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According to higher education preparation standards, students who 

complete master’s preparation programs in student affairs should not only be 

acquiring skills and knowledge, they should be socialized into the field of student 

affairs.  Master’s level preparation programs in college student personnel or 

higher education leadership are often coupled with a graduate assistantship so 

that students are able to obtain valuable theory-to-practice experience.  This 

additional experience becomes complementary to the work the graduate student 

is doing in the classroom and thus becomes a practical learning opportunity. 

After completing a preparation program, a former master’s student will 

most likely move into an entry-level position in student affairs, such as residence 

hall director, student activities coordinator, judicial affairs coordinator, or a 

fraternity/sorority coordinator.  However, despite this common career pathway,
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there has been limited research regarding the role a student affairs graduate 

assistantship plays in assisting students in their socialization and transition into 

the field and how this prepares these new student affairs professionals for their 

first position post-master’s degree. 

Thirteen new professionals in student affairs who graduated from two 

preparation programs in the southeastern region of the United States participated 

in this basic interpretive qualitative study.  The purpose of this basic interpretive 

qualitative study was to examine and describe the experience of new student 

affairs professionals who held a graduate assistantship in student affairs during 

their graduate preparation program and the role, if any, the graduate 

assistantship played in their perceptions of preparedness.  Based on the findings 

of this study, the graduate assistantship in student affairs indeed plays a role in 

the perceptions of preparedness of these new professionals.  The overarching 

themes that emerged using Schlossberg’s (1984) transition theory as the 

analytical lens were mentorship, hands-on experience, peer interactions, and 

financial enticement.  The findings from this study align with and expand upon 

the existing student affairs literature, and provide awareness to student affairs 

practitioners and higher education leadership faculty on how to best support new 

professionals as they transition into the field of student affairs. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

It is a crisp night in early February 1992, at a large public four-year 

residential state university in the northeastern region of the United States.  In a 

residence hall that houses over 100 students, a light din of music and loud 

conversations can be heard throughout the halls.  Five women live in a suite-

style, three-bedroom apartment on the second floor.  On this particular night in 

February, three of the women are in the apartment studying.  Suddenly, a fire 

alarm sounds.  The women scramble to recall the fire drill training they had 

received from their resident assistant.  One of the women runs to her room to 

gather her coat and her keys.  When she notices the smoke is coming from her 

room, she turns and runs back to the other two women to alert them.  “This is not 

a drill, this is a real fire,” she says, and “it is coming from my room.”  We have to 

get out,” she gasps.  Two of the women run from the room.  There is a flurry of 

activity in the hallway as the other residents of the building begin to smell the 

smoke.  The third woman is still in the apartment.  She hesitates, turning to find 

her coat and her keys.  When she turns to leave she realizes the flames have 

begun to cover the path to the front door of the apartment.  This could make her 

egress difficult.   She walks toward the window.  She looks out into the dark night 

and sees the steep drop to the first floor below. 

Outside the apartment the resident assistant is shouting to everyone to 

evacuate.  As she turns to leave she notices the shadow of a woman still trapped 
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in the enflamed apartment.  She returns to her room, gathers a blanket, wraps 

herself and crawls into the apartment to help the young woman to safety.  Once 

outside she turns and closes the apartment door behind her.  The apartment 

becomes an inferno.  It will take 100 firefighters several hours to subdue the 

flames that were estimated to have risen to over 1,200 degrees Fahrenheit.  After 

an investigation, it is determined that a halogen clip-on desk lamp was the cause 

of the fire.  Two days later, the women are asked to meet with the head of the 

Student Advisory Board (SAB).  The student organizations raised funds to assist 

each of the women.  Each resident of the suite would receive $500 to replace her 

belongings.  The bookstore allowed each woman to come by and receive a copy 

of each of her books.  The women were then dispersed throughout campus to 

various temporary housing. 

This was a terrible accident and was the first one of its kind in the 

university's history.  This incident would color each woman in a different way.  

One of the remaining women, a senior biochemical major, remained at the 

university, graduating with a biochemical degree during the spring of 1992.  The 

other four women were freshmen.  Of these four, only one other woman 

remained at the university and graduated in 1995. 

 It is this incident, that inspired me to seek a better understanding of the 

field of student affairs and how student affairs professionals are prepared.  I was 

that one woman that remained at the university and graduated in 1995.  My 

suitemates left the institution because they did not feel valued.  They did not feel 

as though their lives mattered.  Though there was physical damage to the 
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building as a result of the fire, no one was seriously injured.  How did my resident 

assistant know that closing the door was the best thing to do?  Had she been 

trained or was it just instinctual?  The firefighters and investigators later remarked 

that the fire, which was over 1,200 degrees Fahrenheit, was contained to the one 

suite-style apartment because of that single act. 

In 2007, a twenty-three-year-old student, originally from South Korea, 

killed 32 people on the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University campus 

in Blacksburg, Virginia, before taking his own life.  This campus tragedy created 

an avenue for dialogue regarding mental health counseling and services on 

college campuses because in this instance the student had been directed to the 

mental health facility on campus prior to the shooting rampage (Roy, 2013).  

Seven years later a 22-year-old student killed six students near the University of 

California - Santa Barbara campus, before taking his own life.  This shooting 

incident prompted discussions about campus violence against women because 

the student created YouTube videos noting his complete disdain for women who 

he felt had rejected him (Vendituoli, 2014).  In both school shootings, the shooter 

showed signs of frustration and angst; however, the question remains whether 

the administration was equipped to handle the situation. 

With the ever-changing demographics of the United States, the American 

higher education system is immediately impacted by new and emerging 

situations that come with this shift.  All of the aforementioned tragedies highlight 

the need to explore if and how student affairs professionals perceive their 

preparedness for such events. 
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On many college campuses student affairs is comprised of many units, 

(e.g., residence life, Greek affairs, commuter services, multicultural affairs, 

student activities, student government, counseling and psychological services, 

etc.).  Professionals in the field need to be equipped with the skills, knowledge, 

and the wherewithal to navigate through a variety of complex situations.  How 

should student affairs professionals respond in cases like the ones highlighted 

above? 

In the case of the university fire that I experienced, no professional from 

within the division of student affairs met with the women to discuss the fire or to 

offer counseling or support.  The students were left to navigate through the 

tragedy alone.  They were left to wonder whether or not their lives mattered to 

the university.  In the examples of the two campus shootings, mental health 

counseling professionals were brought in, as well as other campus resources, to 

aid the students left to deal with the aftermath of these tragedies.  Understanding 

that there have been strides made to respond to mental health student issues, 

universities still must go further to support the lives of all students so that no 

student is left to wonder whether his or her life matters to his or her university.  In 

a climate in which university administrators are being asked to justify the 

relevance of their institution to the academy and quantify their model of student 

success, it is imperative that new student affairs professionals be equipped to 

support undergraduate students during their entire college experience. 

 As of the fall of 2015, almost 20 million students in the United States—

more than ever before—enrolled in undergraduate programs (National Center for 
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Education Statistics, 2015).  The profiles and demographics of the 

undergraduates of today are vastly different from that of those in decades’ past.  

Students today come from diverse ethnic backgrounds, speak different 

languages, hail from different countries, have various religious affiliations, range 

in age from under 25 to over 35 years, are of varied sexual orientation and/or are 

members of the transgender population, exhibit a wide variety of undiagnosed 

and diagnosed mental health concerns, and access knowledge in different ways 

(Eagan et al., 2014).  Unfortunately, insufficient attention has been given to the 

student affairs professionals working in student affairs divisions who are 

interacting with these students on a daily basis.  The question then becomes, do 

new student affairs professionals, fresh out of their graduate assistantships and 

master’s preparation programs, believe they are fully prepared to proactively 

respond to the needs of the students who will emerge on to their campuses? 

Background of the Study 

 Since its tracings to the late nineteenth century, the student affairs 

profession has evolved.  Leonard (as cited in Komives, Woodward, & Associates, 

2003) noted that during the colonial era the elders of society considered students 

to be childish and therefore needed to be controlled and managed.  The college 

administration of the colonial era mandated the faculty “to act in loco parentis and 

were therefore free to develop and enforce rules and regulations as if they were 

parents” (Nuss, 2003, p. 66).  As higher education evolved and the necessities of 

students outside of the classroom became more diverse and complex, colleges 

and universities recognized the need for administrative officers who could directly 
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respond to evolving needs.  These administrative officers later became who are 

now the student personnel or student affairs officers on campus.  The definition 

of what student affairs is, and how student affairs professionals serve students, is 

influenced by each individual college and university, although certain 

assumptions and expectations exist amongst all student affairs professionals.  

Student affairs professionals are expected to provide programs and services that 

directly support the values and mission of the institution, as well as assess and 

advocate for students (National Association of Student Personnel Administrators, 

Inc. [NASPA), 1987). 

Those who work in student affairs often stumble upon the field.  The 

college student affairs field is not the type of profession that children dream about 

becoming like they might about becoming a doctor, lawyer, or firefighter 

(Blimling, 2002).  Often an undergraduate leadership experience or a relationship 

with a student affairs staff member exposes an undergraduate student to the 

field.  As some undergraduates find themselves in leadership roles in student 

government or in a residential hall as a resident assistant, they begin to wonder 

how they can continue their work post-graduation. 

The first professional preparation program for student affairs 

administrators was established at Columbia University’s Teacher’s College in 

1914 (Thelin, 2003).  Today there are over 100 preparation programs throughout 

the United States (American College Personnel Association [ACPA], 2015).  In 

the early 1980s, the ACPA, in collaboration with the NASPA, established a 

program of standards for the profession of student affairs.  This collaborative 
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initiative later resulted in the formation of the Council for the Advancement of 

Standards in Higher Education (CAS).  In 1979, the Council (CAS) developed the 

Masters-Level Student Affairs Preparation Standards and Guidelines.  These 

guidelines provide a foundation for professional preparation.  The guidelines are 

revised in a 10-year cycle, the most recent being in 2012.  The curriculum 

standards are organized around foundational studies, professional studies, and 

supervised practice. 

Most programs in higher education leadership or college student 

personnel require 36 to 42 credit hours of coursework, in which students build a 

foundation for student affairs employment.  Based on the CAS standards, 

coursework should be comprised of historical and philosophical perspectives on 

higher education, student affairs leadership, an overview of student development 

theories, student characteristics, the organization and administration of student 

affairs, and current concerns on campuses (for example Title IX, drugs and 

alcohol abuse, stress management), in concert with supervised practice (which 

includes practica, internships, and externships) (CAS, 2012).  CAS standards are 

not linked in any way to program accreditation, but they are accepted as best 

practices and are used as a benchmark for many preparation programs. 

 Master’s level preparation programs in college student personnel or higher 

education leadership are often coupled with a graduate assistantship so that 

students are able to obtain valuable theory-to-practice experience (Creamer & 

Winston, 2002).  This additional experience becomes complementary to the work 

the graduate student is doing in the classroom and thus becomes a practical 
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learning opportunity (Hephner LaBanc, 2010).  A graduate assistant is a full-time 

graduate student who works part-time at a university, often for a nominal stipend, 

a full or partial tuition waiver and, at times, health benefits (Flora, 2007).  In some 

cases, they are referred to as graduate research assistants (GRAs), graduate 

teaching assistants (GTAs), or simply graduate assistants (GAs). 

 After completing a preparation program, a former master’s student will 

most likely move into an entry-level position in student affairs such as a 

residence hall director, student activities coordinator, judicial affairs coordinator, 

or a fraternity/sorority coordinator.  After a number of years in the field in a series 

of increasingly responsible positions a student affairs professional may move into 

a mid-level professional position with added supervisory duties, added budgetary 

responsibility, and less direct student contact.  Subsequently, the mid-level 

student affairs professional may move into a senior student affairs officer (SSAO) 

or chief student affairs officer (CSAO) role (Blimling, 2002). 

Several studies on master’s preparation programs have been conducted 

over the last 20 years (Herdlein, 2004; McEwen & Talbot, 1998; Young & Elfrink, 

1991).  Scholars in the field of student affairs have come to some consensus on 

the skills and competencies they feel are necessary for new professionals.  

Graduate preparation programs need to offer training in human relations, 

technology, management, and research (Burkard, Cole, Ott, & Stoflet, 2004; 

Herdlein, 2004; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008).  Of the skills noted, human 

relations skills, such as personal qualities like flexibility, interpersonal relations, 

time management, oral and written communication, critical thinking and creativity, 
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was deemed the most important entry-level competency (Burkard et al., 2004). 

Statement of the Problem 

 According to the CAS Standards (2012), students who complete master’s 

preparation programs in student affairs should not only be acquiring skills and 

knowledge, they should be socialized into the field of student affairs.  There is 

limited research regarding the role a student affairs graduate assistantship plays 

in assisting students in their socialization and transition into the field and how this 

prepares these new student affairs professionals for their first position post-

master’s degree.  The literature to date has been limited in focus to the 

perspective of the SSAO or mid-level student affairs officer (MSAO) who have 

observed competencies lacking in the new student affairs professional (Cuyjet, 

Longwell-Grice, & Molina, 2009; Ostroth, 1981).  Many of the studies that have 

been previously conducted have been quantitative in nature (Burkard et al., 

2004; Herdlein, 2004; Waple, 2006).  This study sought to fill the gap in the 

literature by conducting a qualitative study from the new professionals’ 

perspective on their preparation for the field of student affairs.  This study sought 

to understand what role, if any, the graduate assistantship played in preparing 

and socializing new professionals for the field of student affairs. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this basic, interpretive qualitative study was to understand 

and describe the ways in which new professionals’ constructed meaning from 

their graduate assistantship experience.  The voices and experience of new 

professionals may help to inform faculty of higher education leadership or college 
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student personnel preparation programs, as well as CSAOs, MSAOs, and 

SSAOs, on ways to bridge the gap between theory and practice.  Their 

experience is defined as the graduates’ perceptions of the relevance of their 

graduate assistantship in preparation for their entrance into the professional 

world.  Most graduate preparation programs in higher education leadership or 

college student personnel consist of a 36 to 42 credit hour post-baccalaureate 

degree.  For the purposes of this study, participants had to have held a graduate 

assistantship for at least three semesters during their graduate preparation 

program. 

Research Questions 

 The research questions that guided this study include the following: 

1. How do master’s level, full-time, professionals perceive the relevance of 

their graduate experience in preparing them for the profession of student 

affairs? 

2. How do master’s level new student affairs professionals make meaning of 

how they were socialized into the profession through the graduate 

assistantship? 

Significance of the Study 

 Student affairs must be as dynamic as the student body that it serves.  

Therefore, the significance of this study includes the extension of knowledge in 

order to contribute to a better understanding of the experience of master’s 

students as they prepare to become new student affairs professionals.  This may 

ultimately lead to changes within the practices and policies of student affairs 
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programs in American higher education.  Opening a dialogue in which the new 

professional can share if/and how their graduate assistantship aided in preparing 

and socializing her or him for the transition into the profession only strengthens 

the purpose of the graduate assistantship.  This study helps to create an 

understanding of the graduate assistant experience and aid in current practices 

and policies embedded within the assistantship experience. 

Conceptual Framework 

 The researcher in a qualitative study attempts to understand how people 

make meaning of their experiences (Merriam, 2009).  This study was designed to 

explore and describe the experience of new student affairs professionals as they 

made sense and meaning of their journey toward becoming student affairs 

professionals. 

 According to Bloomberg and Volpe (2012), the “conceptual framework 

provides the theoretical and methodological bases for development of the study” 

(p. 7).  The researcher of this basic, interpretive qualitative study developed a 

conceptual framework (see Figure 1) based on the theory that master’s students 

go through phases in their evolution toward becoming professionals. 

 Studies regarding the preparation of higher education leadership 

professionals have noted the relevance of socialization within this evolution (Tull, 

2006; Young & Janosik, 2007).  Therefore, there is one distinct area of research 

that will underlie the conceptual framework for this study: socialization.  New 

professionals go through a process of socialization as they move from their 

graduate student experience into the field of student affairs as a professional.  
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Socialization is a process through which an individual acquires the values, skills, 

attitudes, norms, and knowledge indispensable to enter a group or organization 

(Tierney, 1997; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). 

Figure 1.  Byard’s conceptual framework model of student affairs professional 
socialization. 

The first phase of a new professional’s evolution (see Figure 1) seemingly 

occurs during their undergraduate student experience.  The model proffers that 

during this time, the undergraduate student becomes exposed to the field of 

student affairs and it is the time in which they seek to gain a better understanding 

of student affairs work (Cilente, Henning, Skinner Jackson, Kennedy, & Sloane, 

2006).  The post-baccalaureate student seeks a better understanding of the field 

of student affairs and thereby applies for admittance to a graduate preparation 

program.  The student moves into the second phase, the graduate student 

experience.  The new graduate student becomes engaged in the field of student 

affairs, delving into the historical and philosophical foundations of student affairs 
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and the developmental theories upon which student affairs work is built.  In many 

cases the graduate preparation program is coupled with a graduate 

assistantship.  The graduate assistantship should be the bridge between the 

theory of coursework and the actual practice of student affairs, allowing the 

graduate student to see theory at work in normal everyday context.  Upon 

completion of coursework the now post-master’s student moves into the new 

student affairs professional phase.  The post-master’s student must now put 

theory to work, as well as transition from being a student to a new professional. 

Theoretical Framework 

 In this basic, interpretive qualitative study, I employed Schlossberg’s 

(1984) transition theory as the theoretical lens through which the data collected 

from the participants were analyzed.  Creswell (2014) noted that a theoretical 

lens offers an “orienting lens” that can help to shape the types of questions asked 

and the way in which data are collected and analyzed.  Schlossberg, Waters, and 

Goodman (1995) defined transition as “any event, or non-event, that results in 

changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” (p. 27).  This theory 

operationalizes the process that adults go through as they progress through a 

transition.  According to Schlossberg et al. (1995), the theory can be applied to 

students who are “young or old, male or female” (p. 13) because when an adult 

contemplates returning to school, returns, and then leaves, “he or she is in 

transition” (p. 13). 

 According to Schlossberg, Lynch, and Chickering (1989) the transition 

model (see Figure 2) allows practitioners to understand a student’s needs 
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through a structured approach to predicting, measuring, and modifying reactions 

to change.  This process consists of the “4 Ss”; situation, self, support, and 

strategies (Schlossberg et al., 1995).  Situation, as described by Evans, Forney, 

and Guido-DiBrito (1998) refers to how the individual views the transition.  What 

triggered the transition?  How does the individual perceive the timing of the 

transition?  Was the decision to return to school “on time” or “off time” at a “good 

time” or a “bad time”? (Evans et al., 1998, p 113).  Self refers to how the 

individual views life.  In other words, what types of strengths and weaknesses the 

individual brings to the transition?  Support refers to what types of support the 

individual thinks are available to him or her during the transition.  The individual 

considers whether or not he or she has family, friends, a significant other, or a 

social base to assist during the transition.  Lastly, strategies refers to the ways in 

which the individual copes with the transition.  Can the individual manage his or 

her emotions/reactions to the stress of the transition and is the person flexible? 

(Evans et al., 1998). 
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Figure 2.  Schlossberg’s transition theory model. 

In Schlossberg’s (1984) previous discussion of her theory she utilized the 

terminology of “moving in,” “moving through,” and “moving out” to explain an 

adult’s passage through transition.  For this study this terminology was utilized 

(see Figure 3).  Moving in relates to the undergraduate student being confronted 

with transition or change (the decision to return to school for a master’s degree 

and applying to a graduate program); moving through follows the student’s move 

into the day-to-day work (attending graduate school and securing and 

maintaining a graduate assistantship while in their course of study); and moving 

out was associated with the transition out from graduation into one’s first 

professional experience. 
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Figure 3.  Byard’s adaptation of Schlossberg’s (1984) transition theory model. 
 
Definitions of Terms 

For the purposes of this study, the following terms are defined as follows. 

Chief student affairs officer (CSAO): an individual responsible for leading all 

student affairs efforts at an institution (Herdlein, 2004). 

Graduate assistant (GAs): full-time graduate students who provide service to the 

university in exchange for a stipend and, in some cases, additional 

benefits, such as tuition waiver and health insurance (Flora, 2007). 
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Graduate assistantship: a role occupied by a graduate student during their 

graduate preparation program in which the graduate student works part-

time in exchange for a tuition waiver (Hephner LaBanc, 2010). 

Graduate preparation program: a master’s level professional preparation 

program that provides individuals who seek to enter the field of student 

affairs the knowledge, perspective, and skills to serve undergraduate 

students during their learning and development (CAS, 2012). 

Graduate research assistant (GRAs): graduate assistants who are assigned 

research responsibilities, work closely with a faculty member, and perform 

research in areas involving grants, publications, or laboratory experiments 

(Flora, 2007). 

Graduate teaching assistant (GTAs): graduate assistants who are assigned 

teaching responsibilities and typically work closely with a faculty member 

(Flora, 2007). 

Mid-level student affairs officer (MSAO): a college or university employee who 

has supervisory responsibilities for entry-level professionals/and or 

support staff in one or more administrative areas or departments within 

student affairs (McClellan, Stringer, & Barr, 2009). 

New student affairs professional: first-time, full-time, student affairs employee 

with five or fewer years of experience (Cilente et al., 2006). 

Senior student affairs officer (SSAO): hold a broader view of the span of the 

student affairs profession, and their daily activities focus on divisional and 
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institutional priorities while supervising a limited number of direct reports 

(McClellan et al., 2009). 

Student affairs: a department or division in a college or university that provides 

services and augments the development of college students outside of the 

classroom through administrative functions, advising, counseling, and 

management (Love, 2003). 

Chapter Summary and Organization of Dissertation 

The undergraduate student population of today is vastly different from that 

of earlier decades.  It is therefore essential that colleges and universities provide 

proper support for these students.  The purpose of this basic, interpretive 

qualitative study was to explore new professionals’ perceptions of the role that 

their graduate assistantship in student affairs played, if any, in preparing them for 

their first position post-master’s degree. 

Chapter 2 explores the literature related to the history of student affairs, 

the development of graduate preparation programs in the United States, and the 

role that graduate assistantships have played in educational preparation 

programs.  Chapter 3 details the methodological approach used in this study, the 

philosophical assumptions underlying the study, the research approach, the 

recruitment of the participants, data collection and analysis procedures, 

trustworthiness criteria, delimitations, and limitations.  Chapter 4 presents the 

profiles of the participants of this study.  Chapter 5 offers a more comprehensive 

review of participants’ perceptions of the relevance of their graduate 

assistantship experience.  Lastly, Chapter 6 provides a summary of this study 
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and includes the following; a review of the findings, conclusions, implications, 

recommendations, suggestions for future research, and personal reflection. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The purpose of this basic interpretive study was to understand and 

describe the ways in which new professionals’ construct meaning from their 

graduate assistantship experience.  This chapter provides the related literature 

that was reviewed for this study. 

 Creswell (2007) noted that opinions differ about “the extent of literature 

review needed before a study begins,” but there is no difference of opinion that a 

literature review is necessary to “provide a rationale for the problem and position 

one’s study in the literature about the topic” (p. 102).  Creswell (2007) believed it 

is helpful to “develop a figure—a research map” (p. 103).  It is for this reason the 

researcher of this proposed study has included a map of the literature that has 

guided this study (see Figure 4).  The aforementioned map depicts the historical 

foundational documents, evolution of student affairs, graduate preparation 

programs, and the theoretical and conceptual models that guided this study. 

 The early system of higher education in the United States sprouted 

directly from both the English higher education system and the Germanic 

tradition, up until the twentieth century when the needs of American society 

precipitated a shift in American higher education to create offices that could 

directly assist and support students in their academic pursuits.  This lead to the 

evolution and development of “student personnel,” to “student services,” to 

“student affairs,” within the college and university administrative structure.  Both 



Figure 4.  Literature map guiding study of graduate experience. 
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the history and evolution of the institutions as well as the positions in student 

affairs need to be understood in order to gain insight into contemporary American 

higher education. 

Historical Context 

The colleges and universities that were formed in the United States during 

the Colonial Era (1636-1789) are referred to as the Colonial Colleges.  Students 

who attended these Colonial Colleges were members of the upper class of 

society and remained in-residence on the college campus with faculty.  Leonard 

(as cited in Komives et al., 2003) noted that the elders of society considered 

these students to be childish and therefore needed to be controlled and 

managed.  Consequently, the administration mandated the faculty to “act in loco 

parentis” and were therefore “free to develop and enforce rules and regulations 

as if they were the parents” (Nuss, 2003, p. 66).  As America continued to grow, 

the American system of higher education began to wrestle with the “legacy of the 

English influence” and the question of creating a distinctive “American Way” in 

higher education (Thelin, 2003, p. 3). 

This distinction emerged partly due to the Morrill Act of 1862, which 

essentially gave public funds to universities to begin to diversify education 

(Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  The second wave of public funding came by way of the 

Morrill Act of 1890, also known as the Agricultural College Act, that gave impetus 

to the creation of agricultural and mechanical colleges.  This essentially aided 

former slaves who had been long denied admission to colleges and universities 

and led to the creation of historically Black land grant colleges (Cohen & Kisker, 
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2010).  This led to a growth of students of color on college and university 

campuses.  Consequently, the inclusion of women and the rise in enrollment of 

both sexes perpetuated a need for housing accommodations.  As university life 

moved outside of the classroom the need for additional college personnel to 

assist and supervise students emerged.  These as well as other shifts, such as 

the fraternity movement, assisted in transforming the American Higher Education 

system (Nuss, 2003).  As Greek-letter organizations and social fraternities 

became more important to upperclassmen on college campuses across the 

United States, the need for leadership and guidance of these student groups 

became imperative and also began to fall under the purview of faculty. 

 By the middle of the nineteenth century extracurricular activities, such as 

physical education and athletics, began to take root on college campuses across 

the United States.  For students with middle and lower socioeconomic status, 

“Education became the premise behind social and economic upward mobility” 

(Leonard as cited in Komives et al., 2003, p. 67).  As the need for formalized 

higher education became evident, more students began to attend colleges and 

universities and more institutions of higher education began to open across the 

United States.  Student engagement became more imperative to administrators 

as colleges found a need to vie for students to attend their institutions in a newly 

competitive higher education market. 

 As colleges and universities began to grow in popularity, the belief that the 

4-year residential college experience aided in cultivating and maturing students 

took hold.  “The value of the four-year collegiate experience became ingrained in 
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the American psyche” (Cohen & Kisker, 2010, p. 130).  There was a direct 

proportional relationship between the evolution and expansion of higher 

education and the needs of undergraduate students.  University administrators 

began to split faculty responsibilities and various departments began to splinter 

off.  As veterans, women, minorities, and student athletes began attending 

colleges and universities, there arose a need for an Office of Veterans’ Affairs, an 

Office of Multicultural Affairs, and a Recreation Center.  Students were spending 

more time on campus, so campus activities became the impetus for the 

development of “the whole student.”  Administrators were needed to assist these 

students and these jobs could no longer fall under the jurisdiction of the faculty. 

The Creation of Student Personnel 

 In 1937, the American Council on Education (ACE) documented the 

outcomes of a two-day conference, clarifying the need for the field of student 

personnel in higher education.  The conference report was titled, The Student 

Personnel Point of View (SPPV), and became one of the foundational documents 

in student personnel work (ACE, 1937).  In its early stages as noted in SPPV 

(ACE, 1937), “administrators recognized the need of appointing a new type of 

educational officer to take over the more intimate responsibilities which faculty 

members had originally included among their duties” (p. 1).  From this 

recognition, the field of student affairs was born.  Initially, student affairs 

administrators: 

Were appointed first to relieve administrators and faculty of problems of 

discipline; responsibilities grew with considerable rapidity to include a 
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large number of other duties: educational counseling, vocational 

counseling, the administration of loans and scholarship funds, part-time 

employment, graduate placement, student health, extracurricular activities, 

social programs, and a number of others. (ACE, 1937, p. 1) 

Enrollment in colleges and universities rose during this time period, due in part to 

the Great Depression and widespread unemployment (Thelin & Gasman, 2011).  

As the needs of students in higher education changed, institutions began to 

recognize how important student personnel administrators were to the higher 

education enterprise.  The Serviceman’s Readjustment Act, commonly known as 

the “G.I. Bill” of 1944, offered veterans a postsecondary education and thus also 

influenced enrollment on college campuses. 

ACE revisited the topic of student affairs and published a revised version 

of SPPV in 1949.  This version noted that, “the concept of education was 

broadened to include attention to the student’s well-rounded development—

physically, socially, emotionally, and spiritually—as well as intellectually” (ACE, 

1949, p. 17).  At this time, student affairs was given more legitimacy, became its 

own department or division within college and university administrative 

structures, and concentrated more on how students develop holistically as 

individuals.  The SPPV 1949 noted that, “any lesser goals fall short of the desired 

objectives of democratic educational processes and is a real drain and strain 

upon the self-realization of other developing individuals in our society” (ACE, 

1949, p. 18).  At this point in time, student personnel professionals were 

expected to ensure that students were not only supported academically, but 
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physically and spiritually as well.  By the 1950s, student affairs had become an 

integral element of American higher education (Buchanan, 2012). 

 In 1987, 50 years after SPPV (ACE, 1937) was released, the Student 

Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA) Board of Directors 

commissioned a blue ribbon committee to create an official statement that would 

explicitly express the purpose of student affairs that became, A Perspective on 

Student Affairs (1987).  This document was not intended to be a revision of the 

SPPV of 1937 or of 1949, but rather a perspective on the evolution of student 

affairs’ work in higher education as of 1987.  A Perspective on Student Affairs 

(NASPA, 1987) acknowledged the doubling of enrollment in institutions of higher 

education in the 1950s and 1960s, which included minorities and women that 

resulted in an expansion of the “scope of student affairs responsibilities…as 

students became more varied in their abilities, age, aspirations, and racial and 

ethnic backgrounds” (p. 6).  A Perspective on Student Affairs (NASPA, 1987) 

also noted that student affairs professionals were “partners in the educational 

enterprise” (p. 15), which meant that they not only assist in supporting the 

academic mission of the college or university, but they enhance the overall 

learning environment as well. 

Student Affairs at the Turn of the 21st Century 

 In 1996, ACPA commissioned, The Student Learning Imperative, which 

addressed the current challenges in higher education and asked student 

personnel professionals to “embrace the challenges as an opportunity to affirm 

our commitment to student learning and development” (p. 5).  This meant that 
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student personnel administrators needed to continue to evolve their thinking and 

be deliberate about the opportunities they were providing in their efforts to 

enhance the college or university experience for students. 

 In the spring of 2009, a joint task force was convened by ACPA and 

NASPA to offer a new directive to student affairs professionals.  “The field's 

ability to survive and thrive rests on our willingness to look at our work in a new 

light, focusing on the implications of the globalization of education and…a 

dramatically changing student population” (ACPA & NASPA, 2010, p. 7).  A 

deeper look at the perceptions of new student affairs professionals’ 

preparedness in this dynamic profession may contribute to this existing body of 

knowledge. 

Current Student Affairs Models 

Barr and Desler (2000) noted that student affairs professionals gain 

guidance and develop policies from institutional mission statements.  There are 

numerous factors that influence the mission of a college or university: the 

affiliation of the college or university to a religious order; the history of the 

institution; in some cases, the geographical location; and the governance 

structure—public or private (Barr & Desler).  Perhaps the greatest influence to 

the mission and the role of student affairs professionals is governance.  Miller 

(2000) acknowledged that student affairs professionals in public institutions must 

be vigilant to state legislative concerns because that governs their status.  The 

challenge of this structure is that tuition, fees, as well as staff compensation, are 

all governed by the state legislature. 
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While all higher education institutions are governed by a board of trustees, 

independent or private institutions depend upon them more in setting fiscal goals 

and directing funding.  The board sets student tuition fees and compensation, 

rather than the state legislature as in public institutions.  Within these private 

governing structures there are different administrative configurations that dictate 

where student affairs falls within an institution’s hierarchy.  David Ambler 

conducted a survey of 113 institutions in 1992.  At the time he noted that the 

chief student affairs officer had elevated to the executive management level of 

virtually all of the institutions (Ambler, 2000).  This demonstrates the important 

role student affairs plays in the mission and goals of higher education institutions 

today. 

Within these structures there are numerous models of student affairs 

divisions that exist on college and university campuses across the United States.  

Yet, one similarity exists: each model serves as an essential part of the 

undergraduate college experience.  Hirt and Robbins (2009) examined several 

types of student affairs divisions from across the United States and noted the 

direct influence the mission of an institution has on the role of student affairs.  

These models are depicted in Figure 5 and described below. 

Baccalaureate/liberal arts colleges.  These institutions tend to be 

independent or private and predominantly residential, serving students aged 18 

to 24 years.  Hirt and Robbins (2009) acknowledged that these institutions are, at 

their core, student-centered teaching institutions. 
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Master’s colleges and universities.  These institutions are usually 

members of a state-wide system and the student affairs professionals of these 

institutions are skilled at cross-institutional work (Hirt & Robbins, 2009). 

Research and doctoral-granting universities.  These institutions are 

markedly larger than the other types of institutions discussed here and are more 

politically charged.  Student affairs professionals at these institutions tend to 

know their students within the context of their individual functional areas (Hirt & 

Robbins, 2009). 

Associate’s colleges.  These institutions serve a local population and are 

directly impacted by types of degrees they offer.  Student affairs professionals at 

these institutions tend to work in fairly fast paced environment with less turnover, 

which allows practitioners to work with colleagues for many years. 
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Figure 5.  Student affairs models with a representation of the relative size of 
student and academic affairs divisions.  Adapted from Hirt and Robbins (2009). 
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Graduate Preparation Programs 

In 1914, Columbia University created the first professional preparation 

program for student affairs administrators (Thelin, 2003).  According to ACPA, 

there are over 140 preparation programs throughout the United States (ACPA 

2015).  Over the past 30 years, the preparation of student affairs professionals 

has been a topic of concern among faculty, student affairs administrators, and 

national professional organizations (Waple, 2000).  What has been of most 

concern in the preparation of student affairs professionals has been the inability 

to create a common consensus of what every professional should know.  

According to Waple (2000) “designing preparation programs that will result in 

students’ possessing the knowledge and skills that entry-level student affairs staff 

will need to carry out their respective jobs is the charge of both the program 

faculty and student affairs practitioners” (p. 18). 

In the early 1980s, ACPA, in collaboration with NASPA, established a 

program of standards for the profession of student affairs.  This collaborative 

initiative resulted in the formation of CAS that drafted its initial standards in 1986. 

CAS developed the Masters-Level Student Affairs Preparation Standards and 

Guidelines (1979).  These guidelines provide a foundation for professional 

preparation.  The guidelines are revised in a 10-year cycle, the most recent being 

in 2012.  The curriculum standards are organized around foundational studies, 

professional studies, and supervised practice.  Intriguingly, there is no required 

endorsement process for student affairs programs’ curriculum.  Though CAS 
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provides a “guiding outline,” the curriculum of each preparation program is at the 

discretion of each college or university. 

 There have been several research studies conducted about graduate 

preparation programs in higher education leadership or college student 

personnel (Cuyjet et al., 2009; Herdlein, 2004; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; 

Waple, 2006).  The few studies that have been published are available in the 

NASPA Journal.  One study was written by Herdlein in 2004.  This study, “Survey 

of Chief Student Affairs Officers Regarding Relevance of Graduate Preparation 

of New Professionals,” surveyed 50 colleges and universities.  In the study, 

Herdlein (2004) divided graduate preparation into three sections: skill 

development, knowledge, and personal traits, and measured learning outcomes 

of graduate programs in these areas.  He did not, however, look at the graduate 

programs’ curricula to assess student learning initiatives. 

 Waple’s 2006 study focused on the degree to which graduate students 

attained professional skills in the graduate preparation programs that they then 

applied in their first professional position.  This was conducted as a quantitative 

study.  A third study was conducted by Renn and Jessup-Anger in 2008 and was 

a qualitative study that used the findings from the National Study of New 

Professionals in Student Affairs (NSNPSA) to discover in what areas new 

professionals believe master’s preparation programs in higher education prepare 

graduates for the transition to the professional world.  This was a longitudinal 

qualitative study.  The researchers noted that participation declined over time.  

Four main themes emerged: professional identity development, adjusting the 
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culture of the new institution, maintaining a learning orientation, and finding a 

mentor. 

Additional studies conducted from the perspective of mid- and senior-level 

administrators found graduate preparation programs inadequate or deficient in 

their preparation of new professionals in student affairs (Burkard et al., 2004; 

Herdlein, 2004).  It is essential that graduate preparations programs provide the 

logical and applicable cognitive knowledge new professionals need to have in 

order to develop a commitment to shared student learning partnerships (Barr & 

Desler, 2000). 

Graduate Assistantships 

 Master’s level preparation programs in college student personnel or higher 

education leadership are often coupled with a graduate assistantship so that 

students are able to obtain valuable theory-to-practice experience (Creamer & 

Winston, 2002).  This additional experience becomes complementary to the work 

the graduate student is doing in the classroom and thus becomes a practical 

learning opportunity (Hepner LaBanc, 2010).  A graduate assistant is a full-time 

graduate student who works part-time at a university, often for a nominal stipend, 

a tuition waiver and, at times, health benefits (Flora, 2007).  In some cases, they 

are referred to as graduate research assistants (GRAs), graduate teaching 

assistants (GTAs), or simply graduate assistants (GAs). 

 Perna & Hudgins (1996) posited that the position of graduate assistant is 

designed to provide “a mechanism for graduate students’ professional 

socialization” (p. 2).  These positions were essentially meant to be 
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“apprenticeships” for students seeking to enter the academy as researchers and 

faculty.  Graduate students were assigned to a faculty member and allowed to 

“shadow” as a researcher or assist in the faculty member’s teaching assignments 

as a teaching assistant (Nelson, 1995).  Unfortunately, this “apprenticeship has 

turned into exploitation” (Nelson, 1995, p. 18).  At many large research 

universities, graduate students have increasingly become a source of cheap 

labor and are heavily relied upon as teaching assistants (GTAs) (Cavell, 2000).  

While graduate assistant positions are plentiful on many campuses, they tend to 

offer low pay, long hours, and few to no benefits and training other than tuition 

waivers (Keel, 2005; Malveaux, 2004; Vaughn, 1998).  This has led to graduate 

students’ movement toward unionization in their effort to be recognized as 

employees. 

Socialization 

New professionals face a number of issues in their entry position into the 

field (Ellis, 2009; Hamrick & Hemphill, 2009; Marsh, 2001) and therefore need 

orientation and socialization upon entrance into their first post-master’s position 

(Amey, 2009).  Tull (2006) described socialization as “a new professional’s 

introduction and assimilation into student affairs work” (p. 465).  Student affairs 

organizations need to become more intentional and create well-planned 

orientations for new professionals that can ultimately improve job performance 

and foster organizational commitment (Saunders & Cooper, 2009).  Proper 

socialization of new professionals into the field of student affairs can help to 

decrease attrition. 
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Previous studies on the socialization of new professionals have focused 

on varied aspects of the socialization process.  In the 2007, in a qualitative study 

on the preparation of new professionals, Renn & Hodges determined that new 

professionals desired a more cohesive early instruction on their responsibilities 

and job expectations in their first position.  While Rosen, Taube, & Wadsworth 

(1980) determined that a supervisor’s inability to provide the necessary support 

to new professionals during their orientation and socialization process hinders 

their development. 

While socialization is a significant aspect in the success of the preparation 

of new professionals, one for which faculty bear the major responsibility, it is also 

the responsibility of the student to be engaged in the process (Kuk & Cuyjet, 

2009).  Graduate students have a responsibility to be engaged in their own 

learning process and expand upon the wealth of learning that is available to them 

(Kuk & Cuyjet, 2009). 

Transition Into the Field of Student Affairs 

 A number of studies have explored the transition from graduate school to 

the professional world (Cilente et al., 2006; Evans, 1988; Holmes et al., 1983; 

Renn & Hodges, 2007; Shupp, 2007).  In the Cilente et al. (2006) study, a major 

theme emerged from the focus groups: New professional expressed “frustration 

in their transition from their graduate program to their first job” (p. 13).  Some 

acknowledged their unrealistic expectations to change the world.  Others noted 

their desire to use “relevant theories to govern their interactions with students,” 
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but their supervisors “were more concerned with assessing student growth” 

(Cilente et al., 2006, p. 13). 

 These prior studies focused primarily on the transition from the graduate 

preparation program without a specific emphasis on the graduate assistantship, 

which is intended to be the practical aspect of their preparation for the field of 

student affairs.  This study sought to fill the gap in the literature and discover the 

ways in which former master’s students perceive that their assistantship aided 

them in their transition to professional employment in student affairs. 

The New Student Affairs Professional 

 New professionals are those who have five years or less of full-time 

experience in the field of student affairs (Cilente et al., 2006). Cilente et al., 

estimated that new professionals come straight out of graduate programs and 

comprise 15% to 20% of the student affairs workforce.  The new student affairs 

professional’s experience has been a topic of concern for scholars and 

administrators (Fried, 2011).  The ways in which these new professionals are 

being prepared has been a topic of research (Kretovics, 2002; Renn & Jessup-

Anger, 2008) and it is asserted that their role is vital to field.  Fried (2011) noted 

that: 

…ensuring the success and satisfaction of new professionals is not only 

essential to maintaining vibrancy in the college student personnel 

workforce but also the success of the undergraduate students for whom 

entry level professionals are the primary point of contact. (p. 40) 
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Knowing and understanding the ways in which these new professionals make 

meaning of their graduate experience is essential to their continued success as 

practitioners. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided a review of the literature that guided this study 

including a review of the historical context from which student affairs arose, the 

creation of student personnel as a profession, the evolution of student affairs in 

the 21st century, and the growth and limitations of graduate preparation 

programs.  There is a gap in the literature with regard to the role of the graduate 

assistantship in the academy.  The following chapter will describe the 

methodology and methods used to conduct this study. 
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this study was to understand and describe the ways in 

which new professionals construct meaning from their graduate experience.  

Additionally, this study sought to examine how new student affairs professionals 

perceive their graduate assistantship in student affairs during their master’s 

program and how it aided them in being prepared for their first professional role. 

 The purpose of this chapter is to describe the research design used in this 

basic, interpretive qualitative study, as well as the methodological approach 

used, philosophical assumptions of the study, the recruitment of participants, 

data collection and analysis procedures, trustworthiness criteria, delimitations, 

and limitations of the study.  This chapter also describes the methods utilized to 

discover and document responses. 

 Two essential research questions provided direction for this study: 

1. How do master’s level, full-time, professionals perceive the relevance of 

their graduate experience in preparing them for the profession of student 

affairs? 

2. How do master’s level new student affairs professionals perceive they 

were socialized into the profession through the graduate assistantship? 

Methodological Approach 

Because I sought to discover how former graduate students are making 

meaning of their graduate educational experience, I considered methodological
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approaches that allow for deeper exploration.  I chose qualitative inquiry because 

I believe this approach would be best to answer the aforementioned questions 

and increase the understanding of their experience (Patton, 2002).  According to 

Merriam (1998), “qualitative research is an umbrella concept covering several 

forms of inquiry that help us to understand and explain the meaning of social 

phenomena with as little disruption of the natural setting as possible” (p. 5).  

Those who conduct research using a qualitative approach seek to understand 

“the meanings of social events for those who are involved in them” (Esterberg, 

2002, p. 3).  Researchers who seek to explore an issue or problem on a deeper 

level employ qualitative methods (Creswell, 2007).  Qualitative research, in 

contrast to quantitative research, is distinguished by the role the researcher takes 

within the study as an instrument in gathering the information and then 

interpreting and presenting the findings (Creswell). 

Merriam (2009) noted that one issue that arose as she advised doctoral 

students has been their challenge to “figure out what kind of qualitative research 

study to conduct” (p. 22).  There are a variety of approaches to qualitative 

research (Creswell, 2007).  I have included a discussion of several forms of 

qualitative research that were considered for this study: ethnographic, grounded 

theory, narrative, phenomenological, and the case study approach. 

One foundational method used to deeply explore this topic was 

phenomenology.  Phenomenology focuses on how individuals make sense of 

and interpret experiences and construct shared meaning (Patton, 2002).  In order 

to answer my questions, I applied both basic interpretive and phenomenological 
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strategies.  These strategies allowed a deeper examination of the individual 

participants and their experience (Patton, 2002).  The individual transcripts were 

examined collectively, which assisted me in interpreting a shared experience. 

 At its core, ethnographic inquiry follows the assumption that “any group of 

people interacting together for a period of time will evolve a culture” (Patton, 

2002, p. 81).  Ethnography is best suited for anthropological studies in which the 

researcher utilizes participant observation.  This requires intensive fieldwork and 

researcher immersion into the culture being studied (Patton, 2002).  The aim of 

this study was to have former master’s students reflect upon their past 

experience, which did not allow for me to become immersed in a cultural 

experience, which deemed this approach inappropriate for my study. 

Grounded theory moves “beyond description” and on to “generate or 

discover a theory” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  Grounded theory involves multiple 

stages of data collection and the fine-tuning of abstract categories of information 

(Strauss & Corbin).  Grounded theory is often utilized when there is not a theory 

that is best suited for what is being studied.  Since socialization theory was used 

for this study, grounded theory was also inappropriate. 

The case study can be about an individual, group of people, a school, a 

community, or an organizational policy.  The major strength of the case study is 

the ability to use multiple sources of data and multiple methods as forms of 

triangulation (Yin, 2009).  A core component to using a case study approach is 

that it involves “an issue explored through one or more cases within a bounded 

system” (Creswell, 2007, p. 73).  This study was not bound by a common system 



	   40 

such as all of the participants attending the institution at the same time or being 

in a cohort model, thus it was not chosen as the approach for this study. 

Narrative research tells the story of peoples’ lives and experiences 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990).  Narrative approach is a form of qualitative design 

that focuses on one or more individuals (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012), gathering 

data through the collection of their stories and reporting and chronologically 

ordering their individual experiences (Creswell, 2007).  The narrative method 

also utilizes personal narratives and family stories as means of data collection to 

tell the story.  This study was not about the participants’ individual lives but rather 

their experience as graduate students, thus narrative inquiry was not considered 

for this study.  While narrative research looks at the life of an individual, 

phenomenological studies describes the meaning for several individuals of a 

common lived experience or phenomenon (Creswell, 2007) and helped to guide 

this study. 

The most common type of qualitative research is a basic, interpretive 

study.  According to Merriam (2009), a “central characteristic of qualitative 

research is that individuals construct reality in interaction with their social worlds” 

(p. 22), and cultivate subjective meanings of their own personal experience, 

which in turn creates multiple meanings (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  I sought to 

understand how former master’s students have constructed meaning from their 

graduate educational experience, therefore basic interpretive was deemed a 

viable approach. 
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In a Journal of College Student Development article, Manning (1992) 

acknowledged that, “the object of qualitative research is to understand the 

meaning that respondents interviewed and observed (e.g., students, staff 

members, faculty, college presidents) made of their experiences” (p. 133).  This 

basic, interpretive qualitative study specifically sought to understand the role that 

the master’s graduate assistantship played in preparing new student affairs 

professionals at two institutions in the southeastern region of the United States. 

 Over the course of the past 40 years, qualitative research has gained 

prominence and challenged the dominant practice of quantitative analysis in 

educational research (Broido & Manning, 2002; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998).  

Qualitative inquiry is complex (Watt, 2007).  Through qualitative research, 

“meaning is not discovered but constructed” (Merriam, 2009, p. 22).  This basic, 

interpretive qualitative study sought to illuminate the relevance of the graduate 

assistantship experience among former master’s students. 

A basic, interpretive qualitative method is best when the researcher is 

attempting to describe the meaning that the participants attach to an experience, 

event, circumstance, or phenomenon (Creswell, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 2003).  

For the purposes of this study, the phenomenon was the role the graduate 

assistantship played in preparing new professionals for the workplace.  

Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) noted that qualitative research is best suited to 

“promote a deep understanding of a social setting or activity as viewed from the 

perspective of the research participants” (p. 27).  This study sought to give a 

voice to the former graduate students who, in many cases, serve as the initial 
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point of contact for undergraduates during their educational experience.  While 

graduate preparation programs in college student personnel or higher education 

leadership, and specifically the ones in which student affairs is the main focus, 

are often coupled with a graduate assistantship (Creamer & Winston, 2002), not 

all graduate preparation programs have a graduate assistantship component built 

in.  The graduate assistantship is therefore a phenomenon that not all graduate 

students experience during the course of their graduate study.  This study sought 

to discover whether or not the students who had an assistantship perceive that it 

aided them in their preparedness for their first professional role in student affairs. 

A researcher may apply multiple methodologies to examine and explain a 

phenomenon.  In order to understand participants’ constructed meaning, I chose 

phenomenology as the qualitative research approach for exploring the 

experience of new student affairs professionals who held a graduate 

assistantship during their master’s preparation program.  Phenomenology is a 

philosophy of qualitative research and a methodological approach (Creswell, 

2007; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002).  According to Merriam and Associates 

(2002), “from phenomenology comes the idea that people interpret everyday 

experiences from the perspective of the meaning it has for them” (p. 37).  I 

sought to understand how a select group interpreted the experience of working 

part-time at a university as a graduate assistant while enrolled as graduate 

student.  I really wanted to know how they are making meaning of their 

experience and putting it to use as new professionals.  
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According to Merriam (2009) researchers who choose to conduct a basic, 

interpretive qualitative study are interested in “how people interpret their 

experiences, how they construct their worlds and what meaning they attribute to 

their experience” (p. 23).  A “phenomenon can be a program, an organization, or 

a culture” (Patton, 2002, p. 105).  The participants of this study attended two 

universities in the southeastern region of the United States.  Qualitative research 

methods should not be used to describe a norm, but used to understand 

meaning and gain knowledge about those who differ from the norm, as well as 

add depth to the educational environment (Manning, 1992). 

Jones, Arminio, Broido, and Torres (2002) noted that there is both a 

“blessing and a burden of qualitative research” (p. 461) because of the depth of 

understanding that is inevitably uncovered when conducting a qualitative study.  

With the blessing of understanding comes a responsibility to “tell the stories of 

those with whom researchers come in contact, in the most respectful way” 

(Jones et al., 2002, p. 461). The stories of these former master’s students should 

be heard.  As noted, new professionals are those who have been in the field of 

student affairs for less than five years (Cilente et al., 2006).  It should also be 

noted that it is during these first five years there is widespread attrition from the 

field, which has given administrators a cause for concern (Lorden, 1998; Tull, 

2006).  The voices and experience of new professionals may help to inform 

faculty of higher education leadership or college student personnel preparation 

programs—as well as CSAOs, MSAOs, and SSAOs—on ways to keep new 

professionals in the field. 
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Qualitative research has grown in popularity and become useful to student 

affairs professionals.  “Qualitative research methods with a face-to-face, open-

ended interviewing and dialogue approach to data collection provide students the 

opportunity to give an unqualified assessment of campus life” (Broido & Manning, 

2002, p. 133).  Therefore, qualitative research is useful to student affairs 

administrators seeking to assess the needs of the student population on their 

campus. 

As noted earlier, this study fills a gap in the literature.  Several previous 

studies in higher education leadership utilized a quantitative approach (Burkard 

et al., 2004; Creamer & Winston, 2002; Herdlein, 2004) in an effort to seek data 

regarding the experience of student affairs professionals.  Pascarella and 

Terenzini (2005) argued that quantitative research design is “most useful in 

painting the broad outlines of the portrait.  Rendering tone, tint, texture, and 

nuance may require the finer brushstrokes characteristic of qualitative 

approaches” (p. 637).  This study sought to illuminate the “finer brushstrokes” of 

the master’s student experience. 

Philosophical Assumptions 

 The goal of this study was to tell the stories of a group of practitioners who 

are new student affairs professionals.  The philosophical assumption underlying 

my study is constructivism.  Broido and Manning (2002) noted that the, 

“constructionist paradigm has been embraced in educational practice, including 

higher education and student affairs” (p. 436).  Constructionism was the 

appropriate philosophical assumption because I wanted to allow the participants 
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an opportunity to articulate the relevance of their experience.  Lincoln and Guba 

(1985, 2000) acknowledged that the basic principle of constructivism is that 

reality is socially, culturally, and historically constructed.  Meaning is always 

created from one’s social human interactions (Crotty, 1998).  I posited that the 

former master’s students experience historical construction through their 

curriculum and graduate coursework.  This study sought to gain perspective of 

their social and cultural construction from their experience as a graduate 

assistant. 

Research Process 

 This section explains the research process, including the study sites, 

participants, data collection methods, and strategies used to ensure the validity 

of data collection.  The participants of this study attended two different graduate 

preparation programs in the southeastern region of the United States as chosen 

from the ACPA’s Graduate Preparation Program Directory (2015).  Programs 

were selected based on access and conversations with faculty contacts at the 

institutions, as well as geographic location (southeastern region of the United 

States), the availability of assistantships to off-set costs of attendance, time to 

completion (18-24 months) and the college in which the program is housed (see 

Appendix).  The names of the institutions have been withheld in order to protect 

the anonymity of participants. 
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Study Sites 

Institution A.  Southeast University (SEU) is a four-year public institution.  

Within the higher education leadership graduate program, students are required 

to participate in 36-39 hours of course work.  At the time that data were collected 

for this study, there were six faculty (three full-time tenured, one associate 

professor, one assistant professor and one adjunct professor) within the higher 

education leadership program, one of whom was dedicated solely to the 

administration, advising, and teaching of master’s level students within the 

program that also included doctoral level students.  Students are not required to 

have an assistantship, although roughly 50% of students do hold an 

assistantship.  The remaining 50% work full-time at various local institutions.  The 

program does not use a cohort model.  Many of the students participate in 

common educational experiences each semester. 

Institution B.  East Coast University (ECU) is a four-year public 

institution.  Within the graduate program, students are required to participate in 

42 credit hours of course work.  At the time data were collected, there were six 

full-time faculty members.  Students are not required to have an assistantship 

although it is highly recommended and more than 90% of students hold an 

assistantship.  Students are required to participate in at least one practica.  The 

program does not use a cohort model.  Many of the students participate in 

common educational experiences each semester.  According to the ECU 

Graduate Studies Bulletin (pseudonym for document for the purpose of blinding) 

(2013), “The Master’s Degree in Higher Education and Student Affairs combines 
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a rigorous program of full-time study with in depth practical experience suited to 

dedicated individuals seeking professional careers in the administration of 

college student development services and activities” (p. 1). 

Gaining Access to Participants 

 Seidman (2006) asserted that, “interviewing involves a relationship 

between the interviewer and the participant” (p. 44).  Furthermore, he stated that, 

“how interviewers gain access to potential participants and make contact with 

them can affect the beginning of that relationship and every subsequent step in 

the interviewing process” (Seidman, 2006, p. 40).  Therefore, after receiving IRB 

approval, access to prospective participants was gained with the assistance from 

the program coordinators at ECU and SEU.  The program coordinators sent 

emails including the recruitment flyer (see Appendix D) to graduates from each 

respective institution’s master’s program.  A total of 70 emails were sent with 35 

former students responding to the requests.  The 35 former students who 

responded were then directed to a criteria for inclusion questionnaire (see 

Appendix C) via Qualtrics to the determine participation eligibility (i.e., graduated 

within the past five years, attended a program in the southeastern region of the 

United States and served as graduate assistants for no less than 18 months 

during their graduate preparation program).  After receiving the results from the 

questionnaire, it was determined that 13 respondents were eligible to participate 

in the study.  An adult consent form was then sent to the prospective participants 

to ensure their confidentiality.  If the prospective consented to being a part of the 

study, an interview date and time was scheduled. 
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Research Participants 

 Qualitative research is different from quantitative research in that 

quantitative researchers may survey hundreds of respondents in an effort to 

generalize the results, but “qualitative researchers usually choose research 

participants for the specific qualities they can bring to the study” (Esterberg, 

2002, p. 93).  In a qualitative study the cases selected should be ones that show 

different perspectives on the problem (Creswell, 2007).  According to Haley, 

Hephner LaBanc, and Koutas (2011), “graduate assistants in student affairs often 

play an important role in the operational effectiveness of the university due to 

their extensive contact with undergraduate students in advising, programming, 

and administration” (p. 8).  For this reason, I sought participants who held a 

graduate assistantship in various departments during their graduate experience. 

 For this study, I interviewed 13 new student affairs professionals.  Patton 

(2002) recommended purposive sampling because this type of sampling allows 

the researcher to focus on information-rich cases that will highlight the questions 

of the study, therefore, I utilized purposeful criterion sampling to select potential 

participants.  Purposive sampling occurs when the researcher “chooses those 

interviewees who can give you the greatest possible insight into your topic” 

(Esterberg, 2002, p. 93).  Participants of this study provided me with rich 

descriptive evidence of their experience during their graduate study.   Table 1 

lists participants’ demographics, location of assistantship during their master’s 

preparation program, and their undergraduate majors.  As evident by the 

undergraduate majors, the interests of the participants were quite diverse. 
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Table 1 

Research Participant Demographics 

Pseudo
-nym 

Instit. Gender Race/ 

Ethnicity 

Assistantship Undergraduate 
Major 

Yrs. 
in the 
field 

Currently 
Employed 
at a Coll./ 

Univ. 

Region of 
the U.S. 

Employed 

Adam SEU M White Residential Life Political Science 2 Yes Midwest 

Belle SEU F White Residential Life Music 2 Yes West 

Camille SEU F Multi Student Affairs/ 
Multicultural 

Affairs 

Intercultural 
Communication 

3 Yes Southeast 

Daniel SEU M Black Student 
Involvement 

Interdisciplinary 
Studies 

3 No* N/A 

Eden SEU F White Residential Life Organizational 
Communication 

2 Yes Southeast 

Flynn ECU M Black Multicultural 
Affairs 

History/ 
Communication 

4 Yes Southeast 

Grant SEU M Black Residential Life English 3 No* N/A 

India ECU F White Undergraduate 
Research 

Family & Child 
Science 

1 Yes Southeast 

Jade SEU F White Student 
Government/ 

Student 
Activities 

Anthropology & 
Sociology 

2 Yes Southeast 

Kacey ECU F White Student 
Conduct 

Business 1 Yes Midwest 

Lance SEU M Black Residential Life Human 
Resource 

Management 

4 Yes Southeast 

Mason ECU M Black Residential 
Life/ 

Multicultural 
Affairs 

Psychology 1 Yes Southeast 

Nyla ECU F White Residential 
Life/ Student 

Affairs 

English 2 Yes Southeast 

Note.  *Participants left the field of student affairs after data were collected. 

 Sampling criteria.  Participants had to be new professionals in the 

southeast region of the United States, less than five years in the field and who 

held a graduate assistantship for no less than 18 months in various departments 
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during their graduate experience.  In addition, they could not be currently 

employed at the institution from which they earned their master’s degree. 

 The participants for my study were new professionals who graduated from 

a master’s (M.Ed.) graduate preparation program at two large (10,000 or more 

students), public universities (as designated by the Carnegie Classifications of 

Institutions of Higher Education [The. Trustees of the Indiana University, 2015]) 

in the southeastern region of the United States.  The Southeast was designated 

by one of the leading associations for student affairs professionals, NASPA.  

NASPA has designated 12 states that comprise the southeastern region: 

Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North 

Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia and West Virginia; currently 16 

institutions of higher education fall within this region and fit the criteria assigned 

to this study (M.Ed. programs housed in a college of education with a focus on 

higher education leadership/administration or student affairs) (see Table 2). 

  



	   51 

Table 2 

Institutions in the Southeastern Region of the United States with M.Ed. Programs 

in Higher Education Administration/Leadership or Student Affairs 

Institutional Characteristics East Coast University (ECU) Southeast University (SEU) 
Size and Setting 4-year, large, primarily 

residential 
4-year, large, primarily 

nonresidential 
Type of Institution Public Public 

Undergraduate student 
population 

25,254 25,627 

Category Doctoral University: 
Highest Research 

Doctoral University: 
Highest Research Activity 

Graduate Student Population 8,518 4,670 
Type of Program Higher Education and 

Student Affairs (M.Ed.) 
Higher Education 

Leadership Master’s 
Program (M.Ed.) 

Where Program is Housed College of Education College of Education 
Year Program was Founded 1963 2004 

Full-Time Faculty 7 6 
Average time to Degree 2 years 2 years 
Total # of Credit Hours 42 36-39 
Assistantship Visitation 

Program 
Yes Yes 

Assistantship Placement 
Assistance 

Yes Yes 

Required Coursework Required Core Courses 
(18hrs): 

• Evolution of Higher Ed. 
• American College 

Student 
• Legal or Assessment in 

Higher Education 
• Communication Skills 

• Introduction to 
Research 

• Practicum in Higher Ed. 
Courses in Area of 

Concentration (18hrs) 
• Higher Education 

Administration 
Concentration or 
Student Affairs 
Administration 
Concentration 

Electives: (6hrs) 

Required Core Courses 
(24hrs): 

• Leadership Studies (6-
9hrs) 

• Educational Statistics 
• Educational Research 
• Introduction to Higher 

Ed. 
• History & Philosophy 

• Organization & 
Administration 

Electives: (9hrs.) 
Experiential Component: 

(3hrs) 

Thesis Option Yes No 
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 New student affairs professionals are those with less than five years of 

experience in the field (Cilente et al., 2006).  Again, for this reason, those who 

have been in the field of student affairs for more than five years were excluded 

from this study.  Participants of this study were student affairs professionals who 

held a graduate assistantship for no less than 18 months, during their master’s 

graduate preparation program. 

 I was also intentional about choosing participants who are not currently 

employed at the institution from which they earned their master’s degree.  

Wilkinson and Rund (2000) argued that while the notion in student affairs of 

“grow-your-own” is a positive one, it should not be the only way student affairs 

administrators hire. 

 “In qualitative research, we are more often interested in understanding a 

particular problem in great detail.  We want to know a lot about a relatively small 

number of people” because “we [tend to] sacrifice breadth for depth” (Esterberg, 

2002, p. 93).  Studying information-rich cases can produce insight and in-depth 

understanding rather than empirical generalizations (Patton, 2002).  As such, I 

was able to secure 13 interviews with former master’s students. 

Data Collection Procedures 

 The following section describes the data collection procedures I used to 

gather information from the participants on the role their graduate assistantship 

played in preparing them to become new professionals.  According to Merriam 

and Associates, (2002), “there are three major sources of data for a qualitative 

research study—interviews, observations, and documents” (p. 12). 
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 Interviewing: Face-to-face, FaceTime, and Skype interviews.  I was 

interested in hearing the stories of these former master’s students.  Seidman 

(2006) stated that, “at the heart of interviewing research is an interest in other 

individuals’ stories because they are of worth” (p. 9).  These stories are of worth 

because “new or emerging professionals in student affairs provide much, if not 

most, of the direct delivery of programs and services (other than physical and 

mental health) to students” (Davis Barham & Winston, 2006, p. 64).  Experts in 

the field of student affairs have identified key competencies they believed new 

professionals should possess.  Of these were counseling, mediating conflicts, 

and intervening in crisis situations (Burkard et al., 2004).  With these 

competencies in mind, it is important to hear the stories of these new 

professionals. 

The purpose of this basic, interpretive qualitative study was to understand 

if and how a past experience shaped the participants in their current role as new 

professionals, but “we cannot observe behaviors that took place at some 

previous point in time” (Patton, 2002, p. 341).  The most effective means of 

obtaining this information from the participants was to conduct an interview.  

According to Butcher, “Aristotle told us that every whole story has a beginning, a 

middle, and an end” (as cited in Seidman, 2006, p. 7).  Seidman (2006) noted 

that, “In order to give the details of their experience a beginning, middle, and end, 

people must reflect on their experience” (p. 7).  Each interview was semi-

structured and non-scripted; follow-up questions were asked at the time of the 

interview.  The protocol developed for the interview process was approved by 
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Florida Atlantic University’s Institutional Review Board and is included in the 

Appendices.  Interviews lasted from 45-80 minutes and were captured via voice 

memos.  Due to access limitations, only a few (three) interviews were conducted 

face-to-face.  Other interviews were conducted and recorded via FaceTime and 

Skype and.  Skype is a VOIP (voice over Internet protocol) system that allows 

free calling, text, and video-conferencing. 

It is necessary to interview when the researcher is interested in events 

that have occurred in the past that are difficult to replicate (Merriam, 2009).  I 

sought to understand how the former master’s students are making meaning of 

two phases of their professional journey and how they have integrated those 

phases into their current role as a new professional.  The participants of this 

study graduated from a preparation program in the southeastern region of the 

United States, and are currently living and working at institutions across the 

United States. 

Each participant was sent a copy of their individual transcript for their 

review.  This follow-up communication allowed each participant an opportunity to 

offer additional information that they may not have felt comfortable including in 

their transcript, served as a member-check to ensure their comments were 

recorded accurately, and to offer an opportunity to redact any statements made 

during the interview. 

Document collection.  According to Merriam (2009) documents are a 

“ready-made source of data” (p. 104) easily available to resourceful investigators.  

Throughout this qualitative research study, I collected documents that pertained 
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to both the graduate assistantship and their graduate preparation program.  I 

collected the resumes of the participants, as well as the graduate curriculum 

information, graduate programs of study, graduate student handbooks (when 

available), and graduate assistant handbooks (when available).  Even though 

documents are not typically produced for research purposes and may at times be 

incongruent with the findings derived from observations or interviews, they still 

hold a purpose (Merriam, 2009).  Many of the documents were readily accessible 

and therefore were of use because of the historical understanding they provide 

(Merriam, 2009). 

Journaling.  Several researchers (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Maxwell, 

1996; Merriam, 2009) have endorsed the use of memos, notes, and journals to 

one’s self during a research study.  This gives the researcher an opportunity to 

jot ideas down when they occur and is truly the beginning of the analysis process 

(Watt, 2007).  Throughout the course of this qualitative study I took notes on my 

personal reflections of the study in general, as well as on each interview, in order 

to truly capture the field experience.  These reflections assisted me in gaining an 

understanding of the perceptions of the former graduate assistants interviewed 

and was a valuable reference during the analysis process.  The combination of 

interviews, document collection and journaling strengthens the methods of the 

study (Patton, 2002). 

Qualitative research is an “intricate fabric composed of minute threads, 

many colors, different textures, and various blends of material” (Creswell, 2007, 

p. 35).  Each qualitative researcher has his or her own loom and way in which 
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they create their fabric.  In this basic interpretive study, I sought a better 

understanding of the role, if any, the graduate assistantship in student affairs 

played in preparing new student affairs professionals.  New professionals may 

deal with very challenging issues on college and university campuses (e.g., 

campus shootings, suicides, and catastrophic events).  I thought it was 

particularly relevant to weave their stories into the fabric of higher education 

today. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

 Researchers collect data in natural settings and are sensitive to the 

participants of their studies.  Further, they examine their data inductively to 

establish patterns or themes (Creswell, 2007).  “Qualitative analysis transforms 

data into findings” (Patton, 2002, p. 432).  Merriam (2009) concurred that data 

analysis truly begins when the researcher is able to identify the pieces of the 

research that answer the research questions of the study.  I used multiple 

methods of abstraction in this basic qualitative study to review the data.  This 

included identifying themes that were broad and narrow, as well as 

interconnected and independent. 

Coding.  After each interview was conducted, each participant was 

assigned a pseudonym.  I then transcribed the interview and did a first reading to 

familiarize myself with the responses.  The transcription was then sent to each 

participant to ensure member-checking.  Member checking allows the participant 

the opportunity to affirm the researcher’s interpretation of the interview (Patton, 

2002).  Upon receiving each returned transcript, I did a second reading of each 
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interview to recapture the setting.  I reviewed my notes in conjunction with my 

second reading to compare and contrast terms and significant ideas and themes.  

I then began the process of analysis. 

 The main approach to analysis was coding.  To assist in this thematic 

analysis process MAXQDA12© coding software was used.  Coding is “the 

process of making notation next to bits of data that strike you as potentially 

relevant to answering your research questions” (Merriam, 2009, p. 178).  Over 50 

codes emerged.  The initial codes were focused on interpreting results and 

answering the research questions.  Some excerpts received multiple codes.  

Each interview was then replayed and I reviewed the codes which were then 

minimized to 25.  The 25 codes were then categorized into five major themes. 

Trustworthiness Criteria 

 A crucial piece of qualitative research is the notion of validity.  Creswell 

(2014) acknowledged that validating findings in quantitative research is different 

from validating findings in qualitative research.  In qualitative research, in order to 

validate the findings, the researcher must utilize a process that ensures accuracy 

for both the researcher and the participant (Creswell, 2014).  The concerns of 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985) are addressed throughout this study in order to ensure accuracy. 

Credibility.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) explained that credibility is “an 

activity that provides an external check on the inquiry process” (p. 301).  Four 

techniques were used to ensure credibility.  One technique recommended that 

was utilized in this research study to achieve this “external check” was 
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triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Triangulation relates to being able “to 

determine the point of origin” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 305) by using multiple 

sources of data (i.e., interviews, document collection, and journal entries) 

(Creswell, 2014).  The second technique that was used in this study was “peer 

debriefing.”  Peer debriefing is a “process that involves asking a colleague to 

examine field notes and ask questions to examine assumptions” (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2012, p. 113).  The third technique that was used was noted earlier in the 

chapter through the disclosure of the researcher’s insider/outsider bias.  The final 

method used to ensure credibility in this study was member checking.  As noted 

earlier, member checking was used to establish the truthfulness of the findings 

by sending the final report back to the participants and determine whether the 

participants feel the account was correct. 

Transferability.  Transferability refers to “what ways understanding and 

knowledge can be applied in similar contexts and settings” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2012, p. 31).  The researcher of this study used thick, rich descriptions to convey 

findings (Creswell, 2014).  This technique was used to ensure that readers of the 

study can decide whether the process used could be used in other settings. 

Dependability.  Dependability parallels reliability, a term used in 

quantitative research (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  This ensures that the methods 

and measures used to collect and interpret data can be accurately tracked.  

Dependability was achieved in this study by the utilization of a field journal, which 

aided in providing a thorough explanation of how the data were collected and 

analyzed. 
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Confirmability.  Confirmability in a research study can be achieved 

through the use of an audit of the research process (Creswell, 2007).  In this 

study confirmability was achieved through the use of mems, which outlined how 

data were collected and analyzed. 

Insider/Outsider Status 

As the researcher of this basic interpretive study, I have to acknowledge 

and address my role as a peripheral insider.  Adler and Adler (1987) identified 

three “membership roles” of qualitative researchers: 

1. peripheral members, ones who do not participate in the core activities of 

the group members or who may have been a member of the group; 

2. active member researchers, who become involved with the central 

activities of the group without fully committing themselves; and 

3. complete member researchers, who are already members of the group or 

who become fully affiliated during the course of the research. 

I sought to understand the role, if any, a graduate assistantship in student affairs 

played in the perceptions of preparedness of new professionals.  I was engaged 

in this basic interpretive qualitative study as both the researcher or inquirer and 

as a peripheral member because I did not partake in the activities of the 

participants, although I was once a member of the group.  Throughout this study I 

served as a doctoral graduate research assistant within a program in higher 

education leadership.  I also served as a graduate assistant during my own 

master’s preparation program.  My current role as a graduate assistant provided 
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me with access to former master’s students.  I believe it also afforded me insight 

into understanding the experience of these former graduate assistants. 

Delimitations 

Delimitations are conditions or parameters that the researcher intentionally 

imposes in order to limit the scope of the study (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  This 

study has four distinct delimitations: 

1. This study was restricted to the perceptions of former master’s students 

and their experience as a graduate assistant during their graduate 

preparation program in a higher education leadership or college student 

personnel master’s program. 

2. Due to time, economic, and proximity constraints, this study was focused 

on participants who graduated from a preparation program in the 

southeastern region of the United States. 

3. Participants who worked full-time during their graduate preparation 

program were excluded from the study. 

4. The participants of this study were new professionals, so they have 

worked in the field less than five years since graduating from their 

graduate preparation program. 

Limitations 

There are three principal limitations pertaining to this study.  The first is 

the population of participants interviewed.  This study was focused on former 

students who were graduate assistants in higher education leadership during 

their master’s preparation program.  As previously noted, not all students hold an 
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assistantship during their preparation program.  Thus, generalizability to other 

graduate students cannot be achieved.  Second, due to time, economic, and 

proximity limits, this study was focused in the southeastern region of the United 

States.  Lastly, only one 45-80 minute interview was conducted which limited in-

depth probing.  Limitations in qualitative research are potential weaknesses of 

research and are often the peripheral circumstances that restrict the study or 

may affect its result (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  Limiting the focus of the study 

to students who graduated from a higher education leadership/college student 

personnel program in the southeastern region, attended full-time, and served as 

graduate assistants decreases applicability of the findings to other institutions in 

other regions with varied curricular choices and students who attend part-time. 

Chapter Summary 

 The purpose of this basic, interpretive qualitative study was to understand 

and describe the ways in which new professionals’ constructed meaning from 

their graduate assistantship experience.  This chapter described the 

methodological approach used, philosophical assumptions of the study, gaining 

access to participants, the study sites, data collection and analysis procedures, 

data analysis, trustworthiness criteria, delimitations, and limitations of the study.  

The participant profiles will be reported in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4. RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS AND INSTITUTION PROFILES 

 This chapter provides information about the study sites and each of the 

participants in this study.  Thirteen new professionals in student affairs took part 

in this study.  Professionals who have worked in student affairs for less than five 

years post master’s degree, are classified as new professionals (Renn & 

Hodges, 2007).  At the time the interviews were conducted, none of the 

participants had been employed in the field of student affairs for more than four 

years, and none less than one year.  In addition to the length of time in the field, 

the criteria set for participants to be eligible for this study included that they must 

have served as a graduate assistant during their preparation program for at least 

18 mponths, and are currently not employed at the institution from which they 

graduated. 

 Many of the participants of this study have a similar profile, each having 

graduated from a master’s preparation program in the southeastern region of the 

United States.  Several of the participants have obtained positions spanning 

across the United States (from the West, Midwest, to the Southeast).  Each of 

the participants obtained employment shortly after graduation from their master’s 

degree program.  Many were recruited directly out of their master’s degree 

program.  At the time of the interview, 11 of the 13 participants were employed at 

a 4-year institution.  The participants work in diverse student affairs departments.  

Some of the participants were either in the process, or were set to begin the 
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process, of seeking their second, or in one case their third, position post-master’s 

degree.  The 13 participants followed the path of entering into a master’s degree 

program in higher education leadership/college student personnel or related field 

within six-months of graduating from their undergraduate institution (see Table 

1). 

The participants were racially diverse.  Seven participants identified as 

White, five identified as Black, and one identified as multiethnic.  Seven of the 

participants were female and six of the participants were male.  The participants 

ranged in age from 24 to 28 years.  Participants worked in various departments 

throughout their institutions during their graduate assistantship experience 

(Housing and Residential Life, Fraternity and Sorority Life, Judicial Affairs, and 

Undergraduate Research, to name a few) (see Table 1). 

Context of the Institution 

SEU. is a four-year public institution.  The higher education leadership 

program at SEU is housed within the College of Education.  The master’s level 

program was founded in 2004.  The program’s primary focus is leadership.  

Assistantships are not required for admission or attendance but students may 

participate in the graduate assistants visitation days to be considered for an 

assistantship opportunity.  There are 36-39 program credit hours with one 

experiential course required.  At the time that data were collected for this study, 

there were six faculty (three full-time tenured, one associate professor, one 

assistant professor and one adjunct professor) within the program.  At the time 

the participants attended the institution (2011–2015) there was one faculty 
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member that was dedicated to the administration and advising of all master’s 

level students within the program.  This faculty member served as the 

faculty/advisor and is referred as such in Chapter 5.  The program also has 

doctoral level students who are advised by various faculty throughout the 

department.  Though not required roughly 50% of students do serve as graduate 

assistants.  The remaining 50% work full-time at various local institutions.  

Though the program does not use a cohort model, many of the students 

participate in common educational experiences each semester.  The average 

time to degree of master’s students is two years. 

SEU Participants 

This section includes a profile of each participant who graduated from the 

Higher Education Leadership/Higher Education Administration or College 

Student Personnel program at SEU.  In an effort to maintain the privacy of the 

participants, pseudonyms were assigned.  In total, 13 new student affairs 

professionals were interviewed for this study; seven graduated from SEU.  Table 

3 lists the SEU participants’ pseudonym, age, gender, race/ethnicity, and the 

office in which they held a graduate assistantship. 
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Table 3 

SEU Participant Information 

Pseudonym Age Gender Race/Ethnicity Assistantship Department 

Adam 28 Male White Housing & Residential Life 

Belle 26 Female White Housing & Residential Life 

Camille 27 Female Multiethnic Multicultural Affairs 

Daniel 27 Male Black Student Involvement in Leadership 

Eden 25 Female White Housing & Residential Life 

Grant 27 Male Black Housing & Residential Life 

Jade 28 Female White Student Government 

 

During the interview, each participant was asked what lead to their 

decision to enter into a graduate preparation program in higher education 

leadership/college student personnel or student affairs leadership.  This chapter 

provides a glimpse into each participant’s rationale for entering into the field of 

student affairs. 

Adam.  Adam is a 28-year old White male from the Southeast.  He 

attended a university in the Southeast for his undergraduate degree and SEU for 

his master’s degree.  Adam was an undergraduate political science major.  

Throughout his master’s degree program Adam held an assistantship as a hall 

coordinator in residential life. 

 During our interview Adam shared that the death of an immediate family 

member created a personal life crisis.  This crisis became a turning point in his 

academic life.  When asked what lead to his decision to enter into a higher 

education leadership program, Adam noted: 
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When I entered my undergraduate career I certainly did not imagine 

myself going into higher education.  But it took a life crisis to occur.  I 

chose to go into this as a profession shortly after I was promoted [as a 

Resident Assistant] and learned, “You can do this for a living,” “This is a 

thing?” and “I like it” and “Wow and cool.”  So, yeah, that’s just kind of 

where it stemmed from, it’s coming from a place of passion and…it 

stemmed from a place of “I’ve got to do something to help college kids 

understand that they are the power source to America’s future.” 

 Adam, like most of the participants in the study, remarked that during his 

undergraduate journey, someone helped him to realize that higher education 

leadership/administration or college student personnel was an actual “field” or 

“career.”  At the time of our interview it had been two years since Adam 

graduated from his master’s program.  He had worked at two institutions within 

that span of time.  At his first institution after graduation he worked in housing 

and residential life.  At his second institution he worked for the Dean of Students 

Office in a coordinator role. 

 Belle.  Belle is from the Southeast, attended a university in the Southeast 

for her undergraduate career, and SEU for her master’s degree.  Belle was an 

undergraduate music major.  Belle’s graduate assistantship was as a hall 

coordinator for residential life.  When asked what lead her to pursue a master’s 

degree in higher education leadership/college student personnel, Belle replied: 

Well I think I have a very similar story probably to a lot of other student 

affairs professionals.  Kind of how student affairs found me.  A student 
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affairs professional had reached out to me at my undergrad [institution].  

And said, “Did you know this is a thing?” And I was like, “No way, what?”  

And so, one of my fellowships, which was just like an admin assistant, 

really like a student administrative assistant, I was working with the Dean 

of Student’s office, really just filing paperwork.  The Dean of the University 

was just like, “Belle [pseudonym] you are so involved in Student Affairs,” 

you know, “I really just want to have open arms with you towards this 

career.  Any time you want to like, talk about it let me know.”  And I was 

like, “What is Student Affairs?”  So she kind of, just embraced me, and 

really kind of showed me that there was a way. 

It has been two years since Belle graduated with her master’s degree in 

higher education leadership.  She was recruited from her master’s program as a 

coordinator of student development for an institution in the West where she 

remained for a year.  Belle remarked that the institution was “not quite right for 

her” and moved to an institution in the Midwest, where she has just completed 

her first year as a residence director.  Belle is excited about year two. 

Camille.  Camille is originally from the Northeast, but she attended SEU 

for both her undergraduate and master’s degree.  Camille held two graduate 

assistantships during her master’s degree program.  One position was within the 

Dean of Students Office and the other in the Department of Multicultural Affairs.  

When asked why she chose to enter into a program in higher education 

leadership/college student personnel, Camille responded: 
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I honestly had no idea what I was going to do with my Bachelor’s Degree 

in Intercultural Communication.  I really didn’t know what kind of job I 

could get with that. But I wanted to figure out how I was to going to move 

forward and when I figured out that you could have a career in Higher 

Education, I was all for that.  Because also the idea of not leaving college 

was appealing, because I enjoyed it so much.  So I think, I like, kind of 

jumped in with both feet and not knowing 100% what it was going to be all 

about. And what that role in administration looks like, but just excited to 

just be a part of college and higher education in general. 

At the time of our interview it had been three years since Camille 

graduated from her master’s degree program.  After graduate school, Camille 

became a residence coordinator at a university in the Midwest, where she 

remained for a year.  She then applied for a position in housing and residential 

life at a university in hopes of returning to the Southeast, where she remained for 

two years.  Camille has since moved to her third institution, also in the Southeast, 

in hopes of finding the “right fit.” 

 Daniel.  Daniel is from the Southeast, attended an institution in the 

Southeast for his undergraduate, and SEU for his master’s degree.  Daniel held 

two graduate assistantships during this master’s degree program.  One position 

was within the College of Education and the other in student involvement in 

leadership, with a primary focus in civic engagement.  Daniel shared a multitude 

of pieces that helped to influence his decision to enter into a graduate 
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preparation program, which will be more deeply explored in Chapter 5.  But he 

noted: 

I would have to say there were a culmination of events that lead to me 

applying to and wanting to seek out a higher education master’s program.  

And I think one of the biggest moments, was I had just finished up my first 

year at my undergraduate institution, as Senator for their Student 

Government.  I was, a Senate Representative, Senate President and in 

that role, I was considered the first African American.  Because it is 

a…southern conservative school…to be elected as the first African 

American Senate President was something that was monumental for me.  

Two individuals, (Daniel mentioned two mentors, which will be further 

explored in Chapter 5) coupled with my experience in student government, 

going through this life-changing experience at LeaderShape, really 

discovering who I am as an individual.  And you know, really helped 

shape, and guide me to make the decision, to not only go into graduate 

studies, but to specifically go into, you know, a higher education or student 

affairs program. 

 At the time of our interview it had been three years since Daniel graduated 

with his master’s degree.  He was recruited right out of his program as a 

residence hall director for an institution in the Southeast.  He remained there for 

a year and a half, before he moved into another educational leadership role.  At 

the time our interview was conducted, Daniel was in the midst of considering 

other roles in the academe. 
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 Eden.  Eden is originally from the Northeast, but she attended an 

institution in the Southeast for her undergraduate degree and SEU for her 

master’s degree.  Eden was an undergraduate education major.  She noted that 

after attending an orientation for teachers she recognized that teaching was not 

what she wanted to do.  She considered both psychology and hospitality before 

recognizing that neither field specifically felt comfortable for her.  Eden worked in 

housing and residential life throughout the two years of her assistantship.  When 

asked why she chose to enter into a program in higher education leadership, 

Eden responded: 

I think it was when I became an RA (resident assistant) and so when I was 

in undergrad, I entered as an RA my sophomore year of college and I did 

the next three years.  And I really enjoyed a lot of what I did.  Originally 

when I entered into college I wanted to become a teacher…I wanted to 

work in education, but then I went in on orientation day and I was like, 

“Yeah, no, I am not doing this.”  And when I was being an RA I started to 

realize a lot of the things I was interested in the teaching, education, 

counseling, and programming were all what the RA did.  So I had 

essentially found a career.  It just had all those three things that I really 

enjoyed doing.  I just always felt like I was missing something and so, I 

ended up, it ended up really saving me in some ways.  Because I found 

my niche.  I found something I was really good at. 
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At the time of our interview, it had been two years since Eden graduated 

from her master’s degree program.  She was recruited to and accepted a position 

as a residential coordinator at an institution in the Southeast. 

 Grant.  Grant is from the Southeast.  He attended a university in the 

Southeast for his undergraduate degree and SEU for his master’s degree.  Grant 

worked in housing and residential life as a residential hall coordinator for the two 

years of his assistantship.  When asked what lead to his decision to attend a 

program in higher education leadership, Grant responded: 

For me, it was my undergrad experience.  That was the foundation for 

what I decided to go into.  I started out as an education major…I started 

out as an elementary education major.  So I did that, you know and then I 

thought, I don’t know if I am cut out for elementary school age children.  

And so, I decided to take the step out and I just tried to focus primarily on 

the arts, English, those were the courses I related most to in high school.  

And then I changed my major to English and Language Arts.  I liked doing 

the fun stuff…you know; the fun stuff was at college.  It was such a good 

atmosphere at my undergraduate school.  I saw people just like me in 

administrative positions, those types of things, so I was like, “Ok, maybe 

this is something I can do. This is something that will be for me.”  Hanging 

out, fun type, leadership development, these are things I seemed to be 

good at. 

At the time our interview it had been three years since Grant graduated 

with his master’s degree.  He was offered a position as a residence director 
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directly out of his master’s preparation program at an institution in the Midwest.  

He remained there for three years, and at the time of our interview, Grant was 

considering transitioning into an educational leadership opportunity that would 

take him off a college campus. 

 Jade.  Jade is from the Southeast.  She attended a university in the 

Southeast for her bachelor of arts degrees in anthropology and sociology and 

attended SEU for her master’s degree in higher education leadership.  Jade held 

two graduate assistantships during her program.  One assistantship was in 

student government and the other was in student activities/programming.  When 

asked what made her choose to attend a program in higher education 

leadership/college student personnel, Jade responded: 

I think my decision, I think like many people, it happened during my 

undergraduate experience.  And I kind of had, there’s a lot of things I was 

very interested in, that has to do a lot with just people, and social 

interactions. I thought, I really just wanted to study people.  And as I 

became, more involved with student activities in my undergraduate 

experience I realized that, some people told me that, this was a career.  

And I was like, “Huh, ok.”  So I got really involved rather quickly and then 

graduated.  So I think, it kind of happened towards the end, and I think I 

was told that these people have jobs and this is what they do, that’s how I 

became introduced to student affairs, student personnel and working in a 

university. 



	   73 

Jade was one of the few participants whose first employment opportunity 

post master’s degree was in a local community college, where she remained for 

a year.  She was recruited by her undergraduate alma-mater where she is 

currently working as a coordinator in Student Involvement. 

Context of the Institution 

ECU. is a four-year public institution.  The higher education program at 

ECU is housed in the College of Education.  The program was founded in 1963.  

The program’s primary focus is student affairs.  Assistantships are not required 

for admission or attendance but students may participate in the graduate 

assistants visitation days to be considered for an assistantship opportunity.  

There are 42 program credit hours.  At the time data were collected, there were 

six full-time faculty members.  Though not required approximately 90% of 

students serve as graduate assistants in various departments throughout the 

university and neighboring institutions.  At the time the participants from this 

study attended ECU they were required to participate in at least one semester 

long practica in two different offies.  The program does not use a cohort model 

but many of the students participate in common educational experiences each 

semester. 

ECU Participants 

This section includes a profile of each participant who graduated from the 

Higher Education Leadership/Higher Education Administration or College 

Student Personnel program at ECU.  In an effort to maintain the privacy of the 

participants, pseudonyms were assigned.  In total, 13 new student affairs 



	   74 

professionals were interviewed for this study; six graduated from ECU.  Table 4 

lists the ECU participants’ pseudonym, age, gender, race/ethnicity, and the office 

in which they held a graduate assistantship. 

Table 4 

ECU Participant Information 

Pseudonym Age Gender Race/Ethnicity Assistantship Department 

Flynn 27 Male Black Multicultural Affairs 

India 24 Female White Undergraduate Research 

Kacey 27 Female White Student Conduct 

Lance 28 Male Black Housing & Residential Life 

Mason 25 Male Black Housing & Residential Life 

Nyla 26 Female White Housing & Residential Life 

 

During the interview, each participant was asked to reflect upon what lead 

to their decision to enter into a graduate preparation program in higher education 

leadership/college student personnel or student affairs leadership.  I provide their 

reflections with each profile. 

 Flynn.  Flynn is from the Southeast.  He attended an institution in the 

Southeast for his undergraduate degree and ECU for his master’s degree.  Flynn 

was a history and communication major during his undergraduate career.  His 

graduate assistantship was in the Office of Multicultural Student Affairs.  During 

the course of our interview, I asked Flynn what lead to his decision to enter into a 

program and pursue higher education leadership as a career, to which Flynn 

remarked: 
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So, like many people that are in this field, I was heavily involved on 

campus; I was a Tour Guide, I did Orientation, and I was heavily involved 

in Greek Life.  And it was the mentors there at the institution that pushed 

me to pursue this career. 

It had been four years since Flynn graduated from his master’s degree 

program at ECU.  After graduating, Flynn went on to become an assistant 

director in multicultural affairs at an institution in the Southeast.  At the time of our 

interview Flynn noted that he would be transitioning into a higher education 

leadership doctoral program at an institution in the Southeast. 

 India.  India is from the Southeast and attended a university in the 

Southeast for her undergraduate and ECU for her master’s degree.  India held an 

assistantship in undergraduate research during her master’s degree program.  

She received her bachelor of science degree in family and child science.  She is 

currently working at a university in the Southeast.  India noted that she decided 

to attend a program in higher education leadership/college student personnel 

because: 

As an undergraduate I was a family and child science major and I had 

intended on going into marriage and family therapy.  So when I was an 

undergrad…I was working as an intern at a grief counseling 

center…working with parent and family therapists in their practice and at 

the same time I was working in a big leadership position in Greek Life.  

And so I worked really closely with the professionals in the Greek Life 

Office.  And so I was having those two experiences concurrently and 
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realizing that I was using a lot of the same skills in both and witnessing a 

lot of the same skills in both the grief counseling center and in Greek Life.  

But in the Greek Life office I really loved the team orientation. I loved 

working with college students.  Because in my position, there was a lot of 

mentoring and curriculum design for undergrads and so a lot of exposure 

through Greek life, and then the mentoring relationships that I developed 

with the professionals in that office really inspired me to get involved in the 

field. 

 India was recruited out of her master’s degree program to an institution in 

the Southeast as an academic advisor.  She held the position for over a year.  At 

the time of our interview she had recently returned to her undergraduate 

institution to work in development. 

 Kacey.  Kacey is from the Midwest and attended a university in the 

Midwest for her undergraduate degree and ECU for her master’s degree.  Kacey 

received her bachelor of arts in business, which she thought helped to frame her 

assistantship as a student conduct officer: 

I was in undergrad and I was in a lot of student orgs.  I actually was 

actually going to school for business and fashion, and so would not have 

suspected Higher Ed.  I was involved in a sorority and I went to this 

opportunity…for Hazing Prevention.  So, when I came back to campus I 

started the hazing prevention group on campus with administrators, 

students, the police, athletics was there, you know, a whole bunch of 

people….I ended up confronting it in my own group and I just felt this huge 
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sense of support from specifically our fraternity and sorority advisor on 

campus.  And I really felt, like more fulfilled with helping students create 

better safer environments, then what I was doing kind of in my 

coursework.  I think that I knew business was a good broad base, but it 

wasn’t what I really wanted to do every day. 

Kacey noted during our interview that she was very intentional during her 

job search post master’s degree because she sought to return to an institution in 

the Midwest.  She happily accepted a position at her undergraduate institution to 

work within fraternity and sorority life before moving into a role as a Title IX 

coordinator. 

 Lance.  Lance is from the Southeast and attended universities in the 

Southeast for both his undergraduate degree in human resource management 

and his master’s in higher education leadership.  Lance’s graduate assistantship 

was in housing and residential life.  When asked what lead to his decision to 

seek a master’s in higher education leadership, Lance noted: 

So back at my undergrad [institution], fall semester rolls around and 

there’s a career fair.  So, I went to the career fair, I interviewed with a 

couple of actual companies, and wound up getting an offer…at a 

department store.  And so, after talking it over with my supervisor, 

because I was an RA at the time, and a few other folks.  They told me that 

I should consider student affairs.  So they kind of started off with the 

conversation, of “would you like to do this as a full-time profession?”….I 

was part of the undergraduate leadership course that kind of prepared you 
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to go into careers in student affairs, and so after taking that for the spring 

semester, and doing a bunch of applications, I determined that, this was 

definitely the route I wanted to go. 

At the time of our interview it had been four years since Lance graduated 

from his master’s degree program at ECU.  After graduating Lance was recruited 

as a residence hall director at an institution in the Southeast.  He is still employed 

at the same institution. 

 Mason.  Mason is from the Southeast and attended universities in the 

Southeast for both his undergraduate and master’s degree.  Mason was an 

undergraduate psychology major.  Mason held two assistantships during his 

master’s degree program; one in housing and residential life, and one in 

multicultural affairs.  When asked what lead to his decision to enter into a 

program in higher education leadership, Mason stated: 

I actually, I learned what Student Affairs was as I was applying to a 

graduate program.  I wanted to go to counseling and I knew a lot of 

people, who were RAs, were leaders….I was an RA and I worked as a 

student worker on campus, I wanted to go to counseling as a psychology 

major.  I was looking through master’s degrees in counseling and I was 

just kind of looking through programs.  So from there I looked into what is 

this, and found similar programs.  And was like, “that sounds like 

something I want to do.”  It was more diverse than counseling.  Kind of 

gave me more options.  And I always wanted to work in education.  That’s 

kind of where my passion was, but I can’t do the classroom thing.  Don’t 
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like kids.  And like I said, I wanted something where I could do something 

different every day, that was a big one.  And like I said, I saw a need for, 

especially Black males to work in education and kind of fix a lot of large 

scale problems.  So I think that gave me that opportunity to work in 

education without having to work in a classroom. 

At the time of our interview it has been a year since Mason began working 

as a coordinator of academic programming at an institution in the Southeast. 

Nyla.  Nyla is from the Southeast and attended universities in the 

Southeast for both her undergraduate and master’s degrees.  Nyla was an 

undergraduate English major at a women’s college.  She held two assistantships; 

one in housing and residential life and one in the student affairs department.  

When asked what lead to her decision to enter into a program in higher 

education leadership, Nyla noted: 

I would say my story is very similar to a lot of others that I have heard.  So 

I was a very active student leader on my campus.  I went to a small private 

liberal arts institution, it was a women’s college, so it was a very, very 

interesting experience that I think really prepared me to go into, being a 

leader in various aspects.  So I had kind of a gambit of experiences and 

you know trying to figure out what I wanted to do with my English degree I 

thought, “Ok, well maybe public relations is the field I wanted to go 

into,”…That’s kind of when it really hit me like, “Oh wow, I can do this for a 

living” and make a career out of working with college students, so that’s 

kind of what lead me to pursue a master’s program. 
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At the time of our interview it has been two years since Nyla graduated.  

She enjoys her current role as a first-year coordinator at an institution in the 

Southeast.  Nyla noted that her passion is “helping first-year students’ transition 

into college and helping student leaders grow and develop.” 

Chapter Summary 

 Participants’ reasons for exploring student affairs as a profession were 

explained in this chapter.  This was designed to introduce these participants and 

place them in context to the overall study.  In Chapter 5, I focus on answering my 

two research questions and examine the common themes across all 13 

participants. 
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CHAPTER 5. FINDINGS 

This chapter presents the findings from this research study.  Upon 

conducting one-on-one, semi-structured interviews, the content from the open-

ended questions was coded for recurring patterns in which four themes emerged 

related to the two primary research questions guiding this study: 1) How do 

master’s level, full-time, professionals perceive the relevance of their graduate 

assistantship in preparing them for the profession of student affairs? and 2) How 

do master’s level new student affairs professionals perceive they were socialized 

into the profession through their graduate assistantship? 

Thirteen participants were interviewed for this study: their profiles were 

presented in Chapter 4.  Through the collection of documents (resumes and 

programs of study), and organization and analysis of the data (interviews and 

researcher memos), several findings emerged.  The findings are interwoven with 

the conceptual model guiding this study that resonated with the experiences that 

the participants shared.  These findings became the main themes of; (a) 

mentorship, (b) hands-on experience, (c) peer interactions, and (d) financial 

enticement.  It is important to note that some themes include subthemes. 

Theme 1: Mentorship 

At the beginning of the interview, all the participants were asked to reflect 

on what lead them to the field of student affairs.  The participants revealed what 

lead them to explore student affairs as a course of graduate study (moving in), 
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the personal experiences they had during their graduate experience (moving 

through) and how they are making meaning of their previous experiences, now, 

as new professionals (moving out).  All the participants (13 of 13) revealed that 

student affairs was not their intended profession, as noted by their undergraduate 

majors (see Table 1).  Twelve of the 13 explicitly stated during their 

undergraduate experience—the moving in phase of their development and 

transition—that, “student affairs found me.” 

Throughout the data analysis process the term “mentor” continuously 

emerged.  New professionals spoke of a “mentor” throughout their professional 

development experience.  Belle, Flynn, and Lance specifically noted (included in 

Chapter 4) that there was a person whom they referred to as a “mentor” who told 

them to explore student affairs as a profession.  Others, Adam and Daniel, for 

example, spoke later of their mentor who assisted them during their pre-

exploration of student affairs (moving in):  Adam commented: 

I was also being encouraged by one of my mentors, [blinded], at my 

[undergraduate institution], to pursue an assistantship because he told me 

that that experience would complement my education.  Again, brand new 

knowledge to me, I assume he was correct because he was a mentor, 

right? 

Adam pursued student affairs because his mentor guided him towards the field 

and expressed the need for an assistantship, in that it would “complement his 

education”.  Similarly, Daniel recalled: 

I think one of the biggest moments, was I had just finished up my first year 
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as a Senator for the Student Government and I was, also a Senate 

Representative, Senate President and…we were hiring a Vice President 

for Student Affairs and a Black man was interviewing for the position 

and…I was able to speak with him, both as a candidate for the position, as 

well as a minority student who had very little interactions with African 

American professionals and…he mentioned that he was a graduate from a 

higher education program and that one of his goals was to, as a VP for 

Student Affairs, was to attract more students into the field of student 

affairs, but also to really connect minority students with various university 

resources….He mentioned that, “there is an opportunity for you should 

you be interested in pursuing higher education administration.”  So 

working for student affairs, post undergraduate career….But he was 

available, a listening ear, and as an individual to point me into the right 

direction.  In terms of where I could possibly go.  Who I can possibly meet 

with and talk to and how to approach the graduate studies life. 

Daniel described his encounters with his mentor, and specifically noted that what 

impacted him most about his mentor was that he was a Black man, like himself.  

Daniel went on to note that his mentor told him, “the best way to approach 

graduate school, especially in a field like this, would be to take on an 

assistantship.  Because you’d be getting the practical experience.”  Throughout 

this study, participants regarded their mentor as their wise and trusted guide, 

someone that they turned to at various points of their life. 

Belle’s comment, noted in Chapter 4, that her mentor “kind of just 
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embraced me, and really kind of showed me that there was a way,” summed up 

the feelings of Adam, Daniel, Flynn, and Lance on the roles their mentors played 

in introducing them to higher education leadership/student affairs or college 

student personnel as a field during their moving in phase.  Their mentors guided 

them towards exploring student affairs as a profession. 

While some (5 of 13) of the participants were able to seek counsel from a 

mentor prior to entering their graduate preparation program in higher education 

leadership/student affairs, others noted they gained a mentor during the moving 

through phase, or upon entering into their preparation program. 

Faculty/advisor.  An essential aspect of professional development is the 

mentoring relationship that is cultivated between students and professors and 

between new and seasoned professionals (Richmond & Sherman, 1991).  

Participants in this study were asked which aspects of their graduate experience 

were the most relevant to them.  What emerged was a discussion about their 

faculty/advisor who they considered to be most significant.  As seven of the 13 

participants made a point to mention their faculty/advisor as an integral part of 

their experience, this finding became a subtheme of the mentoring theme.  

Neither institution, ECU or SEU, utilized professional advisors.  The 

faculty/advisor at both ECU and SEU was a faculty member who taught courses 

within the program in addition to advising the master’s level students. 

Adam recalled his first meeting with his faculty/advisor as someone who 

“had just broken the mold for me...and told me that she was truly invested in what 

she was talking about.  And it didn’t matter where I came from, I have something 
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valuable to show.”  Throughout our interview Adam spoke of the tone his 

faculty/advisor set for him, reminding him that his experience was of worth and 

that he could contribute to the lives of other students. 

Similar to Adam, Daniel spoke of the impact of a conversation he had with 

his faculty/advisor, prior to beginning coursework.  Daniel reflected on the 

relevance of having the opportunity to speak with his faculty/advisor prior to 

attending SEU.  Daniel said: 

I had the opportunity to speak with my faculty advisor, on the phone prior 

to coming to the university and she was very, very, very, when I tell you, 

an individual who just carried herself with poise, who really cared about 

you succeeding, who was very decisive in picking classes for you.  I just 

felt that she was an individual that I wanted to connect with. 

Daniel was one of two participants that specifically disclosed that he was a first-

generation college student and therefore did not have some of the “resources” 

that he believed were available to students whose family members had attended 

college.  He did not have assistance navigating the intricacies of higher 

education (i.e., funding sources) and therefore relied upon his mentor whom he 

found during the moving in phase and his faculty/advisor whom he reached out to 

as he transitions into the program.  Daniel remarked that he felt that his 

faculty/advisor cared about his well-being as well as him being successful in the 

program. 

Belle was the other participant who disclosed her first generation status.  

She confessed that she did not have the full support of her family when she 
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decided to pursue her master’s degree.  Because of this, she often doubted why 

she was in college.  She admitted that her faculty/advisor, in essence, saved her.  

Belle recalled that during her first year in graduate school she believed her 

faculty/advisor “did not know me super well, but she knew me...more than like a 

typical student” and that “I felt that she cared about me enough.”  Belle admitted 

that she was going through a personal family crisis and her faculty/advisor: “she 

just sat me down and she’s like I can tell something’s wrong.”  Belle reflected on 

how impactful that meeting was for her because she felt that her faculty/advisor 

“was the only person in my life that had ever said that.”  Belle paused several 

times during the interview to reflect on her feelings of angst during her graduate 

experience.  She noted that her mentor was the one person in her life telling her 

that she “could do this.”  The relationship that she forged with her faculty/advisor 

carried through her entire graduate experience. 

Camille also remembered the impact her faculty/advisor had on her.  She 

noted: 

my advisor was very helpful in making sure that I stayed on track and just 

helpful, like if I felt like I needed a new experience or if I was struggling, I 

felt open enough to come and talk to her. 

Camille said that she still reaches out to her faculty/advisor for guidance on 

various aspects of her professional development. 

During our interview Flynn spoke of his ties to the Southeast.  He 

remained in the same state (close to home) for both his undergraduate and 

graduate degree, but chose to attend two different institutions.  His time at ECU 
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was most relevant, by his account, because of the relationship he built with his 

faculty/advisor.  Flynn described the very impactful role his faculty/advisor played 

in his decision to not only attend his graduate institution, but to thrive while in the 

program. 

First and foremost, mentorship was big.  Especially for me as I started to 

pursue this field, and it still is today.  My faculty/advisor, was, everything.  I 

had conversations with her about the field, about my assistantship.  About 

maintaining myself within the program, with my peers, just my overall 

experience. 

Flynn and Grant both spoke of the discussions they had with their faculty/advisor.  

While Flynn’s faculty/advisor reminded him of the importance of “maintaining 

himself” in the program, Grant’s faculty/advisor shared experiences with him that 

he felt were applicable to his own experiences.  Grant explained: 

I am going to say most definitely, my faculty/advisor was a huge piece for 

me, just in terms of learning...a couple of different lessons.  And just being 

able to hear their experiences, as well as having experiences of my 

own...helped me in terms of that journey of learning how to navigate the 

politics of higher ed. 

Similar to Grant, Lance felt that his interactions with his faculty/advisor 

were very beneficial to his experience as a graduate student.  Lance noted, 

“definitely the faculty and staff component.”  Because, let me start with our 

faculty, they were very…they challenged us.”  Lance, like several of the 

participants, realized throughout our interview that their faculty/advisor took on 
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several roles throughout their experience.  Some were educators, some were 

confidantes, and some treated the students like “family.”  The mentorship of their 

faculty/advisors was crucial to their success in the program.  Others spoke of the 

relationship they were able to forge with their graduate assistantship supervisor. 

 Supervisor.  Mentors emerged throughout the experience of several of 

the participants.  While some (7 of 13) specifically spoke of their faculty/advisor 

as a mentor, a few others (3 of 13) spoke of the role that their graduate 

assistantship supervisor played in their professional development.  As the 

discussion continued into the role of the supervisor, it became a subtheme of 

mentorship. 

Three participants from SEU specifically noted the role they felt their 

supervisor played in mentoring them for the field of student affairs.  Belle 

recalled, “having the support piece from my faculty/advisor was important,” but 

that her supervisors also played a mentoring role.  Belle commented: 

I would say that every single time I saw any of them they were always 

asking me you know, “What’s up? What’s going on?”  Like, my supervisors 

would always be like, “let me see what you're working on right now.”  And 

that was always helpful because I would be, like, instead of waiting until 

the last minute to do something, I knew that at any point they’d be, like, 

“let me see that.”  It was like that professional accountability, but also 

personal accountability because I had relationships and bonds with all 

those people. 

The bond that Belle was able to forge with her immediate supervisor and the 
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Associate Director of Residential Life at the time of her attendance at SEU, gave 

her accountability for her learning and development.  Jade, like Belle had a 

somewhat similar experience, but noted how profoundly she regarded her 

supervisor.  Jade stated: 

I would definitely say the mentor portion.  So I, was a grad assistant for 

student involvement, my mentor, who was my supervisor as well, she 

definitely helped me with the things I wasn’t able to really get in the 

classroom, or get from you know some of the faculty in the program.  I 

was able to always turn to her, and ask her questions...so it wasn’t more, 

so it wasn’t just I had to do my assistantship, and that was it.  I was able to 

also talk to her about my classwork, and she would clarify to me, “This is 

how this meets up with what you’re doing.  This is how this connects.”  

She also was a great resource with providing me with additional books...if 

she read an article she would send it right over, so it wasn’t just my job, it 

was more of providing me with, I would say she was also a teacher. 

Daniel, like Jade, described his experience within his assistantship and 

the role his supervisor played in shaping him as a professional.  Daniel noted: 

I was really, able to really begin to forge and build some of those 

relationships, you know, with my supervisor and with the Division of 

Student Affairs….And it really made my experience, more palatable that I 

was able to share some of my ideas with people and not fear that there 

was this judgement from a series of people that I had no clue who they 

were.  And it really forced me to get out of this shell that I was already in 
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coming to graduate school and I felt more comfortable and more satisfied 

with the experience that I was going for. 

While Belle and Daniel expressed, they received counsel from both a 

faculty/advisor and a supervisor during their graduate experience, Jade’s 

deepest connection came from her relationship with her graduate assistantship 

supervisor.  Jade expressed the ways in which her supervisor really took the time 

to help her make the connections between theory and practice.  In her own 

words, her supervisor went beyond her 20 hours per week position and became 

an “educator and teacher” to her. 

 As previously noted, participants in this study (5 of 13), found a mentor 

during their moving in phase, someone who they felt introduced them to the idea 

of exploring student affairs as a profession.  Other participants in this study (8 of 

13) acknowledged the mentorship they experienced as they moved through their 

graduate preparation program.  While reflecting during their interview, some 

participants remarked that as they moved out into the field, they have found 

themselves reaching back to a mentor. 

As the new professionals in this study, moved into their first role post-

master’s degree, several noted some feelings of angst due to the change in 

environment and the “bubble of autonomy” that they experienced during their 

assistantship.  Some participants (6 of 13) spoke of looking to their graduate 

school mentor for guidance in the various aspects of being a new professional.  

One participant, Adam, spoke of not feeling prepared for some of the “semantics 

that you experience as you transition” into the profession.  Adam recalled having 
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to contact his faculty/advisor when he began his first position,”besides like my 

faculty/advisor who could I ask, “what is a PPO?” and “Is a $55 co-pay when I go 

to see the doctor, okay?”  Adam spoke of feeling a bit frustrated as he began 

settling in to the role of a new professional.  He left his first position post master’s 

degree after a year and a half and he noted, “I had a lot of reasons, pay was one 

of them.”  Adam also spoke of wishing that he had received information during 

his program about the practical “nuances” of becoming a new professional. 

Other participants, Camille, Daniel, Flynn, India, and Nyla described 

feeling as though they could, and would continue to use their mentors as they 

continued to navigate through the field of student affairs.  Camille admitted that 

she continues to seek the counsel of her graduate mentors: 

Most beneficial were definitely mentors I gained throughout the grad 

experience.  They are still people I reach out to now when I have 

questions as a new professional and I know I'll probably continue to reach-

out to many years from now.  So I think the mentors I gained were really 

important. 

When Daniel began the program he secured an assistantship that allowed 

him to work within the College of Education, but not directly in higher education 

leadership.  His feelings about the program and his experience completely 

changed when he moved to an alternate assistantship position.  He felt it was 

significant that his supervisor was not a traditional student affairs professional: 

And I have to say, those relationships and I have to say the relationship 

that I have with…my former boss, we still have a really good relationship.  
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I’ve learned a lot from her, and I continue to learn a lot from her.  And I 

think the reason why I learned a lot from her, and I am still learning a lot 

from her is because she did not come up from the traditional higher 

education route.  She came from a corporate background and she was 

whisked into this position, you know, four years prior to me attending the 

institution. 

Daniel remains in contact with his former supervisor because he felt that 

he benefitted from her experience and from his interactions with her.  Similarly, 

Flynn is still in close contact with his faculty/advisor who became his professional 

mentor: 

…that mentorship has actually carried over into my current role now and 

kind of some of that stuff that I do now.  Always keeping that line of 

communication open throughout.  From when I started actually looking at 

programs to now being a professional. 

India still seeks the counsel of her faculty/advisor in helping her navigate 

various environments.  India described having conversations with her 

faculty/advisor as she began to transition beyond her graduate program.  Her 

faculty/advisor was able to help her navigate the job search: 

Well, I would say I have a pretty unique experience because…my 

faculty/advisor…was super hands-on with us, and so she knew what my 

functional areas of interest were, she knew regionally where I wanted to 

be and so…she reached out to me, and said, “Well hey, I’ve got this 

friend, this is what he’s doing over here, it’s the exact area that you want 
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to be, I’d recommend reaching out.” 

India was able to reach out and secure her first post-master’s experience with the 

help of her faculty/advisor.  She admitted that she feels she benefited from her 

faculty/advisor’s relationship with other professionals in the field. 

Nyla had a similar experience.  Both India and Nyla spoke of utilizing their 

faculty/advisor.  Nyla described her experience: 

…she was a really great asset as far as, “Once you get a job, call me and 

we’ll walk through the negotiation process” so, and I don’t know how many 

people took her up on that offer, I know I did.  [laughter] Because as soon 

as I got the first offer, I was like “Thank you so much, “I will call you back,” 

the moment I hung up I called my faculty/advisor and I was like, “What do I 

do?  How do I negotiate?  This is what they are offering.  What can I ask? 

What is normal?”  So having that conversation, that mentorship, was 

definitely really important. 

Mentorship was important for several of the participants throughout their 

graduate experience.  Some remarked that a mentor piqued their interest in 

student affairs as undergraduate students.  Others noted that a faculty/advisor or 

supervisor guided them during their graduate preparation program and graduate 

assistantship experience.  Some others have been able to keep the line of 

communication open and utilize their mentor now as new professionals. 

This finding is presented not to introduce a new aspect of the mentorship 

experience but rather to show that new professionals in this study, believed in the 

relevance of mentorship.  Having their mentor guide and help them through their 
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graduate program carried over as they moved out and transitioned into the field. 

They recognized that their mentor could continue to assist them throughout their 

role as new professionals. 

Theme 2: Hands-on Experience 

The relevance of hands-on experiences emerged throughout the 

discussions about the role, if any, the graduate assistantship played in new 

professionals feeling prepared for the field of student affairs.  More than half of 

the participants (10 of the 13) spoke of their hands-on experiences. 

SEU.  During the time in which the participants attended SEU (2011–

2015) there was one experiential course available to students as discovered 

through document analysis of institutional documents.  Therefore, the graduate 

assistantship served as their practical basis for the field.  As additional 

opportunities were not available during their time of attendance, participants from 

SEU noted that they sought their own opportunities.  It is interesting to note that 

since the spring of 2016, SEU has added an option for both a summer internship 

and a semester-long (fall or spring) opportunity. 

A few (4 of 7) from SEU spoke of their graduate assistantship, while one 

(Belle) mentioned her graduate assistantship and her summer internship together 

as her “practical experiences.”  Therefore, the graduate assistantship and the 

practical experiences became two subthemes of hands-on experience. 

Graduate assistantship.  Daniel served as a graduate assistant in two 

different offices during his graduate preparation program.  He remarked that 

during his first assistantship, which was within the College of Education, but not 
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in higher education leadership, he felt disconnected from his peers.  He spoke to 

the shift he felt once he was “given the opportunity to join the student 

involvement team”, he was “able to connect, what he was learning in the 

classroom to that of what I was doing in the assistantship.” 

 Eden on the other hand, served as a graduate assistant in residential life 

for the two years of her program.  She spoke to the relevance of her coursework, 

but Eden truly felt: 

the hands-on experience that I was able to get. The fact that I was able to 

supervise staff.  I like that I had that ability, that I was able to do 

programming and work with conduct.  You know all those aspects.  I got to 

be a part of an organization as a grad student, while technically a student, 

that made me realize how much I really enjoy advising and like those 

things, really prepped me. 

Eden recalled that she “met a lot of great housing professionals” and that she 

“was able to imitate” and “learn a lot” from them.  Adam, like Eden, served as a 

graduate assistant in residential life.  He had a unique experience.  He was able 

to work away from main campus as a GA, which provided a smaller housing 

setting (only 250 students).  He felt that it gave him “a lot of autonomy.”  Adam 

commented: 

So as a graduate student, I was provided with the opportunities to do 

things like assignments, to do things like leading RA (resident assistant) 

selection, to make sure that programs and things like that were going off 

without a hitch.  To offer those approval processes, to do hands on 
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marketing and working directly with several university constituents that 

normally a grad student wouldn’t be able to interact with. 

Adam remarked, “I was fortunate to have a broader experience, than the average 

hall coordinator.”  This experience lead to him feeling confident as he moved into 

his first professional role. 

Jade was another participant from SEU who noted that she was given a 

certain level of autonomy.  In her case, her department was undergoing a 

transition in staff.  Jade felt this aided in preparing her because: 

Unlike other assistantships, where people have an exact title I was kind of 

like a general graduate assistant.  I took on a lot of responsibilities that I 

felt like a Coordinator would have.  So I felt very prepared and very 

challenged, and sometimes it was scary. 

Jade spoke most significantly about her graduate assistantship and how she 

believed it prepared her.  Jade was one of the participants from SEU (4 of the 7) 

who sought out an additional summer experience, though it was not required. 

Practical experiences.  Belle was the one participant from SEU who 

spoke of her hands-on experience holistically.  Belle saw her summer internship 

and her graduate assistantship somewhat synonymously.  She remarked: 

I gained valuable skills in all of my entities at SEU.  But I would have to 

say being thrown into the unknown, like my summer internship at [blinded] 

and it was like, okay you have one day of training, to have over 6,000 

students in your two buildings, and like go at it. 

Belle noted that it was almost a “trial by fire” experience that prepared her to 
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move in to her first professional role.  She felt through her graduate assistantship 

she “definitely gained a lot of skills and qualities,” but actually putting it all to use 

in her summer internship was a culminating experience for her. 

ECU.  During the time in which the participants attended ECU (2011–

2015) they were required to have one practicum or internship experience as part 

of their curricular concentration.  Students were also able to participate in an 

additional internship and/or practicum experience (as part of their electives 

coursework).  This opportunity allowed students nine credits of experiential 

learning.  Like SEU, the graduate assistantship was not a requirement but a 

recommendation. 

Again, it became evident through data collection and analysis that 

participants saw hands-on experiences holistically.  Five of the six ECU 

participants spoke of hands-on experiences.  Of the five participants from ECU 

that spoke about hands-on experiences, three spoke specifically about their 

graduate assistantship and two spoke about their overall experiences 

(assistantship, internships and practica experiences).  Therefore, the graduate 

assistantship and their practical experiences became subthemes of hands-on 

experience.  

Graduate assistantship. Flynn served as a GA in the Multicultural Office 

during his graduate study.  He remarked that his office, like Jade at SEU, went 

through some staff transitions which offered him a variety of experience.  Flynn 

stated: 

I had an interesting set of experiences.  I went through a number of 
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supervisors...so learning different styles of leadership and how different 

people operate, I think were also very beneficial as well.  When I started 

my assistantship in multicultural, I had a supervisor who left six months in.  

So I was reporting to someone else for six months and she gave me to the 

Director and then we hired someone to fill the assistant director role, so I 

went through three supervisors in that role alone.  So learning different 

working styles. 

Flynn’s experience moving from supervisor to supervisor helped him learn to 

adjust to the dynamic environments in student affairs departments as well as how 

to deal with different leadership styles. 

Kacey served as a GA in Student Conduct and Grant Writing, during her 

time at ECU.  During her interview Kacey recalled how she was able to see 

theory at work.  She remembered the drug and alcohol parental notification policy 

that was being enforced during her time at ECU.  She remembered being able to 

consider the policy through the lens of her assessment course.  Kacey 

commented, “we had to write like a white paper, so a policy paper.  And so I 

actually wrote my paper on the effectiveness of parental notification.  So I tried to 

integrate it [my assistantship] in those purposeful ways.”  Kacey acknowledged 

that her diverse assistantships in both Grant Writing and Title IX put her in a 

unique position when she was applying for jobs, and probably served her the 

best.  Kacey was so enthusiastic about how she was able to ensure that her 

coursework was integrate into her everyday practice in her assistantship. 

Mason, another participant from ECU, served as a GA in housing and 
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recalled the following regarding when he saw the intersection of his graduate 

assistantship with the theory of his coursework: 

At ECU while I was there, we changed from a program based model to a 

curriculum based model.  I was on the committee as part of my 

assistantship to help design a rubric.  When they picked a theoretical 

background and it was Baxter Magolda, that was probably my first 

experience putting theory into practice.  Something that I really didn’t 

value then, but I see it now. 

Practical experiences.  While Flynn, Kacey, and Mason felt that they 

each saw connections and intersections between their assistantship experience 

and their coursework, other participants from ECU (2 of the 6) spoke of their 

practical experiences more holistically, or all encompassing.  India served as a 

GA in research during her graduate program and noted that her practical 

experiences were the most beneficial in shaping the professional she is today: 

Practical experience is probably the biggest.  By the time that I had left 

[ECU] I had participated in, it was only a year and half for me….But I had 

had a 20-hour a week graduate assistantship, I had taught a section of an 

FYE (First-Year Experience) course, I had a summer internship at a 

community college, I had worked as a house director concurrently, for one 

of the sororities on campus, I was employed by my national sorority 

working with the chapter at my graduate institution, I am sure I am leaving 

things out.  But when I walked away, my resume was super dense, and I 

felt like I had had a really diverse number of experiences. 
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During our interview India’s enthusiasm and confidence was apparent.  As she 

described the various hands-on experiences, she felt the experiences gave her a 

“leg-up” on other graduates in the field. 

According to Nyla, another participant who attended ECU stated, while her 

assistantships in housing and student affairs were helpful and she learned a lot, 

she also felt her practicum experiences were beneficial: 

I would definitely say the practicum experiences.  I realized that 

Assessment is a big deal in the field right now. So I had the opportunity to 

do a Practicum in Assessment and kind of at least learn the basics.  You 

know I had my assistantships which I definitely I learned a lot, but I think 

having the practicum experiences, kind of let me see some different 

areas….I did a NODA (Association for Orientation Transition Retention in 

Higher Education) internship and through that experience I learned 

campus politics and how that’s navigated.  So I think it’s very interesting 

because while, yes, the knowledge that I gained in the classroom was 

helpful, I think the knowledge that I gained from my assistantships, my 

practicum, my internship, the pieces where I was actually putting theory 

into practice, those were the parts that were most beneficial, and have 

carried with me the most. 

Five of the six participants who attended ECU spoke of the relevance of 

their hands-on experiences during their graduate experience as what aided them 

in feeling prepared for the field of student affairs post-master’s degree.  Three 

spoke of their graduate assistantship experience while two spoke more of their 
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hands-on experiences more holistically.  These two participants spoke about the 

assistantship in general terms and spoke of their internships and practicums as 

their experience. 

Theme 3: Peer Interactions 

Throughout the interviews participants were asked to reflect on all the 

facets of their graduate preparation experience.  Participants spoke of a mentor 

who helped them as they were moving in, to the preparation program.  

Participants also spoke of a mentor who helped them as they moved through 

(faculty/advisor or supervisor).  Still others spoke of the mentor who is guiding 

them now as they have moved out into the professional world. 

The finding that emerged throughout the participant interviews, became 

the third theme, peer interactions.  Throughout their interviews, participants 

spoke of the friends they made throughout their graduate preparation program.  

Participants spoke to their cohort or the other students with whom they entered 

the program and took classes throughout the program.  Through document 

review of the plans of study and graduate bulletins provided by each institution, 

neither ECU nor SEU are cohort based programs. 

The findings revealed that neither of the programs provided a formal 

cohort model; however, the participants felt there were “unspoken cohorts” and 

their peers helped to shape their experience as graduate students.  Four of the 

seven participants from SEU (Adam, Belle, Daniel, and Grant) spoke of their 

peers and the relevance of the connection to their overall experience.  In the 

previous discussion with Adam, he noted that his faculty/advisor set a tone for his 
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program at SEU.  But he also felt his peers were valuable in shaping his 

experience.  Adam noted: 

I would also complement my peers as well.  We had some outstanding 

brains and then we had some that probably just needed to find another 

activity and that’s the best way I know how to say it.  But I absorbed a lot 

from everybody. 

Belle spoke of having the experience of taking classes and working with her 

peers as substantial: 

I think even though we didn't have a structured cohort necessarily, I think 

just having people, like, maybe it was because as part of res life which 

was a bigger portion of graduate students that were kind of thrown into the 

mix, but I feel like having that support of, like, being in a meeting and 

someone asking, like, “Have you worked on this yet?” or you know, 

“What's going on for this?” or “What are you doing your paper in this 

class?”  You know kind of having that kind of accountability, there. 

Daniel felt similar to Belle, as he spoke of his interaction with his peers, most 

notably about his ability to attend classes with doctoral students: 

And I was gonna say this, but I think what made this, what made my 

relationship building with those individuals even more substantial, was in a 

classroom, being a part of a class that, not only are you in classes with 

fellow master’s students, but being in classes with doctoral students, that 

just made it even better.  Because now, I’m able to get perspective not 

only from people that are within my age group, but people who have a little 
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bit more of an advanced study when it comes to higher education. 

Grant was also one of the participants that specifically noted that his relationship 

with his fellow students really impacted his growth as a professional: 

The “cohort” was most definitely very helpful for me because I feel that 

first time around, we were so, it was such a close knit group.  And we all 

kind of just like got there, you know looking around and signing on to 

everything that we could do.  Primarily us in housing and I would include a 

couple of others in that group.  We just clung to one another. 

Two of the six participants (Flynn and Lance) from ECU mentioned the 

relevance of their peers.  In the previous discussion with Flynn, he remarked that 

some of his conversations with his faculty/advisor revolved on the importance of 

him maintaining himself within the program and most specifically with his peers. 

Flynn remarked that this was significant to him because he felt he needed to 

uphold the reputation of his program, not only for himself, but for his peers. 

 Peer interactions had an impact on several of the new professionals.  

Most participants mentioned being able to have peer interactions throughout the 

graduate preparation program, while one participant, Lance, spoke about feeling 

the connection emerge since becoming a new professional.  Lance described 

knowing there were people with whom he held a shared experience and feeling 

comfortable connecting with them as a new professional: 

I really appreciate my grad program for allowing us to do that, because it’s 

been almost the saving grace, in a sense.  Because I can still talk to some 

grads, who graduated with me and they’re either, you know, moving up, or 
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doing other things.  But we still all talk about how it was such a difference 

from the workplace. 

Theme 4: Financial Enticement 

Financial enticement surfaced during the interviews as participants 

described the reason they sought a graduate assistantship during their graduate 

preparation program.  Both SEU and ECU host graduate assistant visitation days 

during the spring semester, to which a student interested in securing a graduate 

assistantship interviews for available positions. 

Six of the seven participants (Adam, Belle, Camille, Daniel, Grant, and 

Jade) from SEU admitted that they sought an assistantship because they knew 

they could get their tuition paid for.  Eden (SEU), did not specifically reference 

the tuition remission piece.  While four of the six participants (India, Kacey, 

Lance, and Mason) from ECU sought an assistantship because they knew it 

would essentially pay their tuition. Flynn and Nyla (ECU) expressed that they 

thought an assistantship was just a part of the graduate admissions process. 

Adam and Daniel admitted that they knew their families could not assist 

them in any way so having their tuition paid was a major incentive.  Adam 

admitted: 

I’m poor.  To be honest I am poor.  Back then, my family was going 

through a bit of a hard time with money.  And as I was graduating from 

college, they were like, “Hun, if you want to go to grad school, great, go all 

the way until you’re done with your PhD.  But there isn’t much we can do.” 

Daniel acknowledged his financial limitations as such: 
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Well, the number one reason was of course money.  To save on tuition.  

Because I did not have, I don’t come from wealth.  Had I not seeked out 

an assistantship then, you know 99% of the funds would have come from 

loans.  And, knowing that I didn’t have the financial support from family 

members. 

Three of the seven participants from SEU (Adam, Daniel, and Grant) 

acknowledged that while money was a major incentive, they also had a mentor 

who guided them towards seeking an assistantship to help articulate theory of 

their graduate preparation work.  Only one participant  from ECU (India) 

acknowledged that while a partial tuition waiver was her number one reason, she 

also spoke of a mentor guiding her towards an assistantship. 

 Belle, Eden, Grant, and Lance recognized that not only would their tuition 

be paid, but because they were seeking assistantships in residential life, their 

housing would also be covered.  Belle noted, “For me it was, like, the only way 

for me to be able to afford it.  And then housing specifically, so that I was 

assured, of course, a place to stay.” 

Grant acknowledged his decisions were multi-faceted.  While a mentor 

mentioned the relevance of an assistantship, and he was enticed by the tuition 

and housing pieces, he also wanted to have the opportunity to explore different 

places.  So, part of his incentive was leaving his home state and knowing he 

could get his tuition paid and the assistantship in housing would assist him in 

doing that, “I was going to be able to do that, you know, go somewhere, live for 

free, work and get it paid for.  That was huge perk for me.” 



	   106 

Lance was very frank in his response, “I’ll be very honest, with a grad 

assistantship in housing, my apartment or living expenses were covered, 

because I didn’t have to pay rent or anything.”  These participants acknowledged 

that while they could have their tuition and lodging paid for, they could also gain 

experience in their area of interest.  One participant, Kacey, explained that she 

knew about an assistantship before she knew where she was going to attend 

graduate school: 

But it was really before I even knew I was going to school there, they had 

you interview for an assistantship (graduate assistantship visitation days) 

and essentially it was really encouraged, like probably don’t come if you 

don’t have an assistantship, because it essentially pays your way through 

school. 

Jade was one participant who acknowledged that money was indeed a factor, but 

she also did some research into the benefits of an assistantship: 

Oh, so yeah, for my grad assistantship, I knew based on the situation in 

my life, that grad assistantships were to me [pause], if I didn’t get a grad 

assistantship I wasn’t going to go back to school.  I knew about the 

financial obligations of going to grad school. 

The majority of the participants acknowledged that the financial incentive of 

having their tuition paid and their lodging covered was a major incentive to 

seeking an assistantship during their graduate preparation experience. 
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Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter the findings were presented and intertwined with the 

conceptual model guiding this study, which resonated with the experiences 

participants shared regarding the four themes that emerged from this study: 

mentorship, hands-on experience, financial enticement, and peer interactions.  

When presented collectively, these themes provide an understanding of how new 

student affairs professionals perceive the relevance of their graduate 

assistantship in preparing them for the profession of student affairs. 

 Through conversations with the participants, I was able to provide thick, 

rich descriptions of their experiences.  Through participants’ experiences and 

stories, their voices gave meaning to the role that the assistantship in student 

affairs during a graduate preparation program can play in preparing new 

professionals. 

 Chapter 6 includes a discussion of the findings from the study and 

provides connections to the related literature.  The chapter also includes a 

discussion of implications for student affairs professionals, such as deans of 

students and directors of student affairs departments, as they hire and work with 

these new professionals, as well as recommendations for the future.  In addition, 

these implications can also impact the field of student affairs as a whole.  Finally, 

I conclude with a personal reflection on this research.
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CHAPTER 6. DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this study was to understand and describe the ways in 

which new professionals’ constructed meaning from their graduate assistantship 

experience.  The intent was that information gathered from the study could help 

determine whether student affairs assistantships are delivering “real-world” 

opportunities for graduate students to grow and develop into “prepared” new 

professionals. 

This chapter is dedicated to discussing the findings that emerged from the 

two original research questions that guided this study:  

1. How do master’s level, full-time, professionals perceive the relevance of 

their graduate expereince in preparing them for the profession of student 

affairs? 

2. How do master’s level new student affairs professionals perceive they 

were socialized into the profession through their graduate assistantship? 

The discussion focuses around the four themes that emerged from this 

research describing how new student affairs professionals perceive the 

relevance of their graduate assistantship experience in both preparing them and 

socializing them for the field of student affairs.  The four themes that emerged 

from this study, based on the findings are; (1) mentorship, (2) hands-on 

experience, (3) peer interactions, and (4) financial enticement.  Some themes 

included subcategories that pertain to the specific theme.  The four themes will 
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also be discussed within the context of the existing literature and the conceptual 

model (see Figure 1) presented in Chapter 1, guiding this study.  Moreover, this 

chapter highlights implications and recommendations for faculty who prepare 

students in higher education leadership/college student personnel programs.  As 

well as the policy implications for student affairs administrators who oversee new 

student affairs professionals on college and university campuses across 

America. 

Discussion of the Findings in Relation to the Existing Literature 

The purpose of this basic interpretive qualitative study was to understand 

and describe the ways in which new professionals who served as graduate 

assistants during their graduate preparation program make meaning of their 

experience.  Schlossberg’s (1984) transition theory was used to guide this study.  

The themes interconnect with one another and help to provide an understanding 

of how former new professionals are making meaning of their previous 

experiences and integrating those experiences into their current role as new 

professionals (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6.  Byard’s revised conceptual framework model of student affairs 
professional socialization as understood through the lens of transition theory. 

Mentorship.  Chapter 5 revealed that the participants deemed a “mentor” 

as a significant aspect of their professional development.  It was evident through 

their discussions that the participants felt their mentor served different purposes 

at different times.  Their mentor was a guide, a confidante and/or a teacher.  Nine 

of the thirteen participants referred to a mentor at some point (moving in, moving 

through, or moving out) of their graduate educational experience.  Research 

supports that mentoring relationships are highly important to new professionals.  

Researchers (Cilente et al., 2006; Magolda & Carnaghi, 2014; Renn & Hodges, 

2007; Richmond & Sherman, 1991) found that establishing a mentor relationship 

ranks higher than other learning opportunities for new professionals. 

Moving in.  According to Schlossberg et al. (1995) an individual 

undergoing transition does so over a period of time and moves through three 

phases: moving in, moving through, and moving out.  Three types of transitions 
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are a part of Schlossberg et al.’s (1995) theory: anticipated, unanticipated, and 

nonevents.  An anticipated transition is a transition that an individual can foresee, 

such as starting a student affairs preparation program. 

Participants (5 of 13) discussed a mentor that helped them to “discover” 

student affairs during their undergraduate experience (moving in), which lead 

them to research master’s preparation programs.  Two participants (Adam and 

Daniel) noted their mentor explained the relevance of an assistantship in helping 

them to articulate theory to practice.   

Moving through.  According to Schlossberg et al. (1995), an 

unanticipated transition, is a transition that an individual cannot anticipate, such 

as a misunderstanding with others in one’s assistantship.  Participants moved 

through the second phase of their transition once they entered into their graduate 

preparation program and served as a graduate assistant.  During the interviews, 

participants were asked to reflect on the various aspects of their graduate 

experience (curriculum, assistantship, relationships, experiences).  Mentorship 

was an emergent theme; the faculty/advisor and graduate assistant supervisor 

became subthemes of mentorship. 

Faculty/advisor.  Several participants (7 of 13) noted that the mentor who 

impacted them most was their faculty/advisor.  Findings suggest that students 

who had a faculty mentor did better in college than those who did not have a 

faculty mentor (Campbell & Campbell, 1997).  Participants recalled the impact 

their faculty/advisor had on not only instructing and advising them, but setting a 

tone for their expectations about the program and their relevance to student 
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affairs.  Through their relationship, mentors have the ability to assist students in 

translating theory into practice (Richmond and Sherman, 1991).   

Supervisor.  While several (7 of 13) participants noted the relevance and 

impact of their faculty/advisor on their growth and development throughout their 

program and in some cases, beyond, others received guidance from their 

immediate supervisor.  “Supervision is one of the most complex activities that 

student affairs professionals are called upon to perform” (Winston & Creamer, 

1998, p. 187).  As graduate assistants, many of the participants worked 20 hours 

in various departments within student affairs throughout their university.  A GA’s 

immediate supervisor plays an important role in their growth and professional 

development.  Strayhorn (2009) corroborated the notion that new professionals 

learn the most about student affairs, and the work of their office, from their 

interactions with peers and supervisors. 

Three participants relished the role their immediate supervisors took in 

shaping them into better professionals.  Though the theoretical framework for 

efficient functioning in student affairs is important, without the help of supervisors 

and mentors who could share their commitment to theory-driven practice, new 

professionals are uncertain about how to integrate theory into their work 

(Richmond & Sherman, 1991).  The findings from this study, align with this 

assertion as participants looked to their graduate assistantship supervisor to 

provide cohesion to their coursework and relevance to their practice.  

Most notably were the details of Daniel and Jade.  Both described their 

supervisor’s ability to help them make connections between the theoretical base 
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they were establishing in the classroom and the practice of their assistantship.  

Jade specifically noted, “my mentor, who was my supervisor as well…definitely 

helped me with things I wasn’t able to really get in the classroom.”  Jade felt she 

was, “able to always turn to her, and ask her questions” and have her explain, 

“this is how this meets up with what you’re doing.”  The relationship Jade was 

able to form with her mentor, went “beyond her assistantship.”  Daniel 

commented that, “she was able to give me a lot of pointers in terms of you know, 

how to approach situations, conflicts that…I was not getting in the classroom.” 

Moving out.  In the final phase, moving out, the graduate student moves 

beyond their graduate institution and their assistantship into a role as a new 

professional.  Some of the participants felt that the mentor that they obtained 

during their graduate experience was still supplementing their learning as new 

professionals. 

During our interview Camille spoke of her mentors being “most beneficial 

to her.  Their still people I reach out to now when I have questions as a new 

professional and I know I'll probably continue to reach out to many years from 

now.  So I think the mentors I gained were really important. 

Camille admitted that she continues to seek the counsel of her graduate mentors, 

which is supported in the literature.  The success or failure of new professionals 

has been attributed to support received from members of their work setting 

during the socialization process (Amey, 1990, 2009; Katz & Tushman, 1983).  

Similarly, Flynn spoke of the continuous impact of his faculty/advisor as a mentor 

in his life.  Flynn stated, “Always keeping that line of communication open 
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throughout.  From when I started actually looking at programs to now being a 

professional.  That’s been a huge part of my experience.”  This is supported in 

the literature that mentors are crucial to the new professional’s experience (Scher 

& Barr, 1979).  Overall, mentorship was paramount to the experience of these 

new professionals as they progressed from their undergraduate experience into 

the field of student affairs. 

 Hands-on experience.  Interestingly enough, though graduate 

assistantships are meant to connect the theory they gain within their graduate 

preparation program with actual experience, only a handful of new professionals 

acknowledged the relevance of their assistantship. Though the graduate 

assistant in student affairs was established to provide training and professional 

development for new professionals (Creamer & Winston, 2002), the new 

professionals of this study did not recognize this prior to attending graduate 

school. 

In total, 10 of 13 participants discussed the relevance of what they 

deemed their “hands-on experience”.  Through this discussion two subthemes 

emerged: (1) their graduate assistantship, and (2) their practical experiences (to 

include practicum and internships).  At SEU, four of the seven participants spoke 

of their graduate assistantship as relevant to their preparation for the field.  One 

participant, referred more to her summer internship opportunity as relevant to her 

preparation for the field.  Practical experience has been perceived as relevant to 

a successful transition to the field (Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008). 

What became apparent throughout the data analysis process was, that 
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participants saw their graduate preparation and hands-on experiences 

holistically.  Often referring to the two synonymously.  At ECU, five of the six 

participants spoke of hands-on experience.  Three participants spoke specifically 

about their graduate assistantship and the relevance to their preparation, while 

two spoke more of their practical experiences. 

Experiential theorists view learning as a process wherein concepts rooted 

in previous knowledge continually evolve based on feedback from experience 

(Kolb, 1984).  Participants spoke of the relevance of their opportunity to have an 

assistantship, an internship, and/or a practicum, but this relevance occurred to 

them later, rather than at the beginning of their graduate preparation program.  

Further, those participants who had more than one GA assignment felt this was 

beneficial to their professional preparation by exposing them to new experiences, 

ways to solve problems, and leadership styles.  This supports the notion that dual 

assistantships or multiple internships offer relevant experience because the 

various occupational settings may better serve the development of new 

professionals (Hephner LaBanc, 2010). 
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Peer interactions.  Another theme that surfaced during the course of this 

study was the importance of peer interactions.  Much of the literature to date has 

been focused on undergraduate students and the vital educational function of 

peer interactions (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  Several 

participants remarked that they felt they learned from their peers.  Adam recalled 

that he “absorbed a lot from everybody”.  This is supported more with the 

undergraduate literature; students who interact more with their peers invest more 

in their learning than those without a peer group (Lundberg, 2003).  Daniel spoke 

of having the opportunity to learn from the doctoral students with whom he took 

some of his courses.  Neither one of the programs provided a cohort model, but 

the participants felt there were unspoken cohorts and these peers helped to 

shape their experience as graduate students.  Participants remarked they remain 

in contact with their graduate program peers because, knowing they have a 

shared experience with other new professionals is reaffirming. 

Financial enticement.  The purpose of this study was to understand the 

ways in which new professionals are making meaning of their past experience as 

a graduate assistant.  As such, it was important to understand why former 

master’s students sought an assistantship during their graduate preparation 

program.  Several participants acknowledged that while they later believed their 

graduate assistantship was beneficial, they sought an assistantship because they 

did not feel they could afford college otherwise.  A theme that emerged through 

the data collection process was financial enticement.  As noted in Chapter 1, in 

many cases, graduate assistants receive either a complete or partial tuition 
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waiver a nominal stipend and in some instances health benefits.  Findings from 

this research show that the majority (10 of 13) of the participants sought an 

assistantship, not because of the perceived professional development benefit, 

but because of the perceived costs of attending graduate school.  This finding 

illuminates additional considerations, such as the socio-economic background of 

current graduate students. 

Comparison of Findings by Institution 

 This study was never intended to be a comparative study, but rather an 

exploration of the students’ experience and an attempt to understand the 

meaning making of these new professionals past experience.  Utilizing 

participants from one institution would have been a case study or a program 

review, therefore it is important to note the unit of analysis here is not the 

institution but the individuals. 

 The context of institutions provided in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 were 

included to offer a background of the institutions the participants attended and 

offer a context of their institutional nuances and settings.  The participants in this 

study attended two distinctly different institutions.  Here I provide a brief 

discussion of the themes in relation to the different institutions. 
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Figure 7.  Theme 1: Comparison of mentorship by institution. 

Mentorship.  In this study, there were six participants who attended and 

graduated from the program at ECU and seven participants who attended and 

graduated from the program at SEU.  Overall mentorship emerged across both 

institutions.  Figure 7 illustrates a comparison of the role mentorship played at 

each institution. The common thread between the two institutions was the 

faculty/advisor as a mentor.  Seven of the thirteen participants, (five from SEU 

and two from ECU) spoke of the impact of their faculty/advisor.  The participants 

from SEU also spoke of their immediate supervisor as a mentor figure, which 

was not specifically noted by the ECU participants. 
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Figure 8.  Theme 2: Comparison of hands-on-experience by institution. 

 Hands-on experience.  Hands on experience emerged as relevant to 

their preparation across participants from both institutions.  Figure 8 illustrates a 

comparison of hands-on-experience between SEU and ECU participants.  The 

common thread between the two institutions was the graduate assistantship as a 

hands-on experience.  Of the seven participants from SEU, four discussed the 

relevance of their graduate assistantship.  Of the six participants from ECU, five 

discussed hands-on experience as relevant, with three of the five referring to 

their graduate assistantship as significant.  Conversely, two of the five spoke of 

their practicum and internship experiences.  It was evident that participants at 

both institutions viewed their hands-on experiences holistically. 
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Figure 9.  Theme 3: Comparison of peer interactions by institution. 

Peer interactions.  Peers were important to participants across both 

institutions.  Figure 9 above, illustrates the peer interactions in comparison to the 

two institutional participants.  The term cohort arose from both institution’s 

participants.  Though neither program has a cohort based model participants 

discussed the unwritten cohorts and how they felt especially connected to their 

peers.  One nuance occurred at SEU with one participants specifically noting the 

relevance of attending courses with doctoral students as salient to his 

preparation. 

Financial enticement.  The last theme that emerged was financial 

enticement which was commented on by ten of the thirteen participants 

remarking that they sought a graduate assistantship because of the financial 

incentive. Figure 10 illustrates the connection of financial enticement across both 

institutions. 
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Figure 10.  Theme 4: Comparison of financial enticement by institution. 

Findings by Research Question 

The first research question was: How do master’s level, full-time, 

professionals perceive the relevance of their graduate experience in preparing 

them for the profession of student affairs?  Mentorship and hands-on experience 

emerged as aspects of the graduate experience that aided in the perceptions of 

preparedness.  Roughly half of the participants (7 of 13) spoke of their graduate 

assistantship as a significant facet of their preparation for the field of student 

affairs.  Three participants spoke of their hands-on experiences holistically, 

converging their practicum, internships and graduate assistantships as one 

complete experience. 

The second research question was: How do master’s level new student 

affairs professionals perceive they were socialized into the profession through 

their graduate assistantship?  Mentorship, peer interactions and hands on 

experiences helped participants feel socialized for the field.  Although some 
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participants noted that while at times they did not feel prepared for the different 

“climates” and “politics” existing on their campuses, as they transitioned into the 

field they were able to rely on a mentor (faculty/advisor or supervisor) to clarify 

roles and disseminate information.  Participants also felt their connections with 

their peers helped them to make additional connections.  Having people with 

whom they shared a common experience assisted them as they navigate through 

the profession.  Participants also felt their hands on experiences in different 

departments with different roles helped them feel more socialized for the field. 

Summary of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of how new 

student affairs professionals perceive the relevance of their graduate 

assistantship experience in preparing them for the field of student affairs.  The 

study utilized participants who were graduates of two higher education 

leadership/college student personnel programs in the southeastern region of the 

United States and utilized a phenomenological perspective.  Data were collected 

through one-on-one individual interviews with each participant, document 

collection, and a criteria for inclusion questionnaire.  All the individual interviews 

were audio-taped and transcribed; the transcripts were analyzed by the 

researcher.  Schlossberg’s transition theory (1984) served as the conceptual 

framework guiding this study of the professional development of graduate 

students as they transition from their graduate preparation program into new 

student affairs professionals.  Thirteen new student affairs professionals 

participated in this study.  Although each individual brought a variety of 
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experiences and perspectives to this study, the shared experience among all of 

them was their experience as a graduate assistant in conjunction with their 

graduate preparation program. 

Limitations 

 As noted in Chapter 3, this study had three main limitations.  The first 

limitation is the population of participants interviewed.  This study was focused on 

former students who were graduate assistants during their master’s preparation 

program in higher education leadership.  As noted, not all students hold an 

assistantship during their preparation program, thus, generalizability to other 

graduate students of other types of graduate programs cannot be achieved.  The 

second, is that due to time, economic, and proximity limits, this study was 

focused in the southeastern region of the United States.  Limiting the focus of the 

study to students who graduated from a higher education leadership/college 

student personnel program in the southeastern region decreases applicability of 

the findings to other institutions in other regions of the United States with varied 

curricular choices.  Lastly, only one 45-80 minute interview was conducted which 

limited opportunities to probe. 

Strengths 

In spite of these limitations, this research study also contained four major 

strengths.  One strength of this study was that it was conducted using qualitative 

methods.  Much of the literature to date lacks the integration of the voice of the 

graduate assistant (Hephner LaBanc, 2010), therefore this study filled a gap in 

the literature. 
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Another strength of this study is the relationship that I established with 

each of the participants.  They appeared to be comfortable sharing details about 

what some might identify as more sensitive experiences.  I was familiar with 

graduate assistantships because I was a graduate assistant in a higher 

education leadership program.  I disclosed this to them which allowed 

participants to be very candid and forthcoming with their responses.  I believe 

that because I disclosed that I had been a graduate assistant during my master’s 

program, they felt more comfortable to fully describe their experience, which 

enhanced and validated the data collected. 

An additional strength of this study was the use of two peer debriefers.  I 

truly appreciate their questions and comments, as they helped to keep my 

assumptions in check.  For example, they would each share with me when they 

thought I was supposing meaning that was not there in the participants’ stories, 

or raise questions asking me to clarify more of my analysis. 

Lastly, although I did not explore it during my study, the diversity of the 

participants was another strength.  Most of the participants had at least one 

unique experience during their graduate preparation program and came from a 

variety of undergraduate backgrounds.  There was gender diversity (seven 

females and six males), racial/ethnic diversity, and not all participants identified 

as heterosexual.  There was also some diversity within social class with one 

participant identifying as lower class, one as upper class, and the rest as middle 

class. 
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Implications for Practice 

 The findings from this study provide several implications for student affairs 

administrators, faculty, and new professionals.  The following implications are 

beneficial for student affairs administrators, student affairs program faculty, and 

new student affairs professionals. 

Findings highlight how mentorship plays an important role in the growth 

and development of new student affairs professionals.  Mid-level student affairs 

professionals have an opportunity to assist in the growth and development of the 

next generation of student affairs professionals.  Mentoring relationships work 

best when they are organic.  Prescriptive methods are typically employed in 

mentoring relationships with new professionals being assigned a more seasoned 

professional to shadow.  This method is not always effective, thus it is up to 

current mid-level professionals to seek to mentor new professionals.  Based on 

the findings from this study, graduate preparation programs  need a balance of 

the theory and practice so that students can truly see the relevance of their 

graduate assistantship as they get theory and practice simultaneously. 

Although some participants remarked that they built crucial relationships 

with their faculty and peers, there is still more relationship building that can be 

done.  Strayhorn (2009) contended that faculty in graduate preparation programs 

should consider designing curricula that includes courses on interpersonal 

communication in the core curriculum. 

Some participants spoke of not feeling prepared for the political 

machinations happening on their campuses.  Others spoke of not feeling their 
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program was indicative of the changing climate of higher education today.  It is 

apparent that while graduate preparation programs have been producing student 

affairs professionals for over a 100 years there is still more work to be done. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This research study contributed to the gap in the literature regarding the 

role the graduate assistantship in higher education leadership/college student 

personnel or similar program plays in the prepared of new professionals.  As 

mentioned in Chapter 1, previous research had been conducted from a 

quantitative methodological approach, not qualitative.  As such, I discuss how 

this study opens the door for more qualitative research focusing on new student 

affairs professionals. 

My participants were members of the millennial generation, but I did not 

explore how research about millennials (Bourke & Mechler, 2010; DeBard, 2004) 

might enlighten how they understood their experiences.  An additional study 

could be conducted with a particular focus on the millennial perspective. 

Conceivably a longitudinal qualitative study could be conducted in which 

the researcher(s) follow current master’s students from their final semester of 

graduate study through their first 12 months of professional employment.  

Results of such a study would assist researchers and practitioners in identifying 

learning gaps related to professional knowledge and in further evolving the 

agenda of developing clear and intended connections between academic 

preparation programs and the assistantship experience. 

 The third area for possible research would be an exploratory study, of 
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those who chose to leave the student affairs profession after attending and 

graduating from a preparation program in higher education leadership/college 

student personnel, or similar program.  All of the participants within this study 

obtained positions within student affairs as new professionals, but at the time of 

this study, two participants, Daniel and Grant, were in the process of leaving 

student affairs.  Still remaining in the field of education but not specifically student 

affairs on a college or university campus.  According to Marshall, Gardner, 

Hughes, and Lowery (2016), new professionals leave the field for various 

reasons including supervision issues, lack of mentoring, and unrealistic 

expectations set in graduate preparation programs.  This topic warrants further 

exploration of the experience of those who chose to leave the student affairs 

profession after attending a preparation program. 

Personal Reflection 

 As noted in Chapter 1, I was an undergraduate student who was 

negatively impacted by the student affairs professionals at my institution.  I 

stayed away from furthering myself in higher education because of my 

undergraduate experience.  I left higher education for a number of years because 

I thought my institution did not care about me.  When I became disillusioned by 

the world of business, I was forced to reconnect with my true passion, education.  

I reentered higher education, hoping this time, to make a difference. 

 When I entered my master’s program I felt poised to be an administrator, 

someday a Dean.  I wanted to make a difference in the lives of college students.  

I was offered a graduate assistantship in judicial affairs.  I spent many days, 
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listening to students who had made a “poor choice” on campus.  As I moved from 

meeting to meeting, I began to question the role of administrators.  Yes, of 

course they make an impact on the lives of students.  Unfortunately, they do not 

always get to see what that impact is.  You see, the role the way it is designed 

often forces the Dean to either meet with students who are either the “leaders” on 

campus (the ones I call the top 10%), or the students who made a “poor choice” 

(the ones I call the bottom 10%).  When I reflected on my own undergraduate 

experience, I recognized that I was neither one.  I was a member of the larger 

population, the 80% in the middle.  The students who attend functions; who are 

engaged, but not at a heightened level.  So I thought, well what happens to these 

students?  Do they graduate and leave higher education like I had done? 

Three quarters of the way through my master’s program in educational 

leadership and policy studies I was asked to reflect on whether or not I felt “called 

to education.”  As I stood at the Pieta in Rome at St. Peter’s Basilica I listened to 

the voices that told me I felt called to be an educator, versus the administrative 

path that I had begun.  My professor and mentor, Dr. Jennifer Haworth, said to 

me that I was brave to listen to the voices and follow my passion.  That passion 

took me to K-12 education for a number of years.  So I, like many others in the 

field of student affairs, left the field within the first five years of completing my 

preparation program (Lorden, 1998; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Tull, 2006). 

A move back to the Southeast prompted me to explore higher education 

leadership, again.  I felt as though I had given back to the K-12 world, now it was 

my chance to conquer higher education leadership.  I met with Dr. Anne E. 
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Mulder; she knew I was at a crossroads.  I held a master’s degree in policy 

studies and a master’s in secondary education; the doctorate could go either 

way.  Again, a professor and mentor required me to reflect on what it was I truly 

felt “called” to do next.  Then, the chance opportunity came along, to work with 

her as her graduate research assistant.  I had the privilege of working with her 

watching the way that she interacted with the master’s students throughout every 

aspect of their graduate experience.  I reconnected with my passion for higher 

education and the reason I wanted to help students.  This time, master’s level 

students. 

Graduate students move through their program, ready and often poised, 

as I was, to “set the world on fire,” making a difference in the lives of 

undergraduate students on their campuses.  Master’s level professionals are the 

ones that meet with, interact with, and engage undergraduate students on our 

campuses every day.  They are the ones that are the confidantes and mediators, 

educators and disciplinarians.  They are the ones that undergraduates recognize 

as part of the infrastructure of their institution.  Many, like me, are part of that 

80% that do not cause trouble, so they may never meet the Dean of Students or 

a Judicial Affairs officer.  The former master’s student, fresh out of their graduate 

preparation program is now an admissions counselor, financial aid counselor, 

academic advisor/coach, or residence hall coordinator who assists them on a 

daily basis.  Therefore, if that former master’s student is not properly trained and 

prepared to engage undergraduate students, it could be the difference between a 

student who graduates from an institution and one who leaves the institution. 
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Concluding Thoughts 

 The new professionals who were interviewed for this study were less than 

four years out from their master’s degree program.  So for all intents and 

purposes their graduate assistantship (a two-year experience) or their internships 

and practica (semester-long) were their only relevant experiences as they move 

beyond their graduate study.  It is therefore important that the graduate 

assistantship in higher education leadership/administration be intentional and 

relevant.  With only 50% of the participants in this study speaking of the 

relevance of their graduate assistantship to their overall preparation there is 

cause for concern from both graduate preparation program faculty and student 

affairs administrators. 



	   131 

APPENDICES



	   132 

Appendix A. Recruitment Email 

 
  

Attachment A: Email Invitation:

To be sent to the Program Coordinator/Director of Master’s Education Programs

From: Lisa Byard
Sent: [date]
To: Coordinator/Director of Master’s Program
Subject: Seeking Participants for a Doctoral Study

Dear [Insert Name],

I am seeking your assistance to find former master’s students of your program to 

interview for my research study.  I am a doctoral candidate at Florida Atlantic University and I 

am conducting a dissertation study on former master’s students who held a graduate 

assistantship in student affairs during their graduate preparation program.  

The purpose of this study will be to understand and describe the ways in which new 

professionals’ construct meaning from their graduate student experience and the role if any their

graduate assistantship played in preparing them for the profession of student affairs. 

I am seeking your assistance. I am not seeking direct email contact with your former 

students.  I am asking for you to forward a recruitment flyer on my behalf.  [Attached to this 

email is a recruitment flyer that I ask you forward on my behalf, to your former students who are 

new professionals in the field of student affairs.].  The recruitment flyer contains a link to an 

informed consent form and a criteria for inclusion survey.  My criteria for inclusion is as follows: 

1. For the purposes of this study, new professionals are those who have been in the

field of student affairs for less than five years, post master’s preparation.  

(Graduated 2011 – 2014).
2. I am seeking students who do not work at the institution from which they 

obtained their master’s degree.
3. I am seeking new student affairs professional who held a graduate assistantship

during their preparation program (received tuition waiver/remission and stipend 

or compensation in exchange for working at your institution or a neighboring 

institution part time during the graduate preparation program).

Interested participants will be asked to be participate in a 45-60 minute interview which 

will be conducted via SKYPE, FaceTime, Telephone, In-Person or Email (depending on their 

preference).  I, as the researcher, will follow up with each of the participants to clarify and 

member check their interview responses.

If you have any questions feel free to contact Dr. Frankie Santos Laanan at (561) 297-3550, 

flaanan@fau.edu or Lisa Byard at (650) 240-6356, lbyard2012@fau.edu.  Thank you in advance

for your time and assistance.

Sincerely,

Lisa Byard

Doctoral Candidate, Higher Education Leadership

Florida Atlantic University

 

     
  872774-2
  Approved On: May 9, 2016

 Institutional
Review Board

 Expires On: May 9, 2017
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Appendix B. Consent Form 

Attachment C:  ADULT CONSENT FORM (STUDENT)

1) Title of Research Study: Was I Ready? The Perceptions of Preparedness of New Student Affairs Professionals

2) Investigator(s): Principal Investigator: Dr. Frankie Santos Laanan, Co-Investigator: Lisa Byard, Doctoral Candidate, 
Higher Education Leadership Program
 
3) Purpose: The purpose of this research study is to understand and describe the ways in which new professionals 
construct meaning from their graduate assistantship experience.

4) Procedures:  If you agree to be in this study you will be asked to participate in a one-time, audio/video recorded 
interview session lasting approximately 45-60 minutes during the spring of 2016.  During the interview you will be 
asked to answer questions about: why you chose to study higher education leadership/higher education administration/
student affairs, as we well as questions about your graduate assistantship and how you feel your assistantship 
prepared you for the profession of student affairs.  The location of the interview will be at Florida Atlantic University 
(local participants only), via videoconference, telephone, or asynchronous email.  Your participation in this study is 
completely voluntary and you can change your mind and drop out at any time.  You can refuse to answer any of the 
questions during the interview session and you also have a right to review your audio recordings and interview 
transcriptions.  You can ask that portions of your recordings be removed if you are uncomfortable with the information. 

5) Risks: The risks involved with participation in this study are no more than you would experience in regular daily 
activities.  It is unlikely you will experience any harm or discomfort.  You may decline to answer any portion of the 
interview and you may conclude the interview at any time and rescind your consent.  All identifying information will be 
blinded, such as; institution, directory information, websites, offices, titles held, to ensure anonymity of participant.

6) Benefits:  We do not know if you will receive any direct benefits by taking part in this study.  However, this research 
will contribute to a greater understanding of the master’s level graduate student experience in higher education 
leadership/administration.

7) Data Collection & Storage: Any information collected about you will be kept confidential and secure and only the 
people working with this study will see your data, unless required by law.  The interview data and your resume or CV 
will be kept on encrypted digital files on a password-protected computer not connected to the Internet at the 
investigator’s home office for up to 7 years and will then be deleted.  We may publish what we learn fro this study.  If we
do, we will not let anyone know your name/identity unless you give us permission to do so.

8) Contact Information:  If you have questions regarding your rights as a research subject, you may contact the 
Florida Atlantic University Division of Research at (561) 297-0777.  For questions about the study, you can contact the 
principal investigator, Dr. Frankie Santos Laanan at (561) 297-3550 or flaanan@fau.edu, or the co-investigator Lisa 
Byard at (650) 240-6356 or lbyard2012@fau.edu.

9) Consent Statement:
I have read the information describing this study.  All my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I am 18 
years of age or older and freely consent to participate.  I understand that I am free to withdraw from this study at any 
time without penalty.  I have received a copy of this consent form for my records.

I agree  ____  I do not agree  ___  to be audiotaped.

Signature of Participant: ______________________________________              Date: _____________________   

Printed Name of Participant: First Name ________________________  Last Name: ________________                    

Signature of Investigator: ____________________________________                 Date: _____________________   

 

     
  872774-2
  Approved On: May 9, 2016

 Institutional
Review Board

 Expires On: May 9, 2017
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Appendix C. Criteria for Inclusion 

 
  

Attachment E:
Criteria for Inclusion Survey

First Name
Last Name
Email Address
Telephone/Mobile Number
Age:

Race/Ethnicity: Please mark all that apply
 Asian or Asian American, including East Asian (e.g. Chinese, Japanese, Taiwanese, 

Korean, etc.) Southeast Asian (Cambodian, Vietnamese, Hmong, Filipino, etc.) or  South
Asian (e.g. Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri Lankan, etc.) White

 Black, including (African) or (African American or Black American) or (Caribbean or 

Caribbean American (Jamaican, Bahamian, Haitian, Trinidadian, etc.)
 Hispanic or Latino

 Native American, American Indian or Alaska Native

 Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander

 White or Caucasian

 Multiethnic

 Other

Sex: What is your sex?
 Female

 Male

 Intersex

 Self-Identity

 Prefer not to disclose

 Not listed

Gender: What is your gender identity?
 Woman

 Man

 FTM/Transgender man/trans man

 MTF/ Transgender woman/trans woman

 Gender queer (identifying as neither man or woman)

 Prefer not to disclose

 Not listed
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Attachment E:
Criteria for Inclusion Survey

Graduate Student Experience

Did you hold a graduate assistantship while in graduate school?
(A graduate assistantship is defined as a graduate student who works 15-40 hours per week while in
graduate school for their institution or a neighboring institution in exchange for a tuition waiver/tuition
assistance and/or receives compensation (stipend, weekly or biweekly pay and in some cases 

medical insurance).
 Yes

 No

Did you attend graduate school in the southeastern region of the United States?
 Yes

 No

In what state of the southeastern region of the United States did you attend graduate school?
 Alabama

 Arkansas

 Florida

 Georgia

 Kentucky

 Louisiana

 Mississippi

 North Carolina

 South Carolina

 Tennessee

 Virginia

 West Virginia

 Other

Where did you attend graduate school?

_________________________________

Did you attend graduate school full-time or part time?
 Full-time

 Part-time

In what year did you graduate from graduate school with your master’s degree?
 2011

 2012

 2013

 2014

 Other
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Attachment E:
Criteria for Inclusion Survey

In which department was your graduate assistantship while in graduate school?
(Ex. residential life/housing, multicultural affairs, student conduct, student activities, etc.).
_____________________________

What was your graduate assistantship title/position?
_____________________________

For how many semesters during your graduate preparation program were you a graduate 
assistant?
_____________________________

If you meet the criteria for inclusion, are you willing to be a part of this research study?
 Yes

 No

 Possibly 

Will you be available to take part in a 45-60 minute interview?
 Yes

 No

 Possibly 

If yes, which format for the interview will be most appropriate for you?
 In Person (I am in the local South Florida area)

 VIA Telephone

 VIA SKYPE

 VIA FACETIME

 Other option
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  Approved On: May 9, 2016

 Institutional
Review Board
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Appendix D. Recruitment Flyer 

  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 Was I Ready? The Perceptions of Preparedness of  
New Student Affair Professionals  

Investigators :  Principal Investigator, Dr. Frankie Santos Laanan, Professor, Higher Education Leadership 
& Co-Investigator, Lisa Byard, Doctoral Candidate, Higher Education Leadership, Florida Atlantic University 

 
§ What is the Purpose of this study? The purpose of this study is to understand and describe 

the ways in which new student affairs professionals construct meaning from their graduate 
assistantship experience.  The investigators seek to interview new student affairs 
professionals who were graduate assistants during their graduate preparation program in higher 
education leadership, higher education administration or student affairs/college student 
personnel. 

 
§ Why should I participate? Although there will be no direct benefits to you, your voice can 

help to expand the field of knowledge about graduate assistantships and may impact the future 
of preparing new professionals. 

 
§ Who are we seeking? The investigators of this study are looking for: 

– new student affairs professionals (less than 5 years out of graduate school),   
– those who graduated with a master’s degree in higher education leadership/higher 

education administration or student affairs leadership, or college student personnel 
between the years 2011-2014 

– those who had a graduate assistantship during their master’s degree program (and did 
not work full time elsewhere.) 

 
If you agree to participate: 

• You will need to complete a 2-minute demographic/criterion survey (Click here for survey) and  
• Participate in a 60-minute in-person, phone or email interview 

 
If you have questions feel free to contact Dr. Frankie Santos Laanan at (561) 297-3550, 
flaanan@fau.edu or Lisa Byard at 650-240-6356 or lbyard2012@fau.edu  

 

  
Institutional Review Board 

Approved on: 5/9/2016 
Expires on: 5/9/2017 
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Appendix E. Interview Protocol 

 
  

Appendix G: Interview Protocol
Was I Ready?

The Perceptions of Preparedness of New Student Affairs Professionals

Thank you for your interest in participating in our research study. The purpose of the 
study is to understand and describe the ways in which new professionals construct 
meaning from their graduate assistantship experience.  

Information for the Interviewee:
You are being asked to participate in a 45-60 minute interview about your experience as
a graduate student and specifically the role, if any, your graduate assistantship played in
preparing you to become a new professional. Your participation in this study is your 
choice. You may skip any questions that make you feel uncomfortable and you are free 
to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.  The risks involved with 
participating in this study are no more than you would experience in regular daily 
activities.  You may decline to answer any portion of the interview and you may 
conclude the interview at any time and rescind your consent. We do not know if you will 
receive any direct benefits by taking part in this study.  However, this research will 
contribute to a greater understanding of the master’s level graduate student experience 
in higher education leadership/administration.  

As the researcher of this study, I understand that this study is asking you to reflect upon 
your previous experiences over the course of the past five years.

This study is aimed at understanding three phases of your professional journey and how
you are integrating the phases into your current role as a new professional: 

 your decision to enter a master’s program in student affairs, 

 your experience as a graduate assistant during your program, and

 your current role as a new professional having integrated the previous two 

phases.

Moving In 
Entering into a graduate preparation program:
1. Higher education leadership/ college student personnel, is not a field that people 

dream about as children. What precipitated your decision to enter into a graduate 

preparation program?

2. Prior to your preparation program what was your understanding of the field of 

student affairs?

Moving Through 
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Appendix G: Interview Protocol
Was I Ready?

The Perceptions of Preparedness of New Student Affairs Professionals

Entering into a graduate preparation program:
3. What aspects of your graduate preparation program (peers, faculty mentor, 

curriculum, assignments, etc.) do you feel were the most beneficial to your 

experience as a graduate student?  

4. In what ways, if any, did your program assist you in obtaining your first post graduate

professional experience (first job)?

5. Once you entered into graduate school for your master’s, what lead you to seek an 

assistantship in student affairs?

6. Now in reflection, what responsibilities and experiences within your assistantship 

were the most beneficial to you or are helping you in your current role? 

Moving Out
Becoming a new professional:
7. Beginning a new job marks a time of transition in roles and relationships.  Please tell

me something about how you are experiencing these transitions. 

8. As you reflect upon your first year or so of full-time professional work, what aspects 

of being a new student affairs professional stood out to you?

9. Can you provide me with an example of how you witnessed the integration of theory 

(coursework) and practice (assistantship) during your graduate assistantship?

FOLLOWUP QUESTION:

10. If you could provide your graduate program (faculty, mentors, etc.) with insight for 

future graduate student what would you say?
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Appendix F. IRB Approval Letter 

 

 

  

 

- 1 - Generated on IRBNet

 Institutional Review Board
Division of Research

777 Glades Rd.
Boca Raton, FL 33431

Tel: 561.297.0777

FLORIDA  fau.edu/research/researchint

ATLANTIC   

UNIVERSITY  Michael Whitehurst, Ed.D., Chair

 
DATE: May 10, 2016 
  
TO: FRANKIE SANTOS LAANAN, Ph.D.
FROM: Florida Atlantic University Social, Behavioral and Educational Research IRB
  
IRBNET ID #: 872774-2
PROTOCOL TITLE: [872774-2] Was I Ready? The Perceptions of Preparedness of New Student

Affairs Professionals
  
PROJECT TYPE: New Project
ACTION: APPROVED
  
APPROVAL DATE: May 9, 2016
EXPIRATION DATE: May 9, 2017
  
REVIEW TYPE: Expedited Review
REVIEW CATEGORY: Expedited review category # B7

 

Thank you for your submission of Response/Follow-Up materials for this research study. The Florida
Atlantic University Social, Behavioral and Educational Research IRB has APPROVED your New Project.
This approval is based on an appropriate risk/benefit ratio and a study design wherein the risks have
been minimized. All research must be conducted in accordance with this approved submission.

• This study is approved for a maximum of 25 participants.

• It is important that you use the approved, stamped consent documents or procedures included with
this letter.

o Attachment A Email to Coordinator (stamped)
o Attachment B Email to Faculty (stamped)
o Attachment C Informed Consent Form Student (stamped)
o Attachment D Informed Consent Form Faculty (stamped)
o Attachment E Criteria for Inclusion Survey (stamped)
o Attachment F Recruitment Flyer (stamped)
o Attachment G Student Interview Protocol (stamped)
o Attachment H Faculty Interview Protocol (stamped)
o Byard Basic Research Protocol Plan (stamped)

• **Please note that any revision to previously approved materials or procedures, including
modifications to numbers of subjects, must be approved by the IRB before it is initiated.
Please use the amendment form to request IRB approval of a proposed revision.
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- 2 - Generated on IRBNet

• All SERIOUS and UNEXPECTED adverse events must be reported to this office. Please use
the appropriate adverse event forms for this procedure. All regulatory and sponsor reporting
requirements should also be followed, if applicable.

• Please report all NON-COMPLIANCE issues or COMPLAINTS regarding this study to this office.
• Please note that all research records must be retained for a minimum of three years.
• This approval is valid for one year. A Continuing Review form will be required prior to the

expiration date if this project will continue beyond one year.

If you have any questions or comments about this correspondence, please contact Donna Simonovitch at:

Institutional Review Board
Research Integrity/Division of Research
Florida Atlantic University
Boca Raton, FL 33431
Phone: 561-297-0777
researchintegrity@fau.edu

* Please include your protocol number and title in all correspondence with this office.

 

This letter has been electronically signed in accordance with all applicable regulations,
and a copy is retained within our records.
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