inspired by how much potential 
the collaboration would have for teaching reli-
gious pluralism through the lens of social justice, 
privilege and oppression. Campus Ministry inter-
viewee, Alice, emphasized building the relation-
ship between her Campus Ministry office and 
those in student affairs who do not view their    
religious identity as salient to them, particularly 
non-Christians. Relationship-building between 
university staff members of different faith and 
non-faith backgrounds would provide students 
with more role models and mentors in faiths or 
non-faiths with which they identify. Alice empha-
sized that it is the role of university employees to 
help create responsible citizens of the world. A 
strong collaboration among university staff mem-
bers would provide students with more support in  
the identity development they are searching for. 
 

Discussion 
 

As educators of the whole person, student   
affairs professionals can no longer fail to neglect 
that religion and spirituality identity development 
is an important part of students’ development. As 
stated by one of the interviewees, it is the “civic 
duty” of those who work in education to engage 
students in conversations regarding religious   
pluralism and individual identity development 
(personal communication, November 8, 2011). 
This fosters new ideas and learning, which ulti-
mately paves the way for religious tolerance. 

Campus Ministry and Student Activities are 
able to provide students with a myriad of pro-
grams that challenge students to consider alterna-
tive religious perspectives. Interfaith dialogues 
and interfaith services have been emphasized 
throughout this paper as successful ways to pro-
vide productive avenues for students to build rela-
tionships with others of different faiths. Although 
these attempts at engaging students are reaching 
some individuals, the vast majority of campus 
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populations often choose not to engage in Campus 
Ministry programming (despite the Astin and 
Astin survey through the Higher Education Re-
search Institute highlighting religious exploration 
as a desire of this generation of students 
[Chickering, 2006]). In order to involve students 
in discussions of religion and spirituality, a com-
mon language must be established. According to 
the interviewees, students need to feel somewhat 
comfortable with the topic before they choose to 
engage in the discussion. This common language 
needs to be established with the incoming class of 
students in a similar way that residence hall com-
munity standards are agreed upon early in the 
first term. Creating this common ground of inclu-
sive language and basic religious education should 
allow students to feel more competent in inter-
faith    dialogue, whether they are one-on-one with 
a roommate or on a larger programmatic scale. 

This common language must also be shared 
with student affairs professionals. Religious iden-
tity development is not an area of focus for many 
higher education graduate programs. Due to a 
lack of exposure to the subject, new professionals 
may feel they cannot go deep in conversations  
regarding faith identity development. As student 
affairs professionals aim to ensure all students are 
comfortable in the campus environment, basic 
religious and non- religious education may be a 
consideration for graduate programs to under-
take. It is unrealistic to think that all student af-
fairs professionals should be experts in all reli-
gious traditions, but the interviewees agreed that 
a foundational knowledge level should be shared 
by practitioners. 

Finally, a resolution to bridge the gap between 
the faith university officials and other student   
affairs practitioners would be beneficial to all. A 
promising practice lies in the two divisions at the 
religiously affiliated college working together on 
many programmatic elements of campus life. In 
addition to the already established relationship, it 
may be beneficial for the two divisions to work 
together on religious pluralism education for   
professionals and to share resources regarding 
religion and spirituality identity development for 
practitioners to use with students in the future. 

It is important to note that a significant 
amount of students identify as agnostic and athe-
ist who were not fully addressed in this study. 
While research is expanding in regards of sup-
porting students through their religious and spiri-
tual identity development, agnostic and atheist 
student identity development also needs signifi-
cant research. 

 
Conclusion 

 
This study merely scratches the surface in   

regards to religious pluralism and religious and 
spirituality identity development in higher educa-
tion. There is a pressing need to conduct more  
research in this area for the religious and spiritu-
ally diverse colleges and universities of the United 
States. As indicated in the literature review, many 
students are looking for spaces on campus to   
pursue the development of their faith identity. 
Campus Ministry offices are significant resources 
for students and staff who are searching for an 
avenue to explore their faith identity; however, it 
must be the responsibility of student affairs pro-
fessionals to also serve this student need in the 
most educated and informed way possible. Addi-
tional education of students and professionals, 
collaboration across campus divisions, and en-
couraging interfaith dialogue among the campus 
community is a necessary start in addressing the 
education of the whole student. 
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This literature review examines research sur-
rounding graduate student engagement. Because 
the graduate school experience holds the difficult 
challenge of balancing multiple aspects of adult-
hood, it is important to examine ways to keep 
graduate students well, engaged, and prepared 
to successfully complete graduate school. The  
literature highlights that on and off-campus     
involvement, close relationships with peers and 
faculty, and creating graduate-specific spaces on 
campus help keep graduate students engaged and 
allow for a meaningful experience for these stu-
dents. 
 

The life of a graduate student is a significant 
transition from that experienced in the under-
graduate years. With this change often comes ad-
ditional outside factors that greatly influence the 
social, academic, and professional lives of these 
students. Balancing coursework with graduate as-
sistantships, full and part-time work, and/or fam-
ily can overwhelm and negatively impact students. 
Although it can be extremely challenging, it is   
important for graduate students to remain en-
gaged in their learning community. Researchers 
have investigated different ways in which graduate 
students can successfully complete their studies 
and make the most out of their academic experi-
ence. This research is especially useful for student 
affairs professionals, as it is important to know 
how to effectively support graduate students 
throughout their time at an institution. Ultimately, 
research on graduate students highlights three 
main themes associated with engagement in the 
graduate level: staying involved both on and off-
campus in various capacities; establishing and 
maintaining close relationships with peers and 
faculty; and utilizing graduate student facilities. 
These three themes work together to provide a 
foundation on which graduate students can re-
main engaged and make the most out of their time  
and experiences. 

  
Involvement 

 
        One way in which graduate students can    
remain engaged throughout their studies is by  
becoming involved in on and off-campus activities 
(Brus, 2006; McLaughlin, 2010; Pontius & 
Harper, 2006; Schnurr, 2008). With regard to on-
campus involvement, it is necessary for graduate 
students to have a willingness and interest to    
become involved in various activities. Therefore, it 
is essential for graduate students to broaden their 
knowledge of campus resources, explore new of-
fices, and soak up as much advice as possible by 
taking advantage of on-campus lectures and work-
shops (Schnurr, 2008). By remaining involved in 
campus activities and utilizing services, such as 
career fairs and counseling, graduate students are 
better able to navigate the harsh demands of 
graduate school coursework (Brus, 2006). How-
ever, involvement outside of the campus commu-
nity is also beneficial for maintaining engagement 
for graduate students. 
        Both McLaughlin (2010) and Schnurr (2008) 
indicated graduate students who volunteered in 
the community outside of the classroom were  
positively impacted. Specifically, McLaughlin fo-
cused on ways in which students can utilize real-
world experiences, like service-learning projects, 
to enhance their insights and knowledge. His    
research found that these types of projects are use-
ful because they allow students to acquire hands-
on experience and skills which can be utilized in 
their professional careers, such as understanding 
how to work together as a team and establish clear 
communication. Additionally, some students who 
were interviewed claimed that service-learning 
projects helped them stay academically engaged 
because the projects enhanced their understand-
ing of the classroom material. Similarly, Schnurr 
indicated that volunteering could greatly aid ca-
reer and professional development. Another great 
way for graduate students to remain engaged is to 

Graduate Student Engagement: Involvement, Relationships, 
and Community Spaces 

Nick Dietrich 

Nick Dietrich is a continuing student in the Student Development Administration Program from Grand Junction, Colorado. 
He  attended the University of Puget Sound for his undergraduate degree and his interests lie in developing student leaders 
through new student orientation, community service and engagement and judicial affairs.   



MAGIS: A Student Development Journal  

  volunteer at national and regional conferences in 
their specific field, which could be beneficial for 
networking with professionals around the coun-
try as well as prepare individuals for interviews. 
Across different opportunities, involvement both 
on and off-campus helps keep graduate students 
engaged. While students can do community ser-
vice by themselves, there is an added benefit of 
volunteering with peers and colleagues in that it 
helps develop relationships in the classroom and 
beyond. 
 
Establishing & Maintaining Relationships 

 
        Research indicates another way graduate stu-
dents can remain engaged is by establishing and 
maintaining strong relationships with both peers 
and faculty members (Brus, 2006; Gardner & 
Barnes, 2007; Tenenbaum, Crosby, & Gliner, 
2001; Trask, Marotz-Baden, Settles, Gentry, & 
Berke, 2009). After interviewing multiple gradu-
ate students, Brus (2006) found that in order to 
maintain balance throughout graduate school, 
students took advantage of opportunities to in-
troduce themselves to other students in their 
courses and department. This allowed students to 
build networks and a sense of community with 
fellow students, which created a sense of support 
throughout the harsh demands of graduate 
school. Additionally, students were encouraged 
by their fellow peers and faculty to become active 
on campus, which demonstrated how key rela-
tionships can play an important role in becoming 
involved in activities and engaged in academic 
coursework (Gardner & Barnes, 2007).  

Another way faculty members have helped 
graduate students stay engaged in their studies 
and involvement is through mentorship. 
Tenenbaum, Crosby, and Gliner (2001) con-
ducted a study with graduate students investigat-
ing the impact of their relationships with their 
faculty advisors, satisfaction, and overall aca-
demic success. They discovered that mentoring 
relationships were useful and successful in main-
taining productivity and engagement. First, the 
results indicated that psychosocial assistance 
from advisors, such as determining a course of 
study or talking through academic problems, 
tended to be a meaningful experience for stu-
dents; this was indicated by a positive correlation 
between psychosocial help and graduate student 
satisfaction. Additionally, the study found that 
faculty mentors greatly assisted students in con-
ducting research and other factors that would 
contribute to future career successes 

(Tenenbaum et al., 2001). Similarly, findings in-
dicated that mentors were useful in helping their 
students with their future career goals and prepa-
ration (Trask, Marotz-Baden, Settles, Gentry, & 
Berke, 2009). In research on graduate students 
studying to become teachers, mentoring was 
most useful and kept students engaged when it 
promoted a relationship focused on teaching and 
learning. In other words, mentors were able to 
instill teaching values and their own forms of 
mentorship with their students, who in turn 
could utilize the learned skills as components of 
their future teaching and instruction. Ultimately, 
establishing close relationships with both peers 
and faculty during graduate school not only helps 
to prepare students for their future careers but is 
also useful for students to remain engaged and 
focused. One way in which these relationships 
can be established is through utilizing graduate 
student spaces. 

 
Graduate Student Spaces 

 
Research has indicated that providing spaces 

on campus especially for graduate students is 
useful in four main ways: socialization, retention, 
campus life engagement, and support for diverse 
student populations (Brandes,2006; Kern-Bowen 
& Gardner, 2010; Kraska, 2008). With the rise in 
graduate student attendance in recent years, 
there is a great need for space that is dedicated to 
graduate student use and programming that en-
hances their overall graduate experience.       

First, specialized spaces for graduate students 
allow for socialization to occur, helping to bring 
students from across disciplines together. This 
can provide a solid and strong network for stu-
dents and allow them to share ideas and encour-
age one another. This, in turn, can help create      
a positive overall graduate experience (Kern-
Bowen & Gardner, 2010). Secondly, graduate-
specific locations on campus help retain students. 
According to Kern-Bowen and Gardner (2010), 
during the first year of graduate school, students 
can feel disconnected and isolated from the   
campus community. Therefore, graduate student 
spaces serve a vital purpose in helping keep stu-
dents engaged and persist within the institution 
(Kern-Bowen & Gardner, 2010;  Kraska, 2008).  

 Next, graduate spaces, such as graduate stu-
dent centers, provide ample opportunities for 
students to become engaged and participate in 
campus life and activities. Student activities 
counsels are authorized to plan and host events 
in these spaces, which will likely attract graduate  
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  students (Brandes, 2006). For example, Seattle 
University is home to a national award-winning 
program called the Collegium, which provides  on-
campus spaces for commuter and transfer stu-
dents. One collegium on campus is dedicated to 
graduate students. The space serves as a home 
away from home and features a kitchen, com-
puters, couches, tables, and a fireplace (Orlando, 
2000). On the same token, the University of Penn-
sylvania constructed a graduate student center, 
which serves as a space where students can relax, 
work, and utilize resources (University of Pennsyl-
vania, n.d.). 

Graduate student spaces have also been shown 
to help support diverse student populations. For 
example, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, 
queer students, as well as international students, 
benefit from spaces where they can meet with   
other individuals like themselves in a safe space 
(Kraska, 2008). Graduate student spaces help stu-
dents socialize, deter students from leaving, en-
courage involvement in activities and services, and 
support diverse student populations. These spaces 
help toward the ultimate goal of keeping graduate 
students engaged and make the most of their ex-
perience.   

After examining all key themes that help keep 
graduate students engaged throughout their stud-
ies, it is clear how they are intertwined in creating 
a whole graduate school experience. For example, 
graduate-specific locations create ample opportu-
nities for graduate students to meet their peers 
and establish relationships. Additionally, these 
spaces allow events and activities to be held, which 
help graduate students become involved. Involve-
ment, establishing relationships, and graduate-
specific locations on campus enable graduate    
students to remain engaged and have a construc-
tive and meaningful experience.  

The questions that remain beg further re-
search: what do graduate students do when an  
institution does not set aside specific locations or 
provide programming just for graduate students? 
What other ways do graduate students form con-
nections with each other to maintain support and 
camaraderie? Gardner et al. (2007) posited that 
future research needs to be performed on graduate 
student alumni who were involved in service-
learning and volunteer work as students. As previ-
ously indicated, many graduate students have 
found service-learning projects useful in graduate 
school because they learned useful skills that could 
be applied to their classes and future careers. 
Therefore, further research could determine if the 
skills and experiences from service-learning and 

volunteer projects were beneficial for their careers 
in the real-world (McLaughlin, 2010; Gardner & 
Barnes, 2007).  

In the end, graduate school can be a very diffi-
cult time for students as they try to balance work, 
families, coursework, and much more. Thus, criti-
cal is research that investigates ways to keep these 
students engaged in their education, both inside 
and outside the classroom. This literature review 
highlights the ways in which student affairs       
professionals can support this unique population 
of students. Still, additional research is needed to 
determine more effective ways of reaching this  

ever-growing population. 
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This essay uses Blimling and Whitt’s (1999) 

Principles of Good Practice to identify living-
learning communities (LLCs) as a current best 
practice in student affairs. The authors draw   
examples from four institutions in Colorado and 
California, including the University of Colorado 
at Boulder, Colorado College, the University of 
California Santa Cruz, and Santa Clara Univer-
sity. Research is used to highlight the benefits of 
living-learning communities. The essay concludes 
by summarizing common themes among living-
learning communities, as well as differences and 
trends within these institutions. Through the 
analysis of these LLC models, practitioners          
in the field can use them as a framework                          
in various settings and to better comprehend stu-
dent learning in a LLC atmosphere. 

  
       Students entering into their first year of college 
are often confronted with many new experiences. 
Many of the issues surrounding these experiences 
stem from being able to build community within 
an institution. Historically, it has been highly rec-
ommended by student affairs professionals that 
students live on campus in order to reap the bene-
fits of living in such an environment. Living on 
campus provides students many opportunities to 
be involved, build community, and   further their 
intellectual and social development. However, to 
be successful in community building, it becomes 
necessary for colleges to provide opportunities for 
learning in various environments such as resi-
dence halls, where student communities tend to 
surface. With the emergence of living-learning 
communities (LLCs), institutions have been able 
to help fuse community building and learning op-
portunities. 

Literature surrounding the topic of LLCs is  
focused on both its benefits and successes. LLCs 
provide a supportive environment that facilitates 
both academic and social success (Petracchi, Wea-
ver, Engel, Kolivoski, & Das, 2010),                  

 
as well as increased interaction with faculty and                
staff both in and out of the classroom environment 
(Longerbeam, Inkelas, & Brower, 2007). Students 
are provided the opportunity to not only learn 
from their peers in the formal classroom, but also 
take part in applying it to the real world. The  
combination of formal classroom learning and a 
comfortable living environment provides students 
with ample opportunities to form connections 
with their peers on both an informal and formal 
basis.  

Originally, LLCs were created to enhance in-
volvement and interactions with peers and faculty 
in the residence halls (Longerbeam et al., 2007). 
In addition to these benefits of LLCs, a recent 
trend, collaboratively between student affairs   
professionals and academic affairs professionals, 
is the idea of creating a “seamless learning envi-
ronment” (Daffron & Holland, 2009, p. 197; 
Shushok & Sriram, 2010, p. 76). Institutions near 
and far constantly seek to create comfortable, reli-
able, and supportive environments for their stu-
dents. Recently, many institutions have started 
transitioning into more residential campuses, 
building new residence halls to house more       
students, and creating communities within these 
halls to foster student learning. It comes as no sur-
prise that the concept of LLCs is considered to be a 
best practice among many institutions because it 
helps create what occurs inside and outside of the 
classroom environment (Cook & Lewis, 2007; Kuh 
et al., as cited in Shushok & Sriram, 2010). As a 
result of this trend, many institutions have taken 
the idea of an LLC and adapted it to their campus 
environment and needs. 
 

The Definition of a Living Learning  
Community 

 
Given the variety of terms used to describe an 

LLC, a universal definition is not possible. The  
following is the working definition that was used 



 

  throughout the exploration of LLCs to allow for 
commonality when describing various campus 
environments. LLCs can be described as students 
living together in a community on campus that 
provides opportunities for engagement and active 
learning together outside of the classroom. It is 
important to note that terminology varies by in-
stitution; thus there are a variety of terms used to 
describe LLCs throughout this paper. This paper 
provides insight into four institutions’ working 
models of LLCs that have been identified as best 
practices within student affairs, as defined by 
Blimling and Whitt’s (1999) Principles of Good 
Practice. All presented in this paper’s four case 
studies, their seven principles include the follow-
ing: engaging students in active learning, helping 
students to develop coherent values and ethical 
standards, setting and communicating high ex-
pectations for learning, using systematic inquiry 
to improve student and institutional perform-
ance, using resources effectively to achieve insti-
tutional missions and goals, forging educational 
partnerships that advance student learning, and 
building supportive and inclusive communities. 
The following four institutions demonstrate these 
best practices and the benefits that come from 
having successful LLC programs on campus.  

 
Colorado 

 
CU Boulder and Colorado College are two  

examples of campuses that have extremely suc-
cessful LLC programs. CU Boulder, a large public 
institution with more than 27,000 undergradu-
ates, has created a program that they commonly 
refer to as a “RAP” (Residential Academic Pro-
gram).  This particular program clearly demon-
strates Blimling and Whitt’s (1999) best practice 
of building support and inclusive communities 
because it helps create meaningful and holistic 
experiences for the students and faculty involved. 
These RAPs offer students a chance to receive 
more direct contact with a faculty member in a 
smaller atmosphere, giving them an opportunity 
to receive a more liberal arts-oriented college  
experience (“Why a Rap?” 2009). Studies show 
that living in communities such as these produce 
gains in “critical thinking, intellectual develop-
ment, and aesthetic appreciation” (Kuh, Douglas, 
Lund & Ramin-Gyurnek, as cited in Garrett & 
Zabriskie, 2003, p. 39). Further, having faculty   
present within the residence halls (which is the 
model CU Boulder chooses to use), allows for stu-
dents to discuss their academic experiences with 
others and how “what they are learning in classes 

applies to other aspects of their life” (Kuh et al., 
as cited in Garrett & Zabriskie, 2003, p. 38). 

 
University of Colorado at Boulder 
 

CU Boulder currently offers eight RAPs vary-
ing from engineering to global studies to leader-
ship and art (“The Catalog,” 2011). CU Boulder 
also offers four traditional LLCs, the primary   
difference being that students in RAPs receive 
more consistent faculty interaction than students 
within the LLCs at CU Boulder do, though both 
LLCs and RAPs receive some form of faculty    
interaction. The variety of subject foci within the 
RAP program is a best practice in and of itself. 
Not only are students offered a chance to live in 
community with other students, but they are also 
given the opportunity to choose what subject they 
would like to learn more about and learn along-
side other students that have similar interests. 
Marcie Tucker, the Assistant Director of Housing 
and Dining Services Customer Relations at CU 
Boulder, stated that since the implementation of 
the RAP program in the early 1980’s, retention 
rates have increased at CU Boulder (M. Tucker, 
personal communication, July 5, 2011). It ap-
pears that because students are having such posi-
tive experiences through their RAPs that they 
want to return the following year and anticipate a 
similar experience (M. Tucker, personal commu-
nication, July 5, 2011). Though students want to 
return to live on campus, CU Boulder is currently 
struggling with being able to house all of their 
students and is in dire need of more space and a 
better structure for how to organize their resi-
dence hall communities (M. Tucker, personal 
communication, July 5, 2011). Despite these diffi-
culties, CU Boulder continues to be successful 
with its RAPs and LLCs, offering students a large 
variety of topic and subject options to discuss 
with faculty as well as an opportunity for in-
creased growth and community building between 
faculty and peers.  
 
Colorado College 
 

Colorado College (CC), a small private institu-
tion located in Colorado Springs, CO, has just 
over 2,000 undergraduate students. Vastly differ-
ent from CU Boulder in both its size and culture, 
this institution demonstrates a unique under-
standing of how students learn and make connec-
tions between what they learn in and outside of 
the classroom. Blimling and Whitt’s (1999) best 
practice of forging educational partnerships that 
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  advance student learning is extremely present in 
the overall structure of the house and residence 
life system at CC. At CC, almost 97 percent of  
students live on campus, due to their three-year 
live-on requirement (J. Weis, personal communi-
cation, July 8, 2011). However, most students at 
CC enjoy the idea of living on campus, being   
surrounded by their peers and having the oppor-
tunity to share their stories and experiences with  
others (S. Rotunno, personal communication, 
July 8, 2011). Hughes, Ruder, and Nienow (2011) 
state that “when individuals feel connected to the 
group as a whole and see their work as fitting into 
a larger pattern and direction…[they] feel a 
greater sense of freedom, flexibility, and power in 
making their contribution” (p. 82). The LLCs and 
“language houses” offered at CC allow for this 
freedom and flexibility to occur. Many students 
choose to live in a themed area, language house, 
or LLC after their first year, often wanting to be 
surrounded by students with similar interests to 
themselves (“Themed Learning,” 2011). Further, 
studies have indicated that students who partici-
pate in LLC programs find “greater friendliness 
and warmth in their environments” (Inkelas & 
Weisman, as cited in Longerbeam et al, 2007, p. 
21; Lacy, 1968; Newcomb, 1962).  

Similar to CU Boulder, the LLCs at CC benefit 
from large amounts of faculty interaction for   
students participating in LLCs. A particularly 
unique component of the LLCs at CC is the fact 
that renowned faculty from various parts of the 
country and world are able to come teach and 
work with students outside of the classroom on a 
particular subject (J. Weis, personal communica-
tion, July 8, 2011). Faculty are able to do this   
because of the block plan that CC has set in place, 
where students take and complete one class for 
three weeks before moving onto their next 
course. Though the block plan is a unique compo-
nent of CC, and an aspect that it is particularly 
proud of, it can also be a hindrance to the LLC 
experience in that professors are not present on 
campus for long- creating a lack of faculty consis-
tency within the communities. However, overall, 
LLCs are as successful as they have been because 
of consistent interaction between faculty and stu-
dents (Garrett & Zabriskie, 2003, p. 39). Hope-
fully, a compromise between visiting and perma-
nent faculty can be reached so that students can 
have an even more successful and meaningful 
experience within their LLCs and time at Colo-
rado College. 
 

California 

 
University of California – Santa Cruz 
 

LLCs at the University of California, Santa 
Cruz come in the form of residential colleges.  
Undergraduate life is spread amongst ten resi-
dential colleges, each offering a different theme, 
environment, architecture, personality, and dy-
namic. These learning communities each offer an 
individualized orientation, a freshman core 
course, student activity programming, academic 
advising, and sponsored events to enhance the 
intellectual and social life of the campus 
(University of California Santa Cruz, n.d.). Each 
residential college also houses one or more aca-
demic departments. 

The LLCs at UC Santa Cruz meet Blimling and 
Whitt’s (1999) principles of good practices in   
student affairs by engaging students living in 
these residential colleges in active learning. The 
freshman core course provides an academic arena 
for students to begin building their community     
inside the classroom, aside from residential life. 
The core course also works campus wide to unify 
new students’ understanding of the academic  
expectations as students at UC Santa Cruz.              
Co-curricular programs bring forth opportunities 
for collaboration between activities and housing 
units and faculty, creating a seamless learning 
environment. This collaboration also helps UC 
Santa Cruz manage resources effectively. Sue 
Matthews, Assistant Vice Chancellor of   Auxiliary 
Services at UC Santa Cruz explained how      
smaller scale community programming not only       
proves more effective for managing a shrinking           
budget, but also provides an environment that               
promotes community building and personalized               
educational experiences (S. Matthews, personal               
communication, July 2011). Expectations are                
outlined for students during each college’s                       
welcome week, where students learn what                              
it means to be affiliated with their college. 
      Seeing the effects of residential colleges 
among students, it was evident that during their 
time at UC Santa Cruz, students’ affiliated college 
became part of their identity. The personality and 
theme of their college was something they took 
great pride in; and as a result, these student lead-
ers were extremely engaged in active learning and 
invested in UC Santa Cruz as an institution. The 
organizational structure of the LLCs that exist 
within UC Santa Cruz’s residential colleges allows 
a complex institution to achieve a strong sense of 
community, providing support networks for stu-
dents to actively achieve success. 
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  Santa Clara University  
 

          Santa Clara University, a small Jesuit school 
in the Silicon Valley, strives for a Residential 
Learning Communities (RLC) program that 
“supports the University’s initiative of an inte-
grated education and the Jesuit ideal of develop-
ing the whole person” (H. Dumas-Dyer, personal 
communication, July 2011). The eight RLCs at 
Santa Clara University demonstrate a partnership 
between housing staff, residential staff, the Pro-
vost, and the faculty, creating an intersection be-
tween what happens between formal instruction, 
the community, and the outside world. This col-
laboration is an ideal example of Blimling and 
Whitt’s (1999) best practice of forging educa-
tional partnerships that advance student learn-
ing, and contributes to building supporting and 
inclusive communities. Each RLC offers core 
courses that students take with affiliated com-
muter students. Co-curricular programming en-
riches course work and is usually aligned with an 
RLC’s theme, including guest lectures, field trips 
to museums, theatre, historical sites, as well as 
community-based learning experiences and im-
mersion trips (H. Dumas-Dyer, personal commu-
nication, July 2011). Co-curricular programming 
allows residential life staff and student leaders to 
collaborate with the RLC’s own faculty sponsor. 
       Each RLC at Santa Clara University is themed 
differently and has a leadership team headed by a 
Faculty Director and a Resident Director who 
work with Resident Ministers, Jesuits in Resi-
dence, Community Facilitators, and Community 
Councils to coordinate and facilitate learning in 
each community (”Residential Learning Commu-
nities”, n.d.). This integrated and collaborative 
approach contributes to a rich, developmental 
environment for students to engage in active 
learning. The themes of the RLCs vary, and in-
clude focuses on: responsibility to community 
and local action and compassion, curiosity about 
the workings of the natural world, issues that 
shape the contemporary world, diversity and civic 
engagement, and globalization and the integra-
tion of faith and justice (“Residential Learning 
Communities”, n.d.). Intentional themes such as 
these create an environment that works through-
out the academic year, contributing to students 
developing coherent values and ethical standards. 
 

Common Characteristics 
 

Through analysis and comparison of these 
four institutions, some common characteristics 

emerged. First, it was found that each LLC had a 
particular theme tied to the community. At CU 
Boulder, students can choose to be involved in 
topics surrounding their major, such as English 
or Engineering, or take part in an area of particu-
lar interest, such as leadership or global engage-
ment. In comparison, students at UC Santa Cruz 
choose their residential location based on their 
interest in affiliated themes, such as environ-
mental care, social justice, or global perspectives. 
           Secondly, frequent faculty interaction was a 
key component to the success of all four LLCs. 
Colorado College arranged for faculty to have 
weekly “in hall” time with their students in addi-
tion to study halls in specific LLCs. This allowed 
for students and faculty to not only engage in aca-
demic learning, but also take part in meaningful 
conversations with one another. Santa Clara Uni-
versity’s model involved a “faculty sponsor” as-
signed to each community to assist residential life 
staff with developing guided programming. 
          Finally, it was evident that participating in a 
“core course” with other members of the LLC was 
an important factor in the success of the commu-
nity. Not only did this reinforce the academic  
focus within the community, it also enhanced the 
experience students had outside of the classroom, 
connecting what they learned in the classroom    
to their real world experiences. All four insti-    
tutions used the core course component as             
an opportunity to create a seamless learning          
environment for students and staff. Doing so          
allowed for a more supportive environment,                     
including students’ differing learning styles. 
          It is easy to see that LLCs address both aca-
demic and institutional goals (Petracchi et al., 
2010). Students engaged in these four living-
learning communities have great academic skills, 
broader social networks, are involved on campus, 
and take pride in their institution and commu-
nity. LLCs, which were intended to provide an 
environment where students with “similar goals 
live, study and work together in a supportive en-
vironment, facilitating both social and academic 
success” (Petracchi et al., 2010, p. 263) do so at 
these Colorado and California institutions. They 
create seamless learning environments that 
bridge the gap between student affairs units and 
academic faculty in order to engage students both 
academically and developmentally, creating less 
separation between what students are learning in 
and outside the classroom. 
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This essay offers a brief summary of the Occupy 
Wall Street movement, and the Occupy Colleges 
spin-off, by exploring the history and context of 
the Occupy movement and discussing the rele-
vance for student affairs practitioners. Implica-
tions of the global and national movement for 
educators in higher education and student affairs 
practitioners are evaluated, including the impact 
on diversity, the nature of student affairs, and the 
strategy of teach-ins. 
 

The Occupy Movement 
 

On September 17, 2011 a gathering in Liberty 
Square in Manhattan’s Financial District to pro-
test against social and economic inequity, high 
unemployment, greed, corruption, and the unwar-
ranted influence of corporations on government, 
kicked off the Occupy movement. Occupy Wall 
Street, an ongoing series of demonstrations, has 
since spread to over 100 cities in the United States 
and actions in over 1,500 cities globally (Occupy 
Wall Street, n.d.). The calls of Occupy Wall Street 
have been heard so loudly that they have inspired 
students across the country to Occupy colleges, 
working in solidarity with Occupy Wall Street to 
protest against rising tuition costs and out of con-
trol student debt.  

It all started in mid-July of 2011, when Ad-
busters, a Canadian advocacy group best known 
for its advertisement-free anti-consumerist maga-
zine Adbusters, proposed a peaceful occupation of 
Wall Street to protest corporate influence on de-
mocracy, a growing disparity in wealth, and the 
absence of legal repercussions behind the recent 
global financial crisis (Fleming, 2011). On the 
ground in New York, the New York City General 
Assembly (NYCGA), a collection of activities, art-
ists, and students who first gathered to protest re-
cent budget cuts, did most of the planning. NY-
CGA is a: 

 

 
…Horizontal, autonomous, leaderless, modi-
fied-consensus-bases system with roots in 
anarchist thought, and it’s akin to the assem-
blies that have been driving recent social 
movements around the world in places like 
Argentina, Egypt’s Tahrir Square, Madrid’s 
Puerta del Sol and so on. (Schneider, 2011)  
 

According to Occupy Wall Street, the movement is 
inspired by recent international uprisings and 
aims to fight back against the richest one percent 
of people that are “writing the rules of an unfair 
global economy that is foreclosing on our fu-
ture” (Occupy Wall Street, n.d.).  

While the “99%” continue to Occupy cities 
across the nation, college students are Occupying 
colleges. Students are demonstrating to ensure 
that education is on the agenda, as well as protest 
budget cuts, funding, and rising tuition—issues 
extremely relevant to college students today. Oc-
cupy Colleges is also an outlet for students to sup-
port Occupy Wall Street:  

 
Around the country, more and more high 
school students are foregoing a college edu-
cation because their families can no longer 
afford it. So many more are graduating with 
inconceivable amounts of debts and step-
ping into the worst job market in decades. 
They take unpaid internships that go no-
where and soon can’t pay college loans. Our 
goal is to bring much needed attention to 
the Occupy Wall Street movement. We rep-
resent students who share these fears and 
support Occupy Wall Street. (Occupy Col-
leges, n.d.) 
 

The goals of Occupy Colleges are not to be con-
fused with the many encampments that are being 
set up in metropolitan cities or on college cam-
puses. Although in many cases efforts may join, 
and beliefs are shared, Occupy Colleges does not 
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  refer directly to demonstration camps existing on 
college property. 
 

An Educator’s Role 
 

As educators, what is our role in the Occupy 
movements? How do our departments influence 
the response of our institution to this rising social 
movement? 

As student affairs practitioners, our nature is 
to be advocates, that is, to influence change by   
impacting the environment. It is our foundational 
belief that college students need more than aca-
demic support to be successful in college. On a  
daily basis, we work and stand for holistic develop-
ment. For many, college represents the transition 
from adolescents to adulthood, and it is during this 
transition that students learn to become citizens of 
the world. As scholars of development, and profes-
sionals working with college students, it is our   
responsibility to support students through this 
transition, and challenge them to develop a critical 
consciousness so that they can be whole persons; 
participating in, and contributing to, their chosen 
field locally, nationally and globally. The educa-
tional institutions we work at aim to create people 
who can go out and participate productively in  
society, but as student affairs practitioners, we  
believe there is something more. We work with the 
leaders of tomorrow, and encourage them to start 
new initiatives and make change on our campuses. 
We guide and develop the students that will go out 
into the world and make a change.  

In a profession where we often practice objec-
tivity with our students, we need to empower stu-
dents to think critically about the Occupy move-
ment. The implications of Occupy Colleges for   
student affairs practitioners are numerous. How 
can we support our students as a way of participat-
ing in what Cornell West told the Washington Post 
was the “kind of democratic awakening that I have 
been calling for and fighting for, for 30 years?”  
(Quinn, 2011, para. 3). 

Our field should not stand by quietly, but bring 
Occupy to the dialogue happening on our cam-
puses. Occupy is a social movement that is and will 
continue to effect the students we work with and 
the world they will enter upon graduation. It is our 
responsibility to prepare our students for that 
world. The Occupy movement lends itself well to 
diversity programming on college campuses. Oc-
cupy presents an opportunity to expand the dis-
course on socio-economic diversity, and bring   
often invisible differences and unheard voices to 
the table. Perhaps we can help our students better 

understand the Occupy movement, providing 
them with a historical context for the movement 
and for social revolutions. Through strategic pro-
gramming, we can give our students advocacy 
skills to be change agents and promote social     
justice themselves.  

Occupy sheds light on the complexity of socio-
economic roles, and class distinctions, along with 
their various dimensions. The other day I picked 
up a local newspaper in Seattle, across the street 
from the site of the Occupy Seattle camp. What fell 
out was a postcard - a promotional flier for the  
Occupy movement, featuring a letter written by 
the wife of a U.S. Army veteran. She described 
their family’s struggles with finances, education, 
and job security. Veteran affairs, disability, race, 
and gender are just a few of the dimensions that 
contribute to the socio-economic make-up and 
spread of the United States, and the Occupy move-
ment gives us the opportunity to look beyond race 
and culture to expand the discourse on diversity 
on college campuses.  

Occupy Colleges is a call to action for educa-
tors. This is an opportunity to have our voices be 
heard, and advocate for what today’s college      
students need: accessible education and holistic 
development. This is also our opportunity to teach. 
We can influence what is talked about on the cam-
puses where we work, and help our students gain 
understanding about what Occupy is, and the   
perspectives on current matters it provides. Stu-
dent affairs professionals can take this opportunity 
to teach students how to be productive citizens 
and critical thinkers. This is an essential part of 
our role as educators: to help students understand 
who they are and how they will fit into the world. 
As movement, advocacy, and revolution happen in 
the world around us, we must help our institutions 
move with the movement, and help bring under-
standing to our students about the world we are all 
a part of.  

Student affairs professionals can teach stu-
dents how to make a difference using non-violent 
strategies. Teach-ins are an inspiring, student-led, 
piece of the Occupy Colleges movement that align 
with the mission of education. Recently, North  
Seattle and Seattle Central Community College 
held teach-ins, offering free classes including “The 
Art of Protest Signs” and “Camera Techniques for 
Documenting Human Rights Abuses,” for the com-
munity on a Sunday night (Lacitis, 2012). Other 
professors from Harvard University, Boston Col-
lege, and New York University gathered at Har-
vard Science Center for a public teach-in support-
ing the Occupy Wall Street movement ("Scholars 
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  to Gather," December 6, 2011). Topics at this teach
-in included challenging free-market principles, 
the student-debt refusal campaign, and 
“economics for the 99%” ("Scholars to Gather," 
December 6, 2011). Natalia Abrams, age 31, an  
organizer of Occupy Colleges may have said it best. 
Her description of teach-ins reminds me of the 
critical role educators can play in the Occupy 
Movement, and how we can utilize our knowledge, 
expertise, and influence to peacefully make a     
difference, by helping students develop critical 
consciousness and inspiring them to make a differ-
ence in their community. On November 26, 2011, 
she described teach-ins to the Huffington Post: 
"The whole idea behind the teach-ins is to bring 
students and their teachers together to start talk-
ing about not just the issues, but some answers. 
This is all about gaining momentum and building 
consciousness" (Fairbanks, 2011, para. 4). 
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An increasingly contentious issue in international 
education for American institutions of higher   
education is the practice of paying agencies to 
recruit international students. Many fear that the 
monetary incentive for these recruiting agencies 
fosters widespread unethical practices and jeop-
ardizes any focus on the students’ best interests. 
The author of this article proposes that the U.S. 
should introduce an accreditation system for re-
cruiting agencies modeled after the system for 
accrediting institutions of higher education. The 
author concludes that this accreditation system 
would promote the best interests of international 
students and also benefit U.S. colleges by main-
taining the use of recruiting agencies as an option 
to enrich their campus’ cultural diversity and in-
ternationalization efforts. 
 

Yuwei, a student from China, is attending a top
-ranked university in the United States, just like 
her parents wanted. But as she struggles with   
every assignment in her first quarter, perhaps 
both Yuwei and her university didn’t know what 
they were getting into. That clear and thoughtful 
personal statement in the application packet? 
Written by Yuwei’s recruiting agent in China. Her 
high test scores? The result of months of cram-
ming and test preparation classes offered through 
the agent. The promise from her agent that she 
would get specialized tutoring services once she 
arrived? A lie. And the recruiting agency reaps the 
benefits, receiving thousands of dollars from Yu-
wei’s parents for its “assistance” during the   appli-
cation process, and a commission payment from 
the university for bringing a “qualified” student to 
its doors.  

This is the nightmare that many in American 
higher education have about using overseas re-
cruiters: that money as an incentive fosters ram-
pant unethical practices. Although using agencies 
to attract international students is a common 
practice in several countries such as Australia and  

 
Great Britain, it has been labeled “one of the most  
contentious issues in international education” in 
the United States (Fischer, 2011, April 3, para. 17). 
In early summer 2011, this controversy gained 
even more prominence when the National Asso-
ciation for College Admission Counseling 
(NACAC) issued a proposal that would ban its 
members from paying a commission to agents for 
recruiting students internationally; institutions 
that ignored the ban could lose membership to 
this primary professional organization for college 
admissions personnel (Fischer, 2011, May 31). 
More recently, NACAC has stated that they will 
form a panel to study international student re-
cruitment and make recommendations instead of 
voting immediately on their proposed ban of paid 
overseas recruiters. Clearly the debate progresses 
on which could affect the international recruiting 
practices of colleges throughout the United States. 

Rather than banning institutions from paying 
agents to recruit international students, the 
United States should introduce an accreditation 
system for recruiting agencies modeled after the 
system for accrediting institutions of higher edu-
cation. Colleges and universities would only be 
allowed to use agents who have met the standards 
and follow the code of ethical recruitment estab-
lished by an approved accrediting body.  This solu-
tion addresses the primary argument against the 
use of paid overseas recruiters – namely, their un-
ethical, misleading, and manipulative practices – 
by establishing official oversight of recruiting 
agencies and developing best practices in interna-
tional student recruitment. This approach by no 
means obligates American colleges and universi-
ties to use agents for international recruiting, but 
it maintains the option for them to make use of 
agents who understand the local culture and can 
provide students with in-depth support for the 
college application process in-country and in their 
own language.  

In the accreditation system for institutions of 



 

  higher education, the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion has governmental oversight and establishes a 
list of nationally recognized accrediting agencies 
with reliable standards for institutional quality. 
Though the Department of Education has over-
sight, the agencies are independent entities that 
have the autonomy to establish their own stan-
dards and procedures for accreditation. As inde-
pendent, non-governmental bodies, these accredi-
tation agencies are funded primarily through an-
nual dues from member institutions and fees for 
evaluation visits. Institutions that consistently fail 
to meet the standards set by the accreditation 
agencies can have their accreditation removed, 
which eliminates their access to federal funds such 
as financial aid and funds for veterans.  

An accreditation system for overseas recruiters 
can be modeled after this higher education ac-
creditation system to provide the same mechanism 
for quality control. The Department of Education 
could establish a list of approved accrediting agen-
cies for ensuring standards of ethical recruitment 
of international students. One organization, the 
American International Recruitment Council 
(AIRC), has already been working since 2008 “to 
develop standards of ethical practices, provide 
training for agents, and create a certification      
system that recognizes the best among 
them” (McMurtrie, 2008, September 10). The 
AIRC and other accrediting bodies, once recog-
nized for their consistent performance by the     
Department of Education, would have the author-
ity to accredit agencies that recruit international 
students. Funding models could vary by accredit-
ing organization.  For example, the AIRC charges 
annual membership dues for the recruiting agen-
cies on a scale based on the number of students 
they place globally, while universities can pay an 
annual fee for voting membership in AIRC. Addi-
tionally, candidate recruiting agencies are charged 
for applying to be accredited and for evaluation 
visits (AIRC, 2011).  

As stated previously, American colleges and 
universities should only be allowed to use accred-
ited recruiting agencies. Then, the incentive for the 
overseas recruiters to go through the accreditation 
process would be clear: access to the United States 
education market. Any agent that violates the stan-
dards of ethical recruitment set by the accrediting 
agency could have their accreditation suspended 
or removed. On the other hand, American institu-
tions that use unaccredited recruiting agencies 
could, after a warning, have their authority to 
grant I-20s (the document that allows interna-
tional students to legally study in the U.S.) re-

voked. This institutional punishment would re-
quire the U.S. Department of Homeland Security 
to be involved in an enforcer role in this new ac-
creditation system, because they have oversight for 
the Student and Exchange Visitor Program 
(SEVP).  

The complexity of developing an accreditation 
system for overseas recruiters may convince some 
that NACAC’s initial proposal of banning the use 
of paid agencies is the better solution due to its 
simplicity. People may argue that universities can 
get along fine without relying on questionable 
agents to attract international students. This argu-
ment, however, fails to account for the abilities of 
different institution types to recruit international 
students on their own. Parents and students in 
many countries look to school rankings to decide 
where in the U.S. they should study. This places 
many quality schools without the name recogni-
tion or ranking status in the U.S.  at a disadvan-
tage. Community colleges, in particular, benefit 
from the use of agents, as  people in most of the 
world do not recognize or even understand what a 
community college is or how it can help students 
in their goals of learning English and earning a 
bachelor’s degree. At North Seattle Community 
College in Fall quarter of 2011, for example, 40 % 
of the incoming international students came 
through agents; this number was 67% at Seattle 
Central Community College (Ryan Packard, per-
sonal communication, November 5, 2011). Both of 
these community colleges would have far fewer 
international students in their student populations 
without their partnerships with recruiting agents.  

In an increasingly competitive global education 
market, and with a stagnant U.S. economy, col-
leges may also find it more cost effective to use 
agents instead of relying solely on expensive over-
seas  recruiting trips to attract international stu-
dents to their campuses. The reality is that many 
colleges are relying on the tuition dollars from in-
ternational students to buffer against lost state 
and federal revenue. Having accredited recruiting 
agencies as a resource can help maintain the flow 
of prepared, well-informed international students 
who come to American schools.  

One troubling possibility with an accreditation 
system for recruiting agencies is that unaccredited 
agents may find ways to circumvent the system 
and continue to take international students’ 
money for “assistance” getting into an American 
school. The best solution is to educate students 
about using accredited agencies and to create a 
forum for them to report violations or question-
able practices by agents. This education and re-
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  porting could take place at the institutional level, 
through the U.S. Department of State at their    
EducationUSA centers worldwide, or at U.S. con-
sulates and embassies where students apply for 
visas. Regardless of the method, it is important 
that international students are informed about 
ethical, accredited recruiting agencies in order to 
reduce the likelihood that they give their money to 
and rely on an unaccredited agent.  

It is not difficult to find horror stories of un-
ethical international student recruiting practices 
like the example of Yuwei shared at the beginning 
of this article. The solution, however, is not to ban 
American universities from paying agents for re-
cruiting overseas. Institutions on ranking lists and 
those with international name recognition like 
Harvard University, Johns Hopkins University, 
and the University of Washington would continue 
to attract students from abroad to enrich the cul-
tural diversity of their campuses; other quality four
-year schools and community colleges, however, 
would see their international student populations 
plummet without the partnerships they have 
formed with recruiting agencies. A more effective  
solution is to create an accreditation system for 
these agencies to establish ethical standards and 
best practices for recruiting international students. 
This accreditation work has already been started 
by groups like AIRC, but we need a national       
system to ensure that every agent who wants to 
recruit students for an American education is    
accredited. With this system, both the interna-
tional students and the American colleges and uni-
versities will benefit.  
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 Serving Student-Athletes: A Personal Perspective for Student    
Affairs Professionals 

Nathan Fanning  

 
Student-Athletes create a unique population on 
any campus. After reflecting on the impact Joe 
Paterno had on his football players, this author 
believes that all student-athletes should be served 
in this same way. This author argues that student 
affairs professionals should be creating a wel-
coming and caring environment for the student-
athletes, removing the stigmas and stereotypes 
surrounding student-athletes on college cam-
puses, collaborating with offices across campus, 
and holding student-athletes accountable for 
their actions on the field and off to best serve this 
community.  

 
College athletics are an integral part of today’s 

campus culture; this has been seen most recently 
through the fallout following the Penn State Uni-
versity (PSU) football scandal in the Fall of 2011, 
which included the firing of Joe Paterno. Many 
students at PSU took to the streets, creating a 
pseudo-riot after learning that the man who 
coached the Nittany Loins football team for the 
past 46 years was fired. Although many still hold 
strong beliefs about Joe Paterno’s actions and in-
actions, I cannot help but see the staggering im-
pact of this man, and college athletics as a whole, 
on an institution of higher learning.  

Many of the athletes who were coached by the 
man affectionately known as JoPa were quick to 
talk about the strong impact he had on their lives. 
Former players Matt Millen and Lydell Mitchell 
briefly shared their memories of Joe Paterno after 
his death on January 22, 2012:  

 
My first thoughts about Joe are not as a 
coach because he was well beyond that. He 
was an educator and a teacher. He taught 
lessons, some about football, mostly about 
life. He taught us how to treat others and 
how to conduct life. (Associated Press, 2012, 
para. 11)  
 

 
Mitchell added “We came to Penn State as young 
kids and when we left there we were men and the 
reason for that was Joe Paterno” (Associated 
Press, 2012, para.12).  

The sentiment expressed across college foot-
ball is that a man like Joe Paterno will never be 
seen again - a sentiment with which I agree. Even 
if you disagree with Joe Paterno’s inactions, it is 
still clear that his work of developing student-
athletes into holistic individuals through football 
is extraordinary. The saga at PSU made me reflect 
on his work and the work of student-affairs pro-
fessionals. It became clear to me that Joe Paterno 
was doing the work of a student affairs practitio-
ner and, in fact, the work of many practitioners. It 
is apparent that student-athletes should be devel-
oped by more than one coach or one advisor- the 
task of developing an entire person cannot be left 
to one individual. Through this reflection, I have 
come to believe that student affairs professionals 
should be in the trenches, working with student-
athletes to make a positive impact on their time in 
higher education, an impact as strong Joe Pa-
terno’s.  

In order to make a positive impact on student-
athletes, student affairs practitioners must first 
ensure they are creating a caring and welcoming 
campus environment. At a 4-year institution 
where I interned, an orientation program has been 
implemented to support student-athletes in their 
transition to the area, the campus, the athletics 
department, and the academic rigor of a large re-
search institution. During the month-long sum-
mer program, student-athletes develop the neces-
sary reading, writing, and listening skills needed 
to be academically successful at the institution 
through two academic courses and the support of 
nine tutors and three learning specialists. Addi-
tionally, students learn about the history and di-
versity of the city in which they will be living by 
traveling to three neighborhoods and exploring 
the uniqueness of each. Every aspect of the pro-
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  gram helps student-athletes gain life skills as they 
prepare for their time at the institution as well as 
welcomes them to a caring environment.  

Once a welcoming campus environment has 
been established, practitioners should work to help 
combat some of the stereotypes faced by student-
athletes. When discussing these stereotypes with 
the student-athletes I worked with, they cited the 
following as examples of stereotypes they face:  
student-athletes do not care about getting an edu-
cation; they always choose an easy major; they  
only came to school to play sports; they are loud in 
class; they do not pay attention to the professor 
and distract other students from their work. How-
ever, I believe there is little done on college cam-
puses to help these ambassadors overcome such 
stigmas. If change is to occur, it is up to student 
affairs professionals across campuses to make sure 
that student-athletes are given opportunities to 
succeed; this can be done by fostering a prejudice-
free zone. For example, this summer I facilitated 
discussions with student-athletes about readings 
from Paolo Freire and Fredrick Douglass, giving 
them the opportunity to dialogue and share their 
personal experience regarding education and race 
in small groups. Students discussed their upbring-
ing, which included family involvement with 
gangs, pressure from family members to athleti-
cally succeed, and continued pressure to finan-
cially support family members. These discussions 
never would have happened if the students felt un-
safe and judged in that moment. By learning more 
about this student population and becoming allies 
for student-athletes, I believe student affairs pro-
fessionals can help stop the stigmas following    
student-athletes. Further, by creating a safe learn-
ing environment for this community, student-
athletes can start to break down the misconcep-
tions and stigmas that surround their time on col-
lege campuses. 

Another way student affairs practitioners can 
support this student population is through collabo-
ration across a campus. Many institutions have 
created positions or areas focused on the holistic 
development of student-athletes. Currently at a 4-
year private institution in the Pacific Northwest, a 
graduate assistant has been charged with creating 
learning opportunities for student-athletes con-
cerning their holistic wellness through collabora-
tive programming. In particular, this graduate   
assistant develops programs that focus on nutri-
tion and its impact on athletic performance, sexual 
assault awareness and prevention, and alcohol and 
illegal substance use while collaborating with the 
wellness, student activities, and counseling offices 

on campus. Although this is a good first step, I  
believe through further collaboration with com-
munity outreach, advising, financial services, rec-
reation, and academic support, student-athletes 
will be given many more opportunities to succeed. 
Such opportunities will allow this population to 
connect with other students on campus, learn 
from peers and professionals from a variety of 
backgrounds, and find interests outside of athlet-
ics, all of which can help refute the stereotypes 
and develop the student holistically. 

The final way I believe student affairs profes-
sionals can support student-athletes is by holding 
the students accountable for their actions. In re-
cent years, student-athletes have been involved in 
a growing number of alleged and confirmed in-
fractions on and off the field. Terrelle Pryor at 
Ohio State University was one of five players sus-
pended for the first five games of the 2011 college 
football season for receiving cash and tattoos in 
exchange for autographs, championship rings, and 
equipment. This suspension was never served 
however, as Pryor left for the NFL in the 2011 sea-
son (Staff, 2011). This year, Alshon Jeffery of the 
South Carolina football team was thrown out of 
the Capital One Bowl for punching a Nebraska 
player in the head yet won the game’s most valu-
able player (MVP) award (Hays, 2012).  

While above examples are isolated to football, 
it does give us a glimpse into the need for further 
accountability in all of college athletics. Imagine, 
during a debate club event, one member of the 
team gets involved in a fist-fight with a member of 
the opposing team. Does it seem just to honor   
either of these students with an award? Why, then, 
does a student-athlete who acts in the same man-
ner receive the MVP? By not holding these stu-
dents accountable, institutions are not preparing 
individuals for life after college; rather institutions 
are sending conflicting signals by not addressing 
issues such as Jeffery’s. To assist with the develop-
ment of a player such as Jeffery, a student affairs 
professional could utilize Kohlberg’s theory on 
moral reasoning (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton & 
Renn, 2010) and expose the participant to higher-
stage thinking or help him or her identify a cogni-
tive conflict. For a student to develop, it is impor-
tant for student affairs professionals to take ac-
tion; student-athletes are no exception. Although 
it may seem like a contradiction to creating a wel-
coming environment, I believe that student-
athletes must recognize, abide by, and be held ac-
countable to the same standards as the general 
student population, before the campus will ac-
knowledge and welcome this community.  
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  In my opinion, bringing students together to 
form a sense of belonging or community is the 
foundation of the student affairs profession. How-
ever, this sense of belonging is much harder to  
create for student-athletes due to the dynamic 
campus environment in which they live, with prac-
tice schedules, traveling, study hall, classes, and 
extracurricular activities. Through creating a wel-
coming environment, removing the stigmas sur-
rounding student-athletes on college campuses, 
collaborating across campus, and holding student-
athletes accountable, I believe student affairs pro-
fessionals can have the same impact on them as 
Joe Paterno did at Penn State. JoPa’s commitment 
to the players with whom he worked and the 
strong impact he had on their lives is nothing short 
of inspiring. It is with that inspiration that I bring 
this student population to the forefront of student 
affairs practitioners’ minds. I believe through the 
strategies above, student affairs professionals can 
help student-athletes integrate into the campus 
community, flourish at the institution, persist 
through graduation and, as Joe Paterno did for his 
student-athletes, learn how to live. 
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Reflections on Experiential Learning through the Context of 
SDAD 584 

Erin Miller 

 
Originally written as a reflective blog entry for the 
Seattle University’s College of Education website, this 
paper highlights the significance of using cultural im-
mersion experiences to enhance the learning process.  
As demonstrated through  SDAD 584: Comparative 
Education and Social Policy, when students are im-
mersed in a new cultural setting, they can gain a con-
textual framework for understanding the complex 
ideas and systems they are studying. 
 

Since returning from Sweden, many people have 
asked about my trip.  Most inquirers assume I was on 
holiday enjoying my days by strolling down picturesque 
lanes, sipping coffee at quaint cafes, and gazing at mag-
nificent works of art or historical treasures.  And while I 
did, indeed, do all of those wonderful things while in 
Sweden, that is not why I was in the country.  A major-
ity of my time in Sverige was spent in academic semi-
nars facilitated by Uppsala University professors and 
staff discussing social policy, political climates, and the 
history of social democracy in the Nordic States.  Upon 
hearing this, I am often asked, “What class were you 
taking?”  I then have the delight in explaining to all who 
will listen the unique intersection of societal needs and 
political policy that have developed the Swedish higher 
education system.  To understand the higher education 
system in Sweden, one must examine much more than 
the higher education structure.  It is not enough to un-
derstand how educational institutions are run or how 
they are financed; while these elements are interesting 
in their own right, they cannot be fully understood 
without a basic framework of knowledge around issues 
of a larger nature.  

Education in Sweden is free - completely free.  A 
student can go from pre-school through a doctoral de-
gree without paying tuition.  (The consternation among 
my classmates and me upon this discovery was quite 
tangible.)  This free education is not the result of great 
administration, generous alumni donations, or an in-
credibly reliable endowment fund; it is a benefit of the 
State.  As a social democracy, residents of Sweden pay 
significant taxes and receive significant benefits: free 
education, low cost healthcare, child subsidies, and  
employment protection. 

Although I could provide a detailed explanation     
of how the tax and benefits system works, it is more         

 
important that I explain an ideology carried by the 
Swedish people that allows for such a system: “Lagom.” 
The concept of Lagom is hard to explain, as it doesn’t 
have a direct translation.  The best description our pro-
fessors were able to surmise was “Enough.”  The people 
of Sweden share an understanding that if everyone 
gives enough, then all of society will have enough.  It is 
not a concept of wealth redistribution, but a one of so-
cial  security and care for the other.  Stemming from a 
tumultuous history of social stratification where com-
munities were ravaged by extreme poverty and social 
immobility, Lagom became a national rally cry for jus-
tice.  After the transition to a social democracy, the rally 
cry pattered into a common ethos for the Swedish peo-
ple ensuring provision for all.  

The social benefits characteristic of the Swedish 
Social Democracy, such as free higher education, serves 
the State as much as its people.  Removing the financial 
barriers to education ensures that access is granted to 
all who are capable and willing to pursue it.  The result 
is a well-educated population who go on to be produc-
tive professionals.  As productive professionals, they 
pay into the tax system with every paycheck earned.  
Even during periods of unemployment, individuals are 
contributing into a system from which they are directly 
benefiting.  As one Uppsala University student ex-
plained, citizens do not mind contributing to the social 
system through hefty taxes because they have confi-
dence that equal benefits will always be available to 
them.  This student is currently reaping the benefits of 
the socialized education system with full awareness that 
soon she will be contributing to the future education of 
those younger than she.  

This class experience did not simply entail absorb-
ing information about higher education and social poli-
cies in a different context; it was an invitation to see the 
world through a different perspective by interacting 
with key stakeholders. During class sessions I often 
found myself considering how particular elements of 
Sweden’s social democracy would translate to America.  
It was frustrating to realize that many attractive        
elements would be near impossible to enact here.  And 
while I could overlook what is before me and try to 
solve social policy conundrums of America in light of 
my new understandings on the social democracy 
model, it would be a mistake to miss the beauty of sim-
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ply embracing a different perspective, even if it is 
purely for academic exercises.  

Experiential classes like SDAD 584 are effective 
because they immerse students in a new setting to pro-
vide a tangible context for understanding complex con-
cepts.  I could read about the history of the Swedish 
people and their transition to a social democracy, but 
spending time in discussions with Swedish students to 
hear their opinions on social policies forces a deeper 
interaction with the material.  I could examine charts 
on Swedish demographic shifts in the past 30 years, but 
this data will not explain how the new tensions around 
racial and ethnic diversity have shifted educational pol-
icy.  I could have studied Swedish cultural texts and 
never come across the concept of Lagom.   

The required and elected experiences within a 
study abroad class such as SDAD 584 give depth to 
course information through first-hand observation, 
interaction, and reflection. Experiential education oc-
curs as students interact with elements of a new culture 
in a real life context.  By examining Sweden’s political 
and educational systems, my classmates and I were bet-
ter able to understand the rationale behind the admin-
istrative systems, the students’ experience, and the 
State’s support for higher education at Uppsala Univer-
sity.  Studying on site in Uppsala was not just a great 
vacation or travel experience in Sweden.  Our time 
there provided an interactive setting to facilitate a 
deeper learning than could have occurred by staying on 
campus in Seattle. 
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My Professional Philosophy:  
A Learner’s Manifesto on Higher Education Student Development 

Lindsey M. Pierce 

 
This personal professional philosophy for student 
development administration discusses the pur-
pose of education and student affairs work, with 
an emphasis on social justice and students’ holis-
tic welfare. Initiating dialogue, considering the 
environment, and individualizing are among the 
approaches discussed for practicing student de-
velopment effectively. Lifelong learning is also 
addressed as a central component of the profes-
sional philosophy, which includes professional 
development and reflection/evaluation. The essay 
concludes with a conversation about student    
affairs practitioners’ role as crisis managers.  
 

Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-
students and the students-of-the-teacher 
cease to exist and a new term emerges: 
teacher-student with student-teachers…
They become jointly responsible for a proc-
ess in which all grow. (Freire, 1970, p. 61). 

 
One thing I know for sure is that I am going to 

be a student for life. I want to always embrace the 
blurry line between educator and student, which 
seems to characterize most learning experiences. 
In this professional manifesto, the themes of life-
long learning, social justice, holistic development, 
context, dialogue, and reflection all emerge, 
among others, in my discussion of higher educa-
tion student development. First, I outline my own 
understanding of education and the role that stu-
dent development professionals play in it. Then, I 
summarize significant approaches student affairs 
educators might take to fulfill their role in educa-
tion. Finally, I suggest strategies for ensuring our 
own lifelong learning as professionals and discuss 
the factors that distinguish us from other educa-
tors.  
 

Education and the Role of Student            
Development Professionals 

 

 
The Purpose of Education 
 

My education has defined my personal identity 
in so many ways that I often perceive myself as 
inseparable from it (I learn, therefore I am). From 
a very young age, I was told that becoming well-
educated was one of the most important things I 
could achieve in life, and it was frequently sold to 
me as the catch-all key to success and happiness. 
Now, as a graduate student, I still believe educa-
tion serves myriad purposes, being a social institu-
tion more influential than most; however, I also 
have come to associate it with more specific mean-
ings, which inform my role as a continuing stu-
dent, as well as a developing professional.  

The Jesuit educational tradition has had a   
significant impact on my personal philosophies, as 
part of a broader Catholic education. I spent most 
of elementary, middle, and high school in Catholic 
schools and then attended Gonzaga University for 
my first two years of college. As a Jesuit institu-
tion, Gonzaga offered an explicit philosophy of 
educating the whole person and creating humanis-
tic people for others (Mission Statement, 2011), 
which was ultimately instrumental in drawing me 
to Seattle University (SU). At SU, a social justice-
centered education is a goal that is taken very seri-
ously. Stringer and Swezey (2006) posit, “[T]he 
purpose of this mission-based education is to form 
men and women for others and to prepare gradu-
ates ‘to be leaders in service, men and women of 
competence, conscience, and compassionate com-
mitment’ (Duminuco, 2000, p. 155)” (p. 183). In-
deed, I believe that an education that does not 
hold the betterment of society and the formation 
of ethical practitioners at its core is a hollow one.  

Yet, as close to my heart as the Jesuit philoso-
phy is, I find that many secular organizations have 
just as much to offer in defining the purpose of 
education. I spent my third and fourth years of 
college at Portland State University (PSU), where I 
graduated with degrees in Sociology and Women’s 



 

  Studies. The university’s motto, “Let knowledge 
serve the city,” clearly emphasizes civic engage-
ment as a primary focus for their students 
(Portland State University Mission, 2011). This, 
coupled with the humanistic and progressive aims 
of the social sciences, further solidified my associa-
tion between education and the greater good of 
humanity. Just as the Jesuits urge students to ask: 
“For whom?” and “For what?” in their acquisition 
of knowledge (Spohn, as cited in Stringer & 
Swezey, 2006, p. 185), my secular, liberal, and 
largely feminist mentors and peers convinced me 
that the purpose of my educational path was to 
learn how to create social change.  

For these reasons, The Student Personnel 
Point of View (1949), though somewhat anti-
quated, resonates with me in its evaluation of the    
purpose of higher education. According to its     
authors, “The central purpose of higher education 
is the preservation, transmittal, and enrichment of 
culture by means of instruction, scholarly work, 
and scientific research” (p. 17). Additionally, they 
identify education as a vehicle for a fuller realiza-
tion of democracy, a means of cross-cultural un-
derstanding and partnership, and a catalyst for 
creative imagination and trained intelligence to 
the solution of social problems. To me, this state-
ment is a fairly comprehensive appraisal of the   
significance of education—especially at the post-
secondary level.  
 
The Role of Student Development  
Professionals 
 

The question for my professional path in stu-
dent development then becomes: What role does 
student affairs play in higher education? Cowley 
(1983) provides one of the most condensed an-
swers to this question, saying, “Personnel work 
constitutes all activities undertaken or sponsored 
by an educational institution, aside from curricular 
instruction, in which the student’s personal devel-
opment is the primary concern” (as cited in Rhati-
gan, 2009, p.13).  Broad as it may seem, I think the 
very nature of student affairs is interdisciplinary 
and ever-expanding. It requires viewing the stu-
dent as a whole person, rather than simply a de-
pository for knowledge. Therefore, student affairs 
professionals are responsible, along with the stu-
dent, for nurturing not only intellectual develop-
ment, but also social, emotional, physical, and 
spiritual development (The Student Personnel, 
1949). Student affairs work inevitably comes in 
many different forms, but it must always prioritize 
the holistic welfare of students.  

For me, an essential component of student  
affairs is providing focused support to marginal-
ized student populations. This may include stu-
dents of color, transfer/commuter students, 
LGBTQ students, students with disabilities, low-
income students, or any other cross-section whose 
needs and interests have been historically and  
systematically overlooked. I intend to consistently 
put this at the fore of my work as both a student 
and educator. As Freire (1970) theorizes, a peda-
gogy that does not begin with the oppressed has no 
potential to end oppression. Furthermore, if one of 
the primary purposes of education is to enact    
social justice, as in Jesuit and other philosophies, 
it follows that student development educators 
should intentionally partner with marginalized 
students to advance their holistic development.   

Part of advancing students’ holistic develop-
ment is employing individualization, as well as 
macro-level perspectives, when considering their 
needs and interests (The Student Personnel, 
1949). In other words, overarching stereotypes or 
group characteristics should not get in the way of 
acknowledging the unique background of an indi-
vidual who may belong to that group. I find indi-
vidualization to be a vital skill for student develop-
ment professionals to have because just as no two 
students will be exactly the same, nor will any two 
institutions of higher education.  

Because no two colleges or universities are  
exactly alike and student populations are always 
changing over time, it is a primary concern of stu-
dent development professionals to understand 
how to “reach” students with differing needs and 
expectations. A good starting point in addressing 
this concern is a return to the idea that student 
development must be student-centered. This 
means that students must be given opportunities 
to direct their own learning and development,   
according to what is meaningful to them. It may 
come in the form of student-led groups and pro-
grams, forums for them to evaluate the effective-
ness of certain programs or suggest new ones, or 
questionnaires regarding their experiences with 
various campus services. The Student Personnel 
Point of View (1949) highlights the importance of 
ensuring “progressive program development” (p. 
33), with a concluding emphasis on the necessity 
of ongoing research in the field. Agreeably, re-
search and assessment conducted by student     
affairs educators should be continually used to  
ensure that programming is effective and appro-
priate for the target population. 

The Jesuit approach to student develop-  
ment also encourages evaluative measures, with       
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  a focus on contemplative reflection, in addition to          
research. It urges us to regularly practice a reflec-
tive mindset, acknowledging both the positive and 
negative impacts of our daily work and keeping 
ourselves open to changing purposes and goals. 
The Jesuit philosophy also embraces that student 
populations are diverse and that “successful ser-
vices and programs are analyzed for why they work 
and how they can be replicated” (Stringer & 
Swezey, 2006, p. 190). Such routine reflection and 
analysis are crucial in serving students both as 
groups and as individuals.  
 

Approaches to Being a Professional and  
Educator 

 
Dialogue 
 

Given the aims of student development, there 
are certain approaches student affairs educators 
should take to fulfill their role in education. A good 
place for us to start in approaching any educa-
tional objective is to engage in dialogue with oth-
ers. This entails the mutual sharing of ideas and 
experiences in order to create shared meaning. 
Freire (1970) argues that dialogue requires the 
educator to have faith in the student’s ability to 
contribute meaning, saying, “without this faith in 
people,   dialogue is a farce which inevitably de-
generates into paternalistic manipulation” (p. 72). 
To me, this concept of having faith in the learner is        
extremely profound. Without it, educators shoul-
der the burden of students’ development and si-
multaneously permit students’ disengagement—
neither of which are useful strategies.  
 
Social Justice 
 

When it comes to fostering humanistic values, 
appreciation for social justice, and cross-cultural 
understanding and partnership in students, it is 
essential to discuss issues of power, privilege, and 
oppression in and out of the classroom. For exam-
ple, these discussions are especially imperative 
when educating students about cultural diversity. 
It is not enough to simply share facts about differ-
ent cultures in a history class or multicultural    
celebration; rather, these facts must be accompa-
nied by a discussion of how members of these    
cultures interact to either promote or inhibit social 
justice (Broido, 2004).  Furthermore, it is increas-
ingly necessary to de-dichotomize oppression 
when having such discussions, moving beyond an 
assumption that one either oppresses or is op-
pressed. This dichotomy does not reflect the multi-

tude of identities held by each individual, which 
may afford or negate privilege in different contexts 
(Laker & Davis, 2009).  
 

Environment 
  

On the matter of context, student affairs prac-
titioners must remember the environment in 
which they work when helping guide students’  
development. All institutions possess different  
cultures and climates, which may yield certain 
strategies more appropriate than others. Student 
development educators must learn how to push for 
changes in programming, curriculum, institutional 
structure, etc. while respecting the limitations of 
the school’s mission and philosophy. Although 
progress is crucial, so is consistency. Kuh (2009) 
articulates that when an institution’s mission is 
unclear or loosely upheld, students, staff, and fac-
ulty alike become disillusioned with the campus 
culture. In my current position as the program  
assistant for Student Success Services at North  
Seattle Community College (NSCC), I have en-
countered inconsistencies between the macro phi-
losophy of the college and the micro practices of 
my department. Working in the Women’s Center, I 
have noticed that most written descriptions of the 
program’s services claim to be open to “both men 
and women.” While this seems noble, it does not 
explicitly include students who may embody gen-
der-variant identities. I have begun the process of 
rewriting these descriptions to instead read, “open 
to students of all gender identities,” as it is more 
consistent with the actual goals of the Women’s 
Center, as well as the college’s non-discrimination 
policy, which now includes “gender identity” 
among its protected statuses.  

There have also been instances in my work in 
which I have had to acknowledge that certain 
changes are not realistic. PSU has a great 
Women’s Resource Center, with a strong presence 
on campus and diverse, progressive programming. 
I have tried to use it as a model for the Women’s 
Center at NSCC, following a strategy recom-
mended by other student affairs professionals 
(Kezar, 2009), but it seems the two institutions 
have too many structural discrepancies for this to 
be practical. Reminding myself that progress is 
contextual, I am now taking baby steps to improve 
the quality of services provided by NSCC’s 
Women’s Center. I am also looking for ways to in-
crease partnership with other program areas 
within the college to  create a more cohesive and 
unified approach to meeting students’ holistic 
needs.  
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Individualization 

While much of student affairs work involves 
interaction with groups and addressing issues at 
the conceptual level, it is often the day-to-day    
interaction with individuals that matters the most 
in achieving the goals of education. This is espe-
cially true for student development practitioners 
whose work is heavily comprised of one-on-one 
communication with students. Consequently, 
identifying tactics for individualized student devel-
opment is vital. I find listening actively and ac-
knowledging students’ experiences and perspec-
tives is always a sound foundation for any type of 
dialogue. I have also learned that adopting a 
method of empowerment, rather than rescuing or 
taking over, is most effective in helping students 
take charge of their education and development. 
This hearkens back to the importance of having 
faith in the learner, i.e. trusting in their desire and 
capability to seek out resources to help themselves  
succeed. Empowering students is especially en-
twined in the work I do, as I frequently provide 
resource referral to students in crisis. My empathy 
for them often makes it tempting to take over the 
task of seeking out appropriate help to improve 
their situations, but I must remember that my role 
is to be an advocate, rather than a rescuer.  

Another appropriate method in educating at 
the individual level is to avoid making too many 
assumptions about a person’s social location and 
experiences. It is often necessary to generalize the 
experiences of groups for the purposes of address-
ing their needs at the systematic level, but student 
development practitioners must remember to be 
inquisitive about students’ personal perspectives. 
In some cases, this may literally come in the form 
of asking them what their personal preferences 
and identifications are. For example, Wilson’s 
(1999) research suggests that students who em-
body a multiracial identity dislike when others  
assume they are monoracial and treat them ac-
cordingly. Instead, they may appreciate being 
asked how they identify, provided it is relevant to 
the matter at hand. Phrasing this question sensi-
tively is key, as opposed to asking the too-familiar, 
“What are you?” (Wilson, 1999, p. 131), but it 
should not be considered taboo to have these con-
versations.   
 
Modeling Behavior 
 

In adopting such strategies, student affairs 
staff and administrators are modeling the behavior 
they want to see students exhibit. Students may 

not immediately warm up to new perspectives or 
self-advocacy, especially if they have a history of 
being sheltered or enabled. However, profession-
als must “hold each other compassionately ac-
countable in order to model the change we wish to 
experience” (Laker & Davis, 2009, p. 250), which 
is especially important in creating multi-culturally 
competent campus environments.  
 
Expectations 
 

Because student development is co-created by 
educators and students themselves—dialogical in 
nature—what can we reasonably expect from one 
another? According to Kuh, Lyons, Miller, & 
Trowe 1995), students should reasonably expect to 
receive a mission-driven education whose vision is 
consistent throughout all program areas, but 
which also takes a contextual approach to enacting 
best practices. They should expect to be treated as 
individuals with unique backgrounds and ought to 
be given appropriate accessibility to important 
resources on campus. In turn, educators should 
reasonably expect that students will take charge of 
their own learning and development, maximizing 
on opportunities given to them. They should     
expect students to be resourceful and proactive, 
providing both positive and critical feedback when 
necessary to enhance campus services. Finally, 
educators should also expect students to under-
stand and respect the context of their college envi-
ronment and abide by the policies and procedures 
established to help them succeed.  

 
Approaches to Lifelong Learning 

 
Being a Lifelong Learner 
 

In my introduction to this manifesto, I af-
firmed that I intend to be a “student for life.” This 
seems to be a common thread in my thought proc-
ess around student affairs professional practice, 
but what does being a lifelong learner actually   
entail? In my perspective, it is a combination of 
keeping an open mind, engaging in professional 
development opportunities, and reflecting regu-
larly upon my own values and the effectiveness 
with which I exemplify them.  

Part of keeping an open mind is recognizing 
that we do not know everything. Though this tenet 
sounds simplistic and obvious, it is important to 
hold strongly to it because not doing so closes the 
door to continued learning. As Komives and Car-
penter (2009) attest, “paradoxically, we build our 
capacity when we admit we do not know some-
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  thing and we have the efficacy to know we can 
learn it” (p. 371). Therefore, being realistic about 
our lack of knowledge in certain areas is healthy, 
so long as it is accompanied by a confidence in and 
commitment to our ability to learn more.  
 
Professional Development 
 

One of the easiest ways to commit to lifelong 
learning is to join professional development asso-
ciations in the field of student affairs. These pro-
vide both general and specialized opportunities to 
learn about the latest issues in student develop-
ment, approach them in professionally competent 
and effective ways, and seek support from other 
professionals in similar lines of work (Evans & 
Ranero, 2009). I am currently a member of both 
NASPA and ACPA, the generalist student develop-
ment associations. My involvement in these asso-
ciations right now is minimal, but in the future, I 
plan to attend regional conferences, at the least, as 
well as join a specialty association for my specific 
program area (yet to be determined). 
 
Reflection and Evaluation 
 

Reflection, the other essential component of 
being a lifelong learner, can be accomplished in a 
variety of ways. It may take the form of completing 
the Jesuit “examen” on a routine basis or infor-
mally thinking back on the challenges and suc-
cesses of the day. It should also take the form of 
organized evaluation, implementing certain tools 
to gauge the effectiveness of one’s work. Evaluative 
measures should address questions like: Does my 
approach to this situation or issue yield the results 
I intended? How can I improve or maintain my 
strategies to achieve the intended goals? (Komives 
& Carpenter, 2009). Reflection and evaluation in 
professional practice are a means of affecting   
continued learning for the practitioner, while si-
multaneously striving to satisfy the needs and ex-
pectations of the students we serve.  
 
Support and Responsibility 
 

Being a “student for life” is so important that 
we must question how much of our professional 
development is our responsibility alone and how 
much of it we can reasonably expect others to pro-
vide and support. Due to the fact that professional 
development is a primary goal within the field, I 
think it is reasonable to expect that my current and 
future employers, educators, and colleagues show 
support for my endeavors in this area. For exam-

ple, I expect that my supervisor will approve a day 
off from work so I can attend the Oregon Women 
in Higher Education conference at PSU this Janu-
ary. I also recognize that I have a level of personal 
responsibility for pursuing professional develop-
ment opportunities. This may mean that I take the 
initiative to seek them externally if my workplace 
does not sufficiently promote them internally 
(Komives & Carpenter, 2009). 

 
What Makes Student Development  

Practitioners Different 
 
Interdisciplinary Work 
 

Although I see lifelong learning and profes-
sional development as imperative for all vocations, 
one might argue they are especially germane to 
student affairs because of the holistic and interdis-
ciplinary nature of the field. In this way, student 
development practitioners are fairly different from 
other educators. That is, our guiding moral pur-
pose is the holistic welfare of students (Dalton, 
Crosby, Valente, & Eberhardt, 2009), not just their 
intellectual growth. Because holistic development 
relies on an array of services and program areas—
sometimes very different from one another—our 
professional population is comprised of diverse 
people with varying areas of expertise. For exam-
ple, residence life, multicultural affairs, advising, 
and food services are all housed under the student 
affairs umbrella, even though their functional  
similarities may be few. Nevertheless, our over-
arching goals are the same, so we must find ways 
to stay connected. Participating in professional 
development opportunities or forging cross-
departmental collaboration can increase our 
awareness of the unique issues occurring in spe-
cializations with which we are less familiar, as well 
as how to deal with them.  
 
Crisis Management 
  

Another aspect of student affairs distinguish-
ing us from other educators is that, due to the   
interdisciplinary character of our work and our 
student-centered focus, we are called upon to    
respond as leaders in times of crisis (Miser & 
Cherrey, 2009). Intimidating though it may be, all 
student development professionals should em-
brace this role. But how?  
 Planning. As Miser and Cherrey (2009) 
outline, it is important to develop a plan in antici-
pation of plausible crises and to practice that plan 
to ensure its competent execution. These plans 
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  should be informed by institutional policies and 
should anticipate potential fiscal, legal, or techni-
cal roadblocks that may occur. Naturally, student 
affairs administrators bear a larger share of re-
sponsibility in post-crisis leadership because of 
their experience and standing in the institution. 
However, practitioners in each program area 
should consider how they can best support stu-
dents, community members, and other staff given 
their resources and training. Ultimately, student 
affairs professionals must look for the silver lining 
in times of crisis: crediting themselves for doing 
their best in a chaotic and confusing situation and 
seeking to learn from mistakes that may have been 
made in the process (Miser & Cherrey, 2009).  

Communicating. Consistent and asser-
tive communication is one of the most valuable 
strategies for creating order during crisis. Some-
times just providing thorough updates or listening 
to the way someone else is feeling makes a huge 
difference. As many college student personnel 
might confirm, the quality of communication im-
plemented before, during, and after a crisis can 
either make or break the effectiveness of the over-
all response (Miser & Cherrey, 2009). Certain un-
fortunate events occur, which may affect the cam-
pus community at large, or may only affect a few 
individuals. Common examples of these would be 
student deaths, protests/demonstrations, or natu-
ral disasters. No matter the scale, there will be  
students, and staff for that matter, who search for 
meaning amid the crisis. 

Transforming. While no easy answers 
exist, leaders in student development might con-
sider adopting a transitional or transformative  
approach in responding to their constituents’ 
search for meaning during a crisis. This consists of 
first acknowledging the sober reality of the situa-
tion and how it is affecting people on individual 
and community levels. Then, all those affected by 
the crisis should attempt to return to a normal 
state of affairs, with the knowledge that it will be a 
“new normal.” Finally, any necessary changes 
should be made to policies, procedures, or preven-
tion efforts in order to reflect what was learned 
during the crisis. Eventually, those involved will be 
able to start anew and look back on the experience 
as transformative, rather than simply defeating 
(Miser & Cherrey, 2009). 
 

Conclusion 
 

My professional philosophy as a developing 
student affairs practitioner is still a work in pro-
gress. In the spirit of my affinity for being an eter-

nal student, I can confidently say that it will al-
ways be so. However, I intend to continue inter-
preting higher education as a means of affecting 
both personal and social change. I also intend to 
define student affairs as a means of educating the 
whole person, with a special emphasis on reaching 
out to marginalized students. I know that I will not 
be successful in serving students if I do not treat 
them as individuals who are capable of co-
directing their own development. This necessitates 
my openness to ongoing educational opportunities 
as a professional, as well as participation in re-
search and reflective practice. I look forward to 
refining my philosophies through further experi-
ence in the field, with the core values of lifelong 
learning, social justice, holistic development, con-
text, dialogue, and reflection in mind. 
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Moments of Growth: 
A Personal Reflection on the SDA Program Themes 

Emily Fogg 

 
Graduate school is a time of growth and change 
for many people and as such, also an important 
time to reflect. Seattle University’s Student Devel-
opment Administration (SDA) program asks its 
students to apply their in-class learning to out of 
class experiences. The SDA program has four 
themes which it uses as a foundation for prepar-
ing their students for work in the field of higher 
education: (1) understanding students; (2) un-
derstanding and fostering diversity; (3) ethics 
and values; and (4) environment and culture. 
Using these four program themes, the author 
shares moments of personal growth and change 
throughout the past two years while also explor-
ing the view the author has on the student affairs 
profession.  
 

Transition has never been my gift. While I can 
adapt to change and adjust as needed, I tend to 
take more time to become fully open and comfort-
able. Transition becomes particularly difficult for 
me when I am confronted with many new things 
at once. Therefore, it came as no surprise that the 
transition to Seattle and the Seattle University 
(SU) Student Development Administration (SDA) 
Program was not easy for me. I struggled being in 
a new city, away from friends and family, I strug-
gled with learning to embrace my independence, 
and I struggled with the rigors of balancing a 
graduate assistantship and graduate coursework. 
However, over the past two years I have chal-
lenged myself and grown in a multitude of ways, 
both personally and professionally. I believe that 
my understanding of the four primary SDA pro-
gram themes demonstrates that growth and pro-
vides me with a unique foundation as I prepare to 
enter the world as a student affairs professional. 
These themes include: understanding students, 
understanding and fostering diversity, ethics and 
values, and environment and culture. 
 

Understanding Students 

 

I believe that understanding students is the 
foundation of our profession. During the past two 
years, I have learned that it is our job as practitio-
ners to be both challenged and inspired by    stu-
dents. I also believe the program theme of    un-
derstanding students is defined by how well we 
provide students with opportunities to be their 
best and most authentic selves. It is when students 
truly feel comfortable and open to be who they are 
that we can see and attempt to better comprehend 
their desires and needs while also meeting their 
expectations. To understanding students means to 
understand the different dimensions of them. Pay-
ing attention to who they are academically, so-
cially, emotionally, as well as physically, are just a 
few dimensions that I believe constitute a part of 
this complex theme. 

I have always enjoyed Baxter Magolda’s theory 
of self-authorship (Evans, Forney, & Guido, 2010), 
and I feel that I view this theory from a more di-
verse perspective than I did at the start of my 
graduate education. Baxter Magolda’s theory of 
self-authorship is directly connected to the theme 
of understanding students because she asks the 
central question, “Who am I?” Students go 
through numerous issues, transitions, and discov-
eries during their college years, many of which are 
centered on this question. Baxter Magolda pro-
vides practitioners with a guide to help provide 
support for students going through the process of 
learning how to articulate who they are and who 
they want to become. Similarly, Kolb’s experiential 
learning theory focuses on how students compre-
hend the world around them and take in informa-
tion (Evans, Forney, & Guido, 2010). This process 
is different for everyone and impacts both stu-
dents and student affairs practitioners. Under-
standing students was clearly demonstrated to   
me through many classes: in Foundations of     
Student Affairs Practice, where we learned about 
the Millennial Generation; in Student Develop-
ment Theory and Practice, where we utilized our      
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  comprehension of students by helping further the 
Seattle University Youth Initiative on campus; and 
in Multicultural Perspectives, where we looked at 
our own identities and reflected on how they im-
pact the work we do with students.  These oppor-
tunities provided me with many moments of 
growth and change as I became more aware of my 
most salient identities and acknowledged my own 
privilege.  

During my Association of College and Univer-
sity Housing Officers-International (ACUHO-I) 
internship at the Colorado School of Mines 
(Mines), I not only had to utilize my knowledge of 
Millennial students and theories discussed in 
class, but I also needed to understand how a spe-
cific institution attracts a particular type of stu-
dent. Being able to assess the needs of students 
through multiple lenses provided me with the op-
portunity and the confidence to use my classroom 
knowledge and put it into practice.  

Through my experiences, the implications that 
I see for future professional practice include the 
following: allow the student to find the solution; 
treat each student as an individual; and give stu-
dents the opportunities to lead without micro-
managing them. As a practitioner, I realize that I 
am to serve as a guide and mentor on one level as 
well as a leader and supervisor on another. I see 
the importance of balancing these roles in order to 
gain critical knowledge in understanding students 
from multiple perspectives.  
 

Understanding and Fostering Diversity 
 

I believe that diversity means something dif-
ferent to everyone. Therefore, being able to both 
understand and foster it in a way that is meaning-
ful to many people can be quite difficult. In my 
opinion, understanding and fostering diversity can 
be defined as assessing the needs of every identity 
within an institution’s population while also seek-
ing ways to create environments where students, 
faculty, and staff can feel safe and comfortable 
within their community. Because diversity is both 
complex and personal, there are many dimensions 
that comprise it. However, I think the main di-
mensions of understanding and fostering diversity 
include, but are not limited to, intent versus im-
pact, turning words into actions, and increasing 
self-awareness and multicultural competency. 
Turning words into actions was a particularly eye-
opening concept for me because I learned that do-
ing so can be both positive and negative.  

Particularly throughout the past two years, I 
have found Delgado’s (2001) Critical Race Theory 

to have an especially relevant and salient connec-
tion to our profession. Delgado speaks about how 
racism is engrained in our society and even though 
we may be aware of this, we choose to not do any-
thing to stop or hinder it. The idea that racism is a 
choice really impacted me because I realized that 
by not doing something to hinder racism, I am 
only perpetuating it further. Since realizing this 
fact, I have made the decision to be an ally and 
educate others and myself, rather than sitting on 
the sidelines and simply observing injustice. I be-
lieve Tinto’s (1988) Theory of Student Departure 
is also relevant because it looks at the reasons stu-
dents choose to depart from an institution or 
higher education all together. Often times stu-
dents choose to leave because they feel alienated 
or outnumbered. This is not acceptable. As practi-
tioners, we are responsible for making sure all stu-
dents feel safe to be who they are. They should not 
be fearful when they choose to be themselves. The 
course, Multicultural Perspectives, allowed me to 
grow as a professional as it emphasized how our 
identity perception varies from student to student, 
and therefore, impacts how we interact with them. 
Student Development Theory and Practice pro-
vided me with an opportunity to challenge and 
question why institutions talk about diversity but 
so often choose not to put their words into action. 
These two classes further reinforced my initial re-
action that not doing anything to stop racism is 
just as bad as racism itself.  

As a university conduct officer at SU, I meet 
with a variety of students to discuss their actions 
and behavior. When meeting with a student for a 
conduct hearing, I am required to look at all di-
mensions of the student while both observing and 
evaluating how their identities may impact their 
experience within the hearing. In addition, I also 
have to be aware that the perceptions the student 
and I have of one another may be completely dif-
ferent from the perceptions we have of ourselves. 
That being said, the primary implications I see for 
future professional practice include knowing your 
own values and triggers, speaking up about injus-
tices you see, naming judgments when they occur, 
and owning up to your own privilege. Though it 
has taken me a while to feel comfortable with 
these ideas and concepts, I feel that I have grown 
tremendously, as I am now able to demonstrate 
them on a fairly regular basis. These implications 
have become habits that I hope to exhibit to others 
in an open and effective manner in my profes-
sional practice and beyond.  
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  Ethics and Values 
 

“Ethics and values” is a theme that contains 
complex dimensions. What one person values may 
not be the same as another, and choices viewed as 
ethical in one part of the world may be seen as   
unethical in another. So how do we balance our 
differences? Ethics and values are part of everyday 
life, and therefore, are engrained into who we are 
at our core. I have learned that I must always take 
the time to consider how my own ethics and values 
impact others. Ethics can be defined as a set of  
cultural expectations that those who are part of 
that culture usually intend to follow. In contrast, 
values tend to pertain to one’s personal views and 
opinions. As ethics and values fall on such a broad 
spectrum, I have learned the importance of first 
seeking to understand an individual before judging 
or making assumptions about their ethics and val-
ues. I believe ethics and values are at the root of 
who we are, where we have come from, and where 
we plan to go. It is this idea that has helped shape 
my understanding of how I approach students and 
staff when dealing with ethical and values-based 
dilemmas.  

Ethics and values are complicated and difficult 
because of how variant they are among individu-
als. However, being able to learn about them 
through multiple lenses provided me with a great 
deal of opportunity for growth. Perry’s theory of 
intellectual and ethical development clearly out-
lines the stages students move through regarding 
ethical situations (Evans, Forney, & Guido, 2010). 
I often see students struggling with being able to 
move past the dualistic stage of “black versus 
white” and “right versus wrong,” and into the mul-
tiplistic stage, which involves a significant amount 
of gray area. In my experience, I have also found 
that students struggle most frequently with their 
own values (and whether or not they are ethical) 
because they fear the unknown. My academic in-
ternship provided me with the opportunity to con-
duct an ethical interview with a practitioner in the 
field and brought the issue of student development 
to light. I was able to take my understanding of 
ethics and values and use it to evaluate the situa-
tion and the decision that was made. This process 
allowed me to receive an outside perspective and 
to look at the decisions of another individual, de-
termining how that individual’s ethics and values 
were revealed in the process and how their choices 
may differ from my own.  

Additionally, it seems that confidentiality has 
become a very common issue within higher educa-
tion. In my assistantship, I have been confronted 

with situations that have challenged me to ques-
tion the motives behind Family Educational 
Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), as well as what 
departments on campus seem to be “exempt” 
from confidentiality agreements. Hearings with 
students are strictly confidential, yet certain de-
partments and committees, such as Counseling 
and Psychological Services (CAPS) or the Stu-
dents of Concern Committee (SOCC), are often 
given information from these meetings. I previ-
ously struggled with the concept of confidential-
ity, but now I have a better understanding of the 
reasoning behind the gray portion of this concept. 
As practitioners, we need to continue to work to-
gether to provide safe and healthy environments 
for our students, as resources such as CAPS and 
SOCC do.  

The primary implications I see for future pro-
fessional practice include realizing your impact, 
thinking through before making your next move, 
and not making assumptions about others or 
situations until facts are shared (if allowed). 
Given my experiences, I now feel that I am not 
confident in my ability to judge when an instance 
is personal and nonnegotiable in terms of confi-
dentiality. 
 

Environment and Culture 
 

The environment and culture of an institution 
shapes its students and vice versa. This idea was 
one that I did not fully realize until my internship 
at Mines. Environment and culture are two im-
portant components of an institution and are of-
ten significant contributors to whether or not a 
student chooses to attend a particular university. 
Geographic location, size, population demo-
graphics, type, primary areas of study, mission, 
and vision, are all dimensions of institutional en-
vironment and culture and can be carried out and 
understood in a multitude of ways. My personal 
definition centers on the unique traits and char-
acteristics of an institution that make it incompa-
rable to any other. For example, I know of no 
other institution that has the traditional “M” 
Climb for its first year students the day before 
classes start. The “M” Climb at Mines is an inte-
gral and unique characteristic of the institution, 
incomparable to other schools of higher educa-
tion.  

Many would argue, and I would agree, that 
Astin’s theory of student involvement serves as a 
foundation within the field of student develop-
ment (Evans, Forney, & Guido, 2010). I think 
Astin’s theory has an obvious connection to the 
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  theme of environment and culture because it is 
centered around a student’s decision to become 
involved on his or her college campus. Opportuni-
ties to become involved are a huge component of a 
campus environment and often contribute to the 
culture created on campus. For example, an aca-
demically rigorous institution will have an ex-
tremely different feel from an institution that is 
better known for its extracurricular activities.    
Being able to reflect specifically on environment 
and culture through my internship journals 
proved to be very helpful because it gave me the 
opportunity to discern the type of institution I 
might be successful at . In addition, being able to 
discuss how important institutional type and fit 
are in the SDA Capstone class provided great     
insight into the necessity of value alignment 
within my work as a professional in higher educa-
tion.  

When I was first offered the ACUHO-I intern-
ship at Mines, I was nervous. I was not sure how I 
would do at a public institution and at an institu-
tion so academically rigorous. However, being at 
Mines gave me the opportunity to witness a 
unique institutional culture and interact with even 
more unique students. Being at a particular insti-
tution or institutional type impacts the work one 
does in a large way. It impacts how one trains 
their staff, how one supervises, how one plans, 
and how one implements change on a campus. It 
was through my experience at Mines that I was 
able to see the importance of environment and 
culture. The two most important implications that 
I see for future practice include the following:   
always remember the significance of institutional 
fit; understand the impact culture and environ-
ment can have on the implementation of policies 
at an institution; and pay attention to how the   
environment and culture impact you as an individ-
ual. Knowing what I do now, I have learned how 
necessary it is to reflect on questions such as: 
“How does this institution make me feel?”  “Does 
it challenge me?”  “Does it make me feel happy?” 
All are important components when considering 
where to serve as a student affairs professional.  
 

Concluding Thoughts 
 

Much has happened over the course of the past 
two years. I have learned a great deal about my 
profession through this program, but more impor-
tantly, I have learned a great deal about myself. 
Since entering the SDA program, I feel that I have 
grown exponentially in my understanding of the 
four primary program themes and truly believe 

that I can go forth and use my understanding of 
them in my practice as a professional within the 
field.  

The theme of understanding students started 
to become a strength of mine during my ACUHO-I 
internship. Being able to compare and contrast my 
experiences at Regis, SU, and Mines was eye-
opening and gave me great perspective on how 
important it is to let students make their own 
choices. The theme of understanding and fostering 
diversity was very present for me during my Multi-
cultural Perspectives class, as it really challenged 
me to look at my own privilege and critically think 
about why I view the world the way that I do. 
Since then, I have made it a personal goal to en-
gage in meaningful conversations with various fac-
ulty, staff, and students, and to think about how 
my identity and understanding of diversity may 
impact them.  The theme of ethics and values was 
a concept I became familiar with as soon as I 
started my graduate assistantship. However, it 
was not until my second quarter of graduate 
school that I became confident in the area of  eth-
ics and values. I was able to use the skills I learned 
in the classroom and effectively implement them 
into my work while helping students see the im-
pact that their actions can have on others and the 
greater community. Finally, the theme of environ-
ment and culture became another passion during 
my internship at Mines. I was able to see the im-
pact that differences, such as institutional type 
and  geographical location, have on an institu-
tion’s students, its values, and its overarching mis-
sion. I feel that my understanding of the four pro-
gram themes has provided me with the foundation 
I need to be a successful student affairs profes-
sional, and I am open and ready for the challenges 
that lie ahead. 
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Professional Philosophy: Education is Dialogue 
Kelli L. Muilenburg 

This paper reflects the author's personal philoso-
phy of education and is influenced extensively by 
the philosophies of Martin Buber and Paulo 
Freire. The author has chosen to use the lens of 
dialogue to focus on the nature of education and 
her role in it, her perspectives on her role as an 
educator, and her perspectives on student affairs 
educators as professionals. 
 

Education is dialogue. 
 

Jump in with both feet, hold on tight.  Turn 
around.   

Who are You?  Who am I?   
 

Education is dialogue.   
 

Teach.   
Listen.   
Learn.   

Be.   
Become.   

 
Education is dialogue.   

 
Poetry is my way of listening to myself, to my 

experiences, to my present. It is, as renowned spo-
ken word poet Sarah Kay (2011) describes in her 
TED Talk, a way to “work through what I don’t 
understand.” She continues, “I show up to each 
new poem with a backpack full of everywhere else 
that I’ve been” (Kay, 2011). Similarly, I show up to 
each new student, each new experience, and each 
new classroom with my own backpack. Stringer 
and Swezey (2006) highlight this self-
understanding as prerequisite for understanding 
Another. Who are You? Who am I? And, perhaps 
most importantly, who are We? 
 
The Nature of Education and My Role in It 

 
Education is dialogue. The educational space 

is designed and purposed to hold this dialogue, 

and it is within this dialogue that true develop-
ment, of both the student and teacher, can occur. 
The very nature of dialogue is that it not only    
requires multiple participants, but it also posi-
tions those participants in relation with each 
other. One cannot easily dialogue with oneself, nor 
does genuine dialogue exist unless participants are 
turned toward the Other. I believe that genuine 
dialogue includes the sacred space of solidarity. 
Freire (2004) describes solidarity as a “radical 
posture” and one that “requires that one enter into 
the situation of those with whom one is soli-
dary” (p. 49). Though Freire was primarily de-
scribing solidarity in an oppressor/oppressed con-
text, I believe his depiction holds true in an educa-
tional context. Educators must also “enter into the 
situation” of their students, and this type of soli-
darity can and should be “radical” (Freire, 2004, 
p. 49).   

The idea of entering into a space is a familiar 
one for me.  My belief that this in-between space 
contains the possibility for solidarity and genuine 
dialogue is rooted in a study of German philoso-
pher Martin Buber. While Freire describes enter-
ing in, Buber focuses on the act of turning. Buber 
explains that “the basic movement of dialogue is 
turning toward the other with unreserved sponta-
neity by opening to an indwelling presence be-
tween persons” (Kramer, 2003, p. 159).  Only in 
being fully turned toward the other does the possi-
bility of genuine dialogue and wholeness exist.   

Kramer (2003) describes the elements of turn-
ing as “being fully present, making the other pre-
sent, obedient listening, affirming and confirming, 
imagining the other’s side, withholding nothing, 
surrendering trustingly and being willing to 
change” (p. 161).  When these essential elements 
are present, the door is opened to genuine dia-
logue (Muilenburg, 2010, pp. 3-4).  I believe that 
when these elements are present, the door is also 
opened to education and learning.      

For Freire, this type of dialogue breaks down 
barriers as each participant turns toward the   
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  Other.  He states:  
 

Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-
students and the students-of-the-teacher 
cease to exist and a new term emerges: 
teacher-student with students-teachers. The 
teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-
teaches, but one who is himself taught in 
dialogue with the students, who in turn 
while being taught also teach (Freire, 2004, 
p. 80). 

 
What Freire describes is a constant process of 
ceasing to exist and then emerging. When I think 
of myself as an educator, it is this process that   
becomes seminal. Where must I relinquish my self
-centeredness? Where are the places where I grasp 
hold of something new?  Freire (2004) describes 
this process as one of becoming. He notes that “[e]
ducation is … constantly remade in the praxis.  In 
order to be, it must become” (Freire, 2004, p. 84). 
 

Education is dialogue. 
  Let go of one thing.  Take hold of something new. 

Grow.  Be.  Become.   
 

Education is dialogue. 
 

As a student affairs professional engaging in 
this dialogical model of education, I teach by car-
ing for students. As Rhatigan (2009) notes, “the 
intent of student affairs has always been to con-
nect people who need with people who care” (p. 
3). It is this care that drives our profession, and it 
is this care that leads to student growth and devel-
opment. I have a critical role in educating tomor-
row’s leaders, and it is often a role that does not 
involve a whiteboard, a mathematical formula, or 
a literature review. Instead, I educate when a stu-
dent approaches me to discuss a personal concern 
in the residence halls, a discouraging grade on a 
midterm exam or the joyous moment of getting 
into medical school. My care in each of these, and 
multiple other situations, reflects my intention as 
a professional. It is important to note that these 
types of dialogues are not always done aloud. I can 
care just as effectively for a student without speak-
ing a word; sometimes just a smile or a tissue 
speaks volumes and can prompt a student to seek 
new growth. 

One of the main reasons I entered this profes-
sion was my desire to walk alongside students in 
moments of great joy and great sorrow. These  
crucial transitional years of higher education fos-
ter the kind of identity development that the Na-

tional Association of Student Personnel Adminis-
trators, as cited in Stringer and Swezey (2006), 
describes as “including but not limited to cogni-
tive, affective, behavioral and spiritual develop-
ment” (p. 184). I count myself privileged to engage 
with students in this type of development; I am 
humbled knowing that I am walking alongside  
tomorrow’s leaders.   

As an educator, I am creating new leaders, and 
it is my hope that even a sliver of my work can  
influence a student to chase after a dream, explore 
the world, or become a teacher for someone else. 
The work I do today has lasting impact; the ripples 
reach farther than I can even imagine. 

 
Walk alongside. 

Jump in, both feet now. 
Education is dialogue. 

Start talking. 
 

As noted above, dialogue requires multiple 
participants. So where are today’s students, and 
how do I, as a student affairs professional, enter 
into their space? One of the key facets of today’s 
educational milieu is that students show up on 
campus and in my office with their own back-
packs—literally and figuratively—full of experi-
ences and knowledge. As cited by Wilson (2004), 
Chickering and Gamson note that “students reap 
greater benefits when they engage with material, 
relate it to their experiences and apply it to their 
lives” (p. 61). If I can assist students in relating 
something new to an experience they have brought 
into the space, greater learning has the possibility 
of occurring. And learning, rather than teaching, 
has become the focus (Wilson, 2004). Determin-
ing how this shift plays out in a student affairs 
context may require professionals to think more 
abstractly. I consider it part of my job, then, to 
provide students with the tools to best prepare 
them for success. As a student affairs professional, 
I am the best educator I can be when I provide 
tools, not easy answers.   

The flip side to this process is that I, as an edu-
cator, must hold my students accountable. The 
Millennial Generation has been described as one 
desiring structure and clearly-communicated ex-
pectations (DeBard, 2004). This generation’s stu-
dents have gained confidence by achieving both 
academically and socially in the past. The struc-
ture and expectations I create serve to bolster   
student performance; however, as DeBard (2004) 
notes, students come to expect structure “because 
they do not like to work without a net” (p. 37). As 
an educator, I must determine the balance be-
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  tween meeting students where they are and main-
taining an environment of learning, not handhold-
ing. 
 

Who are You? 
Who am I? 

We are We—You and I. 
 

Together. 
In dialogue. 

 
Perspectives on My Role as an Educator 

I never wanted to be a teacher. 
Not me. 

 
I thought I’d climb the corporate ladder. 

Not a teacher—not me. 
 

But here I am, and what am I? 
A teacher.  An educator. 

 
Education is dialogue. As an educator, my job, 

responsibility, and mission are to foster dialogue 
that requires students and educators to think criti-
cally.  Education itself also requires critical think-
ing.  But, as Freire (2004) describes, “Only dia-
logue…is also capable of generating dialogue.  
Without dialogue there is no communication, and 
without communication there can be no true     
education” (pp. 92-93). Critical thinking requires 
risk-taking, critical engagement and a persistent 
grappling with difficult topics that might be easier 
to ignore. Both educators and students are called 
into this type of engagement. To invite this type of 
engagement, “faculty and student affairs staff need 
to develop settings in which students feel they 
have license to voice unpopular opinions, be    
supportively challenged, and articulate the ration-
ale for their positions” (Broido, 2004, p. 81). 

Dialogue is not limited to occurring between 
educators and students, though. Rather, dialogue 
must occur between educators as well. A univer-
sity student not only passes through a series of 
classrooms during his or her academic career, but 
also passes through student support centers, aca-
demic advising offices, fitness centers, and many 
more places. To effectively care for the whole per-
son, faculty, administrators, and staff must seek 
partnerships with one another. These partner-
ships, Kezar (2009) describes, “create a seamless 
learning environment…where institutional         
resources are marshaled and channeled to achieve 
complementary learning outcomes” (p. 409).True 
dialogue will require academic and student affairs 

professionals to engage, partner together, and 
share information in ways that genuinely and 
completely care for the student’s whole person. 

If institutions adhere to this belief about edu-
cating and caring for a student’s whole per-
son,then dialogical partnerships are a viable op-
tion. At these types of institutions, the value of 
cross-functional teams, committees, and programs 
is already recognized.  However, a more siloed in-
stitution—one whose faculty (and graduate assis-
tants) teach, whose coaches coach, and whose ad-
ministrators govern—might face difficulty imple-
menting a cross-functional, dialogical systems ap-
proach to educating its students.  Dunkle and 
Presley (2009), in their research on wellness, de-
scribe this type of systems approach as creating a 
“safety net” on campus (p. 273); I would argue 
that a systems approach can be a useful organiza-
tional structure in all areas of university life, not 
just in wellness. 
 

I never wanted to be a teacher. 
Not me. 

 
It’s time, jump in, both feet now. 

I’m an educator. 
I’m an educator? 

 
As an academic advisor, I spend my days 

meeting with students to plan their schedules, dis-
cuss academic or personal concerns, and attempt 
to make my office a safe space for genuine dia-
logue to occur.  When I listen, I participate in dia-
logue. When I advise, I participate in dialogue. I 
have found that conversations with students have 
heightened my awareness of myself as an educa-
tor. This same type of dialogue—genuine listening, 
being present, turning toward the Other—can be 
utilized when teaching student affairs matter. 
There is no set formula for teaching student affairs 
matter, but I believe my first task as an educator is 
to simply sit back and listen to a student’s story.  
To actively listen to a student allows for a relation-
ship of trust to develop, without which it is diffi-
cult to adequately create the type of educational 
space that is needed. 

Within this educational space, there must be 
questions.  What Freire (2004) describes as 
“problem-posing education” (p. 79) must exist not 
only in the classroom but also outside the class-
room and especially in the student affairs realm of 
higher education.  It is my job to encourage the 
questions and to help students make sense of their 
lives.  Critical engagement is essential in this proc-
ess; in fact, critical engagement is essential to be-
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  ing human (Freire, 2004).  Freire (2004) writes, 
“Human beings are because they are in a situa-
tion. And they will be more the more they not only 
critically reflect upon their existence but critically 
act upon it” (p. 109). To this end, I can actually 
assist students in becoming more of who they are 
by encouraging them to examine their lives and 
envision who they want to be and by providing 
guidance as they take steps to bring about that vi-
sion. 
 

Look at your life. 
Who are You? 

Are you who you want to be? 
 

Envision. 
Take a step. 

 
Are you who you want to be? 

 
Personal development is a lifelong process, 

and students’ university years are just a sliver of 
their becoming. The students with whom I inter-
act have a range of stories and concerns. One con-
cern that appears repeatedly is that of wellness.  
Dunkle and Presley (2009) describe wellness as 
including “physical, emotional, intellectual, social, 
spiritual and environmental” dimensions (p. 267).  
In just five months of advising, I have met with 
students expressing concern about all of these di-
mensions. 

As students engage in the classroom and out-
side of the classroom, they will encounter new 
questions that affect their well-being, sometimes 
positively and sometimes not so positively. For 
example, a student new to university who begins 
exploring issues of diversity and oppression may 
experience emotional and psychological responses 
to this new material (Laker & Davis, 2009).  As an 
educator, I must be cognizant of how students are 
interacting with material and be able to ade-
quately support their learning process. It must 
also be noted that, because these dimensions of 
wellness are so vast, educators must be well-
versed in the resources on their campuses. If I, as 
an advisor, feel unprepared to assist a student 
with an emotional or psychological concern, I 
need to be able to refer the student to resources 
that more appropriately meet those concerns. 

The ideas of dialoguing with students and 
striving to meet their needs are both highlighted 
by Broido as essential as educators engage with 
the Millennial Generation. She writes, “As long as 
we engage in dialogue with this increasingly di-
verse generation and make genuine efforts to meet 

their needs, it should be a productive interac-
tion” (Broido, 2004, p. 83). This productive inter-
action necessarily includes expectations students 
bring with them upon entering university. Kuh 
(2009) has written extensively on reasonable ex-
pectations and notes that “[w]hen students’ expec-
tations match their experiences in college, stu-
dents are more likely to be satisfied and persist to 
graduation” (p. 61). But, as Kuh, Lyons, Miller and 
Trow (1995) question, what are reasonable expec-
tations? 

Many of the expectations Kuh and his col-
leagues list seem commonsense. Educators should 
be available to students  and provide clear expec-
tations for student success; students should par-
ticipate in and engage with the classroom material 
and invest the necessary time to be prepared for 
classes, exams, and other graded activities (Kuh, 
et al., 1995).  Setting clear expectations can foster 
learning, as Kuh et al. (1995) reiterate: “At every 
level of education, high expectations clearly articu-
lated are essential for fostering learning. Although 
high expectations cannot assure student success, 
low expectations are almost always deleteri-
ous” (p. 11). What educators can reasonably expect 
of students, however, is that the onus is on the stu-
dent to participate, do the required work, and to 
seek assistance when needed. 

Simply stating expectations is insufficient. Kuh 
et al. (1995) challenge educators to “assiduously 
cultivate institutional norms that compel them 
and their students to expect more of each other 
and to put forth the effort needed to meet these 
expectations” (p. 9). This challenge is one that fac-
ulty and student affairs educators alike need to 
heed as we all continue to work in partnership to 
educate our  students. 
 

I never wanted to be a teacher. 
Not me. 

 
But here I am, an educator, 

Living on hopes that We—you and I— 
Can dialogue. 

 
Perspectives on Students Affairs Educators 

as Professionals 
 

Education is dialogue. 
Strive for more. 

 
Learn.  Learning is dialogue. 

 
Question. 

Grow. 
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  Be.  Become. 
Dialogue. 

 
Education is dialogue. Learning is dialogue. 

The very nature of dialogue is that it is ongoing; 
so, too, is learning an ongoing, lifelong process. 
As a student affairs professional, I must be        
engaged in an ongoing conversation with other 
professionals, educators, and experts. These nec-
essary dialogues can take on various forms,        
including mentoring relationships, social media 
interactions, professional development reading, 
and professional conferences. However, profes-
sional development is relative: what is helpful for 
me may not be helpful for another professional 
and vice versa. As Komives and Carpenter (2009) 
note, “No particular skill or knowledge set is     
appropriate or even advisable from person to per-
son. Knowledge and skills, as well as needs for 
further development, evolve for each profes-
sional” (p. 379). 

If professional development activities are 
rooted in dialogue, then understanding these    
dialogical partners is necessary. They are men-
tors—both chosen and assigned. From these 
wiser, more experienced individuals, I gain per-
spective and guidance. They are social networks—
ones I have labored to build and maintain. Social 
networking tools like Twitter, Facebook, and 
LinkedIn provide immediate, convenient ways of 
engaging the ongoing conversation with student 
affairs professionals across the country. They are 
books, articles, and blogs—each containing       
insights into the world of student affairs. Profes-
sional conferences provide space for these, and 
other, conversations to converge. New conversa-
tions begin, and the circle of dialogue grows as 
those new conversations influence mentoring   
relationships, social networks, and student affairs 
literature. 

 
It’s a cycle, dialogue.  No beginning, no 

end. 
Just a circle. 

We’re in that circle—you and me. 
Add your voice.  Dialogue. 

 
In addition to these dialogical partnerships, 

there must be some amount of self-directed learn-
ing. Staying current in student affairs literature 
can take place in a group—such as a book club—or 
on an individual level. Many associations and 
functional teams have compiled reading lists for 
student affairs professionals looking to increase 
their knowledge. A personal development plan is 

also a useful tool. A personal development plan is 
a living document and can change over time as 
experiences and knowledge are acquired (Komives 
& Carpenter, 2009). The responsibility for creat-
ing and following a personal development plan 
falls on me. My ownership also extends to the   
entire process of professional development and 
lifelong learning. 

 
We’re different, you and me. 
We’re the same, you and me. 

 
Let’s work together, you and me. 

Educate.  Engage.  Dialogue.   
 

Part of lifelong learning is gaining a better   
understanding of student affairs within the educa-
tional system. Recognizing similarities and differ-
ences between student affairs professionals and 
faculty educators is a critical piece in building 
healthy relationships. The distinguishing factors 
include subject matter foci and methods of         
instruction. Faculty specialize in areas of academic 
pursuit—history, biology, economics—whereas 
student affairs educators specialize in a student’s 
life—past, present, future. Relationships are built 
in residence halls, career offices, and wellness cen-
ters rather than in lecture halls and laboratories. 
Ellis (2009) challenges student affairs educators 
to “spend time with faculty, understand their 
fields of study, and look for areas of interest re-
lated to students” (pp. 454-455). While faculty are 
indeed concerned with a student’s grasp of aca-
demic knowledge, they are also concerned with a 
student’s well-being. Partnerships with faculty 
create greater opportunities for all educators to 
better serve students. 
  

We are all educators: 
Faculty, 

Staff, 
Student affairs professionals. 

 
Those titles don’t matter. 

Learning matters. 
Education matters. 

 
Dialogue matters. 

 
Education is dialogue.  It is both our privilege 

and our duty to join the conversation.  Our stu-
dents are waiting. 
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Continued Redemption: My Vocational Discernment 
Deanne Liu 

As a part of the author's capstone course in 
graduate school, this paper is a reflection of the 
journey towards vocational discernment and the 
outcome of the choice of Student Development 
Administration. This response is a reflection   
upon the book, Let Your Life Speak by Parker 
Palmer, and traces this author's journey from 
her difficult undergraduate experience, to her 
redemptive graduate journey, finally culminat-
ing in her first year as a professional in the field 
of Student Development at her alma mater. A 
personal journey of finding "voice" and 
"vocation" as, "the place where your deep glad-
ness and the world's deep hunger meet" (Buech-
ner, 1993). 
 

I took a leap of faith two years ago when I sat 
down to write my entry essay into the Student 
Development Program at Seattle University. I 
had been thinking for a long time about whom it 
was that God had made me to be. I had grown 
increasingly unhappy in my current job, and as I 
talked with friends about a time in which I really 
felt God’s blessing, I was sure it wasn’t while 
working in fundraising and development. I took 
some time and thought about the journey my life 
had taken. I did what Parker Palmer (2000) calls 
“listening.” He describes this idea of listening 
through vocation: 

 
Vocation does not come from willfulness. It 
comes from listening. I must listen to my 
life and try to understand what it is truly 
about—quite apart from what I would like 
it to be about—or my life will never repre-
sent anything real in the world, no matter 
howearnest my intentions. (p. 4) 

 
It was here that my journey began towards Stu-
dent Affairs. 
 

Pilgrimage 
 

Pilgrimage, as described by Palmer (2000) is, 
“the ancient tradition… ‘a transformative journey 
to a sacred center’ full of hardships, darkness, and 
peril” (p. 18). Looking back, I had no idea that my 
transformative journey would lead me down such 
winding roads of hardships. My pilgrimage started 
during my first year of college, though I did not 
know it at the time. As I started to reflect on my 
life, I thought it was funny that when I was a little 
girl, I wanted to be a teacher. When I got to       
college, I found something else that made me even 
more excited about education: campus involve-
ment. I spent the entire four years of my collegiate 
experience involved in various campus activities. I 
was Sophomore Class President, orientation 
leader, resident assistant, and a part of campus 
ministries. My education was rich because my in-
volvement allowed me to be part of a community 
and to learn more about myself while serving. At a 
school like Westmont College, “servant leader-
ship” was one of the institutional values; naturally, 
I became more invested in service. 

As I planned my senior year and spoke in more 
depth with my family, I was under pressure to find 
a good paying job, and one that would leave me 
independent of my family. I grew up in a large 
family of five, but I was the baby by 12 years. My 
family history started in Taiwan when my parents 
were wed in an arranged marriage. My father was 
a young pastor and found himself with a growing 
family of four and, from there, made the move to 
be a missionary in the Philippines. It was there 
that I was born, and in my third year of life, we 
moved to the United States. 

My family was what you called “resident 
aliens”; we were naturalized when I was about 8 or 
9 years old. Working in ministry proved to be dif-
ficult for my family. Starting new churches for my 
father had become more about community out-
reach to newer Chinese immigrants to California 
rather than building a church, which meant he 
could not adequately feed our large family. My sib-
lings who were about to enter higher education 
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  found themselves paying for college themselves, 
and I, as a young child, had to be subject to gov-
ernment subsidized cheese that I would take 
home from school, as was customary for students 
whose families were on welfare. Our life as immi-
grants in the U.S. came with much sorrow and 
needed   resilience. As many would concur, being 
a first generation American links one with the 
hope of people who come to seek a better life. My 
family was no different; as I entered my own in-
dependence from my family, their concern and 
expectation, which soon became mine, was that I 
would be as financially stable as possible as well. 
Palmer (2000) addresses expectation in stating: 
  

[As] young people, we are surrounded by 
expectations that may have little to do with 
who we really are, expectations held by 
people who are not trying to discern our 
selfhood, but fit us into slots. In families, 
schools… and religious communities, we 
are trained away from true self towards 
images of acceptability; under social pres-
sures like racism and sexism in our original 
shape is deformed beyond recognition; and 
we ourselves, driven by fear, too often be-
tray true self to gain the approval of others. 
(p. 12) 

 
Having the approval of others was a large  

reason why I sought to find a job that was re-
spectable and that would pay well. My pilgrimage 
had brought me to become an event planner for 
non-profits in San Francisco. It was a glamorous 
job, full of celebrities, glitterati, socialites, and 
entrepreneurs. It was also an empty life because 
everyone I was surrounded by was looking for a 
way to feel better in an environment that fed his 
or her collective egos. Though I could justify my 
work by counting the money we raised for non-
profits to fulfill their mission in the world, I felt 
inauthentic and empty. Palmer (2000) puts it 
perfectly when he said, “Faking it,’ in the service 
of high values is no virtue and has nothing to do 
with vocation. It is an ignorant, sometimes arro-
gant, attempt to override one’s nature, and it will 
always fail” (p. 16). I was “faking it.” At this          
juncture of my life, I  had entered into a deep de-
pression, and could not see  the light of day. Hope 
had left me.  

At this point, I had begun to think my depres-
sion was from the loneliness of being apart from 
my family. I made the decision to sell my posses-
sions and move to Seattle, where one of my sib-
lings lived. I had failed to take the time to listen 

to myself and, instead, took another job in fund-
raising in order to gain financial stability. Shortly 
after I moved to Seattle, I became sick and was 
diagnosed with Berger’s Disease; a year after that, 
my brother and his family decided to move to   
Hawaii. These events gave me pause to discover 
that I had not been listening to God’s calling on 
my life, and that my life had become far too short 
for my authentic self not to be able to be lived 
out. Palmer (2000) writes, “Our deepest calling is 
to grow into our own authentic selfhood, whether 
or not it conforms to some image of who we 
ought to be” (p. 16). I was living with the “ought” 
and not listening to the strengths that I was 
given. 

 
Genuine 

 
“The deepest vocational question is not ‘What 

ought I to do with my life?’ It is the more elemen-
tal and demanding ‘Who am I? What is my na-
ture?’” (Palmer, 2000, p. 15). After these events 
catapulted me into another phase of discernment, 
I started to really listen to my authentic self. My 
heartstrings were tugged as I thought about men-
tors that had touched my life. My time at West-
mont College had left a large impression upon 
who I was to become. Learning more about sys-
tematic oppression during a forum on the inter-
section of faith and race showed me the ways in 
which my experience at Westmont existed in the 
shadow of the experience of my peers. What 
made the difference to me were the faculty mem-
bers and staff members who could completely 
bring themselves to their work. They were able to 
take all of their various identities and bring them-
selves wholly to their work with students. As I 
sought my own authentic and genuine self, I saw 
these people flash before my eyes, and I knew I  
wanted to be part of that fabric. 

The woven identities that all the student af-
fairs practitioners I knew possessed were the sto-
ries of self that God had given me as well. 
Through those stories, I have found a compas-
sion that abounds. And because of these rich ex-
periences, I feel I am most free to be myself and 
fully give to students in a meaningful way. The 
ability to come alongside another student as they 
begin to shape, mold, and tell their stories is one 
of the most enduring legacies one can leave with 
his or her life. I am unsure of the path that stu-
dent    affairs will take me, but I do know that it 
fills what Frederick Buechner (1993) calls voca-
tion— “The place God calls you to is the place 
where your deep gladness and the world’s deep 
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  hunger meet” (p. 119). 
 

Malleable 
 

I have come to understand this pilgrimage as 
a larger story of my life that God has given me. I 
know that God will call me to more than just the 
work that I am doing with students. The possibili-
ties seem endless, but I know that I can go forth 
with the confidence that God has given me the 
necessary skills and will continue to teach me 
more of who I am and whom he has created me to 
be. I can take this education that has given me 
malleable skills and work towards the values that 
God has pulled my heart towards. 

Perhaps the most important thing I have   
taken away from Palmer’s (2000) book is that 
knowing ourselves can not only give us the gift of 
vocation, but can also help us to know how to 
best care for ourselves. Palmer writes:  

 
Self-care is never a selfish act – it is simply 
good stewardship of the only gift I have, 
the gift I was put on earth to offer to oth-
ers. Anytime we can listen to true self and 
give it the care it requires, we do so not 
only for ourselves but for the many others 
whose lives we touch. (p. 30) 
   

His encouragement to live out our lives in service 
to our authentic self, but to also take care of our-
selves, helps me to know and hope in a commu-
nity. Palmer (2000) says this of abundance: 
“Community doesn’t just create abundance – 
community is abundance. If we could learn that 
equation from the world of nature, the human 
world might be transformed” (p.108). That hope 
in transformation is all that I hope I continue to 
gain, and all I hope I can help facilitate for the 
students I come into contact with in the future. 
 

Epilogue 
 

Since writing this reflection I have had the 
unique opportunity to return to my alma mater, 
where I am in the position I always imagined I 
would be: supporting students of color. As I con-
tinue to discern and listen to the genuine voice in 
my life, I am grateful for this year of service in 
which I can participate. Grasping onto the calling 
and commitment to transformation that I was so 
eager to engage with as I began my career, I en-
tered the Division of Student Life at Westmont 
College with eagerness. Not a day goes by that I 
do not recollect or remember the reason why I 

chose Student Development. While not every day 
is as glorious as the next and many days and 
months can be described as an emotional roller 
coaster, I am more sure of the purpose of my 
work and look forward to more chapters filled 
with fertile relationships.  

In the midst of writing this epilogue, I find 
myself at another crossroads in my career, where 
I am finishing an interim position and setting out 
in the job search again. I have no idea where this 
part of my journey will take me, but I am sure 
that this vocation is what I am meant to do, be-
cause it was not that I chose this vocation, but in 
many ways this vocation chose me. And I remain 
eternally grateful for it. 
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Professional Reflection: Letting My Life Speak 
Erica Spencer 

Vocational Discernment is most closely con-
nected to being called to serve the church in the 
priesthood. At Seattle University, vocational dis-
cernment is the process used to help students ex-
plore how their natural talents, knowledge, and 
interests are all connected to their place in the 
world—their calling.  After reading Parker 
Palmer’s Let Your Life Speak, I reflected on my 
journey that informed my decision to enroll in 
Seattle University’s Student Development Ad-
ministration program as well as my calling to 
serve where I am needed within Student Affairs. 
 

Vocation is not a word I thought I would ever 
use. The word “vocational” always sparked 
thoughts of technical colleges and the types of 
jobs they train for like electrician, plumber, and 
licensed nurses. I thought to myself, “I do not 
want a vocation, I want a career and to go onto a 
4-year college.” As I reflect on the thought now, I 
realize I was seeing both the words “vocation” 
and “career” as just a job and not a facet of my 
life that is supposed to enhance and help shape 
the direction my soul is called towards. Voca-
tional discernment was introduced to me here at 
Seattle University. Palmer (2000) describes voca-
tion as “not a goal to be achieved but a gift to be 
received” as well as “vocation does not mean 
scrambling to some prize” (p. 10). Though I did 
not always see vocation as a gift or a non goal, I 
feel my journey towards greater vocational dis-
cernment has been colorful. 
 

You Can Be Whatever You Want to Be 
 

Since I was a child, I was thought to be the 
smart one. I always finished my homework before 
watching television. I always got the best grades. 
My mother engrained in me that I would go onto 
college and finish where she couldn’t. As a child, I 
wanted to be a school teacher as these are the 
people who made me who I was when I was grow-
ing up. I could never forget Ms. Wintergreen or 

Mr. Arrington, just some of the teachers who saw 
the potential greatness in me. It sounds arrogant, 
but “greatness” was the tone that was portrayed to 
me by family, teachers, and friends. I can even re-
call myself  allowing my grades to slip in high 
school due to a lack of interest. Despite this, every 
one of my teachers still favored me; they never 
dismissed me as they did other students who 
would fall behind. Where I come from, being natu-
rally “smart” was a gift that teachers did not see 
(or chose not to see) often in students. 

With that thought in mind, I feel it often hin-
dered true vocational discernment. In high school, 
when the career counselor asked me what I 
wanted to be, it was different every year. Fresh-
man year, I wanted to be a lawyer but decided 
against it because I didn’t want to be in school 
“forever.” Sophomore year, I wanted to be a crea-
tive writer. Creative writing had been a source of 
strength, but I feared rejection too much to go 
through the publication process. Junior and senior 
years, I held onto creative writing as a possible 
career but then explored the idea of becoming an 
entrepreneur like my boss who owned an old fash-
ion men’s shoe store. With a business background, 
I could take care of my family monetarily as they 
expected me to. By the end of high school, I only 
applied to schools of business at higher education 
institutions across the northeast. 

 

Limits of the Soul, Not of the Aptitude 
 

Palmer (2000) speaks to what I feel were my 
true beginnings of vocational discernment in col-
lege, that “we must honor our limitations in ways 
that do not distort our nature, and we must trust 
and use our gifts in ways that fulfill the potentials 
God gave us” (p. 55).  

At new student orientation, I had a deep talk 
with myself. I was slated to enter the   School of 
Business at the University of Connecticut as a 
marketing major. At orientation, students were 
grouped by departments, and I am not sure what 
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  it was, but it was clear I did not belong with busi-
ness students. I belonged with other free-flowing 
individuals. I belonged with people who were be-
yond dualism because they understood the works 
of Roethke, Shakespeare, or Dickinson. They un-
derstood symbolism, metaphors, or synecdoche. 
At that point, I had to trust my gut and transfer 
out of the business school. 

Later in the semester, I went to the business 
school to submit the paperwork to transfer. While 
there, I  met with a business advisor. The woman 
never asked my name nor asked me exactly why I 
was transferring out of business. She only asked, 
“Are you sure you want to transfer?” This woman 
did not know that I had struggled with this deci-
sion the whole summer. My problem with busi-
ness was not that I could not handle the work; it 
was that my soul did not feel like it belonged. I 
would never be able to give my all to the market-
ing major. I would constantly be seeking space 
away from it. Again, what about my family? I can-
not support them on a writer’s salary or lack 
thereof. Though I  already thought about all of 
this, in that moment, when she asked me if I was 
sure, I started to distrust myself again. In the 
end, I did transfer out of the marketing major 
into an English major, to which I felt my soul be-
longed. 

 

Discernment Sped Forward 
 

“What ought I do with my life?” is a question 
Palmer (2000) claims is not the deepest question 
one could ask but rather “Who am I?” and “What 
is my nature?” (p.15). The number one character-
istic of the English language that I loved was how 
vibrant it was. The number of dialects, the way 
you can say similar ideas with different words, 
the way the words sound. I learned quickly that 
my nature was not as an English major, but a lin-
guistics major. Again, I struggled with what re-
sulted from taking this path. When I asked the 
career services counselor what I could do with a 
linguistics major, I was told I can be a professor. 
That was not who I was, but regardless my nature 
was    linguistics. Courses in linguistics were the 
most fascinating and challenged my thought, so I 
stuck with what spoke to me. 

Toward the end of my undergraduate career, 
the inevitable question of “What will you do after 
you graduate?” loomed in my head. I felt like I 
was in a state of panic. My whole undergraduate 
career was centered on linguistics, and yet I did 
not want to continue on to get my doctorate. Ca-
reer Services was no help, and my disdain for my 

previous experiences got me thinking, “I have 
been figuring out my own path all along, so 
maybe I can help others.” The combination of 
previous bad advising experiences and seeing my 
peers have horrible advising experiences spurred 
me to research how one could become a career or 
academic advisor.  

Soon enough, I was connected with the  Di-
rector of the Academic Center for Exploratory 
Students, Dr. Jarvi at the University of Connecti-
cut. He encouraged me to shadow the academic 
advisors in the center to get a better idea of what 
academic advising was about. Upon meeting 
them, I saw that these advisors were nothing like 
many of the faculty members I had met. Their 
sole purpose was to advise students who were 
unsure of their academic and career interests. I 
got to witness advisors ask the questions I had 
never been asked and always had to ask myself. 
Shadowing these advisors solidified my interest 
in working in higher education. I went on to in-
tern for the center, which then encouraged me to 
work in admissions once I graduated. From there, 
I decided to pursue graduate school to achieve 
my goal of being an academic advisor. This 
landed me at Seattle University.  
 

Reflect, Please 
 
As a premier Jesuit institution, Seattle Uni-

versity enjoys reflection. On preview days, I did 
not fully realize this, or else I would have jumped 
shipped over a year ago. I have the mind of a sci-
entist; it is my nature. I do not reflect; I just do, 
and I do what makes logical sense. With that said, 
I struggled greatly with having to reflect in every 
course. A reflection paper always took twice as 
long to write as a research paper. I have always 
been in a constant state of reflection in my  per-
sonal life, so I did not want to do the same in my 
schoolwork or professional life. Over a year later, 
I realize that the type of reflection that I do at Se-
attle University is the reflection I needed to en-
gage in to truly understand myself as a profes-
sional as well as evolve within the profession. 
When I leave here, I will be able to reflect-in-
action as well as reflect-on-action, which are use-
ful in a profession in which no day is the same. 

Through my graduate program, I have 
learned how to navigate my vocational discern-
ment and just “let it flow” from within.  Palmer 
(2000) states: 

 
Vocation does not come from willingness, 
it comes from listening. I must listen to my 
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  life and try to understand what it is truly 
about—quite apart from what I would like 
it to be about—or my life will never repre-
sent anything real in the world, no matter 
my earnest intensions. (p. 4) 
 

I came here with the intention of being an aca-
demic advisor, but after doing an internship in a 
different department, my thoughts have changed. 
My internship at Commuter and Transfer Ser-
vices at Seattle University came about because I 
saw that they were in need. Listening to myself 
now, I realize that my life has been and always 
will be about being needed. Along with being 
needed, I still need to be interested. Though I felt 
my parents needed me to be marketing major, I 
was not interested. Though I was interested in 
linguistics, I did not feel there was any need for 
me there. Student affairs couples my interests 
with my need to feel valued. With this kernel of 
thought, I can also help others in departments 
that serve disadvantaged, underserved individu-
als that need the help. I am selfishly being self-
less. 
 

It’s a Journey 
 

The journey my experiences have created in-
forms me as a professional; now it is also the stu-
dents I work with and my interaction with col-
leagues that inform me. I will always want to help 
students discern their educational goals as an 
academic advisor. As a student development ad-
ministration student serving as an  intern in 
other departments, however, I realize that advis-
ing is not the only way to assist students in dis-
cerning their educational goals. The relation-   
ships and collaborations I have developed with 
other departments will benefit the overall experi-
ence of the students. Their overall experience, in 
turn, shapes their educational goals and discern-
ment process. I see myself being a part of multi-
ple departments and of the experiences of the 
students with whom I work over the course of my 
lifetime. 

To end, Palmer’s (2000) idea of journeys 
speaks to the thoughts I have about the direction 
I am heading:  

 
Some journeys are direct, and some are cir-
cuitous; some are heroic, and some are fearful 
and muddled.  But every journey, honestly 
undertaken, stands a chance of taking us to-
ward the place where our deep gladness. (p. 
36) 

Looking back, my life has spoken in a variety 
of ways.  My discernment was not without its set-
backs and frustrations. However, overall, I put 
faith in my heart’s desire from an early age, and I 
feel that as I go on, it will continue to expand and 
reshape itself as it sees fit.  

 
Reference 

 
Palmer, P. (2000). Let your life speak: Listening for the voice of 

vocation. San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass. 

66 



 

 

 

2012 ♦ VOL VI 

 

67 

Tim Wilson is the Assistant to the Vice President of Student Development and has been at Seattle University since 2004. In 
addition to these duties, he is also an adjunct faculty member in the SU Student Development Administration program.  

Five Wishes 
Tim Wilson, Ph.D. 

This is the text of a speech originally delivered on 
June 11, 2011 at the Seattle University Student 
Development Administration program’s Gradua-
tion Celebration. 
 

Congratulations class of 2011!! At the outset, 
I’d like to thank you for selecting me to serve as 
the “professional speaker” for your commence-
ment celebration—that means a lot to me profes-
sionally and personally. I’d like to thank Dean 
Schmidt of the College of Education, the faculty of 
the SDA program, as well as Dr. Jake Diaz and the 
Division of Student Development for their leader-
ship and collaboration over the years to make the 
SDA program what it is today. Finally, I want to 
recognize and thank the parents, partners, 
spouses, and loved ones of the class of 2011. Your 
support and love are a big reason as to why these   
students will walk across that stage tomorrow   
afternoon!! 

Over the past few days, I have been reflecting 
on what it was like for me when I was completing 
my masters program. My immediate family was 
with me and I was feeling very proud of my ac-
complishments. My program was intellectually 
rigorous, challenging, and stimulating. I had sur-
vived two New England winters—no small feat for 
a native Californian. And I had survived living in a 
culturally challenging environment.  There were 
not many people at The University of Vermont 
who looked like me. UVM’s official statistics noted 
that there were 100 African Americans on its 
11,000 student campus.  I do not remember seeing 
100 African Americans anywhere during my time 
at Vermont. In all honesty, if I wanted to see peo-
ple who looked like me in significant numbers, I 
had to literally leave the country and go to Mont-
real. In spite of all the challenges, I had made it to 
the finish line more or less intact. 

Now, because your SU experience might differ 
in some aspects from my UVM experience, your 
mindset at this moment might differ what mine 
was when I earned my masters degree. But, I am 

willing to bet you agree with the following: “I am 
so ready to take the next steps in my personal and 
professional lives.” With this in mind, I would like 
to tell you about five wishes I have for you on the 
eve of your commencement. 

My first wish is that you always remember who 
you are as a person and as a professional. If you 
took theory with me, you might remember my rant 
about student affairs professionals being educa-
tors, first and foremost. Now I will not repeat that 
rant here, but I will remind you that the core of 
our profession calls us to identify ourselves as   
educators. Do not let anyone convince you that 
you are not an educator. Carry yourselves in a 
manner worthy of the title. I also want you to re-
member that you are more than your vocation.  
Whether you want to acknowledge this or not, you 
carry all of the influential people and experiences 
that have helped mold you into the person you are 
today. These people and experiences serve as ref-
erence points you can gravitate toward or away 
from. Remember the lessons you have learned 
from these people and experiences. Incorporate 
the successes, avoid the mistakes, and utilize these 
lessons as you chart your own course in life. 

Humility is my second wish for you. As you are 
about to receive your degree, it is tempting to at 
least entertain the notion that you have learned so 
much that you could not possibly learn anything 
else. I have learned—repeatedly—that one of the 
first steps a person can take when acquiring wis-
dom is to understand how little he or she really 
knows. While you know more now than you did 
when you started this program, you might want to 
avoid the notion that this body of knowledge is all 
you will need in order to have a successful career. 
This notion brings me to my third wish—that you 
really do become a lifelong learner if you are not 
already doing so. 

The knowledge you have acquired here is a 
launching pad—just enough to get you in trouble if 
used unwisely. In order to be successful, you will 
need to add to that base. Now, you can do the  
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  conventional things like attending conferences, 
reading journals, and the like. These activities will 
help you acquire knowledge, but I have learned 
that I have to do a lot more than acquire knowl-
edge—I have to apply it to real situations and 
learn from the experiences. I have to compare my 
knowledge and experiences to the knowledge and 
experiences of people who are different from me—
those who do different work, hail from different 
parts of the world, those whom the world treats 
differently than me. I have to resist the idea that I 
can only learn something worthwhile from “the 
learned”—someone with a degree. I have to un-
derstand that I learn from anyone—faculty, stu-
dent affairs educators, students, custodians, etc. I 
have to be humble in order to gain the wisdom 
necessary for sustained growth—profess-sionally 
and personally. 

My fourth wish is for you to have high     stan-
dards for yourself. Borrowing from SU’s 2011 un-
dergraduate ceremony commencement speaker, 
Steven Shrives, Seattle University has provided 
you with something he calls “that little something 
extra” (2011). At every opportunity, we have told 
you that an SU education should empower to be a 
“leader for a just and humane world.” 

 
This is not a call for mediocrity.  
It is a call for excellence. 
It is a call for innovation. 
It is a call for responsible risk taking. 
It is a call for you to speak truth to power. 
It is a call for you to be accountable for your  

actions and inactions. 
It is a call for you to have personal and  
 professional integrity. 
It is a call for you to be extraordinary in 

your own humble, yet unapologetic way.   
 

Do not shy away from high standards. High 
standards—combined with a bit of imagination, 
hard work, and opportunity—are what propels 
one to personal greatness.   

My final wish is that you enjoy the journey. 
Life is too short for you to be overly-stressed and 
miserable. While working for five-plus decades 
may seem like a long time, it will go by very 
quickly. Enjoy your vocation. Understand that 
there are a lot of people in the world who would 
love to be in your shoes. If you are constantly 
stressed, complaining, or just plain unhappy, then 
you need to re-evaluate whether you are in the 
right spot. 

For those of you that are finishing your first 
year in the SDA program, understand that these 

wishes apply to you too. You should remember 
and honor who you are as a person. You should 
remember that the knowledge you have acquired 
this year—and the knowledge you will acquire next 
year—is yet another chapter in the book of lifelong 
learning you are writing for yourselves, so use it 
wisely and humbly. Continually aspire to reach for 
high standards, and enjoy the journey that is 
graduate school. In 365 days, you will be where 
the  second year students are now and a lot will 
happen during that time. Start thinking about the 
type of educator you want to be right now and act     
accordingly. 

Graduates, do not be afraid of what lies ahead 
of you. Your education and life experiences have 
prepared you to take the next steps, so do with the 
humble confidence we want leaders to exhibit. In 
the end, you deserve to be happy. You deserve to 
be at peace and you deserve to enjoy this journey.  
Congratulations graduates. I am so very proud of 
you.  I cannot wait to see you cross that stage and 
take the first steps into the next chapters of your 
lives. 
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Looking at the Student Development Administration  
Master’s Program at Seattle University 

Jeremy Stringer, Ph.D. 

 
From the perspective of the founder and program 
director, this paper discusses highlights of the 
Student Development Administration master’s 
degree program at Seattle University during its 
first two decades. Then, it looks ahead to possible 
new directions for the program. 
 

Twenty years ago, Seattle University began a 
master’s degree program to prepare student af-
fairs administrators to work in higher education: 
the Student Development Administration (SDA) 
program.  The first students were real pioneers. 
They agreed to enter a program with no track re-
cord, and to take courses that had never been 
taught before, most of them delivered by a person 
who had never before been a full-time faculty 
member. They trusted that there would be a job at 
the end of two years of graduate study, even 
though they had no real evidence of it. What faith!  

This article will take a brief look at the essen-
tial foundation the program established 20 years 
ago, recount some of its notable accomplishments, 
and conclude with a look forward to what the next 
20 years might bring. 
 

Foundation of the SDA Program 
 

As the person the university entrusted to build 
the program all those years ago, I can truthfully 
say that I always felt it would be successful. None 
of us can see the future, of course, but I saw all the 
positive features the program had. First of all, the 
preparation of student affairs administrators is 
remarkably congruent with Jesuit education. Our 
distinctive emphasis on “education of the whole 
person” flows from both Jesuit educational phi-
losophy and key principles undergirding the stu-
dent affairs profession. Second, the administra-
tion at Seattle University, especially the president, 
Fr. Sullivan, strongly believed in the value of the   
program. Fr. Sullivan allowed me time to develop 
the program while I was still vice president for  

 
student development, and he supported the pro-
gram with our provost and Board of Trustees. 
Third, the School (now College) of Education had 
a strong reputation in the region for providing a 
quality education, and existing faculty in the 
school agreed to teach some of the courses stu-
dents would take in the program. 

There were two early deans who were instru-
mental in the program’s success. The dean at the 
time the program was first proposed was Jack 
Gilroy.  Jack provided tremendous encouragement 
right from the start. Shortly after my conversa-
tions with him began, though, he decided to step 
down as dean and resume teaching. (As a faculty 
member he was the internship supervisor for some 
of the early SDA students). His successor, Peg 
Haggerty, was equally supportive. In fact, if it had 
not been for Peg’s support I doubt there would be 
an SDA program today. She was demanding, as 
well as supportive. For instance, a condition of 
starting the program was that the school’s faculty 
unanimously approve it. Those who know about 
college faculties know that is a high bar! But, after 
eleven drafts of the curriculum, numerous meet-
ings and (I will admit) some old-fashioned “horse 
trading,” the program got its unanimous approval. 
Dale Nienow, then assistant vice president for stu-
dent development, and I wrote all of the drafts, 
and were we relieved when the program was fi-
nally sanctioned! Our current dean, Sue Schmitt, 
has continued to give the program strong support. 

In addition to support within the College of 
Education, the Student Development Division at 
Seattle University has always buttressed the pro-
gram. The division agreed to offer a few graduate 
assistantships to help students defray the cost of a 
private university professional preparation pro-
gram. In the first year of the program, eliminating 
three entry-level positions in the Student Develop-
ment Division created the first nine graduate as-
sistants.  

Before launching the program, I spent a lot of 

69 



MAGIS: A Student Development Journal  

  time consulting with student affairs administra-
tors at both four-year universities and community 
colleges in the Puget Sound region about whether 
they saw a need for a master’s program here and 
how it could serve the region. They were almost 
universally positive and encouraging. At a very 
reasonable cost (or free!), administrators in area 
colleges and universities would be able to get in-
terns from our program. Then, when students had 
finished their graduate study, there would be a 
regular supply of master’s-educated professionals 
to hire who understood the needs of the Puget 
Sound postsecondary education world and how to 
fill them. So, looking back at the program’s begin-
ning, with the philosophical congruence, the ad-
ministrative, faculty, and student affairs commu-
nity support, the program’s success over the past 
twenty years should not be too surprising. 
 

SDA Program Accomplishments 
 

At the 20-year mark, it seems timely to look at 
what the program has accomplished in its first two 
decades, as well as identify some possible new di-
rections for the next 20 years. Some of the accom-
plishments I see are the success of our graduates, 
the growth of the program, its connection to the 
world of practice, its student involvement, student 
recognition, and the involvement of alumni. 
 
Our Graduates 
 

One of the best answers to the question, “what 
is most special about the SDA program at Seattle 
University,” is “its alumni.” Any graduate prepara-
tion program should strive to be defined by the 
quality of its alumni. Ours are exceptional. There 
are now over 300 SDA graduates, and two dozen 
more will graduate this spring. Although some of 
our graduates have left higher education since 
they obtained their master’s degrees, most of our 
graduates are still in the academy. My figures indi-
cate at least 75% of SDA alumni are currently 
working in higher education, with many of the 
others working in education in another capacity. 
Over the life of our program, most recent gradu-
ates have found jobs in higher education within 
just a few weeks of graduating; of course, some 
find those jobs while they are still in our program. 
At least a dozen have gone on to obtain doctorates, 
with many more to follow.  

I am most proud of the passion many of our 
graduates have for changing higher education to 
make it more inclusive and more focused on the 
holistic education of students. Our graduates are 

students of students. The Jesuit traditional of cura 
personalis (care of the person) has been infused 
into our program, as have other essential charac-
teristics of a Jesuit education, such as a commit-
ment to social justice, academic excellence (the 
magis), and a global perspective. Through the 
work of our graduates I believe the academy will 
become more caring, more open and more just. 
Our graduates embody our philosophy of the dig-
nity of all people. It is my hope, as well as my be-
lief, that our graduates will be leaders in trans-
forming higher education in a distinctly positive 
way.  
 
Growth of the Program 
 

Twenty years ago I did not anticipate the cur-
rent size of our program. We currently have 75 
students, and the demand for admission is keen. 
We have set new records for the number of appli-
cants three years in a row. Last year we had 125 
applicants for fall admission. Unfortunately (from 
my perspective), we have to turn down dozens of 
students who would undoubtedly make superb 
student affairs professionals. Our students this 
year are more diverse than ever before, as 47.5% 
of our first year students are students of color. 
And they come from all over the country; our cur-
rent students graduated from college in 30 differ-
ent states (and three other countries). 

Our initial group of nine graduate assistants 
has grown to more than three dozen, and we now 
have GAs scattered throughout the entire univer-
sity: in student development, most schools and    
colleges, advancement, service and community 
engagement, and even the library! 

Two key moments in the program both in-
volved staffing. Being able to add a second faculty 
tenure track faculty member was transforma-
tional. When Dr. Bridget Kelly was added to the 
faculty it greatly expanded our ability to serve our    
students, and allowed us to reduce the number of 
adjunct faculty teaching in the program, ensure 
stronger student mentoring, strengthen our re-
search capability, and expand our co-curricular 
emphasis within the program. When Bridget left 
Seattle University, we were fortunate to attract a 
strong scholar to replace her, Dr. Erica Yama-
mura, who will continue to help us to strengthen 
our program, including its research focus, in the 
years ahead. 

The other pivotal development was being able 
to add Erin Swezey as our internship director and 
core faculty member. Not only did this free me up 
from doing all of the internship supervision, it  
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  enhanced the quality of our entire program. Erin 
brings an almost ministerial philosophy of student 
formation into the internship program. Her re-
markable ability to work with individual students 
to help them discern their calling within the      
student affairs profession adds a very important 
element that was not present in the program     
before, and one that most other similar programs 
do not have, either. I have many times referred to 
Erin as the heart of our program.  
 We have two full time faculty members, 
and third part-time but dedicated faculty member, 
as well. We have come a long way! 
 
Connection to Practice 
 

A major strength of the SDA program, recently 
confirmed by the SDA Advisory Board, is its rela-
tionship to student affairs practitioners. For indi-
vidual students in our program, strong connec-
tions to practice are made through the internships 
offered by the program. Our annual internship fair 
features at least four dozen local internship oppor-
tunities our students can consider. Administrators 
in our region have provided excellent mentorship 
to our students through internships. Increasingly, 
SDA students are doing summer internships all 
over the country. Each summer we have students 
selected for national NODA and ACUHO-I intern-
ships at schools around the country. International 
internships are also possible, and we have now 
had interns on every continent except Antarctica. 

Another major connection to practice for 
about half of our students is the opportunity to be 
a graduate assistant at Seattle University. Three 
dozen students assume these GA positions each 
year, and they obtain valuable practical experience 
to help prepare them for professional roles in the 
field. Many of the GA positions are in our Student 
Development Division, and GAs are welcomed to 
participate in many of the activities of the division, 
further enriching their professional preparation. 
Many GA supervisors value their role as educa-
tional mentors to their GAs, and provide valuable 
insights into the student affairs profession. 

We have always had a strong advisory group, 
made up of exceptional senior leaders in the field. 
Individually, they are some of the most respected 
professionals in the student affairs world, from 
community colleges, other Jesuit universities, and 
other four-year institutions in our region, both 
public and private. We have always had student 
members who have an equal voice and vote in all 
matters, and we have outstanding alumni repre-
sentation, too. Collectively, the group is equally 

impressive, as the conversations about our        
program and about its relationship to the student 
affairs field are insightful, passionate, questioning, 
supportive, and futuristic. We are well served by 
this group. In summary, the connection of our 
program to the world of practice, through intern-
ships, GAs, and the advisory board, is a major  
program strength. 
 
Student Involvement 
 

Another incredible strength of the SDA       
program is the involvement of students in the  
program. I really can’t imagine what the program 
would look like if we had not been able to attract 
such talented students who were willing and able 
to be involved in the program’s operation. Our 
students play a vital leadership role in virtually 
every aspect of the program, including student   
recruitment, Preview Days, orientation, our in-
ternship fair, special events, and our graduating 
student celebration. Much of the student involve-
ment in the SDA program has come via our       
student organization, SUSDA, that has developed 
impressive ways of enriching the program and the 
same time has provided valuable involvement   
opportunities for our students. SUSDA has really 
made a significant difference in the history of the 
program’s first 20 years! 

Students produce a scholarly journal for the 
program each year; MAGIS has proven to be an 
excellent venue for students to publish their schol-
arship, and has enhanced the academic reputation 
of the master’s program. Two people deserve men-
tion for their roles leadership roles in making the 
journal successful: Dr. Bridget Kelly, our former 
faculty member who proposed and championed 
the journal, and Dr. Tim Wilson, who has devoted 
considerable time and energy to the training of 
editors over the entire life of the journal. Our    
students have also been leaders in the university’s 
Graduate Student Council; the past three chairs of 
this university-wide group have been SDA stu-
dents. 
 
Student Recognition 
 

One of the key indicators of a quality program 
is how our students do in comparison to others. 
For this reason I am especially proud that our   
students who compete against students from other 
national student affairs graduate preparation   
programs in national case study competitions do 
exceedingly well. Students from Seattle University 
have won the following national case study com-
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  petitions: ACPA—College Student Educators In-
ternational, NASPA: Student Affairs Administra-
tors in Higher Education, and NODA (National 
Orientation Directors Association). Students from 
the program have also finished second twice in the 
NASPA case study competition and received Hon-
orable Mention in StudentAffairs.com’s Virtual 
Case Study competition. 

In addition to these honors, students from our 
program usually win several awards at Seattle 
University as part of the university’s annual Stu-
dent Recognition Awards ceremony. Especially 
significant is that five of the eight graduate stu-
dent winners of the university’s Hunthausen 
Award for have come from the SDA program. The 
Hunthausen Award, named honor of Archbishop 
Raymond G. Hunthausen, is Seattle University’s 
most prestigious student honor. Each year, only 
one graduate and one undergraduate receive the 
award.  The award recognizes two students who 
embody integrity, faith, leadership and a passion 
for learning. They’re also honored for their com-
munity service, justice and academic excellence to 
the university and global community.  
 
Alumni Involvement 
 

The final category of SDA program accom-
plishments to highlight is the amazing involve-
ment of our alumni in the SDA program during 
our first two decades. We will have over 500 SDA 
alumni by the end of the current decade. We are 
fortunate to have one of the most active groups of 
alumni of any graduate program. Our alumni par-
ticipate in the program by serving as mentors, of-
fering internships and job shadowing, identifying 
jobs for graduates, and in many other ways. The 
alumni mentoring program for continuing stu-
dents is a program coordinated by SUSDA. For 
2011-2012 there were far more alumni willing to 
serve as mentors than there were students to men-
tor. Our internship fair always has a strong repre-
sentation of alumni offering internships, and 
many more such opportunities are submitted to 
students through our student list-serv. Alumni 
regularly make students aware of full-time job op-
portunities in the field. The program keeps an up-
to-date database of alumni, and faculty try to in-
clude alumni input for major program decisions. 
Our alumni have developed a culture of giving 
back to the program, in multiple ways, that is very 
gratifying. 
 

Looking Ahead 
 

Obviously, the program should continue its 
areas of strength, and improve on them, during 
the coming years. But, in addition, the SDA pro-
gram must look at new initiatives in order to stay 
vital and engaged in the region, and to continue to 
enhance the overall quality of the graduate prepa-
ration students receive. In particular, I believe the 
next 20 years should see the SDA program emerge 
as the major continuing education center for     
student affairs professionals in the region. The 
program should strengthen its focus on scholar-
ship, while continuing and improving on what we 
have historically done well. The program can     
enhance its international presence during the 
years to come. These new directions will require 
an additional investment into the program by   
Seattle University; in particular, additional staff-
ing will be necessary in order to produce the qual-
ity enhancements envisioned here. Finally, the 
next decade will see a transition to new leadership 
for the program. 
 
Continuing Education Center for the  
Region 
 

As the leading student affairs preparation pro-
gram in a region with dozens of higher education 
institutions, the SDA program at Seattle Univer-
sity is ideally situated to provide continuing edu-
cation to the region’s student affairs professionals. 
The Jesuits have always valued their engagement 
in the world, and as a Jesuit university program, it 
is a logical extension of our university’s mission to 
consider providing contemporary education to 
professionals at other institutions in the region. 

A key question to resolve is the effect of this 
direction on the existing master’s program. It 
should only be undertaken if it would enhance, not 
detract from, the master’s program. I think it 
could be an exciting new direction if done cor-
rectly. It could provide a regular stream of addi-
tional educational opportunities to supplement 
the SDA curriculum with professional develop-
ment offerings or 1- or 2-credit courses. It might 
also serve as a source of new students, not only for 
the SDA program but also for our doctoral pro-
gram in Educational Leadership, as additional 
professionals in the region would form a positive 
connection to the university through its service to 
the region.  

The shape this direction might take is undeter-
mined. The faculty and advisory board for the pro-
gram might begin to explore this possibility with 
their peers in order to see how the program might 
contribute to the region beyond the education of 
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  individual students. A series of focus groups and 
individual meetings with key professionals in the 
region might give some specific direction to this 
idea. 

This extension of our mission could only come 
about with the addition of more faculty or profes-
sional staff. Additional educators would need to 
be added to the faculty of the program in order to 
assume this new focus. Alternative delivery modes 
would also need to be considered. At the moment 
these might include webinars and online short 
courses, as well as workshops and seminars con-
ducted face-to-face. In the future, as new modali-
ties for instruction and professional development 
emerge, they could be part of the instructional ar-
senal utilized to deliver the continuing education. 
 
Stronger Scholarship Focus 
 

Over the course of the past few years the pro-
gram has placed a strong emphasis on scholar-
ship. We have strengthened our scholarship ex-
pectations for graduate projects and added an ad-
ditional course in Research and Assessment in 
Higher Education. And, as mentioned above, SDA 
students also publish a scholarly journal and 
many students also present their work at profes-
sional conferences each year. 

It is clear that all SDA graduates need to be 
able to not just absorb the scholarship in the field, 
but also to contribute to it. Our current Education 
500 course teaches students to be consumers of 
educational research and understand research 
fundamentals. All of our graduates need to be able 
to bring strong these skills into their employing 
institutions. They need to be able to do various 
forms of assessment and research in order to meet 
the future expectations of professionals in student 
affairs.  

If we can enhance the research capabilities of 
our students, they will be better positioned to as-
sist their employing institutions to conduct stud-
ies, to advance the knowledge in the profession in 
a meaningful way, and to gain admission to doc-
toral programs. They will be better able to bring 
about the positive change in the academy so many 
of them seek. And the example of their work will 
assist us to continue to attract high quality stu-
dents and faculty to the program at Seattle Uni-
versity. 
 
Growing Internationally 
 

During its first two decades the SDA program 
has made forays into the international arena. We 

offered the College of Education’s first education 
abroad course, Comparative Educational and So-
cial Policy, in collaboration with faculty at Upp-
sala University in Sweden. This course has been   
offered three times so far, and is planned again for 
2013. We have been open to students who are   
interested in international education doing intern-
ships in other countries. As a result of our recep-
tivity to this and as mentioned earlier, we have 
now had interns on six different continents. These 
internship sites are vetted by Seattle University’s 
Education Abroad office to make sure that our  
students are receiving a high-quality experience. 
We have also had students from other countries 
enroll in our program, and we currently have a 
handful of SDA graduates working abroad.  

Part of Seattle University’s academic strategic 
action plan for graduate education is to develop 
among students “a functional understanding of 
the integration of that professional field or aca-
demic discipline and its significance for global  
understanding” (Seattle University, 2009, p. 2). 
The SDA program has built a foundation that en-
ables it to continue its efforts toward educating 
students for enhanced global understanding. Spe-
cific steps that might be taken to further this ob-
jective include offering an education abroad 
course every year, instead of every other year; en-
tering into agreements with specific universities 
abroad to take one or more interns every summer; 
intentionally recruiting international students into 
our   program; offering educational exchanges to 
student affairs professionals in other countries; 
and partnering with a university in another coun-
try to develop an international student affairs de-
gree program under the auspices of Seattle Uni-
versity. These initiatives would clearly set Seattle 
University’s SDA program apart from others in the 
country and firmly establish us as a leader in 
global student affairs education. As the student 
affairs profession becomes increasingly salient 
worldwide, this is a bold direction that we should 
not be afraid to take. 
 
Staffing Needs 
 

No discussion of the future of the SDA pro-
gram would be complete without mentioning our 
need for additional staff. We are operating a na-
tional program (with international aspirations) 
with the staffing accorded only a local one. The 
components of our program, such as national    
recruiting, Preview Days, publishing a student 
journal, producing professional development op-
portunities for the region, supervising national 
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  and international internships, and mentoring   
student leadership within the program, are as  
ambitious as other national programs with five or 
more full-time faculty members, graduate assis-
tants, and full-time staff support. We need at least 
one additional faculty member, as well as addi-
tional administrative support, in order to serve 
our students better and to continue to enhance 
the program. Currently, at Seattle University, in 
order to add new faculty positions we have to be 
able to demonstrate program growth. We cur-
rently have 75 students in our program. Given our 
strong applicant pool the last several years, we 
could probably increase this number, but only if 
we have a commitment to add a third faculty posi-
tion, as we are already stretched to serve the stu-
dents currently enrolled.  

The number of interns and the need for in-
ternship development, supervision, coordination, 
and instruction increases with the size of our pro-
gram. Seventy five students do 225 internships, 
assuming none waive them (which we allow for 
those with full time student affairs experience). 
Since 2004, we have been incredibly fortunate to 
have Erin Swezey serving as our internship direc-
tor. She is incredibly dedicated to our students 
(and has served in many roles other than super-
vising our internship program, including program 
director). To date, she has been less than full time 
in our program, despite being an essential faculty 
member. She is already stretched to serve the 
large number of interns we have; certainly, if we 
admitted more than 75 students we would cer-
tainly need to increase her time with the program. 

It is also ironic that since our program intro-
duced the concept of graduate assistantships to 
the university in 1992, the SDA program now has 
three dozen graduate assistants serving many 
parts of the university, yet there are none in our 
program (or elsewhere in the College of Educa-
tion). Many of the activities other leading pro-
grams do are only possible because they have 
graduate assistants who are able to work on them 
under faculty supervision. An additional faculty 
member, enhanced administrative support, and a 
graduate assistant for the program would greatly 
enhance our ability to strengthen and grow our 
program. 

A final note about staffing should be added. As 
I finish 20 challenging and rewarding years as 
program director, I am well aware that my retire-
ment is looming. Although I have not set a date 
for this, it is certainly on the horizon, and proba-
bly not too far away. I fervently hope that all of 
those who have played such important roles in the 

program’s success over the past two decades will 
continue to be involved, and that they will help to 
assure strong leadership for the program in the 
coming decades. Another 20-year tenure is proba-
bly too much to ask, but continued growth and 
enhanced quality of the program, building on our 
current foundation, are not. 
 

Conclusion 
 

As the SDA program completes it first 20 
years, we have much to celebrate. Among many 
successes, we can be proud of our graduates and 
their accomplishments, the astonishing growth of 
the program, its strong connection to student    
affairs practitioners, the incredible involvement      
of its students and the recognition they have      
received, and the generous involvement of our 
alumni. As we look ahead to the next 20 years 
(and beyond!), some new directions deserve         
careful consideration. These include serving as a      
regional center for the continuing education of 
student affairs professionals, expanding our inter-
national efforts, devoting additional attention to 
the preparation we provide students to conduct 
scholarship, and adding additional staffing to 
meet both present and future anticipated program 
needs.  

I am grateful for the opportunity Seattle Uni-
versity gave me 20 years ago to lead this program, 
to all of the students in the early years who were 
patient with me as I learned how to teach, to all of 
the faculty and administrators who supported 
both the program and me, and to all those in the 
future whom I firmly expect will take the program 
to heights I can’t even imagine today. 
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These bumper stickers are an accumulation of bumper stickers taken from Evergreen 
students, staff, faculty, and visitors' vehicles in autumn, 2011. 
 
Kara C. Adams is passionate about connecting students with service-learning opportunities, com-
munity partnership development, and cross-cultural engagement. She completed her Bachelor's  
Degree in Cultural Anthropology at Willamette University, and enjoys using my anthropological 
lens in the field of student development.  

This is a final project that created during Winter 2011 for EDAD 570: Leadership in Edu-
cation I. It nicely depicts who I am as a leader. 
 
Errold Nabong is a Filipino-American male born and raised in Seattle and currently working in 
the field of higher education. He has developed a deep appreciation for interacting with individu-
als from all walks of life and his professional and personal mission is to help all individuals build 
the confidence needed to achieve and surpass their aspirations.  
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