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Editors’ Note 
 
As we celebrate the tenth anniversary of MAGIS: A Student Development Journal, we have looked back at 
what makes MAGIS a distinctive part of the Student Development Administration program at Seattle 
University. In publishing this year’s edition, we have been struck by the attention to the holistic experiences of 
students, and how we as practitioners engage in cura personalis, or care of the whole person, within our work. 
We are proud that all the pieces within this publication address, to some degree, these Jesuit values which are 
consistently present in our education in the Student Development Administration program. 
  
Thank you to everyone who contributed to MAGIS in some way. We are thankful for the time, effort, and 
support you have given to MAGIS–it has made the last ten years of this journal possible. 
 

All the best, 
Elisabeth Goss & Irene Ziemba 

 
 

 
MISSION 
MAGIS is the peer-reviewed academic journal for the Student Development Administration (SDA) program at 
Seattle University. Published annually and entirely student-run, the journal showcases scholarly and reflective 
writing by SDA students, alumni, faculty, and student affairs professionals. Following the Jesuit tradition of 
academic inquiry, MAGIS is committed to creating the premier forum within Jesuit higher education for 
dialogue on the theory and practice of student affairs. 
 
VISION 
The vision of MAGIS is to represent the Seattle University College of Education and Student Development 
Administration program as a scholarly and reflective resource for student affairs graduate students and 
professionals in Jesuit higher education. 
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Praxis: Professional Identity for Educational Equity and Social Justice. 

 

Erica K. Yamamura, Ph.D., Seattle University 
 

“The teacher is of course an artist, but being an 
artist does not mean that he or she can make the 
profile, can shape the students. What the educator 
does in teaching is to make it possible for the 
students to become themselves.”  
― Paulo Freire (1991) 

"What subject do you teach?" is a question I am 

asked often. I tend to share that I'm a teacher. And if 

that does not suffice, I explain that I teach at a 

university in a master's program in education. And 

for individuals who REALLY want to know, I share 

that I train college advisors and practitioners who 

develop and oversee programs and co-curricular 

activities to create an inclusive environment to help 

diverse students learn and grow. Recently, I was in 

conversation with another parent who is a K-12 

teacher who asked me a very different question: 

what do your students learn? At first, a litany of 

theories, concepts, and contexts came to mind. But I 

soon realized that was too simple. I frequently say 

that dissonance is development, especially in the 

SDAD 5400: Student Development Theory, 

Research, and Practice class--but I have come to the 

conclusion that it's more about development by 

working through dissonance and developing 

students' professional identity in this way. Let me 

explain more: 

Freire (2000) noted the concept of praxis--

constancy of action and reflection to create a more 

inclusive educational environment and society. In 

the student development administration (SDA) 

program, I have had the distinct pleasure to witness 

the formation of praxis throughout students' 

experience in the program.  

While I can describe the concept of praxis as the 

intersection of theory and practice, the process of 

praxis is much messier. This process often begins in 

my student development theory class where 

graduate students are introduced to key 

developmental constructs in the field--names such 

as Astin (1984), Schlossberg, et. al, (1995), and 

Baxter-Magolda (2004) become part of their 

professional lexicon. As we progress through the 

quarter, students gain confidence in naming 

examples of transition, how students make meaning 

of their experiences, etc.  

Yet the 'development' truly begins when students 

are asked to take such theories from their original 

constructs and reconcile them with our diverse and 

emerging student populations, being inclusive of 

students who hold marginalized or emergent 

identities that were not present or were overlooked 

during the time many of these theories were formed. 

They subsequently grapple with Pope, Reynolds, and 

Mueller (2004) framework for multicultural 

competence, Yosso’s (2005) community cultural 

wealth, and critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001). For students who hold privileged identities, it 

is typically a time of discomfort in naming privileges 

they cannot see or feel but are keenly aware that they 

exist. On the other side, students who hold 

marginalized identities can become empowered by 

the new language and sense-making of their 

experience. For most students, it's a complex time of 

re-visioning their own undergraduate experiences 

and viewing it through a new lens, as a student 
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affairs professional--and imagining what this may 

mean for their current and future work with 

students. Individual theories in their neat and 

logical phases/stages alone no longer suffice. 

Ambiguity and complexity abound. 

“For apart from inquiry, apart from the praxis, 

individuals cannot be truly human. Knowledge 

emerges only through invention and re-invention, 

through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful 

inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the 

world, and with each other.”  

― Paulo Freire (2000) 

When students' identities are presented as 

multifaceted and intersectional, theoretical chaos 

often ensues--how do I reconcile a students’ racial 

development with their gender identity and 

expression? Does student development look the 

same for international students who may bring in 

their own ethnic/national lens that is not 

'American'? For students who truly internalize this 

praxis, it is a joy to watch them really dive deep into 

their own intersectionality. Such students begin to 

question how their own salient identities interface 

with the students they serve, thereby adding yet 

another layer of multidimensionality. Students seek 

out or are referred to mentors, alumni, and other 

individuals to support this learning and dissonance. 

In the theory class, students are also placed in 

teams to complete a community-based project to 

formally apply theory-to-practice to improve a 

particular aspect of student development. They must 

comb through and interrogate the research 

literature. Thereafter, they must also consult 

existing practice to gauge the viability and reality of 

recommendations they seek to make while 

concomitantly making critical connections to 

student learning and development theories. Now all 

this individual learning intersects with peers who 

are also internally engaged in this dissonance--and 

the phase of group-dissonance (aka learning) 

ensues. Conflict happens. Interpretations vary. 10 

weeks have now passed. And we have a celebratory 

toast to signal the triumph in completing such a 

heavy course. A week later, final papers are 

submitted, and the course ends.  

The student development theory course is 

typically just the beginning of this process of praxis 

and professional formation--where continuous 

reflection is required and action first starts 

theoretically and then in lived practice through our 

sequence of courses, graduate assistantships, 

internships, and our portfolio process.  

SDA PROGRAM 

As a faculty, this year we have been engaged in 

multiple levels of praxis as well. At the faculty level, 

following a national search, we have welcomed a new 

faculty member to our community, Dr. Thai-Huy 

Nguyen. His experience with Jesuit higher education 

as a student and practitioner coupled with his strong 

research background will serve the SDA program 

well in the years to come. During summer 2015, the 

faculty started the year reviewing and reflecting 

upon program highlights and challenges. As a way to 

move forward, we defined concrete goals for the 

program: 

(1) The SDA Program will measure our regional 

"public" impact through completed SDAD 

internships 

(2) The SDA Program will strengthen the 

national recruitment and admissions process for 

our program 
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(3) The SDA Program will develop a plan for 

undergraduate course opportunities 

We have faced a number of shifts at the college 

and university level in governance and assessment. 

The College of Education is in its 2nd year of a 

horizontal leadership model, with each faculty 

member assuming various roles and responsibilities 

that used to be designated for the program director. 

The College of Education is also moving toward 

more college-wide events. We are excited about 

having our first College of Education graduation 

event in 2016! At the university level, we have a new 

faculty handbook which has ushered in new policies 

which as a faculty we are still working to understand 

and adapt to. One clear reality is that student 

enrollment and engagement are being examined 

closely, and that we must be flexible in not just our 

curricular offerings but in also in our delivery and in 

the way we serve our students. We are being 

proactive in the SDA program: we are currently in 

the process of exploring undergraduate course 

opportunities in SDA and in refining our beloved 

internship program. We will engage with our 

community as much as possible as we seek praxis in 

the SDA program. 

MAGIS: 10 YEARS OF A STUDENT-RUN 

JOURNAL 

MAGIS has been an important part of praxis for 

the SDA community for the last 10 years. The 

publication serves as a special space where students, 

alumni, and friends of the program showcase 

rigorous research, critical and creative reflections to 

add depth and breadth to our professional 

community in written form.  In its 10 years, over 100 

unique works have been showcased. The publication 

has also moved from print to an online journal, 

providing broader access to the rich articles and 

creative works of our community. I have especially 

appreciated the opportunity to work with our 

talented student editors-in-chief, each of whom 

bring a unique lens and disposition to the 

publication.  

WITH GRATITUDE 

One common thread of praxis in the SDA 

program is the robust and dedicated community of 

faculty, students, alumni, program partners, and 

professionals. This community provides important 

support and challenge, especially to our students as 

they develop praxis as part of their professional 

identity. May we continue to nurture, challenge, and 

support each other to be inviting, inclusive, and 

forever-developing professionals. 
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Burnout in Resident Assistants. 

 
Caroline Bubbers, Seattle University 

 
Alexander Astin’s (1999) theory of student involvement states that student time and energy are 
finite resources. Student leaders go beyond involvement and dedicate their time and energy 
towards creating experiences and opportunities for other students (Astin, 1999). Boundaries 
become hard to manage when students live and work in the same environment, such as with 
Resident Assistant (RA) positions. This study examines at the experiences of Resident 
Assistants and their relationship with burnout while in the RA position at a medium sized, 
private, Jesuit University in the Pacific Northwest. Through individual participant interviews 
the findings include that RAs face a significant amount of role ambiguity, that their 
supervisors have a strong impact on their RA experience, they devalue their personal 
experiences as RAs, and that the benefits ultimately outweigh the costs of the RA position. 
Implications of this research provide insight as to how future RAs can be supported in their 
position. 

Keywords: resident assistants, burnout, student leaders, residence halls 
 	

PROBLEM STATEMENT AND PURPOSE 

Problem Statement 

In Astin’s (1999) theory of student involvement, 

it was determined that the most important and 

pervasive environmental factor that supported 

student involvement was the student’s residence. 

Living in a campus residence was positively related 

to retention regardless of institutional type, sex, 

race, ability, or family background (Astin, 1999). 

“The theory of student involvement explicitly 

acknowledges that the psychic and physical time 

and energy of students are finite” (Astin, 1999). 

Some of the first people students meet when 

moving on campus are most likely housing staff 

members, such as RAs. The first opportunities for 

involvement a student will encounter is in a 

residence hall, most likely a form of residence hall 

government followed closely by RA recruitment. As 

student affairs administrators continually push 

students to become involved and dedicate time and 

energy outside the classroom to benefit their own 

development as students, less encouragement has 

been given to looking at the depth of certain 

commitments and balancing this time and energy 

effectively. The RA position is a unique position 

that is unlike most other jobs and careers outside of 

universities. Furthermore, the RA position usually 

has the longest job description in a housing 

department and typically includes the catch all 

phrase of “other duties as assigned” (Butler & 

Campbell, 2003). Unclear and expanding job duties 

are the tip of the iceberg when looking at burnout 

in RAs. 

In the 1980s and into the 1990s there was a 

significant amount of research that looked at RAs in 

some capacity. In 1999, a study that looked at RAs 

and their sense of self-efficacy suggested that RA 

training should include sessions that support the 

development of self-efficacy (Denzine & Anderson, 

1999). Since then, research on RAs has significantly 

dropped, and ironically, RA duties have generally 

expanded. When Susan Komives (1992) looked at 

the nature of interactions between Resident 

Directors (RD’s) and RA staffs back in 1992, 
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regardless of the institution type, campus climates 

were vastly different from what they are today. RAs 

and RDs now have e-mail, cell phones, and social 

media in the workplace; these additions drastically 

change the work environment and consequently, 

the ever-expanding job duties for RAs. In addition, 

RAs are not the only ones confused about their 

position; residents are as well (Pratt, Hunter, & 

Matthews, 1993). Resident expectations of RAs are 

an important foundation for constructive 

relationships in the residence hall community 

(Pratt et al., 1993). In a qualitative study from 2007 

that examined the unique experiences of RAs who 

identify as sophomores, there were many quotes 

from participants detailing how they did not 

entirely understand the position and its duties until 

those duties arose (Schaller & Wagner, 2007).  In 

training, RAs are given a toolbox of skills that are 

designed to be general enough to help them triage 

any situation that may arise until support can be 

given by a professional staff member; not every 

situation they may triage while in the position will 

be directly covered in training due to time 

constraints.   

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to expand the 

limited and outdated pool of research to include the 

experiences of modern day RAs and their 

relationship to burnout. RAs are an important 

group of student leaders that are in the pipeline to 

become student affairs educators; if student affairs 

educators cannot successfully support student 

leaders in their development, let alone the part time 

RA position, these future student affairs educators 

may burn out before they reach graduate school. 

The limited research available on burnout in RAs 

indicates that burnout is an issue, and further 

research needs to be conducted. Examining 

burnout in RAs is important because student affairs 

educators have a purpose to holistically develop 

students. Student leaders are not developing 

holistically if they are exhibiting behavior 

consistent with burnout in their leadership 

positions that educators encourage them to pursue. 

This study focuses on the experiences of returning 

RAs and their suggested support for burnout with 

training incoming RAs. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theme #1: Role Ambiguity 

The most prevalent theme throughout the 

current research involving RA burnout was role 

ambiguity. Role ambiguity for RAs has increased 

over time because these roles have drastically 

expanded beyond the catch all phrase at the end of 

their employment contract that typically includes, 

“other duties as assigned”. Blimling (1998) 

described the role of the RA as always being 

available–for nearly 24 hours a day, sometimes for 

weeks at a time. In addition to several work 

responsibilities, an RA is the soldier on the 

frontlines in university housing programs when 

responding to and managing a multitude of diverse 

issues in residence halls (Bliming, 1998; Paladino, 

Murray, Newgent, & Gohn, 2005). Butler and 

Campbell (2003) agree stating, “The tasks assigned 

to RAs have been expanding continually as the 

result of changes in the law, policies, students, 

relationships with parents, and new program 

approaches”. It would not be unusual for an RA 

position description to be the longest out of all the 

positions in a housing department (Butler & 

Campbell, 2003). RAs perform the duties of 
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counselor and disciplinarian, safety and first aid 

officer, conflict resolver, and crisis manager (as 

cited in Twale & Burrell, 1995). Additionally, “RAs 

are expected to foster environments that encourage 

cooperative living, to render advice and assistance, 

to refer students to other professionals, and to 

facilitate training when necessary on topics and 

issues of concern to residents” (Twale & Burrell, 

1995). In a qualitative study looking at the unique 

experiences of RAs who identify as sophomores, 

there were many direct quotes from participants 

detailing how they did not entirely understand the 

position and its duties until those duties arose 

(Schaller & Wagner, 2007). “RAs did not always 

know or fully understand what it was that they 

agreed to in taking the job. They seemed in many 

cases to have a naïve view of what the experience 

would be like” (Schaller & Wagner, 2007). Another 

portion of role ambiguity for RAs also originates 

from the role conflict they face as peer leaders with 

authority. Fuehrer and McGonagle (1988) stated, 

“when the peer role clashes with the rule enforcer 

role, RAs may struggle to reconcile the conflicting 

demands” (Everett & Loftus, 2011; Fuehrer & 

McGonagle, 1988).  

Theme #2: Resident Assistant Relationship 
with Supervisor 

Another prevalent theme woven throughout the 

literature is the relationship dynamic RAs have with 

their direct supervisor, usually called a Resident 

Director (RD). RA burnout is related to the drop in 

desirability of the RD position for graduate 

students and entry-level professionals “…and the 

lack of interest in graduate assistant positions and 

RD positions as documented by this study may be a 

reflection of the perception of stress associated with 

the RA position” (Belch & Mueller, 2003). 

Furthermore, “the nature of the interaction 

between [RDs] and their staff of RAs are important 

in understanding RA motivation, satisfaction, and 

effectiveness” (Komives, 1992). Another study 

looking at the leadership development of RAs 

suggested further research explore the RD’s 

relationship with the RA as a way of measuring 

leadership development (Posner & Brodsky, 1993). 

The support and community of the residence life 

staff is a popular motivator for RAs. Staff team 

development was the second highest job satisfier in 

a study that looked at the motivation of RAs 

(Bierman & Carpenter, 1994). Due to the many 

roles RAs have, it is necessary for RAs to have 

multiple self-efficacy beliefs in order to be 

successful. “Supervisors must model self-efficacious 

thoughts and behaviors… supervisors can model 

persistence in their efforts to positively influence 

the development of a student…” (Denzine & 

Anderson, 1999). Supervisors, such as RDs, need to 

exhibit behaviors, such as self-efficacy, that foster 

growth in their student leaders (RAs). Another 

dynamic within the RA and RD relationship is 

identities. However, in a study that examined work 

values between members and leaders, it was found 

that there was no relationship between 

demographic attributes or similarity in supervisor-

subordinate dyadic relationships (Dose, 1999). It 

was work-based values that drew leaders and 

members together, not identities. (Dose, 1999).  

METHODOLOGY 

The methodology for this study uses a social 

constructivist framework (Creswell, 2014). 

Participants developed varied meanings through 

their experiences as RAs, which led to a complexity 
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of intersecting views rather than narrow meanings 

into categories (Creswell, 2014). Understanding the 

specific context that RAs work and live in the same 

environment was a critical component to this study 

and reflective of the social constructivist 

framework. Ten central questions were created and 

half had one or more follow up questions, adding 

up to a total of twenty questions. This number of 

questions is more than what is recommended by 

Miles and Huberman (1994) in Creswell (2009), 

but after several rounds of revision it was clear that 

all twenty questions were necessary. The questions 

were developed to understand the motivations 

behind the RA position, the relationship between 

the challenges and the benefits of the position, the 

impact of stress from the position, and the overall 

preparation for the position.  

DATA COLLECTION 

This study used qualitative methodology to 

guide the data collection. By having individual 

interviews with open-ended questions for 

participants to answer, it gave greater depth and 

agency than any available techniques encompassed 

in quantitative methodology. Understanding the RA 

experience and how burnout in the RA position has 

affected the experiences of students with differing 

identities provides multiple intersecting lenses on a 

singular topic.  

The data collection for this inquiry addresses 

diversity, social justice, and ethical leadership in 

higher education in a multitude of facets. Starting 

with the participant demographics, the identities 

represented in the individual interviews are not 

representative of the RA staff holistically, on-

campus student population, or the entire student 

population at the university. There are many 

identities not represented in these focus groups 

because the total population of returning RAs is 

small. The five RAs that participated in this study 

make up .19 of the RA population, .005 of the on-

campus student population, and .00138 of the 

university population. If the structures of the 

university’s department of Housing and Residence 

Life does not work from an asset based framework 

and contain support for Yosso’s (2005) 

communities of cultural wealth, it is not surprising 

that the student leader population within residence 

life is not representative of the diversity and social 

justice mission that the university claims to uphold 

(Yosso, 2005).  

FINDINGS 

During the interviews it was clear that no RA 

experience is exactly like another. The findings that 

emerged from the thematic coding include role 

ambiguity, the impact of the supervisory 

relationship, the devaluation of personal 

experience, and the holistic worth of the RA 

position.  

Role Ambiguity 

As made prevalent in the literature, “RA” not 

only can stand for Resident Assistant but can also 

stand for role ambiguity. Sheila, during her 

interview, described with energy and emotion how 

she felt thrown into the position, “Um but you don’t 

necessarily know, you don’t know it, you don’t feel 

it until you’re in it…Oh my god I’m being thrown 

into it!” All of the RAs interviewed mentioned that 

at some point during their time in the position it 

was overwhelmingly unclear what their job duties 

included.  Meredith described that training does the 

best that it can to prepare RAs, but skills in the RA 
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position are not always something that can be 

taught in an example scenario. Meredith explained,  

…it wasn't anything necessarily anything that 

could be taught beforehand it was more just like 

you gotta get in there and feel it out especially 

because we could sit here and say like you know 

scenario one this could happen, this or this way, 

this could happen, [and then] the absolute third 

way that no one thought about will happen. 

RAs are taught a variety of skills throughout 

training that align with certain protocols. However, 

knowing the unpredictability of the job, RAs are 

expected to use their critical thinking and problem 

solving skills to handle any situation that comes 

their way, whether that be a standard scenario 

practiced during “Behind Closed Doors1” in training 

or a unique variation composed of several different 

types of crisis responses. The ambiguity of what 

unique situations may arise while in the position is 

what cannot be covered during training.  

Supervisory Relationship  

Also prevalent in the literature was the theme of 

the impact of the supervisory relationship between 

the RA and their direct supervisor. Max early in his 

interview spoke about how he feels his supervisor 

was more of a big sister to him,  

Ashley (ARD2) has always been there for me for 

the past two years. So she’s been very much a 

big sister more than a mom- even though I told 

her once ‘oh you’re like a mom to me’ she's 

more of a big sister to me. 

																																																																				
1 Behind Closed Doors is a training procedure used to prepare 
new RAs to approach any situation they may face while on the 
job. Situations can range from roommate mediations, quiet 
hours violations, alcohol violations, sexual assaults, etc.  
2 Assistant Resident Director works under the Resident 
Director holding similar responsibilities in supporting the RA 
staff. 

The one participant to not talk about the impactful 

relationship with their supervisor was Sheila, who 

consequently was on a staff where her supervisor 

resigned over winter break and had a new 

supervisor directly after spring break.  

I think that the frustrations that like the RAs 

are having as a staff can be really exhausting for 

like Carrie and Mark too, but like Mark just got 

here and Mark is also transitioning and I had a 

really good talk with Mark yesterday ‘cause I 

don't want him to feel like ‘Oh my god’ like the 

way that our staff dynamic is going right [now] 

it should get better after the conversation that 

we had on Wednesday. It's kinda like it to me it 

feels like somehow it went from like the RAs vs. 

senior team and not that we're all collectively on 

the same team together which is like a really- 

not like- it's like a really negative - it's a really 

negative environment to be in. 

Sheila also went on to describe how she felt 

abandoned after her supervisor left mid-year.  

Um and I know based on the conversation that 

we all had and like how I personally felt like I 

kinda feel like we got a little abandoned during 

winter quarter. Um and that was like a 

challenge to me… 

All of the other participants spoke about positive 

and impactful relationships with their supervisor; 

in many cases, impactful enough to convince them 

to return to the RA position for another year.  

Devaluation of Personal Experience 

One of the interesting themes that emerged was 

the consistent devaluing of personal experiences. 

All but one of the participants explained that they 

are the anomaly and that their personal experience 

in struggling to manage time is not something 
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common across the spectrum of RAs. Max 

described how his class schedule has interfered 

with his ability to balance time similar to three of 

the other participants, “Uh this quarter has been 

very challenging to balance that and just because of 

how my class schedule has been. Um maybe–I've 

had little to no free time this quarter uh. And it's 

been very stressful…” Meredith, the one participant 

to claim that she does balance time management 

and stress as a returning RA, talked about how it 

took her an entire year to get there: 

Um so the RA stuff–between this year and last 

year I've learned how to depend on my co a lot 

more, I think last year I was kinda the person 

that was I'm just going to do it all because it's 

easier for me to just do it. And this year Derrick 

and I have just we just work really well together 

and we're really good at delegating tasks to each 

other. And so it's been good to like depend on 

and share you know work loads with him so 

that I can have other time to do like academic 

things and so it's a lot of planning out my life 

and my planner is color coded and full of lots of 

things… 

Meredith’s increased belief in her skills and abilities 

from collaboration with Derrick is consistent with 

the literature pertaining to RAs sense of self-

efficacy. Denzine and Anderson (1999) described 

self-efficacy as an individual’s belief system about 

their competencies and abilities in a given 

situation. RAs need multiple self-efficacy beliefs in 

order to be successful; Derrick was able to be one 

source of fostering self-efficacy in Meredith. 

Knowing that another theme of role ambiguity 

emerged, it is not surprising that the theme of 

devaluing of personal experiences also emerged 

based on the narratives shared in this study.  

Worth It 

The final theme to emerge from the participant 

interviews was that despite the role ambiguity, 

challenges, and potential burnout, ultimately the 

RA position is worth it. Gillian in her interview 

described how there are a lot of transferrable skills 

in the RA position, “I think there’s so much in the 

RA job that you can like take out and plop into 

whatever role you’re in.” Benni similarly described 

that the benefit is much more than the cost, 

…it might sound selfish-ish but um I think the 

benefit is much more than the cost um I mean 

I'm losing friendships or relationship meaning 

with people but in return I'm getting this 

experience that I might not have gotten if I had 

not taken this job. You know friendships you 

can always try to revive later on in life you know 

after school and such, but you know this role 

the benefit that I'm getting from this job like the 

leadership like it's hard to obtain outside of 

school especially college so I think, I mean you 

get this experience you know you can apply this 

to your future in a way. 

Despite feeling unprepared and thrown into the 

position, struggling to balance time management 

and stress, and having at some point felt the 

burnout from the position, in the end all of the RAs 

shared that the benefits outweigh the sacrifices 

made.  

IMPLICATIONS 

Given the findings from this study, there are 

clear implications for residence life professionals as 

well as further research. The purpose of this study 

was to expand the literature to include current RAs 
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and reveal potential sources of RA burnout. Belch 

and Mueller (2003) explored a degree of burnout in 

professionals and stated that literature in the 1980s 

and into the 1990s showed limited documentation 

about intervening and addressing the issues of 

burnout. Consistent with the limited research 

available, this study found that RAs struggle with a 

multitude of factors contributing to burnout, but 

ultimately stay in the position because the benefits 

outweigh the costs. As residential life professionals, 

this leads to the question if the ends justify the 

means; is pushing our student leaders into levels of 

burnout for the sake of growth and development 

ethical? RA job duties have expanded but their 

support in the RA position has not. Is there a way to 

foster this growth and development without 

pushing student leaders to their limits?  

This study addresses diversity, social justice, 

and ethical leadership in higher education in 

several ways. The RAs that participated in this 

study come from diverse backgrounds with 

differing intersections of privilege. In the 

university’s mission, it is stated that the university 

is dedicated to empowering leaders for a just and 

humane world. In a socially just world, everyone 

should have the same rights, opportunities, and 

equitable support for achieving success. Although 

having a small sample size, it is clear that the 

university is working to support the student success 

in a diverse population of students through the 

theme of the position being worth it. Finally, higher 

education administrators have the ethical 

responsibility to create support systems to address 

how RA job duties have continually expanded over 

the past twenty years. It is unethical to have student 

leadership positions that are inadequately 

supported for success on a campus that values 

creating a socially just and humane world.  
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As mental health issues such as anxiety and depression have become more prevalent on college 
campuses, requests for emotional support animals have also increased (Hoffman, 2015; Von 
Bergen, 2015). The case of United States v. University of Nebraska at Kearney has been 
recognized as establishing the foundational legal guidelines for how institutions should 
respond. This essay provides an overview of the case, discusses its implications for policy and 
practice, and examines its impact on students. For the purposes of this paper, emotional 
support animals are defined as any animal that provides “support, well-being, comfort, aid, or 
a calming influence through companionship, non-judgmental positive regard, affection, and a 
focus in life simply by being close to their handler” (Von Bergen, 2015, p. 21). The terms 
“mental health issues” and “disabilities” will be used interchangeably throughout this paper 
and will be defined under the guidelines of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Through 
the ADA, an individual with a disability is defined as, “a person who has a physical or mental 
impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities, a person who has a 
history or record of such an impairment, or a person who is perceived by others as having 
such an impairment” (Disability Rights, 2009). 
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Approximately 61.5 million Americans, one in 

four adults, experience a mental heath issue in any 

year (Von Bergen, 2015). Many of these are invisible 

disabilities, meaning that they are not readily 

apparent to others (Von Bergen, 2015). Anxiety and 

depression in particular have become growing 

diagnoses among college students over the last few 

years, and along with this trend, requests for 

emotional support animals as a form of 

accommodation have increased (Hoffman, 2015; 

Von Bergen, 2015). In 2013, the National College 

Health Assessment revealed that about one-third of 

U.S. college students had difficulty functioning due 

to depression, and almost half said they felt 

overwhelming anxiety (Novotney, 2014). While 

colleges and universities are well acquainted with 

the legal requirement to permit students with 

physical disabilities to possess assistance animals in 

student housing, the allowance of emotional support 

animals has become a hotly debated issue across 

institutions (Hoffman, 2015; Hutchens; 2013). 

Universities have struggled with reconciling their 

“no pet” policies with these new requests and are 

often confused about their obligation to waive pet 

bans under these circumstances, especially in the 

aftermath of United States v. University of 

Nebraska at Kearney, a court case that laid out new 

guidelines for how universities should respond to 

requests for emotional support animals under the 

Fair Housing Act (FHA) (Von Bergen, 2015). This 

essay will examine the background of this case, give 

an overview of the rule of law, and detail the court’s 

reasoning. Additionally, it will examine how this 

case has impacted higher education practice and 
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policy as well as its effect on students with 

disabilities.  

OVERVIEW OF THE CASE 

In United States v. University of Nebraska at 

Kearney, the U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development (HUD) challenged the 

university’s decision to deny a student’s request to 

live with her therapy dog in university-owned 

housing (Bauman, Davidson, Sachs, & Kotarski, 

2013; Hutchens, 2013). The student, Brittany 

Hamilton, had been prescribed the emotional 

support animal (her small dog, Butch) to help 

alleviate symptoms of depression and anxiety 

(Bauman et al., 2013). Butch had specifically been 

trained to calm his owner in the case of a panic attack 

(Bauman et al., 2013). Per university policy, Ms. 

Hamilton had registered as a student with 

disabilities before enrolling at the University of 

Nebraska at Kearney and was subsequently 

presented with a request for documentation 

(Bauman et al., 2013). In the filing, the two charges 

HUD leveled against the university were that 1) the 

documentation guidelines exceeded what was 

needed to review a request for a reasonable 

accommodation and 2) their denial of Hamilton’s 

requests to have her therapy dog in her residence 

was in violation of HUD guidelines (particularly the 

FHA) (Bauman et al., 2013). The university believed 

it was only obligated to follow guidelines laid out by 

the ADA, which addresses legal requirements for 

service animals alone, and that HUD policies did not 

apply to university-owned housing (Bauman et al., 

2013). After having her request denied three times, 

Hamilton ultimately moved out of campus housing 

and left the university (Bauman et al., 2013; United 

States v. University of Nebraska at Kearney, 2013). 

In this case, the court was focused on 

determining whether or not student housing at the 

University of Nebraska at Kearney was covered 

under the FHA, which prohibits housing 

discrimination on the basis of disability status 

(Hutchens, 2013; United States v. University of 

Nebraska at Kearney, 2013). The court reasoned 

that the specific type of university-owned housing 

that Brittany Hamilton had lived in did indeed 

constitute a dwelling, and thus fell under the FHA 

(United States v. University of Nebraska at 

Kearney, 2013). While the university argued that 

student housing was only a temporary residence and 

that students were transient visitors, the court 

referred to other cases in which temporary housing 

had still been considered a dwelling, such as Lauer 

Farms, Inc. v. Waushara County, Hernandez v. 

Ever Fresh Co, and Villegas v. Sandy Farms, Inc. 

(United States v. University of Nebraska at 

Kearney, 2013). The court also cited the following 

HUD definition of a “dwelling” to further their 

reasoning: 

…a single unit of residence for a family or one or 

more persons. Examples of dwelling units 

include: a single family home; an apartment unit 

within an apartment building; and in other types 

of dwellings in which sleeping accommodations 

are provided but toileting or cooking facilities 

are shared by occupants of more than one room 

or portion of the dwelling, rooms in which people 

sleep. Examples of the latter include dormitory 

rooms and sleeping accommodations in shelters 
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intended for occupancy as a residence for 

homeless persons (United States v. University of 

Nebraska at Kearney, 2013, para. 981). 

While the University of Nebraska at Kearney 

raised potential concerns regarding application of 

the law to educational housing, the court found these 

arguments to be unpersuasive (Hutchens, 2013). 

The University of Nebraska at Kearney ultimately 

settled with the Justice Department, agreeing to pay 

$140,000 to two students who had been denied 

support animals (Hoffman, 2015). 

IMPACT ON POLICY AND PRACTICE 

While the outcome of United States v. 

University of Nebraska at Kearney is not 

necessarily binding for other colleges, it does 

provide some important guidelines for future policy 

and practice (Hoffman, 2015). In the aftermath of 

this case, university administrators have found 

themselves concerned with how to field increasing 

requests for emotional support animals by students 

diagnosed with mental health issues (Hoffman, 

2015). This issue is becoming a major “gray area," as 

professionals must rely on treatment providers' 

ethics in determining if a support animal is 

therapeutically necessary for each individual 

student (Hoffman, 2015). One major fear is that 

students will take advantage of the idea of a “therapy 

animal” (Hoffman, 2015; Von Bergen, 2015). 

Because many mental health issues are invisible, 

administrators may feel that requests to bring 

animals to campus are twisted and stretched by 

students seeking to have their pets accompany them 

for some vaguely-described condition (as cited in 

Von Bergen, 2015). Indeed, some professionals even 

believe that students might pretend to suffer from 

mental health issues in order to live with an 

emotional support animal (Von Bergen, 2015). Jane 

Jarrow, president of Disability Access Information 

and Support, was quoted as saying, “the single 

biggest concern on the part of institutions [regarding 

animals] would be setting a precedent. They worry 

that if they say yes to this one, they won’t be able to 

say no to the next one” (as cited in Von Bergen, 2015, 

p. 18). Additionally, administrators are often faced 

with ethical challenges related to allowing emotional 

support animals in university-owned housing, such 

as balancing concerns that other students’ illnesses 

or phobias may be triggered by an animal (Hoffman, 

2015). 

In order to address these issues, administrators 

have been tasked with coming up with creative 

solutions (Hoffman, 2015). At St. Mary’s College of 

Maryland, for example, animal owners must do their 

laundry in designated washing machines and dryers 

to avoid cross-contamination with the clothing of 

students with animal allergies (Hoffman, 2015). 

Another creative solution occurred at Western 

Washington University, where a school ban on “live 

feeds” threatened to impede a student's request to 

keep their six-foot snake on campus (Hoffman, 

2015). Karen Walker, the associate housing director 

at WWU, said that a compromise was reached in the 

form of frozen mice, served thawed (Hoffman, 

2015). Some institutions, such as Ohio State, have 

found it best to approach this issue with a matter-of-

fact attitude (Hoffman, 2015). Their ADA 

Coordinator, L. Scott Lissner, noted that they use 

their code of conduct for animals as well as people: 
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“We don’t let our students walk across campus and 

lick people unless it’s welcome, so we don’t let the 

dogs do it. We don’t let students howl all night. They 

can’t go to the bathroom wherever they want” 

(Hoffman, 2015). These solutions show that, rather 

than shrink from the challenge of supporting these 

new members of campus, student affairs 

professionals can be innovative and adapt to a 

changing environment.  

IMPACT ON STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

Though administrators have expressed much 

concern over this case, the outcome of United States 

v. University of Nebraska at Kearney has had a 

major positive impact on students with disabilities, 

especially those who experience mental health 

issues. Though the therapeutic benefit of animals is 

still being studied, many students suffering from 

mental health issues such as anxiety and depression 

find that emotional support animals offer a way to 

relieve stress (Hoffman, 2015). However, before 

United States v. University of Nebraska at Kearney, 

colleges and universities had little issue denying 

students’ requests for these animals (Hoffman, 

2015). Today, students who have been diagnosed 

with mental health issues and can document that an 

emotional support animal is therapeutically 

necessary have a much greater chance of having 

their request approved (Hoffman, 2015). This is 

especially important to note, as emotional support 

animals and other forms of accommodations can 

contribute to students’ navigational capital, which 

relates to the skills of maneuvering through social 

institutions, especially those not created with 

marginalized groups in mind (Yosso, 2005). In other 

words, emotional support animals can contribute to 

students’ empowerment through helping them to 

navigate confusing, stressful, and occasionally 

hostile university structures.  

CONCLUSION 

While United States v. University of Nebraska 

at Kearney was a win for students with disabilities 

on many fronts, it has also become a source of 

confusion on college campuses across the country. 

Through outlining the history of the case, detailing 

the court’s reasoning, examining the impact on 

higher education policy and practice, and describing 

the effect on students with disabilities, this essay 

sought to give a strong background on this case and 

give a clear overview of its implications. Overall, it is 

important to note that institutions of higher 

education are not static entities and should be open 

to changing their policies, especially when it relates 

to making a more equitable campus for students 

with disabilities. As with all new changes, creative 

solutions on the part of student affairs professionals 

will be required. If we are to truly make our 

campuses a welcoming and accessible environment, 

educators must think outside of the box and view 

cases like United States v. University of Nebraska at 

Kearney as an opportunity for improvement rather 

than a threat. 
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This paper addresses the historical, political, and social context of instructional leaders in higher 
education. Embedded within the framework of adult learning theories, I provide a unique lens 
to chief academic officers in their efforts to lead teams and promote learning. Too often 
academic leaders are overcome with administrative responsibilities, leaving them little room to 
improve learning for both faculty and students. This paper explores how leaders might navigate 
political, legal, and social landscapes while staying dedicated to student learning in an inclusive 
environment.  
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A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE CONTEXT OF LEARNING 

Although the concern for the acquisition of 

knowledge extends to a wide range of disciplines, 

educational institutions have historically been at the 

forefront of developing methods and approaches for 

the teaching-learning experience. A ubiquitous 

interest in the field of education has been creating 

the best methods possible to disseminate knowledge 

and educate whole populations. The one who 

instructs is at the heart of this dissemination; they 

have the special task of combining best practices (as 

produced by researchers) with their own unique 

teaching styles. They must also adapt these practices 

to the social environment in which they are 

instructing. Social environments are shaped by a 

variety of forces including socio-political factors, 

cultural dynamics, and the institution’s leadership. 

This paper will discuss the role of instructional 

leaders in higher education settings and is organized 

as follows: the discussion will begin with a definition 

of an instructional leader and then move to the social 

and political environment that instructional leaders 

in higher education must navigate. The latter part of 

the paper discusses the key duty of an instructional 

leader in overseeing curriculum and implications for 

best practices for both students and instructors. 

DEFINING THE INSTRUCTIONAL LEADER IN HIGHER 

EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS 

While traditionally the use of the term 

‘instructional leadership’ has been synonymous with 

K-12 school principals, higher education institutions 

also have leaders that oversee curriculum and the 

teaching-learning dynamic. For instructional 

leaders in higher education institutions, this is the 

role of the chief academic officer. Murray, Murray, 

and Summar (2000) defined the chief academic 

officer as “the administrative head of academic 

programs with responsibility for all academic affairs 

at the institution.” A key component of academic 

affairs is overseeing the way in which curriculum is 

developed at an institution. They must ensure that 

curriculum content and its instruction follow state 

rules and regulations. Chief academic officers must 

collaborate with faculty and administration in 

creating a curriculum that meets both the faculty’s 

needs and the state’s guidelines. Since the general 

tasks of a principal at a K-12 institution and a chief 

academic officer at a higher education institution 
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have overlapping functions, this paper will borrow 

from the literature on school principals in the K-12 

system.   

In the Three Logics of Instructional Leadership, 

Rigby (2014) notes that principal preparation 

programs define the goal of instructional leaders as 

“to increase student achievement and build or 

maintain teacher satisfaction.” She goes on to 

explain that overall, the logic called for principals is 

to focus on learning and instruction, establish 

relationships with teachers, and to guide teachers to 

improve instruction to lead toward increased 

student achievement (Rigby, 2014). 

Gurr, Drysdale, and Mulford (2007) explain in 

Instructional Leadership in Three Australian 

Schools that principals can create positive learning 

environments through rallying a school toward a 

common vision of achievement. Furthermore, the 

principal’s ability to build strong relationships with 

teachers and reinforce the vision of high 

expectations to work towards student achievement 

had a direct effect on student success. A survey of 

chief academic officers in 160 two-year higher 

education institutions further demonstrated that an 

instructional leader must develop critical 

interpersonal skills in order to facilitate an effective 

teaching-learning environment  

(Townsend & Bassoppo-Moyo, 1997). The chief 

academic officers in the same study saw specific 

interpersonal skills, such as team building, 

participatory governance, and conflict resolution or 

mediation as critical to the success of their role 

(1997). From this analysis, it can be understood that 

a definition of an instructional leader should—at its 

basic level—be described as someone who is a 

dynamic leader that provides direction in a way that 

promotes an environment where all participants 

work towards a common goal. Under this general 

framework, an instructional leader’s other defining 

roles, such as providing direction for curriculum 

development, balancing rules and regulations with 

school needs, and measuring learning outcomes for 

students, can be effectively managed. 

INSTRUCTIONAL LEADER’S SOCIO-POLITICAL 

CONTEXT: LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 

Higher education institutions are faced with a 

wide array of demands: how to address the 

increasing diversity of the student population, 

effective instruction and curriculum content, 

managing the ongoing threat of budget cuts, and 

facilitating sound administration-faculty relations, 

to name a few. Furthermore, public institutions are 

strictly bound by state laws and procedures. Hence, 

the legal context is a prominent feature that shapes 

the direction and socio-political climate of college 

campuses. Townsend and Bassoppo-Mayo (1997) 

note that contextual competence, or the 

understanding of the environment in which higher 

education administration is practiced, was the most 

frequently expressed need. Respondents indicated 

current administrators lacked awareness of legal 

issues and government rules affecting higher 

education (Townsend & Bassoppo-Moyo, 1997).  

Since regulations and interpreting the law have 

multiple layers and nuances, it is not always clear 

what actions an administrator should take to 

implement a policy or regulation. In this climate, 

administrators are typically faced with the dilemma 

of creating a positive teaching-learning campus 

environment and, at the same time, ensuring that 
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the university community is in compliance with 

rules and regulations. Chief academic officers have 

the special duty of marrying institutional policies 

and academic affairs. Since faculty members 

typically have the most interaction with students, 

training faculty members effectively becomes 

crucial.  

Title IX, for example, is a policy that rightfully 

demonstrates how regulations impact the role of an 

academic officer. According to Title IX, all university 

personnel are mandated by law to report sexual 

assault violations to their institution’s Title IX 

coordinator. University administrators, such as 

deans of students and academic officers, are charged 

with the duty of ensuring that all faculty and staff 

have appropriate training to deal with such 

incidents. Thus, perhaps the question for an 

academic officer in this case would be, how can I 

provide effective training and education for faculty 

to ensure that sensitive student issues are handled 

appropriately? How can administrators and faculty 

collaborate to provide an environment where 

students feel safe to disclose such information?  

These challenges and unique circumstances 

require that chief academic officers develop strong 

problem-solving skills within their organization. In 

The Dean as Chief Academic Officer, Erwin (2000) 

explains that a chief academic officer can effectively 

manage their staff through the Covey Model of 

empowerment: empowering staff to become 

effective problem solvers and decision makers. 

Erwin (2000) explains that, “Many CAOs face a 

constant barrage of crises from the time of arrival in 

the morning until the day’s work is done.” Problem 

solving skills can be developed within the staff 

through shared management so that crises do not 

consume the entire time of one individual and more 

professionals gain experience in dealing with 

pertinent matters. By delegating functions and 

duties to multiple staff members, individuals 

develop effective solutions to the challenges they 

frequently face. This practice can bring about 

increased morale and satisfaction among both 

students and staff because empowered individuals 

can positively influence the culture of the institution.  

INSTRUCTIONAL LEADER’S PRIMARY TASK: 

CURRICULUM & INSTRUCTION WITHIN THE SOCIO-

POLITICAL CONTEXT 

Having discussed some legal parameters that 

shape the instructional leader’s role, we now turn to 

the primary duty of the chief academic officer. 

Instruction and curriculum development lie at the 

heart of the duties of an academic officer. Here, 

again, the leader is faced with the act of harmonizing 

state regulations and academic needs. State agencies 

have requirements which include course hours, 

contact and lab hours, and degree requirements 

(Erwin, 2000). This dilemma is explained well in 

Erwin’s (2000) article: “There is a delicate and 

complicated boundary where the life of the 

community college meets the life of state 

government.” San Jose City College, for example, 

lists curriculum in the context of community college 

mission, budgetary constraints, balance of offerings, 

and an appropriate number of courses required for 

various degrees as key items for their curriculum 

planning priorities (Erwin, 2000). While San Jose 

City College’s planning objectives aim to provide a 

well-structured range of degree programs to 

students, their planning process focuses mainly on 
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technicalities and compliance (and only briefly 

addresses the life of the community in the first step). 

It fails to address some common pedagogical 

methods useful to curriculum development in the 

context of adult learning.  

Despite popular literature that suggests adults 

prefer freedom in content choice, many adult 

learners also desire structure and variety in teaching 

methods. A study of 75 undergraduate and graduate 

adult learners showed that adult learners prefer an 

“eclectic” approach to learning, where a combination 

of lecture, class discussions, and activities 

encapsulates methods of instruction (Check, 1984). 

It is not uncommon to find instructional leaders 

barraged with technicalities of curriculum 

development, which distracts their attention from 

quality of instruction.  Methods of teaching are often 

left to individual instructors to devise. This could 

lead to two possible extremes: positive 

experimentation of eclectic approaches or 

traditional lecture-style teaching. Dan Turner, 

Associate Dean for Master’s Programs at University 

of Washington, described that his day-to-day 

responsibilities do not allow him the flexibility that 

his fellow faculty colleagues have when teaching a 

course (personal communication, March 28, 2016). 

Despite not being able to pay as much attention to 

his courses as he would like, Turner often 

experiments with teaching methods; for several 

years now, he has employed the ‘flipped classroom’ 

model (personal communication, March 28, 2016). 

Students listen to lectures prior to coming to class 

and the entire class content is devoted to 

implementation of lecture through small group 

activities (personal communication, March 28, 

2016). Turner also noted that because he serves as 

the dean and that low student ratings do not impact 

his job security, he is able to experiment with a 

variety of approaches, whereas other instructors 

(such as tenure-track faculty) might not want to risk 

creative approaches to their content delivery 

(personal communication, March 28, 2016).  

Meeting state guidelines and fiscal constraints 

demands a significant allocation of time and 

resources on the part of instructional leaders (Erwin, 

2000). Considering the cultural, developmental, 

and social context of student learning is an added 

complexity that is often left to various student 

services such as multicultural or tutoring centers. 

While each instructor has a different teaching style, 

a common understanding of best practices in 

teaching methods is necessary. Then, within this 

common understanding, instructors can deploy 

their own creative measures of pedagogy. For 

example, the San Jose City College curriculum 

planning process could incorporate a 

recommendation for methods of instruction, 

drawing upon some consideration from the basic 

tenets of andragogy.   

CONCLUSION: IMPLICATIONS FOR LEADERSHIP 

AND TEACHING IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

In this paper, we have examined the impact of 

governance on the role of the instructional leader. 

What might be the relationship between the 

instructional leader and the student? How might the 

leader train its staff so that the students are best 

served? Today’s higher education institutions are 

comprised of diverse learning styles that are a 

manifestation of cultural, social, and economical 

backgrounds. While some may view this as a 
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challenge, this diversity is necessary, and is a 

positive contribution to the student’s learning 

environment. There are challenges in understanding 

how to best respond to this diversity, but it presents 

a positive challenge. And perhaps this is where the 

instructional leader can best situate her or himself: 

helping staff to facilitate student learning through a 

curriculum that embeds student development and 

identity. Such a curriculum would show 

appreciation for, and pay particular attention to the 

student’s cultural, social, and cognitive 

backgrounds. A curriculum that appreciates a 

student’s cultural background would not merely 

resort to the surface-level notion of “celebrating 

diversity,” but rather acknowledge the historical 

roots of the student’s marginalized or dominant 

identity. This acknowledgement should lead to 

empowerment, where the instructor is able to help 

students deeply reflect on their own upbringing and 

connect their personal experiences to course 

content, and to their real-life community settings. 

This can be done in any class setting, even though 

one might think this sort of instruction or 

environment is only useful for liberal arts education. 

Yet, what good would a math education do if it is 

disconnected from the myriad of injustices caused 

by the manipulation of money in every corner of the 

globe? How might one’s math and science education 

prepare students to lead better and healthier lives 

for themselves and others? These are just a few 

examples to explain that our responsibility for 

justice and universality within curriculum is not part 

of a liberal arts agenda. Rather, we must step outside 

of the bounds of its political context (liberal, 

conservative) and discern the critical need to align 

curriculum with real-life practice, and to align that 

with the purpose of building capacity in students to 

utilize knowledge towards positive contributions to 

societal needs.  
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Words Matter: The Art of Language in Advising. 
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Academic advising is an important factor in student development. This article discusses how to 
assist students in having positive academic experiences through the use of language by 
applying the principals of developmental academic advising. A specific advising experience is 
explored to demonstrate how effective communication can have a positive influence on a 
student’s college experience. Specifically, the application of active listening, framing, and 
emotional intelligence will be used within the developmental advising model. 
 Keywords: developmental advising, effective communication 
 

MEET MADELINE 

A few weeks ago, Madeline, a new international 

student from Indonesia, barged into my office in 

tears. She slammed the door and asked in a shaky 

voice if we could talk. I told her, “yes, of course, but 

only after you catch your breath,” and handed her a 

box of tissues. I stopped what I was doing, faced 

her, leaned in, and sat quietly and calmly to give 

her space and time to regain her composure. After a 

while, she was able to speak coherently; in between 

hiccups, she said, “nobody likes me here. I don’t 

know why everyone hates me. Why don’t I just 

quit!”  

THE ROLE OF DEVELOPMENTAL ACADEMIC 

ADVISING 

Students consistently face a plethora of 

challenges—stemming from all areas of their 

personal and social lives—which may affect their 

academic performance. This is why it is important 

for academic advisers to understand how to apply 

the tools derived from student development 

theories. One of these is Arthur Chickering’s (1969) 

psychosocial theory, which can increase academic 

advisers’ abilities to assist students if they 

understand that student development is a 

succession of five stages: (a) thinking, (b) feeling, 

(c) behaving, (d) valuing, and (e) interacting (i.e., 

how an individual relates to oneself and to others). 

These stages can help explain how a student’s 

development can affect them emotionally, socially, 

physically, and intellectually in a college setting, 

particularly as they relate to the student’s identity. 

Helping the development of a student is one of 

the most important responsibilities of an adviser’s 

work. To be successful in assisting a student’s 

growth, it is necessary for the adviser to connect 

with the student through effective communication. 

This will build trust between the adviser and the 

student and increase student awareness, happiness, 

and satisfaction.  

Situations such as Madeline’s show that the 

academic advising profession needs a common 

understanding of the best practices of effective 

communication. These practices demand that 

academic advisers have a keen understanding of 

successful foundations in listening, emotional 

intelligence, and framing. 

LISTENING 

Hester’s (2009) study found listening to be the 

most valued skill students prefer in their advisers. 

As advisers counsel more and more students every 

year, it is important that their listening skills 
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remain focused. Listening empathetically and being 

present with students will be more rewarding in the 

end than thinking about what you will say next. For 

example, my first priority with Madeline was to 

actively listen to her concerns. In fact, Covey (1989) 

states that “the most important principle that [he 

has] learned in the field of interpersonal relations 

is: Seek first to understand, then to be understood. 

This principle is the key to effective interpersonal 

communication” (p. 237). My goal while listening to 

Madeline was nothing more than to be in the 

moment with her in order to gain a better 

understanding of her situation. I purposefully used 

the skill of attentive listening, which required me to 

stop what I was doing at the moment, face her, lean 

in, and focus on her words without drawing 

conclusions. 

Empathetic listening requires that the adviser 

remove themself from the student’s story. Advisers 

should refrain from even thinking about how they 

are going to reply. Listening empathically means 

the focus should be solely on the student and their 

message. The best practice of empathic listening 

helps the adviser become part of the student’s 

reality, recognizing their frame of reference (Covey, 

1989). This allows the adviser to see where the 

student is coming from, creating the possibility to 

understand how the student feels, and how the two 

are connected. For example, some advisers may 

tend to think about their own experiences as they 

listen and associate themselves with the situation; 

empathic listening keeps the focus on the needs of 

the student. In doing this, I was able to be 

nonjudgmental which allowed me to empathetically 

listen to her concerns. 

As I listened intently, Madeline started to relax 

and feel a little more reassured as she noticed that 

she was being heard. My active listening caused her 

to gradually open up and express herself more 

deeply. The development of trust and an 

atmosphere of safety are a natural occurrence 

within empathic listening. Without this atmosphere 

of reassurance and security, Madeline might not 

have been as open and honest about her situation 

and could have followed through on her threat to 

return home and leave the program. By using both 

attentive and empathic listening, I was able to build 

trust with the student.  

FRAMING 

Communicating effectively requires the ability 

to frame language and messages to create an 

accurate reality. Academic advisers need to be 

conscious of how their words and language affect 

their advisees. Strategically thinking prepares 

academic advisers to use the right language, which 

is the heart of framing (Fairhurst, 2011).  

To communicate effectively, advisers need to 

pay attention to their use of words, thoughts, and 

most importantly, the emotional impact they make 

on students. By taking conversation for granted, 

some advisers forget the power and impact words 

have on their students. Luntz (2007) states, “it’s not 

what you say; it’s what people hear that matters” (p. 

50).  

Forster (2003) introduces us to the benefits of 

positive psychology and the importance of 

optimism in communication. Gardner (2004) 

insists that through dialogue, individuals must 

choose to “embrace a more positively oriented form 

of psychology, one… more open to the possibilities 

of change and growth” (p. 238). With Madeline, I 

was very conscious of my feedback. In this 
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vulnerable state, any wrong message could trigger 

an increased negative emotional response, which 

could lead to her exiting the institution. I chose my 

words carefully and paid special attention to the 

framing of my feedback.  For example, Madeline 

began our conversation by talking in absolutes: 

“everybody hates me,” “nobody likes me.” It was 

necessary to transition her from this state of mind 

to her more positive experiences. I prompted 

Madeline to elaborate on what makes her happy. 

We engaged in a conversation about her friends and 

family in Indonesia and what they did for fun. At 

the right moment, I strategically returned to the 

problem at hand and asked, “What could be some 

reasons the other students might not like you?” 

Then, I asked, “What are some things you can do to 

help them like you?” She then shared her unhappy 

experiences since arriving in the United States and 

reflected on how her behavior and cultural 

assumptions impacted her college experience and 

academic performance.  

EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE 

Academic advisers also need to remember that 

verbal language alone does not dictate their 

communication style. Students commonly 

communicate their emotions through nonverbal 

means such as facial expressions, body language, 

eye contact, and gestures (Luntz, 2007). Goleman 

(1995) states that: 

People’s emotions are rarely put into words; far 

more often they are expressed through other 

cues [and] the key to intuiting another’s feelings 

is in the ability to read nonverbal channels: tone 

of voice, gesture, facial expression, and the like 

(p. 96).  

Emotional intelligence is an essential element 

in not only self-awareness but also in an adviser’s 

response to the student or situation. There are four 

key elements to consider when applying emotional 

intelligence to advising work: (a) self-awareness, 

(b) self-management, (c) social awareness, and (d) 

social/relationship management (Goleman, 1995). 

Understanding and empathizing with a student’s 

feelings can break down barriers that prevent 

advisers from connecting with their advisees. 

As an adviser, it is important to recognize one’s 

own emotional and physical responses during the 

academic advising process (i.e., self-awareness and 

self-management). For example, when Madeline 

first barged into my office and slammed the door, I 

felt myself tighten and become anxious. My 

previous training in emotional intelligence helped 

me to automatically identify these feelings and 

return to a calm state. As I actively listened to her, I 

was aware of my posture, my body language, and 

facial expression. By sitting close to her without a 

barrier—such as my desk—I was able to physically 

show her my support and attention; leaning in and 

nodding showed active listening while my soft gaze 

created an air of calm and empathy. Golman (1995) 

remarks that “empathy builds on self-awareness; 

the more open we are to our own emotions, the 

more skilled we will be in reading feelings” (p. 96). 

The emotional intelligence elements of social 

awareness and social/relationship management are 

critical in understanding a student’s behavior and 

can help create a frame for the adviser’s response. 

Through active listening with Madeline, I attended 

to these critical components. For example, 

Madeline spoke about her lack of work experience, 

life at English boarding schools, and her family’s 

elite financial status. Each of these elements 
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provided clues that increased my social awareness, 

informing my response. Physically, she was crying 

uncontrollably and shaking while telling her story; 

her physical response demonstrated she had that 

she reached her limit and needed immediate 

attention. Social/relationship management helped 

me work with Madeline to bring about change and 

assisted me in guiding her thinking about her 

current situation. 

As advisers, we want to connect to students like 

Madeline to help them through a problem. 

Harvesting strong emotional intelligence skills 

helps make that connection smoother. 

Developing these skills “help us break down 

boundaries that keep us from connecting with 

others by understanding the feelings and 

empathizing with the feelings of others” 

(Alexandre, 2014, p. 43). 

CONCLUSION 

By learning how to communicate effectively and 

understand the power of words, academic advisers 

are able to make a positive impact on a student’s 

experience. Academic advisers have an important 

responsibility in helping students succeed. By using 

an advising model grounded in Chickering’s (1969) 

student development psychosocial theory, advisers 

are better prepared to make a positive impact on a 

student’s personal and professional development. 

Effective communication is at the core of a healthy 

and successful adviser and advisee relationship that 

promotes growth and development. By listening 

empathically, advisers will become aware of 

students’ needs. This allows advisers to consciously 

choose the right words to form the right questions 

and meet the needs of students to help them grow.  

Madeline’s session concluded by her describing 

the adjustments that she would make to her own 

behavior that could encourage more positive 

connections with other students. We decided that 

she would start keeping a journal with daily 

reflections of both the positive and negative 

experiences. Madeline left my office with a smile 

(and a hug) and tools to continue making progress 

in her cultural awareness.  

This experience made me think of ways to be 

more proactive for students transitioning to 

university from overseas. I contacted an 

international student adviser to ask if cultural 

immersion is a part of the mandatory international 

student orientation. We discussed Madeline’s 

situation and she noted similarities from some of 

the other students from the same region. We are 

planning to write an article on cultural norms based 

on the various student stories and experiences we 

have experiences over the years.  
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Education and training can only account for so much of the longevity of someone’s career. 
Who you are and who you know matters in the development of self, mission and career 
pursuits. Establishing a personal identity can help you pursue the relationships that you wish 
to be defined by. The creation and maintenance of those authentic relationships and networks 
will impact your professional identity over time, as who you surround yourself with will be 
how you are perceived to others. This paper explores the aforementioned concepts by looking 
at the impact of intentionality of knowing one’s self, building meaningful relationships and 
understanding the impact relationships have on career discernment.  These themes and topic 
areas connect to the Jesuit concepts of discernment and cura personalis [care of the whole 
person]. 

Keywords: intentionality, career discernment, self, mentor, relationships 

The purpose of this article is to focus on the 

career discernment process and what it means to 

pursue a career path with intentionality. Topic 

areas will include: knowing one’s self, connections 

and relationship, mentorship versus sponsorship, 

and help versus guidance. These are salient areas in 

the intentionality of how to pursue your career as 

you integrate your education, interests, values and 

goals into your professional decision-making. Your 

professional identity is a key component of your 

holistic identity, and how you build your 

professional brand warrants care and 

consideration.  

KNOWING YOURSELF 

“Who am I?” is a commonly asked question 

with no easy answer. Finding yourself is a difficult 

process and every individual has a unique way of 

defining one’s own purpose. There are, however, 

guiding principles that are universally accepted and 

applicable in the pursuit of gaining self awareness. 

One such example is the importance of self-

awareness in career discernment. Because 

experiences are relative and the path to self-

awareness is nonlinear, self-awareness is essential 

for properly establishing and accomplishing goals 

throughout an individual’s career.  

Self-awareness is essential for goal setting, and 

the greatest challenge we will have in staying true 

to those goals is adapting to constant change. Small 

changes can lead to very large, unpredictable 

consequences; a butterfly effect (Rouvas-Nicolis & 

Nicolis, 2009). The butterfly effect, as it relates to 

goal setting, means that an individual’s life can 

change dramatically in the long run due to what 

may seem like small changes early on in their 

careers. The only thing we truly have is our self-

consciousness, and in that, the power to make 

executive and quality commitments. The key to 

living a healthy life lies in accepting your current 

self, understanding your relative experience, and 

not allowing others to define you. It is also possible 

to find purpose through connecting with others and 
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sharing experiences. This is where acting with 

intentionality as one develops heightened self-

awareness comes into play.  

In order to understand how to act towards 

others with intentionality, it is important to 

understand and know ourselves. Freeman (2007) 

defines intentionality as “the circular process of 

generalization/abstraction of input and 

specification/concretization of output by which 

brains achieve understanding of their environments 

through the cycle of prediction, action, sensation, 

perception, and assimilation by learning”. Then, 

intentionality is limited to acts of presentation 

based on self-conscious reasoning. For example, if a 

person is aware that complimenting a friend about 

their new shoes will make the friend feel positively 

about their purchase, the probability that the 

individual will be more prone to offering another 

friend a compliment in the future is higher. 

Knowing how someone may feel (empathy) gives a 

sense of intuition based on experience and 

understanding. Since intentionality is defined by an 

array of experiences to produce self-conscious 

reasoning, knowing how a compliment may feel 

offers justification to offer a compliment to another 

person. With that said, intentionality is a 

psychological act, despite the materialistic nature of 

the compliment aforementioned. The “feeling” of 

importance derives from understanding of  self. 

Intentionality also does not have to be verbally 

expressed. We also communicate through our body 

language, which is often a reflection of our 

perception of others and of ourselves. We often 

mirror the body language of the person we are 

talking to as a means of communicating empathy in 

a conversation. Conscious of that fact, what would 

otherwise be subconscious physicality is instead 

mental intentionality. With the same logic applied, 

keep in mind past experiences where you may have 

exhibited certain body language during a job 

interview. Were you confident? Anxious? Your body 

language and acute awareness of how your 

emotions impact your physical presence may have a 

large role in determining the final outcome of a 

situation as it pertains to a potential or current 

occupation. 

Additionally, self-awareness can be a fulfilling 

endeavor that can be outwardly focused and shared 

with others. In determining a proper career path, 

being able to know yourself enables you to 

understand others. If a subject is aware of an 

object, for example, then the subject is also aware 

of being aware of that object (Reboul, 2014). With 

intentionality in mind, this idea provokes a 

metaphysical premise based on relative 

understanding. If relative experiences define an 

individual, showing distinct interest in the things 

and experiences that define others allow for 

connection and relationship building. Also, sharing 

experiences with others allow for them to connect 

with you on a level they are comfortable with. Thus, 

self-awareness can be properly identified based on 

the content of an experience (Heidegger, 1988).   

CONNECTIONS AND RELATIONSHIPS 

Sharing experiences with others is how we 

foster commonality: the first stepping-stone in the 

path to building new relationships. When 

commonality is found, a connection has occurred. 

The term “connection” has been seemingly 

desensitized as a colloquial business term that is 

repeated throughout college campuses as the only 

way to get a job after graduation. To truly establish 
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and foster a connection into a relationship, one 

must build off of connections with a continued 

effort to understand others, allowing time to 

transform connections into potentially long-lasting 

relationships. To connect with others with 

intentionality means identifying an appropriate 

path for self-identifiable success, which is 

determined by your personal network of 

connections. 

One important aspect that is sometimes lost in 

endeavors to establish connections is self-

awareness. It is very important, before committing 

to a particular career path, to establish an identity 

so the pursuit of a network is also a positive 

reflection of yourself. With that said, it is important 

for connections to be treated as extensions of your 

being. A quote that speaks volumes to how true this 

is a saying one of our mothers would say growing 

up about the importance of strong personal 

relationships relative to long-term goals, “Show me 

your friends, and I will show you your future.” As 

career paths are often nonlinear, the journey to 

finding yourself is often dictated by both your 

actions and the actions of your network. 

Though the phrase “It’s all about who you 

know” still rings true, a more appropriate phrase 

that pertains to utilizing connections and 

maintaining relationships is “What have you done 

for me lately?” Though some individuals are gifted 

with the ability to connect with many different 

kinds of people almost immediately, meaningful 

relationships do not happen overnight. With 

intentionality in mind, authentic relationships are 

directly proportional to the amount of work both 

parties put into them.  

Since many people have different ideas of what 

it means to put work into a relationship, a critical 

component to relationship building is the quantity 

and quality of time devoted to strengthening a 

relationship. Acting with intentionality towards 

others means creating a conscious effort to learn 

and understand others. Whether someone is a 

teacher or a student, a manager or supervisee, it is 

important to get to know one another in an effort to 

understand one another’s perspective. Being aware 

of successes or failures offers a unique opportunity 

to allow others to grow by sharing that information, 

however; it is important to gauge the merit your 

words may have based on the individual 

relationship. It is important to value relationships 

based on a scale of mutual reciprocity. Not 

everything will be well received by others and vice 

versa. Connections, thus, are born from conscious 

time application and mutual reciprocation. 

Just like a rose bush that needs tending, it is 

important to understand when it is necessary and 

appropriate to cut dead stems to allow a plant to 

flourish. If you are aware that a current connection 

is holding you back from your goals, it may be 

necessary to professionally and tactfully remove 

someone from your immediate network. With that 

said, it is not an easy task, and the consequences of 

doing so are not often immediately seen. 

Sometimes individuals are removed preemptively 

or for the wrong reasons. Be sure the reason is 

justifiable based on your personal development and 

long-term aspirations. 

MENTORSHIP VS. SPONSORSHIP 

Humans by nature learn a great deal from 

interacting with others. In an educational or 

professional setting, we learn and develop much of 
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our behaviors and/or skill sets from our colleagues, 

supervisors, mentors, professors, and other 

influential parties. These individuals form our 

communities of support and instill in us community 

cultural wealth via social and navigational capital 

(Yosso, 2005). However, we must acknowledge our 

roles as individuals navigating large systems (i.e. 

education, government, economy, etc.) to attain our 

career goals. It is essential for your career 

discernment to understand the importance of 

networking, mentoring, and sponsorship within 

career pursuits. Though your college degree, 

certification, or accreditation may be foundational 

to your qualifications to pursue a certain job 

opportunity, it is the aforementioned relationships 

that are the cornerstone of how we build careers 

and professional reputations that last a lifetime.  

Relationships with other professionals lead to 

mutual respect and eventually lead to mentorship 

or sponsorship. Kouzes and Posner (2003) 

emphasize, “Learning to understand and see things 

from another perspective is absolutely critical to 

building trusting relations and to career success” 

(p.79). Our ability to navigate professional paths 

successfully is nurtured by others who mentor or 

sponsor us. When we look at how a student learns 

about an academic major or career pathway, an 

adviser, mentor, teacher, or other trusted 

professional is usually an important factor. 

Therefore, the roles of both mentors and sponsors 

must be recognized as distinctive. Regarding 

sponsors, those professionals are not to be confused 

with mentors. Someone can sponsor you by serving 

as a connecting point to a job, organization, or 

opportunity. Cuyjet, Longwell-Grice, and Molina 

(2009) state “…the field may need to accept that 

there is not a single way to prepare professionals, 

nor a definitive set of professional education 

standards” (p. 105). The utility of intentional 

mentorship and/or sponsorship in career 

discernment looks different for each individual.  

HELP VS. GUIDANCE 

A significant part of distinguishing mentorship 

and sponsorship is the functional role that each 

plays in an individual’s career discernment. For 

example, helping and aiding with a specific job 

process may be more of a sponsorship, versus 

guiding through a longer career discernment 

process, which is more attuned with mentorship. 

Determining which is needed in a particular 

relationship, job search or community building 

circumstance is essential to the principle of 

showing care to all parties involved. Thon (2013) 

states, “Cura personalis [care of the whole person] 

manifests deep appreciation and respect for each 

individual, and affirms the goodness and cherishes 

the dignity of each person” (p. 24). This is a 

cornerstone in establishing professional 

relationships over time. It is noteworthy to include 

that sometimes a mentor can sponsor someone in 

the career search process. That intersection of both 

elements shows intentionality, trust, and respect of 

the mentor’s professional connections as well as the 

mentor’s belief in the mentee’s abilities and talents. 

Kouzes and Posner (2003) state, “people tend to 

live up, or down, to our expectations of them” (p. 

62). As we help and guide or as we are offered help 

and guidance, it is crucial to remember and respect 

the fine lines or else someone’s career discernment 

can be impacted or hindered.  
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CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, we invite you into a reflection of 

your own use of intentionality in your professional 

identity development. Your cura personalis is 

important in your overall success, networking and 

professional development. Keep yourself 

accountable by living with intentionality. How are 

you navigating your career? Which decisions were 

critical in choosing your current professional role? 

What does your career discernment entail? Who are 

your mentors? Who are your career sponsors? 

Consider making such questions a common 

practice that you ask yourself and share with 

others. We can all impact the career discernment 

process of others and ourselves; we merely need to 

be intentional with our actions.  
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Career services exist on college campuses to provide support and guidance for students in their 
career formation and development. This paper proposes a career services model that 
integrates academic advising, continuing professional development, and collaboration. 
Framing site visits and interviews with student affairs practitioners focused on collaboration 
and student learning, this paper brings together four examples of emerging practices in career 
services as a way to increase student success and retention. A literature review was also 
conducted to understand best practices across the fields of career and academic advising and 
how advisers are supported as professionals in the field of student affairs. Strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and factors to consider are additionally discussed in reference to 
implications for student affairs professionals. Lastly, this model is tied to the ways in which 
students are supported and retained through best practices of integrative career services.  
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Clemson University and Northeastern 

University are two of the top-rated colleges for 

career services departments (Best Career Services, 

2015). Looking at the mission statements for these 

two institutions, Clemson highlights “engaging 

students in career development and experiential 

learning activities that will empower them to 

successfully pursue their educational and 

professional goals” (About Us, 2015), and 

Northeastern highlights “our experienced team is 

devoted to developing new and unique 

opportunities for student and alumni career growth 

and development” (About Us, 2012). From these 

two leading institutions, the definition of career 

services offices on college campuses is highlighted 

as a way to empower students to continue their 

learning process by challenging them to critically 

engage with their career development and 

formation. Using this theme of development, this 

paper focuses on the use of career formation 

practices across the various areas of student 

development, while also focusing on the integration 

and formation of innovative structures in career 

services offices.  

PROPOSED MODEL FOR CAREER 

FORMATION 

 
Figure 1. Proposed integrative Career Formation Model based on 

Best Practices Research and Interviews 

Figure 1 is a mental model proposed for career 

service centers and offices as a way to create 

effective, streamlined, and developmental processes 

for advisers, counselors, students, and faculty. To 

create this model, the authors conducted several 

site visits. The primary focus of these visits was to 

obtain multiple perspectives on career services 

across a variety of institutional types in order to 

understand challenges, emerging practices, and 

collaboration efforts in career development and 
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formation serve as the cornerstone of student 

success, engagement, and retention. 

This particular model proposes a combination 

of academic advising services and career 

development services into a single office that 

focuses on career integration throughout the 

student academic experience while also continuing 

to focus on adviser-counselor continuing 

professional education (CPE). CPE provides and 

creates resources and networks for professionals in 

the field to deepen their understanding of student 

development while also improving practice in the 

field. Ultimately, this model would then use 

resources, such as guided pathways advising, 

alumni internships, and reflection techniques to 

collaborate across functional areas in an effort to 

continue to reinforce career development across the 

student experience.  

When exploring best practices that exist as 

underlying themes within this model, the authors 

specifically focused on “helping students develop 

coherent values and ethical standards” and “forging 

educational partnerships that advance student 

learning” from Bliming and Whitt’s (1999) Good 

Practice in Student Affairs. These two overarching 

themes will be addressed throughout this paper and 

serve as a framework for our site visit conversations 

and questions.  

SITE VISITS 

As part of a course project, the authors explored 

various career and advising services practices 

through on-site visits at institutions across 

Washington and Northern Idaho. Notable practices 

and institutions are highlighted in the section 

below.  

Gonzaga University in Spokane, WA, offers the 

Gonzaga Alumni Mentor Program (GAMP), which 

connects Gonzaga alumni nationally with current 

students searching for experience, mentorship, 

internships, and jobs. Brittany Leland in Career 

Services at Gonzaga spoke about the high level of 

communication and collaboration that occurs 

across campus with this program because of the 

various stakeholders involved. Career Services is 

the holder of the majority of the programs for 

GAMP, but Alumni Relations, Admissions, and the 

Center for Community Action and Service Learning 

also have a seat at the table when building this 

student-centered program (B. Leland, personal 

communication, July 31, 2015). To center students 

in the career formation process, both during and 

after college, Gonzaga uses this program to provide 

mentoring support for students from professionals 

with similar identities that serve to empower and 

challenge students in their career aspirations and 

development. By focusing on collaboration among 

offices and integrating this program as part of the 

student experience, the Career Services Office at 

Gonzaga aids in the success and engagement of 

students.  

North Idaho College (NIC) in Coeur d’Alene, ID 

is a small community college that focuses heavily 

on technical degrees and the transfer experience. 

Alex Harris, the director of student development at 

NIC, explained that the model of combined 

academic and career advising was introduced as an 

emerging practice at NIC. Harris emphasized the 

benefits of having a “one stop” office for career and 

academic advising and services that contributes to 

the success of students in their academic programs. 

Streamlining provides consistent information for 

career development and transfer success by 
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ensuring all advising and career counselors are 

equipped the correct information when working 

with students (A. Harris, personal communication, 

August 14, 2015).  

Seattle University’s Careers for the Common 

Good is an effort to promote post-graduate service 

as an avenue for career development, paralleling 

high community impact with an experience that 

provides recent alumni with a variety of 

transferable skills. The annual Careers for the 

Common Good luncheon is held in collaboration 

with Campus Ministry and the Center for 

Community Engagement. The event features 

organizations including the Jesuit Volunteer Corps, 

Peace Corps, L’Arche, and others, and invites 

faculty, staff, and program alumni to speak about 

their experiences. This intimate space centers on 

the narratives of alumni, allowing students to 

envision a year of service as an integral part of their 

professional formation. 

The Department of Communication at the 

University of Washington is another example of 

integrated career advising within an academic 

discipline. Career Kickstart encompasses services 

and programs targeting undergraduate career 

development. Housed within the department’s 

advising center, Communication Commons, 

students majoring in communication and 

journalism do not need to go far for academic 

planning towards their expressed career objectives 

and aspirations. Career Kickstart programs include 

Mentor Chats (roundtable discussions spotlighting 

an alumni’s professional journey), applied 

communication skills workshops (Adobe, 

Photoshop, Illustrator, etc.), career immersion trips 

to New York and Los Angeles, on-site internship 

interviews with Seattle-based companies, and the 

undergraduate COM 395 Internship course, in 

collaboration with the Associate Director of the 

Communication Leadership graduate program. 

Blurring the lines between student affairs and 

academic affairs, and supported by the department 

chair, this program is a living example of our 

proposed model for career formation.  

In summary, the differences and similarities 

amongst these different institutions highlight the 

unique ways that the integration of career and 

academic advising services can be formed to fit the 

diverse needs of students.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Career services in higher education are 

constantly evolving to keep pace with the changes 

in technology, lifestyle, and growing number of 

higher education stakeholders. According to Dey 

and Cruzvergara (2014) there is a shift in college 

career services pedagogy towards a more 

individualized and personal approach. Going 

beyond this notion, Gallup and Purdue University 

(2014) released a recent study on college graduates 

leading meaningful lives measured by workplace 

engagement, well-being, and alumni attachment.  

For years, the value of a college degree has been 

determined not by the most important outcomes of 

a college education, but by the easiest outcomes to 

measure, namely, job and graduate school 

placement rates and alumni salaries (usually only 

from their first job out of college). While these 

metrics have some merit, they do not provide a 

holistic view of college graduates’ lives. These 

outcomes do not reflect the missions of higher 

education institutions, and they do not reflect the 

myriad reasons why students go to college (Gallup 
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& Purdue, 2014, p. 3) 

Stanford University has recently embarked on 

embracing and integrating all of these facets. Their 

Career Development Center has recently 

transformed into the Stanford Career Education 

Center and is now known as BEAM (Bridging 

Education, Ambition, and Meaningful Work). 

Career educators at BEAM “connect with students 

in appointments and meet-ups to help them 

explore career paths, identify and apply for 

opportunities, and cultivate personalized networks 

that shape their professional journeys” (About Us, 

n.d.). Figure 2 below illustrates the model of career 

connections that BEAM uses in practice.  

 
Figure 2: Stanford’s New Model of Career Connections (Dey, 

2014) 

Huggett (2000) asked the question, “Is advising 

a profession?” based on the historical purpose and 

practices that existed when advising began as a 

professional career. Huggett (2000) proposes that 

advising, both academic and career, has shifted 

from a prescriptive model that was lacking in 

individual differences to a more holistic, multi-

layered counseling method that takes into account 

the different ways in which students interact with 

their environments. Further, Huggett (2000) 

proposed that advisers, who aid in student learning, 

growth, and development, are as much a part of the 

educational process as professors and faculty 

members. That being said, the need for professional 

associations, professional communities, and 

continued professional education are vital to 

equipping advisers with the awareness, knowledge, 

and skills to navigate a changing student 

population (Huggett, 2000).  

As the model in Figure 1 proposed, Hugget’s 

(2000) article also showed the importance of cross-

collaboration and cross-training that would have to 

occur if academic advising and career counseling 

and services were combined into one office. 

Huggett (2000) mentions the importance of the 

student-adviser relationship and how the adviser is 

responsible for navigating student relationships, as 

well as navigating policies and procedures. 

Continuing education for these professionals not 

only advances the student experience, but also 

improves professionals’ ability to advise and guide 

students through their educational experiences.  

Goomas (2012) encourages collaboration 

amongst registration, student affairs, and advising 

as a practice to consider that would enhance the 

student experience. This includes creating a 16-

week course that integrates registration, academic 

advising, and career advising while challenging 

students to think critically about their career 

formation and educational paths (Goomas, 2012). 

This collaboration model influenced and supported 
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the authors’ model because it demonstrated 

successful tactics that combined career and 

academic advising, in addition to student 

development and registration processes.   

INTEGRATIVE THEORY 

Traditional schools of thought describe a linear 

educational and career path: A student majoring in 

accounting becomes an accountant. There is a 

common narrative of “college equals high paying 

job” and equally the contrary, “no college, no high 

paying job.” According to Evans, Forney, and Guido 

(2010), this mode of thinking displays Perry’s 

theory of Intellectual and Ethical Development’s 

first stage–dualism. Due to the changing ways in 

which students today create connections and 

networks, students’ pathways to careers are also 

changing rapidly. There are a rising number of 

nontraditional ways to success: medical students 

earning their undergraduate degrees in English and 

anthropology, lawyers with bachelor’s degrees in 

history or communications, and educators majoring 

in anything their hearts desire. What explains these 

career outcomes? How do these individuals still 

find success? Evans, Forney, and Guido (2010) 

noted that stage three of Perry’s theory of 

intellectual and ethical development model is 

where one becomes accepting of uncertainty and 

acknowledges multiplicity. Crafting a career 

strategy today is no longer limited to just college 

major, but now includes learning communities, 

networks, branding, relevant experience and 

infusion of personal interest. 

As part of the proposed model that integrates 

academic and career advising, while also 

encouraging continuing professional education and 

collaboration, the hope is that career advising 

becomes less prescriptive and moves towards 

becoming more holistic, integrative, and individual-

focused. Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth 

model reflects the goals and outcomes of this 

proposed model, in that individual students’ 

experiences give way to a variety of cultural capital, 

specifically students from communities of color. 

This cultural capital can be used to empower 

students with marginalized identities to navigate 

their educational experience from a strengths-

based perspective and not treat differences as 

deficits (Yosso, 2005). In this model of career 

advising, continuing professional education, as well 

as the collaboration with other functional areas, the 

hope is to provide advisers with the awareness, 

knowledge, and skills to work with a variety of 

student identities without boxing students into 

certain careers or paths based on these identities.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR STUDENT AFFAIRS 

Strengths 
There are two major strengths that were 

identified for the purpose of this paper. The first is 

that this model of an integrated career center is the 

ability to centralize career services in the student 

experience by providing career formation at each 

stage of the educational process, beginning with 

orientation, continuing with registration, student 

involvement, internships, and coursework, and 

ending with graduation. The second strength is the 

use of holistic advising in career formation. By not 

separating career advising and academic advising 

and being able to focus on the whole student in 

advising sessions, advisers will be better equipped 

to address concerns across a student’s experience.   

Weaknesses 

A concern that may arise when integrating 
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academic and career advising is the lack of industry 

knowledge and intentional or unintentional bias. 

“[A]n unaware or less experienced counselor may 

allow [career inventory] test results lead [sic] to a 

limited number of career possibilities” (Capuzzi & 

Stauffer, 2011, p. 50). The scope of knowledge that 

might have to be utilized at a centralized career 

services center may not have the staff capacity to do 

so. Another concern is the increasing importance of 

networking, which frames the expectation of having 

to put oneself “out there,” and privileges 

extroverted individuals.  

Opportunities 

The opportunity of a merging of academic 

advising and career counseling allows specific staff 

to have an industry cluster focus. For example, the 

Department of Communication at the University of 

Washington has an on-staff alumni relations 

coordinator, an academic and career adviser that 

works closely together to place alumni from that 

particular program into more tailored and relevant 

opportunities.  

There is also room for ethics training when 

working with special student populations, including 

low-income, students of color, and first-generation 

students. Where is the ethical line of guiding a 

student towards a more direct outcome, high paid 

profession as opposed to a career with a lower 

starting salary?  

Factors to Consider 

There are many factors to consider, but our two 

large scale considerations for student affairs 

professionals are the motivation of students and the 

importance of translatable experience for students. 

First, it is vital to understand the motivation of 

students when they enter college and how that 

affects the type of career advising they need. Some 

students are motivated to pursue higher education 

as a way to access their desired vocation. For 

others, the process of higher education is part of 

their vocational formation and figuring out how to 

align their interests and needs with a career path. 

Based on these various students’ needs, the process 

of advising diverse student populations looks 

different for career advisers and recognizing the 

unique needs of these students. And if career 

services are to become truly integrative and 

collaborative, enabling all professionals in the field 

to counsel and advise students around career 

formation, it is important to consider the 

motivation of students.  

The second major implication to consider is 

translating student leader experience to students’ 

resumes, helping students name the skills and 

abilities they have gained and developed during 

their time in college. Whether they worked as 

volunteers for a community engagement office, 

served on student government, worked as a 

resident assistant, or were captain of an intramural 

sports team, experiences that are centered in 

student affairs are developmental positions that can 

and should be recognized on a job application. 

Cross-training for student affairs professionals in 

all areas is important, so they can be equipped to 

create opportunities that serve their department 

but are also beneficial for student development and 

career formation.  

RETENTION AND STUDENT SUCCESS 

How does the model of an integrative career 

services office contribute to student success and 

retention? The first thing to remember about a 

college education is that it is meant to be an 
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education; students are attending college for the 

academics with the hope of obtaining a career at the 

end of journey. If that goal is not being met, 

whether due to a lack of academic support, social 

support, or a mismatch of interests, then students 

are not likely to be retained. One of the most 

common practices that we observed from our site 

visits is the lack of participation in career advising 

from students throughout their time in college. 

While not all students wait until closer to their 

graduation date, a number of career service offices 

serve primarily juniors and seniors. At that point in 

their education, these students have already chosen 

a major and are engaging with the services for the 

experiences and support they need to obtain a job 

after graduation. 

An uncommon practice is to have all students 

involved in a career formation process for the 

entirety of college, even if they transfer, stop-out, or 

change majors. When talking about integrative 

career advising, the focus is not only about the 

integration of various offices, but about integrating 

career formation into all aspects of the student 

experience. By doing this, students are able to 

identify what works, what does not, and what they 

want to change in their career formation process as 

they work through their academic coursework and 

co-curricular college experience. If this integrative 

practice were implemented, it is likely that student 

success and retention would increase due to the 

challenges and support students would be receiving 

from all aspects of their educational experience. 

This connects back to the practice referenced by 

Bliming and Whitt (1999) of “forging educational 

partnerships that advance student learning” and 

the way that this practice influences retention and 

success.  

Finally, the spirit of career formation is guided 

by one’s values. “For most students, college is a 

time of considerable self-reflection and 

examination of personal beliefs and values” 

(Bliming & Whitt, 1999). While in college, students 

encounter new ideas, new values, and new 

lifestyles, and are encouraged to reflect upon what 

they believe and value (Bliming & Whitt, 1999). The 

complex layers of academic preparation, 

happenstance, values, and experience are 

intertwined. Higher education professionals can 

intentionally create programs and offer services 

that allow students to define these values for 

themselves and cultivate self-efficacy, “action, 

effort, and persistence” (Capuzzi & Stauffer, 2011). 

When students realize that a college education is 

not the only factor required for professional 

success, but just one pathway to it, they become 

involved in outlets that affirm who they are. 
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