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Editors’ Note 

 
This peer-reviewed academic journal for the Student Development Administration (SDA) program at Seattle 
University is transitioning into its second decade, and we called our community to contemplate transition and 
its impact on our students and ourselves.  As educators, we experience and witness transitions each academic 
year as individuals, at our institution, and on a national scope.  In publishing this year’s edition, we reflected 
upon a core value of Jesuit education—formation and education of change agents—and have been struck by 
how the authors, editors, and contributors of the journal engaged in reflective practice and our Jesuit tradition 
to be contemplative in action.   
 
Thank you to everyone who contributed to MAGIS: A Student Development Journal.  We are thankful for the 
time, effort, and support you have given the journal, and we hope you continue to engage in lifelong learning. 
 

Sincerely, 
 

             
   
 
 
 
 

Rose Ann E. Gutierrez                                      Lauren E. Van Fossen 
 

 

MISSION 
MAGIS: A Student Development Journal is the peer-reviewed academic journal for the Student Development 
Administration 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: A Student Development Journal 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: A Student Development Journal 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. 
 



   

MAGIS: A STUDENT DEVELOPMENT JOURNAL, VOLUME 11 
  

3 

Editorial Board and Acknowledgements 
 

EDITORS-IN-CHIEF 
Rose Ann E. Gutierrez, 2017 
Lauren E. Van Fossen, 2017 

 
ADVISER 

Dr. Tim Wilson 
Assistant Vice President and Interim Dean of Students 

Division of Student Development 
 

FRONT COVER AND REFLECTIONS PAGES 
Photos by Eva Long, 2017 

 
SCHOLARLY ARTICLES PAGE 

Photo by Matt Nazario-Miller, 2017 
 

BACK COVER PAGE 
Photo by Tracy Phutikanit, 2014 

 
EDITORIAL BOARD 
Kelli Adams, 2017 
Ashley Baird, 2017 

Rachel Fielding, 2018 
Amanda Marie C. Gadian, 2017 

Missy Gill, 2018 
Maileny Guillen, 2018 

Eli Heller, 2017 
Callie Moothart, 2017 

Heather Mueller Titus, 2017 
Jalen Smith, 2018 

Danielle Spangle, 2018 
Mellanie Rhae Tanada, 2018 

Quynh-Nhu Tran, 2018 
Andrea Vargas, 2018 

Avery Whittington, 2018 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
We would like to thank Dr. Tim Wilson, Dr. Thai-Huy Nguyen, Dr. Erica K. Yamamura, Erin Swezey, Beth Armitage, and 

the Seattle University Student Development Association (SUSDA) Executive Team for their contributions to the formation 
and publication of the journal. 

 
OWNERSHIP 

MAGIS: A Student Development Journal is published annually by the Seattle University Student Development 
Association, 901 12th Avenue, Seattle, WA 98122. 

 
PERMISSIONS 

Copyright © by the Seattle University Student Development Association.  All materials contained in this publication are 
the property of SUSDA. 

 
To contact the Editors-in-Chief, please email magis.susda@gmail.com. 

 
MAGIS: A Student Development Journal can be found online at https://susda.wordpress.com/magis/ 



   

MAGIS: A STUDENT DEVELOPMENT JOURNAL, VOLUME 11 
  

4 

 

Table of Contents 

 
  
 
Editors’ Note………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………2 
Rose Ann E. Gutierrez and Lauren E. Van Fossen 
 
 
 
 
REFLECTIONS 
 
Leveraging Transitions to Enhance the Student Development Administration Program…….……………………..6 
Erica K. Yamamura 
 
Transitions………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………………….………………………10 
Syd Emmanuel Arrojo 
 
 
 
 
SCHOLARLY ARTICLES 
 
The Chief Diversity Officer..……………………………………………………………………………………….……………………….……..……..16 
Amanda Marie C. Gadian, Lauren E. Van Fossen, and Ariana Chini 
 
Integrating Basic Counseling Skills into Student Affairs Practice.…………...…………………….………………..….………25 
Eli Heller 
 
LGBQ Student Development in Community Service……………………………….……………………...………………..……….…..30 
Julia Leavitt 
 
Improv Comedy and the Impact on College Student Social Skills……………..………………………………..………….…….38 
Colin Stewart 
 
 





LEVERAGING TRANSITIONS TO ENHANCE THE SDA PROGRAM           6 
 
!

 
MAGIS: A STUDENT DEVELOPMENT JOURNAL, VOLUME 11 

 
Leveraging Transitions to Enhance the Student Development 

Administration Program 

 
Erica K. Yamamura, Seattle University 

  
Schlossberg's (1981) transition theory is a 

perennial favorite of students in the Student 

Development Administration (SDA) program at 

Seattle University (SU), especially with our 

electronic portfolio requirement.  While 

Schlossberg (1981), and SDA students for that 

matter, may view transition as temporary, in the 

field of student affairs, transition is part of our 

intrinsic fabric. 

Many of us in the field help students 

navigate transitions on a regular basis—orientation 

leaders who introduce students to the campus prior 

to classes, advisers who help students discern what 

classes would work best and help with enrollment, 

resident assistants who help students transition to 

living on-campus, and off-campus student life 

workers who support transition for commuter 

students.  Master's students lean on mentors and 

faculty members to help select classes and work on 

learning new ways of practice at a new institution 

or office/program.  Faculty members also 

transition, progressing from Assistant to Associate 

to Full Professor, perhaps shifting directions from 

teaching faculty to research faculty (or vice 

versa).  Moreover, some faculty members transition 

to other leadership roles by becoming a program 

director, department chair, or an 

Assistant/Associate Dean.  As a program, we 

regularly weather transitions.  When possible, we 

prepare to leverage such transitions to create 

program opportunities.  

A NEW TRANSITION: SABBATICAL 

This year, I am taking a yearlong sabbatical 

to write a book on place-based community 

engagement with colleague Kent Koth, Executive 

Director of the Center for Community Engagement 

at SU.  In our book, we will be showcasing a variety 

of partnerships, like the Seattle University Youth 

Initiative, that take a modern approach to 

university-community engagement.  With this 

transition, the SDA faculty led by Dr. Thai-Huy 

Nguyen have assembled a team of professionals to 

support our richly diverse and talented students, 

including Dr. Jonathan Brown, SDA alumnus (The 

American Community Class); Keisha Jackson, SDA 

alumna (Seattle University Student Development 

Association); Dr. Colette Taylor (Student 

Development Theory, Research, and Practice & 

Higher Education Law); Dr. James Willette 

(Student Development Capstone Seminar); Dr. Tim 

Wilson (Admissions, MAGIS: A Student 

Development Journal, and Graduate 

Assistantships); and Dr. Ling Yeh (Advising, 

Mentoring, and Curriculum Support). We are 

fortunate for the mentorship this team is providing; 
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we are hopeful that these rich connections continue 

beyond this transition year.   

ANNUAL TRANSITION: FIRST-YEAR 

STUDENTS! 

We have welcomed a new group of first-year 

students, one that becomes more and more 

racially/ethnically and geographically diverse and 

brings deep experiences with social justice 

work.  Please take note that the SDA program does 

not use the term “cohort” to describe our students; 

rather, we use “first-year” and “continuing” 

students to keep our language inclusive as we have 

both part-time and full-time students (and students 

who shift from one status to the other during the 

course of the program).  Approximately 30 percent 

of our first-year students identify as Latina/o/x.  In 

addition to our many students from the west coast 

(Washington, Oregon, and California), we have 

first-year students from all over the country, 

including Arkansas, Colorado, Massachusetts, 

Maine, and North Carolina.  We have a growing 

community of LGBTQIA students, some of whom 

use “they/them” pronouns.  We have students in 

our community who have served in AmeriCorps, 

worked in admissions and outreach for 

underrepresented students, and held other justice-

oriented positions before coming to the SDA 

program.  We continue to appreciate the strong 

support of SDA alumni and program partners to 

help us recruit and retain such a diverse and high-

caliber student population.  

 

 

STRATEGICALLY PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE: 

TACKLING ECONOMIC UNCERTAINTIES 

WHILE MAINTAINING QUALITY 

Addressing the needs of our students 

coupled with staying true to our work as a mission-

based university, we continue to develop as a 

program.  Seattle University, like many colleges and 

universities, has faced complex economic 

challenges.  Beginning this year, to maintain our 

strong program we have instituted a student fee 

(charged once at the start of the program).  This 

was a last resort that was put in place with the 

overarching goal of maintaining a high-quality 

student experience.  The SDA program first began 

considering this approach in 2012 to respond to 

decreased institutional funding for key 

activities.  The faculty, the SDA Board, and SUSDA 

student group were consulted and provided support 

to pursue the fee, allowing the program to maintain 

our current menu of activities, including: mock 

interviews, the internship fair, Preview Days, SDA 

year-end celebration, SUSDA activities (retreat, 

etc.), in-person portfolios with student and faculty 

co-constructed committees, etc.  For the 2016-2017 

academic year, we are confident the student fee has 

allowed us to offer the excellent SDA experiences 

that prepare students so well.  Once we reach a 

stronger economic climate and/or secure other 

types of funding, we hope to no longer charge this 

fee.  

As a faculty, we have also made strides in 

our curricular endeavors to stay a strong 

practitioner and justice-infused program.  At the 

NASPA Faculty Council meeting in March 2017 in 
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San Antonio, TX, a common theme emerged; 

programs nationwide are being asked to grow and 

do more without an infusion of resources.  This is a 

pressure point for many universities.  At public 

universities, the declining state support is a key 

catalyst, whereas for private, tuition-dependent 

institutions, enrollment fluctuations, and other 

economic push/pull factors are more salient.  At the 

present time, the SDA program is not at capacity to 

grow our master's program with our existing 

faculty.  Thus, we have examined various options 

the last 5+ years.  In 2016, I chaired a campus-wide 

working group to explore the possibility of 

undergraduate SDA courses.  This group provided 

invaluable information that will inform the SDA 

program as it continues to explore this curricular 

opportunity—ideas emerged like the possibility of 

leveraging the strong regional college access 

organizations, the globally known technology 

sector, and human resources (leadership 

development and equity and diversity training).  As 

a program, we moved quickly to take advantage of 

the momentum this group provided while at the 

same time tapping into a regional strength. 

BUILDING ON THE STRENGTHS OF THE 

REGION: A NEW COLLEGE ACCESS ELECTIVE 

COURSE 

We are fortunate that in addition to great 

coffee and a high concentration of technology 

opportunities, Seattle has a strong cadre of national 

and regional college access and opportunity 

programs (e.g. College Success Foundation, College 

Access Now, Rainier Scholars, etc.).  Over time, 

SDA students' desire to pursue college access work 

has grown—and as a faculty we started a 

conversation to see how we can integrate this area 

more intentionally in our curriculum.  In Fall 2016, 

we proposed a new elective course that examines 

college access and equity to meet the needs of our 

region and our students' interests in pursuing 

college access work as a profession.  Starting in 

Spring 2018, we will be offering this new college 

access elective!  We are also moving forward in re-

examining our leadership courses, both to respond 

to external program changes in the college and to 

infuse diversity and social justice in more critical 

and intentional ways.  

FUTURE TRANSITIONS: POST-PRESIDENTIAL 

ELECTION 

With the recent presidential election, more 

transitions in higher education are likely to 

follow.  The confirmation of a business executive 

who has no professional experience in K-12 or 

higher education will likely call into question many 

of our current policies that serve marginalized and 

underserved students.  In higher education, the 

potential defunding of the National Science 

Foundation (NSF) grants, which provide important 

resources for training graduate students and 

support faculty research, could have negative 

implications.  For example, many education 

graduate students and faculty were funded by NSF 

to advance our understanding of diversity in STEM 

fields.  Without NSF funding, what will happen to 

these graduate students who are receiving research 

training?  What will happen to faculty members 

whose research careers are based upon this 

funding?  And, most importantly, how will we as a 
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field move forward to build more inclusive STEM 

environments at universities without this research?  

Pell Grants, which provide students from 

low-income families an opportunity to fund their 

college education, are another area of grave 

concern.  Without these grants, how can we 

increase access and diversity in higher 

education?  How will this impact campus inclusion 

and climate, especially at private institutions?  If 

students are carrying a larger debt load due to the 

loss of Pell Grants, how will this impact access and 

equity in master’s programs?  Will students delay 

or forgo graduate degrees to pay off undergraduate 

debt?  While we cannot control many of these 

changes, we can definitely control how we 

respond.  The faculty, in community with our 

students, alumni, and program partners, will 

continue to do our best to leverage change to 

continue enhancing the SDA program.  As a field, 

we are well suited to do this work.  We look forward 

to the opportunities to continue to collaborate with 

and for the SDA community with a freshly roasted 

cup of coffee in our College of Education mug in 

hand.  

REFERENCES 

Schlossberg, N. K. (1981).  A model for analyzing human 

adaptation to transition.  The Counseling 

Psychologist, 9(2), 2-18. 

 
 

Dr. Erica K. Yamamura is an associate professor in the 
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Seattle University. !
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Transitions 

!
Syd Emmanuel Arrojo, Seattle University 

!

One of the earliest memories in my 

childhood is when my father, mother, sister, and I 

were sharing a tiny pull out couch bed in my Cuban 

grandparents’ living room after we returned from 

Peru to the United States.  My mother had stayed in 

the United States because she had experienced an 

extreme bipolar episode that had led her to end up 

in the hospital.  My dad took us to Peru thinking we 

would spend the rest of our lives there but changed 

his mind after nine months. 

It was the middle of the night, and I really 

needed to go to the bathroom.  I was stuck in 

between all their bodies and did not want to disturb 

them, so I waited.  I wanted so badly for the sun to 

rise, so one of my parents could move.  Then, I’d be 

able to finally experience release.  I tried to think of 

anything to get my mind off it but could only focus 

on holding it in.  I knew letting go was not an 

option.  The reality though is that a 3-year-old child 

can only hold their bladder for so long.  Before I 

knew it, the sheets were becoming drenched 

underneath me. 

My father was the first to awaken.  I never 

had seen someone jolt up as fast as he did.  He 

screamed in disgust and hurriedly turned on the 

lights, so the others could see what I had done.  I 

learned that day that as much as I feared darkness, 

it could be my greatest protector; holding things in 

was better than letting go and risking a mess being 

seen. 

My parents weren’t too good at 

communication.  My father reveled in his silence 

and mostly spoke to me and my sister when he 

needed to dump his frustrations about my sick 

mother or his unhappiness with other family 

members.  I remember one time in the car, we were 

parked a few blocks away from my grandparents for 

at least a full hour, completely still, as negativity 

ran through our ears.  The windows were 

completely fogged by the time my father realized 

how shaken we were.  He took us out to eat to make 

it up to us.  

My mother would repeat random stories 

from her childhood to us.  She would speak about 

fragments of memories that had become engraved 

in her. 

“Let me tell you the story about Juny!  Did I 

tell you the story about that boy?  He was my best 

friend Milagro’s little brother.  He used to eat 

chicken bones during lunchtime.  I swear!  He 

would break it in half, put it in his mouth, and chew 

until it was so disintegrated.  He would show me 

how the bone had become white light powder, and 

then swallow it down.  Yup! He ended up in a 

juvenile delinquent facility and ended up getting 

killed by one of the other boys while being 

detained.”  
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She would also tell us stories about God’s 

wrath and how soon the great chastisement would 

happen, a time when God would not take the sins of 

humanity anymore and send destruction towards 

the world once again.  She would show us her 

pantry of food she was storing just for the 

occasion.  It was hoarded with different boxes and 

cans of nonperishable food. 

“A few will survive ya know, so they can 

rebuild the world.” 

My name is Syd Emmanuel Arrojo, and I am 

a survivor of emotional, social, and political 

abuse.  I grew up being silenced directly by my 

parents, but also by the climate and reality we live 

in that speaks to how people with my identities do 

not really exist, are not actually human.  This has 

affected me in a plethora of ways, but one major 

way has been my sense of self-worth, self-

confidence, and self-value in really being able stay 

committed and present for me. 

I was encouraged to write a piece by a few 

different peers about my transition experience to 

graduate school.  The truth is, I am unable to speak 

about that without voicing the trauma deep in my 

bones, a trauma carried over from generation to 

generation.  I believe all people are in desperate 

need of healing, but marginalized identities need a 

particular kind of healing for the trauma they hold.  

This requires a space and the time to grieve for the 

abuse endured not only personally, but 

collectively.  It was less than a century ago when 

slavery was abolished.  Ten years ago, marriage 

equality wasn’t even in place.  Transgender 

identities were labeled as an identity disorder less 

than five years ago, and now are labeled as 

“dysphoria.”  These are some of the acts of violence 

that are traumatic and unaddressed nationally. 

 The field of student affairs is currently 

invested in diversity and identity work, becoming 

more inclusive by making space for marginalized 

identities such as people of color, differently abled-

folx, and now the “newly” emerging transgender 

identity.  I am a person who contains multiple 

marginalized intersecting identities.  In entering 

the Student Development Administration program, 

I was surprised and delighted, as I was not the only 

transgender person or queer person of color.  

However, it has been extremely difficult entering 

the space and seeing how institutions claim to be 

diverse on the surface by admitting students with 

multiple identities, but lack an abundance of 

support and resources to truly have them 

thrive.  For example, universities, around the 

country, are now discussing transgender identities 

and having trainings to best suit their needs, but a 

huge issue is that many of these people who are 

doing the trainings, or are in the school for that 

matter, are cisgender (meaning people who identify 

with the gender assigned to them at birth).  When 

we are thinking of transgender identities we don’t 

only need to think about a bathroom, but about the 

right for the holistic person to exist in public.  How 

can a transgender person who is dealing with 

mental challenges due to their transition access 

Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) if 

they know nothing about trans folx?  A school 

without the resources to support transgender 

students holistically shows that they are willing to 
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be diverse, but only to the point of tolerating a 

transgender student to enter the space; there is no 

regard to how they will be treated in it.  I am not 

seeing the spaces, resources, and protocol in place 

to help these individuals not merely survive, but 

thrive.  Some spaces and protocol that must be 

provided for transgender students is gender-neutral 

spaces in institutions, a health facility with people 

who are knowledgeable on transgender needs, and 

professional staff on campus who are 

transgender.  I believe there needs to be a re-

evaluation of how we are providing and creating 

these spaces in the first place.  Upon taking Student 

Development Theory, Research, and Practice my 

first quarter, I learned about Sanford’s (1962) 

theory of challenge and support.  This theory spoke 

about having a balance of challenge and support for 

any individual student in higher education.  If a 

student is challenged too little they will not 

adequately learn, but if they are supported too little 

they will fail because of the institution’s lack of 

support.  The professor asked the class if we 

thought the environment for higher education was 

ready for transgender identities.  The answer was, 

“No.”  

The first time I realized I was transgender 

and genderfluid was three years ago.  It was my 

third year at Rutgers University, and I met someone 

who did not identify as male or female but wanted 

to undergo hormonal replacement therapy.  The 

Office for Social Justice Education and LGBT 

Communities also hired a new director who was 

highly knowledgeable of intersecting identities and 

identities outside the margins.  I express a lot of 

gratitude to Director Zaneta Rago now for always 

allowing me the space to see the many parts of 

myself.  I was in denial of being a person of color, a 

survivor, poor, differently-abled, and fluid.  I was 

basically immersed in self-hate for all of who I 

am.  I began my process for forgiving my parents 

for their lack of care and recognized they were 

participating in the system of abuse they were born 

into, through learning about the history of 

colonization and genocide.  I mention this because 

transitioning in general is a process that shifts from 

denial to acceptance, and this process is not linear. 

Since institutions are not fully equipped, the 

implications for students result in loss of time and 

care they should be getting from their 

institution.  Students are in need of voicing what 

they need to be successful and to advocate for real 

lasting change.  Due to my unique intersectionality 

of identities, including my transness and what it 

entails, I must be more vocal and direct about my 

needs.  This has been a difficult transition for me 

because it requires me to be communicative and 

direct in a way I never have been.  I have never 

been given a position that holds much power and 

authority.  People with the identities I hold are 

rarely given power.  This transition to power is very 

restorative, but it has been a learning process for 

me.  It is almost like learning a new language; I 

have been re-learning what it means to hold my 

power but have to express it in ways that aren’t 

completely natural to me.  I am learning how to 

further navigate systems not meant for my 

existence, by seeing how I can truly empower 

myself, so I can heal first.  Being in a position of 
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authority has shown me that it is my responsibility 

to break free from any system that is causing harm 

not only to me, but for any student, and begin 

learning how to create one which only manifests a 

loving atmosphere.  I am finding that the best way 

to be of support to students who are marginalized is 

by being a role model of what a person in 

community for one another stands for.  The 

knowledge I have gained so far in the program has 

been allowing me to integrate a logical and 

theoretical lens to my highly developed emotional 

and spiritual intelligence. 

Being transgender and choosing to go 

through my own individual transition without 

family support and no support from this new 

institution has also been a stressor.  There are 

barely any books available written by trans people 

of color and their experiences with transition.  The 

only support I have had is from the other trans 

people I know, and many of us have begun 

transition around the same time.  Choosing to 

medically transition and go through the physical, 

mental, and spiritual changes it entails feels very 

much like a rebirth.  It feels like I am going through 

a cycle of childhood, adolescence, and to adulthood 

once again.  It is a transition from imbalance to 

balance, merging the darkness with the light I once 

use to negate. 

My transition has not been easy, but moving 

across the country to a program with folx who have 

similar identities and backgrounds, has been a 

blessing.  They have been supporting me by 

showing me love and care I never knew existed and 

reminding me that I am not alone through trauma 

experienced in the past.  I have been creating the 

holistic intimate relationships I never knew I 

needed.  Four years ago, I would never have 

imagined I could be held so lovingly by people who 

I have chosen as family.  There have been many 

points this quarter where my trauma has flared up 

and has swallowed me completely, but I have been 

able to get myself back to the present faster than 

ever.  The vulnerable conversations shared about 

how we all have had to assimilate to some extent for 

our survival, the talks about generational trauma 

that has been perpetuated both through internal 

familial abuse, and violent societal structures has 

been critical, especially now, in really awakening to 

the work I need to do within myself to heal.  

Consequently, I can engage with my communities 

as a whole person.  Now, it has become increasingly 

apparent that I must allow all the parts of myself to 

be seen and engage unapologetically.  Being 

unapologetic demands an act of faith of taking a 

leap that one does not know where they may 

land.  The act of allowing oneself to be fully seen 

starts by being courageous and being willing to 

disrupt systems that are not serving us personally, 

collectively, systematically, and institutionally—

despite the fear of the unknown it may cause.  We 

are in a time that we must all be willing to get a 

little uncomfortable for the greater good, and we 

must allow the fullness of all our intersecting 

identities to emerge and receive the space it calls 

for with unwavering confidence.  The positive 

implications that is to come of this is for a new 

community that is now in unity.  There is so much 

growth to be done in creating healing spaces 
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intended for processing generational trauma and 

having resources available to support individuals 

doing this taxing work.  We need more grants, 

scholarships, and funding opportunities available 

for QTPOC folx of low-socioeconomic status.  We 

need more safe spaces and access for 

undocumented folx.  We need more structures of 

support in place for “diverse” folx on college 

campuses if we are claiming to be diverse in the 

first place. 

For some reason, I have always advocated 

for myself even if it was in small ways.  I am 

starting to realize I have always been a survivor but 

had chosen to listen to the wrong voices all this 

time.  This journey of reclaiming my power, 

attaining balance, and restoring unity is the 

greatest transition of all times, and I don’t think it 

will ever truly end.  I am starting to finally feel like I 

have the support and love I need to truly do my 

work to heal, so I may bring it forward in all the 

communities I belong to. 

REFERENCES 
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freshmen.  In N. Sanford (Ed.), The American 
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The Chief Diversity Officer 

 
Amanda Marie C. Gadian, DigiPen Institute of Technology, 

Lauren E. Van Fossen, Seattle University, and Ariana Chini, Seattle University 
 

A heightened consciousness of racial injustice across higher education and an increasingly 
diverse student population have pushed institutions to consider how they are responding to 
these changes.  An emerging solution has been to establish a Chief Diversity Officer to address 
issues of racial climate on college campuses.  This article analyzes the current literature on 
Chief Diversity Officers in higher education in order to describe the key roles and challenges of 
the position.  Recommendations for institutions and executive leadership are provided to 
design and implement a position with the organizational structure and power to serve the 
needs of diverse student populations on college campuses. 

Keywords: administration, diversity, governance, leadership 

!
INTRODUCTION 

Problem Statement and Significance 

 As the student, faculty, and staff 

consciousness of racial injustice increases on 

college campuses across the nation, constituents 

are demanding that executive administrators 

respond to this cultural shift in the institution.  In 

response to the racial climate and tensions on 

college campuses, many universities have been 

considering the creation and implementation of 

Chief Diversity Officer (CDO) positions at their 

institutions.  The roles of diversity and inclusion 

vice presidents, provosts, and administrators have 

been established at some institutions for quite some 

time (Gose, 2006).  CDO positions are now 

emerging in response to a constantly changing, 

more diverse student population (Harvey, 2014; 

Wilson, 2013).  The Chief Diversity Officer can be a 

valuable and influential position to address issues 

of diversity and racial climate on college campuses.  

However, the position must be intentionally 

designed within the organizational structure 

and institutional context to have the power, 

resources, and collaboration to inspire and help 

higher education institutions transition to dealing 

with a more diverse student population.  The 

significance and potential of this role in higher 

education warrants discussion and analysis.  The 

purpose of this exploration is to analyze existing 

literature on Chief Diversity Officers in higher 

education and provide recommendations for 

executive administrators and presidents to 

implement a similar role with intentionality and 

vision.  

Defining Diversity 

 What usually comes to mind when 

discussing diversity is a reference to ethnic and 

racial identities.  Yet, diversity also embodies 

gender variance, sexual orientation, religious and 

spiritual identity, differently abled bodies, mental 

health, nationality, and much more (Cuyjet, 

Howard-Hamilton, & Cooper, 2011).  Diversity can 
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be described as identities that are different from the 

prescribed norm.  For instance, if a space is 

predominantly heteronormative and cisnormative, 

meaning heterosexuality and being cisgender is the 

perceived norm, then people who have different 

sexual orientations and/or are transgender 

constitute diversity.  If traditional-aged college 

students are the norm (18-24 years old) on a college 

campus, non-traditional aged students constitute 

diversity.  Diversity can also embody personal 

experiences, not just identities (Howard-Hamilton, 

Richardson, & Shuford, 1998).  Diversity can have a 

plethora of meanings and interpretations 

depending on the institutional culture, location, 

demographic makeup, and climate.  To complicate 

interpretations even further, each individual has 

their own definitions and preconceived notions of 

diversity, which are shaped by their cultural 

narrative.  In this paper, these nuanced definitions 

of diversity are all valid. 

 Additionally, in alignment with Harper’s 

(2008) work, this paper will use the term 

“minoritized identities” rather than “minority 

identities.”  This is to acknowledge that the 

American society will perceive some identities to be 

minorities, such as people of color or women.  

However, those identities form half or more of the 

population.  Therefore, society actively minoritizes 

those identities (Harper, 2008).  The term 

“marginalized identities” is also used for a similar 

reason: a societal action is being done to keep 

certain identities on the periphery.   

 
 

Background 

Since the Chief Diversity Officer is an 

emerging leadership position in higher education 

administration, literature documenting the 

position’s growth are limited (Williams & Wade-

Golden, 2013; Wilson, 2013).  A common critique of 

their rise seems to be this: “Are universities making 

a serious new commitment to diversifying the 

faculty, curriculum, and student body, or are these 

high-profile appointments a way for university 

presidents to appease [minoritized] students and 

professors who have been clamoring for a stronger 

voice on campuses?”  (Gose, 2006).  Gose (2006) 

argues that it appears to be both.  

 Many college and university diversity 

experts believe that “universities are following the 

lead of the corporate world,” where the Chief 

Diversity Officer position has been a 

comprehensive part of the organizational structure 

since the 1990s (Gose, 2006).  In the context of 

higher education, they came about in response to a 

variety of reasons: changes in student body 

demographics, racial injustice on campuses, and 

student consciousness of diversity issues.  

Specifically, according to Worthington, Stanley, and 

Lewis (2014), their rise might be associated with 

the following trends: 1) diversified students, staff, 

and faculty in higher education (Turner, Gonzales, 

& Wood, 2008); 2) assessment and dedication to 

the improvement of campus climate (Hart & 

Fellabaum, 2008); 3) improvements to the 

representation and inclusion of diversity in the 

curriculum (Bensimon, 2004); 4) development of 

intergroup dialogues (Gurin, Nadga, & Zuniga, 
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2013); and 5) campus-wide diversity plans 

integrated into institutional strategic planning 

(Harvey, 2014). Chief Diversity Officers are 

becoming better known in the world of leadership 

and governance in higher education, and yet it is 

clear that their positions are still in the formative 

years.  

ANALYSIS OF THE LITERATURE 

The Influence of Institutional Context and 
Structure 

           The institutional context, both organizational 

structure and climate, must be analyzed to create 

and implement a vision for the Chief Diversity 

Officer position.  In the context of an institution’s 

organizational structure, institutional rank refers to 

positional authority in a hierarchical organizational 

structure.  A high institutional rank increases the 

interactions of other executive-level positions, 

which allows for a higher probability of 

collaborations across campus (Williams & Wade-

Golden, 2007) and access to financial capital, such 

as institution and community resources and 

funding (Williams & Wade-Golden, 2007).  Leon 

(2014) argues that a high institutional rank allows 

the Chief Diversity Officer to align the diversity 

goals of the institution, especially in a more 

decentralized university.  Furthermore, 

intentionally placing the Chief Diversity Officer 

with high positional authority symbolizes the 

legitimacy of addressing and fostering diversity at 

the institution.  

           The needs of the institution and the campus 

climate influence the work and goals of the Chief 

Diversity Officer.  In studies analyzing the 

emergence of Chief Diversity Officers in higher 

education, the call to address issues surrounding 

diversity at their respective institutions was 

recognized from the results of a campus climate 

survey (Arnold & Kowalski-Braun, 2012; Wilson, 

2013).  Understanding the context of the institution 

and of the campus climate concerning diversity is 

essential to begin the implementation of a CDO.  

Although understanding the current needs of the 

students, staff, and faculty climate at the beginning 

stages of CDO implementation, Worthington and 

Stanley (2014) argue that the needs of an 

institution and, consequently the role of the Chief 

Diversity Officer, are always changing.  

Institutional rank, organizational structure, and a 

changing campus climate are all factors that affect 

the influence, impact, and role of a Chief Diversity 

Officer.  

Common Challenges           

Once in place, Chief Diversity Officers still 

face many challenges, such as establishing 

legitimacy and working with limited resources, that 

may prevent them from being effective leaders of 

diversity-related efforts.  Identifying and 

understanding these challenges is critical to the 

development and implementation of a CDO 

position, as doing so can help to inform what 

institutions should do to remove or limit barriers 

that may hinder a CDO's success.  

Institutional rank can influence a CDO's 

functional and symbolic legitimacy.  Without the 

institutional capital that typically comes with rank, 

CDOs then face a “second-class-citizen issue” 

(Anonymous, 2010, p. 5) in which they are 
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perceived as invited to sit, but not actively 

participate, at the table with other executive 

institutional leaders, or are not given the power or 

opportunity to effectively engage in decision-

making.  Often, there are those in the institution 

that deem the CDO role as unnecessary.  

Occasionally, this may be due to the observation 

that, in context, they have little power and 

resources to instigate change anyway; in other 

cases, it may be due to a “belief that we are in a 

post-racial America” (Anonymous, 2010, p. 5).  A 

lack of legitimacy can also leave CDOs open to the 

risk of becoming an institution's scapegoat with the 

title of responsibility, but no ability or support to 

take action (Harvey, 2014).  

Resources such as appropriate funding, 

staff, and opportunity to collaborate and coordinate 

across campus would be helpful for CDOs in 

establishing legitimacy, but unfortunately, a lack of 

such resources also falls under common challenges 

that CDOs face.  Even amongst CDOs that have an 

executive-level rank, there are few that “possess the 

staff and support necessary to meet the demands of 

diversity work” (Leon, 2014, p. 83).  These 

resources, especially staff and opportunities to 

connect campus-wide, are significant, as 

collaboration with individuals and groups is vital to 

the CDO role (Leon, 2014).  An institution that is 

seeking to do more than just appease those who 

have been advocating for a Chief Diversity Officer 

will need to find ways of offering a title and 

resources, as Gose (2006) suggests in his analysis 

of CDO Michael J. Tate's role at Washington State 

University.  Providing less than adequate resources 

hurts both the CDO's legitimacy and implies that 

the institution is not ready to commit to diversity 

and inclusion efforts. 

The Roles that Chief Diversity Officers Serve 

Existing literature continues to grapple with 

and explore what CDOs are doing at their 

institutions.  Williams and Wade-Golden (2013) 

share that the CDO provides leadership to strategic 

planning and the institution’s mission and diversity 

efforts.  The scope of their administrative 

leadership varies by institution depending on the 

administrative authority that the institution gives 

the CDO, the level of fiscal resources, and their 

qualifications.  The work that they do and the 

support they provide encompass a diverse range of 

identities, focal groups, and core areas applicable 

across focal groups and social identities (e.g. 

recruitment and retention, campus climate, 

curriculum, and instruction) (Worthington, 

Stanley, & Lewis, 2014).  

The needs, standards, and roles of an 

institution and their CDO are dynamic and always 

changing (Worthington et al., 2014).  Worthington 

(2014) provides standards by the National 

Association of Diversity Officers in Higher 

Education (NADOHE) to promote organizational 

change, which CDOs must take into consideration 

while in their roles.  The standards include: keeping 

the institution’s diversity mission in mind; having a 

broad and inclusive definition of diversity; 

understanding how curriculum development and 

institutional programming can enhance the 

diversity mission; having knowledge of current 

events related to social justice and equity; and 
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understanding how to apply campus climate 

research results to the development and 

advancement of a positive and inclusive campus 

climate (Worthington et al., 2014).  

A main aspect of their role is that CDOs are 

instruments of change (Wilson, 2013).  Persons in 

their role tend to be agents of change by being 

skilled at framing issues, building coalitions, and 

establishing a climate where group members can 

seek a common solution (Bolman & Deal, 2003).  

However, institutional stakeholders might be 

resistant to change as the power structure they were 

accustomed to is now being threatened.  There 

might be a sense of fear that a CDO with power will 

recognize systems that benefit those with power 

and privilege and want to make them equitable 

(Wilson, 2013).  Regardless of these harsh realities, 

being an agent of change is still an aspect of the 

CDO’s role, and they must be skilled in navigating 

through the bureaucracy (Wilson, 2013).  

As Williams and Wade-Golden (2007) 

explain, CDOs are not hired to maintain the status 

quo but to improve the campus climate, diversify 

the campus community, and enhance the diversity 

capabilities of the institution through their 

leadership, projects, initiatives, relationships, and 

presence.  CDOs, however, cannot be expected to 

do this on their own.  They should seek 

collaboration opportunities within the institutional 

community and the outside community as well 

(Wilson, 2013).  For example, they can seek 

collaboration through admissions or academic 

outlets to ensure curriculum includes more than 

just a Eurocentric narrative (Harvey, 2014).  They 

can seek collaboration with student development 

divisions for a plethora of issues, such as ensuring 

diversity assessment practices are current and 

accurate, or that sexual health and assault/violence 

prevention moves beyond the heteronormative 

lens.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Institutional Needs 

           There is no one-size-fits-all in terms of a 

Chief Diversity Officer position description, values, 

and roles.  Literature suggests that for a CDO to be 

successful at an institution, the institution must 

conduct a deeply introspective campus climate and 

needs assessment (Wilson, 2013).  In a study of 

CDOs at seven different institutions, six of the 

survey respondents reported that their institution 

hired a Chief Diversity Officer by recommendation 

of the president after the need was seen through the 

results of a campus climate assessment, indicating 

a need to support diversity on campus (Wilson, 

2013).  There is the implication that increased 

diversity numbers enhance the academic learning 

environment for students; however, tension 

remains on which students this actually benefits: 

students of color or White students with the desire 

to be “global citizens”—or perhaps both (Arnold & 

Kowalski-Braun, 2012; Duderstadt, 2000).  CDOs 

should be equipped with assessment data to 

navigate and respond to such tensions.  The CDO’s 

position must be informed and shaped by a campus 

climate and needs assessment, so they can respond 

accordingly to the institution’s unique needs. 
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Effective Governance Structure 

An executive-level or high-ranking title, 

such as vice president or provost, is a symbol for 

the institution's commitment to integrating 

multicultural competency into the institution and 

addressing issues across campus.  It shows 

legitimacy and that the vision and purpose of the 

Chief Diversity Officer are supported by the 

president and from the top down.  This symbolic 

impact is incredibly important for the campus 

community, especially if the creation of the Chief 

Diversity Officer position was in response to 

student, staff, or faculty demands or concerns, or in 

response to the results of a campus climate survey, 

both of which have been contributing to the 

emergence of the Chief Diversity Officer role 

(Arnold & Kowalski-Braun, 2012; Wilson, 2013).  

Furthermore, it is recommended that the title and 

position encompass inclusion and equity so that the 

work and vision of the Chief Diversity Officer 

focuses on inclusion of all identities and issues of 

systemic inequity. 

However, the symbolic title without the 

power and resources to bring about change is 

worthless.  Placement in a formal administrative 

team or cabinet with the provost or the president 

can provide access for the Chief Diversity Officer to 

focus discussions on the campus' issues or what 

decisions mean for the diverse community 

(Williams & Wade-Golden, 2007).  Access to these 

conversations and other executive-level academic 

administrators is essential because the power of the 

Chief Diversity Officer lies with the collaboration 

connections and symbolic status (Williams & 

Wade-Golden, 2007; Wilson, 2013).  Furthermore, 

placement in a high-ranking administrative team 

provides support for the work of the Chief Diversity 

Officer.  A single person cannot be solely 

responsible for issues related to diversity, but 

rather it takes multiple people from the top down to 

integrate the centralization of diversity to all 

aspects of the institution (Arnold & Kowalski-

Braun, 2012).  

In addition to a high rank title, and access 

and position with other executive-level 

administrators, it is recommended that the Chief 

Diversity Officer have an administrative team of 

their own.  Leon (2014) found that CDO governance 

models with support staff allow the Chief Diversity 

Officer to have a broader range of responsibilities 

and to take the time to make and build the 

connections and relationships required to be an 

effective CDO.  The Chief Diversity Officer must 

have a high institutional rank and a robust 

supportive structure to use symbolic status and 

collaboration for a broad spectrum of diversity 

initiatives.   

Furthering Empirical Research 

As demographics on college campuses 

continue to change, colleges need to be prepared to 

serve increasingly diverse student populations 

(Wilson, 2013).  Empirical research can provide 

evidence to help inform decisions related to the 

aforementioned institutional needs, as well as the 

organizational placement, leadership 

responsibilities, and assessment of CDOs—all of 

which have been identified as significant to a CDO's 

success.  Further research can also contribute to 
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legitimizing the Chief Diversity Officer role in the 

realm of higher education, as there are likely still 

“people who might think [this] job is irrelevant” 

(Anonymous, 2010, p. 5).  More research and 

contributions to literature will demonstrate an 

identified need for attention to how CDOs can 

effectively function in institutions of higher 

education, and may also encourage hesitant 

executive leaders to give the Chief Diversity Officer 

role more consideration on their respective 

campuses.  As previously mentioned, there is no 

model or practice that will suit CDOs at all 

institutions; however, further research can help 

inform institutional leaders on what is working and 

what factors impact or support a given model or 

practice.  In turn, this can help institutions better 

understand what they need to consider and assess 

as they begin to set a precedent for Chief Diversity 

Officers on their own campuses. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR STUDENT AFFAIRS 

PRACTICE 

According to a survey of college presidents 

by the American Council on Education (Espinosa, 

Chessman, & Wayt, 2016), a majority of college 

presidents at both private and public institutions 

reported that when seeking assistance in 

addressing racial diversity issues on campus, they 

would be most likely to rely on a vice president of 

student affairs or dean of students, and/or a chief 

diversity officer or other full-time designated 

person.  This indicates that in matters of diversity 

and inclusion of marginalized and minoritized 

identities on campus, student affairs professionals 

can and should expect to assist institutional 

leadership in assessing diversity-related needs and 

developing appropriate responses to those needs.  

For institutions that do not yet have a Chief 

Diversity Officer, assessing the need for a CDO and 

creating space for the implementation of one may 

be an appropriate, even sought after, response.  In 

order to do so in a way that actually addresses the 

diversity-related needs of the institution, student 

affairs practitioners must be prepared to support 

institutional leadership in navigating through the 

necessary considerations.  Student affairs 

practitioners should not underestimate the 

significance of any existing data on the campus 

climate and should additionally be available to 

collect further data as needed.  Such evidence is 

needed to determine where the CDO needs to focus 

and how progress can later be measured 

(Stevensen, 2014).  Practitioners must be ready to 

help ensure that this consideration is prioritized 

and that the CDO role is designed with 

intentionality, vision, and the ability to implement 

and enforce diversity efforts (Wilson, 2013).  Once 

in place, student affairs practitioners will still likely 

need to serve as resources and supporters of the 

Chief Diversity Officer, as the CDO settles into and 

begins to legitimize and function within their role. 

Student affairs practitioners may also find 

themselves in a position to serve as a Chief 

Diversity Officer.  In fulfilling this role, 

practitioners will need to be conscious of the 

institutional context and needs, as well as of 

existing literature, research, and practices and how 

to interpret and adapt them to best serve the 

institution.  Complementary to student affairs 
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practitioners that support CDOs as resources and 

allies, the CDO must also make efforts to 

collaborate across campus with various functional 

areas.  As Wilson (2013) suggests, a CDO must be a 

knowledgeable, strong, and effective leader that can 

encourage the campus community to take action 

institution-wide in implementing and maintaining 

diversity and inclusion efforts.  Given that student 

affairs practitioners are typically in roles which 

demonstrate knowledge and multicultural 

competence (Pope, Reynolds, & Mueller, 2004) 

related to a CDO role, it is certainly probable that 

some could be asked, invited, or otherwise best 

prepared to serve as a Chief Diversity Officer on 

their respective campus.  Understanding factors 

which have been identified as significant to a CDO's 

success can only help to support practitioners in 

this innovative position, which undoubtedly holds 

enough challenges.  Whether practitioners are 

helping their campuses advocate or prepare for a 

Chief Diversity Officer, or are preparing to serve in 

a CDO role themselves, student affairs practitioners 

are perhaps the best suited to guide and support 

collaborative efforts toward the successful 

implementation of a CDO on campus.  

CONCLUSION 

It will take more research, assessment, and 

time to determine whether or not a Chief Diversity 

Officer role is an effective way for institutions of 

higher education to respond to racially charged 

tensions and needs for improved diversity efforts 

on campus.  Organizational placement is a factor, 

which influences the legitimacy, authority, and 

abilities with which the CDO has to work with.  

CDOs also require adequate resources, such as 

funding, staff, and the support of constituents 

across the community, that will help bolster 

legitimacy and continue to acknowledge the need 

for a Chief Diversity Officer to lead the institution 

in its diversity and inclusion efforts.  

Understanding considerations for the vision, 

implementation, and responsibilities of the role can 

guide practitioners in assessing what their 

respective institutions may need from a CDO and 

what must be done to support the CDO in 

effectively serving the institution.  The success of a 

Chief Diversity Officer will depend on how their 

roles are shaped and supported in the context of 

their respective institution. 
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Integrating Basic Counseling Skills into Student Affairs Practice 

 
Eli Heller, Seattle University 

 
In response to the increasing number of college students who report symptoms of anxiety, 
depression, and other mental health difficulties during their undergraduate studies, this article 
provides a framework for student affairs practitioners to support and cater to the needs of 
today’s college student populations through individual counseling responses.  This article 
provides an overview of the commonality of mental health struggles among today’s college 
students, including those who arrive with psychological needs, and those who develop such 
needs while pursuing degrees.  With a focus on academic advising, this article makes the case 
for the necessity of equipping today’s student affairs practitioners with the basic counseling 
tools necessary to support and maintain today’s college student populations’ mental 
health.  By incorporating the counseling responses described in this article into their current 
practice, academic advisers can best support students from their initial transitions into the 
university setting through their transitions out of the university setting.  

Keywords: advising, counseling, mental health, student affairs 
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 Utilizing counseling skills and responses in 

tandem with knowledge of student development 

theories is a beneficial and impactful method for 

supporting today’s college student 

populations.  Schlossberg’s (1984) theory of 

transition provides a helpful framework for 

supporting students by highlighting three types of 

transitions an individual may experience—an 

anticipated transition such as a student’s move 

from their parent’s home into on-campus housing; 

an unanticipated transition, such as an unexpected 

family death or ineligibility to pursue one’s desired 

major due to poor grades; and a nonevent, in which 

an expected event, such as acceptance into a 

desired graduate program, does not 

occur.  Schlossberg (1984) also provides four 

dimensions of transition: the situation (what type 

of transition is occurring and what its effects will 

be), the self (personal identities and 

characteristics), strategies (the individual’s capacity 

to manage the aftermath of the transition), and 

support (what type of family, friendship or 

community-based resources are accessible to the 

individual).  

 An academic adviser plays a vital role in 

serving as a source of support for students in 

transition, including students’ initial transitions 

into the university setting, into a different academic 

discipline, through any unanticipated transition or 

nonevent that takes place during their studies at a 

university, and ultimately out of the university 

setting, whether this concludes with graduation or 

not.  Regardless of functional area, however, any 

student affairs practitioner may serve as a student’s 

initial point of contact with university staff during 

the student’s transition into the university 

setting.  All student affairs practitioners provide 

students with confidential, safe spaces in which to 

express their concerns and explore aspects of their 

identities that they may have previously 
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suppressed, all in the presence of a caring 

professional.  

 Further, student affairs practitioners in all 

functional areas can expect to work with students in 

distress on an individual basis during any given 

school year whether the psychological trauma is 

due to a transition or not.  Posselt and Lipson 

(2016) report that in 2015, 25 percent of college 

students were diagnosed or treated for mental 

illnesses.  Thus, it is essential for all student affairs 

practitioners to develop the basic counseling skills 

necessary to support students who demonstrate or 

disclose mental health challenges as obstacles to 

their success.  

OVERVIEW OF MENTAL HEALTH IN TODAY’S 

COLLEGE STUDENTS 

 The number of college students who report 

suffering from mental health difficulties has rapidly 

increased in recent years (Kruisselbrink Flatt, 

2013).  While psychological services are available 

on most college campuses in the form of counseling 

centers, many of such resources function 

independently from academic units, especially on 

larger campuses.  Posselt and Lipson (2016) point 

out that most first-year experience programs, for 

example, focus on the academic and practical 

aspects of the first-year experience, rather than the 

psychological and developmental aspects.  They 

suggest that links between these differing 

dimensions of students’ experiences at a university 

can and should be incorporated.  As Heiligenstein 

and Guenther’s (1996) study of depression in 

college students demonstrates, “without practical 

links between these services, students in academic 

counseling may be at risk for under diagnosis of a 

treatable condition” (p. 5).    

 Additionally, students today often perceive 

of one academic failure at the collegiate level as a 

disaster, particularly those in impacted STEM and 

business disciplines at large research 

universities.  Because of unequal amounts of 

preparation for collegiate study among students 

entering such institutions, many experience their 

first academic failures in college, must drastically 

restructure their professional goals, and suffer 

mental health difficulties as a result.  The recent 

economic downturn and pressure to find 

employment immediately following graduation 

further exacerbates this crisis (Guo, Wang, 

Johnson, & Diaz, 2011).  Posselt and Lipson (2016) 

report that today’s competitive learning 

environments also foster unhealthy social 

comparisons among students that can lead to 

depression and anxiety.  In their study, they found 

that those who perceive their classroom 

environments as competitive have “37% higher 

odds of screening positive for depression and 69% 

higher odds of screening positive for anxiety” (p. 

980). 

 Applying basic counseling responses can 

assist academic advisers in guiding students to 

develop effective coping methods, mitigate 

unhealthy tendencies toward social comparisons, 

and build resiliency.  Thus, utilizing the following 

basic counseling responses can strengthen all 

professionals’ work with individual students, 

resulting in a mutually beneficial relationship 

between the student and professional. 
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QUESTIONING 

 The counseling response of questioning is 

most useful in helping to challenge, acknowledge, 

and explore a student’s perspective rather than just 

to get information (Haney & Leibsohn, 1998).  In 

academic advising in particular, asking a student 

how they feel about their major can assist the 

student in large or small-scale goal formation or 

with major discernment.  Asking students questions 

such as, “Why did you choose your current major?” 

or “What types of classes do you find most 

difficult?” are beneficial in helping students identify 

their personal strengths, challenges, and areas of 

growth.  Questioning can be particularly useful in 

helping a new first-year or transfer student become 

more self-aware in a new academic or geographical 

setting.  For example, a question such as, “What do 

you find to be some of the most significant 

challenges in your adjustment from high school to 

the university setting?” can be beneficial in helping 

students identify and establish their sense of 

self.  This aligns with Schlossberg’s (1984) theory of 

transition, and it also helps students begin 

identifying strategies for coping with transition into 

a new setting.  Asking, “How does it feel to discuss 

this with me?” can help a student develop 

emotional awareness and competency in any type 

of individual meeting.  

PARAPHRASING, EMPATHIZING, AND GIVING 

FEEDBACK 

 Paraphrasing, empathizing, and giving 

feedback, in contrast to questioning, are each 

passive counseling responses.  They can be used to 

acknowledge and validate the student’s feelings and 

thoughts, and they can help the student verbally 

process said feelings and thoughts during an 

academic advising appointment, probation, 

conduct, or other type of individual meeting (Haney 

& Leibsohn, 1998). 

 In an empathy response, the student affairs 

practitioner responds directly to the student’s 

feelings.  This could involve anything from a 

student’s expression of dissatisfaction with a 

specific aspect of their overall campus experience to 

a dispute with a professor or an argument with a 

roommate.  For example, a student might express, 

“I have had difficulty making friends and finding a 

community while at school since I do not live in the 

area and only commute to campus three times per 

week,” and the practitioner would respond, “You 

feel lonely.”  A successful empathy response 

summarizes a student’s feelings into a valid 

emotion.  It is important to note that while a friend 

might respond to a similar expression of feelings by 

saying, “I know exactly how you feel,” a 

professional counselor always keeps the focus on 

the client (Haney & Leibsohn, 1998).  

 In a paraphrasing response, a professional 

responds directly to a student’s thoughts or 

behaviors by paraphrasing what the student has 

said, and in doing so, makes them aware that the 

professional is listening.  While discussing with 

their academic adviser what led to their academic 

difficulties the previous quarter, a student on 

academic probation might mention, “I was 

struggling in my calculus class and did not ask for 

help from my professor until right before the 

final.”  The adviser could respond, “You waited to 
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ask for help from your instructor until it was too 

late.”  When a student discloses a large amount of 

information, it is also helpful to provide a longer 

paraphrase in the form of a summary at the end of 

the meeting.  

 In a feedback response, a student affairs 

practitioner responds specifically to a student’s 

body language or behavior to increase the student’s 

awareness of how their feelings and thoughts are 

interpreted.  For example, a student might say, “I’m 

very excited to be starting a new internship as well 

as a new leadership position on campus,” and a 

practitioner would respond, “You say you’re 

excited, but you looked down as you mentioned 

your upcoming leadership position next 

quarter.”  The student might continue, “I am 

excited about both opportunities, but I am 

concerned about time management and passing all 

of my classes while taking on other commitments.” 

REFRAMING 

 Perhaps the most therapeutic counseling 

response, a reframing response occurs when a 

practitioner successfully offers a new perspective on 

a student’s original thoughts, often shedding 

positive light on a situation.  For example, if a 

student expresses, “I feel that I am a complete 

failure and do not know what to do next.  I was a 

straight-A student in high school but just failed my 

first chemistry class, and now I am not sure I can 

continue with my biology major,” a practitioner 

might reply, “Another way to look at that situation 

is that this is first time you have been in such a 

large class of students, who might have all been 

straight-A students in high school as well.  That is 

not a sign of failure, but rather an indication that 

college will be more challenging and you will have 

to see if that is right for you with your current 

major.”  A reframing response can coach a student 

to view an unsuccessful attempt at one major area 

of study as an opportunity to succeed at another.   

SELF-DISCLOSURE 

 A self-disclosure response is the only 

counseling response that incorporates a personal 

disclosure of information on the practitioner’s 

part.  This response aims to support the student by 

providing relatable information, including salient 

identities, and can be used to support diverse 

student populations.  A student might mention, “I 

feel invisible on this campus as a 28-year-old single 

mother.  I feel that most of my classmates are many 

years younger than I am and do not relate to me or 

want to work with me in a group project.”  An 

academic adviser could offer, “I also completed 

college as a non-traditional student and felt isolated 

much of the time.  But by connecting with my 

professors through individual office hours and 

eventually meeting other non-traditional students 

like myself, I learned that I was appreciated on 

campus and found the motivation to earn my 

degree.”  Self-disclosure thus only applies in 

specific situations and should be used sparingly 

when working individually with students.  Yet in an 

academic advising context in particular, self-

disclosing can make advisers most relatable to 

students and assist in developing rapport between 

professionals and students.  
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IMMEDIACY 

 Finally, the focus of immediacy prompts the 

student to focus on the “immediate moment” and 

can be incorporated into any of the above 

counseling responses (Haney & Leibsohn, 1998, p. 

4).  To include immediacy into a counseling 

response, a student affairs practitioner might ask a 

student who has just disclosed their struggles with 

anxiety in the classroom environment, “How does it 

feel to tell me this right now?”  Immediacy in any 

counseling response ensures that the focus remains 

on the student and is instrumental in helping a 

student build self-awareness of their feelings and 

develop resilience in challenging situations or 

transitions, academic or personal. 

CONCLUSION 

 By developing knowledge of basic 

counseling responses, academic advisers, and all 

student affairs practitioners, can serve a pivotal role 

in helping students overcome serious psychological 

difficulties and barriers to degree 

completion.  While incorporating mandatory 

counseling coursework into student affairs graduate 

programs is not a complete solution to the current 

commonality of mental health crises among 

students in higher education today, it can help all 

professionals guide students toward practicing self-

care and resilience as well as developing effective 

coping strategies for dealing with transitions and 

on-going mental health conditions that result from 

competitive classroom environments.  Providing 

individual psychological counseling and therapy to 

students lies outside of the scope of practice of most 

student affairs professionals.  Yet incorporating 

basic counseling responses into current student 

affairs practice in all functional areas has become 

increasingly important in guiding student 

populations to success both in and out of the 

classroom. 
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Research has addressed how lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or queer (LGBQ) student identity 
development is largely shaped by external factors such as perceptions of campus support and 
inclusivity (Schmidt, Miles, & Welsh, 2011; Swank & Fahs, 2012; Tomlinson & Fassinger, 
2003).  In addition, literature has illustrated a positive correlation among student leaders 
involved in identity-based organizations and activities that entice self-authorship, meaning 
making, and leadership development (Renn, 2007; Renn & Bilodeau, 2005).  However, there is 
a finite amount of research focused on leadership and identity development among queer-
identified students’ involvement in non-queer specific activities.  Among best practices in 
student affairs, community service suggests a significant impact on leadership development, 
identity development, and multicultural competency development (Benkert, 2013; Einfeld & 
Collins, 2008; Mitchell, 2007).  However, research around LGBQ students involved in 
community service is extremely limited.  The following review of literature will explore three 
themes that suggest further research is needed to assess the correlation between community 
service and sexual identity development. 

Keywords: community service, identity development, LGBQ, student development  
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INTRODUCTION 

Research confirms that college is a pivotal 

moment in identity development among lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, and queer (LGBQ) college students 

(Smallwood, 2015; Stevens, 2004; Wall & Evans, 

2000).  Moreover, literature illustrates a positive 

correlation among LGBQ student leaders involved 

in identity-based organizations and activities with 

self-authorship, meaning making, and leadership 

development (Renn, 2007; Renn & Bilodeau, 

2005).  However, finite research engages in 

leadership and identity development among queer-

identified students’ involvement in non-queer 

specific activities.  Without such investigations, 

student affairs practitioners struggle to meet the 

needs of queer students.  This is especially true 

considering high attrition risk among queer 

students who persevere to graduation despite the 

fear of harassment and judgment (Mancini, 2011; 

Sanlo, 2004).  

LGBQ students are vulnerable to stigma, 

which can lead to negative perceptions of campus 

climates and of attitudes towards nonconforming 

sexual identities (Rankin, 2006; Tetrault, Fette, 

Meidlinger, & Hope, 2013; Woodford, Howell, & 

Silverschanz, 2013).  In addition, this could have a 

direct impact on new students who are 

simultaneously transitioning and beginning their 

college careers.  Research shows that higher 

education institutions that lack visible support and 

acknowledgement of LGBQ students could be 

correlated with low retention rates among LGBQ 

students (Sanlo, 2004).  While research 

complements the implementation of diversity 

centers to support underrepresented student 

populations (Fine, 2012), colleges and universities 
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do not consistently meet the needs of students who, 

for whatever reason, do not engage in those 

spaces.  Therefore, an examination of best practices 

to support sexual minority students through 

graduation is critical. 

Research has also addressed how LGBQ 

student identity development is largely shaped by 

external factors such as perceptions of campus 

support and inclusivity (Schmidt, Miles, & Welsh, 

2011; Swank & Fahs, 2012; Tomlinson & Fassinger, 

2003).  Due to the lack of research on lesbian, gay, 

and bisexual students’ campus involvement, 

student affairs practitioners may not know how to 

integrate inclusive support through multiple 

heterodominant spaces.  The college experience is a 

crucial time for sexual identity development 

amongst traditional-aged undergraduates (Stevens, 

2004).  Students living on a college campus have 

the freedom to explore and experiment with their 

sexual orientation and gender expressions; 

however, such explorative development is neither 

accessible nor comfortable for all sexual and gender 

minority students.  Students might discover their 

identities at different moments in their college 

experiences because they might react to their 

surroundings differently over time (D’Augelli, 

1994).  

The historical impact of heteronormativity, 

medical disordering of homosexuality, and political 

disadvantages has resulted in dominant society 

stigmatizing and ostracizing LGBQ people 

(Advocates For Youth, 2010).  In fact, many face 

rejection from their own families.  Many LGBQ 

students may cover their sexual identities as a self- 

defense mechanism that keeps them from being 

their holistic selves.  Therefore, it is important, if 

not crucial, for student affairs practitioners to 

research how to best support queer students.  In 

doing so, students may need guidance to help them 

find community amongst students of shared 

identities (Renn, 2007), which might require the 

available opportunities to explore and make 

meaning of their intersecting identities (Abes & 

Jones, 2004).  In the end, queer students should be 

able to easily identify and be institutionally 

supported within an inclusive campus climate that 

extends beyond queer designated spaces, such as 

diversity centers, and weaves through the entire 

institutional climate, culture, and ecology (Fine, 

2012; Kuh, 2008; Love, 1998; Rankin, 2006). 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

While current research on LGBQ identity 

development is severely lacking, three common 

themes emerged after a review of literature.  The 

first theme draws on developmental models of 

sexual identity development and concludes that 

intersectionality of multiple identities (race, 

gender, ethnicity, disability, etc.) influences the 

development of sexual identity.  The second theme 

extends that an examination of sexual identity 

development in the context of student involvement 

is necessary in order to investigate literature on 

best practices for supporting holistic student 

development in higher education.  Finally, the third 

theme explores community service as a means to 

facilitate identity development through a unique 

type of student involvement that does not 

necessarily place the student support at the center; 
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rather, it focuses on the student in relation to the 

community members they are serving.  

Intersectionality of Sexual Identity 

Development 

The first theme focuses on lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, and queer identity development in 

relation to the development of other salient 

identities that impact students’ 

experiences.  Classic sexual orientation and identity 

development theories exclude the unique 

experiences that LGBQ students with multiple 

salient identities encounter.  Coleman (1982) and 

Cass (1979) developed sexual identity development 

models that proposed linear stages from before 

coming out, to coming out, and to living that 

lifestyle (i.e. relationships, social bonds, etc.) (as 

cited by McCarns & Fassinger, 1996).  However, 

literature in the past 20 years has revealed a shift 

away from linear models of identity development 

and has begun to explore how multiple dimensions 

of identity are impacted by external factors such as 

environmental contexts (D’Augelli, 1994; Fassinger, 

1998) political structures (Gordon & Silva, 2014), as 

well as race, gender, and familial background 

(Abes, 2004; Peña-Talamantes, 2013; Renn, 2007; 

Tillapaugh, 2015).  

This shift suggests it is important to 

consider students’ personal histories, such as where 

they come from, the cultures they know, and the 

adversities they might have overcome as major 

factors in their overall student 

development.  D’Augelli’s (1994) lifespan model for 

lesbian, gay, and bisexual identity suggests six 

interactive processes that provide a broad 

understanding of implications for student affairs 

practitioners.  The six processes of development are 

exiting heterosexual identity, developing a personal 

LGBQ identity status, developing a social LGBQ 

identity, becoming an LGBQ offspring, forming 

romantic relationships, and entering the LGBQ 

community (D’Augelli, 1994).  This model 

acknowledges how LGBQ students navigate their 

identities within different environmental 

contexts.  However, each process is an example of 

social resistance against normative and dominant 

culture.  The resistance associated with these 

identities can help student affairs practitioners 

understand the motivations for these students to 

get involved in social justice activities 

(Longerbeam, Inkelas, Johnson, & Lee, 2007; 

Renn, 2007).  D’Augelli’s (1994) developmental 

model welcomed fluidity of sexual identities 

although the model lacked the applicability to 

students with multiple nondominant identities.  

To best serve LGBQ students with multiple 

identities, it is important for student affairs 

practitioners to understand that students from 

diverse backgrounds are likely to perceive their 

college experience differently than heterosexual 

students (Poynter & Washington, 2005; Rankin, 

2006).  With a multidimensional lens to identity 

development, Tomlinson and Fassinger (2003) 

investigated the relationship between lesbian 

identity development and perceived campus 

climate.  Their results concurred that LGBQ 

students would develop more holistically in a more 

inclusive and supportive environment.  However, 

the study lacked more application to students with 



LGBQ STUDENT DEVELOPMENT IN COMMUNITY SERVICE 33 
 
!

 
MAGIS: A STUDENT DEVELOPMENT JOURNAL, VOLUME 11 

intersecting identities such as race, ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic status. 

Peña-Talamantes’s (2013) research applies 

intersectionality in a study of lesbian and gay 

Latina/o students who internalized their sexual 

identities in an effort to balance two LGBT hostile 

environments, home and school.  Self-

empowerment and self-authorship acted as vehicles 

for multiple identity development and meaningful 

experiences for lesbian and gay Latino/a students 

persevering through unsupportive environments.   

In contrast, in a qualitative study of how 

sexual minority college males found meaning, one 

African American, gay male found self-

empowerment and called himself a “trailblazer” 

since he was the first to create a space for identity 

support and dialogue (Tillapaugh, 2015).  In this 

same study one gay, White male made meaning in 

his sexual orientation and gender expression 

through sex with other men because he was able to 

challenge masculinity and femininity.  Other 

students found meaning in their intersecting 

identities through leadership roles and ongoing 

exposure to heteronormativity (Tillapaugh, 2015).   

Student Involvement and Campus Climate 

Tillapaugh (2015) found that some queer 

students made meaningful connections to ongoing 

exposure to non-queer spaces, norms, and 

culture.  However, much of the research on identity 

development and student involvement for LGBQ 

students focuses on the need for queer student 

organizations (Renn, 2007) and diversity spaces 

(Fine, 2012; Rankin, 2006).  While this need 

cannot be disputed, it is not an accommodating 

solution for best practices.  Some LGBQ individuals 

find themselves, for some reason or another, drawn 

to leadership opportunities and involvement that 

might be unaffiliated with their sexual orientation 

identity; however, that could be due to the 

perceived campus climate they are in (Schullman, 

Fassinger, & Stevenson, 2010).  

LGBQ students with multiple identities have 

to negotiate how to disclose their identities from 

space to space.  According to Gordon and Silva 

(2014), intersecting identities impact how 

individuals interpret, react, contact, and express 

themselves in the different landscapes they are 

in.  Therefore, while some students might feel 

welcomed in diversity centers, some may not. 

Astin’s (1984) student involvement theory is the 

paramount resource for supporting student affairs 

work.  His theory articulates that the larger the 

amount of emotional and physical energy students 

invest in their college experience the higher 

retention rates will be and the more positively they 

will perceive their overall college 

experience.  Therefore, implications for practice 

suggest that student affairs practitioners should 

create opportunities for students to engage in 

leadership development, identity development, and 

vocational aspirations (Longerbeam, Inkelas, 

Johnson, & Lee, 2007; Schmidt, Miller, & Welsh, 

2011).  In a study of student involvement 

comparisons between straight and queer students, 

Longerbeam, Inkelas, Johnson, and Lee (2007) 

found that the two groups engaged in different 

types of activities and spent their time in different 

ways.  This could be related to negative perceptions 
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of institutional climate and lack of visible support 

for LGBQ college students (Ranking, 2006).  

Student involvement provides students with 

opportunities for leadership development 

(Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 1998), vocational 

experiences (Long, 2012), and identity development 

(Bilodeau & Renn, 2005).  However, if 

opportunities for student involvement are not made 

accessible to all students and are not related to 

their lives, students are less likely to be engaged in 

campus activities and resources (Astin, 1984; Long, 

2012).  This suggests that for higher education 

institutions to promote diversity, social justice, and 

ethics, they must strategically implement an array 

of programs that stimulate exploration of self-

identities and reflection on the self in relation to 

others in meaningful ways that influence leadership 

and career development.  

Student Involvement in Community Service 
 The third theme suggests student 

involvement in community service as a promising 

practice to support the leadership development and 

identity development of LGBQ college 

students.  Community service at Seattle University, 

in particular, offers ample opportunities for student 

leaders to actively promote a just and humane 

world.  In doing so, the Social Change Model (SCM) 

(Astin & Astin, 1996) is a national tool for 

implementing leadership development, self-

awareness, awareness of others, and social change 

in public institutions.  According to Renn (2007), 

SCM promotes service and activism as vehicles for 

making meaning of life experiences, promoting 

social justice, equity, and self-knowledge (as cited 

by Nickels, Rowland, & Fadase, 2011).  

 Community service is a productive form of 

student involvement for LGBQ students because it 

encourages them to experience their own identities 

in relation to members of the community they are 

serving.  It allows students to promote justice while 

analyzing their own identities and experiences with 

marginalization.  Baxter Magolda (2000) 

articulates that community service engages 

students in self-authorship, which is the ability “to 

construct internal identity separate from external 

influences and an ability to engage in relationships 

without losing one’s internal identity” (Baxter 

Magolda, 1999, p. 12).  Baxter Magolda’s (2000) 

research on community service and self-authorship 

suggests that LGBQ students construct their own 

identities while developing an awareness of their 

identities in relation to the members of a 

community they are serving.  Therefore, 

community service has the ability to promote an 

awareness of privileges, even for students holding 

marginalized and stigmatized identities.  

In conclusion, research has illustrated that 

community service is associated with vocational 

aspirations and a long-term commitment to social 

justice values (Benkert, 2013; Jones & Abes, 2004; 

Mitchell, 2007; Vogelgesang & Astin, 2000).  Such 

programs have been shown to promote diversity, 

social justice, and ethics among college students 

who participate in community service (Mitchell, 

2007).  More research is needed to assess the 

potential that community service has to support 

identity exploration and development for LGBQ 
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students who do not engage in queer-specific 

spaces.  Within community service, one’s sexual 

identity might not be the focus of their civic 

engagement.  However, it is known that community 

service can guide students towards their vocational 

goals (Mitchell, 2007).  More research is critical to 

examine how students make meaning of their 

intersecting identities through community 

service.  For example, sexual orientation can be a 

sensitive and contentious aspect of one’s identity 

(Rankin, 2006).  A student could be viscerally 

impacted by the climate of their surrounding 

environment, which could lead them to finding 

comfort in a more socially accepted aspect of their 

identity such as their race or gender.  That is why it 

is important to further examine how students 

navigate their sexual orientation through 

involvement in spaces that are not designated as 

queer and how such involvement impacts the 

development of their intersecting identities.  
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In the educational climate today, transitioning to college life can be a turbulent time for 
students.  It is essential that student affairs practitioners develop and create innovative 
services and programs that prepare students to be successful during their time at a 
university.  This exploratory qualitative study investigates the degree to which the 
participation in college improv comedy impacts social skills and the implications participation 
may have for students transitioning to university life. 

  Keywords: improv comedy, social skills, transition 
 

Transitioning to a college campus can be 

challenging and may result in student 

attrition.  While there are several factors that could 

result in a student leaving the campus, student 

affairs professionals play a critical role in 

cultivating an environment that is conducive to 

building friendships, social networks, and 

community.  Services and programming are already 

in place to support incoming students.  This piece 

will explore how student affairs practitioners might 

utilize improv comedy to advance the social 

experience of college students.  A brief overview of 

improv comedy will be provided along with how 

improv comedy might be utilized to impact the 

transition to collegiate life by enhancing the social 

experience and social skill development of college 

students. 

TRANSITION TO COLLEGE 

For most students, the transition to college 

can be overwhelming, especially at the start of their 

transition.  Incoming students would greatly benefit 

if they were provided with an environment where 

students feel like they belong and 

matter.  Belonging is critical to student success, and 

if students are not connected, loneliness can be 

detrimental to their success (Pittman & Richmond, 

2008).  This sense of belonging is especially critical 

when they arrive on campus.  Student affairs 

professionals “can help students become familiar 

with social activities, the environment, and new 

relationships on campus.  These individuals can 

help first-year students feel comfortable in their 

new environment” (Hurtado, Carter, & Spuler, 

1996, p. 147).  The challenges that exist are not 

limited to first-year students, but also include 

transfer students.  Laanan (2001) suggests, 

“transfer students are likely to experience a 

complex adjustment process-academically, socially, 

and psychologically” (p. 11).  All students require 

support as they transition to college, and improv 

comedy can help support those transitions to 

university life. 

Researchers have proven the value that 

comes with the co-curricular experience and how 

an academic setting can be impacted.  For instance, 

student involvement includes supportive 
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environments from peers and faculty (Hoffman, 

Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 

2002).  Vanderbout (2010) says that “experiences 

in and out of the classroom provided students with 

the opportunity to try new things, broaden their 

perspective, and form relationships” (p. 

165).  While Pittman and Richard (2008) suggest 

that “it would be useful for university 

administrators to consider way to enhance [first-

year] students’ sense of belonging and development 

for more positive friendships” (p. 356).  Student 

affairs professionals can utilize innovative tactics to 

positively impact student success.  Different 

strategies must be employed to engage the different 

types of students (Terenzini et al., 1994).  This is 

where improv comedy can be used to impact 

positive transitions to college.   

IMPROV COMEDY 

 Just as creativity has many definitions, 

improvisation has many 

interpretations.  Experienced improvisers suggest 

that “improvisation is making it up as you go along” 

(Halpern, Close, & Johnson, 1994, p. 14).  Others 

suggest that improv is applying what one has 

previously learned to unexpected circumstances 

(Crossan & Sorrenti, 1997).  Improv comedy is 

usually portrayed in a theatrical group performance 

with loosely structured activities that are inspired 

by audience prompts (Hackbert, 2010; Halpern, 

Close, & Johnson, 1994; Holmes & Qureshi, 2006; 

Seham, 2001).  

 Over 500 years ago, just as the European 

higher education was getting started, an Italian 

comedic touring group called the Comedia Dell Arte 

built the framework for modern improv comedy 

(Duchartre, 1966; Halpern, Close, & Johnson, 1994; 

Salinsky & Francis-White, 2008).  In the 1900s, 

Viola Spolin started the improv movement.  It was 

Spolin’s son, Paul Sillis, who worked with David 

Shepard to create the Compass Players, which later 

became The Second City that today is a training 

ground for Saturday Night Live (Salinsky & 

Francis-White, 2008; Seham, 2001).  It was not 

until the 1980s that improv comedy started 

showing up college campuses. 

METHODOLOGY 

The methodology for this study included 

selecting three different college campuses in the 

Midwest that had established improv teams.  The 

criteria for the specific teams required the groups to 

be operational for at least a year, have at least one 

practice bi-weekly, perform regularly, and receive 

some coaching.  The purposeful sample included a 

very high research activity university, a high 

research activity university, and a state 

university.  After the sites were confirmed, four to 

six individual interviews occurred with each improv 

team as well as follow-up interviews.  The 

methodology also included an observation of each 

of the improv team performance and a follow-up 

group interview.  After the data were collected and 

transcribed, the design included open, axial, and 

selective coding.  After the coded data were 

analyzed, three themes and 10 subthemes 

emerged.  The three themes included academic, 

social, and identity development skills.  This article 

will focus primarily on the social skills subthemes 

associated with the study.  



IMPROV COMEDY  40 
 
!

 
MAGIS: A STUDENT DEVELOPMENT JOURNAL, VOLUME 11 

SOCIAL OPPORTUNITIES 

If creating social connections and belonging 

is critical to college student success, then improv 

comedy could be utilized to help further develop 

social skills.  Student development and out-of-class 

campus life impact college student social 

development (Kuh, 2005; Zhao & Kuh, 2004), and 

improv comedy may positively impact college 

students’ social skills.  For instance, Stewart (2016) 

said that: 

Participants learn the skills to develop 

community, develop relationships, and 

support one another.  Participation also 

improves the ability to communicate and 

make meaningful connections with others. 

…  Each team created their own community 

where they would support each other on and 

off stage, attend other improv events, and 

hang out with each other socially.  It was 

revealed that those who participated in 

improv comedy had improved their ability 

to build community with one another.  The 

participants shared that being a part of an 

improv group was a unique and special 

experience that bound them together.  The 

participants believed that community and 

team building skills could be transferable to 

campus  (p. 217-218). 

In this passage, the description offers a broad 

overview of the impact of improv comedy on social 

skills.  The subthemes discovered under social skills 

include teamwork makes the dream work, hand in 

hand, and a way with words.  In the following 

subsections, a case will be made for how the various 

subthemes discovered in the study could be applied 

to the transition into collegiate life. 

Teamwork Makes the Dream Work 

Within this study, it was evident that 

participating in improv comedy heavily impacted 

social skills.  It was also apparent that improv 

comedy could be applied to community 

development and campus life (Stewart, 

2016).  Developing friendships with peers as the 

collegiate journey begins can set the path for how 

they gain social capital (Tinto, 1993).  College 

students also demonstrate a need for strong social 

connections.  Hoffman et al. (2002) suggested that 

“the common agenda and similar struggles further 

encouraged student/peer interactions and helped to 

create meaningful bonds between students that are 

characterized by support rather than mere social 

unions” (p. 252).  This would suggest that colleges 

should include more than just social opportunities, 

but must also include meaningful programs and 

services.  Improv comedy occurring on college 

campuses can contribute to a healthy social life, and 

the results from the study concluded that building 

relationships and fostering an inclusive climate was 

a result of participating in improv comedy (Stewart, 

2016).  If improv comedy were to be utilized in 

other platforms, the results could be just as 

meaningful.  

While participating in improv comedy can 

develop the social skills of college students, it may 

take time and include some conflict.  Improv 

comedy would not exist without 

conflict.  Struggling is a necessary and healthy part 

of team dynamics.  Improv comedy teaches the 
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participant how to work through the most unusual 

challenges in real time.  It is within the struggle 

where the meaning lies.  Within those struggles and 

conflicts, connections must also be made with other 

participants.  

Hand in Hand 
The hand in hand subtheme defined how 

improvisers acquired relationships and the 

necessary social skills for interacting with 

others.  As discussed earlier, belonging matters, 

and when students feel like they belong, there are 

links “to students’ positive self-perceptions of social 

acceptance and scholastic competence” (Pittman & 

Richard, 2008, p. 354).  Improv comedy also helps 

college students make connections with others, 

read others, and build better relationships.  This is 

especially critical in the first few months of college 

when those connections are made.  

 Improv comedy may help college students 

build the skills required to connect with individuals 

and groups.  These skills can be applied to 

situations where those individuals may not know 

the other person or group.  If a college student had 

acquired these skills, they would be able to make 

friendships and social connections with peers, staff, 

and professors.  Within improv, relationships are 

based on mutual enjoyment and not transactional 

(Stewart, 2016).  These experiences and skills also 

have the potential to positively impact future 

internships or jobs for students as well.  In addition 

to connecting with others, improvisers must be able 

to communicate with others as well. 

 
 

A Way with Words 
Building communication skills is a critical 

ability needed in college (Chickering & Reisser, 

1993), and communication is lacking in a 

significant number of college graduates (American 

Management Association, 2010; Wagner, 

2008).  Improv comedy has been used to improve 

communication tools within the professional world 

(Arterburn, 2012).  Furthermore, improv comedy 

helps individuals learn how to communicate and 

listen to diverse groups and audiences (Stewart, 

2016).  Being able to communicate with others is a 

vital skill to be obtained as students learn to 

connect with a larger community.  Pittman and 

Richmond (2008) suggest that “this sense of 

belonging goes beyond the relationship with 

individuals in the school to a more global sense of 

belonging and feeling connected to a larger 

community” (p. 344). 

An argument can be made that improv 

comedy not only gives students the ability to 

enhance their communication skills, but helps them 

communicate through multiple mediums with 

various groups, all while transmitting their 

messages creatively.  Within improv comedy, 

participants often have to communicate their 

message beyond words by using physical 

movements, unknown languages, poems, and 

songs, and it is all done with no preparation.  These 

silly games, exercises, and activities provide college 

students with the ability to experiment with new 

communication strategies to diverse 

audiences.  This is important in the first few weeks 

of college when incoming students are meeting and 
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connecting with so many new individuals and 

groups. 

CONCLUSION 

Participating in improv comedy has the 

potential to impact one’s social skills.  If improv 

comedy was incorporated into the introduction of 

collegiate life, there may be positive 

results.  However, just as with any new program, it 

would take a systematic, concerted effort and 

expertise that some may not have.  For instance, 

having a coach or facilitator with knowledge of 

improv could produce better results.  Additionally, 

there are significant differences in what some find 

to be humorous and may cause unhealthy 

conflict.  However, the participants in the study 

often challenged and supported their own players 

by encouraging their players to go beyond 

inappropriate or racist humor without intervention 

(Stewart, 2016).  If student development 

professionals are a part of the process, there could 

be many opportunities to guide a group of students 

in even more thoughtful ways. 

Within social skill development, the 

student improvisers identified that they were able 

to build community, communicate, and develop 

meaningful relationships with each 

other.  Incorporating these strategies would be 

beneficial for college campuses, and these skills 

can be transferred beyond the stage.  These skills 

can be applied to their relationships, passions, 

studies, and future career.  Improve comedy 

makes students feel like they matter, can make 

mistakes, and have a place on their campus.  
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