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Preface

Paradoxically, research in student affairs organizations isat
once a highly promoted yet vastly underutilized activity.
Somewhere between its theoretical promise and its actual
practice, student affairs research falls prey to anxiety, busy
schedules, and reactionary management. Although re-
search skills are unquestionably among those needed to
make effective and practical planning, policy, and manage-
ment decisions, studies of student affairs research and
evaluation activities in American colleges and universities
have clearly demonstrated that research is practiced only to
a moderate extent by professional members.

Many reasons have been offered for the profession’s
failure to live up to its own standards of research practice
and those of others within academe. The feeble excusesand
outright misconceptions that research is too time consum-
ing, costly, or abstract are challenged throughout this
monograph. The more palpable explanations—that re-
search is misunderstood, poorly planned, and rarely applied
to decision making—are systematically addressed within
this publication. The contributing authors are well versed in
the potential bencfits of student affairs research, but more
important, they are each well practiced in the application of
research to student affairs administration.

The choice of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland as an
allegorical reference in discussing student affairs research
serves two purposes. One, of course, is ‘o enliven the topic
of research for those who still view it s anxiety-ridden or
uninteresting. The second purpose is to draw some fun-
damental parallels between the Wonderland enviror ment
as Alice experienced it, and the campus environment as
the student affairs professional might perceive it. In draw-
ing from Alice’s adventures, the editors and authors hope
to illustrate how many delightful similarities exist be-
tween Wonderland and the campus environment, and how
the search for meaning and direction in higher education
and student affairs seems so poignantly comparable to the
wanderings of Alice.
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Readers may also think of students and of student affairs
professionals as having much in common with Alice, whose
growth is naturally accompanied by turmoil and upset.
Rather than a fanciful escape into unbridled imagination,
this use of Lewis Carroll's popular tale is meant to encourage
readers to envision campus environments as mysterious
and complex places to explore, with fascinating characters
to study.

This monograph was written to address the concerns of
practitioners (youthful and experienced). students, and
graduate preparation faculty who want to know how re-
search can be made interesting, affordable, relevant, and
useful in student affairs. It is intended to provide a memo-
rable overview of research issues; a practical guide to con-
ducting and teaching about research; and a challenging
critique of current research assumptions, methods, and
practices.

In Chapter One, Beeler anid Hunter clarify the similarities
between Wonderland and the campus environment, intro-
duce ways in which research can be viewed as a practical
tool, and argue for more and better research based on the
characteristics of students at the individual campus level.
Examples of research questions that ought to be of concern
to all postsecondary institutions are cited, along with a
theoretical discussion of the use of research and an actual
case study of how research is used to inform planning and
decision making in student affairs at one university.

In Chapter Two, Benedict lists reasons commonly cited
for failing to conduct research in student affairs, argues for
simplifying the language of research, and shows that re-
search need not be expensive or time consuming, He re-
minds the reader that every practitioneris a decision maker
and gives actual examples of how professionals in health
education, orientation, residential life, career counseling,
financial aid, admissions, and enrollment management have
gathered and used dataat low cost to make better decisions.

In Chapter Three, Weitzer and Malaney describe a
simple four-step process for planning the design of research

ix 11




projectsand discuss the important issues of cost and level of
expertise needed to complete selected types of research.
Their discussion includes descriptions of ‘nnovative re-
search strategies taking into account needed levels of exper-
tise. They explain such strategies as interpreting existing
reports, informal discussion and observation, interpreting
comparative studies, using external surveys with external
analysis, computer analysis of existing data, trend analysis,
content analysis, focus groups, external surveys with in-
house analysis, database analysis, telephone surveys, mail
surveys, formal observation, and face-to-face interviews. As
it is organized, this chapter also serves as a practical guide
for assessing needed expenditures and personnel before
cotnmitting research resources to a given project.

In Chapter Four, Kuh presses the profession to move
forward in its thinking about what constitutes useful knowl-
edge and how related information can be gathered. He be-
gins by summarizing the need for different approaches to
research in higher education, then describes and compares
conventional modes of inquiry with alternative approaches.
Kuh cites some contributions to be made by naturalistic
inquiry to studying and understanding issues of student life
and developmental orocesses. He also discusses the possi-
bility of combining quantitative and qualitative methods of
research, using as examples two well-known studies from
the student development literature.

In Chapter Five, Hanson provides a thorough and
demystified overview of assessment issues in higher educa-
tion and student affairs. He begins by explaining why higher
education has become afocal issue and how assessmentcan
be used to serve both accountability and the need toimprove
daily practice. He explores three major purposes of assess-
ment—diagnosis, monitoring, and evaluation—and delves
into the methodological issues inherent in the assessment
of student development outcomes.

Hanson stresses the importance of using appropriate
assessment methods, and challenges the profession to de-
velop more relevant assesssment instruments. He offers




several new strategies for assessing student development
outcomes. Finally, he explains how the assessment move-
ment has created a new opportunity for student affairs
professionals to assume pivotal campus roles, capitalizing
on the professicn’s experience and knowledge base.

In Chapter Six, Hunter and Beeler discuss how student
affairs professionals can be motivated and taught the skills
needed for competency in research methods and applica-
tions. A socialization framework is used to explain current
problemsin learning about or using research and to suggest
ways to make research appealing to graduate students and
practitioners alike. Increased opportunities for involvement
and early success are stressed, along with systematic efforts
to underscore the importance of research in curricular offer-
ings for graduate students and continuing education for
student affairs professionals. Questionsare posed as guides
for graduate faculty who wish to restructure curricula to
develop research competencies and for professional asso-
ciations which strive to rekindle members’ orientations to-
ward research.

In Chapter Seven, Brown draws on years of experience as
distinguished professor of educational psychology, re-
searcher, author, editor of a major student affairs journal,
and president of a student affairs professional association to
pass judgment on the profession as a producer and user of
research.

A tireless proponent of the increased use and overall
improvement of student affairs research, Brown points un-
abashedly to where the profession has been found wanting
and offers specific advice for doing better in the years ahead.
He has characterized the use of research in studcnt affairs
as an obligation, not a frill. Perhaps the preeminent spokes-
man for this sentiment, his words echo loud and clear
through the halls and gardens of campus Wonderlands
everywhere.




Chapter 1

The Promise of Student
Affairs Research

Karl J. Beeler
Deborah Ellen Hunter

“Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from
here?” said Alice.

“That depends a good deal on where you want to get to,”
said the Cat.

‘I don’t much care where . . .,” said Alice.

“Then it doesn’t matter where you go,” said the Cat.

“.. .50 long as I get somewhere,” Alice added as an
explanation.

“Oh, you're sure to do that,” said the Cat, “if only you
walk long enough.”

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter VI: Pig and Pepper

Alice’s adventures in Wonderland are remarkably like a day
in the life of a student affairs practitioner on any college
campus. Alice’s search for identity and direction among the
curious inhabitants of Wonderland has a ring of familiarity
to student affairs professionals who labor to understand
their place and to find appropriate direction witLin one of
society’s most complex institutions.

From a management perspective, few would argue that
moving a student affairs organizationin a productive direction




92 The Promise of Student Affairs Research

requires knowing “where you want to get to.” However, in
colleges and universities, as in Wonderland, itis a challenge
to establish the right direction and easy to lose one’s way. As
the Cheshire cat suggests, there are but two choices in this
quandary: keep walking or search out a destination. ~

Wonderland Revisited

Lewis Carroll’s classic tale, Alice’s Adventures in Wonder-
land, is the story of a young girl who, on an afternoon outing
with her sister in the bucolic English countryside, falls into
deep slumber on a warm river bank and dreams of a fan-
tastic sojourn through the curious subterranean world,
Wonderland.

As the tale begins, Alice is growing sleepy watching her
older sister read a book with “no pictures or conversations
init.” In thatimaginative, drowsy moment just before sleep,
Alice envisions a well-appointed white rabbit scurrying by,
pulling a watch from its waistcoat pocket and proclaiming
aloud, “Oh dear! Oh, dear! I shall be too late!”

Now fast asleep, Alice dreams she is chasing the time-
obsessed hare, following it down a deep rabbit hole beneath
a hedge. Inside, she tumbles down a seemingly endless
tunnel to a dark passage, which she runs along until she
finds herself in a long, wellit hall lined with several locked
doors. Finding agolden key ona nearby table, she tests each
of the locks until, at last, she opens a door so small that she
cannot passthroughit. On the other side she cansee alovely
garden, full of bright flowers and fountains, which she longs
to enter.

The remainder of the tale chronicles Alice’s adventures
as she searches for away into the garden. Along the way she
meets and questions a succession of strange and surreal
characters, including a large blue caterpillar smoking a
hookah, a cruel duchess, a Cheshire cat, a March hare, and
a mad hatter. Alice soon realizes these beings are quite un-
clear about their places in Wonderland and, therefore, are not
particularly helpful in giving her directions. Preoccupied

15
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with immediate or past experiences, they pose meaningless
riddles and relate bizarre oral histories. Her interactions
with them only leave Alice more confused. By the time she
meets the Cheshire cat, she is happy to have any directions
at all.

Alice finally manages to enter the garden through the
small doorway by eating bits of mushroom until she shrinks
to the right size. Inside the garden, she is disappointed to
realize that it bears little resemklance to the alluring envi-
ronment she thought she had seen through the doorway.
The bright flowers are only painted facades, and the garden
is ruled by the cruel Queen of Hearts.

The predominant activity of the garden’s inhabitantsis an
odd version of croquet in which the balls are little curled up
hedgehogs, the mallets are live flamingoes held upside
down, and the wickets are ordinary playing cards bentin arc-
shaped postures. Playing the game is difficult because the
wickets leave their assigned posts and stroll about the
garden, only to assume a different position elsewhere.

Alice is understandably puzzled by the disorder of the
garden. Having spent so much energy getting there, she is
distraught to find no common sense of purpose or direction
among the inhabitants. In language uncomfortably familiar
to those who have witnessed the puzzling management of
colleges and universities, Alice proclaims to the Cheshire
cat, “.. . they all quarrel so dreadfully one can’t hear oneself
speak—and they don't seem to have any rules in particular:
atleast, if there are, nobody attends to them—and you've no
idea how confusing itis...*

Alice’sadventures culminate in a courtroom trialin which
the Knave of Hearts is accused of stealing the queen’s tarts.
The courtroom is jammed with Wonderland’s diverse char-
acters, who act not only as witnesses but as members of the
jury as well. Much pointless “evidence” is introduced, none
of which forms the basis for an informed or reasoned ver-
dict. Yet the queen continually presses the jury for a deci-
sion. As the tale ends, Alice, infuriated by the queen’s attitude

16




4 The Promise of Student Affairs Research

and the prevailing disregard for evidence, shatters the
courtroom drone screaming, “Who cares for you? You're
nothing but a pack of cards!”

Campus Wonderlands

High rates of attrition among student affairs administrators
suggest that Alice’s sentiment is widely shared in academe.
Itis easy to draw parallels between Wonderland and campus
environments, between Alice and student affairs profession-
als. At most colleges and universities, student affairs practi-
tioners receive little direction for managing enrollments,
enhancing student life, or providing a comprehensive array
of support services in an environment every bit as complex
as Wonderland. Yet they are expected to make judicious
decisions and demonstrate some measure of success. To do
so, they must learn to appreciate complexity as a natural
characteristic of postsecondary institutions and to antici-
pate confusion rather than react to it.

With thisin mind, the similarities between postsecondary
environments and Wonderland are not only entertaining
but instructive:

e Diversity of mission and educational goals is alive
and well (Carnegie, 1987, p. 2)
There is great and ever-increasing diversity among
students (Astin, Green & Korn, 1987, p. 10)
Loose connections among individuals, processes,
and units are the rule rather than the exception
(Weick, cited in Kuh, 1983, p. 28)
Decision making is a complex and rarely integrated
process (Cooley & Bickel, 1986, p. 141)
Forces for student development naturally produce
turmoil and upset (Chickering, 1969, pp. 293-94)

Against this backgrcund of distinct missions, diverse
players, loosely coupled organizations, complexity, and
natural turmoil, it is haydly surprising that student affairs
practitioners find it difficult to plan, implement, evaluate, or
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improve educational programs and services. Higher educa-
tion administration often resembles a Wonderland croquet
match: strategic shots by one player do not necessarily in-
terest or engage other players. Indeed, there are no guar-
antees that activities are organized around a specific set of
goals (Kuh, 1983, p. 17). Like Alice trying to play croquet,
student affairs professionals are constantly challenged by
ever-changing rules, equipment, and players.

There is also something about Alice’s reactions that
mirrors the collective experience of student affairs profes-
sionals. While she is obviously intelligent and practical,
Alice nonetheless struggles to maintain her identity and
direction among the other inhabitants of Wonderland. Per-
haps it is her perpetual effort to make sense of the environ-
ment, to understand the characters who are in constant
motion, or to stay abreast of the rules that change faster than
she can learn them that bring the student affairs practitioner
to mind. Alice’s tendency to forge ahead in the face of un-
certain circumstances, often without sufficient evidence to
support her decisions, also strikes a familiar chord.

The Journey through Campus Wonderlands

To journey through Wonderland or college campuses, one”
must realize early that the environment is multidimen-
sional. There has been notable discussion about the need
for multiple perspectives in student affairs planning and de-
cision making (Hull, Hunter & Kuh, 1983, p. 27). Yet the use
of multiple sources of evidence to inform these perspectives
has not been addressed.

Research as a Guidepost

Research and evaluation activities can help decision makers
build informed perspectives and defensible decisions. Re-
search counterbalances the tendency to rely too much on
authority or conventional wisdom in making decisions
(Beeler, Benedict & Weitzer, 1984, p. 8). In student affairs
administration, as in Wonderland, overreliance on one per-
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6 The Promise of Student Affairs Research

spective leads to shared ignorance and misdirection.

Planning and decision making in any applied profession
invites serious reflection about those who are served and
about the environment in which they live. Effective deci-
sions must be responsive not only to the immediate needs of
clients, but to the full ecology of their lives as well. For ex-
ample, in treating patients for their personal illnesses, the
responsible physician considers not only symptomatology
and health history, but the potential influence of patients’
living and working conditions. Similarly, in building solid
cases for their clients, effective attorneys consider not only
statutes, legal rights, and human behavior, but also the
larger framework of legal precedents.

In this same vein, student affairs administrators, whose
responsibilities include both student development and pro-
gram management in a unique living and learning environ-
ment, must seek to understand a multiplicity of variables
that influence the college student experience. Ideally, stu-
dent affairs professionals plan, implement, and evaluate
programs and services that not only address known charac-
teristics and needs of enrolled students, but also consider
the larger purposes of higher education, the distinct educa-
tional mission of the institution, and the environment in
which students and educational mission converge.

Professionals in medicine, law, and education rely on
several sources of information to make decisions:

a body of theoretical or guiding principles
common sense

authority

experience

accumuleted evidence.

The conscientious student affairs practitioner also draws
from each of these sources, in effect using a wide system of
checks and balunces in formulating policies and decisions.

Within the student affairs profession, it is often alleged
that research and evaluation are too esoteric or too difficult
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to apply to practical matters like balancing budgets or re-
taining staff members. Yet guiding a student affairs organi-
zation without research and evaluation evidence is like
sailing the deepest seas only with elementary knowledge of
navigation. Without proper regard for weather conditions,
wave height, or destination, few student affairs profession-
als will long stay afloat. To ignore the need for reliable in-
formarion about siudents and their experiences, about the
campus environment, or about program effectiveness is to
invite disaster.

Looking Twice at Student Affairs Research

Johnson and Steele (1984) studied student affairs research
activity and attitudes at a random sample of 100 American
colleges and universities, compiling some preliminary evi-
dence that student affairs professionals do care about and
conduct campus-based research and evaluation. Eighty-five

percent of the schools responding to their survey reported
that they are conducting research at least occasionally.
However, most frequently this research is conducted by the
counseling center, the department of residential life, the
admissions or registrar office, the career guidance center,
or the student activities program. Only about 10 percent of
the student affairs divisions have an office whose main
function is student affairs research, and these are found
primarily in institutions with enrollments of 10,000 or more.
These statistics suggest that research in student affairs di-
visions is typically a decentralized and disjointed process,
conduct+d outside of division-wide coordination or concern
for effective disseminatica and utilization.

Our findings demonstrate the extensiveness of student
affairs research nationally, but they also indicate that at
inost schools the use of research results is quite modest.
The impact of such results, for example, was primarily on
individual programs . . . To enable student affairs research
to have a university-wide impact, student affairs staff and
administrators need to work at publicizing and promoting

20




8 The Promise of Student Affairs Research

the findings to university decision makers, who are often
unaccustomed to using research results as input for deci-
sion making (Johnson & Steele, 1984, p. 204).

While it may be comforting to believe that student affairs
research efforts are apparently widespread, there is no
evidence to suggest that the body of this research is of high
quality. Nor is there reason to believe that student affairs
divisions take it upon themselves to evaluate the overall
usefulness of their campus-based student affairs research.
In light of these shortcomings, it is not surprising that this
research has only limited impact at the organizational level
at which it is produced. The true promise, or potential, of
student affairs research can only begin to be realized when
systematic efforts to encourage, review, assess, and apply
research are forthcoming within the student affairs division.

Athoughtfuland comprehensive research agendacannot
be formulated in the absence of division-wide support for
organized student affairs research. If chief student affairs
officers are willing to address the need for systematic in-
quiry, there will emerge an attendant expectation that pro-
fessional staff use valid and reliable evidence to support
their planning and programming decisions. If they do not,
research will continue to be seen as secondary to decision
making—as a luxury rathe" than guidance for decisions.
This image is unacceptable in a profession that has so much
riding on effectiveness. Brown (1986) argued that research
in student affairs is essential.

Research is not a frill. Research is a necessity and an
obligation. Student affairs administrators have an obligation
to their institutions, their students, and their profession to
support research on their campuses. They should systemati-
cally collect data that help the institution engage in short-
and long-range planning . . . (Brown, 1986, p. 195).
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Research for Decision Making

Too often interest in research is stifled or extinguished
because its purpose is misunderstood. Particularly in ap-
plied professions like student affairs, care must be taken to
promote and design research that is relevant to the
profession’s purposes. If research is to be useful in manag-
ing student affairs organizations, it must be planned with
decision makers’ needs in mind. Prior to a discussion of
decision-oriented research, it may be useful to review the
distinctions between basic and applied research.

Basicresearch seeks knowledge for its own sake, without
particular regard for its immediate application. This is the
notion of research which most readily comes to mind when
the word research is mentioned. It often elicits a reflexive
negative reaction from educational administrators who
claim to be “action oriented” (as opposed, presumably, to
“research oriented”). _

Applied research, on the other hand, seeks to inform and
influence immediate problems and short-term planning. In
adiscussion of the relevance of research to utilitarian ends,
Tyler (1976) offered these distinctions between basic and
applied research:

With respect to the questions asked, basic research tends
to differ from applied research in the fact that it is more
concerned with “understanding” and the attainment of
knowledge about fundamental variables and their relation-
ships; the prediction of socially important phenomena is of
secondary conc:en, arising solely out of the laws and
relationships discovered . . . Applied research, however, is
generally concerned with the control of socially significant
phenomena or, if control is difficult or impossible, at least
their prediction. It is interested in the “understanding” of
phenomena in terms of laws and relationships as a basis for
prediction and control (p. 9).

Inrecentyearsthe concern that educational research and
program evaluaticn be more focused on immediate applica-
tions to decision making has forced educators to reconsider
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10 The Promise of Student Affairs Research

models used to plan research. For example, Stufflebeam
(1983) criticized the usefulness of program evaluation mod-
els available to guide mandatory evaluations of projects
funded by the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of
1965 (ESEA). The prevalent model of educational evalua-
tion at the time, the Tylerian model, focused only or as-
sessing whether educational programs and services were
meeting their stated goals and objectives. This strategy
failed when applied to the assessment of ESEA projects
because educators could not determine what student behav-
iors (outcomes) should result from these funded programs,
and because the Tylerian approach ignored important pro-
gram variables like context, available resources, and pro-
cesses. Stufflebeam (1983) proposed as a reasonable alter-
native “that evaluation be redefined as a process of provid-
ing useful information for decision making” (p. 120).

Stufflebeam (1983) formulated amodel of program evalu-
ation to address the need for more systematic, formative
types of program evaluation. His CIPP (context, input,
process, product) model for program evaluation was one of
the first attempts to assess programs for decision making
(formative orientation), in addition to accountability
(summative orientation). The CIPP model identifies four
distinct objectives for program evaluation, depending on the
needs of the stakeholders or decision makers (Stufflebeam,
1983, p. 121).

Today the ever-increasing demand to use research for
immediate, utilitarian ends has given rise to added concern
for the information needs of decision makers. Knowing just
who uses research and what types of information they need
is increasingly important in forming an organizational re-
search agenda. Noting that Cronbach and Suppes divided
the research world into conclusion-oriented and decision-
oriented inquiry, Cooley and Bickel (1986) recently pub-
lished an elaborate description of decision-oriented inquiry
in educational systems in which they characterized such
efforts as “research designed to help educators as they
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consider issues surrounding educational policy, as they
establish priorities for improving educational systems, or as
they engage in the day-to-day management of educational
systems” (p. 3). They added,

The distinguishing feature is that the research is guided by
the information needs of the people responsible for that
system. It is usually conducted by employees of an educa-
tional system or by r:-searchers who are working closely
with such systems and who have their research agendas
established by the information needs of the educational
system (p. 4).

Cooley and Bickel (1986) also stressed the importance of
integrating decision-oriented educational research into
policy and management processes. In their view, if research
is to respond to the information needs of an educational
system, the needs of the system must first be known and
understood. A research capability that is truly integrated
wili influence action mechanisms for managing and improv-
ing operational performance (Cooley & Bickei, 1986, p. 10).
Applied to student affairs organizations, this approach to
educational research may go a long way toward addressing
Brown’s (1986) editorial injunction that “researchers in
student affairs also have an obligation to see that the re-
search they conduct is useful for administrative decision
making ...” (p. 195).

Pieces of the Puzzle

This monograph examines how applied, campus-based,
decision-oriented research can provide information and
directions for student affairs administrators in each college
and university Wonderland. Each useful piece of student
affairs research adds to a larger picture and a greater un-
der standing of a particular college or university, contribut-
ing a new focus or a different perspective. Properly con-
ceived, disseminated, and used, such research also helpsto
clarify the best directions for planning in a student affairs
organization.
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In student affairs administration, research questions
which monitor student development or influence adminis-
trative decisions abound. The answers to these questions
often raise more questions, thereby stimulating an informed
dialogue within the institution. For example:

What are the characteristics and attributes of the student
population at this institution? How do they compare with
students in other American colleges and universities?
What are the general characteristics of this campus environ-
ment (physical and psychological) and whatimplications do
they have for the development of these students?
What are the rates and correlates of retention at this institu-
tion?
What are the outcomes of a college education at this institu-
tion?
To what extent and in what manner are students at this in-
stitution involved in meaningful academic and cocurricular
activities?
To what extent are programs and services of the student
affairs division in compliance with professional standards?
Are they achieving their stated goals and objectives? Are
they effective? Efficient?
What are the educational and developmental needs of the
student population? Of underrepresented or minority stu-
dent populations?
How satisfied are students with their overall educational
experience at this institution?

How can the quality of campus life be described?

What is the projected impact of changes in admissions
standards? Recruiting processes? Marketing efforts? Pric-
ing and financial aid?

What is the relationship of student clientele to stated mis-
sion, goals, and program?

29
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The answers to these and other questions of concern to
student affairs professionals are evidence and feedback for
planning and recycling decisions. By monitoring trends in
these areas, practitioners gain an informed sense of chang-
ing student needs and, by association, organizational
strengths and weaknesses. In this way, systematic research
and evaluation serve as signposts, helping to establish di-
rection for student affairs organizations.

Observations about the Use of
Research Findings

Using campus-based, decision-oriented research effec-
tively in student affairs organizations requires practice.
With practice comes the ability to choose research topics
and methods that bear most directly on management and
student development activities.

It should be noted well that “use” does not always imply
direct action. Whereas instrumental use is documentable
use of information to make a decision or solve a problem,
conceptual use is the more abstract influence of research on
thinking, whether or not actionis taken. Itis not always clear
when each of these types of use occurs because the influ-
ence of information on an individual’s thinking is difficuit if
not impossible to track.

Nevertheless, there have been some interesting efforts to
assess organizational use of research. Weiss and Bucuvalas
(1980) associated perceived usefulness of research with
research quality, action orientation, conformity of user ex-
pectations, challenge to the status quo, and relevance (pp.
303-07). Similarly, Leviton and Hughes (cited in Cooley &
Bickel, 1986) identified five clusters that seemed to be
consistently related to use: relevance of the evaluation ac-
tivity, communication between evaluators and potential
users, information processing on the part of potential users,
perceived credibility of the research product, and user in-
volvement and advocacy (p. 124).




14 The Promise of Student Affairs Research

Weiss (1981) cautioned against making an arbitrary dis-
tinction between instrumental and conceptual use of re-
search, suggesting that the use of research is actually a
continuum wherein “research evidence is taken in> ac-
count but does notdrive the decision ... . usersfilter research
cevidence through their knowledge, judgment, and inter-
ests, and incorporate much besides research into decision
making” (p. 23).

Based on their experience using student affairs research
as a management tool for decision making at Syracuse
University, Eickmann, Baigent, and Froh (1988) have ob-
served that potential uses of data can be conceptualized as
an awareness-action continuum. Observation and enlight-
enment comprise the “awareness” end of the continuum.
Management, planning, and decision making are at the
“action” end of the continuum.

Case study literature in student affairs is emerging that
demonstrates a concern for the dissemination, use, and
impact of campus-based research. Moxley (1988) described
ways in which research findings are intentionally intro-
duced into the decision-making environment at the Univer-
sity of Texas at Arlington:

At the conclusion of each project, the findings are reviewed
with the vice president and other interested parties (e.g.,
committee members if the research was conducted for a
committee, the department director if the project was a
program evaluation). In addition, a considerable number of
the research reports are sent to student affairs staff mem-
bers and all other administrative officials, including aca-
demic department heads. The reports typically contain a
summary of findings accompanied by tabular data and, when
appropriate, descriptive charts and graphs. To maintain the
neutrality and objectivity of the office, interpretations of the
data and recommendations are not included (. 177).

Moxley (1988) also met with major stakeholders and
decision makersto determine how specificresearch reports
were being used. She found, for example, that reports on
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retention, together with information from withdrawing stu-
dent surveys, had the following uses and impacts: (a)
documented the effectiveness of Special Services (a feder-
ally supported program) and the college adjustment class
for new students; (b) provided responses to information
requests from external agencies (e.g., accreditation teams,
state and federal agencies); (c) served as an impetus for
developing an intrusive advisement program for minority
students; (d) developed financial aid poli<y for continuing
aid, given the student’s academic progress; (e) mobilized
student organizations to develop retention strategies; and
(f) during student orientation, helped students to recognize
factors that could retard their academic progress (p. 177).
She determined that other reports “. . . increased employee
efficiency and effectiveness, fostered changes in program
implementation, prompted development of new programs,
identified programs no longer in line with students’ needs or
interests, . . . answered questions required for decision
making, helped curb spending, and encouraged planning”

(p- 179).

At Home in Wonderland

Inthis monograph, allegoricalreferences to Wonderland on
the topic of student affairs research are more than whimsi-
cal. In a very real sense, each college and university in the
American system of higher education is a unique environ-
ment (“curiouser and curiouser”), like Wonderland. No two
institutional missions are exactly alike. No two student
populations are the same. Faculties, sources of funding and
support, physical plant, administrative stracture, academic
expectations, and educational processes and outcomes all
differ from one institution to the next.

The elusive big picture—the essence of organizational
and educational culture in each college Wonderland —is too
complex to be captured in any one form of overview. Rather,
it is necessary and useful io chip away at the puzzle to gain
incremental, purposeful insights and understanding. College
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administrators must work at knowing their own institutions
and the students who comprise them. Student affairs profes-
sionals will prohably always persist in thinking and talking
about how they can intervene to improve their organizations
and to enhance student life within them. It should be clear
by now that student affairs research and evaluation activities
hold considerable promise for guiding the planning, poli-
cies, and decisions that will make such dreams reality.
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Chapter 2

In Search of the Lost

Chord: Applying
Research to Planning and

Decision Making

Larry G. Benedict

The jury all wrote down on their slates, “She doesn't believe
there’s an atom of meaning in it,” but none of them
attempted to explain the paper.

“If there’s no meaning in it,” said the King, “that saves a
world of trouble, you know, as we needn’t try to find any.
And yet I don’t know,” he went on, spreading the verses on
his knee, and looking at them with one eye; “I seem to see
some meaning in them afterall . . .”

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter XII: Alice’s Experience

In Chapter One, the authors note that student affairs practi-
tioners do not systematically use research and, in fact, may
actively resist the use of it. They review some ofthe common
complaints that practitioners make as being “too busy,” or
“it's too expensive.” Finally, they argue for the profession to
be more research oriented.

In some ways, this clarion call within the profession for
improved practice based on research sounds aboutas realistic
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as providing homes for the homeless, saving the Brazilian
rainforest, or achieving world peace. Everyone is talking
about it but not many people are doing much about it.
Respected people in the profession continue to advocate for
the increased use of research, but it is still not widely
practiced. Before one can make the case for expanded use
of rese-~ch, and see the practice become widespread, one
needs aderstand why practitioners avoid research.

Reasons for Failing to Conduct or Use Research

There are several significant reasons why practitioners do
not systematically use research in their practice. Unless the
profession understands these reasons and begins to ad-
dress them directly, it is unlikely that the profession will
ever be marked by wide use of research.

Williamson and Biggs (1975) explained that student af-
fairsresearchers “find it very difficult to make their research
findings meaningful to those who make decisions in col-
leges or universities” (p. 290). Similarly, Johnson and Steele
(1984) reported that student affairs research has little im-
pact at the divisional or institutional level (p. 202). Recently
Beeler and Oblander (1989), in a study of student affairs
research activities in 570 American colleges and universi-
ties, found that research involvement is greatest in assess-
ing the effectiveness of student affairs organizations (p. 9).
A compelling case can be made that research activities in
student affairs divisions are generally halfhearted, poorly
planned, myopic, and ineffective.

Why do student affairs organizations fail to conduct and
use meaningful research in their planning and decision
making? To begin, attitudes toward research have been
poor and are based on some misconceptions. Faced with a
decision that needs objective input, decision makers too
often make excuses to avoid putting time and energy into
research. Matross (cited in Williamson & Biggs, 1975) de-
scribed three research-inhibiting attitudes:
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e research is too hard for me
¢ research is irrelevant
e research is something I don't care to do.

If these attitudes seem simplistic, there are at least four
underlying conditions that make them more plausible:

e The language of research is too complex

* A myth exists that professionals are too busy to do
research

e There is a common misconception that research is
too expensive for limited budgets

e There is unnecessary confusion of roles caused by
the use of such labels as “decision maker,” “plan-
ner,” and “evaluator.”

Finding Meaning in the
Use of Research

There are some steps student affairs practitioners can take
to address these conditions. The profession needs to
change or simplify the language of research, eliminate the
myth of student affairs research as being too time consum-
ing and expensive, better describe the decision-making pro-
cess, and focus cn the concept of improved practice. Until
these things happen, like Alice, the profession will not see
an atom of meaning in the use of research even though there

are many, like the King, who do begin to see some meaning
after all.

Simplifying the Language of Research

“T only took the regular course,” said the Mock Turtle.

“What was that?” inquired Alice.

“Reeling and Writhing, of course, to begin with,” the
Mock Turtle replied; “and then the different branches of
Arithmetic—Ambition, Distraction, Uglification and
Derision.”

“I never heard of ‘Uglification,” Alice ventured to say.

“What is it?”
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“Well then,” the Gryphon went on, “if you don’t know
what to uglify is, you are a simpleton.”
Alice did not feel encouraged to ask any more questions.. . .

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter IX: The Mock Turtle’s Story

'To most of us, confronting a foreign language can be intim-
idating, scary, confusing, and frustrating, just as Alice’s
experience in her discussion on learning with the Mock
Turtle and the Gryphon. In that discussion Alice confronts
many new terms, including “uglification,” which she does
not understand. Similarly, the language of research can be
arcane, obscure, and unintelligible to ordinary mortals. For
most students, the required course in research at the
master’s degree level addresses the language of research in
a way that seems divorced from the everyday life of the
practitioner. Terms and phrases like “quasi-experimental,”
“randomization,” “control groups,” “inferential statistics,”
“analysis of covariance,” “canonical correlations,” “multiple
regression,” and “beta weights” mean about as much to
most student affairs professionals as “uglification” means to
Alice. Like Alice, many professionals probably feel like
“simpletons” when it comes to the language of research.
The language of the research methods course is that of
the conclusion-oriented researcher, rather than that of the
everyday practitioner or decision maker. It is the language
of the experimental researcher and it is this language that
can seem so scary and confusing. This language can be
contrasted with decision-oriented research (Cronbach &
Suppes, 1969). In their classic work, Cronbach and Suppes
(1969) sought to understand why educational practice was
not being affected by reason to a greater extent than was
the case. To help the reader better understand the issue,
they described two approaches and tried to explain how
each influences educational practice. (See Chapter One for
further discussion of decision-oriented research.) Conclu-
sion-oriented research seeks to generalize about realities
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that apply in all or most settings. Decision-oriented re-
search is more concerned with what works in a specific
setting, seeking objectivity but limiting its focus to immedi-
ate situations.

How does this research notion apply in student affairs
administration or student development theory? The answer
lies in Chickering’s reminder that “ . . . in translating any
general theory into concrete applications, the specifics of
particular contexts, particular combinations of institutional
mission, and student characteristics need to be taken into
account” (Thomas & Chickering, 1984, p. 394). Itis through
such research that we gain an understanding of students,
their needs, and appropriate planning alternatives at our
individual campuses.

For example, the director of the new student program
(NSP) is designing a new, overnight orientation program
for incoming students. She wants to know what works in
overnight programs for traditional-aged students in ametro-
politan university. The director does not want or need to
design an elaborate new program, randomly assigning
some students to the new program, holding some students
out as a control, pretesting both groups, making sure that
none of the threats to internal and external validity has been
violated, etc. One can readily see that faced with such atask,
very few if any NSP directors would want to rush into the
thicket.

However, the NSP director does want to provide the very
best program for her students in her setting. This can be
done with simple data collection techniques, in a timely and
effective fashion. The data she needs to use in helping make
these decisions could be simply gathered by calling some
peer institutions which have similar programs. The director
does not care if the program she is deciding uponis the best
program in the country, or thatit works atall universities, or
that all traditional-age students in all settings benefit from
the program. Rather, she wants to know what will work for
her program, with her kinds of students at another institution.

i
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It is this message that needs to be communicated to the
practitioner. The language and methods of decision-ori-
ented research need to be made widely and simply available
to practitioners (Popham, 1975; Bogdan & Bicklen, 1982).

As noted, most practitioners have learned whatever re-
search skills they may possess in a conclusion-oriented
mode and, therefore, see no connection between those
skills and their decision-oriented needs. If practitioners are
not taught or do not understand the connection between
research and practice, they will never systematically use
research. Like Alice, they won't understand the Gryphons
and Mock Turtles and will be condemned to wander about
Wonderland discouraged about asking any more questions.

Research is Not Always Time Consuming

“Oh my ears and whiskers, how late it’s getting!” said the
White Rabbit hurrying down the long passage.

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter I: Down the Rabbit-Hole

The fallacy that research is time consuming, perhaps better
called an excuse, also stems from the confusion between
conclusion-oriented and decision-oriented research. Care-
fully controlled experimental designs which seek to test
hypotheses of universal significance can indeed be expen-
sive. However, these designs go beyond what practitioners
typically need. Practitioners need specific information that
relates to immediate problems, concerns, and decisions.
Decision-oriented data collection need not be time con-
suming. Consider, for example, the health educator who
must recommend within three days whether condom ma-
chines should be installed on campus. The health profes-
sion at large is clearly in favor of this program, but in the
health educator’s campus and community setting condom
machines may not be well received. In fact, the administra-
tion has denied a request for such installation in the past.
The health educator wants to be on solid ground in
dealing with this emotionally charged decision. To make the
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decision, this practitioner called 10 other universities with
similar campus settings, some in similar communities, to
see what they were doing; called several vendorsto see what
their experiences have been; and consulted the American
College Health Association (ACHA). Based on this data
collection, a decision was made about what to do (install the
machines) and how and when to do it (through a coordi-
nated, integrated health education program at the college).
This was presented as a comprehensive proposal to the vice
president and president who approved it. The program was
successful.

This is an actual example. The 10tal staff time required to
make the telephone inquiries was perhaps an hour. The
time to write the proposal and present it to the administra-
tion did not exceed three hours. This was not terribly time
consuming even for very busy people. Furthermore, it
worked.

Research Can be Cost-effective

Decision-oriented research need not be expensive, although
it can be made expensive if enough resources are brought
to bear. The myth that “we can’t afford it” again stems from
the misconception that all research designs are elaborate
and time consuming. In the example of the condom ma-
chines cited above, total cost for the telephone calls was
about $15 and the cost of copying the proposal was a few
dollars. Even adding indirect costs such as staff time and
electricity for the word processing, total costs here were no
more than $50. This is not costly even on a shoestring
budget.

Thisis also a good example of the obverse: sometimes an
institution can’t afford not to do the data collection, for po-
litical or educational reasons or because making the wrong
decision will prove more costly in the long run. In the
condom machine example just cited, an earlier attempt to
install them had failed because a convincing case using data
had not been made. The decision not to install was made
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based on a possible “morality” argument or the con-
ventional wisdom on campus about the political climate.
Without comparative data from other institutions and infor-
mation from ACHA, the campus lost nearly two years of the
benefits of this particular program.

Another example illustrates how data gathering pre-
vented a potentially dangerous situation. The directors of
residence life, police and safety, and health services at one
university launched a fire safety prevention program in the
residence halls. They decided to survey some residence hall
students to see whether their efforts had been successful.
The results of this data collection indicated

that the students surveyed were woefully ill prepared to
respond to a fire emergency despite brochures having been
distributed, resident assistants and hall directors having
informed students about procedures, and so on. In this case,
the educational effort was not working and new program-
ming was required. Such programming was developed
immediately (Madson, Benedict & Weitzer, 1989, p. 519).

This example clearly illustrates the value of research in
planning; it allows the decision maker to take a proactive
stance and avoid a problem, rather than reacting to a disas-
ter after it has occurred.

This research was also conducted with a telephone sur-
vey at moderate cost. Methods and costs of decision-ori-
ented research are discussed in the next chapter. (See also
Madson et. al., 1989, for further discussion of these issues.)

The Role of the Generalist Includes Research

The student affairs profession promotes the concept of
“generalist” in describing the activities of the student affairs
practitioner. Among the skills needed by generalists are the
abilities toread, conduct, disseminate, and use research and
evaluation. Unfortunately, the labels people used to de-
scribe themselves and others often determine how they and
othersbehave. Using language like “decision maker,” “plan-
ner,” or “evaluator” in talking about the use of research can
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sometimes scare staff from even considering the systematic
use of data to improve their decisions. Many student affairs
staff do not use such labels to describe themselves, even
though much of their activity falls into these functional

areas.

Williamson and Biggs (1975) noted that “all student
personnel workers can be researchers. Although many are
not equipped with statistics or research methodology, they
can adopt experimental and empirical attitudes as they deal
with complex social behavior” (p. 295). This includes entry-
level staff who may often think that department heads and
vice presidents are the sole decision makers. Resident di-
rectors make decisions about the kinds of programs and
activities to sponsor in their halls. Student activities staff
make decisions about which events can be scheduled dur-
ing the year and how much money can be spent on those
events. The health educator makes decisions about materi-
als to purchase for National Collegiate Alcohol Awareness
Week.

These staff see themselves as “practitioners” rather than
“decision makers” even though they continually make deci-
sions. The profession needs to help staff understand that
labels are secondary to the task of systematically improving
professional practice. Within the profession, student affairs
practitioners (generalists, specialists, whatever) need to
stay abreast of current research and develop their own skills
for gathering and using meaningful data. Only through
practice does a practitioner become skillful in applying re-
search to planning and decision making.

The Practitioner as Decision Maker

Student affaii's staff do not usually view themselves as re-
searchers, planners, or decision makers. They do view
themselves as practitioners, and there is no question that
they want to be the very best practitioners they can be.

As they practice delivering service to students, caring for
students, supporting students, enhancing student develop-
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ment, and managing the cocurricular experience, student
affairs staff continualily, almost unconsciously, make deci-
sions. These decisions number in the dozens per day,
hundreds per month; perhaps thousands per year. No mat-
ter how centralized the organization, decision making is
larzely decentralized out of necessity.

Curiously, one often hears, “Oh, decision makers work
above me on the organizational chart.” This is simply not
true. Everyone is a decision maker in the language of
decision-oriented research, but many do not know it. The
last time you bought a car, how did you do it? Did you test
drive one or two? Did you read about selected models in an
automobile magazine or consumer report? It is likely that
you used one of these “research” strategies to gain useful
information before making your purchase decision. How
many readers have stopped smoking because of scmething
they have heard or read about the effects of smoking? Is that
oat bran muffin or oat bran cereal on your table there to
reduce your cholesterol?

The point of these examples is that people base many,
many decisions on information (“data” in the research
language) gathered by themselves or others but don’t con-
sciously say, “I am using research results in making the
decision to eat oat bran muffins.” Student affairs practi-
tioners do the same thing in their professional lives, often as
easily as when they shop for a car, change their diets, buy a
house, or choose a college to attend. One can describe the
subconscious decision-making process:

1. A need or a problem arises: “I need a car.”

2. Possible solutions require information: buy a car,

lease a car.

3. Information is gathered: about cars, models, mainte-

nance records, safety records, relative costs.

4. A decision is made: to buy a particular car.

Some decisions in our daily lives are made almost auto-
matically, such as brushing one’s teeth in the morning or
checking the gas gauge prior to buying gasoline. Others are
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made very deliberately: which comedy team should be
sponsored for Winter Carnival, or who will facilitate a work-
shopon AIDS. Deliberation, by nature, requires information
which comes largely from some combination of four
sources:

Personal experience and intuition

Experience of others: friends, peers, supervisor
Authority: the literature, the president, Chickering,
Astin’s research

Data gathered to describe or inform a specific
problem: research

Each of these information sources is appropriate for
certain decisions. For ~:xample, routine, daily decisions are
probably best made using the first category: personal expe-
rience and intuition. This style is fast, comfortable, and easy
to use. The drawback of this approach is that personal
knowledge gained can be quite haphazard or limited, sub-
ject to selective memory, and isolated from the knowledge
of others.

Relying on the experience of others is also useful in
making relatively limited, ordinary, daily decisions. Know-
ing what other resident assistants (RAs) are doing to en-
force quiet hours or how they are enforcing quiet hours can
be very helpful for the RA who is looking for suggestions.

The third style, appealing to some external authority or
expert can dramatically improve the deliberative decision-
making process. For example, one might consult Astin’s
research and related literature to design programs to im-
prove freshman retention. While this is a step in the right
direction, it has some limitations as well:

e the data were gathered on students from all over the
country and may not apply to the types of students at
a particular institution

e the data interpretation may be biased in the direc-
tion of the belief and values of the researcher
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¢ the method of collecting the data may be instructive,
but the actual gathering of data must be duplicated
or amended at the decision maker’s own campus.

The fourth category, the one which is best described as
data collection for decision making, is the one which is best
suited for the nonroutine decisions which practitioners
make. The health educator’s decision on the condom ma-
chines and the new student program director’s decisions
about the overnight program are examples of nonroutine
decisions to which data-gathering techniques should be
applied. This style approaches the problem or decision
systematically, asks what information is needed, and then
determines how to gather thatinformation. Clearly personal
experience is involved to some extent, perhaps reliance on
others as well. Often some regional or naticial information
may be gathered. The difference is the focus on the imme-
diate decision needed on a particular campus or in a specific
campus setting.

Systematic use of appropriate information will lead to
better, more efficient, more effective decisions. This will
lead to better practice at all levels in the profession, which
in turn becomes a self-perpetuating process when its value
is noted.

To paraphrase Blanchard and Johnson (1982), people
who produce good work feel good about themselves. People
who feel good about themselves produce good work. Our
work will be improved by the systematic use of data in our
decision-making processes. This, in turn, will improve mo-
rale and productivity.

Examples of Decisions Informed by Research

To make this process of data collection and decision making
more apparent, it is useful to take a closer look at examples
used by the student affairs “researcher” operating behind
the mask of “practitioner.” The following are actual ex-
amples where practitioners have systematically gathered
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data to inform their decisions. Fach decision was effective.
All of these “research studies” were done at low cost within
arelatively fast time frame. Each “decision maker” felt good
about the results of the research which resulted in better
service to students and to the respective college or univer-
sity. These examples are meant to be illustrative and are,
therefore, not cluttered with specific details about methods,
costs, and procedures.

Health Educator

The university does not have an AIDS policy. It needs to
develop one. What should it contain? How should it be de-
veloped? How should it be disseminated? Data were gath-
ered and analyzed. A policy was drafted, reviewed by the
university’s attorney, and adopted.

A new state law requires all entering students to be im-
munized. The problem is how to implement the law on
campus and get students to comply. Data from two similar

universities were sufficient to develop procedures to bring
the university into compliance with state law.

Orientation Director

A new program for traditional-aged students, including an
overnight component, has just been implemented for the
first time. Two major changes also included a new role for
faculty advisors and a component for parents. Were these
changes successful? Data gathered from the faculty indi-
cate that while they liked the new design and felt it was more
effective than the prior program, they would like additional
training on working with the students in a one-on-one set-
ting. This component will be revised to respond to this need.
The parent data indicate there was too much unscheduled
time during the first part of the program and that they would
like more student interaction. This will be added to the
program next year.




Puzzies and Pieces in Wonderland 31

Director of Residence Life

The university has four different ID cards: one each for
housing, food, the gym, and the library. Food Services is
changing the way students are billed and the number of
meal options available. This will requir2 new technology
which will make the current food ID inoperable. The direc-
tor of residence life needs to address this change. As aresult
of his research, a new system was adopted which met the
needs of all these constituents. The university will move to
one ID card.

Director of Counseling

The director needs to balance the demand for services with
staff resources available. The demand for career services
has been escalating. The career counseling staff are over-
whelmed. The director asks the vice presid=nt for more
staff. The vice president suggests that the director survey
students about their opinions/needs for career counseling
services. One result of the study was that a majority of
students reported they would prefer initial career counsel-
ing in group sessions rather than one-on-one sessions,
which was current practice. The director implemented this
new mode of delivery. Students were satisfied and much
time became available for the career counseling staff, who
were also pleased with the new format. It was not necessary
to add any new staff.

The counseling director faces the possible need to re-
move a student from campus because of a psychiatric
emergency. However, the university does not have a policy
for such a situation. It is a tricky situation fraught with both
health and legal liability issues. As a result of very rapid
research, a policy was developed which successfully ad-
dressed the legal and health issues.

Financial Aid Officer

The office staff have been getting complaints from depart-
ments on campus about not being able to hire enough work-
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study students because the wage bands are too low. After a
study of the local job market, wage bands were adjusted to
make the university more competitive as an employer.

Admissions Office Counselor

A university has a large number of nontraditional students
but its application form (in use for many years) is primarily
geared to traditional students, even asking for such inappro-
priate information as parent address or high school GPA.
(This university’s typical students are older and many are
parents themselves.) The problem is how to develop such
a form, what it should contain, and so on. A brief collection
of data was used to meet this problem. A different applica-
tion was designed for nontraditional students, making the
university more responsive to the needs of this group.

Dean of Enrollment Management

In the face of a declining pool of 18-year-olds, the dean needs
to know a variety of things to help plan the university’s en-
rollment: data on enrollers and nonenrollers, retention,
primary and secondary markets, feeder schools, the
university’s image, etc. Thisis an example of avery complex
study or series of studies needed to formulate an enrollment
management plan. While this became a timely process as
well as a costly one, it resulted in the university’s first en-
rollment management plan, which was adopted by the
campus administration. It was also done at a substantial sav-
ings over hiring an external consultant or consulting firm.

These examples have been provided to show the variety
of practitioners in student affairs who have used data to
improve decisions. In all of the examples except the last one,
the data were gathered quickly and inexpensively. In all
cases, the policies, activities, and decisions which resulted
were effective. Staff did not get hung up on the language of
conclusion-oriented research and often did not even use the
word research to describe what they did.
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In effect, gathering data became a routine problem-solv-
ing/decision-making process for these staff. The staff were
also pleased and proud of their decisions. This, in turn,
should lead them to incorporate data in future decisions.

By avoiding the language of the conclusion-oriented re-
searcher, by eliminating the myths about time and cost el-
ements of research, by avoiding the need for and use of
labels, and by focusing on the outcomes—improved deci-
sions leading to improved practice—these staff have found
meaning in research. Unlike Alice, they did not need to
know what uglification and reeling and writhing were and
they did not feel like simpletons. Like the King, they have
seen some meaning after all.
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Chapter 3

Of Puzzles and Pleces.

Research Agenda

William H. Weitzer and
Gary D). Malaney

“Who are you?” said the Caterpillar.

This was not an encouraging opening for a conversation.
Alice replied, rather shyly, “I1—I hardly know, Sir, just at
present—at least I know who I was when I got up this
morning, but I think I must have been changed several
times since then.”

“What do you mean by that?” said the Caterpillar, sternly.
“Explain yourself!”

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter V: Advice from a Caterpillar

“Who are you?” This is a question asked constantly of
students by student affairs researchers. The answers
change asthe topic changes and as time passes. Just as Alice
changes in the Wonderland environment, college students
change during their stay in the postsecondary environment.
Who the students are, or to put it another way, what they
are thinking is crucial information that can be utilized by
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decision makers in student affairs as they develop policies
affecting student life.

While the need to gather data about student life is L+ rdly
debatable, how an institution goes about this process varies.
Within student affairs, data collection options vary from
those described in the previous chapter, using a single
professional staff member to more systematic approaches
involving an independent student affairs research office. In
some institutions, although not recommended by the au-
thors, the institutional research office takes full responsibil-
ity for collecting all student-related data.

Postsecondary institutions not only organize their re-
search efforts differently, but also display distinctive prefer-
ences in their procedures for capturing data. Regardless of
organizational structure or data-gathering practices, any
effort to collect data on students will benefit from a precon-
ceived plan of action. This chapter provides a conceptual
framework for the design of student affairs research at any
institution. This guide focuses on two essential variables
that need to be considered prior to conducting research:
cost and level of expertise.

The Need for Student Affairs Research

The need for more research within student affairs has been
discussed for years by many researchers (Netusil &
Hallenbeck, 1975; Crafts & Bassis, 1976; Webb & Bloom,
1981; Beeler, Benedict & Weitzer, 1984). However, one of
the most often cited studies (Johnson & Steele, 1984) found
little evidence that student affairs divisions devote large
resources to research. Johnson and Steele (1984) analyzed
questionnaire responses from 100 four-year colleges and
universities to ascertain the “extent, type, usefulness, and
structure of research activity currently conducted by stu-
dent affairs divisions” (p. 201), and while they found that the
vast majority (85 percent) of divisions conducted research
(p. 201), only a few (12 percent) had separate research of-
fices for that function (p. 203).
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The authors also noted that research on student affairs
was actually a quite recent development. In 1957, Weitz
(cited in Johnson & Steele, 1984) found that research activ-
ity consisted basically of record keeping in the offices of
deans of students. Ii: the past 30 years, research on all as-
pects of the iives of college students has exploded. Yet there
is still little evidence (at least in the scholarly literature) that
student affairs divisions have increased their resources
spent on research activity. Beeler and Oblander (1989),
analyzing survey responses from 570 liberal arts, compre-
hensive, and doctorate-granting institutions, found that
campus-based research within student affairs divisions is
conducted only to a moderate extent, and that these re-
search activities tend to be decentralized (p. 24).

Two recent publications have provided some insight into
the workings of student affairs offices. Moxley (1988) dis-
cussed the responsibilities and goals of the Student Affairs
Research and Evaluation Office (SAREO) at the University
of Texas at Arlington. She detailed 28 objectives toward
which the office works in addressing its goals and mission.
She also provided specific examples of recently completed
projects and their associated uses by and impacts on the
campus community. Moxley’s overview, however, did not
provide details on how these projects were completed.

Thurman and Malaney (1989), on the other hand, have
provided technical detail on how a specific type of re-
search—telephone interviewing—is conducted at the Stu-
dent Affairs Research and Evaluation Office at the Univer-
sity of Massachusettsat Amherst. They also provided a brief
history of the office and described the development of
SAREQ’s telephone interviewing operation known as
Project Pulse.

Neither of these articles attempted to describe what re-
sources a student affairs division needs to conduct detailed
research, or the many types of research that might be useful
in planning, policies, and decision making. These issues are
discussed below through the examination of several research
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methods that vary by overall cost and needed expertise. A
similar approach was recently used to discuss the design
and use of information systems for decision making and
planning (Madson, Benedict & Weitzer, 1989).

A Conceptual Guide for Research

Madson et al. (1989) described a four-step process for
planning the design of information systems, which can also
be applied in planning a research project. Those steps are:

e clearly articulate the research questions

¢ determine if existing data resources are available to
address the research questions or what new re-
search method would be required to address the
question

e develop cost estimates and locate resources for
implementing the research activity

e locate persons with the appropriate expceitise to
manage the research activity.

A clear articulation of the research questions is not as
simple as it sounds. Often, requests for research are vague
or mask a hidden agenda to “prove” that a program is doing
its job or needs more resources. It is important that the
research questions be clarified from the outset, especially
for those groups (stakeholders) that might be affected by
the research. Clarity about the goals and intentions behind
research relieves anxiety about the project and adds cred-
ibility to the end product. Also, if many programs or depart-
ments are requesting research, clear articulation of the re-
search questions and goals allows the chief student affairs
officer or a research committee to set priorities for the re-
search agenda. Often, staff members do not realize they
need specific information to make effective decisions. In
such cases, a frank discussion of information needs would
improve the decision-making process.

Once the research questions have been identified, the
second step is to conduct an inventory of what is already
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known and can be readily applied to the question. For ex-
ample, most institutions have data made available to them
by the College Board or American College Testing (ACT),
and many have years of data from the University of Califor-
nia-Los Angeles Cooperative Institutional Research Pro-
gram (UCLA/CIRP) survey of entering freshmen. In addi-
tion, information may already be available in offices within
student affairs (e.g., counseling center), outside student
affairs (e.g., institutional research), or in academic depart-
ments (e.g., education, psychology, sociology, communica-
tions, and marketing).

After completing these first two steps, if it is clear that a
particular set of research questions has priority and that
existing information cannot adequately answer these ques-
tions, new research may be needed. The remainder of this
chapter focuses on how to select the best research method,
taking into consideration both cost and availability of ex-
pertise. Cost and expertise are frequently interrelated. Ex-
pertise is often needed first to develop realistic cost esti-
mates of specific projects, and later to manage research
projects to hold down costs.

Methods of Research by Levels of
Expertise and Cost

Four research methods that require low levels of expertise
are described below. They are presented in ascending order
of cost, from low to high.

Interpreting Existing Reports. The first and lowest cost
method of research is the interpretation of already com-
pleted reports that have been generated from a variety of
sources, either on or off campus. Most offices within a stu-
dent affairs division will have, or have access to, many re-
ports which have been filed without review. For example,
many institutions receive reports from the College Board’s
Admissions Testing Program or the American College Test-
ing (ACT) program concerning the characteristics of their
applicant pool. In addition, almost all institutions participate
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in the collection of data for the federal government’s Higher
Education General Information Survey (HEGIS), from
which reports are issued for use by colleges and universi-
ties. It is a relatively low cost, low expertise activity to pull
these reports off the shelf and examine their potential use in
decision making.

Within the institution, there are often annual reports
prepared for the president or board of trustees that are
seldom used to their full potential as information resources
for planning and decision making. By taking advantage ofan
existing, expensive data collection effort, the student affairs
practitioner with a small investment of time can put valuable
information to work. One caveat is in order: care must be
taken in the interpretation of information produced by an-
other office. Knowing when and how the data were collected
is important.

Informal Discussion and Observation. One of the easiest
ways to collect new dataregarding studentsis simply tohold
informal discussion groups with a few students. Any student
affairs practitioner, working with a few staff who are knowl-
edgeable in agiven area, :an invite a small group of students
to discuss an issue over coffee and doughnuts. This ap-
proach was used recently at the University of Massachu-
setts at Amherst in seeking student reaction to a proposed
change in the alcohol policy.

Simple observational techniques are often auseful means
of gathering data. For instance, regarding the alcohol
policy, the university administrators decided to declare a
ban on alcohol at outdoor events. To gauge student reaction
to the policy, administrators simply attended outdoor
events to observe student behavior.

One advantage of the informal discussion and observa-
tion approaches is that the interactive nature of the collec-
tion of information allows for greater flexibility than other
information systems that are predetermined (e.g., surveys
or computerized records). Other clear advantages are the
rapid turnaround in the collection of information (e.g.,
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dropping in at a residence hall one evening) and the imme-
diate utility of the information (no computer analysis is
necessary) in decision making. One drawback is that this
method invites criticism because the sample is small, the
dataare not “representative,” or the information is primarily
qualitative (which will not satisfy those with a statistical
orientation).

Interpreting Comparative Studies. Another type of analy-
sis of existing student data involves comparing studies
among institutions. This might involve comparing existing
reports from several institutions. At minimal cost, this type
of study can provide valuable information about how stu-
dents at different types of colleges or universities compare.
There may be a need for a moderate level of expertise to
evaluate the validity of the comparisons (i.e., whether the
comiparison groups are appropriately defined, or variables
exist that invalidate the comparison). There are also ben-
efits to learning about how other institutions handle prob-
lems, organize themselves, and allocate budgets. The dan-
ger here is that comparisons are always inexact and require
some qualification (“at this institution they charge X dollars
for this activity, but that fee also covers Y”). Therefore,
comparison studies should be used to guide decision mak-
ers, not drive the decisions themselves.

Using External Surveys with External Analysis. A final
method that requires little expertise within student affairs,
but which is very costly, utilizes external organizations that
provide complete survey services at a major cost to the cli-
ent, but require virtually no expertise from the client. Such
organizations might even be found on campus, which could
hold some advantages for the student affairs division, but
the services may be no less expensive than off-campus or-
ganizations. The student affairs division at the University of
Connecticut, for example, sometimes uses the Institute for
Social Inquiry to conduct student opinion polls by tele-
phone. The institute is campus based and is able to provide
technical survey services for the division at relatively low
cost.
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External survey organizations can do everything from
the initial design of 2 survey instrument through data col-
lection, data analysis, and report writing. Purchasing the
entire service for one survey can be quite expensive—per-
haps several thousand dollars—depending on the survey
method and the size of the sample. This approach is recom-
mended only for one-time projects or single, annual
projects, and obviously only if campus-based expertise is not
available.

While they are not survey organizations specifically, the
Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP), the
College Board, and the American College Testing Program
(ACT) have developed surveys and other data collection
techniques that provide valuable information even for insti-
tutions that have no survey expertise on staff. These orga-
nizations provide data entry and initial data analysis for their
surveys, and more detailed analysis can usually be pur-
chased as well. The cost of participating in some of these
studies, such as the annual survey of entering freshmen
coordinated by CIRP, is relatively low for the institution.
Often the organization itself funds all or much of the project,
due to its interest in the data.

Moderate Levels of Expertise

Five methods that requi. e moderate levels of expertise are
presented below. They are discussed in ascending order.

Computer Analysis of Existing Data. With asmallincrease
in resources and expertise, it is relatively easy to conduct
more sophisticated computer analysis of existing data. Ba-
sically, this requires that a student affairs division have at
least one person on staff or otherwise available who has
some expertise with database analysis software packages
such as SAS or SPSS. This person might be a graduate re-
search assistant on a campus with graduate programs in
education or the social sciences, or it could be a faculty
member available part-time or a staff iiember available in
the office of institutional research.
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More sophisticated computer analysis often involves re-
analyzing data after the initial project has been completed.
Theideaisto use existing data to study other hypotheses or
conjectures. The way SAREO uses .he UCLA/CIRP data is
agood example. After the dataset and accompanying report
on freshman characteristics is sent to the university, staff
members in SAREO feed the electronic dataset to the main-
frame computer, run further analysis of the data, and write
a report based on the new information. The object is to
provide more useful information to administrators.

SAREO is often asked to re-analyze the Project Pulse
telephone survey data from a particular poll to see how a
segment of the students responded on a specific issue. The
survey reports produced by SAREO typically report only the
frequencies cf scores for the entire group. When someone
wants to know, for example, how only on-campus residents
responded, additional analyses have to be run. While thisis
clearly not elaborate computer analysis, it does enable in-
terested parties to answer additional questions from the
same data.

A more elaborate example, which occurs from time to
time, is when students in research classes choose to write
data analysis papers and need datasets to analyze. These
students often ask SAREQ about existing studies on topics
related to their interests. The students are welcome to take
a SAREO dataset on a floppy disk and analyze the data in
order to write a paper based on the resuits. SAREO staff
members also utilize the same procedure in writing papers
for publication.

Trend Analysis. A more specialized form of data analysis
is called trend analysis, or looking at data collected over
several years. This type of analysis can be performed with
both computerized system records (“our applicants have
gone up X percent, acceptances down X percent, enrollees
up X percent”) or computerized survey data.

SAREOQ actually collects a variety of datato analyze trends
over the years. For instance, every other year a telephone
survey of students is conducted on their attitudes and
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opinions pertaining to drug and alcohol use. The director of
the student health center uses each year’s data to add to his
ongoing trend analysis to view changes in student behavior.

Another example involves SAREO’s annual mail-out sur-
vey of students’ attitudes, opinions, and activities. SAREO
has been conducting this survey for 15 years and trends are
reported as each year’s data are added. An advantage of this
type of analysis is that although there are few noticeable
changes in student data from year to year, changes are ap-
parent over three- or four-year cycles. A caveat in trend
analysis is to be cautious in speculating about the influences
behind trends.

Content Analysis. Moving toward higher cost and greater
expertise, the next type of research practice is content
analysis, a little-used technique within student affairs. Sim-
ply stated, content analysis entails reviewing either written
or verbal communication to thoroughly understand the text.
Reviews and critiques have beer used for centuries by
historians and literary critics, but only recently has content
analysis emerged as a research technique in its own right by
applying scientific methods to documentary evidence
Holsti, 1969). Content analysis consists of reviewing com-
" munication content and classifying the content according to
a set of categories. Quantification of the data derived from
the: process usually plays a major role in the analysis.

To help illustrate the procedure, one could imagine that
students, faculty, or administrators are concerned with what
appears to be a recurrent bias in a student newspaper. To
deternine if systematic bias is evident, one could employ
content analysis. The researcher would establish the cat-
egories of interest and count occurrences over an estab-
lished time period with an appropriate sample of issues or
stories. While the scientific approach of content analysis is
almost never used in student affairs research, a more in-
formal means of content review is often conducted when-
ever administrators read campus publications to better
understand the environment.
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Focus Groups. Still moving up the cost dimension but
requiring only moderate levels of expertise, the next re-
search practice is the use of focus groups. The cost of this
practice can greatly vary, depending on whether one needs
to hire a trained moderator or pay for a facility, or whether
group participants must be paid. Since students generally
are willing to participate at low cost, and a trained moderator
and facility are likely to be available on campus, this re-
search practice has been included as a moderate cost.

Focus group research basically consists of gathering a
small number of subjects and a moderato: to discuss a
specific topic. Unlike the informal discussion sessions pre-
viously mentioned as a low cost, low-expertise method, the
focus group incorporates several guidelines and controls.
Welch (1985) suggested an optimum number of ten sub-
jects and a discussion period of one to two hours. Subjects
are chosen on the basis of their interest or experience in the
topic and/or selected demographic characteristics. A
trained moderator and a recording of the session are also
strongly suggested.

Focus groups are primarily used in marketing research,
and the use of focus groups in student affairs and higher
education research has been negligible (Bers, 1987, 1989;
Barrows & Malaney, in press). However, colleges and uni-
versities are undertaking more marketing-oriented re-
search today as recruiting takes on increased significance;
and for this type of research, focus groups are ideal.

For instance, Barrows and Malaney (in press) recently
detailed a focus group study conducted by SAREO which
investigated students’ perceptions of the university’s image
and its promotional brochure. Sixteen uncergraduate stu-
dents and two moderators met for two hours and discussed
avariety of issues, including academics, advising, social life,
cultural diversity, university policies, and students’ reasons
for attending the university. The focus group proved to be
very helpful in providing feedback to administrators by
documenting the nature of the university’simage problems.
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The session also highlighted many problems that adminis-
trators have known about for years. As a result, administra-
tors have made plans to address some of those problems.

External Surveys with In-House Analysis. This moderate-
expertise, moderate-cost method involves using a survey
research organization to design and administer a survey,
then conducting the data analysis in house. While survey
design expertise may not be available or may be difficult to
find within the division, data entry and data analysis exper-
tise should be much easier to locate in house. On campuses
with graduate programs in the social sciences, there are
probably dozens of graduate students who are both knowl-
edgeable and available. Small colleges, again, might make
use of faculty or staff in the institutional research office.

As mentior:ed before in the discussion of external survey
organizations, this approach is fine for a student affairs di-
vision that is not interested in a great deal of survey activity
and, therefore, does not want to hire a survey expert on staff.
Care should be taken not to underestimate the level of ex-
pertise required to enter and analyze the data.

While SAREQ has complete survey expertise on staff, it
actually uses a variation of this approach ii1 one instance. In
participating in the UCLA/CIRP project, SAREOQ purchases
a fairly complete service from CIRP, then conducts further
analysis on the data and writes a related report.

High Levels of Expertise

Once an institution is prepared to dedicate a higher level of
expertise, there are several other types of research practice
that can be implemented. The final five methods presented
require high levels of expertise, and are discussed in as-
cending order.

Database Analysis. In many institutions, in-house data-
base analysis from a student database stored on a main-
frame compater can require a high level of expertise. To
perform this type of work, the student affairs division needs
a systems expert, someone who is capable of manipulating of-
ten complex data from many system files to obtain accurate

a9




Puzzles and Pieces in Wonderland 47

answers to queries. Depending on how the computer files
are structured at a given institution, one might have to ac-
cess various data files such as admissions, financial aid, and
registration.

A good example of this type of research is a retention
study. Recently SAREO was asked to produce some reten-
tion data for a given cohort group, students who enrolled for
the first time during fail 1982. The data requested were
graduation rates and withdrawal reasons by ethnic status.
Since the university’s administrative computer center had
already created a data file for limited research purposes,
SAREOQ’s systems programmer only had to select the par-
ticular variables and the specific cohort group in question
from that one file. A more sophisticated retention study is
now being discussed, one which would require access to
other files such as financial aid to explore the impact of
student funding on retention. This project will require more
expertise to manipulate the other files.

Telephone Survey. More than anything else, SAREO is
known for its high-expertise, low-cost telephone polling
operation called Project Pulse. The operation was described
recently in some detail by Thurman and Malaney (1989).
They noted that Project Pulse was originally established in
1972 as a means of gathering data for administrators to use
in policy making. Today, Pro,ect Pulse surveys are typically
requested by administrators within the student affairs divi-
sion to assess some program or service or to simply obtain
a better understanding of student opinion on a particular
issue. A SAREO staff member, in conjunction with depart-
mental administrators, designs an appropriate survey. The
surveys are regularly administered (ten per semester) to
300 to 500 randomly selected students during the academic
year. Interviewers are work-study students who are se-
lected and trained by SAREO administrators. The interview-
ers are paid $5.25 hourly and ordinarily work from 5:00 -
10:00 p.m. each Wednesday night. As a cost-saving device,
interviewers use telephones and computers in offices
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throughout the administration building, an approach which
calls for more administrative supervision but capitalizes on
an already established resource.

Aweekly telephone survey of students can cost as little as
$750 per survey if expenses (e.g., a graduate assistant) are
spread over several surveys. The benefits include an ability
to acc@gly gauge student attitudes about specific issues
or programs, a higher response rate than most other meth-
ods, and an ability to ask questions specifically geared to the
institution. A potential problem is finding the necessary
expertise to conduct this form of sophisticated social sci-
ence research.

Project Pulse is administered by a computerized survey
research software package installed on 20 microcomputers
in the various offices used by the interviewers. Data are
entered during the interview process through electronic
questionnaires. The next day, the raw dataare converted to
a SAS-PC file and frequency results are available by the end
of the day. This process provides nearly instantaneous re-
sults for a department.

Specific examples of this operation are almost endless. In
the past 17 years, there have been over 200 Project Pulse
telephone surveys conducted on virtually every imaginable
topic. A sample of topics include the following: computer
use, sexual attitudes, smoking attitudes, racism, sexual
harassment, alcohol use, fire safety, AIDS, course registra-
tion, residence hall life, food services, recreation, and radio
listenership.

Mail Surveys. To conduct all aspects of a major mail
survey project in house is a fairly costly enterprise that re-
quires a high level of expertise. Expenses include printing,
postage, envelope stuffing, response tracking, data coding
and entry, data analysis, and report production. At each
stage of the project, skilled staff need to be experienced in
handling issues such as anonymity versus confidentiality,
response rates, and missing data. If done well, the individ-
ualized nature of such a survey can increase its value to the
institution. Of ceurse, comparisons with other institutions
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are virtually impossible when an institution designs its own
questionnaire.

SAREO conducts one major mail-out survey to students
every year. Known as the CYCLES survey, it consists of
items intended to measure student opinion and attitudes
about their academic and social experiences on campus.
The current practice is to sample 3,300 active undergradu-
ates, who receive an initial letter and survey and a follow-up
postcard reminderin ten days. Respondents are tracked and
nonrespondents are mailed another letter and survey about
three weeks after the initial mailing. An optimal response
rate with this practice is around 60 percent. Because high
response rate is viewed as critical for mail surveys, many
efforts to increase student participation have been tried by
SAREO over the years (Lam, Malaney & Oteri, in press).

Another type of mail survey periodically conducted by
SAREQ is called the Student Affairs at Selected Institutions
(SAS)) study. These surveys collect data from a predeter-
mined group of institutions that have been designated (by
sharing certain criteria) as peer institutions of the Univer-
sity of Massachusetts at Amherst. The data collected usu-
ally relate to program initiatives, budgets, and staffing
within student affairs departments such as admissions, fi-
nancial aid, or the registrar. Through these studies, the
student affairs divisions in each of the participating institu-
tions can see how they compare to the other universities
responding to the survey. These data can be utilized to lobby
for more operational funds or increased staff support.

Formal Observation. There are certain types of social
science research practices that require very high costs and
levels of expertise. It can be argued that these types of
practices provide the highest quality of data researchers can
obtain, but because of the costs involved, theyare also the
least likely forms of research to be undertaken. As a point of
fact, SAREO hasyet to use these research methods because
the costs are simply too high. The first o these to be dis-
cussed is the formal observation study.
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Like most of the research practices discussed in this
chapter, formal observation methods can vary greatly in
actual costs required. Much of the cost is based on the
length of time a researcher needs to remain in the field to
collect data through observation. Some anthropologists
spend years in the field with their subjects. The length of
time that would be necessary to study a certain group of
subjects would depend upon the research interests. Some
researchers believe that a longer stay in the field will yield
more accurate data.

There are basically two types of observational studies:
participant and nonparticipant. In participant observation,
the researcher is actually a member of the group being
studied. In nonparticipant observation, the researcher is not
a member. In either situation, the researcher’s role as ob-
server may or may not be known to the group members
being studied.

Face-to-Face Interviews. In survey research, face-to-face
interviews are by far the most time consuming and expen-
sive to complete. Obviously, they usually involve travel time
for the interviewers and time to locate the specific respon-
dents. These types of interviews are assumed to be the most
effective means of gathering accurate data. A researcher
generally obtains a higher response rate and therefore has
greater confidence that the sample studied is representative
of the general population.

While face-to-face interviews may be quite useful in quali-
tative research when the researcher wants to interview only
a few individuals to obtain in-depth answers, the cost of
surveying 400 individuals to make representa*ve claims
about a larger population is usually prohibitive. Most re-
searchers have opted for the lower response rates of maii
and telephone interviews to save time and money.

Formal observation and face-tn-face interviews are but
two examples of “naturalistic inquiry,” discussed at greater
length in the next chapter by Kuh. He makes a compelling
argument for greater use of naturalistic research methods
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in student affairs and gives examples of how naturalistic

inquiry can be applied to developmental processes and the
quality of student life.

Discussion

SAREO began with only one graduate student about 16
years ago. The office developed slowly, but funding and staff
were increased as the importance of the research was re-
alized by the entire student affairs division. Today, SAREQ
serves a dual role by conducting research and coordinating
information systems for the student affairs division. It is
staffed by a director, an associate director, an assistant di-
rector, two classified staff members, three graduate stu-
dents, and about 20 undergraduate students.

As a student affairs division develops a comprehensive
research office, there may be concerns voiced from other
areas of the institution such as the institutional research
office, if one exists. The argument might be made that the
institutional research office has all the resources needed to
conduct student affairs research. Although the develop-
ment, implementation, and use of student affairs research
practices must be known to the campus officials responsible
for institutional research activities, ideally they will be kept
separate. Time constraints, staff resources, and institutional
prioritiesusually dictate that student life research and evalu-
ation projects will not be undertaken by institutional re-
search staff. Institutional research offices, by definition,
give priority to reviewing, analyzing and reporting academic
and budget information, and responding to frequent re-
quests for information from external agencies. With these
commitments, they typically do not have the time or the
inclination to develop a comprehensive student affairs re-
search agenda.

Clearly, most student affairs divisions cannot be expected
to obtain overnight the funding and expertise to implement
most of the research practices discussed in this chapter. If
there is virtually no research expertise on staff, the obvious
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suggestion is to do what Alice finally did to enter Wonder-
land—“start small.” It is generally advisable to begin by
conducting research that requires low costs and low levels
of expertise.

A simple way to start is to hire one student research as-
sistant and assign some priorities about what needs to be
investigated. One of the first things the research assistant
should do is read the literature associated with the various
topics to be investigated. It may be wise to hire a student
who is interested in higher education issues, perhaps a
graduate student in that field of study or an undergraduate
interested in pursuing graduate study in higher education
or student affairs.

If there are scattered elements of research expertise
within the division, it might be possible to pool these re-
sources into a centralized research effort. SAREO is a
separate department reporting to the office of the vice
chancellor for student affairs, and as such, is quite central-
ized in its approach. There are several good reasons for a
centralized approach. For instance, centralization helps
prohibit promotion, through research, of the self-interest of
any one department. Because a centralized research office
has no special ties to a program or project, itis easier to avoid
bias in the research. Related to this point, it is important that
a certain amount of autonomy be housed in the research
office, meaning that the administrators in that office main-
tain control of a research project.

Centralization also limits the redundancy and waste that
occurs when various offices within the division are conduct-
ing their own research. Centralization allows for sharing
resources and expertise. It promotes work that builds on
past research and evaluation efforts. It creates an environ-
ment which more easily allows for maintaining a history or
catalog of research activity.

Whether an institution is starting small or has already
developed a moderate to large research agenda, there
should be no doubt about the importance of addressing the
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Caterpillar’s question, “Who are you?” Knowing and under-
standing students in this era of scarce resources and high
accountability is critical to developing effective student
services. Student affairs professionals who learn to use re-
search in support of their planning, policies, and decisions
will be the best equipped to advocate for student affairs in
the coming years.
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Chapter 4

Rethinking Research in
Student Affairs

George D. Kuh

“I could tell you my adventures—beginning from this
morning,” said Alice a little timidly: “but it'’s no use going
back to yesterday, because I was a different person then.”
“Explain all that,” said the Mock Turtle.
“No, no! The adventures first,” said the Gryphon in an
impatient tone: “explanations take such a dreadful time.”

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter X: The Lobster Quadrille

Explanations can be tedious. To explain why a person enters
a particular vocation, or what circumstances lead to the
founding of a college, or why research methods in student
affairs are changing, requires more than a little patience.
The adventure of student affairs research over the past two
decadesisreflected in changing assumptions about how we
come to know what we know and the methods we use to
understand the behavior of students, faculty members, and
others. Because this has been a silent revolution (Kuh,
Whitt & Shedd, 1987; Schwartz & Ogilvy, 1979), the
changes underway are not necessarily < .\f-evident; thus, to
paraphrase the Mock Turtle, some explarning is needed.
In the preceding chapter, Weitzer and Malaney de-
scribed various approaches to student affairs research,
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based on assumptions about cost and expertise. They of-
fered useful guidelines for developing cost-cffective studies
using, for the most part, conventional data collection tech-
niques. This chapter challenges the student affairs profes-
sion to acknowledge some of the limitations of conventional
research, and to embrace interpretive forms of inquiry that
hold promise for richer understandings of students and
student affairs work.

There are alternative approaches to inquiry variously
called naturalistic (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), qualitative
(Fetterman, 1988), ethnographic (Goetz & LeCompte,
1984), or appreciative (Cooperrider & Srivasta, 1987).
However, in this chapter all these methods are called
naturalistic because they seek data in the form of words, the
meaning of the data is context bound, and, in so far as is
possible, data are interpreted within the frame of reference
of those who participate in the study. In this sense, the term
paturalistic takes on a more comprehensive meaning than
implied by Lincoln and Guba (1985).

The Warrant for Alternative Approaches to
Student Affairs Research

Much of what is reported in the student affairs literature
does not stimulate practitioners’ imaginations nor accu-
rately describe college and university life or the college
student experience (Kuh, Bean, Bradley & Coomes, 1986).
This discouraging state of affairs, however, is not limited to
student affairs research (Keller, 1986). In Keller's (1985)
words, “Hardly anyone in higher education pays attention to
the research and scholarship about higher education” (p.7).
Important research is stymied by

the notion that colleges and universities can be and should
be studied scientifically . . . that social phenomena can be
explained by “law-like generalizations” which derive from
controlled, rigorous experiments in mathematical analysis,
that social research can result in replicative situations and
can provide predictive power for future events. .. (Keller,
1985, pp. 9-10).
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Empirical descriptions of student affairs organizations, for
example, are grounded primarily in conventional assump-
tions about organizing (Kuh, 1983) and reinforce expecta-
tions for control, linear causality, and tight coupling that
contradict the experiences of student affairs staff (Kuh,
1989).

Lincoln (1986) advanced five propositions that challenge
the use of conventional inquiry approaches to understand
higher education:

(@) The social world in which we live is a construction,
agreed to and enacted by us each day . . . (b) Pluralism and
value conflicts characterize higher education more today
than ever before. This pluralism and conflict will continue to
dominate what we do . . . (c) Despite their historical heri-
tages, our institutions of higher education are entirely new
cultural, social, and human organizational forms—at least
some of them—than have existed in the past. .. (d) The
study of higher education is, in both historical and sociologi-
cal terms, a “new” discipline . . . (¢) The social sciences have
literally locked themselves into a unitary way of knowing—
that is, into one paradigm and one set of (primarily quantita-
tive) methodologies” (pp. 136-37).

Student affairs professionals “espond to the needs of di-
verse students in increasingly complicater( college environ-
ments. Even the most sophisticated questionnaires or
checklists designed to assess student or staff satisfaction
are limited in their capacity to adequately capture certain
experiences, such as the contributions made by a staff
member who sits all night with a depressed student or who
meets over the noon hour with a student government officer
anxious about leading his or her first meeting. Are there
other ways of generating information about student affairs
work and the college student experience that will be more
interesting and useful? Absolutely. Before entertaining
these ideas, however, the characteristics of conventional
research methods are briefly summarized.
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The Conventional Approach to Research in
Student Affairs

“Speak English!” said the Eaglet. “I don’t know the meaning
of half those long words, and what’s more, I don’t believe
you do either!” And the Eaglet bent down its heaa to hide
his smile; some of the other birds tittered audibly.

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter ITI: A Caucus-Race and a Long Tale

The research models that dominate inquiry in student af
fairs were adopted from the physical sciences which as-
sumed that (a) all relevant variables can be measured ob-
jectively, and (b) all physical events are determined by
preceding events (Kuh, Whitt & Shedd, 1987). In the con-
ventional inquiry paradigm, student affairs researchers as-
sume they can objectively assess the phenomena under
study and, through deductive analysis, determine the de-
gree to which the “intervention” (e.g., meeting with acareer
counselor) “causes” or produces the desired outcome (e.g.,
a greater degree of vocational maturity). Thus, studies
based on conventional inquiry assumptions (i.e., logical
positivism) hold that there is a single reality and, through
the use of a priori research designs and a sophisticated,
time-honored set of rules (e.g., sampling that produces a
“normal” distribution of people from a given population),
the “truth” about the topic under investigation (e.g., the
influence of career planning workshops on vocational matu-
rity) can be discovered. In addition, the rules of conven-
tional inquiry methods assume that if an intervention is
carefully replicated in other settings, similar effects can be
produced with students similar to those who participated in
the original study (Campbell & Stanley, 1963).

However, many of the rules and assumptions on which
conventional research is based are regularly violated (e.g.,
the sampling procedure does not produce anormal distribu-
tion of “subjects”). In addition, the sources and amount of
statistical error are often underestimated, it:cluding insuffi-
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cient internal validity such as failure to control all relevant
variables, deficient external validity such as failure to use a
representative random sample or obtain a high response
rate, and measurement error such as measuring instru-
ments that have low reliability and validity.

Postpositivism: Challenges to
Conventional Research

Most physical scientists have discarded the belief that the
physical universe is like a giant, predetermined clock
(Capra, 1983). The Newtonian view that seemingly unpre-
dictable phenomena, such as the formation and movement
of clouds, are ultimately predictable has been challenged by
acompeting view that physicalphenomenaarein essence as
unpredictable as clouds (Popper, 1979). For example, chaos
theory, by embracing the paradoxical processes of deter-
minism and indeterminism, has provided startling new in-
sights into the behavior of physical phenomena, from
dripping faucets to weather systems (Gleick, 1987). Briefly,
chaos theory holds that although a strict deterministic
causality operates at each individual step in an unfolding
process, it is impossible to predict the outcome over any
sequence of steps in the process (Maruyama, 1976). That is,
even though relationships between variables can be charac-
terized by simple deterministic laws, the outcome is com-
pletely unpredictable, even with the most precise available
knowledge of the relevant initial conditions (Cziko, 1989).
Furthermore, the nonlinearity and iterative nature of cha-
otic systems creates slight variations in early actions and
behaviors that ultimately lead to large, unpredictable differ-
ences later. This ultrasensitive dependence on initial con-
ditions, the “butterfly effect,” was first made widely known
by Lorenz (1963), who explained how the flap of a butterfly’s
wings in Brazil might trigger atornado in Texas (Lorenz, 1979).

Although relatively unknown by most social and behav-
ioral scientists, chaos theory is of considerable interest to
physicists, mathematicians, biologists, astronomers, and
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economists (Prigogine & Stengers, 1984). Chaos may also
have useful implications for understanding human behavior
because it suggests that even though the relationship be-
tween two variables may be simple and deterministic, the
relationship may result in outcomes that are entirely unpre-
dictable. The unpredictability of human behavior partially
explains why conventional student affairs research has not
been as useful as research in the physical sciences. That is,
we “have not been able to discover generalizations that are
reliable enough, and about which there is enough profes-
sional consensus, to form the basis for social policy”
(Phillips, 1980, p. 17).

The implications of indeterminacy and chaos for student
affairs research are far-reaching. Comprehensive and de-
finitive experiments are not possible; that is, student affairs
researchers cannot realistically achieve prediction and con-
trol but rather only temporary understanding (Cronbach,
1975, 1982; Cronbach & Snow, 1977; Snow, 1977). For ex-
ample, student development theory is based on the proposi-
tion that human development is continuous, patterned, or-
derly, predictable, and cumulative. This proposition leads to
the possibility that human development can be intentionally
facilitated; that is, programs can be developed to encourage
students to “change” or “develop” in a manner consistent
with the theories. Similar assumptions about order, pat-
terning, rationality, and intentionality influence student af-
fairs professionals’ thinking and behavior with regard to
planning, goal setting, and performance evaluation (Kuh,
Whitt & Shedd, 1987). Such assumptions are no longer
tenable in a world characterized by indeterminacy and un-
certainty. Kuh, Whitt and Shedd (1987) discussed these
issues in some detail (see also Caple, 1985, 1987; Howard,
1985; Lucas, 1985).
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Naturalistic Inquiry Assumptions
and Methods

It sounded like an excellent plan, no doubt, and very neatly
and simply arranged; the o::ly difficulty was, that [Alice]
had not the smallest idea how to set about it. . .

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter IV: The Rabbit Sends in a Little Bill

Every observation is filtered through the observer’s belief
system, or personal theory of the world. As the physicist
Jeremy Hayward put it, “I'll see it when I believe” or con-
versely, “I won't see it because ] don’t believe” (cited in
Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987, p. 167), Ifhuman experience
is—in essence—symbolically represented in the minds of
people, human development, organizational behavior, and
the college experience may be better conceived of as un-
folding dramas of human interaction (Cooperrider &
Srivastva, 1987).

By challenging explanations rooted in logical positivism,
the “silent revolution” mentioned earlier is the harbinger of
an interpretive form of inquiry that describes activities and
events in the context in which they occur. This approach to
research is “looking less for the sorts of things that connect
planets and pendulums and more for the sorts that connect
chrysanthemums and swords” (Geertz, 1980, p. 165). In-
stead of “certainty through science,” researchersin all fields
are now embracing inquiry approaches that emphasize
history, the behavioral context, and ever-changing inter-
pretative schemes used by members of a group to give life
and meaning to their actions and decisions (Bartunek,
1984). Examples of such research include Clark’s (1970)
work on the importance of the organizational saga for un-
derstanding how faculty members and administrators use
the past to interpret current events and Tierney’s (in press)
study of the influence of institutional culture on curriculum
reform. The assumptions and methods characteristic of
naturalistic inquiry include the following.
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Assumptions

1. Naturalism accepts—indeed embraces—multiple reali-
ties, not a single reality. Knowing is acknowledged to be an
act of interpretation and individuals lend their own interpre-
tation to events and actions, including their own behavior.

2. Knowledge and the meaning made of data are idio-
graphic and context bound. That is, what is discovered
cannot be understood out of the context in which the data
have been gathered. Also, knowledge cannot be generalized
to other settings and people.

3. Behavior is indeterminate, not predictable or control-
lable. Change in attitudes, behavior, and institutional poli-
cies and practices occurs through evolutionary, mutual
shaping between environments and people. Neither the en-
vironment nor human behavior are predictable or open to
direct control.

4. Words and symbols as data lead to richer, more compli-
cated understandings of college and university life than can
be obtained by pencil and paper instruments that predeter-
mine, and thus constrain, participants’ responses, such as
questionnaire surveys using Likert scales.

Methods

1. Flexible, responsive research methods are required.
Because human behavior is unpredictable, an investigator
must be comfortable with the likelihood that research meth-
ods designed a priori tend to ignore what is discovered as
the research process unfolds. Naturalistic researchers are
free to pursue promising areas of understanding suggested
by the data and participants. Also, as a study evolves, the
pool of participants must be expanded to enrich understand-
ing. Sampling techniques known as snowball sampling and
status sampling (Dobbert, 1984) are often used. Snowball
sampling suggests that participants be asked to identify
. others whose opinions or experiences are, based upon their
knowledge, different from their own. Status sampling en-
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sures that respondents are selected to represent important
perspectives (e.g., administration—president, chief student
affairs officer; students—student leaders, students of color;
and faculty members—full time, part time, men, women).

2. The investigator is a human instrument, both observing
and influencing that which is observed. Naturalistic meth-
odologies generate “thick descriptions” (Geertz, 1973)—
dense, in-depth interpretations of the underlying constructs
thatinfluence an outcome such as anindividual’s decision to
go on to college. Participants, such as students and faculty
members, are encouraged to use their own language rather
than the terms imposed or preferred by the investigator.

3. Interviews and observations are primary modes of data
collection, as they enable the researcher to record the
multiple meanings participants make of their experience.
Individual interviews and focus groups are frequently used
to gather data. Focus groups (Merton, Fisk & Kendall,
1956) are discussion groups that meet only once and con-
centrate on a specific topic, such as the value of holding a
student government position. The degree of structure im-
posed on interviews may vary from less to more as an in-
vestigation proceeds and the researcher begins to learn
more about the phenomenon under study.

4. Inductive analysis is used which allows the researcher to
move from specific data obtained from individuals to gen-
eral understanding. Participants are asked to verify inter-
pretations made by investigators, thus correcting and en-
riching investigators’ interpretations of actions and events.
Data analysis and data collection occur simultaneously;
thus, data analysis informs data gathering. One example of
inductive data analysis is Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) con-
stant comparative method: (a) identifying units of data, (b}
using units of data to develop categories, (c) comparing
incidents or observations applicable to each category, (d)
integrating categories and their properties, (e) delimiting
the theory, and (f) writing the theory.
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5. The investigator and participants or respondents (the
term subject is never used!) collaborate throughout the'in-
quiry process. The collaborator “researcher-researched
relationship” should be built on mutual respect, dignity,
honesty, and trust (Skrtic, 1985) which allow reciprocity—
a give and take, a mutual negotiation of meaning and power
(Lather, 1986). Reinharz (1978) described this relationship
as a “lover model,” denoting equality and respect, rather
than a“rape model,” common to conventional approachesin
which the researcher takes what she or he wants and leaves.
The negotiation process betweer the inquirer and partici-
pants must be clearly stipulated, however, because partici-
pants sometimes wish to “unsay” their words (Lather,
1986). A wise course of action is to permit participants “the
right to comment” (Tripp, 1983, p. 39). In this sense, the
researcher is more like a majority shareholder (rather than
the owner of the data) who must justify decisions and give
participants a public forum for critique (Lather, 1986).

Ensuring the Quality of Naturalistic Research

Naturalistic research is more complicated and rigorous
than merely asking a few people what they think. The
critical test is whether “the findings of an inquiry are [trust-
worthy], worth paying attention to, worth taking an account
of” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 290). The criteria for trustwor-
thiness include credibility (i.e., the investigator’s construc-
tions are credible to the respondents), transferability @.e.,
the study may be useful in another conext), dependability
(i.e., the reporting of results considers possible changes
over time), and confirmability (i.e., the data can be con-
firmed by someone other than the inquirer). When possible,
the investigator can enhance the credibility of his or her
findings by conducting debriefings with other members of
the research team or a peer debriefer, someone familiar
with qualitative inquiry methods and the phenomenon be-
ing studied (Miles & Huberman, 1984). Debriefings are
used to test ideas, obtain feedback nn methods such as in-
terview techniques, and to discuss next steps.
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Member checks, another required step, are debriefing
sessions with participants to test the data, interpretations,
and conclusions and to judge the overall credibility of the
findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). At the end of an interview,
an investigator may review with participants what he or she
has heard and seek feedback and clarification of the
investigator’s interpretations. Also, it is recommended that
information be recycled among participants through an oral
debriefing at the end of around of data collection ¢ through
a written case report. For a fuller treatment by which the
criteria of trustworthiness can be established, consult Lin-
coln and Guba (1985).

A Glimpse of Student Affairs Research
in the Future

Alice said nothing; she sat down with her face in her hands,
wondering if anything would ever happen in a natural way
again.

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter X: The Lobster-Quadrille

Research in the social sciences is moving inexorably from a
conventional, positivist research paradigm that values pre-
diction and control, to approaches that acknowledge the
contributions of conventional research but also embrace
and value attempts to describe, understand, interpret, and
appreciate colleciive and individual behavior. Curiously,
although the student affairs field is based on the premises
that each person is unique and that individual differences
should be celebrated, the inquiry methods used in the ma-
jority of papers published in student affairs journals are
grounded in the positivist inquiry paradigm which masks
institutional as well as incividual differences (Kuh, Bean,
Bradley & Coomes, 1986). The student affairs field has
certain traditions that are quite compatible with naturalistic
inquiry, such as becoming engaged—both intellectually
and emotionally—in students’ development and individual
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and group decision making. The act of engagement surely
influences what students and student affairs staff experi-
ence and how they experience it. Thus, it makes sense that
engagement also characterize the inquiry process in stu-
dent affairs (Kuh, Whitt & Shedd, 1987).

In the future, the student affairs field can expect that an
increasing number of studies will emphasize description
and understanding, using units of analysis varying from
macro level (e.g., campus, residence hall or fraternity
house) to the micro level (e.g., behaviors, feelings, develop-
mental processes of individual students). At the macro
level, descriptions and interpretations of institutional cul-
tures and subcultures, both familiar (e.g., Greek organiza-
tions) and less familiar (e.g., collectives cf people of color),
will be needed.

Naturalistic studies of educational policies, practices,
behaviors, and outcomes are also needed to better under-
stand and appreciate the complexity of higher education,
student diversity, and to suggest what is possible and what
may not be possible. More important, such research will
provide ideas for innovations, a crucial source of variation
needed for colleges and universities to evolve in creative
ways (Clark, 1984). Case studies (Yin, 1984) will probably
be used more frequently because they approximate “the
natural experience” (Stake, 1978, p. 5). However, because
case studies usually produce complicated descriptions of
events and behavior, they also generate more for research-
ers and practitioners to pay attention to rather than less.

At the micro or individual student level, descriptive stud-
ies could be conducted to improve the understanding of
social adjustment and problem-solving processes. An excel-
lent example is Attinasi’s (1989) study of the persistence of
first-year Mexican American university students. Attinasi
inductively analyzed in-depth, open-ended interviews and
generated hypotheses about the sociopsychological con-
text of this understudied student group. As with other natu-
ralistic studies, Attinasi’s research does not allow hard and

79




Puzzles and Pieces in Wonderland 67

fast predictions of human behavior or the design of “cook-
book” solutions to problems faced by Mexican American
students because of the complicating factors of individual
differences, chaos, the evolutionary nature of learning and
development, and the role of free will in shaping human
behavior. As Cziko (1989) argued, “It is a serious error to
believe that one can predict the future based on what has
happened in the past” (p. 23). Thus, qualitative inquiries into
pressing issues facing the student affairs field 1nay produce
important information about the possible, but cannot point
to what is necessary or inevitable (Cziko, 1989).

Applications of Naturalistic Inquiry Methods

And the moral of that is—“be what you would seem to be"—
or, if yow'd like to put it more simply—“never imagine your-
self not to be otherwise than what it might appear to others
that what you were or might have been was not otherwise
than what you had been would have appeared to them to

be otherwise.”

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter IX: The Mock Turtle’s Story

Kuh, Whitt and Shedd (1987) discussed some applications
of naturalistic research to issues related to the quality of
studentlife and developmental processes during the college
years. Inthis section, three critical issues facing the field are
used to illustrate how naturalistic inquiry methods can be
used to better understand matters about which student af-
fairs professionals need and want to know more.

The Impact of Student Life Policies

Relatively little is known about how student life policies and
practices influence the quality of the undergraduate experi-
ence. Of course, the relationships between policies, prac-
tices, and student behavior are context bound, a sine qua
non, of naturalistic inquiry. Thus, campus-specific studies of
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the relationship of student life policies to student develop-
ment are required. To determine, for example, whether the
student organization resource allocation process is having
the desired effect, such as encouraging student involve-
ment in activities compatible with the educational purposes
of the institution, a systematic analysis could be made of
characteristics and motivations of members of various stu-
dent groups who participate in the resource allocation
process, and the availability of resources to encourage for-
mation of new groups. A team of student life staff members,
faculty members, and students could interview student
leaders, observe the resource allocation process, and at-
tempt to understand why some groups are successful in
obtaining funds while others are not, and whether the ac-
tivities of funded organizations are compatible with tre
educational purposes of the institution. Useful data sourc<:s
would include a historical analysis of funding patterns, +he
amount of resources available to student groups, both estab-
lished and emerging, and a careful examination of the extent
to which the activities of student organization members are
compatible with the institution’s educational purposes.
Equally important is the extent to which the allocation
committee “putsits money where its mind is.” Thatis, is the
resource allocation process open, democratic, and consis-
tent with the education mission (Kuh, Schuh, Whitt,
Andreas, Lyons, Strange, Krehbiel & MacKay, 1991)?

As noted earlier, to establish the trustworthiness of natu-
ralistic research, written and oral interpretations of the al-
location process must be shared, and comments must be
received from those who participate in, or who are affected
by, the policy and/or procedures. In one sense, the findings
themselves may not be as important as the process the in-
quiry team uses to understand how resources are used to
support student activities. That is, by interacting with vari-
ous members of the campus community, the degree to
which student activities complement the educational pur-
poses of the institution will be better understood by many
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groups, including those persons who participated in the
study.

Creating Affirming Campus Environments
for Students of Color

The literature is unequivocal: most students of color find
predominantly white institutions of higher education inhos-
pitable (Fleming, 1984; Steele, 1989; Terrell & Wright,
1988). Of course, there are no quick fixes to the obstacles
encountered by students of color. Nothing short of institu-
tional transformations will be required to modify the poli-
cies and practices that alienate students of color, engender
suspicion and dissatisfaction, and create obstacles to
_ achievement and persistence (Kuh, 1990). This is a compli-
cated issue, one that cannot be better understood using
pencil and paper checklists.

Naturalistic methods can produce richer descriptions
and understandings of both the diversity of studeut charac-
teristics and the plurality of views, feelings, and interpreta-
tions represented by old and young students, students of
color, and other groups. Naturalistic methods can also be
used to identify institutional factors, conditions, and strate-
gies that promote the success of students of color. Ques-
tions to be answered include: Why do students of color
decide to go on to college? What are their experiences once
enrolled? Why do some persist to graduation? Why do
others leave before attaining their educational aspiration?
What institutional policies and practices are related to their
persistence?

Institutional change is almost always prompted by factors
and conditions in the external environment (Sanford, 1962).
Thus, external resource teams may be required to collabo-
rate with institutional researchers to identify policies and
practices and properties of the institutional culture that
alienate stndents of color and other underrepresented
groups. The purposes of institutional site visits are to assess
the quality of the faculty and student experience at the in-
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stitution and to identify institutional conditions that require
attention to improve the satisfaction and achievement of
students of color. External teams might make a series of site
visits to an institution and conduct extensive interviews of
students of color (on some campuses, virtually all students
of color could be interviewed in a two-day period), student
leaders, other students, faculty and administrators of color,
other faculty and administrators, student affairs profession-
als, and community leaders.

The external resource team would share their findings
with their counterparts on the institution-based team. Then,
in coliaboration with the team and other institutional agents
and students, they would assist in determining how to best
mobilize resources, develop intervention strategies (e.g.,
faculty development programs, coordination of enrollment
management activities, modifications in student life policies
and practices) and help the institution implement policies
and practices to address these concerns. The use of external
consultants may not necessarily be expensive ifanetwork of
institutions can be established, wherein a time/resource
bank is created. In this way, individuals from several institu-
tions work together as the external consultant group for one
of the other institutions in the network; thus no money
changes hands.

Extending Knowledge about Student Development

Student development theories are based on conventional
assumptions compatible with logical positivism, not the
emergent assumptions of indeterminism and chaos on
which naturalistic research is based. A small number of
individual case studies might be useful in understanding
how students change over the course of college. Of course,
individual case studies were the genesis of conventional
student development theory (e.g., White, 1966) . However,
the purpose of using naturalistic methods is not to identify
patterns of development that generalize to other students,
but rather to identify commonalities and differences. Such
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information is sorely needed, particularly about students of
color who have been underrepresented in previous studies
and whose developmental processes may or may not be
consistent with those described in student development
theory and research (Stage, 1989). Also, the “chilly climate”
often encountered by students of color and women may
have a bearing on developmental processes. Without in-
tensive case studies, it will not be possible to begin to ferret
out and understand human development in an increasingly
pluralistic academy.

A Note on Combining Quantitative and
Qualitative Methods

“ .. you should say what you mean,” the March Hare went on.

“I do,” Alice hastily replied; “at least—at least I mean
what I say—that’s the same thing you know.”

“Not the same thing a bit!” said the Hatter. “Why, you
might just as well say that ‘I see what I eat’ is the same
thing as 1 eat what I see’!”

“You might just as well say,” added the March Hare,
“that I like what I get’ is the same thing as ‘I get what I like’!”

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter VII: A Mad Tea-Party

Some have argued that the assumptions on which conven-
tional and naturalistic research are based are not different
points on acontinuum, but rather are disjunct (Clark, 1985).
Ahealthy debate has continued in the literature on this point
(Smith & Heshusius, 1986). Some have argued that conven-
tional and naturalistic methods cannot be used together.
Others believe that for certain research questions, using
conventional and naturalistic methods in concert is appro-
priate. Howe’s (1988) paper on this topic is excellent. The
issues are complicated and cannot be resolved here; rather,
my purpose is to illustrate two obvious points. First, the
integration of conventional and naturalistic data presents
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challenges (Jick, 1979). Second, conventional methods
such as questionnaires, surveys, telephone checklist proto-
cols and standardized instruments such as Pace’s College
Student Experience Questionnaire (CSEQ), even though
they constrain the responses of participants, will continue to
be used because they are relatively efficient ways of obtain-
ing information from a large number of persons; also, the
findings can be analyzed by computer.

What is a researcher to do if she or he wishes to combine
conventional and naturalistic methods? The story of Janusis
relevant. Janus, the mythical Roman god of portals and of
beginnings and endings, is usually depicted as having two
faces looking in opposiie directions. Student affairs re-
searchers will have to practice Janusian thinking by looking
in front and behind at the same time and, with a little luck,
find ways of integrating conventional and naturalistic data.
Two examples are presented below.

In a study of institutional factors related to high quality
out-of-class experiences of undergraduate students, the
primary data collection methods were naturalistic, using the
definition offered earlier (Kuh et al., 1991); about 1,300
people, includine more than 600 students, at 14 colleges and
universities were interviewed. Also, the CSEQ was adminis-
tered. The CSEQ enabled us to learn more about patterns of
involvement and the self-reported impact of involvement on
personal development from approximately 3,600 students,
thusincreasing by sixfold the number of students participat-
ing in the study. The CSEQ data also permitted us to cor-
roborate the perceptions of 48 experts who nominated the
institutions to be included in the study.

Another example of combining conventional and quali-
tative methods is Chickering’s evaluations of curricular
experimentation at Goddard College. As Chickering (Tho-
mas & Chickering, 1984) explained:

I collected massive data through a comprehensive testing
program involving 16 hours of achievement tests, personal-
ity inventories, and other instruments . . . These test results
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were supplemented by diary information, which I collected
from samples of students on a continuing basis and from
more detailed interviews. . . My problem was to make sense
of all $iis data I was gathering and to develop some concep-
tual framework . . . (pp. 392-93).

The conceptual framework that emerged is now known as
the seven developmental vectors which served as the orga-
nizing framework for Education and Identity (Chickering,
1969).

Conventional and naturalistic data generate different pic-
tures of the student experience. Each has advantages and
disadvantages. Naturalistic methodologies require inguiry
skills with which few res-=archers have training and expe-
rience. Most researchers are not trained in inductive
analysis, such as creating specific units of data and moving
from units of data to more general themes. Furthermoré,
naturalistic inquiry is labor intensive and thus expensive
compared with conventional approaches. For example, writ-
ten summaries of case reports should always be circulated
for comments of participants, a process from which a great
deal can be learned (Crowson, 1986); however, this is also
very time consuming. Also, maintaining participants’ con-
fidentiality or anonymity, establishing trusting relation-
ships in short periods of time, and the pressure for com-
pletely open negotiations that honor participants’ interpre-
tations are other issues that must be considered when using
naturalistic methods.

Thus, there are trade-offs between the conventional and
naturalistic approaches. The critical decision is whether the
proposed methods will generate the range and depth of
insights needed to understand the phenomenon being stud-
ied and to enable student affairs professionals and others to
take appropriate action.
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Conclusion

Alice tried a little to fancy to herself what such an
extraordinary way of living would be like, but it puzzled her
too much . . .

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter VII: A Mad Tea-Party

During most of her wanderings through Wonderland, Alice
was confused and disoriented. Student affairs researchers
who learned to do conventional research grounded in logi-
cal positivism will find naturalistic methods puzzling; some
will be skeptical that interviews, for example, can produce
reliable and credible information. Because the credibility of
student affairs as a field of professional practice among
some faculty members and academic administratorsis often
tenuous, some student life researchers may consider it too
great a risk to use naturalistic methods, when appropriate,
in the place of conventional approaches that enjoy wide
acceptance. Fortunately, in all disciplines the silent revolu-
tion is having an impact; naturalistic methods are being
used with increasing frequency.

Assuming that knowledge gatekeepers, such as journal
editors and manuscript reviewers, are open to alternative
forms of knowing and creating knowledge, more naturalis-
tic studies will begin to appear in student affairs journals as
student affairs researchers become more familiar and gain
experience with these methods. As with most innovations,
the initial efforts will have to be of extremely high quality to
be judged as good as a study using conventional methods.
It is likely that for a period of time, people who submit for
publication studies using naturalistic methods will have
their work more carefully scrutinized than those who em-
ploy conventional methods.

Student affairs researchers can learn much fromthe work
of colieagues in allied professional associations, such as the
Association for the Study of Higher Education and the
American Educational Research Association, where natu-
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ralistic research is featured. Most important, we must ac-
knowledge what we do not know about naturalistic methods
and take the necessary steps to increase our understanding
of this type of research. Students and the student affairs
profession will be the beneficiaries of our efforts.
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Chapter 5

The Call to Assessment:
What Role for
Student Affairs?

Gary Hanson

“Give your evidence,” said the King, “and don’t be nervous,
or I'll have you executed on the spot.”

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter XI: Who Stole the Tarts?

Higher education can certainly sympathize with Alice. For
the last ten years, the King (nearly everyone outside higher
education) has been telling us that we have a problem. The
problem is: Taxpayers are paying large sums of money to
educate students and they believe too many of these stu-
dents leave college without knowing how to read, compute,
write, or think. Neither have these students developed
leadership ability, social skills, or moral character. The ac-
countability finger of our major funding sources—state
legislators, boards of trustees, private donors, and corpo-
rate business and industry—is pointed directly at higher
education. And much like Alice, we are nervous. The risks
are high. What if higher education doesn’t have the evi-
dence? Evidence for what? We don’t know what the King
wants and that is why we are nervous.
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Within the ivy-covered walls of academe, we are confi-
dent in our assumptions that students learn; we see evi-
dence of it every day. Students who leave college with a
degree are very different people than the ones who arrived
at the gates t.- our college campuses four or five years ear-
lier. So why is the King demanding evidence? Doesn’t
higher education spend great sums of money on the instruc-
tional budget; expand the number of books in the library
eachyear; add the latest equipment to the research labs; and
construct sparkling, clean, multimillion dollar classrooms,
residence halls, and student centers? Haver't the average
college admission test scores of our entering freshmen
risen every year for the last five years? Can’t the King see the
quality of our educational efforts?

Ahh, yes! the King watches with great interest, but uses
a different definition of quality. The King now defines the
quality of higher education in terms of student outcomes.
What have students learned at your institution? Can you
show that your efforts have contributed to that learning?
Quality is no longer defined in terms of the academic
characteristics of the entering freshman class or the num-
ber of books in the library or the number of new buildings.
A quality education is one in which the student learns—and
you had better have the evidence.

The Wonderland of Assessment in
Higher Education

In response to the demands for evidence, interest in assess-
ing student growth and development has seen aremarkable
resurgence in the last few years. Student affairs has long
given lip service to assessment. Our early philosophical
position statement, the Student Persornnel Point of View
(ACE, 1937), strongly recommended that we assess stu-
dents. However, over the years interest waned and assess-
ment of ccllege students seemed less important. Our goals
were difficult to measure and demanded a great deal of ef-
fort. Why worry about all those fuzzy concepts? How could
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we possibly assess critical thinking, communication skills,
leadership, or ethical judgment?

Today, we must assess! We are being asked to show that
what we do makes a difference in how and what students
learn, both inside the classroom and out. How can student
affairs professionals respond to the demands to “show us
your evidence?” What roles can we play in demonstrating
the quality of our educational products—learning and devel-
opment? There are several. First, we must understand the
issues that undergird the assessment movement and this
redefinition of quality that has taken place. Second, before
we can show that we are effective in facilitating learning, we
must understand the problems inherent in assessing the
effects of what we do. These methodological problems are
not insignificant. Third, we must create new solutions. The
King haslittle faith in our history. We must find new ways to
ask important questions and we must diversify our attempts
to find the answers. Finally, we must span the boundaries of
our ordinary work setting and assume new roles on campus.
We must lead in conceptualizing, planning, coordinating, .
conducting, and disseminating our assessment efforts.
Most important, we must become disciples of assessment
and believe that assessment will help establish the validity
and integrity of what we do.

Assessment Issues in Higher Education

Why has assessment become such a focal issue in higher
education today? The quality of what we do has been ques-
tioned and assessment is seen as a response, a way to an-
swer our critics. By examining the way we educate/develop
students (process), we assess how they learn. By measuring
the outcomes of the college experience (product), we as-
sess what students learn. To effectively use assessment,
student affairs professionals must understand this distinc-
tion and the related issues that underlie the assessment
agenda. At first glance, \he two major goals of assessment
(improvement and accountability) seem to be in conflict.
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How can we use assessment data to show that we are ac-
countable and to improve our daily practice? With care and
planning, assessment data can be used to serve multiple
purposes: to diagnose and describe, to monitor student
behavior, and to evaluate and make judgments.

Conflict of Goals

As noted, there is at first glance apparent conflict between
the two major goals of assessment. Essentially, the problem
is how to use assessment data for dual purposes: to improve
the educational process and to account for what is learned.
To improve the quality of education requires that we collect
data that explains how students learn. Faculty and staff in
and outside the classroom need information about condi-
tions of learning, types of learners, and what kinds of pro-
cesses facilitate student growth and learning. Hutchings
(1989) called this “looking behind student outcomes” to
focus on how and why students learn and suggested the
following questions be raised to better understand the
process behind student outcomes:

What do we know about students who enter our institution?
How are course-taking patterns related to outcomes?

How do students experience the institution?

What is the student’s contribution to learning?

What do students learn over time in a program of study?
How do out-of-class experiences contribute to learning?
What are students able to do with what they know?

What patteri.s characterize students’ movement through
the institution?

What judgments can students make about their learning?

(Y

By searching for the answers to these questions, an
institution can begin to make the connection between de-
sired outcomes and what must be done to make them
happen. Improvement requires attention to the final results,
but more importantly the assessment process miust yield
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information about the context and process that either facili-
tated or hindered the attainment of important educational
outcomes.

To be accountable to the external public, higher educa-
tion has been asked to document what students learn. A
growing number of states have mandated student outcomes
assessment (National Governors’ Association, 1988). Ob-
taining a degree from college is no longer sufficient evi-
dence that students haye learned or that what they learned
is important. Evidence that students can read, write, com-
pute, think, and communicate now forms the basis formuch
of the student outcomes movement. In addition, more and
more states are suggesting that the noncognitive compo-
nents of learning are equally important, and they too must
be documented. New Jersey, for example, has legislated
that student development outcomes will be assessed; that
colleges provide evidence of grcﬁth and learning in student
involvement, satisfaction, and personal development
(COEP, 1987).

Ewell (1987) has discussed this conflict of emphasis on
what students learn and how students learn in terms of as-
sessment for accountability (what) and assessment for im-
provement (how). Though seemingly in conflict, these
goals are actually interrelated. As we learn more about the
educational process of how students learn, the quality of the
students leaving college should improve and our account-
ability to the external public should increase. Itis only in the
shortterm that th€ relationship between these goals creates
aproblem. The issue really becomes: What resources will it
take to pursue both goals? Not only are the questions dif-
ferent, but the assessment strategies to pursue the answers
are necessarily different as well. Can we legitimately com-
mit to pursuing both goals? Are the time, staff, and money
available? A related concern is where to start. If the focus on
the assessment effort is on the improvement of practice, it
may take too long to find the answers and an impatient
public will withdraw the support that it takes to become
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more accountable. On the other hand, if time and effort are
spent primarily on establishing what students learn, the
results may only show what the external public already as-
sumes to be true—that students have not learned enough.
Unfortunately, the focus on outcomes leaves the institution
with insufficient information about how to change or how to
improve student development. Therein lies the short-term
conflict between the assessment goals of improvement and
accountability. The challenge to colleges and universities is
to find ways to provide information on outcomes to meet the
public’s demands, while concurrently turning its attention
to understanding and improving the structures, events, and
processes that affect student outcomes.

The Multiple Purposes of Assessment

Effective utilization of assessment data demands an under-
standing of the purposes of assessment. Different purposes
require different types of data, data collection strategies,
data analysis techniques, and reporting formats. Analyzing
the purpose to be accompiished for a particular assessment
prgject aids in structuring what is to be done, whenit should
be done, howit should be done, and who should beinvolved.

The reasons for conducting an assessment can be sub-
sumed under three general purposes:

* Diagnosis
¢ Monitoring
¢ Evaluation

Understanding how the assessment process differs when
each of these purposes drives the assessment project will
aid the design of more effective assessment strategies.
Diagnosis. The purpose behind diagnosis is to under-
stand more about the current status of students, programs,
or institutions. Diagnosis typically aids in identifying prob-
lems, but diagnostic assessment information may also high-
light positive aspects or characteristics of people, programs,
and institutions as well. Assessment data collected for
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diagnosis is primarily descriptive in nature and the collec-
tior: of assessment data for this purpose usually occurs at
one pointin time. Theresults describe the characteristics or
status of something in a given contextata specific point in
time. For example, students may be assessed during ori-
entation to diagnose their level of academic preparation in
English, mathematics, foreign language, or other academic
subjects. Data may also be collected from students as they
exit the college or university to determine their reasons for
leaving. The results provide diagnostic information about
student and institutional problems and/or successes. Col-
lecting information about the need for, utilization of, and
satisfaction with student service programs is another ex-
ample of diagnostic information. High demand for a service
coupled with low utilization or low satisfaction provides in-
formation to a program director for initiating changesin the
delivery of the service. The questions that undergird this
assessment purpose focus on: What is the current state of
affairs? Is there a problem? Examples of diagnostic as-
sessment by student affairs professionals include place-
ment testing, learning skills assessment for remediation (or
in the case of many learning disabilities, compensation),
career assessment for academic advising and career coun-
seling, and program needs assessment.

Monitoring. Assessment data can also be used to monitor
how and when the characteristics of students, programs,
and institutions change or vary over time. To effectively use
data for monitoring change, data must be collected across
several pointsintime. Data collected for diagnosis may form
the foundation for monitoring students, programs, and insti-
tutions across time, but the data must be collected repeat-
edly (systematically) and it must be collected from repre-
sentative samples within the population of interest at each
data collection point. This type of data utilization vastly
improves the information system needed by administrators
making educational policy decisions. For example, by moni-
toring trends in student characteristics, student affairs
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professionals can help to address such questions as: Is the
academic preparation of students today better or worse than
it was five years ago? How have students’ attiaudes toward
religion changed from the time when their parents were in
school? Are students as satisfied with their housing as stu-
dents five years ago?

In addition to monitoring the characieristics of groups of
students, assessment data can also be used to monitor in-
dividual student progress. A student’s academic transcript
is a good example of an unobtrusive measure that is used in
monitoring individual student progress. The sequence of
courses and the student’s grade performance are main-
tained from semester to semester and from year to year.
Thiskind of data allows the student and the college to assess
the level of progress toward meeting the institution’s re-
quirements for graduation. Monitoring individual student
progress outside the classroom also has merit. For example,
Brown and Citrin (1977) suggested that student involve-
mentin campus learning experiences outside the classroom
could be monitored using a “developmental transcript.”
This type of information gives the student and the college
the ability to review the kinds of educational programs
students experience. Monitoring these kinds of data can
lead to productive changes in the cocurricular opportunities
available on a given campus.

Another important “monitoring” use of assessment data
is to track students’ participation in specific prcgrams. For
example, student participation in a college’s recruitment or
retention programs can be monitored. Over a period of time,
the success of these programs to attract or retain students
can be compared with previous history or with the impact of
other programs. The emphasis of this use is less on indi-
vidual student progress as it is on changes in the program
over time. Research questions might include some of the
following: Do the recruitment programs attract the same
number and types of students as they did five years ago? Has
the nature of enrolled students changed in any way? Do
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students who participate in certain retention programs
graduate at a higher rate or in a shorter period of time than
similar students who do not participate? Without monitor-
ing such data, it is difficult to know when a program is
suciessful or in need of an overhaul.

Assessment data can also be used to monitor global
changes in the institution. For example, colleges may be
interested in monitoring the number of students who find
jobs in careers related to their college major, or they may
want to know how many students continue their education
in graduate school. Or, they ma» want to monitor changes
in the ratio of faculty to students, or the ratio of student
affairs professionals to students, or the amount of money
budgeted for student development programs relative to the
amount of money budgeted for classroom instructional
purposes. Information of this type is an indicator of institu-
tional health or vitality.

Evaluation. Perhaps the most complex use of assessment
data is to make summative judgments about students, pro-
grams, or the institution. Data used for evaluation focus on
the merit or worth of a particular effort. Deciding the worth
of a particular effort requires that the “costs” of the effort be
weighed against the “benefits” derived from the effort. The
costs weighed can be tangible, such as time or money, or
they can be intangible, including such things as psychologi-
cal stress, emotional effect, or lost opportunities. The ben-
efits, likewise, can be both tangible and intangible. As ex-
amples of benefit indicators, students may earn degrees, be
employed, or be elected class president. They may also gain
self-confidence, increase their appreciation of people from
different backgrounds, or leave campus with a greater de-
sire to help other, less fortunate individuals. Student affairs
professionals may weigh the costs of working weekends
and evenings against the benefits of the satisfaction derived
from fostering leadership within a student organization. A
college president might want to weigh the costs of buying
books for the library or raising a salary offer to attract a
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counseling center director against the benefits that would
accrue to the institution.

When making judgments about a program it is useful to
make a distinction about the purpose of the evaluation. Data
can be used to evaluate the overall utility or worth of a
program, typically called a summative evaluation, cr data
can be used to evaluate the process of the program, usually
called aformative evaluation. Different questions are asked,
depending upon whether the primary interest is formative
or summative. Some evaluations may require doing both.

When the interest is on evaluating process, data must be
collected to illustrate how the effort came about. How much
time did it take? When did it start? When did it finish? What
happened along the way? What are the conditions that
contributed to any observed change? The judgment of
worth is made in terms of the efficiency of the process, on
the qualitative nature of what transpired, and on the re-
sources required to accomplish the particular effort. The
major decision that must be made is whether changing the
process willincrease the likelihood that a particular goal can
be reached in a timely fashion. Is changing the process
worth the cost given the particular benefits that may accrue?

When the focus of evaluation data is on outcomes, data
are used to answer these types of questions: Was the desired
goal achieved? Did the effort change the status of the indi-
viduals or programs or institutions involved? Did the stu-
dent, program, or institution achieve other unanticipated
goals? Each of these questions focuses on the outcome or
product of some effort, and a summative judgment of worth
must be made relative to the costs of achieving the outcome.
If only half of the students who complete a comprehensive
retention program effort graduate, is that enough of a ben-
efit to continue the effort? What should be done if the pro-
gram only seems to help white, middle-class men? Can the
college continue to spend $1,000 or $2,000 or $5,000 to re-
cruit a single student?
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Student affairs professionals will be involved in using
assessment data for each of these varied purposes: diagnos-
ing, monitoring, and evaluating. Perhaps the most impor-
tantitem to remember isthat before assessment begins, one
must thoroughly understand the purpose behind it. Know-
ing the purpose of assessment will help focus the questions
and lead to better use of the assessment results.

Methodological Assessment Issues

While the assessment of student development outcomes
may occur near the end point of students’ college
experiences, there is an underlying interest in the process
that led to that development; that is, how did students grow,
develop or learn? What contributed to the learning? If the
reason for doing the outcomes assessinent is for account-
ability reasons, one would want to know: Did our programs
make a difference?

Once these questions are asked, a wide range of method-
ological issues are introduced into the assessment of
student development outcomes. This section describes
methodological problems with the assessment of student
development that must be settled prior to measurement.
The interested reader may want to consult the following
articles for amore detailed discussion ofthese methodologi-
cal issues: Baird (1988), Ewell (1987, 1988), and Hanson
(1982, 1988).

The methodological issues that require the most atten-
tion in assessing student development are: (a) selecting the
dimension(s) of student development, (b) using appropri-
ate assessment methods, and (c) choosing developmental
timeframes.

Selecting the Dimension(s) of
Student Development

Selecting which dimensions to measure is a necessary first
stepin selecting appropriate instruments. In an early review
of stiudent development outcomes taxonomies, Lenning
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(1977) found literally hundreds of ways to conceptualize the
ways students grow and develop. Some taxonomies * e re-
viewed focused exclusively on cognitive developm. aile
others focused on psychosocial development. A cui.nmon
theme was that multiple dimensions were found across all
the taxonomies. However, there is little agreement across
taxonomies and, within any given taxonomy, important di-
mensions may have been omitted. When measuring student
development outcomes, one must be aware that most as-
sessment instruments measure only a limited number of
dimensions. Even those instruments closely tied to a theo-
retical perspective, for example the Student Development
Task Inventory (SDTI), may only measure a restricted
number of dimensions. For this reason, measuring the full
range of student development outcomes may require the
administration of several instruments. An example of the
latter problem is the set of instruments developed by Hood
(1986) and others to measure Chickering’s (1969) vectors of
student development. Assessing a full range of student de-
velopment outcomes may require a considerable expendi-
ture of time, effort, and money.

Using Appropriate Assessment Methods

There is a rich variety of methods and techniques for as-
sessing student development outcomes. The problem with
using any one method is that the developmental process
may vary across dimensions, and a scoring technique thatis
appropriate for one dimension may not be appropriate for a
different dimension. Different methods produce different
results. Rest (1976) defined three frequently used methods:
preference, comprehension, and spontaneous use (produc-
tion). According to Mines (1982), various measurement
formats have been used to assess preferences (Likert-type
scales), comprehension (asking students to paraphrase or
match statements), or produciion (open-ended or struc-
tured interviews). The production format is useful in basic
developmental research because the responses provide a
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rich database for refining thecry and understanding the de-
velopmental process. One problem with this method is that
itis very time consuming and expensive. The preference or
comprehension methods typically use Likert scales or mul-
tiple choice items to identify or classify the levei or stage of
development. These methods are more likely to be used
when assessing student development outcomes.

Another methodological issue related to the different
assessment techniques is that different scoring methods
produce different results (Rest, 1976). Scoring methods
range from using the highest scored stage, to the percent-
age of highest stage exhibited, to the modal level of stage
used, to the use of cutting scores based on cumulative dis-
tributions of stage typical responses. For a more thorough
discussion of these issues, see Mines (1982).

Choosing Developmental Timeframes

When designing a student development outcomes assess-
ment, one of the first decisions that must be made iswhether
the status of the outcome (the end product) is the only
variable of interest ~r whether there is an interest in assess-
ing how that change came about. The difference in empha-
sis can best be summarized by asking which of these two
questions needs to be answered:

1. What is the highest level or stage of development that has
been attained?

2. Is the student at a higher stage of development at this
point in time than at an earlier point in time?

The first question can be answered by assessing the
student at one point in time, but the second question in-
volves assessing change over time. Different strategies of
assessment are needed, different instruments may be
needed, and different statistical treatment of the data are
needed. Deciding which of these two questions (or both)
needs an answer will depend on the purposes of the assess-
ment discussed previously in this chapter. When thereis an
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interest in assessing the degree or amount of change, addi-
tional methodological issues become important.

Numerous authors have written about the problems with
assessing change over time (Bereiter, 1963; Cronbach &
Furby, 1970; Hanscn, 1982, 1988; Harris, 1963; Linn, 1981;
and Pascarella, 1987). There are two categories of prob-
lems. One problem is that most assessment instruments
were designed to measure status at a single point in time,
and are not sensitive to measuring change in a construct
over time. The second problem is that change in any given
developmental dimension is negatively correlated with the
level of the student’s initial status. (This relationship is a
statistical artifact of the measurement error of the assess-
ment instrument.) Stated another way, the lower a student
is at the first assessment, the greater the change possible
when measured at a later time. If students are at a high level
at the time of the first measurement, the only direction they
are likely to change is to a lower level, if they change at all.
A more complete discussion of these problems is available
in Baird (1988) and Hanson (1988).

New Questions, New Solutions

Priorto 1980, our working assumptions about student devel-
opment derived from the work of Erikson (1968), Kohlberg
(1964), Perry (1970), and Chickering (1969). Most of these
theories assumed that human development occurred in a
sequential, orderly, and cumulative process. However,
these assumptions have beer questioned (Allen, 1989;
Baruch, Barnett & Rivers, 1983; Belenky, Clinchy,
Goldberger & Tarule, 1986; Gilligan, 1982; Josselson, 1987).
As Allen (1989) pointed out, human development may be
much more individualistic, fluid, nonlinear, multi-optioned,
and interconnected. In addition to changes in the assump-
tions about human development, there is growing evidence
that individually experienced events, culture, environment,
context, and setting have considerable influence onhowand
when students develop. Most current assessment instru-
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ments are based on our old assumptions that development
islinear, sequential, cumulative, and orderly (Hanson, 1982;
Mines, 1982). There is a gap, a large gap, between our
current thinking about student development and the assess-

ment instruments we use to document that student develop-
ment occurs.

New Questions

Given the gap between new assumptions about student
development and the unavailability of newer assessment
instruments, new questions and assessment strategies are
needed. Allen (1989) raised the following as new directions
for our research questions:

1. Are there single or multiple pathways of development?

2. What is the “shape” of development? Does development
follow prescribed stages or do individual patterns of devel-
opment occur that are highly influenced by culture, back-
ground, context, and motivations?

3. What triggers development in an individual? Is develop-
ment age related or is development triggered by external
and internal conditions?

4. Do different patterns of development occur within differ-
ent generational cohorts? Does the nature of development
change depending on the particular generational cohort
being studied? Will future generations of college students
develop in different ways than those in the past?

5. Can human development be assessed in a fragmented
manner? Or can development only be assessed holistically?

All these questions take issue with our traditional as-
sumptions about human development. With the question-
ing of the assumptions comes the need o re-examine our
assessment strategies. Most of the studies that have ques-
tioned our traditional developmental assumptions have
used qualitative research methodology and have operated
from the naturalistic, rather than the positivistic paradigm of
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inquiry (see Chapter Four for a more detailed discussion of
these two paradigms). If we are to pursue new questions, old
assessment strategies should be di“carded and replaced
with assessment techniques that broaden the kinds of data
we collect.

New Strategies

How does one go about assessing student developmental
outcomes? The choice of which method(s) to use must be
based on a combination of cost, administration time, staff
expertise, interpretability of the results, sophistication of
the end user audience, and, of course, the use that will be
made of the data. A brief explanation of several assessment
strategies will aid in the selection of a technique most ap-
propriate for a given campus assessment project. Lenning
(1988) identified six traditional assessment methods or

strategies frequently used to assess noncognitive educa-
tional outcomes:

observable performance measures
self-report measures
consensus-renderi:'g techniques
inventoiies

simulations

secondary data applications.

Each strategy may be useful for a given student population
and purpose of assessment. However, as Lenning (1988)
pointed out, “Every measure has weaknesses; where one is
weak, another may be strong. Multiple measures improve
overall reliability and validity, without the excessive costs of
designing a single instrument that would have the required
degree of stability” (p. 49).

Observable performance measures. These have long been
used by faculty in the classroom to assess student perfor-
mance. Work samples, oral presentations, team projects,
debates, or group problem-solving experiences, in-basket
tasks, and leaderless group discussions are just a few of the
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many techniques used. These techniques also work well in
assessing student developmental outcomes such as team
work, leadership, or the ability to understand others’ point
of view. One commercial example of an assessment tech-
nique using this approach is the ACT COMP, awork sample
instrument widely used to assess important student out-
comes.

Self-reports. These are among the most widely used as-
sessment techniques in higher education and they provide
aconvenient method forcollecting dataabout student devel-
opmental outcomes. Students may use this technique to
report their perceptions ofan educational experience as well
as the impact of that experience on their lives. Self-report
techniques also provide an easy way for students to report
their level of involvement in campus activities or the level of
achievement or accomplishment of important educational
goals.

There are many ways to collect self-report information.
The two most common methods are paper-and-pencil ques-
tionnaires and the interview. Both techniques can be used
with an individual or with groups of students. Two less
frequently used techniques, but ones that yield important
data, are the Critical Incident Technique and the Behavioral
Events Interview. The former technique allows students to
identify important areas of growth or learning and provides
an opportunity to report the critical factors that either fa-
cilitated or hindered their growth. The Behavioral Events
Interview is used to identify the behavioral events that stu-
dents believe to have caused specific positive or negative
outcomes. The interviews typically take two or more hvurs
but provide a rich database of anecdotal evidence about
student development outcomes.

Consensus-rendering techniques. These constitute an im-
portant assessment technique because they allow diverse
participants in the assessment process (such as students,
faculty, administrators, and outside experts) to debate, dis-
cuss, and eventually reach agreement regarding whetheran
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outcome has been achieved, and how it came about. Some
examples of these consensus-rendering techniques include
debates, juries, hearings, staffing conferences, aswell as the
focused Delphi technique, campus intelligence systems,
and the use of the charette technique. The latter two tech-
niques are more commonly used outside higher education,
but offer interesting variations to more traditional assess-
ment techniques. The “intelligence system” is labor inten-
sive because it requires a network of individuals working
together to compare information they know about a specific
topic. The technique has been most widely used in police
and military settings and by weather forecasting experts.

Inventories. \lext to self-report measures, inventories are
frequently used to assess student development outcomes.
This category of assessment typically uses either multiple
or single item scales to assess student development char-
acteristics. Often inventories are standardized and com-
mercially distributed, but many good inventories are also
developed for local campus use as well. One advantage of
using standardized inventories is the availability of norma-
tive information. Norms allow a comparison of the student
from a local campus with students from other similar insti-
tutions. Caution must be used to make sure the two groups
of students are comparable. Comparing traditional-age stu-
dents with students older than average or using an instru-
ment with normative information developed on cnly male
students with female students would be inappropriate. A
wide range of available instruments are reviewed in the
Ninth Mental Measurements Yearbook (Mitchell, 1985). The
interested reader should consult this publication for a thor-
ough critique before selecting any assessment instrument
for use.

Simulations. This category includes a diverse array of
techniques ranging from role playing to case studies to in-
teractive computer programs to in-basket analysis tech-
niques. All simulations require the active participation of the
student and are used for classroom instruction as often as
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they are for the assessment of outcomes. The assessment of
decision making, oral communication and public speaking,
and modes of cognitive thinking style are examples of stu-
dent development outcomes that could be assessed using
the simulation technique. The disadvantage of this tech-
nique is that it is time consuming and restricted to relatively
small aumbers of students unless some form of interactive
computer software has been developed.

Secondary data applications. Before beginning any as-
sessment project, it is worth the time and effort to sezich the
campus for existing evidence of student data that may be
used to supplement, clarify, and understand the primary
assessment data from a more formal project. Grades, test
scores, and results from earlier campus surveys help to
define the nature of the campus student population. This
information may facilitate the selection of students for a
subsequent assessment project or it may be used as a
baseline for interpreting the results of a small, more selec-
tive sample of students representing a particular field of
study, residence hall, or age level.

All these assessment strategies may aid in the pursuit of
information that better explains how, when, and to what
degree students learn in the college setting. When the goal
is improvement, many of these techniques will yield rich
information about the process of student development.
Using these techniques will give us a better understanding
of the conditions of learning for many distinct populations of
students. These techniques may not be as useful for estab-
lishing accountability of what we do. At first, there may be
some reluctance to use some of the qualitative methods to
document that students learn. However, as we gain greater
experience with these techniques, we will improve our
ability to report them in useful ways and to make them
meaningful to our external public.
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New Roles for Student Affairs Professionals

Theincreased emphasis on assessment in higher education
has created a great opportunity for student affairs profes-
sionals to assume a pivotal role on campus today. We not
only have a history of interest in assessment issues, but we
have initiated new questions and assessment strategies to
document what we know about student growth and develop-
mant. In addition, we are beginning to understand what
factors facilitate that iearning and to what extent our pro-
grams and services have contributed to it. With this experi-
ence and knowledge base, student affairs professionals can
assume the following kinds of roles in the assessment:

Conceptualizer. Every assessment project needs an idea
person. The conceptualizer stimulates discussion among
campus assessment committee members about the ques-
tions that need to be asked. Questions may include: What do
we mean by learning or by development? What are our
working assumptions about how development occurs on
this campus? Who are the facilitators of learning and devel-
opment on campus? The list could go on, but these ques-
tionsillustrate how the conceptualizer can beinvolved in the
initial stages of an assessment project. The satisfaction from
assuming this role comes from the opportunity to broaden
the definition of student learning and development beyond
the confines of the classroom experience. If student affairs
professionals ignore this important role, both students and
the campus asa whole suffer from a diminished defir.ition of
learning and development.

Planner. Before assessment begins, a multitude of plans
must be made. For useful assessment to occur, planning the
assessment process should take as much time as conduct-
ing the assessment. Careful thought must be given to many
different aspects of the total assessment project. Who or
what should be assessed? When is the best time to conduct
the assessment? How will implications about the develop-
ment process influence how many times students are as-
sessed? What instruments will measure the dimensions of
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student growth and learning that are important to this cam-
pus? Do those instruments need to be pilot tested? Are the
procedures for data collection and analysis going to yield
data that will answer our questions? What kind of data will
our consumer audience understand? How much will the
assessment cost? What are the limitations of this assess-
ment plan? Are there better ways to conduct this assess-
ment? Are there better ways to answer this particular set of
questions? Are there political, social, or cultural reasons for
not conducting the assessment? Is the campus community
ready for the answers? How can we best deal with negative
evidence? All these questions and many more become an
issue for the student affairs professional involved in the day-
to-day planning of a campus-wide assessment project. De-
tailed, day-to-day work schedules must be made in advance
of any assessment project. The ultimate success of any as-
sessment effort depends to agreatextent on the ability of the
planner to anticipate the unexpected problems.
Coordinator. Once the assessment project is planned and
a blueprint or set of guidelines is developed for conducting
the assessment, the work of implementing the assessment
project begins. Student affairs professionals familiar with
assessment procedures are needed to ensure that the con-
ditions of assessment will facilitate the collection of useful
information. An appropriate climate for assessment mustbe
established on campus so students recognize the impor-
tance of participating. Materials must be ordered, students
contacted, and completed materials scored and prepared for
computer analysis. In addition to the project management
details, arother important aspect of the coordinator’s re-
sponsibility is to communicate the progress of the assess-
ment project to other campus assessment committee
members and to other individuals with a vested interest in
the outcome. The assessment of student outcomes has
campus-wide implications and everyone will be interested in
the results of the project. The coordinator has the respon-
sibility of keeping interest in the project visible, but at the
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same time maintaining the quality and integrity of the data
collection effort.

Research Technician. The role of research technician is
that of quality assurance. Effective assessment requires that
once the data are collected, it is accurately coded, summa-
rized, scored (if necessary), and maintained in an easily
accessible manner. When large numbers of students are
included in an assessment project, the technician may need
to use computerized records to archive the assessment data
for each student. This role is particularly crucial when lon-
gitudinal research designs covering multiple years are
needed to show developmental change. Maintaining
records for qualitative assessment designs is equally im-
portant because the volume of information is enormous and
the synthesis and analysis of the data is more complex. The
technician for an assessment project is also responsible for
advising the planners and coordinators of assessment about
the most appropriate designs for a given assessment goal.
Working knowledge of a wide variety of assessment strate-
gies, research designs, modes of inquiry, and computer
systems is necessary for the research technician.

Interpreter. Perhaps the most important role in the as-
sessment process is that of interpreter. Making sense of the
data requires skills in a variety of data analysis techniques,
but more important, it requires a thorough understanding of
how the college campus works. Whatkind of data do the key
decision makers want? Do they prefer verbal reports to
extensive tables of numbers? Do the consumers of the as-
sessment results understand the strengths and weaknesses
of quantitative and qualitative data reports? How can we
communicate negative evidence and facilitate the change
that may be needed within a particular department? To do
the job of interpretation well, the interpreter must under-
stand the political atmosphere on campus. What are the
risks and rewards of disseminating the data too early—or
worse, communicating the results too late? Can the sources
of resistance to assessment be identified? Can they be in-
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cluded in the assessment process? Most important, the in-
terpreter must recognize how data can be communicated to
support the goals of improvement and accountability.

Summary

While it may sound as though these many different roles are
relatively independent of one another, in fact, they are
highly interrelated. While one individual need not assume
all roles, it is crucial that the roles be coordinated. The in-
terpreter of the data should be involved with the
conceptualizer and planner to collect data that will be timely,
understandable, and communicable. Likewise, the techni-
cian must alert the coordinator and planner and
conceptualizer to key design features that may require ad-
ditional students, different techniques and strategies for the
collection of the data, and possible problems with the
analysis of certain kinds of data. All these roles provide
student affairs professionals an opportunity to be involved
and to contribute to a better understanding of how students
learn and the role our programs play in that learning.

References

Allen, K.E. (1989, June). A Non-linear model of student
development: Implications for Assessment. Paper pre-
sented at American Association for Higher Education
Assessment Forum, Atlanta, Georgia.

American Council on Education (1937). Student personnel
point of view. American Council on Education Studies,
Series 1, volume 1, number 3. Washington, DC: American
Council on Education.

Baird, L.L. (1988). Value added: Using student gains as
yardsticks of learning. In C. Adelman (ed.), Performance
andjudgment (pp. 205-16). Washington, DC: U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, Office of Educational Research and
Improvement.

Baruch, G.; Barnett, R.; and Rivers, C. (1983). Life prints:
New patterns of love and work for today’s women. New
York: New American Library.

115




Puzzles and Pieces in Wonderland 103

Belenky, M.F.; Clinchy, B.M.; Goldberger, N.R.; and
Tarule, J.M. (1986). Women’s ways of knowing. New York:
Basic Books.

Bereiter, C. (1963). Some persisting dilemmas in the mea-
surement of change. In C.W. Harris {ed.), Problems in the
measurement of change. Madison, WI: University of Wis-
consin Press.

Brown, R.D., and Citrin, R.S. (1977). A student development
transcript: Assumptions, uses, and formats. Journal of
College Student Personnel, 18(3), 163-68.

Chickering, A. (1969). Education and identity. San Fran-
cisco: jossey-Bass Publisher, Inc.

Cronbach, L.J., and Furby, L. (1970). How we should mea-
sure change—or should we? Psychological Bulletin, 74,
68-80.

College Outcomes Evaluation Program (COEP). (1987).
Repoit to the New Jersey Board of Higher Education
from the Advisory Committee of the College Outcomes
Evaluation Program. Trenton, NJ: Board of Higher Edu-
cation for the State of New Jersey.

Erikson, E.H. (1968). Identity, youth, and crisis. New York:
W.W. Norton.

Ewell, P.T. (1987). Assessment, accountability and improve-
ment: Managing the contradiction. Boulder, CO: National
Center for Higher Education Management Systems.

Ewell, P.T. (1988). Implementing assessment: Some organi-
zational issues. In T.W. Banta (ed.), Implementing out-
comes assessment: Promise and perils. New Directions
for Institutional Research, No. 59. San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass Publisher, Inc.

Gilligan, C. (1982). In a different voice: Psychological theory
and women’s development. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Hanson, G.R. (1982). Critical issues in the assessment of
student development. In G.R. Hanson (ed.), Measuring
student development. New Directions for Student Ser-
vices, No. 20. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publisher, Inc.

118




104 The Call to Assessment: What Role for Student Affairs?

Hanson, G.R. (1988). Critical issues in the assessment of
value added in education. In T.W. Banta (ed.), Imple-
menting outcomes assessment: Promise and perils. (pp. 53-
67). New Directions for Institutional Research, No. 59.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publisher, Inc.

Harris, C. (1963). Problems in the measurement of change.
Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press.

Hood, A.B. (1986). The Iowa student development invento-
ries. Iowa City, IA: HiTech Press.

Hutchings, P. (1989). Behind outcomes: Contextsand ques-
tions for assessment. A resource paper from the AAHE
Assessment Forum. Washington, DC: American Asso-
ciation for Higher Education.

Josselson, R. (1987). Finding herself: Pathways to identity
development in women. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Pub-
lisher, Inc.

Kohlberg, L. (1964). Development of moral character and
moral ideology. In M.L. Hoffman and L.W. Hoffman
(ed.)., Review of child development research. Volume 1.
New York: Russel Sage Foundation.

Lenning, O.T. (1977). Previous attempts to structure educa-
tional outcomes and outcome-related concepts: A compila-
tion and review of the literature. Boulder, CO: National
Center for Higher Education Management Systems.

Lenning, O.T. (1438). Use of noncognitive measures in as-
sessment. In T.W. Barta (ed.), Implementing outcomes
assessment: Promise and perils. New Directions for Insti-
tutional Research, No. 59. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass
Publisher, Inc.

Linn, R.L. (1981). Measuring pretest-posttest performance
changes. In R. Berk (ed.), Educational evaluation meth-
odology: The state of the art (pp. 84-109), Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press.

Mines, R.A. (1982). Student development assessment tech-
niques. In G.R. Hanson (ed.), Measuring student develop-
ment. New Directions for Student Services, No. 20. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publisher, Inc.

117



Puzzles and Pieces in Wonderland 105

Mitchell, Jr., J.R. (1985). The ninth mental measurements
yearbook (2vols.). Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

National Governors’ Association (1988, January 5). Devel-
oping state policy on college student assessment. Capital
Ideas. Washington, DC: National Governors’ Association.

Pascarella, E.T. (1987). Some methodological and analytic
issues in assessing the influence of college. Paper pre-
sented at a joint meeting of the American College Person-
nel Association and the National Association of Student
Personnel Administrators, Chicago.

Perry, W.C. (1970). Intellectual and ethical development in
the college years. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Rest, J.R. (1976). Development in judging moral issues.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.




Chapter 6

Peering Through the
“Looking Glass” at
Preparation Needed for
Student Affairs Research

Deborah Ellen Hunter
Karl J. Beeler

“Have some wine?” the March Hare said in an encouraging
tone.
Alice looked all round the table, but there was nothing on
it but tea. “I don’t see any wine,” she remarked.
“There isn’t any,” said the March Hare.
“Then it wasn’t very civil of you to offer it,” said Alice
angrily.
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter VII: A Mad Tea-Party

Empty offers are uncivil. If student affairs professionals are
to fulfill the promise offered by research, then they must
develop the competencies and enthusiasms needed for its
practice. Currently most master’s degree programs (CAS,
1986) and all doctoral programs (Kuh, Lardy & Greenlee,
1979) in higher education and student affairs expect gradu-
ates to have acquired at least amodest level of skillin inquiry
activities. Yet the acquisition of meiely a minimal level of
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research competence fails to sustain interest in inquiry ac-
tivities beyond graduate school, for the proportion of stu-
dent affairs professionals conducting research subsequent
to their graduate work is very, very small (Hunter & Kuh,
1987).

Most student affairs workers are service-oriented practi-
tioners with alove-hate relationship with research: research
isacknowledge as being necessary to advance the status of
the profession and to contribute to professional practice, yet
is an activity for which members display little enthusiasm
and to which they give low priority among their professional
responsibilities. In shaping professional roles and the place
within the academy for student affairs, few within the profes-
sion have accepted the challenge of developing a “research
mentality” (Brown, 1972, p. 41). Nonetheless, it has become
increasingly critical to broaden the participation of student
affairs professionals in shaping research questions, pursu-
ing study of pressing issues on the campus, and contribut-
ing to the profession’s knowledge base. Only then can all
members of the profession fulfili the expectation set forthin
A Perspective on Student Affairs: to function as “experts on
students and their environments” (NASPA, 1987, p. 14).

This chapter explores the roles both graduate prepara-
tion programs and professional associations can play in
fostering the research orientations of all members of higher
education and student affairs profession.

For new members of the profession, graduate school
provides the most likely setting for acquiring the skills and
sparking the curiosities important for inquiry activities. If
today’s graduate students do not “catch the spirit” for engag-
ing in inquiry activities and are not taught how to conduct
research on issues of relevance to professional practice,
how can student affairs work of the future become increas-
ingly grounded in theory and research (LaCrosse, 1986)?

This chapter also discusses the ways student affairs
professional associations can meet the needs of the more
seasoned student affairs administrators who have found
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their curiosity dampened and energy for research drained
by the press of administrative duties. For these stucent af-
fairs workers, continuing education opportunities spon-
sored by national professional associations can provide
needed guidance and support for meeting the “calls to as-
sessment” of campus environments that keep getting
“curiouser and curiouser!”

Isn’t It Curious!

“Curiouser and curiouser!” cried Alice (she was so much
surprised that for the moment she quite forgot how to speak
good English).
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter II: The Pool of Tears

Like Wonderland, campus environments can certainly be
described as curious and intriguing. Student affairs profes-
sionals work daily in environments conducive to wonder
and discovery. College and university campuses are charac-
terized by questioning and exploration in which all mem-
bers of the academy participate as partners in learning. In-
terestingly enough, however, graduate students entering
higher education and student affairs receive mixed and
confusing messages about research and data gathering.
Even prior to enrolling in graduate programs, these new
members of the profession have no doubt grappled with
math anxiety, and stellar performance on the quantitative or
analytic sections of the Graduate Record Examination is not
the norm among preparation program applicants (Young,
1986). Probably not exposed to qualitative or naturalistic
research methods as undergraduates, new graduate stu-
dents have only limited experience with empirical research,
often from statistics courses taken as college sophomores,
to frame their opinions about inquiry activities. Like new
graduate students in other behavioral sciences (Gelso,
Raphael & Black, 1983), new students enrolling in higher
education preparation programs may equate research only
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with statistics, thus dampening enthusiasm for inquiry ac-
tivities. The powerful effect of early negative experiences
with research and statistics contributes to new students’
preferences for subsequent roles as administrators rather
than scholars. Before they enter graduate school or con-
front the research of the field, new members of the pro-
fession have often formed opinions that research is a
“frustrating and tiresome activity” (Holland, 1986, p. 123).

Graduate students entering preparation programs in
higher educationand student affairs administration encoun-
ter even more curiosities. Since most of the profession’s
graduate preparation programs are in large research-ori-
ented universities, new master’s degree students are likely
to witness: (a) doctoral students grumbling about hurdles
encountered during dissertation research; (b) new faculty
emoting anxiety about institutional expectations for re-
search and publication productivity needed for tenure; (c)
assistantship and practicum supervisors not current in re-
search who place low priority on programmatic inquiry or
assessment activities (McEwen & Shertzer, 1975); and (d)
little contact with those faculty members who genuinely
enjoy research and inquiry activities. Add to that the advice
of well-meaning mentors that prospective employers do not
rate coursework in research or evaluation as valuable to
satisfactory job performance (Ostroth, 1975) and it is curi-
ous indeed that recipients of graduate degrees in higher
education and student affairs programs ever display any
interestin research atall! Yet what could be more important
than designing graduate curricula which address the press-
ing need for the profession to develop skilled producers and
users of information (Brown, 1985)?

Calming the Terrors

Alice soon came to the conclusion that it was a very difficult
game indeed. The players all played at once, without
waiting for turns, quarreling all the while . . . and in a very
short time the Queen was in a furious passion and went
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stamping about and shouting, “Off with his head!” or “Off
with her head!”

Alice began to feel very uneasy; to be sure, she had not as
yet had any dispute with the Queen, but she iinew that it
might happen, any minute, “and then,” thought she, “what
would become of me?”

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter Vill: The Queen’s Croquet Ground

Fears about “what would become of me” are common among
student affairs graduate students encountering curricular
standards for research competence. Of course anxiety
about expectations for research is not unique to graduate
students in higher education and student affairs. Difficulties
in overcoming hurdles of research are documented by the
large number of graduate students across many disciplines
who “stall out” after their coursework is completed and re-
main “ABD” (all but dissertation), anguish over the re-
search for their dissertations, or if graduated, never again
engage in research (Frank, 1986). The stresses encoun-
tered by graduate students in higher education and student
affairs are not unique, and their research orientations prob-
ably do not lag behind those of studentsin other fields (Kuh,
Lardy & Greenlee, 1979). However, it is not enough to know
that other disciplines share similar difficulties with regard
to graduate student anxieties over research, “for an attitude
of ‘misery loves company’ should not be a profession’s
credo, either” (Cesari, 1986, p. 153).

Fortunately, studies of the process by which dispositions
toward research are developed indicate that the more
graduate students are exposed to research and participate
in inquiry activities, the more likely they are to strengthen
their research orientations and find these activities satisfy-
ing (Hunter & Kuh, 1987; Kuh, Lardy & Greenlee, 1979;
Worthen & Roaden, 1975). Students’ anxieties as to “what
would become of me?” abate when they work with enthu-
siastic faculty to experience both the challenges and joys
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inherent in the promise and practice of research applied to
their profession. The key appears to be aiding graduate stu-
dents in achieving early successes with research activities
(Hunter & Kuh, 1987) by setting expectations that inquiry is
a critical professional function and by structuring opportu-
nities to develop dispositions favorable to research.

Opportunitiesto experience success with research might
stem from course assignments requiring original inquiry
activities or developing researck. proposals, research assis-
tantships, or other collaboration with more experienced
researcherson projects leading to conference presentations
or publications. These successes have an “accumulative
effect” (Clark & Corcoran, 1986, p. 20) which sparks con-
fidence in and identification with research endeavors. If
faculty create opportunities for students to plan, conduct,
and report research, students are more likely to conclude,
“Maybe I don’t dislike research after all. I'm doing it, aren’t
I?” (Cesari, 1986, p. 156).

Suggestions for enhancing the research orientations of
graduate students in higher education and student affairs
can be found in the literature on faculty research productiv-
ity. Studies of factors affiliated with the research productiv-
ity of faculty across many disciplines conclude that institu-
tional expectations and rewards for research (i.e., promo-
tion, tenure, merit pay), and the influence of productive col-
leagues, combine to promote favorable socialization of new
faculty toward research (Blackburn, 1985; Braxton, 1983;
Lawrence & Blackburn, 1985). These findings suggest that
whether the research orientations of graduate students in
student affairs are repressed or encouraged would similarly
depend on programmatic expectations and available sup-
port, combined with the behaviors and attitudes of their
student peers (Blau, 1973).

Unfortunately, graduate programs in student affairs sel-
dom provide the type of institutional support for their stu-
dents’ research that is available to graduate students in
other disciplines. For example, 62.5 percent of the graduate
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programs in counseling psychology provided travel funds
for graduate students presenting research at professional
meetings; 48.6 percent provided typing services for stu-
dents’ research manuscripts; 43.2 percent sponsored
monthly seminars to discuss research (Galassi, Brooks,
Stoltz & Trexler, 1986). Ifthe profession of higher education
and student affairs seek to promote the research orien-
tations of those entering the profession, then graduate
preparation program facuity must play influential roles. Be-
ginning with the recruitment materials they distribute to
applicants, and continuing with the curricular expectations
they communicate, and extending to the research opportu-
nities and support they provide, faculty must set clear expec-
tations to the graduate students enrolled in their programs.

Tips for the Tortoise

“When e were little,” the Mock Turtle went on, “We went
to school in the sea. The Master was an old Turtle—we used
to call him Tortoise.”

“Why did you call him Tortoise, if he wasn’t one?” Alice
asked.

“We called him Tortoise because he taught us,” said the
Mock Turtle angrily.

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter IX: The Mock Turtle’s Story

Graduates of preparation programsin higher education and
student affairs can point to many things that faculty have
“taught” them. Faculty affiliated with these preparation
programs are charged with the far-reaching responsibilities
of socializing new members to their professional roles and
aiding them in developing the knowledge and competence
important for their advancement within the profession. So-
cialization during graduate school includes the process by
which students acquire the “values, attitudes, norms,
knowledge, and skills needed to perform their roles”
(Bragg, 1976, p. 7). Unfortunately, the number of faculty
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who identify with higher education or student affairs as
their field of activity is very small within any graduate pro-
gram (ACPA, 1987). Frequently “two or three persons,
sometimes only one, will carry the program” (Cooper, 1980,
p. 31). For this reason, student affairs faculty face complex
and diverse challenges as they structure comprehensive
curricula to educate and socialize entering members of the
profession.

Because graduate curricula in student affairs are ex-
pected to prepare graduates to be “experts on students and
their environments” (NASPA, 1987, p. 14), the educational
program, including classroom instruction, practica intern-
ships and paid assistantships, must be comprehensive and
well coordinated. Debate continues about the appropriate
balance between students’ expected mastery of the
profession’s knowledge base and students’ acquisition of
necessary skills and competencies needed for professional
practice (Hymen, 1988; Meabon & Owens, 1984}. Curricula
responsive to professional expectations and employers’
needs currently include a mixture of philosophy and history
of student affairs as well as student development, organiza-
tional theory, campus ecology, and counseling and interven-
tion strategies (ACPA, 1987).

While little guidance is available to preparation faculty to
aid them in structuring what graduates should know
(Hunter & Comey, in press), the expectation that graduates
possess competence in research and evaluation has been
clearly stated. The 1986 graduate program guidelines pub-
lished by the Council for the Advancement of Standards
(CAS, 1986) indicated that “central to the basis of the
(preparation) program must be the spirit and practice of
inquiry and the production and use of research, evaluation
and assessment data by faculty and students” (p. 104).

Although clearly a priority for curricula design, develop-
ing research competence among graduate students isnota
simple task for faculty in any discipline. The most common
complaint among faculty affiliated with graduate programs
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in journalism was the lack of undergraduate preparation for
research, which dictated that graduate research courses be
“watered down and nonthreatening” (Fowler, 1986, p. 598).
No correlation has been found between the number of
courses taken in research methodology and subsequent
research productivity; therefore, simply adding the require-
ment of a research methodology course is not sufficient.
What is needed are incorporating processes by which new
members of the profession can be socialized to the roles of
inquiry and research as integral to their preparation for
professional practice in student affairs.

Studies of socialization in graduate schools highlight the
importance of faculty in influencing students in their orien-
tations toward research (LaCrosse, 1986). The suggestion
is that preparation program faculty and the climate of the
graduate program are powerful influences on both the ca-
reer development of student affairs workers and their ori-

entations toward research. Toward this end, the following
questions serve as guides for faculty who wish to structure
curricula to maximize the development of research compe-
tence among graduate students in either master’s or doc-
toral programs in higher education and student affairs:

1. Are the program faculty clear in their commitment to
fostering students’ research orientations and skills?

2. Dothe recruitment materials distributed by the graduate
program communicate expectations that all graduates will
possess research competencies?

3. Do the curricular requirements include coursework in
inquiry methodology in student affairs which familiarizes all
students with both qualitative and quantitative inquiry para-
digms?

4. Are students expected in each class in their curricula to
engage in original research projects which bear on issues,
questions, theories, and professional practices?

5. Doclassassignments for each class include assignments
like developing research proposals or applications for re-
search grants?
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6. Does the graduate program sponsor a professional jour-
nal for which students serve as editorial board members and
authors of articles of their original research?

7. Do semester-long practica internships include opportu-
nities for student and supervisor to frame research ques-
tions of relevance to practice?

R Does the graduate program require the completion of an
original piece of research as a requirement for completion of
the degree?

9. Does the graduate program sponsor a “colloquium” se-
ries by which campus student affairs practitioners and stu-
dents can present their research and findings to colleagues?

10. Do interested students have the opportunity to collabo-
rate with more experienced researchers (i.e., practitioners
or faculty) on inquiry projects?

11. Does the graduate program demonstrate a develop-
. mental approach to sparking and nurturing the research
orientations of all students?

12. Are all members of the faculty affiliated with the gradu-
ate program (i.e., teaching faculty, practica supervisors, as-
sistantship employers) in partnership in the task of foster-
ing research orientations?

13. Areallgraduates competentin computer applicationsto
student affairs work?

14. Are all students acquainted with the institutional stud-
ies efforts on the campus to assess student outcomes?

15. Has the graduate program established cooperative
agreements with student affairs practitioners by which stu-
dents have access to data collection on the campus?

Brown (1985) asked the profession whether it is possible
to design a training program based on an ideal. While de-
veloping research competencies among all graduates of
preparation programs stands at present as ideal, achieving
this goal is critical in order for the profession to advance in
its scholarship and professional practice. Additional ben-
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efits of increased research practices can be expected from
the increased credibility of student affairs workers with
other faculty throughout the institution (Saddlemire, 1988).
The stakes are high; however, preparation program faculty
cannot socialize new members of the student affairs profes-
sion toward research with the mere addition of a research
course. Curricular requirements alone will not substitute
for opportunities for firsthand experience in shaping “curi-
osities” into questions amenable to scholarly inquiry.

The promise held by the practice of student affairs re-
search can be advanced through partnerships among
preparation program faculty and other student affairs prac-
titioners on the campus. For student affairs workers already
employed in the field, professional associations must join
the partnership to assist members to perform their roles in
campus environments which are increasingly emphasizing
assessment and research.

Professional Associations and
Continuing Education

“Aren’t you sometimes frightened at being planted out here,
with nobody to care for you?” asked Alice.

“There’s the tree in the middle,” said the Rose. “What else
is it good for?”

“But what could it do, if any danger came?” Alice asked.

“It could bark,” said the Rose.

“It says ‘bough-wough!” cried a Daisy. “That’s why its
branches are called boughs!”

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter II: The Garden of Live Flowers

Once graduated from their master’s degree preparation
programs in student affairs, student affairs workers may
look around at the “curious” environments of their cam-
puses and find themselves “frightened at being planted out
[tihere, with nobody to care for [them].” While alumni
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networksremain strong and links with preparation program
faculty are nurtured for many graduates, student affairs pro-
fessionals may feel isolated and anxious as they struggle to
make sense of their work places or to assess the effective-
ness of their efforts. It is evidence of the “curious” nature of
human beings that student affairs professionals can support
so enthusiastically the lifelong education of their students
yet be bashful about continuing their own education beyond
their graduate degree programs (Penn & Trow, 1987).
Members of the student affairs profession tend to “do what
they do best or are most familiar with” (Miller, 1988, p. 117),
and are therefore likely to resist challenges that are too
imposing or threatening. However, the profession cannot
resist the press for research and assessment, waiting end-
lessly for new members to complete their graduate prepara-
tion programs with newly acquired research competencies.
Of the student affairs divisions surveyed, 29 percent employ
no staff trained in doing research (Johnson & Steele, 1984).
Those student affairs workers currently employed in the
field must also acquire research and assessment skills
through professional development and continuing educa-
tion activities.

Learning how to do research requires practice and guid-
ance, and members of the profession need to be able to
design studies and have them reviewed by seasoned and
supportive researchers (Frank, 1986). For those who find
themselves “frightened at being planted out [t]here with
nobody to care for {them]” the student affairs professional
associations can provide the “bark” with which to keep
danger at bay. While the responsibility for engaging in
professional development and continuing education rests
with the individual members of the profession (Creamer,
1988), professional associations can provide the necessary
support for student affairs workers to acquire and improve
the skills and competencies needed for research.

Professional associations affiliated with student affairs
are in the powerful position to link student affairs workers

130




Peering through the “Looking Glass"” at Preparation
118 Needed for Student Affairs Research

who vary in terms of seniority, functional areas, institutional
settings, or geography. The National Association of Student
Personnel Administrators (NASPA), the American College
Personnel Association (ACPA), and the National Associa-
tion for Women Deans, Administrators and Counselors
{(NAWDAC) have total memberships of approximately
14,550 (Hunter, 1989). Through scholarly journals, national
conferences, and regional workshops these associations
support continuing professional education by disseminat-
ing current information and stimulating the exchange of
ideas among colleagues. Professional education stands as
the “primary purpose” of these associations (Schrank &
Young, 1987, p. 65). Accordingly, professional associations
can be instrumental in promoting an ethos of inquiry and
supporting members’ efforts to strengthen research com-
petencies. Toward this end, the following questions can
guide the efforts of professional associations to rekindle
members’ orientations toward research and fuel the devel-
opment of competence in research:

1. Is the professional association willing to commit itself to
taking a leadership role in sparking, developing, and re-
warding members’ research orientations and competence?

2. How is the association fostering an ethos of inquiry
among members?

3. What opportunities (i.e., preconference workshops, re-
gionalinstitutes, etc.) doesthe association provide for mem-
bers to acquire the research and assessment skills they
need?

4. Doesthe association provide sections within its scholarly
journal reserved for “firstauthors” to attract the scholarship
of a wider group of professionals?

5. Does the association provide competitions for research
funding for which practitioners are not competing with
faculty who may be functioning at a higher level of research
competence?
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6. Dous the professional association sponsor graduate stu-
dent “case study competitions” in which student teams are
challenged to develop assessment plans to meet simulated
scenarios?

7. Does the association sponsor graduate student research
awards in addition to Dissertation of the Year Awards or
sponsor research proposal competitions for recent gradu-
ates of preparation programs?

8. How can the association make research meaningful to

members who are unskilled in applying research findingsin
their professional practice?

9. Does the association sponsor or coordinate a network for
researchers using available technology (e.g., BITNET,
FAX) for sharing literature, reports, research designs, in-
struments, etc.?

10. What does the association do to promote high quality
research and evaluation in conducting its own business?

Anticipation
“Take care of yourself!” screamed the White Queen, seizing
Alice’s hair with both hands. “Something’s going to
happen!”

And then all sorts of things happened in a moment.
There was not a moment to be lost. At any other time Alice
would have felt surprised, but she was far too much excited
to be surprised at anything now.

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter IX: Queen Alice

Student affairs administrators today work in settings in
which “all sorts of things” are happening. They work in very
curious environments in which the education of members of
the profession has included such sage advice as “expect
disorder and don’t panic” (Kuh, 1983, p. 76). In light of re-
cent calls for more widespread participation in research and
assessment, student affairs workers today would also be
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encouraged to realize “that in working on a campus every-
thing should be recognized as potential data” (Reinharz,
1979, p. 152). Therefore, both student affairs preparation
programs and professional associations must set the stan-
dard that “inquiring minds want to know!” They must ex-
amine their expectations and practices regarding the
preparation of new student affairs workers and support es-
tablished practitioners as they acquire or sharpen the skills
needed to embark on research activities (Ford, 1975). Only
then will campus Wonderlands be more fully understood,
effectively managed, and educationally improved.
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Chapter 7

Student Affairs
Research on Trial

Robert D. Brown

“I'll be judge, I'll be jury,” said cunning old Fury.
“I'll try the whole cause, and condemn you to death.”

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter III: A Caucus-Race and a Long Tale

Nearly 25yearsago in an American College Personnel Asso-
ciation presidential speech, Ralph Berdie (1966) proposed
that the profession use the behavioral scientist model as the
framework for training and practice in student personnel
work. He noted that for him, “Student personnel work is the
application in higher education of knowledge and principles
derived from the social and behavioral sciences, particularly
from psychology, educational psychology, and sociology”
(p. 146). He characterized the student personnel worker as
“the behavioral scientist whose subject matter is the student
and whose sociopsychological sphere is the college” (p. 146).

Berdie suggested that professionais in student affairs
need to think and act like scientists as they work with stu-
dents. More recently, the term scientist-practitioner has
been used to refer to this model. It describes not so much
what scientist-practitioners do as how they go about what
they do. Scientist-practitioners are professionals who bring
scientific principles to bear in their everyday practice. An

tor
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essential activity of being “scientific” is using research as an
aid in making decisions that are a daily part of a
practitioner’s life. Past experience and intuition are impor-
tant, but scientist-practitioners look for objective confirma-
tion of their perceptions and base their decisions on more
than their own best hunches. Being scientific is not exclu-
sively equated with conducting experiments or using high
powered statistics. It is creating and operating within 2 en-
vironment that the editors of this monograph and others
refer to as an “ethos of inquiry” (see Hunter & Beeler,
Chapter Six). It means asking such questions as:

e Why is this working or not working? This involves
searching for an explanation or a theory.

¢ What have other people found in similar situations?
This would mean examininy past research.

¢ How can we improve what we are doing? This
involves constructing hypotheses and conducting
evaluations.

Do student affairs professionals practice in such an envi-
ronment? Is the amount and quality of research student
affairs professionals conduct and how they think about it
and use it sufficient for these professionals to be considered
scientist-practitioners?

In this chapter, I am putting student affairs research on
trial. Like old Fury, I am serving as both judge and jury. I do
not believe the profession has made sufficient progress to-
ward achieving the scientist-practitioner model as a norm
for behavior. Until the scientist-practitioner model becomes
a fuller reality the profession, higher education, and, most
important, the students will suffer. In this chapter, I will
share with you why I arrived at this conclusion and what
must be done to start the profession on a path to making the
scientist-practitioner model the rule rather than the exception.
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Perspective

Before the trial begins, let me first preface my comments
with this caveat. As a profession and as individuals, student
affairs members are probably not much behind other ap-
plied fields of the social and behavioral sciences in failing to
fulfill the scientist-practitioner idea. Colleaguesin the coun-
seling field aspire to the same model and may even talk
about the model more than student affairs professionals do,
but they still have far to go in making it a practical reality
(Meara, 1990).

Certainly, faculty colleagues in higher education are re-
miss in applying research findings and theory about learn-
ing and instruction in their own instructional practice. Many
do not even pretend to make such an application a signifi-
cant part of their responsibilities. Other helping professions
(e.g., social workers) are by no means ahead of student af-
fairs in making this model a reality. I make these comments
about other professions to place student affairs in perspec-
tive, not to make student affairs professionals feel better.
Student affairs professionals have enough excuses for not
measuring up (see Benedict, Chapter Two) and I do not
want to add to them. It is quite possible that other profes-
sions are trying harder to promote the scientist-practitioner
ideal, while we in student affairs are still talking about it.

Charges against the Current Status of
Student Affairs Research

“Write that down,” the King said to the jury, and the jury
eagerly wrote down all three dates on their slates, and then
added them up, and reduced the answer to shillings and
pence.

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter IX: The Mock Turtle’s Story

What are the charges against student affairs research? Of
what crimes is it accused? Here are the charges:
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Too few persons are doing quality research. At the risk of
being rash, I estimate that there are no more than a half
dozen persons in the country doing quality research that
relates to the profession directly or even indirectly. I sug-
gest thatthere are not more than another half dozen persons
associated with the profession who could be called theo-
rists. Too many of the theorists are advancing propositions
based on unrepresentative samples or on data collected
yearsago. That makes six researchers and six theorists—an
even dozen. If pressed, considering that several are not
really members of the student affairs profession, I could
easily trim that down to eight. That is not enough to sustain
a roster of role models and mentors.

Administrators fail to be models for the scientist-practitio-
ner role. A major responsibility for making the scientist-
practitioner model a reality rests v7ith campus administra-
tors. The excuse that “there isn’t enough time” is a myth, as
Benedict suggested in Chapter Two. Many administrators
place a higher premium on attending to campus political
issues than to student affairs research. They fail to recog-
nize the value of research as a political tool. Research needs
to be on the list of essential activities. I know several major
student affairs administrators who actively pursue scholarly
activities related directly to their administrative duties, and
even afew who do so on issues not so directly related to their
ddties. How do these few administrators do it? Are they
remarkably blessed with unusual talents? Do their cam-
puses have fewer of the proverbial “fires” to put out? I do not
think so. My guess is that they are well-organized, set ap-
propriate priorities, and realize that applying science to their
profession makes them more effective.

Overreliance on surveys. I have not conducted a count, but
my guess is that 90 percent of the research articles submit-
ted for publication in student affairsjournals are surveys and
about 80 percent of the published articles are based on
survey research. Now, survey research has its place. There
are times when it is informative to know who is doing what,
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when, how, and to whom. Sometimes, it is even helpful to
know whether different people are now doing whatever,
however, and to whomever more or less than they were a
decade ago. But student affairs researchers are much too
quick to turn to the survey as a research methodology. Too
often the publication of survey results either locally on the
college campus or in a journal leads to nothing more than a
few comments like “Isn’t that interesting?” and nothing else
happens. The researchers go on to their next survey and
only return to the topic again when they think it is timely to
compare this decade with the last decade.

Too much atheoretical research. Much of what passes for
research in student affairs is what I refer to as “I-was-
walking-on-campus-one-day” research or “I-was-wonder-
ing-what-if” research. The full scenario goes something like
this: “I was walking on campus one day when suddenly I
wondered if students who wear running shoes to classes
take their education less seriously than students who wear
traditional dress shoes. I wonder if there is a relationship
between types of shoes students wear and their attitude
toward college?” Curiosity and real life issues are excellent
starting points for valuable research questions, but too often
the student affairs researcher leaps directly from the “I
wonder what if’ inspiration to construction of a question-
naire without relating the question to a theoretical premise
about the matter, without checking to see what previous
research has been done on this topic, and without thinking
about whether the answer to the question serves any other
purpose than to satisfy curiosity.

Too much amoral research. Much of student affairs re-
search is intended to help professionals understand stu-
dents. But researchers fail too often to ask themselves
whether their study has any moral purpose or value. Is the
research question clearly focused on an important issue?
Too often, the answer is “No.” Are the results useful for
some decision that must be made about student life? Too
often, the answer is “No.” Is the researcher planning to
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follow up the results of the survey with a planned interven-
tion to improve the situation? Almost always, the answer is
“No.”

In my judgment, if the answer to any one of these three
questions is “No,” then the research serves no moral pur-
pose. And, if the answer to at least two of the three questions
is “No,” then I might even consider the research effort im-
moral, especially if it means that the data collection process
is going to take up considerable amounts (more than 10
minutes) of any person’s time.

Doing qualitative research for the wrong reasons. I support
much of what has been said in previous chapters regarding
the need for more qualitative research studies (see Kuh,
Chapter Four). Indeed, even though I was born and raised
with quantitative and experimental research, I have been
using and stressing the need for qualitative research for two
decades (Brown, 1972), have illustrated various qualitative
research methods in the interim (Brown, 1978), and have
reiterated the need for more qualitative research in my first
editorial in the Journal of College Student Personnel (Brown,
1983). Despite being one of those pointing the way before
the bandwagon had its wheels on, I want to caution those
jumping on the paradigm shift bandwagon. Paradigm
shiftersneed to be aware of unintended negative side effects
of their efforts. A sizeable group of people join the qualitative
research troops because they “never liked numbers.”
These are people who see qualitative research as being less
rigorous or demanding. These are often people who “hate
statistics.” I worry about people who go in one direction
primarily because they are fearful of what lies in the other
direction. If they are not willing to extend the effort to try to
understand moderately sophisticated analyses, I fear they
will not be willing to extend the effort to conduct good
qualitative research. I fear that when these same people
conduct qualitative studies, they will produce shoddy
studies that will give the approach a bad name. This could
easily result in a backlash and instead of a paradigm shift,
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there will be a paradigm swing or a paradigm pendulum.
Quantitative research has not been tried and found wanting;
rather it has not been truly tried.

Too many grade prediction studies. As far as I am con-
cerned, you can read the grade prediction studies from first
to last (indeed, the paper they are written on must be
enough to build a papier-mache tower to the moon! and
back!), and you can distill their worth to maybe two to three
articles. I am tired of reading that this or that variable adds
one-one hundredth of a percent of accuracy to the grade
prediction equation. So what!

Much the same could be said about retention studies. If
an equal amount of energy, time, and money went into im-
proving the quality of instruction and life on campuses as
goes into so-called enroliment management studies, reten-
tion would not be a major concern.

Researchers conducting giade prediction studies are
similar to those conducting surveys. They go from project to
prciert examining different, often esoteric, variables that
mig.. e related to grades. If they can, they examine the
value o1 their prediction equation for students in one college
and then another, for students in one major and then an-
other, and for students of one ethnic background and then
another. They seldom, however, stop to assess the impact
programmatic changes might have on grades or retention
rates. Their results may provide clues as to who the high-
risk students are likely to be, but they do not take the next
step to find out what intervention strategies might help
these high-risk students succeed.

Missing the outcome assessment movement. The outcome
assessment movement in higher education may well come
and go before student affairs wakes up and responds to the
challenges and opportunities. In Chapter Five, Hanson
noted that faculty and academic administrators on campus
can be helped if student affairs staffs will assume important
roles in making the right information available and under-
standable to them. The callfor accountability that provoked
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elementary and secondary educators to rethink their goals
and instructional practices has at least resulted in much
debate. It is higher education’s turn and student affairs has
an important stake and I believe an important role in deter-

mining what happens.

Who is Guilty and What is the Sentence?

“No! No! Sentence first—verdict afterwards.”
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
Chapter XII: Alice’s Evidence

Since I am serving as judge and jury, I can skip the verdict
and go directly from the charges to the sentence. Earlier
chapters pinpointed actions that might be taken by persons
and groups involved in student affairs ranging from faculty
in preparation programs to professional associations. I sup-
port all the preceding suggestions. I would like to highlight
a few and add a few. My answer to the question, “Who is
guilty?” is primarily the campus administrators, but first I
will comment briefly about preparation programs and pro-
fessional associations.

Preparation Programs

As Hunter and Beeler noted in Chapter Six, both the NASPA
(1987) statement and the CAS standards (1986) suggest
that training in inquiry methods must be important dimen-
sions of professional preparation programs. Hunter and
Beeler also appropriately noted that having students take
research courses is not likely to dramatically add to the
students’ skill levels or, even more important, increase their
self-confidence in conducting research. What students
need, according to Hunter and Beeler, is more firsthand
experience. I agree, but at the same time I have concerns
about where they are going to get this experience and what
the quality of that experience will be.

Many faculty in student development and student ser-
vices preparation programs are former practitioners them-
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selves. Many have the same love-hate relationship to re-
search which Hunter and Beeler ascribed to the service-
oriented practitioner. Being faculty mem!ers may force
them to conduct research so they will be promoted and at-

tain tenure, but this does not guarantee they will like it or

that what they do is good research. Will this mean students

will collaborate with faculty on more surveys? Will thismean

more grade prediction studies? Will this mean more surveys

on the needs of nontraditional students, women students, or

international students (you name your favorite student sub-

population) without any follow-up programming to meet
those needs or studies to determine the most effective in-

tervention strategies to meet those needs? Will this mean

more studies on alcohol abuse, drug usage, at-risk sexual
activities, or hazing behavior (you name your issues) with-
out any research on the effectiveness of programs or poli-
cies to eliminate the behavior?

Students must be socialized into the value of conducting
research as part of their professional life, but I hope the
socialization process incorporates the necessity of using
quality research to address important issues in student life
and student development. Student affairs does not need
more research as an end in itself; it needs more useful, high
quality research.

The link between the researcher and the practitioner is
weak and often nonexistent. I have puzzled over thisissuein
other arenas, including counselor and teacher education.
No easy solution exists. Some suggest the researcher needs
to collaborate with the practitioner in deciding what re-
search questions to ask and how to conduct the research.
Maybe thatis asking too much of both. Usually researchers
stumble over their own feet when they leave their arrogance
behind and try to collaborate. And, I am not sure that
practitioners know how to ask good research questions.
This is where continuing education workshops sponsored
by preparation programs might help.
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Practitioners must be bold and persistent in demanding
that faculty in preparation programs conduct meaningful
research, and faculty in preparation programs must not be
timid in helping practitioners frame questions and bring
theory to bear on practical problems. Certainly, this is a
place where expertise in program evaluation and qualitative
methods (see Kuh, Chapter Four) and efficient use of time
and economical approaches such as focus groups (see Weit-
zer & Malaney, Chapter Three) might help bridge the gap.

Professional Associations

Professional associations also have a role to play in encour-
aging research, according to Hunter and Beeler (see Chap-
ter Six). I agree and I also believe that professional asso-
ciations have been reasonably responsive in supporting
research projects and sponsoring awards such as those: for
best dissertation project. Having chaired the awards com-
mittee for one association and having seen the awards izade
by others, however, I have to admit candidly that I have
never been overwhelmed by the number of nominations or
the quality of the products submitted. I hope the fault liesin
too few nominations being made rather than the quality of
the efforts being poor overall. Certainly, the professional
associations cannot be faulted for trying.

I have two suggestions for professional associations,
relative to their annual conventions and to their journals. My
recommendations are closely related and they both focus on
stressing quality, even if it means reducing quantity. Let me
speak about ACPA’s convention because that it is one with
which I am most familiar. There is something to be said for
having many programs scheduled; it gives more profession-
als an opportunity to make presentations and it gives
attenders more program selections to choose. It certainly
encourages fuller attendance and participation. However, it
does so at the cost of quality of the average program.

If you were to categorize convention presentations as to
whethertheywere theory-based, entailed data beyond anec-
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dotes, and included prepared papers, you would find too
many that were atheoretical, seeped in anecdotes, and with
no formal paper or handouts. Convention paper selection
criteria should include requiring presentation of data re-
lated to the effectiveness of the campus projects and inno-
vations being described, having an honest critique by an
independent discussant after each presentation, and re-
quiring presenters to have formal papers available at the
convention and by mail to professionals who cannot attend
the convention. These stipulations might reduce the num-
ber of presentations by a third, but I think shortly the pre-
sentation proposals would match these criteria and I
strongly believe the overall quality would rise significantly.

Much the same could be said about professional journals.
There are not enough good research articles to fill the
professional journals. Professional association journals
could easily reduce the number of pages published without
reducing the value of information shared. In six years as
editor of the Journal of College Student Personnel/Develop-
ment, 1 like to think I never recommended any manuscript
for publication that did not merit publication. I think the
journal publishes research articles of high quality. I would
be less than honest with myself, however, if I did not ac-
knowledge that my standards could (or maybe should) have
been raised a notch or two. Though less familiar with the
manuscript submissions, I fecl comfortable in saying the
same for other professional journals in student affairs, past
and present. Maybe the journals should be quarterlies in-
stead of bimonthlies, or biannuals instead of quarterlies.
Maybe several associations could jointly publish a journal.

Having fewer journal pages would not directly result in
higher quality research in the field. But by doing so, the
journals would have a higher standard and provide models
for excellence in research. If this action was taken only asan
isolated response to this monograph and my comments, it
would do little to reduce the fear that students and new
professionals have about research. Iwould hope thatjournal
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editors and professional associations will continue to pro-
vide workshops and forums, and other means for research
neophytes to overcome their fears and gain confidence.

Campus Administrators

Though the preparation programs and professional associa-
tions can be supportive of efforts to increase the quant:ty of
research and its quality, I believe their resources are lim-
ited, as well as their influence. I think the real challenge lies
in the hands of campus administrators. Even if preparation
programs place a strong emphasis on research and gradu-
ate new professionals who have excellent skills and are
excited about research, if new professionals are not rein-
forced and supported for being involved in research on the
job, the skills will rust away from disuse and the excitement
will turn to cynicism. A decade ago, Kuh, Lardy and
Greenlee (1979) reported that students in their study exhib-
ited a relatively strong research orientation, but the authors
warned that research in the field would not increase unless
these same students were supported by their professional
colleagues. I doubt that they have been.

I think the persons who can change this pattern signifi-
cantly are the vice presidents and vice chancellors fer stu-
dent affairs. Changes in preparation programs and profes-
sional associations may make dents, but chief student affairs
officers are in a position to remodel the entire professions’
orientation toward research. Chief student affairs officers
do not have to look far for directions, guidelines, and ex-
amples of how programmatic research and evaluation can
be implemented to help them: make decisions about their
programs. In Chapter Three, Weitzer and Malaney pre-
sented examples of economical ways to implement a re-
search agenda on campus. Moxley (1988) described how a
central research office can facilitate and promote research.
I have presented examples of how counseling centers
(Brown, 1987), advising programs (Brown & Sanstead,
1982), and learning centers (Brown, 1980) can be evaluated.
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Kuh’s (1980) work on evaluation has been available for over
a decade.

The tough question is why these resources have notbeen
fully utilized. Arecentreport by Beeler and Oblander (1989)
does not present a brighter picture than that provided by
Johnson and Steele (1984). Such adjectives as “moderate,”
_ “little,” and “very little” are the most prominent descriptors
of the quantity of studies. Neither the Beeler-Oblander
study nor Johnson-Steele study directly addressed ques-
tions about the quality of the research being conducted in
student affairs, but Beeler and Oblander noted that program
evaluation and attitude or opinion studies are the most fre-
quent and that respondents were “generally somewhat dis-
satisfied” with the accessibility of data for decision-making
purposes.

Administrators who say there isn’t time or money to do
research are being short-sighted at best. It is a question of
priorities and it is a question of realizing that devoting staff
time and budgeting money for research and evaluation
purposes can lead to more efficiencies, cost savings, and
more impact. I have been quoted in several places earlier in
this monograph as propounding that “research is an obliga-
tion, not a frill” (Brown, 1986, p. 195). I cannot say it any
other way. I believe wholeheartedly that the chief campus
student affairs administrators are the “who” when we ask,
“Who needs to be doing something?” The earlier chapters
provide an excellent context for administrators and others
in the profession to be inspired and activated to launch a
research agenda on their campuses. I hope it does.

What Needs to be Done?

I believe that campus administrators are ultimately respon-
sible for seeing that the following actions are taken. How-
ever, no matter whatrole you have in the profession, you can
help. Here is my list:

1. Declare a moratorium on surveys and grade predictiox
studies. No surveys or grade prediction studies should be
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conducted on the campus level unless they are directly tied
to an intervention program. That is, a survey of student
drinking behaviors might be given before and after a resi-
dence education program on alcohol abuse. Or, a grade
prediction study might be conducted prior to establishing a
program to identify and work directly with high-risk stu-
dents. Journal editors should refuse to accept manuscripts
for publication that are primarily survey data unless the re-
searchers tie the data directly to programmatic evaluation
efforts or unless the researchers provide documentation
that the results have led to program changes and improve-
ments.

2. Form a campus screening committee for research
projects. Each campus should have a screening committee
thatreviews and passesjudgment on what questionnaires or
surveys can be mailed to students or distributed in classes.
Too much student time is wasted completing poorly de-
signed instruments for inadequately conceptualized stud-
ies. This committee should consist of faculty, student af-
fairs, and student representatives. The restrictions should
apply to faculty conducting research as well as to student
affairs staff members. Student affairs offices control spon-
sored bulletin boards; do the same for surveys.

This committee should also serve a proactive role to help
determine what program evaluation studies, needs assess-
ments, or other studies should be conducted. Students
serve on program planning and speaker selection groups;
let's do the same with research and evaluation studies.

3. Develop a research mindset for making decisions. Pref-
ace every new policy statement or program change with a
question, “What does the research literature have to say on
this topic?” Past personal experiences and intuition are fine
and can be part of the decision-making and planning pro-
cess, but so must available research findings. This does not
mean decision makers or researchers must slavishly follow
research evidence, but atleast they should be aware of what
was done before, where, and what the findings were.
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4. Institute a policy that every administrator must be a par-
ticipant with his or her staff in at least one meaningful re-
search study each year. If the administrator does not have
the time to participate in at least some small way in a re-
search project each year, it provides a clear message to the
rest of the staff that research must not be all that important.
The administrator does not have to lead or direct a research
project, but participation at any level can provide an excel-
lent model for all staff.

Whether a student affairs unit has a central research of-
fice, I believe that research activities should be infused
throughout student affairs rather than relegated solely to a
central office. Practitioners will never fulfill the ideal of the
scientist-practitioner model if they rely exclusively on a
central office. And, a central office staff will usually find the
impact of their efforts are directly related to the amount of
involvement that other staff have in the planning, conduct-
ing, and interpreting the research studies.

5. Make participation in research projects an integral part
of the reward system in student affairs. Job descriptions for
student affairs positions need to include participation in
research projects, and annual staff evaluations should look
at this as an important dimension. How can research activi-
ties increase on campuses when participation in research
projects is larg:ly ignored as a criterion for when and pay
raises? Psychologists have long known that one of the best
ways to eliminate or extinguish a behavior is to ignore it.
Why be surprised then that research activities have not in-
creased in student affairs? This is clearly an example of the
absolute necessity that chief student affairs officers provide
tangible support for research within their administrative
province.

6. Focus systematic research efforts on outcome assess-
ment and program improvement. Too much of student af-
fairs assessment focuses on what I call “happiness indices.”
Too often assessment focuses on determining whether
students were satisfied and whether they think they learned
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something. Outcome assessment needs to be targeted to
program goals. That means that goals for student affairs
need to be articulated in language more specific than the
rhetoric of the customar, mission statements. And, while
everyone hopes students are satisfied and believe they
learned something, researchers need to work harder at
getting objective as well as subjective data about what they
learned or how they changed. Student affairs staffs need to
ask appropriate questions. What do we expect students to
get out of the experience of living in the residence halls?
What are the expectancies for the emerging leader training
program? What skills are student government leaders or
health aides supposed to learn as aresult of their role? What
is the environment of a good residence hall supposed to be
like? How many students need and have financial aid or
work-study positions?

This is not to say that unintended positive effects of
programs and services are to be ignored. Sometimes goals
change and new goals emerge. Administrators and staff
must be alert to changing needs and be flexible enough to
make the necessary changes in expected outcomes and be
creative enough to find new ways to assess them. But cer-
tainly, program planners have expectations about out-
comes, and there are ways to measure or at least obtain
indicators of many anticipated outcomes (Hanson, 1982;
Tinsley & Irelan, 1989). Also, see Hanson’s comments in
Chapter Five. Having access to outcome data makes it
easier to determine the impact of planned and unplanned
program changes and provides a solid foundation for being
accountable for what student affairs members do (Madson,
Benedict & Weitzer, 1989; Weitzer & Malaney, Chapter
Three).

Data collection aimed at program improvement should
also be an integral part of every program and every student
affairs unit. For this purpose, the process may be lessformal
and less formidable than for accountability purposes. No
matter what the student affairs unit is or what the program
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is, the administration and staff must constantly ask them-
selves: How can we do it better? How can we reach more
students? How can d),e be more cost effective?

Datato answer tHese questions might consist primarily of
staff opinions and observations or the data might include
student opinion. This is a pracess that may begin as early as
the first hour of a new registration process, the first half-day
of a three-day workshop, or the first month of a new floor
government organization. Whatdataare collected, how,and
when are important issues, but more central to improve-
ment is having an expectation and process whereby the
program or unit is continually looking for ways to improve.
Program evaluation should not be an event that occurs only
for special programs or only when the spotlight swings in
that unit’s direction; rather, program evaluation should be
part of a unit’s way of life, a constant mindset that entails
searching for ways to improve practice.

Verdict and Reform

I’'m obviously not sanguine about the past or present status
of research in student affairs. But neither am I pessimistic.
I think the enthusiasm is present and the need has been
acknowledged. As this monograph notes, the necessary
tools are increasingly available and with some imagination
aresearch program could be nearly cost free. Student affairs
professionals must now follow through on the commitment
that is necessary.

If you are in a position to change the status of research in
student affairs, and I believe every reader who has gotten
this far in this monograph is in such a position, you are now
more morally culpable than you were before you started this
monograph. Now you know what has gone wrong. The
excuses have been used up. And now you must take acourse
of action or be guilty of negligence. Assuming that everyone
has a measure of guilt, including myself, we might as well
skip the verdict, like I have in this chapter, and begin the
reform. I will start myself before somebody decides to put
the judge on trial.
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