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Editor’s Note
As the Magis Journal celebrates its fifth year in production, we believe this represents a time 

for us to reflect on our growth. In this five year journey, our journal has grown to include scholarly 
articles, poems, and photographs that pertain to student affairs and are inspired by our Jesuit 
education.  A Jesuit education stresses the importance of scholarship, service, and creating a just and 
humane world—which are pillars for this fifth edition of the Magis Journal. 

Within this fifth edition, the reader will discover and learn about the current opinions, issues, 
and topics for student affairs professionals. When all the articles, poems, and photographs are woven 
together, the reader discovers a story that is both meaningful and challenging. It is the hope of the 
Co-Editors in Chief that this journal will be a beginning point for personal reflection and group 
dialogue. 

As Editors-in-Chief, we challenge future writers and editors to continue the tradition of 
academic excellence and integrity in the Magis Journal. We believe that this journal will continue to 
grow and reflect of diversity of students and issues that arise. It is our hope that since Magis has now 
been in existence for five years, it will continue to grow and develop and become a significant force 
in our field and for students in the Student Development Administration program. 

We would also like to take this space to give shout outs and thank yous to our talented editorial 
staff, as well as all of the writers who contributed to the journal. We could not have created such a 
dynamic and insightful journal without your dedication of time and energy. 

We sincerely hope you will enjoy the journal and will continue to support Magis. 

Patrick Eagle
Andrew McGeehan
Co-Editors in Chief 
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Introduction
 

In 2007 I completed my dissertation and graduate school, culminating many years of a 
life-long journey. I hardly expected as a child that I would even go to college, let alone complete a 
Doctorate of Education. Seventeen years ago when I entered North Carolina State University as an 
undergraduate I dreamed of one day achieving a doctorate, but never truly believed it possible. My 
modest beginnings and family history of poverty and substance abuse predicted a different outcome. 
Being born to teenage parents in a drug-ridden and crime-infested community suggested that I 
should be living a different life than my middle class reality. But here I sit, having achieved what is 
one of the more remarkable feats of my very existence.
 Throughout graduate school, I engaged in many forms of research which were primarily 
focused on the experiences of African American men in the academy. In each instance, I learned a bit 
more about the experience, but remained emotionally detached from a subject that had great mean-
ing for me. That is until I enrolled in a Scholarly Personal Narrative course taught by Dr. Robert J. 
Nash and began exploring my own voice and experiences situated within the context of research 
and scholarship. In 2003 Dr. Nash was named an Official University Scholar in the Social Sciences 
and the Humanities at The University of Vermont, only the second faculty member in the history of 
the College of Education and Social Services to be so honored. Dr. Nash has been a professor in the 
College of Education and Social Services, University of Vermont, Burlington, for 38 years. He spe-
cializes in philosophy of education, ethics, higher education, religion, spirituality, and education. He 
holds graduate degrees in English, Theology/Religious Studies, Applied Ethics and Liberal Studies, 
and Philosophy/Educational Philosophy. He holds faculty appointments in teacher education, higher 
education administration, and interdisciplinary studies in education. He administers the Interdisci-
plinary Master’s Program. In addition, he teaches ethics, religion, higher education, philosophy of 
education courses, and scholarly personal narrative writing seminars across four programs in the 
college including the doctoral program in Educational Leadership and Policy Studies. He has super-
vised over 100 theses and dissertations. Upon completing Dr. Nash’s Scholarly Personal Narrative 
seminar, I decided to complete a dissertation utilizing Scholarly Personal Narrative as a methodol-
ogy.
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Rethinking Scholarship: A Case for Nontraditional 
Research Paradigms in Higher Education

Alvin Sturdivant, Ed.D.

Research and scholarship is about making a unique contribution to 
your discipline, answering questions, provoking thought, advancing 
learning and the pursuit of cognitive truth. It is about discovery, 
integration of knowledge, application of new concepts, and teach-
ing. Research and scholarship comes in many forms, each valuable 
for its ability to contribute to intellectual discourse. Through the 
reading of this article, I hope you, the reader, will consider how you 
define scholarship and incorporate nontraditional methodologies 
into your formal and informal roles in the lives of students. Through 
Scholarly Personal Narrative I discovered my voice, answered 
some of the more difficult questions associated with my research 
and transformed my thinking in the process.



I expected my narrative would open the eyes of many to the inequalities in the American 
school system, the impact of a capitalist society on education, and the relationship among race, cul-
ture and opportunity structure. It would be an account of how social inequality was reproduced from 
generation to generation.  It would paint a new, more realistic American dream that denies the adage 
that any child can grow up to be President.  My narrative would illuminate and bring light to the 
“rags to riches” myth, the bootstrap mentality, and the marginalized and oppressive state of the low 
income, working-class poor.  Jay MacLeod (1995) proposed in the following analogy:

 Our occupational structure is shaped much like the Eiffel Tower. There is little room at 
the top, a larger but still limited number of tolerably well-paid positions in the middle, 
and near the bottom a wide band of inferior positions (with no “positions” for the unem-
ployed). This roughly pyramidal structure ensures that even if everyone excels in school 
and strives ceaselessly for the top, the great majority are automatically bound to be disap-
pointed. (p. 239)

Disappointment was a major force in my narrative. As I made my way up the Eiffel Tower, I was 
reminded that the dominant narrative was not one like my own, but rather was one of White superi-
ority. My dissertation was an attempt at disrupting the mainstream expectations; an attempt at rewrit-
ing the dominant narrative. It was an attempt at giving life and voice to the oppressed. 
 This Scholarly Personal Narrative dissertation represented despair and pain, but also hope 
and power. My dissertation went some distance toward refuting the notions of Black inferiority. By 
opening my life for others to view, I expected to create a genuine and authentic understanding of the 
individual nature of the Black experience; to disrupt the dominant narrative and weave the Black 
experience with the experience of other racial groups. I granted, through my dissertation, others the 
privilege of seeing my true self and hearing my most authentic voice. It was by far my best writing 
and demonstrated my comprehensive understanding of my discipline, yet many would challenge its 
validity as both research and scholarship. Accordingly, I offer an opportunity for you, the reader, to 
learn more about Scholarly Personal Narrative, redefining scholarship and nontraditional research 
paradigms in higher education.

Scholarly Personal Narrative

Throughout my childhood I believed that what I thought about
was different from what other kids thought about. It was not

necessarily more profound, but there was a struggle going on
inside me to find some sort of creative or spiritual or aesthetic
way of seeing the world and organizing it in my head. I read 
more than other kids; I luxuriated in books. Books were my
refuge. I sat in corners with my little finger hooked over my
bottom lip, reading, in a trance, lost in the places and times 
to which books took me. And there was a moment during my

junior year in high school when I began to believe that I could
do what other writers were doing. I came to believe that I might
be able to put a pencil in my hand and make something magical

happen. (Lamott, 1994)

 I spent much of my doctoral experience pondering my contribution to higher education, 
searching for an area of passion and exploring the voids and gaps to be filled by my chosen area of 
research. I had never been granted the opportunity to make meaning out of my experiences in the 
way that I had through narrative writing. Truthfully, I had artificially engaged as both a researcher 
and participant in studies about the experiences of African American men, but I had rarely connected 
with the literature in the way that narrative writing allowed.

I learned from my paternal grandmother and guardian that true voice can only be 
discovered and exposed when one engages in truth telling and reflection. In higher education, I 
have often felt like a silent participant; invisible, voiceless, and almost impalpable. I have rarely felt 
comfortable expressing myself, largely because I have been taught that any expression of identity 
and self would be considered both soft and radical in the academy. Despite much experience and 
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personally relevant topics, I found scholarly research and writing to be laborious and boring, rote 
and mechanical.  

In many ways I felt as if I had been colonized as my indigenous ancestors were, stripped 
of my cultural and racial identity, religion, and history. Noted educator and writer Ngugi wa 
Thiong’o (1986) stated:

For colonialism this [domination] involved two aspects of the same process: the 
destruction or the deliberate undervaluing of a people’s culture, their art, dances, 
religions, history, geography, education, orature and literature, and the conscious 
elevation of the language of the colonizer. The domination of a people’s language by the 
languages of the colonizing nations was crucial to the domination of the mental universe 
of the colonized. (p. 16)

Through the colonizer’s lens, the Black man in higher education had been misrepresented. From my 
perspective, the dominant paradigm and pedagogical approach failed to consider marginalized narra-
tives. Accordingly, I sought to make my contribution through Scholarly Personal Narrative.
 In order to understand my place in history, society and higher education, I had to under-
take my own curriculum. This curriculum was largely personal narrative and autobiographical. I 
chose Scholarly Personal Narrative because it was the only methodology that allowed me to build on 
the voices of previous narratives and autobiographies, and of course, journal articles and statistics, to 
frame and contextualize my own story. I drew on the empirical literature to inform the broader issues 
while examining the broader narratives of noted Black male authors from DuBois to Obama in order 
to investigate these issues more deeply through the use of Scholarly Personal Narrative methodol-
ogy. From this, I then universalized my story to Black men making their way through the academy, 
who I supported, reached out to, educated, mentored and taught. 

I could have very easily written about well-ordered theories, but each paled in compari-
son to my own memories and narrative. The greatest contribution that I could make to higher educa-
tion was in exposing the truth in my own narrative; to remove the blinders of those who see only the 
present and not the cumulative history that is ever present in each interaction, conversation and expe-
rience I engage in. I lived much of my life in regret, being embarrassed about who I was and where I 
came from, attempting to rewrite my narrative. Barack Obama (1995) explains in his autobiography:

I spent most of my life trying to rewrite these stories, plugging up holes in the narrative, 
accommodating unwelcome details, projecting individual choices against the blind sweep 
of history, all in the hope of extracting some granite slab of truth upon which my unborn 
children can firmly stand. (p. xvi)

Scholarly Personal Narrative as a methodology is about finding voice and liberation. It is about de-
liverance and freedom. 
 Lewis and Meruna (1999) asserted:

The narrative study of lives is an emerging field of research that can strengthen our 
understanding of social policy success and failure. If we understand how individuals 
understand their own lives, we will be in a better position to explain why, when and 
how various policies will be effective with different populations. (p. 231) 

Scholarly Personal Narrative is about transformation, consciousness, and definition. It is about 
understanding the subjective experiences of individuals from their own lens. It is about allowing a 
person to be known through the telling of their story. Lewis and Meruna (1999) further suggested in 
a review of Bertaux, “[u]Understanding the person means understanding her perspective – her story 
– on her social circumstances. Instead of simply hoping these differences in perspective and self 
understanding wash out of our data through randomized designs, narrative studies research suggests 
we should bring such questions to the forefront of our efforts to understand change and social orga-
nization” (p. 239). Scholarly Personal Narrative is about constructing an understanding of the past, 
present and future. It is the place for secrets and hidden voices to be exposed. It is about providing 
intellectually discursive space for the pursuit of new meaning and understanding. 
 As Robert Nash (2004) suggested:

SPN is about giving yourself permission to express your own voice in your own lan-
guage; your own take on your own story in your own inimitable manner. SPN  is your 
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grand opportunity to practice listening to the sound of your own voice. Find your special 
sound and style, and you will find your story. Lose these, and you will continue to be si-
lenced…Scholarly personal narrative writing is meant primarily to benefit readers, touch 
readers’ lives by informing their experiences, by transforming the meaning of events. (p. 
24-28)

Scholarly Personal Narrative is about redefining scholarship. It is about redefining expectations. It is 
about rewriting the words of the oppressor in the words of the oppressed. 
 Scholarly Personal Narrative is about broadening the scope. It is about abandoning the 
status quo and moving to a greater and more inclusive understanding. It is about making the invisible 
visible and giving the voiceless voice. Nash (2004) suggested:

You are a scholar if you are willing to play with ideas. You are a scholar if you can build 
on the ideas of others. You are a scholar to the extent that you can tell a good, instructive 
story. You are a scholar if you can capture the narrative quality of your human experience 
in language that inspires others. You are a scholar if you can present your story in such a 
way that, in some important senses, it rings true to human life. You are a scholar if you 
can help your readers to reexamine their own truth stories in the light of the truths that 
you are struggling to discern in your own complicated life story. You are a scholar if you 
have passion for language and writing…You are a scholar if you are willing to allow your 
students, and your readers, to enter your heart as well as your head. You are a scholar if 
you can help readers and students realize that their lives signify, that they matter more 
than they will ever know. (p. 45-46)

Scholarly Personal Narrative is about making marginalized experiences real, more human. 
 Scholarly Personal Narrative is about reframing experiences, renaming reality and retell-
ing the truth. H. Alexander Welcome (2004) asserted:

In many of the studies of Blacks, the experiences of Whites, not Blacks, are used as the 
backing for the construction of the warrants/rules that are employed to evaluate Black 
experiences, delimiting the “concepts and relationships that can exist” in the Black com-
munity. The life histories of Whites are used as the standard against which Blacks are 
encouraged to strive. The employment of this ontology fallaciously limits the range of 
Black agency, producing deceitful narratives where the navigation of the social envi-
ronment by Blacks is dictated by either a passive response to, or a passive adoption of, 
White scripts. This ontology erroneously limits descriptions and evaluations of Black 
experiences, excluding viable causal determinants of the socio-economic status of Blacks 
and constructing restricted descriptions of Black agency. The utilization of whiteness to 
determine and/or evaluate blackness begins when whiteness and White life histories come 
to represent what is “right.” (p. 61)

Scholarly Personal Narrative can be the doorway to a new understanding of marginalized 
experiences in higher education. Scholarly Personal Narrative represents the resurrection and 
restructuring of life-story methodology, biographic interviewing, discursive and hermeneutic 
analysis, autoethnography and oral traditions. It is a journey of the self, an analytical and personal 
account of one’s own story. It is an opportunity to explain differences from an insider’s perspective. 

Scholarly Personal Narrative is a systematic inquiry into self; an examination of self in 
relation to power structures. It is about finding personal voice and rewriting marginalized narratives. 
Narratives and storytelling exist in the African American community through the telling of oral 
histories. For African Americans, narrative writing serves the role of ameliorating marginalization 
and oppression endured since slavery. There is richness in the narratives of African American men 
told in our own words. bell hooks suggested:

Autobiographical writing was a way for me to evoke the particular experiences of 
growing up southern and black in segregated communities. It was a way to recapture 
the richness of southern black culture. The need to remember and hold to the legacy of 
that experience and what it taught me has been all the more important since I have since 
lived in predominantly white communities and taught at predominantly white colleges. 
Black southern folk experience was the foundation of the life around me when I was a 
child; that experience no longer exists in many places where it was once all of the life 
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we knew. Capitalism, upward mobility, assimilation of other values have all led to rapid 
disintegration of black folk experience or in some cases the gradual wearing away of that 
experience. (p. 158)

The Scholarly Personal Narrative dissertation represented the sound of my voice, the significance of 
my life experiences, self-revelation, the abstract and the concrete, hope and meaning. It was about 
passion, anger, fear and love. It was about rewriting, redefining, retelling, restructuring, and renam-
ing the experiences of African American men. Robert Nash (2004) explained:

I believe that students also fondly remember being able to write these types of papers. 
In fact, today, many graduates who have been out of school for several years will tell me 
they are able to recall these papers, almost page for page, years after they wrote them. 
One of the reasons they can do this with such vivid recall, I believe, is that they were 
given so few opportunities to write in the first-person voice, therefore this type of project 
stands out even now. I have heard this particularly from people of color who have had to 
suppress their strong, distinct voices, along with their anger, for years in the academy. (p. 
2)
Scholarly Personal Narrative is about emotion and vulnerability, mattering and marginal-

ization and truth. Above all else, it represented my search for direction, definition, and destiny in the 
academy. My situation is unique, as all individual lives and stories are unique. And yet, my story can 
inform the experiences of African American men pursuing higher education. 

Research and scholarship is about making a unique contribution to your discipline, an-
swering questions, provoking thought, advancing learning and the pursuit of cognitive truth. It is 
about discovery, integration of knowledge, application of new concepts, and teaching. Research and 
scholarship comes in many forms, each valuable for its ability to contribute to intellectual discourse. 

I hope you, the reader, will consider how you define scholarship and incorporate nontradi-
tional methodologies into your formal and informal roles in the lives of students. Through Scholarly 
Personal Narrative I discovered my voice, answered some of the more difficult questions associated 
with my research and transformed my thinking in the process. I am forever changed, and expect those 
who have the opportunity to read my dissertation will be changed as well, because I not so willingly 
stepped outside the traditional research paradigm and explored intimately my own experiences situ-
ated within the context of empirical data. 
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The mind is not 
a vessel to be 

filled, but a fire 
to be kindled

- Plutarch



Looking at her she seems like the average twenty two year old American-a senior in college, 
typical fashion, and a backpack.  As students walk to class she blends in, talking with friends about 
plans for the weekend.  Some may notice a slight accent, but that attention to detail is rare, and 
most who notice are afraid to ask.  She is pretty, average height, with dark hair and dark eyes; most 
assume that her family must have immigrated from Thailand years ago, most likely before she was 
born.  However, her family lives 3,000 miles away in a small village outside of Bangkok, and Dao 
Suttikul lives in the United States alone. 

 When Dao was twelve years old her family decided that a life in Thailand was not what 
was best for her: their daughter was smart, independent, and could make something great of herself.  
So ten years ago Dao moved to the United States to pursue an American education, to live with an 
aunt and uncle she had never met, knowing not one word of English and never once stepping foot 
outside of Thailand. She worked and studied hard. By the age of fifteen was fluent in English and by 
the age of seventeen was accepted at one of the best universities in the state.

 From the outside her classmates see her as put together and independent.  Her culture and 
experiences pressure her to embody this, even though 3,000 miles away her mother was diagnosed 
with breast cancer. Her mother urges her to keep on working hard and not to come home until she 
has earned a degree, so she continues to attend classes and believes that very few people would 
understand her internal struggles (D. Suttikul, personal communication, February 18, 2009).   

   Dao immigrated to the United States in pursuit of a better life.  She saw the United States 
as a place where this was possible, so even through hardship she endured.  Many who immigrate to 
the United States of America, like Dao, experience a sense of dissonance.  Their idea of home and 
community is lost in a web of confusion.  This dissonance is further widened when a student enters 
college feeling like no one understands them, and it becomes a struggle as they attempt to define 
themselves.  Therefore, it is imperative that universities offer resources and tools to help students 
who are experiencing a lack of belonging to create a community.  Interaction with peers who are also 
going through a new experience, in an unfamiliar country with different ideals and cultures, will help 

As the population of immigrants in the United States, both legal 
and undocumented, increases dramatically every year, the number 
of first generation immigrant students pursuing a postsecondary 
education continues to rise.  This paper seeks to address the needs of 
first generation immigrants on college campuses, focusing on their 
needs outside the traditional classroom. The HOME program is a 
suggested approach for helping immigrant students’ navigate the 
college terrain, utilizing peer mentor relationships, support groups, 
and an outdoor retreat component.  Higher education institutions 
must create an inclusive environment where every student feels 
valued in both their academic and social environments.

Community Called HOME: 
Developing a Successful Transition Experience 

for First Generation Immigrant College Students
Lauren Hildesheim
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to form a supportive group.  It is critical that this process starts with universities providing students 
an introduction to their new environment so that they can begin to orient themselves in their new 
home.  

Literature Review

While this need is widely prevalent on college campuses across the United States, little current 
literature discusses the needs of immigrant college students.  In her study of the persistence of 
immigrant and native students in college, Katherine Conway (2009) posits that “given the rapid 
influx of immigrants to the United States, both legal and illegal, in numbers well in excess of 1 
million per year, the future of higher education in the United States may well depend on our ability 
to address the needs of the immigrant students” (p. 321). Therefore, in order for first generation 
immigrant college students to succeed both academically and socially, it is vital that universities 
provide the necessary opportunities to help students navigate their college experience. 

As Conway articulates in her study, the population of American college students is becoming 
more and more ethnically and culturally diverse.  Some students are born in the United States 
and have very little cultural identity to reflect their ethnic background, while others are raised in 
a home where their cultural and ethnic identity are both engrained in who they are, and therefore 
creates identity confusion (Conway, 2009).  Students who immigrate to the United States from other 
countries experience ethnic identity development differently.  In their research on American and 
ethnic identities among college students, Rodriquez, Schwartz, and Whitbourne (2010) explain the 
concept of national identity, “which is regarded by some historians as perhaps the most fundamental 
and inclusive of collective identities.  However, until recently national identity has received 
relatively limited attention in research (p. 325).  They argue that, “the importance of ethnic identity, 
and its relationship to American identity, may be less important for Whites as of now, but given 
the increasing ethnic and cultural diversity in the United States, these issues are becoming more 
important to research and understand”( p. 326).  This conflict between ethnic and cultural identity 
poses a significant challenge for immigrant college students as they have a harder time identifying 
their own identity in relationship to their new environment, and consequently have a difficult time 
feeling connected to the campus at large. 

The connection between cultural background and identity development was explored using 
Phinney’s Ethnic Identity Model (1996), which states that students can explore and practice cultural 
identity while still being acclimated into the community in which they now reside, but must be 
given the proper tools to explore their ethnic identity (p. 143).  Phinney argues that “because of the 
differences within ethnic groups, for example, in acculturation, generation of immigration, social 
class, and regional influences, there is wide variation in the cultural norms and values maintained 
by members of an ethnic group” (p.143).  Group members also differ in the degree to which they 
join the American mainstream or remain in ethnic enclaves, depending on their acculturation into 
various groups (Phinney, 1996).  It becomes too difficult to look at them objectively, therefore 
Phinney’s Ethnic Identity Model places an emphasis on how group members themselves understand 
and interpret their own ethnicity.  According to Phinney, “students will vary in the degree to which 
they identify with their ascribed ethnic group and the extent to which their group identity is salient 
and significant.  Some students have a clear sense of commitment to their group, while others feel 
confused or conflicted about their ethnicity” (p. 144).  When transition into a new environment 
takes place, students’ concept of their identity can be vastly different depending on their sense of 
belonging within different communities. 

In Phinney’s model there are three stages of ethnic identity development.  Stage one is the 
unexamined ethnic identity, the second stage reveals exploration (immersion/emersion; resistance), 
and the third stage is achieved ethnic identity or internalization (1996).  The majority of first 
generation college students who have immigrated to the United States are in stage two: exploration 
of their ethnic identity.  Individuals in this stage become deeply interested in their native group or 
their new surroundings and often times cling to one more than the other, or end up somewhere in the 
middle.  Immigrant college students may begin to explore different avenues toward understanding 
the line between American identity and their own ethnic identity, and may start to identify more so 
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with one or the other.  It is important to note that in the final stage the student feels a secure sense 
of self as members of the group, and will feel comfortable being the individual that they are.  This 
is important because as students feel more confident in their own identity they will develop a closer 
relationship with a group inside the campus community.  It is essential to explore and question how 
colleges can create an environment where students feel liberated to explore their identity while not 
feeling marginalized by the rest of campus.  This environment of inclusiveness directly contributes 
to first generation immigrant students’ achievement in college. 

Vincent Tinto’s model of Student Departure was used as a theoretical framework to understand 
identity development among first generation immigrant college students, and how it directly 
relates to college success and retention.  One of the reasons for students departing from college is 
their failure to remain incorporated into both the intellectual and social life of the institution.  The 
model explains that in order for students to persist, they need integration into formal and informal 
social systems (Tinto, 1988).  These systems can be faculty and staff interactions, extracurricular 
involvement, or peer interaction. Without one or more of these variables, students are more likely to 
depart either mentally or physically from their environment (Tinto, 1988).  The struggle that remains 
for immigrant college students is that a large majority of them must work full time to support their 
families and therefore have a lack of extra time to commit to these involvements.  The lack of 
American cultural understanding also makes it difficult to create these social groups with their peers, 
and the lack of social integration is seen as voluntary among immigrant populations (Tinto, 1988).  
Those students who do develop a sense of social and community integration are more likely to 
succeed in both their academic and social involvements, however, students who feel socially isolated 
are far more likely to leave the college setting early, eliminating their possibility for a college degree.

The four stages of student retention are: recruitment and admission, orientation, pre-entry 
assessment and placement, and the first year transition (Tinto, 1988).  While all college students face 
a difficult transition period when assimilating into their new environment, it is even more difficult 
for students who are culturally, and ethnically different from their peers.  Not only are they new 
to the college setting, but the customs, ideologies, and values of their surroundings may be vastly 
different and unfamiliar to them.  In order to make this transition possible, students might need to 
reassert or redefine the values that they grew up with, and at times separate themselves with their 
past if necessary for integration into their new environment (Tinto, 1988).

Identity separation is more difficult for ethnic or foreign students than for their Caucasian peers 
because their cultural identities may be valued differently. These students may feel misunderstood 
by their institution and by other students.  Various types of institutional actions would improve 
the assimilation of foreign and ethnic students into the college environment.  Successful resources 
include transition assistance, early contact and community building, academic involvement and 
support, monitoring and early warning, and counseling and advising (Tinto, 1988).  These resources 
and programs would not only create a successful community among minority students, but would 
also help them transition and assimilate into the campus community at large.

Program Proposal

  Phinney’s Ethnic Identity Model and Tinto’s Model of Student Departure suggest 
that students first need assistance defining and feeling secure in their ethnic identity, and must be 
given opportunities to build a community within the campus at large.  Therefore, it is proposed 
that institutions should create a one-year transition program known as HOME for students who 
have emigrated from other countries.  The HOME program will include a cohort model where 
participating students will be grouped together for the entirety of the program.  The program should 
include a peer mentoring program, an outdoor retreat component, and a support group.  With these 
three components combined, the goal is that students will develop a strong understanding of their 
identity, will feel acclimated to the college environment, and will better identify with their peers.  

 The first component of the transition program is a peer-mentoring program which 
students will be introduced to at New Student Orientation.  The peer-mentoring program will consist 
of student mentors who have previously participated in HOME as a new student.  In its first year, 
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senior students will be selected and trained as the founders of the program.  The peer mentors will 
be first or second generation immigrants, portray a strong sense of self, involved on campus, and 
accurately show community understanding, so that they are prepared to successfully serve new 
students.  At New Student Orientation a break off program orientation will take place and students 
will learn the components of the HOME program, and meet their peer mentor for the first time.  The 
goal is to provide one mentor for every five students, depending on the size of the group.  The peer 
mentors will help build a small network within the group by offering one group meeting per week 
and facilitating discussions on transition issues, campus resources, and the students’ feelings about 
the new community.  Peer mentors will be trained on trust building, team effectiveness, leadership, 
and counseling skills.  

Not only is it important for students to develop close relationships with one another, but it is 
also essential for them to develop a close connection with their peer mentor, as they are seen as a 
role model and someone who is already invested in the campus.  The peer mentor component is 
vital because as the Ethnic Identity Model demonstrates, in order for students to move into the third 
stage, they must first reflect on their identity and in turn will develop as individuals (Phinney, 1996).  
The peer mentor groups are meant to provide a safe place to discuss diverse issues, and to ease the 
students’ identity development process.  

The second element of the HOME program is the outdoor retreat, which will take place the 
weekend prior to the students’ first quarter on campus.  The students will travel to a location near the 
university, for a weekend retreat.  The peer mentors will be the primary coordinators of the retreat, 
but the adviser of the program will play a significant role in large group discussions.  At the retreat, 
students will participate in outdoor and team building activities, as well as trust exercises.  Within 
this component of the program, students will learn about one another and will begin to develop both 
individually and as a group.  The retreat should include break off sessions for peer mentor groups so 
that students develop association with their peers, as well as large group discussions to encourage 
dialogue with other peer mentor groups. At the close of the retreat, students will create group goals 
and individual goals which they will try to accomplish by the end of the school year.     

The purpose of the retreat is for students to become integrated into the large group as well as to 
develop close-knit relationships with one another and with peers.  The adviser serves as an integral 
part of the retreat, and therefore will develop close relationships with the students, and serve as a 
mentor.  As explained, students will create group goals and individual goals, which are meant to 
provide an avenue for students to grow and develop during the school year.  When students create 
these tight knit groups with one another from the beginning, they will be more likely to share and 
develop as individuals throughout the year because they have a strong community to lean on. 

The final component of the HOME program is the support group, which will involve 
all program participants.  The support group will meet once a month in order to continue the 
relationships students develop with one another at the retreat.  In the support group, students will 
talk about the individual and group goals they set at the retreat to ensure development and learning 
throughout the year, talk in depth about campus issues and involvement, and will serve as an 
environment where growth can take place.  The large group will practice trust activities meant to 
bring everyone together, and will read literature to provide a context of ethnic identity development. 
Another aspect of the support group will be attendance at campus events, so that students begin to 
feel invested in the campus community.  The peer mentors will select monthly guest speakers as an 
optional event for students to attend.  The adviser of the HOME program will be the facilitator of 
large group discussions, but the peer mentors will be given autonomy in planning and implementing 
ideas and programs for the students.  

The support group is a crucial aspect of HOME and works to continue the group relationships 
developed at the retreat.  As the description of the support group described, students will partake 
in active and engaged dialogue about diversity issues, community issues, and feelings about their 
current experience as a first generation immigrant college student.  In this group, students will 
feel more introspective when discussing their feelings with other people.  The support group also 
offers opportunities to actively involve the students in the campus community.  As Tinto’s model 
demonstrates, it is critical that students must involve themselves in extracurricular activities to 

16



provide a social community, and this opportunity within the support group will give students more 
options to explore other activities on campus (Tinto, 1988).  In order for the HOME program 
to effectively assist students in their college experience ,and successfully accomplish learning 
outcomes, all three components are necessary. 

There are some additional necessities for the program to work effectively.  The program must 
have one adviser (a student affairs professional is highly recommended) to oversee group meetings, 
general details, and the training of the peer mentors.  Depending on the size of the program, five to 
seven student mentors should be selected per year.  The students need a physical space to congregate 
as a large group every month, such as a classroom or common area. The retreat component will 
need a location with food and lodging accommodations.  In order to accommodate the needs of 
the students, there will be a cost associated with funding the program.  Peer mentors can be given 
a small stipend to supplement the hours they spend with the program.  The only programming 
associated cost will be funding the retreat, which again will include lodging, food, and support.  
The funds should be allocated through a student activities board, or a campus fund through student 
involvement. 

There are four direct learning outcomes associated with the HOME transition program.  
Students who participate in HOME will; 1) develop a strong understanding of their identity and 
transition to stage three in Phinney’s Ethnic Identity Development Model; 2) engage in personal 
growth and discovery regarding their abilities and potential as a student; 3) build a strong community 
with their peer mentor and peer support groups; and 4) feel acclimated into the campus community.  
These learning objectives will be measured in three ways; 1) students will complete a short survey 
which will ask general questions about their experience; 2) students will write a short reflective 
paper about their experience and what they gained throughout the year; and 3) students will engage 
in group dialogue in the final support group meeting, with the hope that they will be candid about 
their experience in the HOME program. Peer mentors and the adviser will review the evaluations 
and make changes and adjustments for the following year to make certain all learning objectives are 
met.

Conclusion

If all learning objectives are met, and students successfully move through the HOME program, 
it is the hope that they will simultaneously be incorporated into the campus environment.  As 
Phinney’s Ethnic Minority Model explains, students in the final stage will feel a strong sense of self 
and will feel free to explore their new community (Phinney, 1996).  For first generation immigrant 
college students, new culture, experiences, and environment will be difficult to navigate at first.  
To effectively move to the third stage, students must have positive peer interactions and develop 
a strong sense of their own ethnic identity.  When students develop these peer interactions and 
relationships with the campus community, they will remain committed to finishing their college 
degree (Tinto, 1996). It is important that these transitions take place so that these students have a 
positive first year experience.

Without these campus resources, first generation immigrant college students like Dao, are 
forced to build a community with people who may not understand their experience.  The program 
presented is a valuable transition plan, which would help students build a community with peers 
who are going through a similar experience, and become invested in the campus community.  It is 
no longer acceptable for these students to walk through their college experience alone. Universities 
need to be intentional about creating positive and inclusive experiences so that all students are 
offered a holistic learning environment, with opportunities to develop as individuals.  With this 
transition program, students like Dao Suttikul will no longer feel invisible on campus, but instead 
will feel accepted, included, and valued. 
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“Attracting diverse students should be seen as a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for positive 
diversity outcomes” (Pike & Kuh, 2006, p. 445).

Introduction 

Access and equity are two central goals of American higher education. In the next 20 years, 
almost half of the U.S. population will be racial or ethnic minorities (Cortes, 1991). Colleges and 
universities are becoming increasingly diverse and minority students make up at least one third of 
the student body in several states (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2005). With this rapid change 
in demographics, institutions and college leaders are faced with the challenge and opportunity to 
prepare students to function effectively in a diverse society by providing necessary support for 
minority students. Similarly, institutions and admission offices around the nation are being pressured 
to use valid and unbiased predictors of college success for minority students in terms of admission 
and retention.   

The purpose of this literature review is to examine the effectiveness of college diversity 
initiatives for minority students and the extent to which these students are supported on their 
campuses. First, the overall problem in higher education surrounding diversity initiatives will be 
described, followed by a definition of terms used in existing research. Next, the methods and the 
results of research in this area of study will be summarized. Finally, strengths and limitations of the 
studies will be presented, followed by conclusions for current action and future research.

Overview of the Problem 

There has been  huge debate in higher education concerning whether a diverse student body 
is linked to positive educational outcomes. Such outcomes can impact both admission policies 
and programmatic support for minority students.  Specifically, affirmative action in college 
admissions is based on the premise that a diverse student body contributes to positive interactions 
among students from different backgrounds. These interactions are positively related to desirable 
outcomes of a college (Pike, Kuh, & Gonyea, 2007). Many scholars argue that increased minority 
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enrollment provides colleges and universities with an opportunity to address issues of prejudice and 
discrimination and better prepare students for working with a diverse population in life after college 
(Chang, 2000, 2002; Hurtado, Dey, Gurin, & Gurin, 2003; Smith et al., 1997). However, some critics 
of affirmative action policies, such as the National Association of Scholars, argue that diversity does 
not necessarily lead to a free exchange of ideas and positive diversity (Wood & Sherman, 2001). 

Colleges and universities across the nation have been involved in diversity initiatives and 
minority student studies. These studies tend to focus on the following questions: (a) To what extent 
do relationships among student-body diversity, the amount and quality of interactions among diverse 
groups of students, and student gains in understanding diversity on college campuses support the 
notion of affirmative action in college admissions? (b) To what extent do relationships among 
student-body diversity, the amount and quality of interactions among diverse groups of students, 
and perceptions of the campus environment support the notion of affirmative action in college 
admissions? (c) How do financial choices made by White and African American students influence 
their college choices and persistence? (d) Is the Non-Cognitive Questionnaire (NCQ) an adequate 
predictor of grade point average (GPA) or retention in college and to what extent should the NCQ be 
utilized in the college admission process? 

This review of literature summarizes findings on college minority student studies from four 
sources (Pike & Kuh, 2006; Pike et al., 2007; St. John, Paulsen, & Carter, 2005; Thomas, Kuncel, 
& Crede, 2007). These studies indicate that admissions, financial aid, diverse interactions, and 
institutional support for minority students may increase college retention and persistence, ultimately 
helping leaders at colleges and universities make sound decisions regarding the types of assistance 
that are offered to students. Such programs, if effective, may increase positive interactions among 
diverse groups and, as a result, prepare students to function effectively in a diverse society. 

Definition of Terms

Structural diversity. This represents the extent to which students of color are included in the 
student population (Pike & Kuh, 2006).

Informal interactional diversity. This refers to the extent to which diverse groups of faculty 
and students interact with one another in and out of class (Pike & Kuh, 2006).

Regents of the University of California v. Bakke (1978). This is a court case in which Justice 
Powell decided that it is permissible to use race/ethnicity as one factor in admission decisions if 
racial/ethnic diversity can be shown to improve the quality of the educational experience (Pike & 
Kuh, 2006).  

Affirmative action. This is an initiative used in college admissions that is based on the premise 
that a diverse student body contributes to interactions among students from different backgrounds, 
thus race/ethnicity can be an important factor in admissions decisions (Pike et al., 2007). 

Non-Cognitive Questionnaire (NCQ). This is a 23-item measure assessing eight non-
cognitive variables that may predict the performance and retention of students in college (Thomas et 
al., 2007). 

Financial-Nexus model. This model assesses the effects of student financial aid on college 
choice and persistence by African Americans and Whites (St. John et al., 2007). 

Summary of Research Methods

Types of Studies
All studies in this review aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of admissions and retention of 

minority students, specifically how finances and a supportive campus environment can influence 
retention rates. These studies also referenced the importance of diversity initiatives, like affirmative 
action, to help ensure that minority students are successful in college by receiving enough financial 
aid and providing institutional support that promotes diverse interactions on campus. Three studies 
are primary sources that employed correlational and comparative designs. One study is a secondary 
source (meta-analysis). All studies were published between 2005 and 2007. 
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Participants 
All studies utilized large sample sizes. In two studies, 305 to 428 students were sampled from 

various institutions. In two additional studies, 9,321 to 24,271 students were sampled. All studies 
included an array of demographics in regard to sex, race, and ethnicity.  Three studies reported 
either student GPA or grades, as well as class standing in school. Three studies sampled various 
institutional settings including 2-year and 4-year, public and private, and urban and suburban 
colleges and universities located in the United States. 
Data Collection 

All studies utilized standard data collection and reporting instruments.  Two studies used the 
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), while one study used the National Postsecondary 
Student Aid Survey. The meta-analysis used a questionnaire that was coded by two authors. The 
database was double-checked by a second coder to identify data-entry errors.

Summary of Research Results 

Admissions 
One issue in the research on diversity initiatives for minority students pertains to admissions 

policies. All studies indicated fair and equitable admissions practices for students. Specifically, two 
studies focused on diversity initiatives in admissions for minority students. 

Thomas et al. (2007) conducted a meta-analytic review of validity scores on the Non-Cognitive 
Questionnaire (NCQ) across 47 independent samples to predict academic outcomes. They found 
that NCQ scores are largely unrelated to college performance as measured by student GPA, college 
persistence, and credits earned. In addition, the NCQ as a whole was not found to be a valid selection 
tool for admissions purposes. Based on this finding, the researchers recommend against its use for 
research or practice. 

Although Thomas et al. (2007) found the NCQ to be an unreliable selection tool for 
admissions, Pike et al. (2007) uphold Justice Powell’s University of California Regents v. Bakke 
(1978) rationale for using affirmative action in college admissions. Their findings indicated that 
greater diversity in the student population is associated with higher levels of interaction among peers 
from different backgrounds who held different views. Furthermore, higher levels of interactional 
diversity are associated with greater gains in understanding people from different races and cultures. 
These relationships correlated with the legal position argued by Justice Powell that a diverse student 
body enhances the quality of the educational experience on college campuses. Additionally, Pike 
et al. suggest, “proactively recruiting students from diverse backgrounds was more effective than 
relying on applicant pools to naturally become more diverse” (p. 180). Given these findings, colleges 
and universities should proactively recruit a diverse group of students, as doing so may improve the 
quality of diverse interactions on campuses and in the classroom. 
Financial Assistance 

Another issue in the research on minority students deals with the financial assistance that 
they receive. Two studies indicated that GPA does not predict college persistence well. However, 
finances seem to play a large role in college choice and retention. Specifically, St. John et al. (2007) 
examined college choice and retention between African American and White students. Using the 
financial-nexus model, which assesses the effects of student financial aid, they found that a larger 
percentage of African American students compared to White students chose to go to a specific 
college because of greater financial aid awards and lower tuition, suggesting that African American 
students have greater financial need and could afford to attend only less expensive colleges. Also, 
grants and tuition had a more substantial and direct influence than financial aid on persistence for 
African American students versus White students.  Federal grant reductions and tuition increases 
over the past two decades have had more of a substantial influence on African Americans than on 
Whites. This is true “because grants and tuition play more substantial roles in choice processes for 
African Americans than for Whites” (St. John et al., p. 559).   Given this finding, one may conclude 
that, “African Americans are more likely to be faced with difficult choices due to the inadequacy of 
student aid” (p. 559). 
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Diverse Interactions 
The third issue identified in the research concerns affirmative action in college 

admissions. Specifically, studies assessed the notion that a diverse student body contributes to 
interactions among students that are, in turn, positively related to desirable outcomes of the 
institution. Two studies evaluated the merits of this rationale for affirmative action. Pike et al. 
(2007) examined the direct and indirect relationships between student-body diversity and student 
gains in understanding people of other racial/ethnic backgrounds. Pike and Kuh (2006) examined 
the relationships among structural diversity, informal interactional diversity, and perceptions of the 
campus environment. 

While some differences in the findings exist, the results of the two studies are similar. For 
instance, Pike et al. (2007) found that a diverse student population is associated with interactions 
among diverse peers. Additionally, this interaction is related to an increased understanding of 
different racial and ethnic groups. Increased understanding of different racial and ethnic groups may 
be linked to increased minority enrollment.  Pike and Kuh (2006) also argue that diverse interactions 
can happen among those who do not necessarily have a different racial or ethnic identity. It is 
possible that “higher levels of interaction with people from diverse groups at liberal arts institutions 
are due more to interactions with students who have different political, religious, and/or social views 
than to interactions with students from different racial/ethnic groups” (p. 444). Both studies imply 
that diverse interactions on campus, whether between those whose racial identities are different or 
those who hold different views than their peers, are valuable to college campuses around the United 
States.

Pike et al. (2007) further suggest that it is important for students to gain exposure to multiple 
perspectives through their interactions with diverse peers, faculty, and staff members, as such 
exposure may allow students to “think and respond in more complex ways” (p. 180). As equally as 
important for students is learning how to function effectively in a diverse society, which depends 
on the “types of diversity experiences a student has and the commitment of institutional leaders 
to create the conditions needed for positive and productive interactions among diverse groups of 
students, faculty, and staff” (Pike & Kuh, 2006, p. 445). To create a positive, educationally diverse 
experience, institutional leaders need to be committed to encouraging diverse interactions on their 
campuses. 
Supportive Campus Environment 

Finally, research on diversity initiatives has addressed the issue of supportive campus 
environments for minority students. In two  studies, there were clear connections between positive 
diverse interactions and supportive campus environments. Pike and Kuh (2006) and Pike et al. 
(2007) found that institutions can be supportive of diversity in multiple ways including, but not 
limited to, curriculum, mission, structural diversity, and enhanced interactions with diverse peers. 
Pike et al. established that measures of institutional mission were directly related to seniors’ gains in 
understanding diversity. Institutions also made intentional efforts to ensure that diverse perspectives 
were emphasized in the curriculum. By bringing diversity initiatives into the curriculum, students 
learn about issues in our society while in the classroom, gaining a better understanding and 
knowledge of our diverse society that they will carry with them following graduation. 

Similarly, Pike and Kuh (2006) suggest that institutional characteristics and initiatives can 
have direct and relatively powerful effects on student behavior. For instance, institutions with 
strong structural diversity can help to encourage interactions among students with differing 
opinions.  However, Pike and Kuh found that the campus environment’s perceived supportiveness 
is not related to the diversity of the student population on campus. These findings suggest that the 
effects of institutional initiatives on students’ attitudes, perceptions of the campus environment, and 
educational outcomes are mediated by a variety of factors that are frequently beyond the control of 
campus leaders.  Therefore, institutional leaders can create supportive campus environments that 
foster positive student experiences not simply by implementing institutional policies, but through 
promoting and encouraging interactions with diverse peers, faculty, and staff. 
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Discussion 

Strengths 
The strengths of the research studies on diversity initiatives and support for minority college 

students include the following: 
1. All studies reviewed contained large sample sizes.
2. All four studies utilized standard, valid, and reliable measurement instruments. 
3. Each study provided useful demographic information, such as a wide variety of 

institutions and diverse student population samples. 
4. Successful and unsuccessful admission and retention policies for students of color are 

consistent throughout studies.
Limitations 

The limitations of the research studies on diversity initiatives and support for minority college 
students that comprise this review include the following:

1. The use of self-reports allow for possible bias in answers provided.
2. Generalizability of results is a concern, as only one year of data was analyzed.
3. The NSSE data was taken from a relatively short survey and did not provide depth.
4. None of the three survey studies provided information about the diversity initiatives at 

the institutions and whether the students responding to the survey participated in those 
initiatives.

5. Use of a single item to represent understanding of diverse groups provides a narrow view 
of diversity outcomes. 

Conclusion 

 Two studies indicated a clear association between a diverse student population and interactions 
among diverse peers. Thus/Therefore, colleges and universities should promote such interactions 
as they strive to increase student understanding of different racial and ethnic groups, which are 
key parts of a campus’ identity. Likewise, institutions can become more diverse by intentionally 
recruiting and supporting students, faculty, and staff from historically underrepresented populations. 
As admissions policies like affirmative action seem to encourage a diverse environment and 
diverse interactions amongst peer groups, experiences with diversity are more likely to occur as the 
heterogeneity of the student population increases.

Regarding financial aspects of higher education research included in this review, student aid 
plays a substantial role in the college choice process while grants and tuition have an effect on 
persistence. St. John et al. (2007) suggest that opportunities for engagement are limited for high 
achieving, low-income students including students of color. Therefore, if institutions would like to 
recruit and retain students from diverse backgrounds, more financial aid needs to be available for 
those students in the form of grants. 

As a limited number of scholars have studied practical implications for diversity initiatives and 
their effectiveness for college and university environments, more research should be conducted on 
additional valid predictors outside of admissions. In addition, although there is existing research on 
diversity initiatives for White and African American students, future studies should include students 
who identify as multiracial due to the increase in this population throughout the United States. 
Researching broader aspects of diversity in higher education is important, as additional findings may 
assist academic administrators in making admissions decisions, thus ensuring that campuses are 
welcoming and inclusive to all students regardless of their race or ethnicity. 
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Statement of the Problem

Colleges and universities across the nation are faced with the task of remaining current and 
accessible for the increasingly diverse population of students accessing their institutions.  Research 
and theory regarding race and ethnicity, sexuality, and gender has been widespread and increasingly 
more relevant.  However, research and programmatic components addressing the specific needs and 
concerns of transgender students on campus is dramatically lacking.  

To begin discussing the needs of trans students on campus, the term ‘trans’ must be identified.  
According to Lydia Sausa, “Trans is an umbrella term referring to a diverse group of individuals who 
cross or transcend culturally defined categories of sex and gender,” (Sausa, 2002, p. 45).  The term 
‘trans’ is used in this paper to refer to any individual who identifies outside of the gender binary, or 
who identifies with a different gender than they were assigned at birth.  Therefore, the use of the 
term ‘trans’ will include, but is not limited to, individuals who identify as transsexual, genderqueer, 
transman, transwoman, trannyboi, trannydyke, and boi.  

Further, it is important to identify the context in which we are discussing this population: 
the college or university campus.  Colleges and universities are perhaps the most gendered of 
all institutions in the United States, aside from the legal system.  Before students set foot on a 
college campus, they are required to narrowly specify their gender on an application. This gender 
specification then determines what options they have for housing, what sports they can play, and 
what services and resources are made available to them. 

Although socially ingrained assumptions make it difficult for some to conceptualize that such 
narrow gender categorization is invalid, the use of gender as a primary indicator of what students 
will experience on campus presents insurmountable issues for those who do not identify within the 
allowed binary, or who move fluidly between the prescribed options of male and female. Therefore, 
to ensure we are providing the best and most inclusive education possible to all individuals, we must 
begin to challenge this system.  

It is clear that trans students would benefit from a more fluid definition of gender.   However, 
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how do we justify changing a gendered system that appears to work well for the majority of 
the student body?  Research shows that this system is, in-fact, problematic for the vast majority 
of students on campus (Davis, 2002; Mueller, J.A. & Cole, J. C., 2009; Sausa, 2002). Such a 
restrictive interpretation of gender has, in many ways, inhibited learning and development for the 
majority of students on campus, regardless of their gender identity, by formally supporting sexism 
and heterosexism. Through gendered housing, athletics, etc, students are increasingly awarded 
for normative gendered activity, yet student development personnel continue to question why 
gender-based violence is so high on campus, and science, engineering and business majors are still 
predominated my men.  Essentially, the institutional support of a binary gendered system reinforces 
sexism and heterosexism, and does not support students’ in the exploration of opportunities that may 
not be traditionally gender appropriate.  By challenging all components of this gendered system, 
the needs of trans students on campus is addressed, as well as many of the fundamental barriers to 
learning that have arisen as a result of this system.

In order to challenge this restrictive gender system, two preliminary steps must be taken on 
every college campus. First, we must take immediate action to address the needs of trans students 
by creating Trans Resource Centers at every institution. Until we are able to integrate trans students 
fully, we need to provide them with dedicated ‘safe’ spaces on campus. In addition, resources (both 
financial and personnel) are needed so we can advocate for trans inclusive campuses and educational 
policy. These resources will allow us to invest in campus-wide education and advocate more 
effectively for dramatic institutional level policy change, including modifying university systems 
that use gender as a rigid classification. 

Theoretical Framework

The need for a Trans Resource Center is grounded in Astin’s theory of Student Involvement 
(1999) and Sausa’s best practices for trans students on campus (Sausa, 2002).  Furthermore, 
additional theories are provided as support.  

Although many college campuses already have a lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 
(LGBT) center for sexual minorities, the special advocacy that Trans Resource Centers would 
provide for the trans community more than justifies their creation. Up until now, many have assumed 
that one organization would suffice because the communities “share many similar struggles, such 
as lack of equal rights protection, discrimination and harassment issues, lack of societal support and 
resources and concerns about safety and visibility,” (Sausa, 2002, p. 47) but time has shown that 
this alone does not provide trans students with the services or advocacy that they need. While some 
trans students also identify as queer, many do not, so it is incorrect to assume that gender and sexual 
orientation are one and the same and that one organization can effectively advocate for the needs of a 
community with such distinct needs. The reality is that many LGB organizations have simply tacked 
on a ‘T’ to represent the trans community without actually dedicating resources to serving the unique 
needs of trans students. According to Sausa, (2002):

There are many issues facing trans students today.  These include: concern about 
discrimination if they come out in their applications, the application forms themselves 
which only allow for two sexes or genders; concerns about their safety in bathrooms and 
locker rooms; acceptance among roommates and peers in residence halls; problems with 
being called by one’s birth name and inappropriate gender pronouns, instead of one’s 
new name and preferred pronoun; administrative issues with name and gender changes, 
including school picture identification cards, school files, and school transcripts and 
degrees; the need for healthcare access and healthcare services from trans knowledgeable 
health service providers including councilors, nurses, nurse practitioners and physicians; 
harassment and violence on campus; lack of support and resources; and overall the 
ability to attend a school without constantly worrying about one’s personal safety, as well 
as the ability access services and resources afforded to others at the same educational 
institution.  (p. 48). 

Additional challenges trans students face are strained relationships with family, and financial 
challenges due to discrimination and paperwork difficulties regarding gender and employment.

According to Alexander W. Astin, “the greater the student’s involvement in college, the greater 
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will be the amount of student learning and personal development,” (Astin, 1999, p. 529).  Astin goes 
on to say, “the amount of student learning and personal development associated with any educational 
program is directly proportional to the quality and quantity of student involvement in that program,” 
(Astin, 199, p. 519).  Astin defines involvement as “the amount of physical and psychological energy 
that the student devotes to the academic experience” (Astin, 1999, p. 518).  Astin’s definition of 
involvement is important for two reasons.  First, it is clear Astin equates involvement on campus, 
especially outside of the classroom, necessary to an individual’s development.  Therefore, if our 
mission as universities is to holistically educate students, involvement, particularly outside of the 
classroom, is necessary.  

Secondly, Astin refers to the amount of “physical and psychological energy that a student 
devotes.”  This is particularly relevant to trans students who are experiencing a considerable amount 
of physical and psychological energy to fulfill their basic needs.  It is unreasonable to assume that 
while expending energy on defending basic needs, such as pronoun preference, that trans students 
are going to have the time, energy and motivation to be highly involved on campus.  As a result, 
trans students are not faced with the luxury of involvement the way their cisgender (non-trans) peers 
are. 

Historically, gendered services have existed on college campuses for years, primarily focused 
on the needs of women as a response to sexism.  According to Tracy L. Davis, this women-
centered approach has left out the experiences of men and student development practitioners must 
become familiar with the ways in which all students on campus experience gender (Davis, 2002, 
p. 508).  In his study on male identity development, he discovered a myriad of challenges facing 
men on campus, such as feeling a lack of support, feeling limited in self expression, difficulty in 
communication and a fear of femininity (Davis, 2002, 519).  He also found that “gender related 
limits on men’s self-expression has been linked to negative emotional outcomes” (Davis, 2002, 
518). What Davis reveals is that a larger conversation of gender and gender identity is necessary 
for the healthy development of all students on campus.  Therefore, Davis advocates for expanding 
traditionally gendered resources from women, to all genders on campus.   

Proposal

The needs of trans students are specific and have gone unaddressed on college campuses.  A 
Trans Resource Center gives campuses an opportunity to provide the holistic education that is 
necessary for the cognitive and intellectual development of trans students.  I have identified seven 
primary areas of focus for a Trans Resource Center: place of residence, health services, liaison to the 
greater campus, paperwork, academic involvement, policy change, and education and advocacy.  
Place of Residence:

Place of residency, especially in the initial year or two of attending college, has a dramatic 
impact on how the student transitions to, and interacts with campus.  According to Astin, “living 
on campus substantially increases the student’s chances of persisting and aspiring to graduate or 
professional degree,” (Astin, 1999, p. 525) and increases the likelihood the student will graduate 
with a bachelor’s degree from the current institution.   Traditionally gendered residence halls, 
restrooms and roommate conflicts all present challenges specific to the trans population.  In addition, 
these challenges are particularly taxing because when one or all of these issues arise, the physical 
safety of the student can be threatened.   

Recently, college campuses have responded to the issue of housing trans students in gender 
segregated housing by providing them with their own room and bathroom separate from the 
communal living.  This has resulted in further isolation and excluded trans students from the positive 
impacts associated with communal living in the residence halls.  Furthermore, this segregation 
reinforces the idea that trans students are incapable or viewed as undesirable when it comes to living 
in community with the rest of campus.  

A center on campus that could specifically advocate on behalf of trans students is necessary 
to ensure the individual needs of each trans student are met.  This center would have the ability 
to navigate the wide-ranging experiences of this population, which will allow for more holistic 
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accommodation.  For example, some students may leave the dorms identifying with a different 
gender than when they enter, some may transition while in the dorms and many will experiment with 
gender.  It is our responsibility to provide a safe environment for identity development to take place. 
Health Services

To begin, healthcare and the trans population is a challenge in general.  However, on college 
campuses we have a particular investment in the health of our students, and can no longer ignore 
the needs of trans students.  The particular issues a Trans Resource Center will need to address are 
twofold.  First, trans students need assistance navigating the university and healthcare systems.  
Secondly, trans students must have access to competent healthcare providers.  

The vast majority of universities currently have health insurance polices that actively exclude 
hormone therapy and other gender related surgeries.  These discriminatory policies can result in 
the denial of health claims on grounds that the services rendered are a result of the student’s gender 
identity. Furthermore, many trans students identify with a particular gender and would like this 
gender reflected in the university system.  However, for the sake of accessing healthcare, they may 
prefer their insurance policy to be filed under their assigned gender and would greatly benefit from 
expertise and guidance regarding their gender specification. Trans students are therefore in need of 
university support to ensure the university’s healthcare policy is meeting their basic needs, and a 
Trans Resource Center provides the resources for navigating this complex system.

It is imperative health professionals at the university are equipped to work with trans 
students and their partners.  It is necessary that a part-time physician be employed to work with 
trans students.  Housing these services in a trans-specific space is essential because it ensures all 
individuals the student comes into contact with are on the same page about their gender and health 
needs.  Therefore, a Trans Resource Center is the best option and providing immediate and safe 
access to healthcare.
Liaison to the Greater Campus

Many students often have difficulty with navigating the variety of campus sectors. For trans 
students, navigating these systems can be particularly taxing.  A Trans Resource Center has the 
ability to provide support in communicating with all offices on campus such as career services, 
alumnae relations, student activities, learning center, disability services, student government, 
athletics, Greek life, center for service and leadership development.  A Trans Resource Center 
is necessary to address the myriad of different campus entities, through education and modeling 
trans-inclusive programming and services.  In addition, A Trans Resource Center would serve as 
the entry point to the vast opportunities on campus and can serve as the clearinghouse for campus 
involvement.  
Paperwork 

Trans students face many challenges with navigating the university’s gendered paperwork.  
From the application process to financial aid, universities have failed at creating inclusive forms.  
This lack of trans-inclusive forms has resulted in making the trans population invisible.  For 
example, each individual has been responsible for navigating this discriminatory system, and 
evidence suggests this has not been a positive experience with the institution.   According to Sausa, 
it is important to be “gender inclusive with all forms,” (Sausa, 2002, p. 50).  Updating university 
paperwork will take time, however, a Trans Resource Center can begin this effort, in addition to 
providing support to immediate students who are struggling with documents and forms.
Academic Involvement

One of the most important aspects of involvement on campus is academic involvement.  
Research shows that the greater the student / faculty interaction, and the more the student participates 
in class, the greater the learning outcomes.  However, for many trans students the classroom can be 
a hostile environment, which is not conducive to learning.  For example, professors are given rosters 
with a student’s given name and biological sex, but not with their preferred name or gender pronoun.  
This creates a situation where trans students must explain their gender to every professor or T.A. 
they come into contact with.  A Trans Resource Center will be able to work with the institution to 
create a system that is not based in gender.  Instead, knowing many students prefer to be called 
names other than their birth names, it would be ideal to present professors with preferred names and 
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pronouns.  
In addition, a study by Salter and Persaud revealed the classroom participation of women 

on campus depended on the emotional climate of each particular classroom (Salter and Persaud, 
2003).  While this study did not focus on trans students in particular, this study suggests that 
different genders respond in the classroom differently.  Further research is necessary regarding the 
involvement of trans students in the classroom.  In particular, a Trans Resource Center could start the 
conversation among faculty to discuss ways trans students may increase, or continue to, participate 
in classroom discussion.
Policy Change

University policies regarding gender must be revised.  Most importantly, it is essential that 
gender identity is included in the university’s non-discrimination policy.  In addition, according to 
Sausa, “specific guidelines about how to record, document and address issues of harassment and 
verbal and physical abuse dealing with gender expression or gender identity” (Sausa, 2002, p. 50) 
are necessary.  Similarly, universities need to be prepared on a policy level to address the challenges 
with bathrooms, residence halls, and name and gender changes.
Education and Advocacy

It is essential that campus-wide gender identity education be prioritized.  By addressing the 
needs of trans students specifically, the spectrum of genders becomes visible, and as Davis (2002) 
points out, this visibility is beneficial to the development of all students on campus.  Educational 
programming addresses the goal of moving toward an inclusive campus where a trans-specific 
resource center is no longer necessary.  This programming should be a multi-faceted training 
involving basic education and allyship training.  Ideally, this training would span the course of 
several months to ensure on-going conversations regarding the needs of trans students are taking 
place.  Trans students, faculty and staff should play an integral role in developing this training.  All 
faculty, staff and students on campus should be required or given incentive to partake in this training.  
It is necessary that university administration promote the value of participating in this training to all 
of campus.
Program Requirements

A trans resource center is an all-encompassing solution to the issues that trans students face on 
campus.  To implement this solution, resources are necessary.  First, it is important to acknowledge 
that this is a temporary solution; the larger goal is total inclusion of trans students on campus.  
However, realizing this takes time, education, and policy change, a Trans Resource Center is the first 
step in creating this larger systematic inclusion.  Therefore, the above recommendations are meant to 
serve as a 10-year solution with the goal that the Trans Resource Center will no longer be necessary.

Due to the limited time frame of this solution, the resources necessary to implement this center 
are reasonable.  In addition to a minimum of one full-time staff member, the Center will need a 
space on campus that is easily and safely accessible for students.  Training teams will consist of 
student employees, which can be paid for using work-study funds.  Also, a physician competent in 
trans healthcare will need to be accessible in the Center at least one day a week.  Limited personnel 
expenses, coupled with a modest programming short-term budget make this a feasible for campuses.
Outcomes

Outcomes for a Trans Resource Center are difficult to predict and assess due to the limited 
research done on this population in general.  Assessing outcomes, therefore, gives us the opportunity 
to learn more about the trans students accessing our campus.  The first outcomes we must measure 
are the numbers of trans students accessing campuses.  The lack of ability to disclose transgender 
status on forms means we currently have little or no information on how many trans students are on 
our campuses.  In addition, the lack of accommodation for trans students on campus may result in 
the decision to not attend college in general.  One can assume that a Trans Resource Center would 
increase the number of trans students on campus, both because we will be counting them for the first 
time, and because we will be making campus a more welcoming environment.  

Additionally, it is important that to measure the involvement on trans students on campus.  
Astin based his theory of student involvement on a longitudinal study of college dropouts (Astin, 
1999, p. 523) suggesting one way to measure the success of a resource center is to measure 
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retention rates.  However, because many trans students may not want to disclose their trans status, 
this could be a difficult measure.  A more accessible measurement of trans students involvement 
would be to utilize the university system suggested above that allows students to specify their 
pronoun preference.  As long as this system is continuously updated, it would provide reasonable 
and accurate information of the numbers of students that identify with different pronouns than their 
assigned gender.  This information could then be used to gather further data on GPA, retention, and 
extracurricular involvement.  While measuring the outcomes of a Trans Resource Center may be 
difficult, the best place to start is to begin researching the population in general.  Any information 
we can gather about trans students, their needs, and experiences is more helpful than the lack of 
knowledge we currently have.  

Stated outcomes for a Trans Resource Center should include, but are not limited to: safer 
and more accessible on-campus housing, higher GPA and classroom participation, access to trans-
competent healthcare, paperwork inclusion, campus-wide education, policy inclusion, and increased 
involvement in campus clubs, sports, student government and study abroad opportunities.

Conclusion
As universities continue to modify policy, programming and academic focus to address the 

needs of diverse populations, it is essential trans students are accounted for.  I have presented 
the numerous challenges trans students face on college campuses.  In addition, I have presented 
research that suggests involvement on campus is necessary to a student’s cognitive and intellectual 
development, and I have proposed a solution in the form of a Trans Resource Center.  I have outlined 
the primary focus of this center, the length of time a center would be necessary on campus, and 
have outlined the necessary resources for a center to come to fruition.  In addition, I presented 
measureable outcomes and suggest further research be done on this population.

As student development professionals, it is our responsibility to ensure the safety and well 
being of all students on campus.  However, as dedicated educators, we must go a step further to 
ensure the psychological well-being of our students so they can embark on a developmental journey 
through college that allows them to be open to the academic challenges that are necessary to 
providing a holistic education.   
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EXAMPLE OF HOW TO ESTABLISH A FINANCIAL EDUCATION TOOLKIT

TRIO SSS is a federally funded program that serves students who are first generation, low 
income students, or students with disabilities (Student Support Services Program, 2011.) There is 
a history of generational poverty in this population and therefore students may never have been 
exposed to budgeting practices, discussion of common economic terms, credit card policies and 
practices, loan obligations, credit scores and identity theft. Kezar (2009) states that “helping students 
become financially literate and increasing college access and success for low-income students 
are both ethical imperatives for higher education,” (p. 43). Through the Higher Education Act of 
2008, TRIO SSS programs were mandated to include financial literacy programs in their required 
services to students. The definition of financial education given by the International Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development explains:

Financial education is the process by which financial consumers/investors improve their 
understanding of financial products and concepts and, through information, instruction 
and/or objective advice, develop the skills and confidence to become more aware of 
financial risks and opportunities, to make informed choices, to know where to go for help, 
and to take other effective actions to improve their financial well-being (2005.) 

Developing understanding in this area is not just important for financial outcomes, but also 
retention and graduation. Eitel and Martin (2009) state, “first-generation college students are 
particularly vulnerable to financial stress and the inability to manage scarce resources which can 
impede persistence and degree completion,” (p. 2). Particularly with the recent breakdown of the 
world economy, education about finances seems dire for this student population. Indeed, Kezar 
(2009) highlights that, “on average, low-income students face an $8,000 gap between the total 
amount of financial aid they receive and the annual cost of tuition,” (p. 38). This leads one to believe 
that TRIO students struggle to survive on whatever small income they may have. They may also 
have to care for several family members while trying to obtain an education. Whatever challenges 
traditional college students must face, for the TRIO population they are magnified by unfamiliar 
vocabulary, policies, and lack of understanding of the financial system.

At Pierce College Fort Steilacoom in Washington State, TRIO SSS opted not to wait for the 
new grant period -beginning September 1, 2010- to begin such programming, as they believe this 
information is important for students to have at every stage of their education. One of the challenges 
was to include a financial literacy component without impacting the budget in any way, as resources 

Incorporating Financial Literacy for College Students

Joelle Pretty

In light of the stalled economy and challenges to state and financial 
aid, it is imperative that students develop expertise in financial 
matters. Whether offered in the classroom or by student services, 
colleges and universities should be ensuring students receive 
this information. This paper looks at one department’s attempt to 
implement effective financial education programming.
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had not been set aside for this element. The first organization contacted in summer 2009 was the 
Northwest Education Loan Association (NELA), located in Seattle. NELA offers a free online 
tutorial entitled LifeSkills, which has various topics that can be tailored to each individual institution 
or program. Topics include:

· How do I apply for financial aid?
· How will I pay for my higher education?
· How do I live on a budget while I’m in school?
· How do I manage my school life?
· What if I have trouble repaying my student loans?
· What do credit reports mean to me?
· How can I protect myself from identity theft? (Life Skills, 2009)

No special software was required and students could complete the curriculum on their own, 
and TRIO staff would be able to track students’ progress through the tutorial. Unfortunately, while 
the online tutorial seemed to be a valuable methodology, NELA required students to log in utilizing 
social security numbers. After discussions about the irony of teaching students about identity theft 
and the sensitivity of social security numbers, as well as the cultural sensitivities of some groups 
around giving out identifying information, Pierce TRIO decided not to use the online tutorial. 
(NOTE: as of September 2010, NELA plans to re-launch LifeSkills in early 2011 with a new 
platform that does not require a social security number.)

One valuable item that Pierce TRIO SSS does utilize from NELA is the “Manage YOUR 
Money (BEFORE IT MANAGES YOU)” workbook. This is a comprehensive, ten-page primer, 
which covers budgeting/spending plans, credit ratings, identity theft, debt management, credit 
cards, and student loans. Every new TRIO student receives a workbook at their educational advising 
appointment.

One of the signature curricula in the United States, Money Smart, was created by the Federal 
Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC). It offers a comprehensive program with several different 
methods of distribution. The online program walks students through a virtual town where they watch 
videos of banking representatives explain financial terms and processes. (Money Smart, 2010). TRIO 
students found this tedious and difficult to personalize, but this program is free and easily accessible. 
In addition, financial education professionals consider this one of the premiere financial education 
courses.

Cash Course is another free resource available for non-profit colleges and universities in 
the United States. The online curriculum is sponsored by the National Endowment for Financial 
Education (NEFE). Lessons offered include:

· Budgeting & Financial Planning;
· Overspending; 
· Banking Your Money; 
· Dealing with Debit & Credit Cards;
· Mixing Money & Family;
· Protecting Your Credit; 
· Preventing Identity Theft; 
· Avoiding Quick Financial Fixes; 
· Setting Financial Goals; 
· Saving Money; 
· Planning to Be Rich;
· Planning for Retirement (Cash Course, 2011).

Students can also test their knowledge with online quizzes, both pre- and post-, to determine 
the extent of new learning. In addition, they have created a brochure available for download entitled 
“40 Money Management Tips Every College Student Should Know.” This workbook is primarily 
for traditional-age students who are attending residential, four-year college campuses. For some 
TRIO students who are commuters, have military experience, may be older or themselves parents, 
information about setting up a checking account, dorm life, and reminders to pay the rent can be 
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more alienating than helpful.
Both NEFE and EdFund, an organization with a compilation of information for students 

regarding financial services, offer “Do-It-Yourself” workshops. Provided are presentations with 
talking points and notes for anyone to sponsor such workshops. Even with the workshops provided 
by NEFE and EdFund, TRIO SSS at Pierce College was reluctant to tackle this format without 
more instruction about financial literacy. This introduces the issue of responsibility within higher 
education. TRIO programs are mandated to provide financial education, yet staff members are not 
trained for this task. Whether or not they should be, is open to debate. Supiano (2009) argues that 
while financial aid and other staff have noticed more students needing financial guidance, there is 
no consensus about whose role that should be. It would seem that a comprehensive, college-wide 
system of dissemination would have the best chance of reaching the most students. While that 
kind of reach is currently unavailable at Pierce College, the TRIO program is reaching some of the 
neediest students.

In February 2010, Pierce TRIO contacted Lyn Peters, Communications Director: Financial 
Education and Outreach at the Washington State Department of Financial Institutions (DFI). Peters 
hosted a workshop at the public library that Pierce TRIO believed to contain relevant information 
for its students. The information discussed included the importance of creating a budget with 
involvement of the whole family, steps one can take to avoid fraud and identity theft, how to get 
or maintain a good credit score, and how the financial crisis has impacted saving. TRIO SSS was 
able to schedule four workshops over two weeks in April 2010. The same topic was discussed on 
different days, to encourage more attendance:  “Who’s in Your Wallet” described identity theft, 
fraud, and credit scores, and “How to Keep More Money in Your Pocket” discussed budgeting, 
saving, and investing. The feedback from students who attended the events included:

• Good info about saving money
• I am much more aware of what needs to be done to tighten up security at home. I am 

loading up my lockbox tonight.
• I am doing some things correctly.
• I didn’t know some of the newer ways that people are doing fraud.

All students in attendance for “Who’s in Your Wallet” on April 6, 2010 marked “Strongly Agree” 
on their evaluations for both “Did you learn something new today?” and “Was this information 
helpful?” Following are the results from the other two attended workshops.

Results from “How to Keep More Money in Your Pocket” on April 13th, 2010:
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Figure 1
I Learned Something New Today Today’s Information Was Useful

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

9.09%

45.45%

36.36%

54.55%

54.55%
Strongly Agree



Results from “How to Keep More Money in Your Pocket” on April 14th, 2010:
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Figure 2 
I Learned Something New Today Today’s Information Was Useful

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

66.67%

33.33%

66.67%
Strongly Agree

0%

33.33%

If you don’t now, WILL 
you use a budget?

14.3%

85.7%

No 14.29%

Yes 85.71%

If you don’t now, WILL you 
involve the family in budgeting?
0%

100%

Yes 100%

No 0%

Figure 3a Figure 3b

The results tend to reflect what Lusardi et al., (2010) found: an effective financial education 
program takes into consideration the life experiences of adult learners and acknowledges that they 
have personal agency but are not always confident in their decisions. Bringing an expert to present 
this information allowed the content to be more tailored to the concerns and experience level of the 
audience. Each September TRIO at Pierce also offers a pre-fall bridge, which consists of a math 
review course coupled with informational workshops intended to better prepare students for their 
college experience. The Department of Financial Institutions (DFI) presented two workshops, one 
on budgeting and one on building credit. These were the top rated workshops of all offered to the 
students.

 
Results from “Budgeting” on September 2nd, 2010:



 Results from “Building Credit” on September 10th, 2010:

35

Figure 3c
I Learned Something New Today Today’s Information Was Useful
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Figure 4 
I Learned Something New Today Today’s Information Was Useful
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Finally, TRIO SSS invited DFI to present at the mandatory fall orientation in October 2010. 
63 students attended. Feedback from those who attended indicates positive reaction and increased 
knowledge:

· Great tips about debt reduction. 
· I really am glad you talked about the issues that you did, because I wasn’t very informed 

about them before this event. 
· Knowledge I didn’t have before, that all directly affects me. 
· Have some information about money and debt at every single meeting.
· This was probably the most informative, best TRIO meeting I have attended. Not just 

school info and time management but life skills now that we are being educated about 
money.

From the feedback of the students, it was determined by Pierce TRIO that the material 
resonated with all students, not just segments of this population. It can be seen that students are 
appreciative of the access to financial professionals where they can ask questions without being 
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intimidated or ridiculed, and are obtaining practical steps they can take toward overall financial 
health. 

In addition to the presentations, DFI provided TRIO at Pierce with handouts, booklets, and 
DVDs, all free of charge, to bolster its resources to educate students on financial literacy. DFI has 
also connected TRIO with free training resources and new partnerships to begin to develop some 
expertise in this area. This will give Pierce TRIO a sustainable model for offering financial education 
in the coming years, regardless of budgetary constraints. The continuing relationship with DFI will 
also allow students to network with financial experts, which is useful if they have more questions 
after the program. This helps ensure that the information learned will be retained, which would be 
difficult if students were left to learn it on their own.

After learning about the success of this program and others such as Syracuse University’s 
Money Awareness Program, which offers grants with the condition that students complete financial 
literacy training, Pierce TRIO will require students applying for supplemental Pell funding through 
the program to complete a financial awareness quiz. This quiz was developed by Teachers Credit 
Union (TCU), the largest credit union in Indiana (Supiano, 2009), and is based on a quiz promoted 
by the Federal Reserve. Once the quiz is scored, students will review the answers with their TRIO 
advisor, and will receive follow up information so they can address any deficiencies in knowledge.

Recently, TRIO staff attended a financial education workshop attended by professionals 
from financial institutions, non-profits, and government organizations in Western Washington. 
The Jump$tart Washington Coalition and the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco brought 
together participants concerned about how to educate more people, to target populations that 
struggle significantly, and how to collaborate to stretch dwindling resources to maximum effect. 
The Jump$tart Coalition for Personal Financial Literacy has regional organizations in addition to 
its national website with extensive resources. Jump$tart Washington provides TRIO with speakers, 
webinars, and free promotional materials for events such as “Washington Saves Week” and “Money 
Smart Week.”  

The TRIO SSS program at Pierce College utilizes many different resources to try to reach and 
educate students on financial literacy, and continues to search for varying forms of presentation to 
touch as many lives as possible. These resources are designed to help students long enough to get 
through school, but ideally, this knowledge will carry them through life, keep them solvent, and 
break the cycle of generational poverty that has been passed on from their elders. As Kezar urges, 
“It is no longer acceptable to stand by and watch more generations of students graduate financially 
illiterate. We need broad cultural change, and that change needs to start with our education system,” 
(p. 43, 2009). Holistic student development practitioners should be incorporating financial education 
not for the sake of retaining students in their institution, but to create a more responsible citizenry 
and just society. 
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In January 2007, the Los Angeles Times released an article outlining the inconsistencies 
between the mission of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and their investments. The Gates 
Foundation was publicly supporting family health initiatives in Africa, while privately investing 
millions in large oil corporations whose African plants are causing the same families bronchitis, 
asthma, and vision problems (Piller, Sanders, & Dixon, 2007). When institutions neglect to align 
their espoused values with their everyday actions, they fail, and the larger society suffers the 
consequence.

Higher education, both private and public, has long been viewed as an ivory tower in the 
communities it was designed to serve. Despite economic downturns, the resource rich institutions are 
abundant with financial, physical, and human capital. The power and privilege associated with these 
resources must not be taken lightly. Of the 864 institutions studied in the 2009 National Association 
of College and University Business Officers and Commonfund Institute study of endowments, the 
average university endowment was $372 million and 56 institutions had endowments over $1 billion 
(NCSE, 2010). The top seven schools represent over $100 billion, the highest being Harvard at 
nearly $26 billion (NCSE, 2010).

University mission statements and values offer a framework for institutional decision-making, 
so why not investments? University endowment investments should reflect the values of the 
institution, while serving as a tool to address and combat social and environmental problems.

What is an endowment?
Most institutions have two primary financial accounts, operating and endowment (REC, 

2010). Endowments are primarily made up of gifts from alumni, foundations, and philanthropists. 
An investment officer or financial management firm is hired to invest this money, referred to as the 
principal. For institutions with larger endowments, the returns represent a large percentage of the 
operating budget. Generally, university governing bodies, such as the Board of Trustees, are the legal 
fiduciary of the endowment (REC, 2010). The governing body, or a subset/committee of, creates the 
university’s investment strategy, which provides guidelines and rules for how the endowment will be 
invested.

Endowment Discrepancies
University mission statements frequently boast of educating citizens for the common good and 

preparing ethical leaders, for both local and international arenas. The discrepancy becomes evident 
when they fail to mention that these goals are often accomplished at the expense of economically 
disadvantaged communities and nations. As a society we recognize the value of education as a 
means to economic prosperity, and believe in every child’s right to an education. The promise of 
access to education falls short in light of Congolese children mining minerals to produce our next 
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Values and Endowment Investments
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iPhone and workers in developing countries being exploited for larger corporate profit margins and 
quarterly dividends (Hochschild, 2010). University endowments finance destructive and shortsighted 
global corporations that exist to benefit their respective shareholders, not the common good. As such, 
endowments represent a powerful economic force and have the potential to steer corporations toward 
just and sustainable business practices. This shareholder power uniquely positions universities to 
represent their mission and values through responsible investment strategies, but sadly, many fail to 
do so.

 Over the last three years there has been a dramatic shift in public perceptions and 
sentiment towards university operations. Sixty percent of Americans believe institutions of higher 
education care more about their bottom line than educating students (Immerwahr & Johnson, 2010). 
It is important to note the historical context of higher education finance, namely state and federal 
cuts that have been passed down to students through increased tuition. The current economic climate 
has forced universities to cutback, evaluate spending, and undoubtedly has influenced investment 
strategies. Barnard professor Perry G. Mehrling believes many institutions have focused on building 
and preserving endowment wealth, at the expense of cutting people and programs (Blumenstyk, 
2010). Mehrling stated, “The point of the endowment is to protect the core, not to endanger the core. 
Otherwise, it’s not a resource, it’s a constraint” (Blumenstyk, 2010, para 16).

It is my belief that the well being of the university and the broader society are inextricably 
linked and that as students, it is a disservice if our education, our future, thus our livelihood, comes 
at the expense of another human being.

Moving Toward Socially Responsible Investment

The principle of responsible investment originated during divestment campaigns against 
companies involved in the Vietnam War and grew as a means of opposition to South Africa’s 
apartheid policies (Pulley, 2004). Socially responsible investment (SRI) is defined as the 
incorporation of the investor’s social or ethical criteria in the investment decision-making process 
(Kinder, 2007). Socially responsible financial management considers environmental, social, and 
governance concerns. Today, SRI has grown as a means to promote social change and influence 
corporate policy. SRI also incorporates divestment strategies when unethical business practices or 
partnerships are discovered. For institutions of higher education, SRI is characterized by aligning 
institutional values with investment principles.  Without this, mission and value statements are 
reduced to nothing more than words on a website and a ploy to attract students, faculty, staff, and 
prospective donors.

A combination of people and practices are required for universities to move toward SRI. 
University leadership, both administration and the governing body, must see SRI as viable for the 
continued success of the university. “Returns on socially conscious funds stand up against their 
unconstrained competitors and sometimes surpass them” (Thomson, 2004, para 3). In addition, 
student movements are integral to moving universities towards, and maintaining SRI practices. 
Founded in 2004, Responsible Endowments Coalition (REC) “works to build and unify the college 
and university-based responsible investment movement, both by educating and empowering a 
diverse network of individuals to act on their campuses, and by fostering a national network for 
collective action” (REC, 2010).

Shareholder Engagement
Shareholder engagement, a parallel concept to the civic engagement, which many higher 

education institutions promote, is an effective and necessary practice for SRI. Shareholder 
engagement includes, but is not limited to voting and resolutions, community investment, and 
divestment.
Voting and Resolutions

The investment strategy created by an institution’s legal fiduciary, typically a subset/committee 
of the Board of Trustees, provides a set of guidelines and rules for how the endowment will be 
invested. Institutions hire and communicate their investment strategies with investment officers or 
financial management firms. The investment officers determine how and where to allocate assets and 



are evaluated on their performance. 
Similar to resolutions filed by citizens for local and state elections, any shareholder that owns 

a minimum of $2,000 may file a resolution to be voted on by all shareholders at the company’s 
annual meeting. Resolutions provide an avenue for shareholders to begin dialogue and ultimately 
alter corporate practices. In almost every circumstance, uncast votes become management votes, 
and more often than not go against the resolution. Investment officers are responsible for proxy 
votes, a vote on behalf of the legal fiduciary or institution they are representing. These proxy votes 
are often discarded, missing an opportunity for institutions to influence corporate policy (REC, 
2010). Universities must file resolutions against corporations when necessary, and at the very 
minimum, draft strong and explicit proxy voting guidelines for investment officers. In 2001, through 
the filing of a shareholder resolution, a group of students from Swarthmore College successfully 
influenced weapons manufacturer Lockheed Martin to incorporate sexual orientation in its non-
discrimination policy and provide domestic partner benefits (REC, 2010). In 2009, students from 
Loyola University Chicago filed a resolution with JPMorgan, the largest financer of mountaintop 
removal, an environmentally depredating process of harvesting coal, asking the banking giant to 
report their mountaintop removal financing and implement a policy to prohibit future projects. As a 
result, JPMorgan filed its first statement on mountaintop removal, stating the company no longer is 
involved in the practice (REC, 2010). This was a huge victory for the students, although additional 
organizing is still needed to encourage a strong anti-mountaintop removal policy and corporate 
transparency.
Community Investment

Another strategy towards SRI is community investment. Also referred to as micro-loans, small 
investments in our local community support organic enterprise in our own backyard, creating jobs 
and stimulating the local economy. In 2010, Seattle University (SU) announced plans to invest 
$100,000 in a neighborhood microenterprise firm, Community Capital Development (CCD), who 
in turn, provides small loans to local businesses. CCD loan officers will work with a group of SU 
students to identify qualified organizations, distribute the funds, and provide financial oversight.
Divestment

Finally, one of the strongest tactics of SRI includes divestment strategies, in which institutions 
remove investments allocations in a given company. Currently, Georgetown University students 
are putting pressure on administration to divest in all companies that are profiting from the Israeli 
occupation of Palestine (REC, 2010). Despite the University administration’s resistance, Georgetown 
students are building a strong coalition of students, faculty, and staff to encourage the Jesuit 
University to live up to its values. 

Institutions that successfully practice SRI must employ a combination of these tactics and 
commit to constantly evaluating the alignment between university values and investing practices.
Student Voice

Student activism and shared governance are foundational characteristics of higher education, 
although these concepts exist at varying degrees depending on institution. Various SRI organizations 
exist to assist, support, and empower campus organizers.  The REC provides resources and training 
for student activists to organize campus constituents and influence campus investment policy and 
decisions. The REC also connects campus organizers from across the country to create a network 
for support and best practice sharing. Additional resources and support can be found through faith-
based organizations, such as the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility, the United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, and the National Jesuit Committee on Investment Responsibility. 
These organizations provide a strong voice for SRI and serve as a benchmark for religiously 
affiliated colleges and universities.

 Georgetown students, like many others student led SRI movements, have met with strong 
opposition from University administration, exacerbating hostile relations between the two. Many 
student movements have called for greater transparency of university endowments, only to be 
met with resistance and concern for losing a competitive edge in hedge and mutual funds. Student 
involvement on investment committees provides additional accountability of university investments 
without revealing information that would threaten returns. Committees on investor responsibility 
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serve to provide diverse representation (student, faculty, staff, alumni, and administrators) on 
investment decisions. As of September 2008, 26 schools had active committees on investor 
responsibility, with an additional 24 schools advocating for their creation (REC, 2010). Incorporating 
student perspective in these decisions further supports shared governance of the institution.

Implications for Student Affairs Professionals

Colleges and universities across the nation have often been viewed as microcosms of the larger 
society, living laboratories for educators, students, and community. Our responsibility as educators 
goes beyond producing content rich professionals, to providing the knowledge, skills, and abilities 
to be leaders, engaged citizens, and change agents. “Everything that happens at a university and 
every impact, positive and negative, of university activities shapes the knowledge, skills, values of 
the students” (Timpson, Dunbar, Kimmel, Bruyere, Newman, & Mizia, 2006). As student affairs 
professionals we have the unique opportunity to instill in our students the principles of social 
responsibility.
Professional Involvement

Student affairs professionals are leaders, mentors, and role models. A significant aspect of 
student affairs work involves developing engaged citizens. As professionals, we must model these 
behaviors for our students. Engagement begins with knowledge and awareness. It is important 
for student affairs professionals to have a general understanding of their institution’s business and 
finance operations, specifically financial procedures and the budgeting process. In an increasingly 
assessment driven environment, it is integral for student affairs to demonstrate its value from the lens 
of where we are positioned in the institution’s budget. With this knowledge and awareness we are 
better prepared to advocate for the needs of our students, programs, and departments.

Many professionals are drawn to an institution based on the espoused mission and values. As 
such, student affairs professionals have an interest and role in ensuring the mission and values are 
lived and demonstrated through academics, co-curricular activities, and business practices, including 
endowment investments. Today’s professionals are increasingly mission driven, seeking employment 
opportunities that reinforce their personal values with that of the institution. When institutions fail 
to align their espoused and lived values, they isolate campus constituencies and dissuade potential 
professionals.
Supporting Students

 As “investors” of education, students have the unique position and responsibility to 
hold the institution accountable. As professionals, we may find ourselves struggling to find balance 
between supporting student activism and serving as a college or university representative. As 
Blimling (2008) states:

Student learning happens sometimes by intention, often by accident.  Students 
mobilizing to protest a university policy learn a lot, even if we didn’t intend for them to 
learn it in that way.  Some of our students learn best through conflict while others learn 
best by mentorship.  Both are our responsibility, but one way of learning is easier for us 
to enjoy than the other. (p. 2)

 We must approach student activism as a developmental opportunity and an essential 
component of educating students to be engaged citizens. Activism is an opportunity for professionals 
to engage students in values clarification, leadership development, and the realities of our political 
process.

Conclusion

 Society looks to higher education for leadership, and with this responsibility we must 
lead by example, aligning our values and actions. If institutions exist to produce students for the 
common good, it is not enough to do so in the classroom alone. University endowment investments 
should reflect the values of the institution, while serving as a tool to address and combat social 
and environmental injustice. Producing one citizen at the expense of another is not progress; it’s 
educational hypocrisy.
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Best Practices in International Student Programs

As we become an increasingly connected society, it is important to expose college students 
to world views and provide quality education for students from around the world.  Colleges and 
universities are including themes such as diversity, international education, and globalization in their 
mission statements and seeking to offer students a diverse learning environment.  One way to create 
a cross-cultural environment for all students is to encourage and support international students who 
come to study in the United States.  

International students contribute to a campus, and to a nation, in a number of ways.  At the 
university level, international students bring new perspectives to classrooms.  International students 
enrich class discussions with experiences and stories from different cultures, and they help shatter 
stereotypes and open otherwise “taboo” topics (Pandit, 2007).  These students add to research at 
universities by offering different ways of thinking.  Having students from varied backgrounds, races, 
cultures, and beliefs has been proven to promote learning (Blimling & Whitt, 1999). Moreover, 
graduating students need to be “globally competent” because many will be asked to work in the 
international market and with people from different countries (Pandit, 2007).  

At a national level, international students, returning to their countries of origin after graduating, 
act as ambassadors of American culture.  These students promote global awareness not only in the 
United States, but also in the countries from which they come.  An increasing number of countries 
are making an effort to bring international students to their schools to increase favorable reputation 
among scholars worldwide (Fischer, 2009).  In addition, students contribute to the economy 
in the country where they choose to study through tuition, rent, and other purchases.  In 2009, 
international students contributed an estimated $17.8 billion to the United States economy (Institute 
of International Education [IIE], 2009b).  Students choosing to remain in the United States after 
graduation contribute to the skilled work force.

Because of these benefits, the number of students going abroad to study has steadily increased.  
According to the IIE, 671,616 students came to study in the United States at universities, colleges, 
and community colleges in 2009 .  India, China, South Korea, Canada, Japan, Taiwan, Mexico, and 
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Turkey sent the most students to the United States last year (IIE, 2009b).  California is the leading 
host state for international students, and Business was the top major for international students, 
although students choose to study across the United States and in various fields (IIE, 2009b).  

With over 600,000 international students in United States’ higher education and with the 
numerous benefits the students acquire and provide, it is essential to have a set of principles from 
which to model activities and practices.  Student affairs professionals need to learn the best practices 
tailored to support the unique set of needs of international students.  We have synthesized a list 
of good practices from NAFSA (Association of International Educators), IIE, and the Forum on 
Education Abroad.  We then compared these practices to Blimling and Whitt’s Good Practices in 
Student Affairs.  Lastly, we analyzed examples of best practice at Connecticut College, Pittsburg 
State University, and Edmonds Community College in an effort to show how the principles of best 
practices can be implemented. 

Establishing Standards of Good Practice

In spite of the reality that international students have a strong presence in American colleges 
and universities, there does not exist a clear, widely-accepted, or overarching set of standards for 
what services these students need and what principles should guide the student affairs practitioners 
working with them. Several organizations and individuals, however, have sought to outline their own 
standards or recommendations to address specific aspects of the international student experience. 
NAFSA and members of the IIE, for instance, have discussed standards for ethical recruitment 
practices (Allen, n.d.; Kallur, 2006; “NAFSA’s Principles,” 2002), an issue that is becoming 
increasingly important to address as more institutions consider outsourcing their recruitment 
practices to third-party agents. Besides recruitment, others have made recommendations for how to 
create effective orientation programs for international students (Hellgren, 2009), ensure the safety 
of those students (Robinson, 2010), and help them integrate into life at an American college and 
succeed academically (Gillette, n.d.; Hanami, n.d.; Kerrigan, n.d.; Printz, n.d.; Robinson, 2010).   
Although none of these sources addresses the whole experience of international students, they do 
provide a solid foundation for crafting general standards of good practice in international student 
programs. 

We have created a comprehensive set of standards for international student programs by 
drawing on the previous work of NAFSA, IIE, and the other sources listed above. We also drew 
inspiration for the structure of these standards from the Forum on Education Abroad and their 
Standards of Good Practice for Education Abroad (2008). What follows are what we believe to be 
six standards of good practice for international student programs.

1. Mission: The program understands the guiding goals and policies of the institution and 
has a mission statement consistent with that of the overall institution  

a. advocates for including an emphasis on internationalizing the campus 
and promoting global understanding in the institution’s mission if these 
components are not currently present

b. forms a strategic plan that includes how mission goals will be promoted and 
what actions will be taken to improve international presence on campus

c. ensures a strong commitment for internationalization efforts from the 
president, deans, board members, etc.

2. Resources: The program has adequate financial, human, and material resources to support 
the functions of an international student office and provide services that meet the needs of 
the international students themselves

a. provides for training and professional development of staff
b. ensures that ESL courses or other language support services are available
c. has resources necessary to assist students with immigration issues or related 

concerns
d. has resources for ensuring the health and safety of students
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e. provides financial aid for students if possible

3. Support for Student Integration: The program facilitates the ongoing orientation and 
integration of international students into the campus and local community

a. offers courses for international students on American culture
b. provides opportunities for out-of-class English practice (ex: American 

conversation partner)
c. increases opportunities for cross-cultural interaction and skill-building
d. integrates international students in life on campus and increases opportunities 

for participation (RAs, student government, sports, campus media)
e. respects and becomes knowledgeable about international student cultures
f. celebrates multicultural events on campus
g. involves international students as ambassadors in local community

4. Faculty and Staff Involvement: The program encourages the involvement of faculty and 
staff across university departments and offices in supporting international students and 
helping them adjust/integrate

a. requires training in cross-cultural communication and sensitivity to cultural 
differences

b. involves faculty and staff in recruitment efforts, orientation, etc.

5. Assessment: The program regularly assesses student experiences and the effectiveness of 
policy and processes regarding international students, making changes where needed

6. Ethics: The program operates according to ethical principles
a. follows U.S. and international laws and regulations pertaining to the 

admission, enrollment, and employment of international students
b. strives to be accurate and fair in evaluation of foreign educational 

documentation
c. practices responsible record-keeping (privacy)
d. clearly communicates all information about the institution and its policies and 

regulations (fees, transferability of courses, admissions requirements)
i. quantifies institutional expectations of international students

ii. provides key information in the student’s native language when 
possible

e. operates with the student’s best interests in mind
i. recruits students whose profiles are consistent with the institution’s 

offerings and goals
ii. admits students who are likely to succeed at the institution

iii. avoids conflicts of interest in recruitment

Comparison to Blimling and Whitt’s Good Practices

In 1998 the American College Personnel Association (ACPA) and the National Association 
of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) published a joint document called Principles of 
Good Practice for Student Affairs that outlined standards of effective practice for student affairs 
professionals. The standards of good practice, as listed in the Principles document, are as follows: 
engages students in active learning, helps students develop coherent values and ethical standards, 
sets and communicates high expectations for student learning, uses systematic inquiry to improve 
student and institutional performance, uses resources effectively to achieve institutional missions 
and goals, forges educational partnerships that advance student learning, and builds supportive 
and inclusive communities. The text Good Practice in Student Affairs, authored by co-chairs of the 
Principles of Good Practice project Gregory Blimling and Elizabeth Whitt, offers a more extensive 
discussion of these principles and explains how practitioners can use these standards in the field. 
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In many ways our standards for international student programs complement the general good 
practices in student affairs as elaborated by Blimling and Whitt. Our call for regular assessment 
parallels their good practice of using systematic inquiry “to improve institutional and student 
achievement” (Blimling & Whitt, 1999, p. 91). Similarly, we identify the need for students, faculty, 
staff, and the community to take part in welcoming and learning from international students, a 
sentiment that mirrors Blimling and Whitt’s good practice of forging educational partnerships 
between individuals inside and outside the campus. Another clear correspondence is that both 
standards recognize that resources must be used responsibly in order to provide services that further 
the goals of the institution. 

Others of our Standards of Good Practice for International Student Programs reflect several of 
Blimling and Whitt’s good practices in student affairs. For instance, in our standard of supporting 
student integration we highlight providing students with opportunities for cross-cultural interactions 
and participation in campus life. Blimling and Whitt assert that these interactions between students, 
especially when they are from diverse backgrounds, help students reassess and form their own 
values, engage in experiential, active learning, and are an essential component of building supportive 
and inclusive communities (pp. 55, 31-34, 161). In essence, we have strived to synthesize standards 
of good practice from Blimling and Whitt, NAFSA, IIE, and other authors to create overarching 
standards that could be followed by international student programs and student affairs administrators 
serving international students at all U.S. colleges and universities. 

Case Studies

To see how these standards of good practice in international student programs are exemplified 
at different colleges and universities, we have selected several case studies. Each of the following 
schools demonstrates what we believe to be best practices in terms of supporting and serving 
international students and developing an ethos of internationalization on campus. Two of the 
schools were honored by NAFSA with the Senator Paul Simon Award1, for being “examples of 
practices in internationalization that are notable, exceptional, innovative, and/or exemplary [and] 
exhibit practices, structures, philosophies, and policies that represent outstanding achievement in 
international education and that can be models for other institutions” (“Simon Award,” n.d.). In 
addition, we’ve included a brief evaluation of the international student programs at a local institution 
– Edmonds Community College – to look at international student programs in a community college 
setting.
Connecticut College

Connecticut College, a 2009 recipient of the Simon Award, demonstrates best practices 
in several of our standard areas, including institutional mission and integration of international 
students. In 2004 this private, residential school of 1,900 students revised its mission statement to 
clearly emphasize the global and the international, stating, “Connecticut College educates students 
to put the liberal arts into action as citizens in a global society” (Steiner, 2009). Putting this mission 
into action, Connecticut College has expanded its foreign language requirements, and worked on 
integrating international students and valuing multiculturalism in several ways. First, the college 
is working to develop the Knowlton international residence hall, which already hosts a dining hall 
where students can speak various languages over lunch, into a hub for international programs and 
activities (“Knowlton Language,” 2009). Connecticut College has also launched a new Foreign 
Language Fellows program that hires international students to put on social and cultural events 
like Spanish karaoke and Middle Eastern food and music to promote and educate their peers about 
nine different languages and cultures (Steiner, 2009). Both the Knowlton Language House and 
the Foreign Language Fellows initiative model how international students can be integrated and 
welcomed into life on campus and how a college can celebrate and foster cultural diversity. 

Connecticut College is an excellent case study showing how efforts to support international 
students and internationalize a campus can involve the institution’s mission, curriculum, residence 
halls, student activities, and beyond. Connecticut College’s efforts demonstrate best practices for 
1. Please see www.nafsa.org/about/ for a complete description of the Simon Award, the selection 
process, and eligibility criteria  
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several of our standards, especially Mission and Support for Student Integration, while also fitting 
within Blimling and Whitt’s (1999) principles of forging educational partnerships and building 
supportive and inclusive communities, among others. One area of good practice in which this college 
finds itself being challenged, however, is resources. Specifically, they don’t have the financial 
resources to offer financial aid to all international students who would like to attend Connecticut 
College, but need financial support (Steiner, 2009). This is the main area for improvement as the 
college strives to develop and support the presence of international students on campus. 
Pittsburg State University

Pittsburg State University (PSU), a public institution of over 7,000 students2 in Kansas, 
received the Simon Award in 2008. We chose PSU as a case study for its best practices in the 
standards of Resources and Faculty and Staff Involvement in international student programs. One 
of the most impressive practices by Pittsburg State is the level of faculty and staff collaboration 
and the number of faculty and staff devoted to international student services and internationalizing 
the campus. To start, PSU has a 15 member Internationalization Council composed of faculty and 
administrators who coordinate internationalization efforts across all areas of the campus - academic 
and administrative (Connell, 2008). This is a key educational partnership for the university that gets 
everyone involved and working towards a shared goal. 

Pittsburg State also provides significant human and financial resources to support two 
different services for international students: the Intensive English Program (IEP) and the Office of 
International Programs and Services. The IEP employs seven full-time faculty, all with Master’s 
degrees in teaching English, to help international students develop their English language skills. 
The Office of International Programs and Services, meanwhile, has six staff, more than is typical 
for a campus of 7,000 students, to advise students about study abroad and to provide international 
students with academic advising and support regarding visas and employment (Connell, 2008). 
Symbolically, this institutional support for international students is also shown by the fact that the 
annual International Banquet at PSU is attended by the university President, three Vice Presidents, 
and six Deans (ibid). Clearly, international students are valued and welcomed by Pittsburg State’s 
top administration. 
Edmonds Community College

 Lastly, we would like to present a case study of an institution at which we had a chance 
to conduct on-site observation.  Edmonds Community College, located about 17 miles north of 
Seattle, Washington, averages 11,500 students per quarter, of whom about 10% are international 
students representing over 70 countries (“About the college,” 2009).  During our visit to Edmonds 
Community College, we found several examples of best practices in facilitating the orientation 
and integration of international students into the campus and local community (standard 3) from a 
campus tour, meetings with Edmonds student affairs administrators, and the Edmonds website.  One 
of the first experiences an international student has on campus is the orientation week.  Edmonds’ 
Welcoming Orientation Week (WOW), offered specifically for international students, includes 
academic advising, English testing, a campus tour, immigration information, presentations about 
campus services, housing orientation, a trip to Seattle, registration assistance, and social events 
(“Summer 2010,” n.d.). This extensive orientation helps introduce international students to American 
culture and to the local community, while also supporting them as they join the campus community.

 Edmonds Community College also fosters the involvement and participation of 
international students in campus life through their practices in housing and student government. For 
housing, Edmonds offers two different apartment-style residence halls; Vice President of Student 
Services George Smith explained the residents are roughly 50% international students and 50% 
American students (personal communication, June 28, 2010). This housing setup is fairly unique for 
a community college to offer, and creates a diverse living community where students can learn from 
each other’s perspectives. Finally, Edmonds now offers improved opportunities for international 
students to participate in student government.  Recent changes from an election-based student 
government to a committee selection process have encouraged more Edmonds students, including 
several international students, to be involved as Student Body Officers (Wayne Anthony, personal 

2  of whom 5-10% are international students
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communication, June 28, 2010). From orientation to housing to student government, international 
students at Edmonds Community College receive ongoing support and find numerous opportunities 
to become integral members of the Edmonds campus community.

Conclusion

Every area of student affairs can benefit from using good practices.  While the number of 
international students coming to study in the United States is on the rise, this does not necessarily 
indicate that good practices are in place.  There is growing concern about the number of graduate 
international students not increasing at a similar pace to the number of undergraduate international 
students (Fischer, 2009).  Another issue to discuss is the disproportionate numbers of students from 
certain countries compared to others.  As an example, while the number of students from China 
at the undergraduate level increased by almost 60% in 2009, the number of students from Japan 
decreased by about 14% (Fischer, 2009; IIE, 2009b).  Additionally, many programs experiencing a 
decrease in international students cite lack of financial aid, on-campus employment, or economic 
crisis in the home country as the reason for decline (IIE, 2009a).  Student affairs professionals can 
use the good practices outlined in this paper and look to other institutions like Connecticut College, 
Pittsburg State University, and Edmonds Community College to develop solutions to these issues 
and others.  By striving for best practices with international student programs, student affairs 
professionals can create a learning environment where every student feels they have something to 
contribute to the campus culture. 
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Introduction
Native American students represent less than 1% of those enrolled in college (U.S. Department 

of Education, as cited in the Chronicle of Higher Education Almanac, 2005-2006). It seems Native 
Americans are the forgotten minority; historically, culturally, and educationally Native American 
people are consistently overlooked despite the fact that diversity is the focus of many higher 
education institutions. At Seattle University, diversity is one of the six core values; commitment 
to justice and ethical action is one of the newly adopted undergraduate learning outcomes (Seattle 
University, 2010), and yet Native American enrollment for the 2010-2011 academic year was at 
the national average of 1% (Seattle University, 2010). Tribal colleges, institutions which have 
historically served Native Americans, retain and enable their Native American students to graduate at 
a much higher rate.  

The inequality in the retention rate of Native American students at mainstream universities 
in the United States as compared to tribal colleges is a cause for concern that requires further 
investigation. There is limited research regarding the persistence factors and the barriers that Native 
American students face. Education of Native American students is slowly becoming an important 
factor for higher administration; the White House Initiative on Tribal Colleges and Universities aims 
to ensure that they are better-funded and have access to the same resources as mainstream higher 
education institutions (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). It is important as a nation for us to 
provide the best and most accessible education to all of our citizens. Interest in higher education 
within the Native American community is gaining (as with all other ethnicities); a collective 
realization that higher education degrees are important to secure a job in the current U.S. climate 
and, consequently, have a better future is growing. According to the National Center for Education 
Statistics “the number of American Indian/Alaskan native students enrolled in colleges and 
universities has more than doubled in the past 30 years” and “total enrollment in tribally controlled 
colleges and universities increased by 23% between 2001-2006” (National Center for Education 
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Statistics, 2008). This higher interest in further education must be supported by the administration, 
students, and infrastructure at the mainstream college level. The purpose of this literature review 
is to examine what current Native American students consider to be the main barriers to their 
persistence for higher education and what factors contribute to their perseverance. First, the overall 
problem of a lack of Native American students in higher education institutions will be described. 
Next, the methods and the results of research in this area of study will be summarized. Finally, 
strengths and limitations of the studies in this review will be presented, followed by conclusions for 
current action and future research.

Overview of the Problem

Native American students are so few in numbers at higher education institutions that they 
are the minority of the minorities. Once Native American people decide to attend a mainstream 
university, the chance that they will be retained to graduation is low; researchers have pointed 
to retention rates being as low as 15% (Astin; Tierney; Tijerina & Biemer, as cited in Guillory 
& Wolverton, 2008, p. 3). The Native American people have consistently been behind the U.S. 
population in regards to support services, education, health care, and employment. “The country’s 
2.1 million Indians, about 400,000 of whom live on reservations, have the highest rates of poverty, 
unemployment, and disease of any ethnic group in America” (Carlson, 1997, p.W06). K-12 
education on reservations is lacking and many young people drop out of high school not realizing 
the implications this can have on their future (Faircloth, 2010). The bond of people living on a 
reservation is so strong that those who attempt to venture into the mainstream college system will 
be an anomaly in their community. For a Native American to pursue higher education outside of the 
reservation is something both applauded and looked upon with hesitation.

Research on Native Americans and higher education is limited. The studies that exist focus on 
the following:

- Barriers impeding Native American youth in their attempt to pursue college 
- Persistence factors keeping Native Americans in college 
- The retention abilities of tribal colleges as compared to mainstream colleges 
- The experience of Native Americans on a predominantly White campus.

This literature review summarizes findings on factors of success of Native American students 
in their college careers and the experiences of Native Americans in higher education from four 
sources: Guillory & Wolverton, 2008; Longie & Rousie, 2001; Taylor, 1999; Taylor, 2000.  It is 
important to review the previous literature in order to identify consistent factors impacting Native 
American students. This information could assist institutions of higher education to attract, retain, 
and promote success for Native American students at higher rates.

Definition of Terms

Native American: This refers to a person indigenous to North America; also known as 
indigenous people, American Indians, Indians, Amerindians, Alaskan Natives, Aboriginal people, 
and tribal people.

Tribal college: This is a college that serves to integrate Native American culture and traditions 
into curricula. Both Native and Non-Native people can attend these colleges. According to the U.S. 
Department of Education (2010) there are currently 36 tribal colleges in the U.S.         

Mainstream college: This is a college/university in the U.S. that is accessible to students 
regardless of race/ethnicity to purse a higher education degree.

Higher education institution (HEI): This is an institution where a degree higher than a high 
school diploma can be obtained (e.g. community college, four year university, and tribal college).
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Summary of Research

Types of studies
All the studies in this review are primary and qualitative. Two articles were based on case study 

designs, one an ethnography, and one a grounded theory design. The studies were published over an 
11 year period, from 1999 to 2008.
Participants

The sample size of students across the studies in this review ranged from 13 to 30.  Primarily, 
Native American college students were the key participants. Most Native American students 
had either been raised on a reservation or lived on the border of a reservation. One study also 
incorporated the administration of the researched HEI (presidents of colleges and faculty/staff). All 
studies were conducted at HEIs: one at a tribal college (Cankdeska Cikana Community College in 
North Dakota) and all four at mainstream college campuses, including Washington State, University 
of Idaho, and Montana State (some of the HEIs at which studies were conducted were unspecified).
Data Collection

The primary procedure used to obtain data was through interviews. Individual and/or focus 
group interviews were conducted in all studies. One study also utilized observation of students in 
social situations, and another used university documents to further the breadth of their knowledge.

Summary of Research Results

Barriers Pursuing Higher Education
One issue in the research on Native Americans and higher education pertains to barriers in 

the pursuit of higher education. Interviews with Native American students indicated that family, 
single parenthood, lack of academic preparation, and inadequate financial assistance were significant 
barriers in their pursuit of a higher degree. Coupled with the feelings of isolation and the lack of 
respect received on predominantly White campuses, success in a mainstream college was difficult 
for a Native American student to achieve. Family was considered the biggest barrier for Native 
American students; interestingly enough, family was also considered a persistence factor. Students 
talked of a lack of understanding from some family members as to how a higher degree would help 
the family and community, especially when it would require the student to leave the reservation for 
months at a time. The conflict between being proud of a family member’s academic ability and a 
desire to keep them in the community was difficult for the students to deal with. This “push and pull” 
often came from different family members.

Single parenthood was also shown to be a barrier for Native American students. Without 
familial support or daycare facilities on a majority of mainstream campuses, Native American 
students were forced to relocate their children when attending college and then place them in K-12 
education systems near the college campus. The children often faced a similar experience in K-12 
education as their parents’ in college: isolation, stereotyping, and bullying. Up-heaving their children 
from the support of the reservation coupled with the added expense of caring for a child, which was 
not factored into the financial assistance that the Native American student received, created a huge 
amount of pressure for students (Guillory & Wolverton, 2008). 

Lack of academic preparation was the only barrier on which both the Native American 
interviewees and the administrative interviewees concurred (Guillory & Wolverton, 2008). The 
education within reservations has been generally weak, and students have been pushed into 
vocational rather than academic classes (for example, woodwork and mechanics rather than math 
and English). The focus was on getting the Native American students through to their high school 
graduation rather than preparing them for further education. For those students who want to pursue 
higher academic goals, the preparation and background needed for a successful freshman year 
has not been necessarily provided in high school; consequently these students struggle more than 
most when starting college. Guillory and Wolverton (2008) noted “to say Native Americans are ill-
prepared for college only scratches the surface of a deep, historically unresolved problem – getting 
Native American students through the mainstream higher education” (p.1).

Isolation and Stereotyping
Another issue in the research on Native American students in higher education deals with 
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isolation and stereotyping. Findings from the studies in the review consistently showed that Native 
American students on predominantly White campuses commonly experience alienation. While a 
HEI can boast support for a diverse student body, Native American history and culture are often 
disregarded in the classroom and the experiences of these students are not validated. As faculty 
and staff are not necessarily obligated to take any diversity training, Native American students 
feel as though they are stereotyped and disrespected by not only other students, but also by the 
administration. Taylor (2000) notes the importance of these findings by stating that “the experiences 
common to these Native American students on a predominantly white campus result in an alienation 
consisting of powerlessness, normlessness, and social isolation” (p. 19).
Persistence Factors

Research on Native Americans in higher education has been concerned with the persistence 
factors. Results across the studies in this review predominately suggest that on-campus child care, 
access to distance education, visible Native American mentors and role-models within the faculty/
administration, family support, and the desire to give back to the reservation community through 
education were all factors that Native American students considered important in their persistence 
to continue their studies at higher education institutions (Guillory & Wolverton, 2008; Longie & 
Rousey, 2001; Taylor, 1999; Taylor, 2000). There is a need for extracurricular support to be provided 
for these students. Daycare and social support services are essential, as many of the female students 
have young children, and all the Native American students could utilize basic social support services, 
such as financial advice, health services, and addiction treatments. As mainstream colleges are not on 
reservations, it is important for Native American students to feel supported and justified in leaving 
home to pursue their education. Tribal colleges are able to provide support for Native American 
students, as they are the largest enrolled student population on these campuses. Recognition and 
support for Native American traditions and culture is often written into the mission statement of 
tribal colleges and infused into classes and social life. Native American students feel that this support 
of their culture and traditions is absent from mainstream colleges. A presence of this support would 
provide Native American students with a better college experience. Taylor (1999) argued that at 
“universities that recruit [Native American students], the instructions whose missions and strategic 
plans talk of diversity goals and equity must also be there for them” (p. 20). Ultimately, Guillory 
and Wolverton (2008) expressed that the mainstream universities lack understanding of the Native 
American student mindset, and consequently, the universities fail to meet the specific needs of 
Native American students.

Strengths

The strengths of the research studies on Native American students’ barriers and persistence 
factors in mainstream higher education institutions consist of the following:

All research studies were in-depth qualitative studies enabling researchers to fully investigate 
the data provided. The individual stories of many Native American students were highlighted and 
probed regarding the question of barriers and persistence factors.

Various methods to collect data were utilized. Individual interviews, focus groups, 
observations, and documentation were all taken into account across the four studies.  This provides 
an increase in confidence of the findings as there was a triangulation of methods used for this 
collection. Consequently, the possibility of researcher bias in one-on-one interviews is lessened as 
other methods are in place.

Research was carried out at a variety of institutions across at least four states. We are unsure 
of the exact number of states due to some research locations not being specified. The findings were 
consistent regardless of where within the U.S. the studies were implemented.

Data was gathered at a variety of higher education institutions: community colleges, tribal 
colleges, and four-year institutions. The findings were consistent over at least two of the institutions.

Implications for practice were mirrored in multiple of the studies. All studies advocated for 
increased support of Native American students on campus in some capacity; this could range from 
on-campus day care to appropriate health services. This correlation between studies increases 
confidence that the findings and implications for practices were valid and credible.
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Limitations

The limitations of the research studies on Native American students’ barriers and 
persistence factors in mainstream higher education institutions consist of the following:

All studies included small sample sizes. The largest sample size for interviews was 30 
people. One study included research on hundreds of documents; however, the exact number was not 
made explicit and a majority of the input focused on the analysis of the interview data.  Although 
having a small sample size would allow for an in-depth look at a small quantity of people, being able 
to verify that the findings are credible relies on the ability to see consistency across a larger sample.

There was only one article that carried out research at a tribal college. Because the focus 
of these colleges’ support, academia, and curricula are on the Native American culture and traditions, 
they are important sources of best practices in regards to Native American students.  Further, these 
institutions of higher education are able to retain students at a higher rate and provide students with 
a more comfortable learning environment. To understand what mainstream colleges are or are not 
doing in regards to retaining Native American students requires more research to be carried out at 
tribal colleges to provide a better perspective of their successes.

In two of the studies the researchers self-identified as Native American, the racial 
background of the rest of the researchers in the other articles was not made transparent. Research 
conducted on the experiences of Native American students at predominantly White institutions on 
the basis of an individual interview may have been subject to bias, or the research subject may not 
have felt comfortable divulging all of their experiences to a White researcher. We are unable to know 
the extent to which the race of the researcher in this particular instance would have affected the 
results; however, this is a possibility.

Given that the studies were qualitative, there is a possibility that research bias may have 
influenced the results, such that the findings were skewed in one direction or the researcher tailored 
the information, intentionally or not, where he or she wanted the results to suggest something. 
Researcher bias is something that the researcher would have worked hard to negate before and 
during the research, however because they dealt with student’s perspectives and not numbers, what 
they chose to include or exclude from the findings may have been a result of bias.

The current research in this area is limited. The studies used were carried out only over an 
eleven-year period. There is a gap in the material of research from 2001 to 2008. 

Conclusion

The results of the studies indicate that the experience of the Native American student on 
predominantly White campuses is one of isolation, alienation, and a lack of understanding. As it is 
so hard for students from Native American backgrounds to motivate themselves in the pursuit of 
higher education, it is essential that higher education institutions provide a place that is welcoming 
and understanding of these students’ needs. Instituting these support services on mainstream 
campuses would not solve the lack of Native American students on campus, but it would enable 
Native American students who do attend the institutions to feel supported and comfortable living and 
studying at the institution. According to the studies, entering a White campus as a Native American 
student is also littered with barriers not considered when organizing an institution around the average 
White American student. On campus day care, Native American role-models and mentors, and 
access to distance education were reoccurring themes of persistence factors across the studies. 

Implications

Native American faculty and staff should be visible in the community and be willing to act as 
a resource and mentor to Native American students.  It is this kind of support that would encourage 
Native American students to study at a mainstream college and continue until graduation. Other 
types of financial support (packages that take into account single parenthood) and social support 
(health resources, addiction support, etc.) were also reoccurring findings of persistence factors in 
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the research. Tribal colleges are able to better retain their students most likely because they provide 
what mainstream colleges do not in terms of support systems. Mainstream universities need to make 
these extra student resources a priority and highlight them to prospective Native American students. 
Partnerships need to be developed between mainstream colleges, tribal colleges, and the K-12s on 
the reservations to develop all areas of education offered to Native American students. 

Considerably more research is necessary to fully understand the implications of the Native 
American K-12 system in order to comprehend the difficulties mainstream colleges, and to some 
extent tribal colleges, are having in recruiting and retaining Native American students. Tribal 
colleges should be able to provide best practices for mainstream institutions that will assist them in 
providing an improved Native American student experience. On the whole, the research in this area 
is limited, more research in every area of the Native American student experience is necessary for 
higher education institutions to fully understand what extra accommodations they must make or what 
institutional practices must be adapted to fully integrate Native American students to mainstream 
institutions of higher education. Only then would they be able to fulfill commitments to diversity and 
inclusion of all racial backgrounds and ethnic identities.
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Introduction 
Little is known about the career choices made by college student athletes and the influences 

that factor in their post-graduation career objectives. While there are programs and studies aimed 
at increasing academic performance for student athletes, there is a lack of information as to the 
outside influences and expectations that impact the future career goals and exploration of this group. 
Furthermore, little is known about the influence of student athlete identity on the pursuit of post-
graduation goals

The purpose of our study was to examine how Division I sport participation impacts student 
athletes’ career decision-making and what outside influences may impact this process.  In order to 
better serve collegiate student athletes, we feel it is essential to explore the influences that play a 
primary role in their attachment to a sport identity, academic focus, and post collegiate goals. 

We opted to conduct a qualitative study which included two in-depth interviews with two 
Division I athletes: one female basketball player and one male swimmer.  While both athletes 
anticipate future careers that will keep them connected to the sport world, each holds very different 
objectives in their academic pursuits and future career goals. Nevertheless, they both cite similar 
influences that played a major role in their career decision process from early sport identity 
formation through current career objectives. 

Review of Literature
In our review of literature on student athletes, we examined two broad areas of study. The first area 
is student athlete identity formation including the athlete within the social sphere, the personal 
meaning applied to their sport participation and the impact this may have on future career goals. The 
second area of focus was on how the influence of the demographic predictors of family, community 
and culture interfaced with the meaning applied to sport participation and the development of student 
athlete post graduation career goals.

Division I Athletes and Career Choices
Brittany Wooten

Little is known about the career choices made by college student 
athletes. There remains a lack of understanding as to what outside 
influences may lead to the future career goals of student athletes. 
Furthermore, there remains a gap in understanding regarding the 
impact of student athlete identity perception within the world of 
sport and its affect on student athletes as they pursue their post-
graduation goals. The purpose of this study was to examine if 
participation in Division I sport impacts student athletes’ career 
decision-making and to what extent outside influences may impact 
this decision. Two in-depth interviews were conducted with two 
Division I athletes: one female basketball player and one male 
swimmer.  Our research discovered the most influential factor in 
the student athlete’s post-graduation career choice was the input 
of family. Our second discovery was that participation in Division 
I athletics did not affect our participants’ overall career choices, 
but instead assisted in achievement of their career goals. Given the 
size and scope of this research, this study should not be generalized. 
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Previous research indicates university student athletes experience identity formation and role 
experimentation in two phases; the first is “over-identification with the Athletic Role” (focusing 
primarily on athletics) in their early participation in college sports with a later stage of “Deferred 
Role Experimentation” (increasing investment in academics and social roles) (Miller & Kerr, 2003, 
p.196 ).  This research implies there would be a positive shift toward a more academic focus as 
a student’s athletic career progresses. Conflicting research shows a process of “role engulfment” 
or “identity foreclosure” among some athletes which would be expected to limit their ability and 
opportunity to experience other roles beyond simply identifying oneself as an athlete.  “Researchers 
have found evidence of identity foreclosure among college and university student athletes… 
(Petitpas & Champagne, 1988), as well as unrealistic educational and career plans (Blann, 1985; 
Kennedy & Dimick, 1987; Sowea & Gressard, 1983). Murphy and colleagues (1996) reported higher 
identity foreclosure scores on a measure of identity status” (Miller & Kerr, 2003, p.198).  However, 
other research suggests this may have been over generalized. Perna, Zaichkowsky, and Boknek 
(1996) found the hypothesis of an arrested athletic identity cannot be generalized. Nevertheless, 
many studies indicate an inverse effect of sport participation on academic and career goals indicating 
that due to sport commitment of Division I athletics, high profile student athletes may become 
isolated in social and athletic spheres. This isolation may lead to a distancing from “academic goals” 
and toward “less rigorous courses and majors”. (Riemer, Beal & Schroeder, p. 366).

 “Very few studies have examined how the student athletes interpret and respond to the social 
conditions of being in a commercialized Division I National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) 
program” (Riemer, et al., p. 365).  However, Adler and Adler have conducted a qualitative multi-year 
study on this topic particular to male student athletes in high profile sports. In their study, “Adler and 
Adler (1985) contended that the social conditions of high profile Division I sport were as significant 
to student athletes’ educational experiences and outcomes as their demographic predictors.” (Riemer, 
et al., p. 365 ).

 Harris and Eitzen (1978) state, “Coaches and administrators… have socialized players to 
devote their entire energies to sport. Through the media and the coaches, the athlete has come to 
believe that sport is the quickest means of achieving success and upward social mobility” (p. 185). 
In addition they state, “Many athletes do not prepare for the day their [sport] career ends. They 
don’t take off-season jobs or prepare for a meaningful career while in college” (Harris & Eitzen, 
1978, p. 185). They go on to state that the athletes most enticed by this myth would be those who 
are from “the lower socioeconomic classes and from minorities. For the white, middle-class athlete, 
the alternatives have obviously been greater…. This is the direct result of the athletic socialization 
process” (Harris & Eitzen, 1978, p. 186).

With this in mind, we were directed toward inquiry regarding the influences of demographic 
predictors such as familial, socio-economic, and cultural backgrounds on the process of career 
exploration, decision-making, and future career expectations for student athletes who were either 
female or did not participate in a high profile athletic program. As Adler and Adler (1985) wrote, 
the more status given to a sport by the community, the more the student would commit time and 
energy to their sport. This unfortunately inversely affects academic commitment.  Therefore, it may 
be understood that those participating in sports of a lower status may have a greater ability to explore 
roles outside of their athletic identity and may be more accepting of outside influences directing their 
career goals. “According to Chen (1998), life career development is a complex and dynamic process, 
which includes a person-in-context process…. Through this process, participants [are] able to begin 
to find career meaning and to make career plans” (Harrison & Lawrence, 2004, p. 502).  Therefore, 
we need to examine the student athlete within the context of their life as a whole in order to identify 
influences beyond sport participation and college experience. 

Studies show mixed results on the influences that affect progression toward college graduation. 
Previous studies point to counselors and coaches as the primary influences on high school athletes 
looking to continue playing sports in college and professionally (Lee, 1983, p. 546). In this research, 
the authors indicate that it is the counselors and coaches that need to work collaboratively with 
students to help shape a realistic understanding of sports participation. In these mentoring roles, 
coaches and counselors should assist students in career exploration while acknowledging their 
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current athletic potential (Lee, C, 1983, p. 546). 
However, Adler and Adler (1985) indicate in their study that while collegiate level coaches 

stress the importance of academic achievements students were being influenced by peers who saw 
college as a process of staying out of trouble to obtain a diploma. Other studies indicate that parents 
and coaches have the largest influence on sport participation (University of North Carolina, 2001, p. 
4).

Clearly there are a number of influences that may contribute to a student athlete’s career 
choice. Among these factors are development of sport identity, sport participation, and status of 
athletic identity, as well as social contextual influences such as “socioeconomic status (Tseng, 
1972,), the influence of significant others (Otto, 1977), race (Pallone, Rickard & Hurley, 1970), and 
academic achievement (Tseng & Carter, 1970)” (Lee, 1983, p. 544)

Utilizing a Critical-Cultural Theoretical framework, we intend to conduct a qualitative study 
using in person interviews. Through the analysis of our findings we hope to gain insight into the 
values, meaning, and the advantages or disadvantages certain sub-groups of student athletes may 
experience as an outcome of their personal theories and ideologies. We hope to understand what 
implications this may have on society as a whole and how universities may be able to adjust for 
these differences in the future.

Methodology

The participants in this study were two student athletes who attended a small (approximately 
7,000 students), predominantly White, urban, Jesuit, National Collegiate Athletic Association 
(NCAA) Division I university in the Pacific Northwest. The university offers a wide range of 
undergraduate and graduate programs. Research was conducted in the state of Washington in the 
United States. One of the participants was male, 20 years of age, in his junior year, who competes 
for the university in swimming. The second participant was a female, 22 years old, and a senior who 
competes in basketball. The participants were collected using a snowball sample. 

The two participants were asked the same open-ended questions in a recorded interview. 
Interviews were transcribed for data analysis. The two researchers, graduate students from the same 
college as the participants, reviewed the data using open coding, a process where the researchers 
create codes to identify potential themes in the collected data. The themes are drawn from quotes 
given by the participants. The themes that emerged from this process of data collection were Identity 
Formation and Family and Cultural Influences. 

The advantage of using a qualitative interview was that it allowed for greater insight into 
the students’ personal backgrounds and sports influences. Participants were contacted through a 
colleague and graduate assistant in the athletics department. Because of the small convenience 
sample, the findings of this research are not generalizable.

Findings

 We interviewed one male swim team member who aspires to become a physician working 
with a professional sports team, and one female basketball player who has dreams of becoming a 
professional WNBA player, followed by becoming a coach. Using critical analysis we found some 
similarities and differences that support much of what was discovered in previous studies.

The following table summarizes our findings:

Male: 20 year old: Swim Team
Professional Family
Major: Pre-Med
Career goal: Physician for sport team

Female: 22 year old: Basketball
Working class upbringing
Major: Liberal Studies
Career Goal: WNBA and coaching

Childhood expectations:
The expectation was always to attend college, 
both parents attended college. 

Childhood Dreams:
Wanted to play basketball at age 5.
Dad was very supportive and would go to all 
trainings and tournaments. 
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Male: 20 year old: Swim Team
Professional Family
Major: Pre-Med
Career goal: Physician for sport team

Female: 22 year old: Basketball
Working class upbringing
Major: Liberal Studies
Career Goal: WNBA and coaching

Athletics as an Aspect of Identity:
College gave an opportunity to play sports and 
way to exercise a competitive nature.
Order of importance:
1, School
2. Swim
3. Volunteering

Athletics as Identity:
“Me and basketball are one in the same.” College is another 
avenue to keep playing basketball and liberal studies a way to 
graduate and time and apply to coaching basketball.
Order of importance:
Faith
Note: Faith also plays an important role in the pursuit of 
basketball:
-Basketball skills are a “gift that has been given”, “used to 
glorify myself”, and “give a light to people”
Basketball

Meaning of Sport:
Mom was a swimmer, dad would have been 
more excited if he pursued golf. And, in high 
school, swimming was “kind of a joke”.

Sport as Meaning:
Others are “Living the dream through you!” 
Athletes can be put on a pedestal and idolized- 
being a great role model and “influence on 
people”. “I want to go to the WNBA. I want to 
be a SUPERSTAR!”

Division I Athletics:
I don’t think Division I Athletics has affected 
my career choices.

Division I Athlete:
Division I participation made professional goal 
of playing ball more accessible and college 
solidified the goals of playing professionally

Family:
Family plays a critical role in decision making 
and career choice. In the future it is “a given” 
to get married, have a family. But, first focus is 
“me” time to accomplish personal goals. Not 
making commitments before ready.

Family:
Family is number one. Dad is biggest role 
model. There could be a conflict between 
playing basketball and “getting hitched” and 
having children, but it’s a “balancing act” with 
family coming before career goals.

It appears each of the students interviewed had developed a strong sense of sport identity and 
a clear understanding of their future career goals prior to involvement in Division I athletics and 
so participation in collegiate sports did not significantly impact either. Participation in Division 
I athletics helped further develop their identity, but did not seem to have a major impact on their 
overall career choices. However, both used their sport participation to aid in pursuing their pre-
determined goals. Each identified strong family and cultural ties that steered them along their paths 
of career choice and each held a strong understanding about the role sport participation and college 
attendance played in their future career expectations.

Throughout both interviews, two prominent themes emerged. Although both interviewees 
chose distinctly different paths, each seemed to have a strong understanding of the role sport 
participation played in their goals – both current and future.

Each identified their family and cultural backgrounds as having the biggest impact on their life 
goals and career choices.

Beyond the means of providing opportunity to play sports, our research  showed that family was 
the number one influence in the student athlete’s life and that participation in Division I athletics did 
not affect our participants’ career choices. Both students indicated that their families had been very 
supportive of their sports participation while growing up. Both participants indicated that one or both 
parents played a major role in influencing their career choices post-graduation. One participant said,” 
I would probably say that my dad was my biggest role model and just kind of the person who – well, 
I mean, all of my family is really supportive of me but my dad taught me everything I knew up until 
high school.” 
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Conclusions and Recommendations

In conclusion, our study proved no significant connection between Division I athletics and 
career choices of student athletes. Our interviews brought out strong themes of identity formation 
and familial influences in their sport and sport participation. Previous studies supported our findings 
that student athletes struggled to acknowledge their own identities outside of athletics. There were 
also clear themes around childhood expectations and the meaning of sport. Our findings supported a 
strong familial influence as opposed to previous research suggesting the influence of counselors.

Based on our study, we have two recommendations for practitioners. First, as parents have the 
largest influence on students, they should encourage their students to participate in activities beyond 
sports. This participation would allow student athletes to broaden their worldview/views on life. 
Second, we recommend that parents continue to support the dreams of their children. The students 
in our study appreciated the support of family and friends in staying connected with their career 
aspirations.

We also recommend further research regarding the impact of participation in Division I athletics 
on student career choices. For future studies we recommend a larger selection of participants from a 
Division I institution with a strong athletic reputation is recommended. Due to the very small number 
of participants we do not suggest that this study can be generalized.
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When students begin their journeys through higher education, they become part of an 
environment that encourages students to discover their individual identities, to challenge themselves 
to learn about the surrounding world, and to utilize the skills and knowledge they gain. As our world 
becomes increasingly complex, globalized, and tech-savvy, institutions of higher education should 
expect to see an evolving student body that brings new interests, concerns, and ways of learning onto 
campuses and into the classroom. 

As a part of this changing environment, the student should be in constant search of quiet spaces 
for reflection as well as opportunities to interact and build relationships with others. Through the 
merging of these two quests, one will discover that these two concepts can work together to help 
students develop a greater sense of self and community. Further, that they promote the development 
of holistic persons, as they encourage freethinking and exploration through active learning. It is 
within the realm of these two concepts where education and the student affairs profession find their 
ultimate purpose.

The Nature of Education
The Purpose of Education

Education is meant to serve as a transformative journey, through which students are 
encouraged to hone in on what they are passionate about. It provides an experience within the 
context of formal and informal settings, in which students are given the tools and resources to 
develop their passions into tangible skills and knowledge. In addition, education has a responsibility 
to guide students out into society with the ability to make a positive contribution on the world 
(“Principles of Good Practice,” 2010).  This belief coincides with that of the NASPA’s Student 
Personnel Point of View (1937), that colleges and universities must help students develop to their 
fullest potential so they are able to contribute to “the betterment of society” (p. 39). 

According to the NASPA’s (National Association of Student Personnel Administrators) 
Student Personnel Point of View (1949), educators must be concerned with “students individually 
and students as groups” (p. 19). Concerning students as individuals, it is in times of reflection 
where a student best develops his or her self-concept. Aligned with Paulo Freire’s (2000) belief 
that liberation is only achieved through a person discovering himself, it is only then that a student 

Higher Education and the Student Affairs 
Profession: Educating Through Dialogue and 

Community
Kelly Russell

In a constantly evolving environment, it is essential that student 
affairs professionals continually reflect on the impact they have 
on higher education, and more specifically the impact that have on 
individual students. It is through such reflection that one is able to 
develop his or her education philosophy. This paper will first discuss 
the nature of education, including its purpose and the purpose of 
student affairs in higher education. Second, this paper will discuss 
the role of the educator, including the contribution of the student 
affairs educator and student affairs educators in contrast to the 
academy. Finally, this paper will discuss professional practice for 
student affairs educators, including reaching the individual student, 
helping students with personal development, facilitating life-long 
learning, and crisis management.
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is capable of becoming an active member in a community. Further, it is in this active role that a 
student will experience personal development. For this reason, education, in the role of a liberator, 
is responsible for providing students with opportunities for personal development, as they discover 
who they are through their learning experiences.

Education must also encourage the formation of relationships and community. This may 
be done through mediums such as collaboration, service learning, and campus events (“Principles 
of Good Practice,” 2010). As previously stated, it is through the building of community that a 
student finds a place where he or she feels safe and encouraged, as well as discovers where he or 
she is valued (NASPA, 1949).  Providing unique learning settings and opportunities to cultivate 
relationships, education will in turn enable students to become more holistic persons. 
Purpose of Student Affairs in Higher Education

It is important to recognize that the student affairs profession is not a separate entity from 
a college or university, but rather a main component of the institution (NASPA, 1987). Keeping 
with this belief, it is my responsibility as a student affairs educator to echo the institution’s mission 
statement, to empower and advocate for the individual student, and to help students develop into 
well-rounded persons throughout the course of their college experiences (“Principles of Good 
Practice,” 2010). Further, it is my responsibility within the institution to provide safe spaces for 
students to engage in self-exploration and community building, to develop programming, and to 
encourage students to participate in active learning outside of the campus setting.

The Role of the Educator

Contribution of the Student Affairs Educator
Student affairs educators are dynamic. They are a collaborative force that provides students 

with the opportunity to create a more holistic education experience. They encourage the building 
of relationships and community by engaging in conversations with students who have entered the 
journey of self-discovery that often comes with higher education. As promoters of lifelong learning, 
they are lifelong learners themselves- a force that learns to change and adapt along with the student 
body (Komives & Carpenter, 2009). 

As previously stated, one of the biggest contributions that student affairs educators have 
to education is their ability to create safe spaces for students to openly express their needs and 
concerns, as well as to discuss their personal development. Facilitating this dialogue provides an 
opportunity for both students and student affairs educators to gain new perspectives on the evolution 
of the campus, as well as to work collaboratively to establish stronger ideas and solutions for 
successfully adapting to these changes. It is expected that as a student affairs educator, I will help 
a student begin the exploratory process of understanding his or her own self-concept. However, by 
acknowledging a student’s adult status in a higher education community, I must allow the student to 
develop his or her own world view, as well as decide how he or she wants to participate in society. 
This follows Freire’s (2000) belief that we cannot try to name the world for one another. Rather, the 
naming of the world must ultimately come from within the individual (Freire, 2000).

 In terms of being accessible figures on college and university campuses, it is also essential 
that student affairs educators are not just seen in their individual offices, but also in informal settings 
on campus. Connecting with students in a more relaxed setting may lower the stress and anxiety 
levels of students who feel uncomfortable interacting in a formal setting such as an office. Further, 
student affairs educators lead by example. By practicing what they teach and being present in the 
community, they encourage students to get involved and to see first-hand how the value of active 
education helps to promote a more “just and humane world” (Stringer & Swezey, 2006, p.184).

As millennial students enter college campuses with high expectations for themselves, it 
is important that student affairs educators commit to helping students develop “realistic plans 
to achieve [their] goals, and to support the student when performance does not meet his or her 
expectations” (Lowery, 2006, p. 90). In this case, I am responsible for taking on an advocacy role 
in which I must come to understand the individual needs of the student, and in turn, recommend 
resources available from the institution and the outside community.

Finally, student affairs educators contribute to the aims of education by providing students with 
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sound programming. According to Freire (2000), one must start with the aspirations of the people in 
order to organize educational program content. Again, this emphasizes the importance of dialogue 
as a means of discovering what a student’s individual needs and interests are. As a student affairs 
educator, programming enables me to provide a student with tangible ways for him or her to develop 
as a holistic individual. Therefore, programming could be viewed as an extension of dialogue, as it 
puts into action that which is explored through discussions between student affairs educators and 
students. As campus communities continue to become increasingly diverse, the best programming 
provides spaces for students to form relationships with individuals who stem from different 
backgrounds and who hold different identities. Learning from one another and being able to reflect 
on one another’s perspectives will help foster both tolerance and future collaboration opportunities.
Student Affairs Educators and Student Interaction

Part of a student affairs educator’s dedication to lifelong learning is enhanced by the unique 
role that he or she has at a college or university. Because student affairs educators often meet with 
students on an individual basis, they have the opportunity to get to know them on a deeper level than 
other faculty and staff members may be able to. In these interactions, there tends to be more time 
for conversations that allow a student affairs educator to discover where a student’s passions and 
interests lie, as well as to determine how well a student is adjusting to university life. Further, student 
affairs educators are often some of the first people to see indicators that a student is struggling or 
in need of assistance. For example, an Integrity Formations coordinator might meet with a student 
whose negative actions were the result of recurring roommate conflicts. In this case, while one could 
treat this as an isolated situation, the coordinator should have the ability to converse with the student, 
to dig deeper, and determine if there is an underlying issue or point of concern in the student’s life. 
For this reason, student affairs educators need to develop strong discernment skills.

Professional Practice for Student Affairs Educators

Reaching the Individual Student
As a reflection of our fast-changing world, college campuses are evolving at a similar pace. It 

is often a challenge for a student once he or she arrives on campus to find a niche, as one may feel 
overwhelmed by all that appears to be going on around them. In order to serve today’s millennial 
student, institutions and student affairs educators must be able to design learning methods and 
environments that are unique to each student (Bar & Tagg, 1995).

A starting point is to ensure that student affairs educators are intentionally communicating 
with each student. Such communication allows for the development of an open and trustworthy 
relationship between educator and student. It is then that a student may be more willing to discuss 
his or her goals and interests, as well as to utilize any resources offered by the educator. Aligned with 
Freire’s (2000) concept of “problem-posing” education, the collaboration of educators and students 
should encourage freethinking and creativity. Through methods such as asking the student open-
ended questions, this collaboration should give the student the opportunity to reflect on his or her 
beliefs, goals, and expectations. 

As a student affairs educator, it is important that I allow students to participate in conversations 
regarding what the student learning experience should look like (they are, after all, the ones most 
affected by these decisions) (“Principles of Good Practice,” 2010). It is during these student-educator 
interactions where the student may gain the confidence to explore educational opportunities offered 
in external settings, such as service learning or a student organization (Kuh, 2003). Consequently, it 
is through these collaborative experiences that I will have the opportunity to gain new perspectives 
that will help me to create more effective interactions with future students. 
Helping Students with Personal Development

Student affairs educators are in a position to make significant contributions to a student’s 
growth and development throughout the course of the college experience. As previously stated, it 
is essential that student affairs educators take the initial step toward understanding the individual 
identity of a student with whom they are attempting to build a relationship. According to McClellan 
and Larimore (2009) “understanding whom we are trying to educate has profound implications 
for our efforts to improve education on our campuses” (p. 225). While necessary, this process can 
be difficult initially. For example, when students first enter the campus community, they are more 
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likely to be found in larger groups, moving with the masses from one event to the next, until they are 
comfortable enough to start developing themselves as individuals and pursue their unique interests.

Fortunately, through one-on-one dialogue, student affairs educators are able to gain a better 
understanding of a student’s identity and discern what a student’s needs are. In facilitating this 
dialogue, it is expected that student affairs educators “meet students and peers where they are 
and aim learning interventions at appropriate developmental levels and to do so with sensitive, 
thoughtful responses” (Laker & Davis, 2009, p. 247). A biracial student or an international student 
may be entering a campus community that is more homogenous than he or she is used to.  A student 
may join a campus community needing the assistance of counseling services, struggling with issues 
that range from anxiety to feelings of suicide. Or, a student struggling with obesity may be looking 
for assistance and encouragement as they strive to live  a healthier life. It is through dialoguing with 
these students that a student affairs educator needs to discern the best methods for providing support. 
From here, these educators can offer students a variety of resources that will aid in overcoming 
such personal development issues. This process of dialogue aligns with Freire’s (2000) belief that 
“without dialogue there is no communication, and without communication there can be no true 
education” (p. 92).
Facilitating Lifelong Learning

According to Komives and Carpenter (2009), in today’s society “the half-life of information 
is shortening; it requires our continued learning to stay updated, competent and visionary (p. 371). 
This is true for student affairs educators, whose lifelong learning requires independent initiative and 
intentionality in the steps they take toward continual development in the profession. As previously 
stated, as student affairs educators motivate their students to become lifelong learners, it is important 
that they are exhibiting the same commitment in their own lives. 

This will look different for each educator. For some, it may mean attending national and 
regional conferences regularly in order to network and remain up-to-date on pertinent scholarly 
research. For others, it may mean spending additional time developing short and long-term 
programming for the student body, encouraging both educators and students to engage in discussions 
with individuals from different cultural, ethic, and socio-economic backgrounds and gain new 
insights. It could also mean taking the opportunity to teach a class or advise a campus club or 
organization. Regardless of the avenue a student affairs educator chooses to take, each path leads 
to an increased ability to interact with other people and develop relationships. In other words, 
student affairs educators are “obligated to a personal commitment to socialization and regeneration” 
(Carpenter, 2003 in Komives & Carpenter, 2009, p. 372).

At the core of lifelong learning are the relationships that an individual forms with others. 
More specifically, lifelong learning is facilitated through the dialogue that an individual engages 
in. Without interacting with others, it can be challenging for an individual to maintain consistent 
professional and personal development. According to Senge (1990), “there is a growing recognition 
that together we can learn and change our processes to function as a learning organization” (in 
Komives & Carpenter, 2009, p. 377). When building relationships and communicating with others, 
individuals are able to gain knowledge from the gathering of differing perspectives, as well as create 
new shared experiences with others that will act as  “change agents” in future situations (Komives & 
Carpenter, 2009, p. 377). 

Another element of lifelong learning is the refusal to accept complacency. In order to be an 
effective lifelong learner as a student affairs educator, I must continually ask questions that challenge 
the way I practice and that motivate new research and the discovery of more effective methods of 
practice. According to Komives & Carpenter (2009), a student affairs educator must be comfortable 
with “incompetency skills- acknowledging what [he or she] does not know or know how to do with 
confidence that [he or she] knows how to learn” (p. 371). 
Crisis Management

Because the central focus of the student affairs profession is working with people, student 
affairs educators often “become key leaders in responding to campus crises” (Miser & Cherrey, 
2009, p. 606). More specifically, it is the responsibility of student affairs educators to help a student 
“process the personal meaning of the disaster” and “deal with all of their losses” (Miser & Cherrey, 
2009, p. 610). While the campus environment may affect the way that a student affairs educator 
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responds during this time, all educators should use their relationships with one another to form a 
strong support network for individual students. Each educator in his or her area of expertise should 
provide a student with a safe space in which he or she can wrestle through troubling emotions, 
share successes and failures, and voice any needs that he or she may have developed. It is the 
responsibility of each educator to make sure that the student is aware of the different campus 
resources that are available, and use their relationships with other student affairs educators to help 
guide the student to other areas of campus when necessary.

Despite my ability to direct students to other areas of campus where they can seek aid, it is 
important that as a student affairs educator I do not simply pass students along to other faculty at the 
university without trying to help. Following a crisis, a student may pose questions that are outside 
my area of expertise.  In this case, it is important that I have the knowledge and skills necessary to 
converse with a student on a deeper level when conflict arises.

As an example, in my role as an academic advisor, I would be responsible for monitoring my 
students’ academic performances closely in the aftermath of a crisis. It is important that during this 
time, I have regular conversations with my advisees in order to determine if the emotions they are 
struggling through are having an effect on their schoolwork. During this time, I would also need to 
facilitate conversations with my advisees that emphasize the importance of continued success in the 
classroom, or find ways to relieve their academic stressors. Further, I would need to keep in mind 
that if a student is struggling in the classroom, then there may be an underlying reason for the change 
in performance. In this case, I may be in a position to try and initiate a conversation regarding what 
is really impacting the student’s academic performance.

Apart from providing spaces for dialogue, there are several other methods of involvement 
for student affairs educators to assume during a crisis situation. It is important that during these 
situations, educators make an effort to maintain consistent communication with students and provide 
updates of the latest information surrounding a situation (Miser & Cherrey, 2009). During the 
recovery period, a student affairs educator should support and provide assistance to different student-
developed rituals, such as a candlelight vigil, that may help in the campus grieving process. Further, 
student affairs educators should take the initiative to develop debriefing meetings and programs 
that again provide students with a safe space to confront their emotions. In providing this type of 
programming for students, student affairs educators will be able to see how the crisis situation has 
changed the student body. In turn, they will be better prepared to adjust their methods of practice 
to fit the new needs of the student body. For instance, if a student committed suicide on campus, a 
reaction from the student body, in order to raise awareness of students who are at risk for similar 
behavior, may be to establish an awareness organization on campus. In this case, student affairs 
professionals should be aware of this rising interest on campus and find methods to ethically and 
respectfully support student endeavors.

Perhaps one of the most important things that a student affairs educator can do is to develop 
a level of trust and rapport with his or her students, as this will become useful during times of 
crisis. It is important that during such times, a student is comfortable seeking help from at least 
one professional on campus. And as previously stated, the best way to establish this trust it to have 
consistent dialogue with the student and take a sincere interest in his or her well being.

Conclusion

With the responsibility of creating spaces for dialogue and exploration, as well as the 
responsibility of creating dynamic, inclusive programming, student affairs educators have the ability 
to both enhance students’ learning, as well as help them gain a better understanding of their own 
self-concept. In order to develop themselves as effective leaders, student affairs educators must be 
willing to change and evolve along with the study body and adjust their methods of practice to fit 
new needs as they arise. In committing one’s self to lifelong learning, a student affairs educator 
is also making a commitment to lifelong relationship building, as professional and personal 
development requires interaction with other individuals in various dialogue circles. As student affairs 
educators continue to contribute to the aims of education, they must make it a point to “know how 
the various aspects of their campus environment influence student behavior” (Kuh, 2009, p. 61) In 
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doing so, they are the dialoguers. They are the encouragers. And finally, they are the creators, on a 
mission to develop sound methods of meeting the needs of the individual student. 
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