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ABSTRACT
This qualitative phenomenological study explored the attrition of 12 Asian
Pacific Islander (API) entry-level student affairs professionals and how they made
the decision to exit the field. The participants worked between two to five years
full-time in an entry-level student affairs position and had a master’s degree in
higher education or related field. On average, the participants worked three and a
half years in the field of student affairs. Two participants identified as male, and
ten participants identified as female. They ranged in age from 26 to 40 years old
and varied in API ethnicity as well as generation status.
Using the surprise and sense making theory (Louis, 1980) as the
theoretical and conceptual framework, the study uncovered how the participants
navigated the changes, contrasts, and surprises in their entry-level student affairs
positions and made sense of their job experiences. The participants stated long
hours, unsupportive supervisors, and unchallenging work as factors contributing
to attrition, which have also been found in scholarly literature. Moreover, some
participants shared that they left the field due to their family roles and obligations,
which adds to the current literature. The participants stated how the API cultural
values of familial piety, respect for elders, and harmony influenced their decision
of leaving the field. No prior attrition studies focused specifically on the
experiences of API entry-level professionals and how API cultural values can
influence the decision-making process of leaving the student affairs profession.
iii

The attrition of API entry-level student affairs professionals should be seen
as an important issue especially among supervisors of API entry-level student
affairs professionals, graduate program administrators and faculty, and student
affairs professionals. Recommendations include education for supervisors,
graduate program curricula, and professional development opportunities.
This study provided insight on the attrition of API entry-level student affairs
professionals. The participants shared the changes, contrasts, and surprises they
faced in their job positions and how they utilized their API cultural values to make
sense of the experiences and determine their actions and behaviors. Over time,
the participants felt that working in student affairs was no longer a good fit.

iv

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ABSTRACT ......................................................................................................

iii

LIST OF TABLES............................................................................................. viii
LIST OF FIGURES ..........................................................................................

ix

DEDICATION ...................................................................................................

x

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ..................................................................................

xi

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ......................................................................

1

Background of the Problem ...................................................................
Problem Statement ...............................................................................
Purpose Statement ...............................................................................
Research Questions ..............................................................................
Significance of the Study .......................................................................
Scope of the Study ................................................................................
Assumptions of the Study ...........................................................
Study Delimitations .....................................................................
Study Limitations ........................................................................
Definitions of Key Terms .......................................................................
Organization of the Dissertation ............................................................

2
9
9
9
10
11
12
12
13
14
15

CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE .............................................. 16
The Profession of Student Affairs..........................................................
History of the Student Affairs Profession ....................................
Student Affairs Professional Organizations and Associations ....
The Everyday Work of Student Affairs Professionals .................
Salaries of Entry-Level Student Affairs Professionals.................
Asian Pacific Islanders ..........................................................................
History of Asian Pacific Islanders ...............................................
Model Minority Myth ...................................................................
Asian Pacific Islander Cultural Values ........................................
Asian Pacific Islanders in Higher Education ...............................
Career Choice in Student Affairs ................................................
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework ...............................................
Review of Empirical Literature...............................................................
v

16
16
19
20
21
21
23
24
26
28
32
33
39

Attrition in the Student Affairs Profession ................................... 40
Attrition in the Professoriate ....................................................... 42
Chapter Summary ................................................................................. 44
CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ................................................. 46
Qualitative Research .............................................................................
Research Design...................................................................................
Research Methods ................................................................................
Setting ........................................................................................
Sample .......................................................................................
Data Collection and Management ..............................................
Data Analysis and Interpretation ................................................
Chapter Summary .................................................................................

47
49
51
51
51
54
57
61

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS ................................................................................. 63
Qualitative Methodology ........................................................................
Research Questions ..............................................................................
Surprise and Sense Making Model .......................................................
Change, Contrast, and Surprise ............................................................
Theme 1: Change .......................................................................
Theme 2: Contrast ......................................................................
Theme 3: Surprise ......................................................................
Sense Making and Attributing Meaning .................................................
Theme 4: Sense Making.............................................................
Theme 5: Attribute Meaning .......................................................
Chapter Summary .................................................................................

63
64
66
66
67
75
80
86
88
107
110

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION ........................................................................... 112
Summary of Findings ............................................................................
Interpretations .......................................................................................
The API Cultural Value of Familial Piety and Collectivism ..........
The API Cultural Value of Respecting Elders .............................
The API Cultural Value of Harmony............................................
Implications ...........................................................................................
Implications for Practice .............................................................
Implications for Theory ...............................................................
Implications for Future Research ................................................
Recommendations ................................................................................
Education for Supervisors ..........................................................
Graduate Program Curricula ......................................................
Professional Development Opportunities ...................................
Strengths and Limitations of the Study ..................................................
Summary of the Dissertation .................................................................
vi

113
114
114
117
118
120
120
123
124
125
125
126
128
129
132

REFERENCES ................................................................................................ 134
APPENDICES .................................................................................................. 149
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL..................................................................
CONSENT FORM .............................................................................
DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY ................................................................
PRE-INTERVIEW SURVEY ..............................................................
EMAIL INVITATION...........................................................................
RECRUITMENT FLYER ....................................................................

vii

150
153
156
159
160
162

LIST OF TABLES
Table

Page

1.

Position and Ethnicity of Higher Education Professionals ....................

4

2.

Characteristics of Study Participants ....................................................

65

viii

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure

Page

1.

Sense Making in Organizational Entry ....................................................

34

2.

Ethnicity of Participants ..........................................................................

54

3.

First Area of Detection ............................................................................

68

4.

Second and Third Areas of Diagnosis and Interpretation .......................

87

ix

To my parents for their unconditional love and support

x

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
I entered the student affairs profession about six years ago with little
knowledge and experiences in the field. Like many others, I had no idea that the
profession existed. At that time, I was working full-time as a field representative
for a local elected official, and I met the founders of a local non-profit
organization that served high school students through leadership development
programs. I was deeply interested in the cause of the non-profit and decided to
attend one of its events. I was surprised by the professionalism of the high school
students. Week by week, I attended and observed the 14 high school leaders
organize and execute a leadership workshop to approximately 60 other high
school students. I quickly wanted to get involved and learn more about the
organization and its mission and goals. For four years, I worked with the staff to
create a stronger program structure and track student learning. I spent countless
hours working one-on-one with the students and staff to build upon the program’s
legacy of providing local high school students the opportunities to connect with
community leaders and organizations and create positive change in the
community. I enjoyed working with the students, and I knew I wanted to continue
working with them and helping them accomplish their academic and personal
goals. Thank you, John and Alexi, for seeing my potential, providing me with
unconditional support as I worked with the students and the Board of Directors,

xi

and personally connecting me to Dr. Kandy Mink Salas who then introduced me
to the field of student affairs.
I never anticipated entering a doctoral program immediately after obtaining
a master’s degree in higher education. I felt I lacked the work experiences
needed to be a strong candidate in the program. I was still working part-time as a
student activities advisor to clubs and student organizations. Thus, I was focused
on obtaining a full-time job position, working a few years, and then applying to a
doctoral program. However, Dr. John Hoffman approached me and asked me to
consider applying. After many reflections, I decided to submit and go through the
process because I realized that one day I would apply for a doctoral program,
and there was nothing wrong with applying now and learning how to become an
educational leader at the start of my student affairs career. Thank you, Dr.
Hoffman, for planting the seed, and thank you, Miguel Martinez, for listening and
supporting me throughout the application process.
The past three years have been quite a journey. There were many
moments of smiles, stress, and tears. Yet, I could not have done it without my
supportive community. I thank my family, mentors, cohort members, and friends
who constantly motivated me and provided words of encouragement when I
needed them most. Additionally, thank you to my committee who never gave up
on me and continued to challenge me until the very end.

xii

1

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Many Asian Pacific Islander (API) student affairs professionals seem to be
leaving the field before moving into mid- and senior-level positions. Decades ago,
a peer-reviewed study by Holmes, Verrier, and Chisolm (1983) reported the
attrition rate of student affairs professionals between 50 and 60% within the first
six years of working. Today, based on the findings of a recent dissertation study,
nothing has changed (Frank, 2013). This attrition rate affects the number of
eligible individuals seeking higher positions within student affairs, and this study
focuses specifically on why API professionals are leaving the field.
A majority of student affairs professionals entered the field because when
they were undergraduate students, they were told by a mentor or supervisor they
had a natural talent for working with students and felt a sense of belonging and
connection with the field of student affairs (Ellingson & Snyder, 2009). People
who go into student affairs most likely enjoy helping others, interacting in small
and large groups, and investing in others’ learning (Blake, 2007; Hoover, 1997).
The work of student affairs professionals contributes greatly to the
academic success, learning, and retention of college students (Blake, 2007).
Student affairs professionals provide the services and programs students need
outside the classroom in order to succeed at the college or university (Student
Affairs Administrators in Higher Education [NASPA], 2015a).
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However, as indicated in the scholarly literature, after a few years of
working, many of these student affairs professionals discover that the field no
longer fits their career aspirations and lifestyles. As the college student
population continues to grow and change, higher education institutions need to
ensure they have student affairs professionals working to serve students and
address their needs. In this dissertation, I examined the phenomenon of API
entry-level professionals departing the student affairs profession.
Background of the Problem
By 2050, the Asian population in the United States is projected to be 40.6
million representing 9% percent of the population (United States Census Bureau,
2014). Thus far, the Asian population has increased from 10.2 million in 2000 to
14.7 million in 2010 to 18.9 million in 2012. Based on the 2010 United States
Census, “The Asian population grew faster than any other race group in the
United States between 2000 and 2010” (Hoeffel, Rastogi, Kim, & Shahid, 2012,
p. 1). There is no doubt the Asian population is growing in the United States at a
very fast pace.
The Asian population is made up of about 30 different ethnic subgroups
(Kim & Yeh, 2002; Suzuki, 2002; Wong, Lai, Nagasawa, & Lin, 1998). The
largest Asian ethnic subgroup is Chinese at 4.2 million. Following the Chinese
subgroup are the Filipino at 3.6 million, Asian Indian at 3.3 million, Vietnamese at
1.9 million, Korean at 1.8 million, and Japanese at 1.3 million (United States
Census Bureau, 2014). Each Asian ethnic subgroup has differences, particularly
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among educational attainment level, household income, and occupation (Cheng
1997; Museus & Kiang, 2009).
In fall 2012, approximately 20.6 million students enrolled in degreegranting institutions (United States Department of Education, National Center for
Education Statistics [NCES], 2013a). Asian Pacific Islander students accounted
for 6% (or 1.2 million) of this college student population (NCES, 2013d). Between
1976 and 2012, the number of API undergraduate students increased from
169,000 to 1,063,000, while the number of API graduate students increased from
29,000 to 196,000 (NCES, 2013d).
Among the 3.7 million staff, faculty, and administrators in higher education
in the United States, about 2.6 million (70%) identified as White, 376,000 (10%)
identified as African American/Black, 230,000 (6%) identified as Hispanic,
211,000 (6%) identified as API, and 22,500 (1%) identified as American
Indian/Alaska Native (NCES, 2009). Nearly 240,000 individuals held
administrative positions. Of those individuals who held administrative positions
about 79% (189,000) identified as White, 9.6% (23,000) identified as African
American/Black, 5.2% (12,500) identified as Hispanic, 3.4% (8,000) as API, and
0.5% (1,300) identified as American Indian/Alaska Native. The total number of
faculty was 1.5 million with a breakdown of 1.1 million (73%) identifying as White;
100,000 (7%) identifying as African American/Black; 61,000 (4%) identifying as
Hispanic; 87,000 (6%) identifying as API; and 7,000 (0.5%) identifying as
American Indian/Alaska Native. About 779,000 worked in a support/service staff
role. Of those who worked in a supportive/service staff role, about 71% (550,000)
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identified as White, 10% (78,000) identified as Black, 6% (43,500) identified as
Hispanic, 6.7% (51,000) identified as API, and 0.6% (4,500) identified as
American Indian/Alaska Native. Table 1 summarizes the number of professionals
in higher education based on position and ethnicity.
Table 1
Position and Ethnicity of Higher Education Professionals

White

African
American/Black

Hispanic

Asian
Pacific
Islander

American
Indian/Alaska
Native

Total

Number of
staff, faculty,
and
administrators

2.6
million
(70%)

376,000 (10%)

230,000
(6%)

211,000
(6%)

22,500 (1%)

3.7
million

Number in
administrative
positions

189,000
(79%)

23,000 (9.6%)

12,500
(5.2%)

8,000
(3.4%)

1,300 (0.5%)

240,000

1.1
million
(73%)

100,000 (7%)

61,000
(4%)

87,000
(6%)

7,000 (0.5%)

1.5
million

550,000
(71%)

78,000 (10%)

43,500
(6%)

51,000
(6.7%)

4,500 (0.6%)

779,000

Number in
faculty
positions
Number in
support/service
staff positions

Individuals categorized as “other professional (support/service)” could also
be considered student affairs professionals. The United States Department of
Education National Center for Education Statistics (2012) defines other
professional (support/service) as individuals who hold a baccalaureate degree or
equivalent experience and provide academic support, student service, and
institutional support. However, more specific information regarding the type and
number of student affairs professional staff working at institutions of higher
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learning could not be found through the United States Department of Education
National Center for Education Statistics.
The sample population for this study was student affairs professionals. So,
what is student affairs? What do individuals who work in this profession do?
Student affairs professionals interact with students outside the classroom and
help them adjust to the rigors of college life (NASPA, 1987). Depending on the
college or university, the division of student affairs contains a wide range of
departments that offer programs and services to help college students succeed
in their academics, prepare them for employment, and promote their holistic
learning and development. Individuals who work in these student affairs
departments are often identified as student affairs professionals or educators as
recently termed by the College Student Educators International (ACPA) and
NASPA in the recent publication of the 2015 Professional Competency Areas for
Student Affairs Educators. These student affairs professionals work with students
outside of the classroom in one-on-one and group settings to ensure they feel
supported in their learning and find a sense of belonging at the college or
university. Through involvement opportunities, students build their skills in
communication, event planning, organization, teamwork, collaboration, and much
more. Some programs and services offered through student affairs include
orientation, academic tutoring, student government, clubs, and intramural sports.
Currently, the number of student affairs professionals cannot be
determined from data collected by the United States Department of Education
National Center for Education Statistics. Thus, for the purpose of this study, the
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best way to estimate the number and demographics of current student affairs
professionals in higher education was to reach out to two primary national
student affairs associations, NASPA and ACPA. NASPA currently has about
16,046 active members and does not require its members to disclose their
ethnicity (S. Reynolds, personal communication, June 3, 2015). However, among
the 44% (7,060) of the members who shared their ethnicity, about 4,475 (63%)
identified as White, 2,407 (34%) identified as Hispanic, 1,752 (25%) identified as
Black, 663 (9%) identified as Asian, Native American, or Other Pacific Islander,
and 254 (4%) identified as multiracial. In regard to professional level, 82%
(13,000) of all NASPA members shared this information. Approximately 3,970
(30%) stated they are mid-level professionals; 3,020 (23%) are graduate
students; 2,400 (18%) are new professionals; 1,502 (11%) are senior level; 786
(6%) are chief student affairs officers; 778 (6%) are undergraduate students; 386
(3%) are faculty; and 48 (0.4%) are retired.
Within ACPA, the total number of members is 6,000, where 2,062 (34%)
identified as White, 489 (8%) identified as African American, 176 (3%) identified
as Hispanic, and 120 (2%) identified as API (T. Arth, personal communication,
May 29, 2015). In terms of professional level, about 1,340 (22%) are mid-level;
1,093 (18%) are senior level; and 640 (11%) are new professionals.
Of the approximately 22,000 NASPA and ACPA members, only 783
student affairs professionals identified as API, and this number may not
constitute unique members. As mentioned earlier, the United States Department
of Education National Center for Education Statistics (2012) stated there were
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about 51,000 individuals working in support/service staff positions. It can be
inferred that the 783 API student affairs professionals are included in the 51,000.
However, one cannot assume that all individuals who work in support/service
staff positions are considered student affairs professionals and participate in
student affairs professional organizations such as NASPA and ACPA. Thus, the
number of 783 API NASPA and ACPA members provides a more accurate
estimate of how many APIs currently work in the field of student affairs.
Based on a study conducted through the American Council on Education
(ACE) (Cook & Kim, 2012), only 1.5% of college and university presidents are
API. At the time of this analysis, there were a little over 7,000 colleges and
universities in the United States (NCES, 2013b). The present leadership pipeline
is not working despite leadership preparation programs such as the Leadership
Development Program for Higher Education (LDPHE) organized by the
Leadership Education for Asian Pacifics (LEAP) (2015). To date, the program
has graduated 300 program participants, and many have obtained higher
leadership positions but not at the same rate as the increasing number of API
college students. There is still little representation of API leaders in higher
education.
Due to the projected increase in the API population by the U.S. Census,
one can predict a continued growth in the number of API students enrolled in
higher education. However, if the number of APIs working in higher education
does not increase, colleges and universities may face difficulties in
understanding and effectively serving the needs of API students (Museus &
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Chang, 2009). In particular, API student affairs professionals should be in key
leadership roles where they are able to expand the understanding of APIs in
higher education, help make appropriate decisions, especially policy decisions,
and develop programs and services to meet the needs of API students.
Additionally, if API students saw more API college leaders, they may feel a
greater sense of belonging at the institution and persist towards graduation
(Teranishi, Behringer, Grey, & Parker, 2009).
As has been noted, there is a growing population of APIs living in the
United States, and a large number of API students attending colleges and
universities. However, the number of APIs working in higher education seems to
be growing at a much slower rate. Working backward from college and university
presidents to entry-level positions, there is a need to determine why API entrylevel professionals are leaving the field. Current research studies have not
focused specifically on the experiences of API student affairs professionals who
are newcomers to the field and how they cope with their first job positions (Louis,
1980). However, some attrition studies have found notable findings about entrylevel student affairs professionals.
Entry-level student affairs professionals who have a positive work
experience seem more likely to stay in the field (Ward, 1995). Additionally,
immediate supervisors and the institutional environment can play critical roles in
the entry-level professionals’ decision to leave or stay in the field (Buchanan,
2012a; Frank, 2013; Tull, 2006). Supervisors should provide a supportive
working environment where entry-level student affairs professionals can continue

9
to learn and grow in their skill set. Moreover, the professionals should be
encouraged to move into mid-level and then senior level positions either at the
same or at a different college or university. Regardless, these student affairs
professionals should continue to strive, be challenged, and move up
professionally.
Problem Statement
Many student affairs professionals leave the profession for various
reasons. Yet, the phenomenon of the departure of API entry-level student affairs
professionals and the factors that contribute to their decision to leave are not well
understood.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore
why API entry-level student affairs professionals who left the field of student
affairs chose to do so. The study provides an in-depth analysis of how former API
student affairs professionals made the decision to exit the field.
Research Questions
The following research questions will guide this qualitative study:
1.

How do API entry-level student affairs professionals who have left
the field of student affairs describe the departure phenomenon?

2.

Drawing from their experiences, which aspects of the phenomenon
contributed to the API entry-level student affairs professionals’
decision-making process and in what ways?
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Significance of the Study
The findings from this study can better inform the curriculum of student
affairs graduate programs and institutions on ways to recruit, educate, train, and
retain API professionals and increase their job satisfaction levels. It is imperative
to have APIs in student affairs who strive towards leadership positions. These
professionals should be actively recruited in order to increase their presence
within higher education. Over time, they can better serve students, especially
those of API descent, and advocate for these students’ needs.
This research will make a significant contribution to educational leadership
and help to increase the number of API professionals who enter and eventually
move up to higher positions. The number of API student affairs professionals at
colleges and universities should closely reflect the percentage of API students.
Understanding the factors of attrition among API student affairs professionals can
be beneficial to those who are supervisors of API entry-level professionals,
faculty of graduate programs, and people who design professional development
programs for APIs working in higher education. Supervisors and faculty members
can better prepare API entry-level professionals in graduate programs through
discussions and training before they enter the field of student affairs and also
during their first job positions by providing a supportive work environment and by
helping them learn how to deal with new experiences.
A number of individuals can potentially benefit from this study on attrition.
These individuals consist of administrators, faculty, and student affairs
professionals. All of these people can find effective ways to educate, recruit,
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train, and retain entry-level student affairs professionals, particularly those of API
descent. Attrition is an important topic that individuals working on a college or
university campus should become more familiar. Similar to the importance of
understanding why students leave college prior to graduation, educators should
strive to understand why entry-level student affairs professionals often leave the
field within five to six years.
The research is specifically beneficial to me as a practitioner because I
began my journey in student affairs by attending a graduate program with a
cohort of 19 students of which 25% identified as API. Two out of the five of us
have already left the student affairs profession. I have also learned that a handful
of API graduate students prior to my cohort have also moved on to different
career paths. As this topic is both personal and important to me, I will further
discuss my role as a researcher in Chapter 3.
I believe that the API leadership pipeline deficit will persist if API entrylevel student affairs professionals continue to leave the field before reaching midlevel positions. Through this study, I will identify factors that contribute to the
attrition of API student affairs professionals. I will also share this knowledge with
student affairs supervisors who work closely with API entry-level professionals.
Scope of the Study
In this section, I provide the details of the assumptions, delimitations, and
limitations of this study.
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Assumptions of the Study
My study used qualitative research methods. Many of these former API
student affairs professionals who left the field know and understand why they left.
Thus, I provided the interview questions prior to the actual interviews because I
wanted to provide time for them to reflect on and to develop their responses prior
to the interviews. Thus, I assumed that the participants would be prepared to
answer the questions at the time of the interview. I also assumed that the
participants would provide accurate information regarding the phenomenon of
leaving the field.
Study Delimitations
I delimited the study to API entry-level professionals who formerly worked
in the field of student affairs between two and five years at any accredited
institution of higher learning in the United States. I also delimited the participants
to those who had a master’s degree in higher education or in a related field such
as counseling. I focused on API student affairs professionals because there are
currently no studies about their attrition experiences. I wanted to learn if the
factors for leaving the field differed among API student affairs professionals.
I did not include API mid-level or senior student affairs professionals in my
study because these individuals likely have been in the field longer and may
have had different experiences when compared to entry-level professionals who
just started their careers. I specifically focused on API entry-level student affairs
professionals because past research indicated a high attrition rate of 50% to 60%
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among entry-level student affairs professionals (Holmes et al., 1983; Lorden,
1998; Tull 2006).
I delimited the study to include only those who had worked two to five
years full-time because I believe that these former student affairs professionals
would have a strong sense of their job positions and responsibilities. Often, the
first year on the job is focused on learning the role and responsibilities of the
position and becoming familiar with the department and overall campus. By the
second and third years, student affairs professionals would have become more
comfortable in implementing changes and increasing their effectiveness in
working with and serving students. And with a few years of overall work
experience, individuals can then make an informed decision as to whether or not
they want to continue pursuing a career in student affairs.
I believe my study will be stronger with these delimitations because I
wanted to focus solely on former API entry-level student affairs professionals
who had worked no more than five years at an institution of higher education and
to investigate the factors that they attributed to their decision to leave the field.
Study Limitations
As with any study, there were some limitations. First, I understood that
some individuals might not openly identify as API or might interpret the term API
differently than the definition I used in the study. Second, while I made sure to
clarify the interview questions for participants to ensure they understood, some
participants might not have fully understood the questions. Third, some
individuals might not have shared the full story of how they entered and left the
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field. For example, they may have recalled unfavorable memories and decided to
share only a part of the experience. Fourth, some time might have passed
between when an individual has left the student affairs field and the individual’s
participation in the interview. This might affect the individual’s ability to fully recall
the decision-making process. Finally, the study’s sample could have included
more males to see if their experiences were similar or different from the female
participants’.
Definitions of Key Terms
Asian Pacific Islander (API). For the purpose of this study, this ethnic
identity refers to individuals who identify as Bangladeshi, Bhutanese,
Cambodian, Carolinian, Chamorro, Chinese, Chuukese, Fijian, Filipino,
Guamanian, Hmong, I-Kiribati, Indian, Indo Chinese, Iwo Jiman, Japanese,
Korean, Kosraean, Laotian, Malaysian, Maldivian, Mariana Islander, Marshallese,
Melanesian, Micronesian, Native Hawaiian, Nepalse, Ni-Vanuatu, Okinawan,
Pakistani, Palauan, Papua New Guinean, Pohnpeian, Polynesian, Saipanese,
Samoan, Singaporean, Solomon Islander, Sri Lankan, Tahitian, Taiwanese, Thai,
Tongan, Vietnamese, and Yapese (Hoeffel et al., 2012). The experiences for
these individuals are unique and different even though they may share certain
commonalities in terms of culture, values, and beliefs.
Attrition. This word indicates a decrease in the number of employees
working in the field of higher education. It refers to individuals who are no longer
working or carrying out their responsibilities for various reasons other than death,
retirement, or temporary leave.
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Entry-level (new) student affairs professional. As defined by the Student
Affairs Administrators in Higher Education, entry-level or new student affairs
professionals are individuals who are entering the field of student affairs as a
working professional and often are transitioning from a graduate program
(Amey & Reesor, 2009).
Student affairs. Broadly defined as the profession of student services
within higher education. Depending on the institution, different departments and
functional areas can be categorized as student affairs. Some examples of
student affairs departments are student activities, academic advising, financial
aid, leadership programs, health services, residence life, disability support
services, and career services (Dean, 2009).
Organization of the Dissertation
In Chapter 1, I explained the need to study attrition among API entry-level
student affairs professionals in higher education. I then defined the problem and
purpose of this study. I further discussed the significance and scope of the study
and provided definitions for key terms. Chapter 2 presents a critical review of the
literature pertaining to the research questions. Chapter 3 contains the research
design, including data collection and analysis methods. Chapter 4 presents the
study’s findings, and in Chapter 5, I discuss conclusions, interpretations, and
recommendations for practice.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The topic of attrition among Asian Pacific Islander (API) entry-level student
affairs professionals is important because many API professionals enter the field
of student affairs but seem to leave before moving into mid- or senior-level
positions. In addition, the number of API student affairs professionals working in
higher education does not reflect the growing number of API college students in
the United States. Having a better understanding of how API student affairs
professionals enter and leave the field can provide insight to the low API
representation in higher education and the API leadership pipeline deficit. The
beginning of this chapter will discuss the field of student affairs, APIs within
higher education, and the historical and theoretical foundations. I will also provide
an extensive review of the empirical research related to the dissertation topic and
conclude with a chapter summary.
The Profession of Student Affairs
History of the Student Affairs Profession
Higher education began during the colonial period (1636-1775) and
primarily served White male students from wealthy Christian families (Thelin,
2004). The faculty provided supervision of the students and served in placed of
the parents to ensure proper student conduct as well as provide education for
holistic development. This was known as in loco parentis. The faculty members
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and deans lived within the residence halls with students and interacted with them
as teachers, counselors, and disciplinarians.
After the Civil War, changes occurred in higher education that brought
about the creation of the student affairs profession (NASPA, 1987). In 1862 and
1890, the federal government passed the Morrill Land Grant Act and Second
Land Grant Act, respectively, which provided land and money to states to
develop educational institutions (Thelin, 2004). There were more specialized
programs in the areas of research, teaching, and technical training. With a wider
range of studies, a more diverse group of students entered higher education.
These students came from different socioeconomic backgrounds and had
various needs and expectations. More institutions were quickly established to
accommodate the growing number of college students. Additionally, women’s
colleges and historically Black colleges and universities emerged during this
time.
The faculty began focusing more of their time and energy toward research
based on the German model (Thelin, 2004). They lessened their time working
and interacting with students outside the classroom. Concurrently, college
enrollment continued to rise, and more schools were being built. Many colleges
and universities created student personnel positions including the positions of
dean of men and dean of women to help oversee the students outside of the
classroom and take charge of student conduct. LeBaron Russell Briggs became
the first Dean of Men at Harvard University in 1891 and was responsible for
advising students in academics and personal matters (Cowley, 1940). This was
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the first student personnel appointment and paved the way for the profession. In
1929, the National Association of Deans and Advisers of Men (NADAM) formed
to provide support for student personnel at colleges and universities in
developing students (NASPA, 2015b). The growth of the student affairs
profession brought out the publication of many seminal documents such as the
Student Personnel Point of View (ACE, 1937), the Student Personnel Point of
View 2 (ACE, 1949), A Perspective on Student Affairs (NASPA, 1987), Student
Learning Imperative (ACPA, 1996), and Learning Reconsidered (NAPSA &
ACPA, 2004).
The 1937 Student Personnel Point of View (SPPV) discussed how
individuals working in higher education could contribute to the learning and
development of the whole student (ACE, 1937). The updated SPPV included
ways to increase student growth through relationships between students and
their environments (ACE, 1949). In 1987, fifty years after the publication of
SPPV, NASPA issued A Perspective on Student Affairs and stated how the role
of student affairs professionals is informed though the mission and goals of the
college or university. The publication also clarified the evolving role of student
affairs professionals and how student affairs professionals provide programs and
services that serve both students’ needs and the institutional mission. NASPA
and ACPA (2004) then collaborated in the work, Learning Reconsidered, which
emphasized the collaboration between student affairs professionals and faculty in
creating a seamless academic and student curriculum and a shared focus on
learning. All of these foundational documents have delineated the student affairs
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profession and the role of student affairs professionals in the learning and
development of students.
Today, the field of student affairs has a presence in higher education
institutions across the United States. Student affairs professionals provide
various programs and services that help to meet the different needs of students
outside the classroom and serve to increase their success at the institution.
Student affairs encompass many of the non-academic departments. Some
examples of student affairs departments include financial aid, academic advising,
student activities, orientation, residence life, and judicial affairs.
Student Affairs Professional Organizations and Associations
The emergence of student affairs professional organizations and
associations began in the early 1900s as more individuals were hired in student
personnel positions. To provide support for the growing number of student
personnel within higher education, the Conference of Deans and Advisers of Men
was formed in 1919 and later was renamed the National Association of Deans
and Advisers of Men (NADAM) (NASPA, 2015b). In 1951, NADAM was renamed
the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), which
continues to be the current name for the organization today. NASPA currently
has about 15,000 members across the United States serving at 2,100 institutions
(NASPA, 2016).
Similar to the history of NASPA, in 1924, another group of individuals met
and formed the National Association of Appointment Secretaries (NAAS), which
soon got renamed the National Association of Personnel and Placement Officers
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(NAPPO). In 1931, the organization officially changed its name to the American
College Personnel Association (ACPA), which is still used today. ACPA serves
about 7,500 members from 1,200 colleges and universities (ACPA, 2015). Both
associations have a commitment to advancing the profession by expanding the
knowledge of the members and furthering the development of students.
The Everyday Work of Student Affairs Professionals
Student affairs professionals are often busy on a day to day basis working
with students in areas from advising to programming. The pace of the work can
be busy and unpredictable, especially for those who work in the department of
housing and student activities. Student affairs professionals are constantly
answering questions in person, on the phone, and through email that relate to
their job responsibilities and to the department (Janosik, Creamer, Hirt, Winston,
Saunders, & Cooper, 2003). They navigate working with professional and
support staff, student assistants, students, and others throughout the day.
Despite frequent interruptions, student affairs professionals make decisions that
range from being urgent to routine. Additionally, many student affairs
practitioners work long hours and can easily surpass their normal eight-hour day
due to the after-hours interactions with students in various programs and events
(Janosik et al., 2003). Some of them take work home in order to complete tasks
and projects that could not be completed during the day. Thus, in their everyday
work, student affairs professionals are often in constant interaction with students
in order to ensure they are providing students with necessary level of support
and engagement outside of the classroom.
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Salaries of Entry-Level Student Affairs Professionals
In general, individuals who are attracted and enter the field of student
affairs are motivated because of their personal and positive experiences as
college students and their desire to help students develop (Blake, 2007; Hoover,
1997; Janosik et al., 2003). Initially, many of the individuals who enter the field
are not deeply interested in salary, job position title, or work recognition.
“In comparison with professionals in other fields with similar education
levels, entry-level positions in student affairs are low-paying” (Janosik et al.,
2003, p. 77). Thus, when the entry-level student affairs professionals compare
their salaries to their colleagues, particularly those working in the business field,
they realize that they not earning as much. On average, individuals working in
the business industry earn up to twice as much as entry-level student affairs
professionals (Janosik et al., 2003). With this realization, some entry-level
student affairs professionals will begin to reevaluate their careers in regard to
lifestyle and income. In addition, a number of them will be in a position of needing
to earn more income due to life events such as getting married, starting a family,
and needing to pay off school loans. Therefore, some entry-level student affairs
professionals leave the profession after two or three years (Janosik et al., 2003).
Asian Pacific Islanders
This research study focuses on API student affairs professionals who
have left the field of student affairs. Thus, it is imperative to understand API
student affairs professionals and their characteristics, particularly within higher
education. The federal government, researchers, community advocates, media
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outlets, and individuals use many terms to describe the general Asian population.
Some terminologies are Asian Pacific Islanders (APIs), Asian and Pacific
Islander Americans (APIAs), Asian Americans (AAs), and Asian Pacific
Americans (APAs). These terms are often used interchangeably and defined
differently in various data and reports. As stated previously, in this study, I
utilized the term Asian Pacific Islanders (APIs) to encompass those who identify
as Asian or Pacific Islanders.
“The Asian population grew faster than any other race group in the United
States between 2000 and 2010” (Hoeffel et al., 2012, p. 1). The Asian population
increased from 10.2 million in 2000 to 14.7 million in 2010. In 2012, the number
increased to 18.9 million U.S. residents identifying as Asian as a single race or in
combination with other races (United States Census Bureau, 2014).
According to the United States Census Bureau (2014), nearly threefourths of all Asians live in 10 states. The two states with the highest number of
Asians are California (6 million) and New York (1.7 million). Within these states,
the cities with the largest Asian population are New York, NY, Los Angeles, CA,
and San Jose, CA. The largest Asian group is Chinese (4.2 million). Other large
Asian populations in the United States are Filipino (3.6 million), Asian Indian (3.3
million), Vietnamese (1.9 million), Korean (1.8 million), and Japanese (1.3 million)
(United States Census Bureau, 2014).
Approximately six million Asians reside in the state of California.
Approximately 43% of the Filipino population lives in California followed by
Vietnamese (37%), Chinese (36%), Japanese (33%), and Korean (30%) (Hoeffel
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et al., 2012). It is predicted that by 2050 the Asian population will represent 9% of
the U.S. population at 40.6 million (United States Census Bureau, 2014).
Additionally, approximately 1.4 million of U.S. residents identified as
Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders, with the largest number of this
population living in Hawai`i (364,395) (United States Census, 2014).
Furthermore, there are about 529,000 Native Hawaiians, 172,000 Samoans, and
130,000 Guamanian/Chamorro residing in the United States.
History of Asian Pacific Islanders
In comparison to other minority groups, APIs are the “fastest growing
ethnic group in the United States” (Yamagata-Noji & Gee, 2012, p. 173). The
Chinese began the first wave to the United States in 1848 as laborers in
California during the Gold Rush (Fong, 2002). Following the Chinese immigrants
came the Japanese in 1880s, Koreans in 1902, and Filipinos in 1908 (Hurh &
Kim, 1989). From the time of the transcontinental railroad to World War II, many
Americans formed negative images and perceptions of the API population, which
pressured the federal government to pass various legislations such as the
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, the Immigration Act of 1924, and the 1942
internment of Japanese American citizens (Wang & Teranishi, 2012). These laws
limited the number of API immigrants allowed annually into the United States.
During the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s, APIs, along with other minority
groups, fought for more rights and legal protection and were seen in a more
positive light (Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007). However, “Asians did not need government
support to make it in U.S. society” (Ng, Lee, & Pak, 2007, p. 97). This view
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brought about the myth of the “model minority,” stereotyping all APIs as
successful and labeling APIs as the model for all other minorities group to aspire
to and become more like (Cheng, 1997; Hurh & Kim, 1989; Kibria, 1998;
McGowan & Lindren, 2006; Museus & Kiang, 2009).
Model Minority Myth
In 1966, Sociologist William Peterson coined the term model minority myth
(Cheng, 1997). Peterson stated that Japanese Americans seem to do well
academically, earn slightly higher than the median income, have low crime rates,
and have no mental illness. The U.S. News & World Report featured a story
regarding the success of Chinese Americans in the fight against racial
discrimination (Success, 1966). Over time, Asians have been repeatedly
stereotyped by the model minority myth as being academically successful,
having upward job mobility, and earning higher incomes (Wong et al., 1998).
They have been labeled as working hard and achieving the American dream
(McGowan & Lindren, 2006).
The model minority myth is truly a myth because not all APIs are
successful in entering and completing college and seeking administrative job
positions. In addition, the model minority myth has masked the challenges and
racism that Asians face, especially within higher education and the workplace
(Woo, 2000). The myth places APIs in one group and ignores the fact that there
are about 30 different ethnic subgroups making up the API population (Kim &
Yeh, 2002; Suzuki, 2002; Wong et al., 1998). There are discrepancies among
Asian ethnic subgroups indicating their low educational attainment, household
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income, and occupation in comparison to the majority (Cheng, 1997; Museus &
Kiang, 2009). For example, those who are Vietnamese, Hmong, Filipino, and
Pacific Islander often have lower academic achievements and income (Hune,
1998). The model minority myth does not recognize the specific needs of each
API ethnic subgroup. Therefore, it is important to disaggregate the data to see
the differences and challenges among the API population.
APIs can obtain entry-level positions but face challenges when seeking
higher positions (Suzuki, 2002). They are often deemed as content with their jobs
and not suited for senior executive positions. Due to the “stereotype that Asian
Americans tend to be deficient in the attributes and skills for administrative
positions, employers may exclude them as potential candidates for those
positions” (Wong et al., 1998, p. 116).
In present day, APIs continue to be severely underrepresented in
administrative positions in higher education as well as other job sectors (Jiobu,
1988; Woo, 2000). The glass ceiling and racial discrimination may contribute to
why APIs do not obtain leadership positions (Suzuki, 2002). Often, APIs are seen
as lacking the essential leadership and management skills. These existing
stereotypes created by the model minority myth make it difficult for APIs to strive
and succeed in higher education and career paths.
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Asian Pacific Islander Cultural Values
The API community is very rich and diverse in and of itself. With about 30
different ethnic subgroups comprising of the API community, there are many
similarities and differences. This section will focus and examine specific API
cultural values that may be related to the decision-making process of individuals
who identify as API.
Family support and collectivism among Asian Pacific Islanders.
Some API cultures are deeply rooted in Confucian teachings that highlight the
value of familial piety and collectivism (Cheng, 1990). From childhood, many
APIs are raised to value the family or group’s interests and goals, interpersonal
cooperation, and interdependence (Mau, 2004). Additionally, hierarchy is
important, and elders are seen as having the most wisdom and experience (Lee
& Lee Manning, 2001). API children learn about the Eastern values of deference
and respect for parents and elders, which is in contrast with American values of
independence and individualism (Ying, Coombs, & Lee, 1999). Therefore,
parents and elders have a strong influence on the children’s academic and
career pursuits (Sue & Morishima, 1982). API children often choose career paths
for the well-being and honor of the family. They select areas of study that can
result in high pay and prestige (Sue & Morishima, 1982; Walsh & Osipow, 1983).
Moreover, many API families tend to work collectively as a unit, and some
API students are expected to help take care of the family financially and
complete household chores (Kane, 1998). Some API households have multiple
generations living together under one roof. Not only do many API students have
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an obligation to support their immediate and extended families, but they also
have great familial piety towards their parents and elders (Chen, 1982; Tinloy,
1978; Uba, 1994). The welfare of others is often placed ahead of their own
personal welfare (Kim, Atkinson, & Umemoto, 2001).
Given the role of family within the API culture, it is not surprising that the
number of students who actually major and choose a career path in the field of
education is low. The most common majors among API college students are
generally in the sciences and business (Xie & Goyette, 2003). Thus, those
majoring in education are definitely among the minority, and why they choose
this major is unclear.
Respect for elders among Asian Pacific Islanders. Similar to strong
familial piety, respecting elders, particularly authority figures, is also a prominent
value among APIs. Regardless of time and place, younger individuals are to
show respect to anyone older than them. Authority figures are seen as
individuals with great knowledge, wisdom, and experiences and as capable in
helping with decision-making and problem solving (Kitano & Matsushima, 1981;
Tinloy, 1978). The level of respect given to authority figures is often heightened,
particularly when the authority figures have the expertise of a specific field.
Harmony among Asian Pacific Islanders. Confucianism emphasizes the
importance of maintaining harmony through one’s attitudes and behaviors. APIs
often exhibit behaviors of patience, collaboration, and politeness. They also try to
go along with the group rather than speak up and share different ideas (Uba,
1994). APIs are taught to avoid disagreements to maintain peace among their

28
relationships. Therefore, they prefer a more passive communication style and will
rarely challenge other people’s viewpoints (Kitano & Matsushima, 1981). In doing
so, many APIs will often hold in and suppress their feelings and thoughts instead
of trying to share with others. They are taught to uphold harmony for the sake of
the group and everyone around them.
APIs have cultural values that certainly define how they view the world
and how they express their actions and behaviors. The culture emphasizes the
importance of family, the obligation to support the family, respect for elders and
authority figures, collectivism, and harmony. APIs are taught to not really be
expressive in their emotions but to do their best to ensure harmony among their
relationships and environments. They tend to make decisions from a communal
standpoint rather than an individualistic perspective.
Asian Pacific Islanders in Higher Education
According to data from the U.S. Department of Education National Center
for Educational Statistics (2013c), 20.6 million students enrolled in degreegranting institutions in fall 2012. This is a 24% increase from 10 years ago when
college enrollment was 16.6 million students. Among the 20.6 million college
students, about 58% (11.9 million) identified as White, 14% (2.97 million)
identified as Hispanic, 14% (2.96 million) identified as Black, 6% (1.2 million)
identified as API, and less than 1% (172 million) identified as American
Indian/Alaska Native (NCES, 2013d). The percentage of college students of color
(Hispanic, Black, API, and American Indian/Alaska Native) has been increasing
since 1976 (NCES, 2015).
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The percentage of Hispanic students rose from 4 percent to 15 percent,
the percentage of Asian/Pacific Islander students rose from 2 percent to 6
percent, the percentage of Black students rose from 10 percent to 15
percent, and the percentage of American Indian/Alaska Native students
rose from 0.7 to 0.9 percent. During the same period, the percentage of
White students fell from 84 percent to 60 percent (United States
Department of Education National Center for Education Statistics, 2015,
para. 10).
Specifically, the number of APIs enrolled as undergraduates increased from
169,000 in 1976 to 1,063,000 in 2012, and graduate enrollment increased from
29,000 to 196,000 in the same time period (NCES, 2013d).
Among these numbers, approximately 75% of APIs attended public
institutions of higher education while 18% attended private institutions. A large
number of these students pursued a bachelor’s degree in either the fields of
business (22.6%), social sciences (12.0%), or biological and biomedical sciences
(11.9%). Only about 2% of APIs identified education as their field of study.
Among those pursuing master’s degrees, students selected business as the top
major (36.4%) with education being second (12.2%). At the doctorate level, about
7.8% of students obtained a doctoral degree in the field of education (Aud, Fox,
& KewalRamani, 2010). Unfortunately, the U.S. Department of Education does
not break down the education majors into specialized areas such as higher
education, special education, and secondary education. Therefore, the exact
number of students who majored in higher education to pursue a career in
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student affairs is unknown. Based on all these data, the number of APIs enrolling
in higher education is increasing at both the undergraduate and graduate levels.
However, many of these API students are not selecting education as their field of
study, which can affect the number of APIs working in the field of student affairs.
While the number of enrolled API students has been steadily increasing in
higher education since 1976, the same cannot be said regarding the
representation of API faculty, staff, and administrators in higher education. In
2009, among the 3,794,500 individuals who work at degree-granting institutions
in the United States, approximately 5.6% (or 211,088) are Asian/Native
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and about 25% (or 51,907) of these API staff members
are categorized under “Other professional (support/service)” (NCES, 2009). The
National Center for Education Statistics defines the category of “Other
professional (support/service)” as individuals who provide “academic support,
student service, and institutional support” and has at least a baccalaureate
degree or equivalent experience (NCES, 2012, p. B-2). This percentage is close
to the 6% of college students who identify as API. However, the exact number of
API student affairs professionals is unknown since the data does not specify who
constitutes staff. Under the current data, staff can include those who work as
secretaries, office assistants, webmasters, graphic designers, custodians, and
electricians. These individuals may not necessary be classified as student affairs
professionals. Thus, the number of API student affairs professionals is hard to
determine based on the current data available by the United States Department
of Education.

31
As mentioned earlier, statistics from the two largest and oldest student
affairs associations, NASPA and ACPA, only capture about 22,500 members,
and these members may not be unique. In addition, many student affairs
professionals are only members of specialized functional areas such as
Association of College and University Housing Officers-International, (ACUHO-I),
National Academic Advising Association (NACADA), National Association for
Campus Activities (NACA), and National Intramural-Recreational Sports
Association (NIRSA). These student affairs professionals would not be included
in the data count from NASPA and ACPA. Overall, it is difficult to capture the
total number of student affairs professionals working within in higher education,
let alone those who identify as API.
In order to better serve and meet the needs of API students, the number
of APIs working in higher education needs to increase (Wang & Teranishi, 2012).
While there has been a large increase in the number of API students who enroll
in higher education and graduate with at least a bachelor’s degree, a significant
number of these students such as those who specifically identify as Southeast
Asian and Pacific Islanders struggle to enter and complete college (Wong et al.,
1998). Many Southeast Asian and Pacific Islander students come from lower
income families and are often the first in their families to attend college (Portes &
Rumbaut, 1996). They do not have the same resources and support as other API
groups within higher education. Thus, if there were more API representation in
leadership positions, API students could use these API leaders as role models
and come to view themselves as being successful and completing their college
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degrees (Teranishi et al., 2009). In addition, because APIs are not in key
leadership positions within higher education, they are cannot share the needs of
API students and emphasize the importance of serving this student population
(Yamagata-Noji & Gee, 2012).
Helping API students succeed in college can start by increasing the API
representation among staff, faculty, and administrators. Currently, data indicate
that only a small number of API students pursue a degree in education at the
undergraduate and graduate levels. One way to increase the number of API
faculty and staff representation in higher education is to increase the number of
API students pursuing advanced degrees in the field of education (Teranishi
et al., 2009). Therefore, API faculty and staff will need to connect with these
students and encourage them to pursue a career in education, especially higher
education.
Career Choice in Student Affairs
Many individuals who work in the field of student affairs have stated they
accidently learned about the profession during their undergraduate college years
(Hunter, 1992). Similarly, a number of API administrators shared how their
undergraduate involvement with student affairs and the encouragement they
received from their student affairs mentors got them interested in working in
student affairs (Suh, 2005). They also stated the student affairs profession gave
them the opportunity to work with students of color. It is interesting to note that
API administrators express the desire to work directly with API students, in
addition to students in general. However, many API students and recent
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graduates do not have the support or mentorship to further their interest in the
student affairs profession because faculty and administrators may be
encouraging them to pursue more traditional career paths (Suh, 2005). Thus,
understanding how API individuals make the decision to enter the student affairs
profession can provide insight on the decision-making process for those API
individuals who leave the field in their first five years.
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
The theoretical and conceptual framework for this study was the surprise
and sense making model for newcomers developed by Meryl Reis Louis (1980).
How newcomers make sense of their experiences is important in this research
study. The former API entry-level student affairs professionals experienced
changes after entering their job positions and after a period of time made the
decision to leave the career field. Thus, the surprise and sense making model
can serve as a foundation to explain the attrition of API entry-level student affairs
professionals within higher education. The following paragraphs provide an
explanation of the theory, its development, concepts, strengths, and limitations.
Louis (1980) developed the surprise and sense making model for
newcomers to address newcomers’ experiences in their first career jobs. She
believed that understanding what newcomers experienced could assist
employers in implementing supportive practices that would help newcomers
adapt into their new roles and environment. The surprise and sense making
model consists of three areas: detection, diagnosis, and interpretation. Figure 1
is a visual of the surprise and sense making model.
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Figure 1. Sense Making in Organizational Entry. Adapted from “Surprise and Sense Making: What Newcomers
Experience in Entering Unfamiliar Organizational Settings” (Louis, 1980)
34
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The first area of detection consists of change, contrast, and surprise.
Change consists of moving from one state to the next. When individuals enter a
new setting, they need to adjust accordingly to various changes. When starting a
new job position, certain changes have already occurred such as title, location,
contact information, job duties, and salary. Newcomers in first career jobs are
often moving from a student to a professional role and identity (Louis, 1980). The
identity change can be drastic for some individuals because of the differences
between being a student and being an employee. Therefore, they may need to
learn new skill sets, be responsible for different tasks, and even oversee other
employees. They may have even more to cope with in order to make sense of
new job roles and experiences.
Contrast is the second part of the detection area of the surprise and sense
making model. Contrast is often experienced and recognized on a personal level
(Louis, 1980). Individuals go through a compare and contrast of old and new
roles and decide which old roles they will carry into their new role. Therefore, the
contrast experience becomes very subjective and also unique, depending on the
prior roles, the background, and the experiences that individuals believe are
necessary to succeed in the new job position.
The third part of detection is surprise, which constitutes the difference in
the individuals’ job expectations and what actually happens (Louis, 1980).
Surprise also occurs when individuals face change and contrast. Certain aspects
of a new job may not match what was expected. Surprise can be both positive
and negative depending on the individuals’ past experiences. Regardless, when
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surprise occurs, individuals need to be able to adapt accordingly and find ways to
carry out the job duties.
Understanding the detection area of change, contrast, and surprise can
provide a foundation for helping newcomers transition to a new job position
(Louis, 1980). Through anticipating what newcomers will experience in the new
position, institutions, particularly supervisors, can provide the necessary services
and interventions to better prepare newcomers for their role.
Diagnosis is the second area of the surprise and sense making model and
consists of sense making. How individuals cope with change, contrast, and,
specifically, surprise is connected to sense making (Louis, 1980). When
individuals confront new work experiences, they find inputs to interpret meaning
and seek explanations. The model offers four inputs newcomers use to make
sense of their experiences. The inputs are others’ interpretations, local
interpretation schemes, predispositions and purposes, and past experiences.
First, oftentimes, individuals seek insight from insiders to better
understand how to cope with the experience. These insiders generally have a
strong grasp of the situation due to historical knowledge. Second, for local
interpretation schemes, the newcomers reflect on their own values and
experiences in other settings to help them make sense of their current work
experiences. They also interpret surprises based on textbook definitions without
realizing the importance of understanding the present organizational and cultural
settings they are in. Third, individuals will utilize their predispositions, personal
characteristics, and locus of control in navigating their experiences. They will
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determine their purpose within the specific situations and in general. Fourth, they
look through past experiences for similar scenarios or situations to see how they
should cope with the current experiences.
Naturally, newcomers anticipate certain changes when entering a job
position. Sometimes, what they anticipate may contrast with what actually occurs
leading to surprise. How newcomers deal with change, contrast, and change
depends on the resources they have at hand such as past experiences and
insiders. Many newcomers do not have insiders at the job company, and they will
face difficulties in understanding the culture of the company, the office, and its
people.
Having insiders can help newcomers with the sense making process. The
insiders have the historical knowledge and past experiences of the job, the
environment, and the culture. Insiders most likely have other insiders that help
them interpret situations and navigate accordingly. Newcomers who know
insiders can share their experiences of change, contrast, and surprise. They can
work together to interpret meanings and determine the next steps. However,
newcomers without access to insiders can face challenges in a new job role.
Thus, the sense making process plays an important role for newcomers in their
decision of staying or leaving the job, which represents the third and last area of
the model: Interpretation.
Interpretation occurs when newcomers attribute meaning to their
experiences and then select a behavioral response or update their expectations
and views (Louis, 1980). The newcomers have detected the changes, contrasts,
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and surprises and made sense of all those experiences by utilizing the four
inputs. Once they have figured out the meaning of the experiences, they will
decide how to respond to the experiences or decide to update their expectations
and perspectives. Newcomers will decide whether to stay or leave the
organization and determine their level of commitment to the job.
The surprise and sense making theory and model for newcomers by Louis
(1980) is very applicable to my research study of attrition among API entry-level
student affairs professionals. All of these individuals graduated from a master’s
program and started working at an institution of higher education. Therefore, they
moved from a student to a professional role. Through the role transition, they
likely experienced the three elements of change, contrast, and surprise and had
to make sense of the process. In the sense making process, it is also likely that
these individuals reflected on past experiences and connected and shared with
others in order to find ways to interpret and to cope with the surprises. As the API
student affairs professionals continued to work and navigate the institutional
culture, they could have assigned meaning to their new experiences as a coping
mechanism and learned how to navigate and respond to situations they faced.
Ultimately, the individuals reached a point where they made a decision to leave
the job position and the field of student affairs altogether.
However, the surprise and sense making theoretical model has some
limitations. Since the model was developed for a general population, it does not
consider how race and ethnicity can affect a person’s sense making process.
Individuals of API descent tend to think and work on a communal level. Due to
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this API cultural value of family support and collectivism, they may not consider
their own past experiences but may just solely seek advice from others to help
them interpret meaning and reach a decision. Moreover, the role of family often
can highly affect an API student affairs professional’s decision making; therefore,
their families may have influenced their decision to leave the field.
Additionally, upon entering a new job position, newcomers may have a set
of priorities of settling into the position by focusing on their individual role and
duties. They may not have made time to seek out insiders beyond the immediate
department or office. Some newcomers may not meet others who could assist
them or build relations with other individuals. Thus, the newcomers may not get a
good understanding of the culture and the overall institution. Without insiders,
newcomers are unable to receive assistance in navigating and making sense of
these new experiences.
Review of Empirical Literature
Currently, there is little research in attrition in the field of student affairs.
However, there is research on attrition within similar fields such as teaching. The
teaching profession also encompasses the element of helping others, and
therefore, attrition studies from this field can provide insight on attrition within
student affairs. In order to fully understand why individuals leave the helping
fields, there should be a foundational understanding of the process of how
“newcomers cope with entry and socialization experiences” (Louis, 1980, p. 235).
In this section, I will provide an overview of attrition in the student affairs
profession and then in the field of teaching.
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Attrition in the Student Affairs Profession
Most attrition research on the student affairs profession stemmed from the
1980s (Evan, 1988), and few studies have been conducted recently (Tull, 2006;
Frank, 2013). However, attrition has been noted as a concern for many scholars
due to the high rates of attrition, particularly within the first five years of
employment (Bender, 1980; Burns, 1982; Holmes, Verrier, & Chisolm, 1983;
Wood, Winston, & Polkosnik, 1985). The attrition rates among new or entry-level
professionals range from 50 to 60% (Holmes et al., 1983; Lorden, 1998; Tull
2006). Entry-level professionals have provided several common reasons for the
high attrition rates. These include: few opportunities for advancement (Bender,
1980; Burns, 1982; Escott, 1976; Marshall, Gardner, Hughes, & Lowery, 2016;
Rickard, 1985; Sherburne, 1970); long hours and burnout (Forney, WallaceSchutzman, & Wiggers, 1982; Marshall et al., 2016; Tull, 2006); low pay
(Buchanan, 2012a; Lorden, 1998; Marshall et al., 2016); and little to no support in
professional development (Frank, 2013).
Most studies on attrition are quantitative in nature and do not take into
account race and ethnicity (Ward, 1995). Studies have found that women were
more likely to leave the student affairs profession in comparison to men (Burns,
1982). Younger professionals were also more likely to leave the field due to few
advancement opportunities (Bender, 1980). In her study, Ward (1995) shared
how role stress was a contributing factor for attrition. She emphasized the need
for both supervisors and new professionals to understand how role stress, role
ambiguity, and conflict contribute to the profession and the need for supervisors
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and new professionals to learn to support one another. Furthermore, Tull (2006)
stated that “effective supervision of new professionals . . . can reduce the
propensity of new professionals to leave” (p. 465). The roles of supervisors seem
to be a strong factor in the attrition of new student affairs professionals.
In a recent dissertation study, Buchanan (2012a) discovered the factors
that influence attrition among new professionals in student affairs. Using case
studies, she interviewed five participants who lived in the state of Delaware,
earned at least a master’s degree, and worked at least a year to six years in the
field of student affairs. The factors that contributed to the attrition of the five
professionals were low salaries, poor relationship with supervisors, and few
career opportunities. While the study cannot be generalized to the broader
population due to the small sample size and qualitative method, Buchanan did
find key reasons from the participants as to why they left the field.
Frank (2013) discovered that there are numerous institutional and
individual reasons that cause new professionals to leave the field of student
affairs. Twenty out of twenty-four of the study participants indicated that they did
not feel valued for their work; therefore, they left the field. In addition, 75% of the
former professionals shared they were unable to do an effective job due to the
institutional politics. Overall, this study was able to provide more information
regarding attrition in the student affairs profession due to its qualitative research
method. However, only one person out of the sample identified as API.
Utilizing a mixed methods approach with 153 participants, Marshall,
Gardner, Hughes, and Lowery (2016) uncovered seven themes regarding
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attrition among all levels of student affairs professionals. The participants
completed an online survey with 30 open and close-ended questions.
Overwhelmingly, nearly 90% of the participants identified as Caucasian, and less
than 4% identified as Asian American. In addition, only 28% of the participants
left the field at the entry-level position. Some of the emerging themes and
reasons for leaving the field include long hours, low pay, job opportunities outside
the student affair profession, poor supervisory relationships, and unchallenging
work. Unfortunately, the mixed methods study did not specifically focus on
individuals of specific backgrounds and professional levels and how they reached
the decision to leave the field.
Attrition in the Professoriate
Due to the limited number of recent attrition studies within the field of
student affairs, a review of empirical literature in the field of teaching is included
in this section. The attrition studies on teaching comprise of faculty in higher
education and teachers in secondary schools.
Among college and university professors, within five years of teaching,
about 34% will leave (Billingsley & Cross, 1992). Many leave the teaching
profession due to low salary (Cropsey, Masho, Shiang, Sikka, Kornstein, &
Hampton, 2008; Gandhi, 2014; O’Meara, Lounder, & Campbell, 2014); few
career advancement opportunities (Cropsey et al., 2008; Gandhi, 2014); and
unsupportive supervisors or leaders (Cropsey et al., 2008; O’Meara et al., 2014;
Xu, 2008). The two reasons of low salary and few advancement opportunities are
similar to the findings from student affairs attrition studies.
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About half of the new teachers within the P-12 educational system leave
the profession during the first five years (Colbert & Wolff, 1992; Liu, 2007). Like
faculty members, these teachers stated similar reasons for leaving the field such
as lack of support from administrators (Buchanan, 2012b; Butler, 2014; Chuong,
2008; Hamburg, 2012; Plunkett & Dyson, 2011); low income (Butler, 2014;
Harrell, Leavell, van Tassel, & McKee, 2004); and inadequate teacher
preparation and training (Butler, 2014; Flynn, 2011). The primary reason (low
salaries) given by P-12 teachers for leaving is synonymous with what both
student affairs professionals and faculty in higher education identified.
Only one of the attrition studies within teaching seemed to have
considered whether race played a factor. Cropsey et al. (2008) surveyed 166
medical school faculty and found slight differences among white and nonwhite
faculty members. Thirty-five non-White faculty members stated the top three
reasons for leaving were lack of career advancement opportunities, low salary,
and personal reasons. Seventy-four percent (or 143) White faculty members
shared limited opportunities for advancement, low salary, and little support from
departmental leaders as reasons for leaving the profession.
Among all the attrition studies in student affairs, faculty teaching, and
secondary school teaching, the roles of supervisors or leaders were consistently
mentioned. Within teaching, the teachers shared how they did not receive
adequate support from administrators or supervisors (Buchanan, 2012b; Butler,
2014; Chuong, 2008; Cropsey et al., 2008; Hamburg, 2012; Plunkett & Dyson,
2011; Xu, 2008). It appears that administrators and supervisors did not provide
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enough guidance and mentorship for the teachers and faculty members or they
simply did not get along with one another. For student affairs professionals,
Buchanan (2012a) and Ward (1995) discovered that poor relationships with
supervisors led to attrition.
The literature on attrition in student affairs is limited to a small number of
studies, mostly quantitative in nature, and written in the 1980s. A majority of the
researchers have found many factors contributing to why student affairs
professionals at different levels leave the field. Some researchers have focused
on the areas of job satisfaction, relationships with supervisors, and career paths
in student affairs in connection with attrition. However, none of the studies has
examined in-depth the characteristics of the sample and have not considered if
attrition occurs at different rates based on race and ethnicity of the entry-level
student affairs professionals.
Chapter Summary
The history of higher education provides insights on the emergence of the
student affairs profession. With various publications such as The Student
Personnel Point of View in 1937, A Perspective on Student Affairs, and Learning
Reconsidered, the field of student affairs received more credibility for its
existence among institutions of higher education. The topic of attrition has been
researched since the 1980s and yet there is still a gap in the literature regarding
attrition among API entry-level professionals. Many of the studies in the literature
have been quantitative in nature and do not consider whether race and ethnicity
has an effect on student affairs professionals leaving the field. Therefore, it is

45
important to examine if attrition among entry-level student affairs professionals is
different for those who identify as API. Additionally, this study can provide
information that will help to explain the leadership pipeline deficit among API
educators. The study can increase the understanding of how graduate
preparation programs and supervisors of API entry-level professionals can
prepare them for success during the first five years of their careers. Finding
answers to these problems will increase the pipeline for higher-level API leaders
in student affairs.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Scholarly literature has indicated that after completing a two- or three-year
graduate program, about 50 to 60% of entry-level student affairs professionals,
regardless of ethnicity, leave the profession within five or six years (Holmes
et al., 1983). My research study focused on the attrition of Asian Pacific Islander
(API) entry-level student affairs professionals. I not only wanted to understand
APIs’ decision to enter the field of education but more importantly how they
reached the decision to leave the field. I utilized the surprise and sense making
model for newcomers (Louis, 1980) as both the theoretical and conceptual
frameworks for this study.
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine the factors
that lead to attrition among former API entry-level student affairs professionals.
The findings from this study will better inform future research regarding API
entry-level student affairs professionals, enhance the curriculum and preparation
job process in graduate programs, and inform supervisors of effective ways to
retain entry-level API student affairs professionals and encourage them to seek
higher positions. The following research questions guided the study:
1.

How do API entry-level student affairs professionals who have left
the field of student affairs describe the phenomenon?
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2.

Drawing from their experiences, which aspects of the phenomenon
contributed to the API entry-level student affairs professionals’
decision-making process and in what ways?

In this chapter, I first present the qualitative research methodology used in
the study. Second, I describe in depth the research design and specific methods
used to carry out the design. Third, I provide information about the setting,
sample, data collection with instrumentation and procedures, and the data
analysis, including trustworthiness and my role as the researcher. Fourth, I
conclude this chapter with a summary.
Qualitative Research
Qualitative research methods were selected for this study because they
are appropriate in understanding the attrition of API entry-level student affairs
professionals. Creswell (2012) defined qualitative research as seeking to explore
a research problem in which the variables are unknown. Qualitative research is
also used to understand how individuals or groups make meaning of their
experiences (Creswell, 2014). Thus, this study sought to understand how former
API entry-level professionals made the decision to leave the field of student
affairs and the meaning behind their decision.
I chose to use a qualitative research design for this study for several
reasons. First, my research approach was determined by the research questions
for the study. Questions starting with the words “how” and “what” tend to indicate
an exploratory search for meaning (Creswell, 2012). My questions were
developed to obtain greater understanding of how former API entry-level student
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affairs professionals made the decision to leave the profession. The research
questions were specifically created to be broad and open-ended in order to
capture the participants’ varied and unique experiences.
Second, a qualitative research design provided the opportunity for me to
deeply connect with my research participants. I collected data from participants in
a one-on-one interview format where they are able to share their “feelings,
interpretations, and reactions to a personal set of events” (Lodico, Spaulding, &
Voegtle, 2010, p. 123). Thus, the study focused on the participants and their
experiences as student affairs professionals that led them to leave the field.
The last reason I chose a qualitative research approach for my topic was
to provide the participants a voice. Often, API entry-level student affairs
professionals who leave their job positions and the overall profession do not
share information regarding their decision-making process. They generally
“disappear,” and no one really knows what happens to them. Thus, I found it
important to connect with these individuals directly in order to understand why
they left and what contributes to their attrition. While there have been some
studies on attrition, none of them have specifically focused on the attrition of API
entry-level student affairs professionals. My goal was to provide a voice to this
group of individuals and emphasize the need for increased understanding on the
topic of attrition among student affairs professionals.
More specifically, my qualitative research design consisted of one-on-one
interviews. There are many advantages, as well as limitations, to interviews. The
advantages include that participants have the opportunity to share historical
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information regarding their experiences and the researcher has the opportunity to
control the interview by asking questions that serve to guide the conversation
(Creswell, 2014). The limitations include that although the participants provided
their unique and limited perspectives, the responses they shared may not be fully
accurate. In addition, I, as the researcher, may have not fully understood what
the participants were sharing. Finally, the participants were not interviewed in
their natural setting (Creswell, 2014).
Based on the research topic and questions, I chose a qualitative research
design as most appropriate in understanding the attrition of API entry-level
student affairs professionals. The following section will address the
characteristics of a phenomenological research design and provide a rationale
for the utilization of this design.
Research Design
A phenomenological research design was selected to examine the lived
experiences of API entry-level student affairs professionals who have left the
field. Through conversations, phenomenology seeks to uncover the lived
experiences of a group of individuals and how they make meaning of a shared
phenomenon (Creswell, 2006; Merriam, 2002). Phenomenology focuses on “(a)
how people interpret their experiences, (b) how they construct their worlds, and
(c) what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 2002, p. 38).
Phenomenology is grounded in constructivism, which is comprised of meaning
making and interpretations (Crotty, 1998). The theoretical framework for this

50
study was the surprise and sense making model (Louis, 1980), and one-on-one
interviews were used as the method for data collection.
The study sought to explore and to understand how API entry-level
student affairs professionals made the decision to leave the field of student
affairs. Therefore, a phenomenological research design was well suited in
addressing the research questions through multiple perspectives. The study’s
phenomenon was the experience of leaving the field of student affairs in relation
to the theoretical and the conceptual framework of surprise and sense making. I
served as an instrument to construct meaning from the data collected and to form
interpretations and descriptions of the participants’ shared phenomenon
(Moustakas, 1994).
Phenomenological approaches are best for deep understanding of a
phenomenon experienced by many individuals (Creswell, 2006). Phenomenology
provides an understanding of how individuals experience and interpret the world
around them (Patton, 2002). Researchers using a phenomenological approach
need to be aware of their own personal experiences. Qualitative researchers can
indeed use their own experiences and assumptions in their study but need to
address their biases in the methodology section (Creswell, 2006). The
researchers need to be transparent about their own experiences and biases.
Therefore, later in this chapter, I state my role as a researcher and acknowledge
how my biases and experiences affected the study.
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Research Methods
In this section, I will describe the specific research methods that I utilized
for this phenomenological study. Specifically, I will discuss the setting, sample,
data collection, data analysis, and the steps taken to ensure trustworthiness.
Setting
The interviews took place in a variety of settings, which were all
interruption free. Due to the study’s topic of attrition, a setting was not specifically
defined since the individuals in the sample were no longer employed at a college
or university. Therefore, the context of the study was the field of student affairs.
The participants were interviewed in different settings, including their current
employment location, their homes, or in public spaces.
Sample
The sample consisted of 12 former API entry-level student affairs
professionals. The former entry-level student affairs professionals who
participated in the study identified as Asian Pacific Islander, earned a master’s
degree in student affairs or higher education, and worked at least two but no
more than five years full-time at an accredited college or university (two-year or
four-year) prior to leaving the profession. Entry-level student affairs professionals
are considered to be individuals who have been in the field no more than five
years (NASPA, 2015a). I focused on individuals who had worked at least two
years in student affairs because the first year tends to have a large learning
curve. Once the second year of the job begins, individuals tend to know more
about their job positions and the institution.
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In order to find participants for the study, I used snowball sampling and
random sampling. For snowball sampling, I made connections with current
members from two national student affairs professional associations, the Student
Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA) and the College Student
Educators International (ACPA), and requested their assistance in identifying
individuals eligible for my research study. NASPA was founded in 1919 and
currently has approximately 15,000 members representing over 2,100 institutions
in the United States (NASPA, 2016). It is committed to the professional
development of student affairs educators and student learning and development.
Similarly, founded in 1924, ACPA has about 7,500 members from 1,200 colleges
and universities (ACPA, 2014). ACPA is also committed in the advancement of
the student affairs profession and the development of students.
I also reached out to current members of the LEAP organization and the
Asian Pacific Americans in Higher Education (APAHE). These two organizations
have a large membership of Asian Pacific Islanders who work in higher education
and were able to refer individuals for me to contact for my study. Established in
1983, LEAP is a non-profit organization created to develop and increase the
presence of API leaders in various fields (LEAP, 2014). APAHE was found in
1987 to provide support and address the issues and concerns of APIs in higher
education (APAHE, 2015).
Part of the study’s sample was formed through a snowball sampling from
the four organizations of NASPA, ACPA, LEAP, and APAHE. I requested
referrals to any individuals the members knew who might fit the study’s criteria.
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Once I obtained a list of contacts from the referrals, I then emailed the
individuals. I asked them to complete a short demographic survey to confirm
eligibility. Only former API entry-level student affairs professionals who met the
requirements of the study were formally asked to participate.
For random sampling, I utilized the NASPA’s Graduate Program Directory
and the ACPA’s Graduate Prep Program Directory online. Initially, I searched for
graduate programs in cities with large API populations and emailed at least two
faculty members from each program. I asked them to forward my study to their
alumni network. The email asked for any eligible alumnus to email me for
participation in the study. I then expanded my search to schools in the East
Coast and Midwest regions and emailed the faculty members.
Through both snowball and random sampling, I was able to find and
qualify 12 former API student affairs professionals for the study. Among the
participants, two identified themselves as male and ten identified as female.
Regarding ethnicity, the participants varied with four (33%) identifying as East
Asian, three (25%) as Pacific Islanders, three (25%) as South Asian, and two
(17%) as Mixed Asian. The 12 former API student affairs professionals worked in
the field an average of three and a half years. Additionally, the average age of
the participants when they left the student affairs profession was 29.75 years old.
Figure 2 shows the race/ethnicity of the participants.
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South Asian
25%

East Asian
33%

Pacific Islander
25%
Mixed Asian
17%

Figure 2. Ethnicity of participants.
Data Collection and Management
This section will provide an overview of my data collection and
management procedures. According to Merriam (1998), interviewing is a
common method of data collection in qualitative research. The interviewees or
participants are able to share and make meaning of specific experiences. In this
study, the participants shared their experiences related to making the decision to
leave the student affairs profession. Due to the qualitative nature of my study, I
collected data through semi-structured interviews. I will also describe the
instrumentation, procedures for data collection, and data management strategies.
Instrumentation. The research study used one instrument to collect
data—the interview protocol. A pilot study was conducted with one individual to
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test the interview protocol. Feedback from the individual was used to revise the
interview protocol and clarify the questions. Not only were more questions added,
but also the questions became more specific to provide better context so that the
interviewees could understand the purpose of each question.
For the study, I conducted 12 semi-structured qualitative interviews. The
questions were open-ended to allow me the flexibility of rewording or omitting
questions due to the flow of the interview (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). A
semi-structured interview allows the researcher and participant to engage in
conversation in a less scripted manner (Yin, 2011). In addition, follow-up and
probing questions were asked to ensure understanding of responses. After the
participants responded to each question, I then asked many follow up and
probing questions to get a better understanding of the topic of attrition.
Because my study was qualitative, I was a research instrument. According
to Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle (2010), “The researcher is the primary
measurement tool in qualitative research; all data are filtered through the
researcher’s eyes and ears” (p. 112). Therefore, I had to be mindful of my biases
when I collected the data and took the proper steps to record the interviews
accurately. The semi-structured interviews used in the study allowed the
participants to guide the conversation and highlight what they believed were
important areas of their experiences (Merriam, 1998). I prepared an interview
protocol ahead of time with a list of questions I wanted to ask the participants
(Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). The list of questions for my interview
protocol can be found in Appendix A.

56
Procedures. Due to the semi-structured interview format, I had the ability
to change the order in which I asked the questions, to add additional probing
questions, and to change the wording of the questions. Four of the interviews
were in person, and eight interviews were conducted through a video chat
program using Google Hangout or Apple FaceTime. They were approximately 60
to 120 minutes in length. The interviews were audio recorded using a digital
device and transcribed verbatim by a third-party company immediately following
the interviews. The participants were sent an electronic copy of the transcription
for verification of the information.
As stated, depending on where the 12 participants were located, I
interviewed them in person or through a video chat program (either Google
Hangout or Apple FaceTime). The interviews were conducted in a quiet space
free of distractions and interruptions. All the interviews were recorded using an
audio program on a cell phone and a digital recorder. Before the interviews
actually occurred, I went over the study’s focus and reviewed the consent form
with the participants. The participants signed the consent form before we began
the interviews. During the interviews, I used the interview protocol including
probes to obtain additional information from the participants. Due to the semistructured format, the participants’ responses guided the conversation. I asked
many open-ended and probing questions to enable the participants and to make
them feel comfortable in conversing with me. In addition, I took notes during the
interviews of the participants’ responses and body language. At the end of each
interview, I emphasized that everything shared by the participants in the interview
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would remain confidential through the use of pseudonyms for all written
documents, password-protected computer files, and a locked filing cabinet for all
printed materials. I then described the next steps of the study to the participants,
including the timeline for transcriptions and the verification of transcriptions by
the participants. I thanked the participants for their time and informed them that I
would contact them within a few weeks.
Data management. For the study, I collected the data through online
surveys, audio files, notes, and transcriptions. I managed the data through a
secure server, had the data password protected for each of the files and file
folders, and locked all printed related materials in a filing cabinet. Moreover, I
assigned and used pseudonyms to ensure the confidentiality of the participants.
Data Analysis and Interpretation
Using qualitative research methods, I gathered the data and notes from
the semi-structured interviews. After the interviews were transcribed, I uploaded
them to Dedoose, a computer software program used for data analysis. In the
following paragraphs, I will discuss my analysis, the trustworthiness of the study,
and my role as the researcher.
Data analysis. I found themes and patterns from the transcriptions, notes,
and online surveys. As described by Creswell (2014), the following are the six
steps of qualitative data analysis:
1.

Organize and prepare the interviews for transcription; this will
include typing up observational notes.

2.

Review the data and find general or recurring themes in Dedoose.
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3.

Begin the coding by breaking similar data into categories or
themes.

4.

Report the findings through five or six themes.

5.

Develop a qualitative narrative with the findings.

6.

Interpret the findings and create meaning from the findings.

The research questions provided a framework for the data analysis. I
developed various categories and themes and then formulated meaning from the
participants’ experiences related to making the decision to leave the student
affairs profession. During the data analysis, the theoretical and conceptual
frameworks of the surprise and sense making model described in Chapter 2 were
used as a lens to make connections between the participants’ experiences and
the scholarly literature.
Procedures to ensure validity and trustworthiness. In a qualitative
study, I need to ensure trustworthiness of the findings (Merriam, 2002). I should
be able to convince the reader that the study’s findings are credible and
meaningful (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The participants’ experiences and points of
view are of utmost importance in a qualitative study. To ensure the accuracy of
what the participants shared in the interviews, I emailed the participants a copy of
their interview transcription and asked for feedback. Based on the participants’
individual responses, I updated the transcriptions and presented the new version
to the respective participants.
Moreover, I used member checking to increase the accuracy of the
research findings (Creswell, 2014). Once I had a final report of the coded themes
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and findings, I requested the participants to review and provide their feedback. I
then updated my findings accordingly. By providing the participants the
opportunity to review the findings, I ensured that my research findings were
accurate and trustworthy.
Role of the researcher. In qualitative research, the researcher is
particularly curious and engaged in the participants’ experiences (Creswell
2014). Often, the researcher becomes a participant due to similar personal
experiences and is a primary instrument in the data collection and analysis
(Patton, 2002). A qualitative researcher should be conscientious and mindful of
any biases, values, and personal interests that may influence a study (Creswell,
2014; Patton, 2002). In the following paragraphs, I share how my journey in
student affairs shaped this study.
I identify as API, more specifically as Vietnamese. Since 2011, I became
involved in higher education through the Master’s in Higher Education program at
California State University, Fullerton. I chose the field of student affairs because
of my undergraduate involvement experiences and my volunteer work with high
school students. During the master’s program, I was part of a 19-person cohort
where five people were of API descent. As members of two professional
associations, NASPA and ACPA, I initially noticed the low numbers of API
student affairs professionals, particularly in senior and administrative positions
After I graduated from the master’s program and entered the doctoral
program at California State University, Fullerton, I began to engage more with
API student affairs professionals. I realized that many entry-level student affairs
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professionals were leaving the field within a few years after obtaining a master’s
degree in higher education. I wanted to understand the reasons why people who
had committed financial resources and one to three years of their time and
energy to a master’s program did not stay in the field of student affairs.
I am currently in my first full-time student affairs position at Orange Coast
College after working various part-time jobs for about three years. It took me a
year since graduating from the master’s program to secure this full-time position.
Among the five fellow API cohort members from my master’s program, two have
already left student affairs and secured full-time positions in other fields. I learned
first-hand from my two cohort members why they left the field of student affairs.
Thus, I needed to be mindful of my biases because I am an API student affairs
professional. I constantly reflected on my cultural values during the data
collection process. The topic of attrition among entry-level student affairs
professionals is of great interest to me. I believe the large number of API entrylevel student affairs professionals leaving the field affects the low number of APIs
in mid-level, senior, and administrative positions.
Personally, I plan to stay in the field of student affairs and have a goal of
becoming a dean of student services in the future. As I continue to work in the
profession, I want to be able to see more people who identify as API working
alongside me. After a few years of being a dean of student services, I may aspire
to become a higher-level administrator. My experience in student affairs has
been very positive due to the unconditional support from great mentors and
colleagues. Although I have only been in one full-time student affairs position, I
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am entering my third year and still feel challenged in my role and responsibilities.
I have faced many changes, contrasts, and surprises in my position such as
working with disengaged faculty members, interpreting policies and procedures,
and navigating the community college culture and politics. I definitely reached out
to my supervisor, mentors, and colleagues to help me make sense of the
different changes, contrasts, and surprises. I also utilized my predispositions and
past job experiences to inform my decision-making process for a number of
situations. Moreover, I constantly reflected on my observations of the campus
culture and my interactions with others and tried to understand why the
institutional environment and the employees behave in certain ways.
As a researcher, I understand and recognize that my biases and personal
lens of being API and an entry-level student affair professional can affect the
interpretation of data. Therefore, I took the necessary precautions to ensure that I
limited my biases for this study.
Chapter Summary
This chapter provided an overview of the methodology for this study of
attrition among former API entry-level student affairs professionals. Upon the
completion of a master’s program in higher education, many full-time API student
affairs professionals leave the field within two to five years. Thus, they are unable
to advance to higher-level positions and to help address the leadership pipeline
deficit. Being a qualitative study, a phenomenological design using a semistructured interview format was utilized to capture the participants’ experiences.
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The data collected can provide explanations as to why attrition occurs among
API entry-level student affairs professionals.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Twelve Asian Pacific Islander (API) entry-level student affairs
professionals shared their experiences of leaving the profession. They entered
the field to work with students outside the classroom and help them accomplish
their academic, career, and personal goals. These twelve API professionals
worked in the departments of academic advising, student activities, residential
life, multicultural programs, and admissions. While they all intended to stay in the
field, they faced certain circumstances that ultimately led them to make the
decision to leave.
In this chapter, I will present the study’s findings based on the research
questions and emergent themes. The chapter begins with a summary of the
methodology. Following are the research questions, an overview of the
theoretical and conceptual framework, and the overarching themes in relation to
the research questions and framework. The chapter concludes with a summary.
The findings presented in this chapter will set the stage for the discussion and
implications in Chapter 5.
Qualitative Methodology
A total of 12 one-on-one interviews were conducted with Asian Pacific
Islander (API) entry-level student affairs professionals who left the field after
working full-time for at least two to five years at an accredited institution of higher

64
learning. Each received a master’s degree in higher education or a related field.
Participants were identified and selected utilizing snowball and random sampling
techniques involving emails and social media sites such as Facebook and
Twitter. The participants’ location ranged from Hawai`i to Pennsylvania. Four of
the interviews were conducted in person, and eight interviews were conducted
through video chat via Google Hangout or Apple FaceTime. Each interview
lasted between 60 to 120 minutes. The participants shared their experiences and
described how they made the decision to leave the field of student affairs at the
entry-level position. Table 2 provides a summary of the twelve participants.
Research Questions
This study has two research questions as follows:
1.

How do API entry-level student affairs professionals who have left
the field of student affairs describe the phenomenon?

2.

Drawing from their experiences, which aspects of the phenomenon
contributed to the API entry-level student affairs professionals’
decision-making process and in what ways?
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Table 2
Characteristics of Study Participants
Age
when
Left
Student
Affairs

Carnegie Classification
of Last Workplace

Race/
Ethnicity

Gender

Generation

Years
in
Student
Affairs

Amy

Filipino

Female

1.5

5

28

Large four-year public

Beth

Chinese

Female

Second

3

26

Large four-year public

Bob

Filipino

Male

First

3

28

Large four-year public

Emily

Caucasian,
Spanish,
Japanese,
Filipina,
and
Chinese

Female

Second

4

29

Large four-year public

Kathy

Indian

Female

Second

3

27

Large four-year public

Japanese

Female

Second

4

39

Small for-profit
(graduate/professional)

Kanaka
Maoli,
Filipina,
Puerto
Rican, and
Portuguese

Female

Second

4

27

Large four-year public

Nikita

Pakistani

Female

First

5

30

Large four-year public

Rachel

Japanese

Female

Fourth

2

40

Large four-year private

Indian

Female

First

3

27

Large four-year private

Chinese

Female

First

2

26

Large four-year public

Filipino and
Chamorro

Male

1.5

4

30

Large four-year public

Name

Kristin

Monica

Rita
Stephanie
Stuart

*Based on full-time employment
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Surprise and Sense Making Model
The surprise and sense making model for newcomers by Meryl Reis Louis
(1980) served as the theoretical and conceptual framework for this study. The
model contains the three areas of detection, diagnosis, and interpretation.
Detection involves the newcomer facing change, contrast, and surprise in the
organization. The diagnosis includes sense making based on four different inputs
consisting of others’ interpretations, local interpretation schemes, predisposition
and purposes, and past experiences. The individual makes sense of the change,
contrast, and surprise through the four above inputs. The interpretation occurs
when the newcomer moves from sense making to attributing meaning to the
experiences and then makes a behavioral response. In this study, the behavioral
response is leaving the student affairs profession.
The study’s two research questions will be answered by using the surprise
and sense making model as a framework. The first research question aligns with
the first area: detection. The second research question connects with the next
two areas: diagnosis and interpretation. Thus, the following sections will provide
the study’s findings in the format of the surprise and sense making model.
Change, Contrast, and Surprise
Through the one-on-one interviews, the 12 participants shared their
experiences of leaving the field of student affairs. Utilizing the surprise and sense
making theory, the first research question was answered through the first area of
detection which involves the concepts of change, contrast, and surprise. These
three concepts emerged from the data and will serve as themes for the data
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presentation in answering the first research question: How do API entry-level
student affairs professionals who have left the field of student affairs describe the
phenomenon? Figure 3 indicates the first area of detection.
Theme 1: Change
Louis (1980) described change as “an objective difference in a major
feature between the new and old settings” (p. 443). All twelve of the study’s
participants experienced change on some level as they entered their full-time
student affairs job positions. These changes include working roles, family
obligations, and lifestyle, all of which affected their decision to leave the student
affairs profession.
Job role and responsibilities. One participant named Bob (Filipino;
worked three years in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 28)
encountered a change when he transitioned from being a graduate student to a
full-time professional. After working as a graduate assistant in housing and
residence life, he was hired full-time as the student government coordinator at
Silver Lake University upon graduation. Bob felt underprepared for his full-time
role and shared,
I managed a $300 programming budget as a grad student, and then
straight out the gate . . . my budget was six figures . . . Now I have to write
budgets, track budgets for almost $200,000 like this is crazy . . . In my
assistantship, I didn't supervise any RAs . . . I didn’t supervise any student
staff . . . At Silver Lake University, I was supervising anywhere between 15
and 25 student staff at once.
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Figure 3. First Area of Detection. Adapted from “Surprise and Sense Making: What Newcomers Experience In Entering
Unfamiliar Organizational Settings” (Louis, 1980)
68
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The change Bob encountered in his full-time position was drastically
different than his experiences as a graduate assistant. He further shared he was
able to navigate the job changes successfully due to his supervisor at Silver Lake
University. His supervisor was willing to support and guide him and his fellow
colleague, who had also recently graduated from a master’s program, in writing
budgets and creating budget proposals.
However, after two years at Silver Lake University, Bob decided to seek a
new position at Concord College, a much larger and more prominent institution
offering him a higher salary. He served as the coordinator of student organization
advising and leadership development and helped oversee 200 of the 1,000
student campus organizations. Bob indicated a large change in his work
responsibilities. He was no longer an advisor to student government leaders. Bob
now worked with student organizations to help them sign contracts and approve
events. He shared,
I just got super disengaged . . . The advising was really just transactional.
Students didn't come to us because they needed help. They came to us
because they needed us to approve something and sign off on something
so they could do their thing . . . Serving the students in the best way felt
more like a customer service model and less of a student development
model.
Bob believed in leadership training and development, which was the job
he held previously at Silver Lake University. When he tried to implement
something similar at Concord College to make his role more than just
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transactions and approvals, Bob did not receive strong support from his
supervisor. Thus, the leadership training program he recommended was never
implemented. Bob stayed at Concord College for only a year and a half before
leaving the field. Overall, Bob encountered drastic changes in the level of
supervisory support, work responsibilities, and philosophical grounding from his
experiences as a graduate assistant to his last position at Concord College.
Balancing full-time work and graduate school. Another participant
named Emily (Caucasian, Spanish, Japanese, Filipino, and Chinese; worked four
years in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 29) also experienced
change. Identifying as multiracial, Emily was born and raised in Hawai`i and
moved to California for undergraduate school. After graduation, she was
recruited by one of her mentors to work full-time as a professional at Polyseed
University as the programs coordinator for one of the housing complexes. She
became a full-time student affairs professional and a year later was encouraged
by her colleagues to pursue a master’s in higher education. After enrolling at a
nearby university, Emily indicated that she faced difficulties in trying to balance
full-time work and full-time graduate coursework because the housing position
was quite demanding and required long hours. This change was further amplified
because Emily had decided not to return home after college and no longer had
her parents’ financial support. Now being back in school and despite her desire
to just be a full-time graduate student, Emily had to work in order to support
herself financially. Thus, for the next three years, she continued working in
housing. A few of Emily’s colleagues at Polyseed University who worked within
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academic affairs learned of her struggles and advised her to transfer to their
department. Emily described how she reached the point of burnout and decided it
was best to leave the student affairs profession and transfer to academic affairs.
During this time, Emily stated how she was able to successfully complete the last
year of graduate school because her new job position was more manageable
with a set work schedule. The change that Emily faced during her full-time
student affairs position was becoming a full-time graduate school simultaneously.
This became too overwhelming for her to balance, which led to her decision of
leaving the profession.
Family roles and responsibilities. For two participants, Stephanie and
Bob, the change they experienced was not in their job positions but in their family
roles and responsibilities. Stephanie had parents who were getting older, and
Bob and his partner were expecting a baby soon. Their current situations
affected their decision to leave the field of student affairs to support their families.
Stephanie (worked two years in student affairs; left student affairs at the
age of 26) identified as first generation Chinese and was the first in her family to
attend college. For eight years, she lived about 100 miles away from her parents’
home and only visited her family once a month or every other month for a
weekend. Stephanie’s parents were getting older, having more physical and
health issues, and needing more assistance at home. Despite having a younger
brother living at home with her parents, she consistently received phone calls
from her parents requesting her assistance in calling the doctor’s office and
translating information for them. Stephanie felt a sense of familial piety and
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obligation to move home and help her parents. “My parents are getting older so I
want to be back with them . . . and also I just wanted a change of scenery
because I’ve been at Aspen College for four years.” She made the decision to
officially leave her full-time students affairs position at Aspen College. A few
months before the end of the academic year, she began a job search and applied
to several student affairs positions in academic advising and recruitment at both
private and public four-year institutions near her parents’ home.
After about four months of applying to a total of 20 positions, going on two
interviews, and receiving no offers, Stephanie decided to branch out and applied
to other fields. She stated, “I know that [student affairs] is what I got my grad
degree in, but I can’t stick with it forever if I’m not finding anything, and I’m not
moving out of state.” Stephanie recognized that her specific student affairs
experiences of working at a cultural center and with underrepresented students
was not directly applicable to the job requirements expressly required for
academic advising and outreach positions. Moreover, because she placed a high
priority on taking care of her parents, she stated that she knew her limited
geographical location may have attributed to her low success of securing another
full-time student affairs position. Her mom then encouraged her to apply to
government positions for the job security and good health benefits. Stephanie
applied to different government agencies and other companies while working
part-time at two small companies for income flow. Within a few months, she
secured a government position with the county coordinating their volunteer and
charitable giving programs. Stephanie stated that she does not anticipate
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returning to the student affairs profession because of her current salary and the
county’s cost of living adjustment rate.
Similar to Stephanie, Bob (Filipino; worked three years in student affairs;
left student affairs at the age of 28) experienced a change in his family role. He
and his partner were expecting a child, and he needed to prepare for the new
family member. At the time, both he and his partner were commuting about an
hour each way to work and realized that one of them needed to find a job, not
only closer to home, but also with a set work schedule to have time to take care
of the new baby. At the time, Bob was the coordinator for student organization
advising and leadership development at Concord College and often worked
nights and weekends. He expressed, “It didn't make sense from a quality of life
standpoint for both of us to be driving and to have a kid that ultimately was going
to end up in daycare for so many days a week.” After multiple conversations with
his partner who also grew up in a Filipino family and was raised by a stay at
home mom, they realized that the baby should spend time at home with at least
one parent instead of at a daycare facility.
Bob’s parents initially shared their concerns about Bob giving up the job
stability at Concord College but finally recognized that the better choice for Bob
was to work closer to home and spend more time with his child. Bob shared,
“There is such a strong emphasis on family, and I think that’s really deeply rooted
in the Filipino culture.” Within a few months with the support of his partner and
family, he quit his position at Concord College to pursue a full-time position at a
local business a block away from his home.
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Lifestyle values. Another change that two participants faced was a
change in their lifestyle values. After working a few years in the field, Stephanie
and Nikita discovered that the student affairs profession no longer aligned with
their way of life. Stephanie (Chinese; worked two years in student affairs; left
student affairs at the age of 26) held the position of coordinator of multicultural
programs at Aspen College. She shared,
I didn’t want to work late hours . . . Now I’m okay because I’m younger, but
I’m thinking long-term if I have a family or what not, I want something
where once I’m off work, I’m off work. I don’t have to worry about staying
late very often or working on the weekends. I just want something where
the schedule is more stable.
Similarly, Nikita (Pakistani; worked five years in student affairs; left student
affairs at the age of 30) who was the student government programs coordinator
for five years at Tora University stated,
I love the career of being in student affairs, but what I realized was that the
career did not match the lifestyle I wanted. The lifestyle, when I specifically
was thinking about it then and I think of it now, was more so the amount of
flexibility you have in your time and how you can be with your family.
Being in their mid-20s, Stephanie and Nikita both stated that they knowingly
entered the field of student affairs with the understanding that often working long
hours, including nights and weekends, was a part of the life of an entry-level
professional. However, at a certain point during their student affairs careers, both
decided that, even though they are not starting a family of their own, the long
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working hours no longer were suitable for their lives. Their values changed, and
they desired a more set work schedule.
Bob, Emily, Stephanie, and Nikita were all entry-level student affairs
professionals who experienced multiple changes in their job positions. Some of
these changes occurred with the specific job duties while other changes occurred
due to circumstances such as familial piety and lifestyle values. Regardless,
these four participants found these changes to be substantial enough to make
the decision to leave the field of student affairs.
Theme 2: Contrast
In the surprise and sense making model for newcomers, Louis (1980)
described contrast as differences in the old and new settings based on the
individual’s point of view. A number of the participants described contrasts in
their work environment and their relationship with supervisors. The contrasts
contributed to how some participants reached the decision to leave the student
affairs profession.
Uncommitted senior leaders. Moving from a small to large institution,
Bob (Filipino; left student affairs at the age of 28; worked three years in student
affairs) encountered greater campus politics. Within a short time period, he
realized how many mid-level student affairs professionals and senior level
administrators did not make decisions, particularly financial decisions, that
positively impacted student learning and development. Additionally, Bob was
disappointed when he learned that many of the senior leaders did not support
Concord College’s efforts to create a more engaging workplace to increase the
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morale and retention of its 1,600 student affairs professionals. For example, he
realized that very few supervisors were parents and shared how some of the
supervisors believed they were hired because they do not have children. As a
soon-to-be-parent himself, Bob did not feel he would be supported by the
administration if he continued to stay at Concord College.
Simultaneously, the division of student affairs at Concord College was
undergoing a strategic planning process, and Bob was appointed to serve on the
committee. In order to increase his knowledge about strategic planning, Bob
utilized his professional development funding to become certified as a group
facilitator for organizational culture, development, and diagnosis. While taking the
different certification courses, he got connected with various consulting firms.
Eventually, one of the firms pursued him for a few months and then offered him a
staff managerial development position.
The contrast in Bob’s experiences of going from a small to large institution
was very different and also eye-opening for him. He did not anticipate that he
would work with individuals who only focused on their own agendas or find little
to no support for professionals who were also parents. Bob found the institutional
environment to be unsupportive for both students and for himself. When Bob
received a job offer from a corporate company closer to his home, Bob decided
to take the opportunity since he no longer wanted to work at Concord College
and was soon taking on a new role as a parent.
Limited vacation time. Rita (Indian; worked three years in student affairs;
left student affairs at the age of 27) was a resident director at Greyson College
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for three years. During this time, she was frequently on call and had to respond
to multiple emergencies and student crises. Due to the nature of her position,
Rita rarely took vacation days. She acknowledged the difficulty in taking time off.
Because Greyson College was on a quarter system, it was just always
busy. Even during the summer, I'd lead summer staff. Summer staff was
busier than the regular year. I never had any time off. I feel like in some
student affairs position you at least get the winter off, and you get some
time off that the students get off. Here, I had no time.
Moreover, because she still had relatives in India, her family went back to visit
every two years during the summer. Rita was unable to join her family on the trip
due to her job. Even though Rita had worked in housing before coming to
Greyson College, she found the job position here to be more time consuming.
She shared how she wanted some vacation time and a stable work schedule,
especially so she could spend time with her family.
Near the end of her second year working full-time at Grayson College,
Rita decided to apply for job positions in service learning and civic engagement,
since she had great experiences in these areas working in her current position.
Through her network, she heard of a position at a nearby campus, applied with a
personal recommendation, and interviewed. Unfortunately, the institution did not
offer Rita the position stating she did not have direct experiences working in a
service learning or civic engagement office.
Rita continued applying for student affairs positions for a few months. After
not receiving any calls for interviews, she began to network with individuals at
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non-profit organizations. At the end of her third year at Grayson College, Rita
found a new position with a national non-profit organization that offered a
structured work schedule and the opportunity to work with scholarship recipients
and ensure they had the resources they needed to successfully graduate with
their bachelor’s degrees. Rita faced contrast in her full-time housing position
despite working in housing during graduate school. She did not anticipate the
work schedule to limit her ability to take vacation time with her family, particularly
during the summer.
Lack of supervisory support. The theme of contrast also occurred
between student affairs professionals and their supervisors. Specifically, Bob and
Stuart faced challenges in finding support from the supervisors they worked
under just before choosing to leave the profession. Bob (Filipino; worked three
years in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 28) shared his frustration
regarding his supervisor from Concord College.
My most recent supervisor was incredibly challenging. In a nutshell, I
would just let it be exemplified when I quit. He was in and out sick my last
two weeks. I had no exit interview. I had no transition meeting. My last day
he took off, and he texted me to email him if there was anything he
needed to know. That in itself just encapsulates the type of supervision
that I had for a year and a half . . . just total absence, never there, no
understanding of student organizations, how to advise students, how they
operate. Yet, he was in a supervisor role to a handful of coordinators . . .
He was, quite frankly, like the worst supervisor I ever had.
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In comparison to his supervisor at Silver Lake University, Bob experienced a
drastic contrast in the level of support and guidance at Concord College. He felt
that his experience with his supervisor partly contributed to his decision in leaving
the field of student affairs.
While working at Urbana College as an administrative assistant in the
Social Ecology Student Services Department, Stuart (Filipino and Chamorro;
worked four years in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 30)
encountered a supervisor who began to lose passion for her work. This
negatively affected the office environment and staff morale. He stated that at the
beginning of the fourth year in his full-time student affairs position, his supervisor
began to mentally check out and delegated her job duties to other people in the
office. Whenever she was at work, she only sat in her office. She rarely
scheduled staff meetings or one-on-one meetings. The staff members had to
take the initiative to talk to her and ask her questions. Stuart felt unsupported in
his position and wished she had put in more effort to get to know him and ask
how he was doing especially because he was finishing the last year of his
graduate program. He knew the work environment was negative and decided to
apply to other positions at Urbana College right after graduation. Stuart shared
how fast the job offer came,
I graduated in May 2014, and I was applying. I decided to wait until after
the program to apply for jobs. I was just at the time really burnt out, and it
was one thing after the other. It was June/July when I applied for the job. I
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interviewed in July and then two weeks later my current supervisor called
me and said, "Do you want the job?”
Because Stuart had faced the contrast of little support from his supervisor, he
accepted the job offer even though he would be working under academic affairs
instead of student affairs.
The theme of contrast occurred on a personal level for each of the three
participants. Bob did not anticipate working with unsupportive senior leaders at
Concord College. Rita believed she would have personal vacation time until she
worked full-time in the housing position at Greyson College. In terms of
supervisory relationship, both Bob and Stuart worked with supervisors who did
not seem invested in student affairs work nor in the well-being of the staff. All
these contrasts experienced by the participants contributed to their phenomenon
of leaving the student affairs profession.
Theme 3: Surprise
In the surprise and sense making model, Louis (1980) defined surprise as
“a difference between an individual’s anticipations and subsequent experiences
in the new setting. Surprise also encompasses one’s affective reactions to any
differences, including contrasts and changes” (p. 444). Many of the participants
faced different surprises in their full-time student affairs positions that ranged
from workload capacity to job perks. Some of the surprises contributed to the
participants’ decision to leave the field of student affairs.
Unchallenged in job responsibilities. Kathy (Indian; worked three years
in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 27) transitioned from being a
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graduate student to a full-time professional. She previously worked in housing as
a graduate assistant and then became a full-time residence hall director at Flores
University. Kathy shared her surprise of the low workload expectations and
responsibilities:
I do feel that I struggled a lot during that first year because I was in a
position that was very similar to what I was doing as a graduate student. I
feel like it was just one of those things where I didn't get as much as I
expected. I think as a full-time professional I expected a whole different
level of responsibility. I expected to be able to make bigger decisions, and
then come to find out I was doing so much of the same work, and almost
have less responsibility, because I was at a bigger school.
Kathy felt she had more responsibilities as a former full-time graduate student
with both an internship and graduate assistantship than now being a full-time
student affairs professional. Thus, with her mind set on leaving housing after
three years of experience and wanting a new challenge of increased workload
capacity, she decided to apply and enroll in a full-time doctorate program and left
student affairs.
Limited advancement opportunity. Kristin (Japanese; worked four years
in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 39) worked as a program
development specialist at a for-profit pharmacy school for four years. During that
time, she was surprised to only receive one pay raise and never saw an
opportunity to move into a higher position at Crest College. Previously, Kristin
worked in the business sector for over 12 years where she received multiple pay
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raises and opportunities to move up during that time frame. She succinctly
expressed her thoughts about her work at Crest College, “I felt like I was really
stuck in a box.” Moreover, Kristin was in a Master’s of Higher Education program
and realized her work experiences were different from her classmates because
she worked at a graduate school instead of a brick and mortar school. In the
master’s program, she saw the need to apply for other positions at different
schools in order to receive greater pay and a higher position. During the process,
she realized due to the short time period she had working in student affairs she
would have to apply for entry-level positions instead of mid-level. Kristin was not
satisfied with only being considered and interviewed for entry-level positions.
Therefore, she expanded her job search and shortly after secured a job with the
state government in the Department of Education. Kristin shared that she
accepted the position, not only because of the salary increase, but also the set
work schedule. Being a mother of five children, she had to prioritize the commute
time and salary level to take care of her family.
Unsupported by administrators and colleagues. As the coordinator for
multicultural programs at Aspen College, Stephanie (Chinese; worked two years
in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 26) was surprised to learn how
many directors did not want to work together to develop programming for
students. She expressed, “When certain directors don’t get along with other
directors or [worry about] who is going to get the credit for this . . . Why are we
worried if we collaborate with them then we won’t shine as much? That was very
frustrating . . . That was very negative surprise for me.” Stephanie strongly
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believed in working collaboratively to support student learning and development
and did not see that happen among the senior leaders. Over time, she felt she
was obligated to constantly speak up at meetings and provide evidence on why
certain departments should work together to better serve students. Stephanie
found her job had become routine and no longer challenging because she had to
work with individuals who did not seem to care about students. Moreover, she
had been living away from her family for about eight years and felt obligated as
the oldest child to move back to take care of her elderly parents. At the end of
her second year at Aspen College, Stephanie decided to apply for another
student affairs position as she made the move back to her hometown.
Burnt out. Emily (Caucasian, Spanish, Japanese, Filipina, and Chinese;
worked four years in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 29) shared
her surprise regarding the number of hours she worked as a programs
coordinator in residence life at Polyseed University. Although she had previously
worked full-time in sales, she expressed how this was her first full-time job in
student affairs. Emily faced a huge learning curve and was also surrounded by
colleagues who were very committed to their work. Thus, she felt obligated to put
in more than forty hours a week to not only finish her duties, but also impress her
boss and colleagues.
All of Emily’s colleagues had master’s degrees, and Emily soon realized
that many student affairs positions required a master’s degree. During her time at
Polyseed University, she decided to become a full-time graduate student, which
required her to spend time on her coursework, particularly her thesis. However,
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Emily still felt obligated to work extended hours like her colleagues. She stated, “I
think growing up in an Asian-American family, you value harmony. You want
harmony . . . because you want things to work, and you don’t want [to make] any
waves.” Unfortunately, the extra hours became overwhelming, and she reached
the point of burnout. Emily found herself struggling to balance both full-time work
and a full-time graduate course load. Her colleagues from the medical clinic at
Polyseed University advised her to leave the housing position and join them
because they had a set work schedule. Therefore, in order to successfully finish
her graduate program within a year, Emily decided to leave her student affairs
position and transferred to the medical clinic to become an executive assistant.
Unfulfillment in job position. As a student government programs
coordinator at Tora University, Nikita (Pakistani; worked four years in student
affairs; left student affairs at the age of 27) was surprised at getting her own
credit card for work purposes. She expressed, “I would have my own credit card.
That was definitely the biggest and the best . . . the first time I went to Smart &
Final to shop for a tailgate and spent over $500. I was like, ‘Okay, I'm so happy
with this credit card.’" Moreover, Nikita was pleased to have an office with her
name outside the door. “So many student affairs people don't have their own
office space, and I have my own office space with a closed door and everything
. . . I had the smallest office . . . but, hey, it was still my office. I loved it.”
Yet, despite these job perks, Nikita still felt unfulfilled in her job position
because she became comfortable in the job routine and student government
events. She stated, “Every year, it was like just getting caught up in the everyday

85
stuff from elections. There were so many events. The event planning took
precedence over the development.” Nikita wanted to do deeper learning with
students, especially regarding their diversity. However, the nature of the
department did not allow space for her to do diversity programming on a large
scale for the students. After committing to five years of work, Nikita made a
decision to leave Tora University and become an entrepreneur and life coach.
Many surprises definitely occurred for these five participants in their fulltime student affairs positions. They experienced feeling burnt out, unchallenged
in their job responsibilities, and unsupported by administrators and colleagues.
To a certain extent, the participants found their student affairs job duties
mundane because each year they were working on the same projects with
similar departments and colleagues. Moreover, the five participants had other life
circumstances needing their attention such as family, graduate school, and
personal lifestyle. Yet, they were hopeful about staying in the field and continuing
their work with students. They tried to expand their current job duties and applied
to many other student affairs positions. Unfortunately, their efforts were met with
few interviews and job offers. They then expanded their search to opportunities
outside the student affairs profession.
All in all, the participants described the phenomenon of leaving the student
affairs profession based on the changes, contrasts, and surprises they
experienced in their full-time job positions. They entered the student affairs
profession understanding they would receive a low salary and be required to
work long hours, including some nights and weekends. Yet, the participants
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found certain experiences to be drastically different from their old settings,
expectations, and graduate school preparation. They did not anticipate so much
bureaucracy, little to no support from their supervisors, family role changes,
negative work environments, and personal life transitions. How the participants
made sense of these changes, contrasts, and surprises in order to make the
decision to leave the student affairs professions will be discussed in the following
section.
Sense Making and Attributing Meaning
Using Louis’ surprise and sense making theory (1980), the second
research question was answered using two concepts: sense making and
attributing meaning. The two concepts served as themes for the data
presentation in answering the second research question: Drawing from their
experiences, which aspects of the phenomenon contributed to the API entry-level
student affairs professionals’ decision making process and in what ways? Figure
4 highlights the two areas of diagnosis and interpretation of the surprise and
sense making theory (Louis, 1980).

87

Figure 4. Second and Third Areas of Diagnosis and Interpretation. Adapted from “Surprise and Sense Making: What
Newcomers Experience In Entering Unfamiliar Organizational Settings” (Louis, 1980)
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Theme 4: Sense Making
Louis (1980) identified four inputs that contribute to the concept of sense
making. These four inputs are others’ interpretation, local interpretation schemes,
predispositions and purposes, and past experiences. Others’ interpretation
involves information being offered by others or sought out by the individual. This
often occurs when newcomers seek out individuals for advice. How an individual
internalizes the situations and experiences at hand and determines in his or her
own culture what they mean is called local interpretation schemes.
Predispositions and purposes are connected to the individual’s personal
characteristics and locus of control. When the individual reflects back to similar
situations that have occurred and use them to deal with the current situation, this
is called past experiences. Newcomers will utilize one or a combination of the
four inputs to make sense of their experiences of change, contrast, and surprise.
Other’s interpretations. Many of the participants sought advice from their
family members and mentors on how to navigate their full-time student affairs job
positions, the situations they were facing, and whether they should leave the
profession altogether.
Rita (Indian; worked three years in student affairs; left student affairs at
the age of 27) worked in housing and residence life as her first full-time student
affairs job. The perks of the housing position included living on campus rent free,
meal plan, and parking. When she shared with her South Asian family about
possibly leaving the housing position for another opportunity elsewhere, they
asked her to reconsider the costs and benefits. Rita shared,
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My parents were sad that I would be giving up all the benefits like free
parking spot and free apartment and all those things. They were like, "Just
make sure you know what you're doing and make sure you find a position
that's equitable," which is really difficult when you're leaving residence life,
and you get all these free benefits. Even though your salary is thirty to
forty thousand, it's firmly your salary. You have no cost of living. That was
I think the biggest thing that they were like, "Okay, just make sure you're
finding something fairly lucrative, whatever that might be."
Considering her parents’ input, Rita still felt that the benefits of being a
resident director did not outweigh the costs because she was looking for a
student affairs position more connected to service learning or civic engagement.
Rita was actually a final candidate for a position at a nearby college, but was not
offered the position because she did not have direct work experiences in a
service learning department. She was upset initially because she had related
work experiences through housing at Greyson College and felt that the employer
could have considered her transferrable skills more seriously.
After submitting more applications to student affairs positions locally and
out of state and not receiving any responses, Rita expanded her job search to
non-profit organizations and got offered a position within a few months. She left
Greyson College after three years of working as a resident director.
Both Stephanie and Kristin’s families encouraged them to work for the
government rather than stay in student affairs. They all had family members who
worked in a state or county department and who received a stable income with

90
adequate benefits. Initially during the job search, Stephanie and Kristin only
applied to student affairs positions. After receiving few interview offers, they
branched out and applied to different companies outside of higher education,
including government positions.
Within a year of applying and working a few part-time positions outside of
student affairs, Stephanie (Chinese; worked two years in student affairs; left
student affairs at the age of 26) successfully interviewed and accepted a position
at the county where her hometown was located. She acknowledged her parents’
enthusiastic reactions in the following quote:
My mom was really, really happy to know; my dad, too, that I got a job with
the county. The incomes are stable, and that’s where she wanted me to
be to begin with so she didn’t really question it, and there was really no
explaining of what I’m giving up for it.
Having lived away from home for about eight years, Stephanie decided to
move back home to her parents’ house because her parents were older and
needed more assistance. Despite her desire to continue working in the student
affairs profession in her hometown, Stephanie did not receive any offers and
needed a job to provide a source of income. Thus, when she received an offer
from the county, Stephanie knew she had to accept the unique opportunity.
Kristin (Japanese; worked four years in student affairs; left student affairs
at the age of 39) stated how her family has been encouraging her to work for the
state government her whole life. After about 12 years working in the corporate
sector and five years in higher education and being a mother to five children, she
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believed she was ready to move to a higher position. Kristin applied to several
student affairs managerial positions and received no job offers. Her family then
advised her to apply for government positions. She expanded her job search to
the government and was quickly offered a position with the state Department of
Education. Kristin expressed why she decided to accept the state job, “Because I
have children and family, the state makes sense. It's stable.” Even though she
enjoyed working with the pharmaceutical students at Crest College and planning
the commencement ceremony each year, Kristin now realized how a government
job with a higher income and set work schedule would be more beneficial in
supporting her immediate family financially.
On the other hand, Beth’s father did not want her to leave the student
affairs profession. Beth (Chinese; worked three years in student affairs; left
student affairs at the age of 26) worked at a large public university, Woodsy
College, as an advisor to master’s students in the Electrical Engineering and
Computer Science Department. She had difficulties working and communicating
with the department faculty. They rarely responded to her phone calls and emails
regarding the students. Moreover, Beth stated her belief that the faculty members
were further disconnected because they did not care if their work aligned with the
institutional mission and values. Despite sharing with her father about her
endless struggles with faculty, he merely responded that she should focus on
doing her job well and should stay at Woodsy College because she would
receive a good pension that would provide for her future family.
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Thus, when Beth decided to leave Woodsy College and told her father,
she expressed,
It was a very difficult conversation to have to call him up and tell him,
“Dad, I’m leaving Woodsy College. I’m going to go work for this non-profit
that you’ve never heard about.” It was and still is very challenging for my
parents to see why I made the career move that I did.
Beth believed that leaving her student affairs position was the right decision. A
few months prior to her decision to leave, she knew she was no longer
passionate about her work largely due to the lack of communication with the
faculty. Beth began to focus her time and efforts volunteering at a local non-profit
organization that prepares high school students to become global citizens. When
the program coordinator position opened at the non-profit organization, Beth was
asked to apply and shortly after was offered the position. Because she already
had the post-secondary education work experiences, she believed that working
at the non-profit organization at this time would further expand her knowledge of
primary and secondary education and how to create better pathways to college.
Thus, Beth made the decision to leave Woodsy College and the student affairs
profession. However, she anticipates returning to the field of student affairs in the
near future.
While Rita, Kathy, Kristin, Stephanie, and Beth received input from their
families regarding their student affairs positions, Bob (Filipino; worked three
years in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 28) connected with
mentors at Concord College and asked for their input before making the decision
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to leave his coordinator position. He found comfort in talking to his mentor who
was also a parent and was willing to share her experiences at Concord College.
She understood his struggles with his supervisor, the opportunity to work for a
start-up company located closer to home, and the college’s lack of support for
employees with children. His mentor validated his choice to leave and told him he
had to make the best decision to support his family, even if that meant leaving
the student affairs profession. Bob discussed his career path with his partner,
and they both decided that he would be happier moving out of student affairs into
a corporate job located closer to home. The new job position would be a new
challenge for him and allow him to also spend time at home with the newborn
baby.
Six of the participants reached out to people they trusted for insight and
advice. Their families and mentors helped them navigate what they were
experiencing and feeling and how to make sense of their workplace dilemmas.
After listening to the advice of others, the six participants gained more clarity and
became more confident in applying for student affairs positions as well as other
positions outside the field. Because they did not receive any offers from their
applications for other student affairs positions, the participants accepted other job
offers, which ultimately led them to leaving the student affairs profession.
Local interpretation schemes. When faced with various scenarios, some
of the participants turned inward and reflected on their own set of values to help
them make sense of their work experiences. The participants also reflected on
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how organizational culture influenced their understanding of these various
experiences and informed their actions and behaviors.
Growing up in an Indian family, Kathy (worked three years in student
affairs; left student affairs at the age of 27) learned to compartmentalize her
feelings. She explained, “We didn't talk a lot about our feelings when I was
growing up.” Thus, while working as a residence hall director at Flores University,
she had to handle many difficult student situations every day. At first, she found
that being able to separate her own personal feelings from her work helped her
deal with the different student cases and get through the day. However, over
time, Kathy felt overwhelmed by the cases and shared,
We had [students with] suicidal ideations constantly. Working with
students who are literally on the brink of wanting to commit suicide and
having to counsel them out of something, or figuring out a way to stall a
process until the police arrive, or do something where you're so into a
situation where you're not trained to maybe do at that level. We go through
training to understand, maybe, techniques on how to counsel students or
"This is the protocol that you need to follow if you're handling a situation."
But no one tells you about the conversation you need to have or no one
tells you about what are the right and wrong things to say to a student at
that point . . . My adrenaline's rushing because I'm hoping I can do the
right thing, or at that point, just not get hurt myself, or not let them hurt
someone else . . . It's just so much stress. I remember a lot of times I
would . . . go home and watch Netflix for hours and be super lazy. I felt like
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I wasn't as active, or . . . I would be almost apathetic to things. I didn't feel
like I was really myself. I definitely saw a change in myself over the three
years I was working professionally.
Kathy internalized many of her feelings and experiences regarding
different student crises and often felt stressed. She never thought to share and
discuss her feelings with her supervisor and colleagues. Although she
understood the residential life culture and the frequency of student crises, she did
not think that being a resident hall director could adversely affect her health and
personality. Knowing it was time to seek a new opportunity, she focused on her
next life goal of earning a doctorate degree in higher education. Hence, Kathy
decided to stop working as a full-time student affairs professional and applied to
become a full-time doctoral candidate.
Identifying as first generation APIs, both Nikita and Beth had parents who
taught them the value of doing their best work and building a strong work ethic.
Nikita (Pakistani; worked five years in student affairs; left student affairs at the
age of 30) saw herself committing to working with the students at Tora University.
Despite long work hours, especially during evenings and weekends, she
committed to her programs coordinator position for five years and worked with
her supervisor to develop diversity training sessions for the students and student
affairs colleagues. However, without the opportunity to do long-term diversity
training on campus, Nikita felt she was not truly doing her best in helping the
students in their learning and development. She stated that the program did
provide opportunities for students to learn about event planning and different

96
leadership skills such as organization, communication, and teamwork. However,
due to a packed event schedule, she and the students really only had time to
plan events and not necessarily time to participate in deep reflections and share
with one another their student government experiences. Nikita felt that her
position and the program structure did not allow time for her to do her best work
in helping the students understand more about themselves particularly their
identities, goals, and accomplishments. Nikita’s internal values and beliefs that
deep reflection was necessary for individuals to become better people led her to
make the decision to leave Tora University to become an entrepreneur and life
coach.
Likewise, Beth (Chinese; worked three years in student affairs; left student
affairs at the age of 26) went above and beyond expectations in her role as
advisor to master’s students at Woodsy College and produced excellent work. A
large part of her job consisted of working closely with faculty in regard to advising
and programming for the students. Despite experiencing moments of feeling
unsupported and disrespected, Beth continued to communicate multiple times
with the faculty members by phone, email, and in person throughout the entire
year. She even checked in with her direct supervisor to see if there were better
ways to communicate with the faculty. Beth felt committed to her work and the
students and wanted to ensure she did everything necessary to work with the
faculty. However, her strong work ethic was not recognized by the department
faculty and their continual unresponsiveness made her feel further disconnected
and disengaged. The organizational culture within the department was very
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unsupportive. Beth felt her time and effort could be used elsewhere and left to
work for a non-profit organization that focused on providing global education to
local high school students.
Identifying as mixed Asian, Emily (Caucasian, Spanish, Japanese,
Filipina, and Chinese; worked four years in student affairs; left student affairs at
the age of 29) grew up in a family valuing harmony. Harmony greatly defined her
student affairs work at Polyseed University. Being a new professional, Emily
quickly picked up the culture of the housing office and noticed that her boss and
colleagues worked long hours. She soon put in extra hours to complete various
projects and rarely asked her boss and colleagues for assistance with her
workload. Moreover, Emily felt the need to impress her boss who was her mentor
because she recruited Emily to apply for the housing programs coordinator
position. She now recognized her internalization and explained, “Probably the
cultural influences was that harmony piece and led to burning out at that point
because I probably was valuing that more than being assertive and a little bit
more individualistic.” While working at Polyseed University, Emily became a fulltime graduate student but did not have conversations with her supervisor about
the possibility of decreasing her work hours. Eventually, she reached the point of
burnout and ended up leaving the student affairs position after three years in
order to finish her master’s program.
Due to the lack of student affairs mentors, Stuart and Rachel internalized
many of their work experiences. They both understood through graduate school
the benefits of having a mentor. However, as natural introverts, they struggled in
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connecting with someone in the field and relied only on themselves to navigate
their student affairs experiences through graduate school and their first full-time
student affairs positions. Stuart (Filipino and Chamorro; worked four years in
student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 30) said,
I realized I never really had a mentor, and I felt like I really needed that or
that would have kept me going if I had someone like that who would hear
me out, do the whole evaluation thing, but also redirect me to continue the
path and the challenges, but there was no one there.
He felt that mentor would have guided him in the right direction for the profession
and provide him with necessary feedback to become a better student affairs
professional. Unfortunately, Stuart was unable to find a mentor through the
graduate program or his work institution and left the field after four years.
Rachel (Japanese; worked two years in student affairs; left student affairs
at the age of 40) also shared similar feelings regarding mentorship in the student
affairs profession,
It's kind of a two-way street; so on one hand, me being me, I was hoping
someone would approach me. I didn’t have the guts to approach someone
else, and I couldn’t identify with anyone else who I thought would mentor
me . . . If no person approach[ed] me, then I'm just going to do it myself,
and I’ll figure it out myself.
As an introvert, Rachel decided it was best to figure out the student affairs
profession on her own and not ask her colleagues for help. She very much
internalized her student affairs experiences. Rachel also allowed her
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predisposition to guide her in learning about the profession on her own, which will
be discussed more in depth in the next section. After two years working at
Palmwood College as a program advisor for the doctoral program, Rachel left to
pursue a doctorate degree in higher education at another institution because she
believed that was the only way for her to move up the career ladder in student
affairs and make changes in higher education. She only reached out to her
supervisor for his insight on which doctoral programs to consider and also
requested a recommendation letter from him. Rachel stated they had a good
professional relationship, but she never saw him as a mentor. Additionally, she
felt she understood and navigated the student affairs profession and the doctoral
admission process pretty well since she worked with doctoral students through
her full-time job position.
A handful of the participants internalized their student affairs experiences
due to their API values and lack of mentors. They worked hard in their positions
because they wanted to show their supervisors their strong work ethic and also
to ensure harmony in the office. However, their hard work still did not bring them
satisfaction in the student affairs profession. Two participants who did not have
mentors struggled in navigating their work and student affairs career paths and
felt they did not have the proper guidance to succeed in the profession. Overall,
the participants’ local interpretation of their experiences led them to the decision
to leave the student affairs profession.
Predispositions and purposes. Certain participants felt that their
personal characteristics and locus of control helped them make sense of their
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student affairs work experiences. Two participants felt a personal purpose in
being an API representative for the students they were serving in their respective
departments and institutions. On the other hand, four of the participants no
longer aspired to work in a student affairs position, but desired to continue in
higher education through a doctoral program and help students in different ways.
Eight out of twelve participants shared that they entered the student affairs
profession to help and work with students, which became their purpose. During
their undergraduate years, they were involved students and had positive,
supportive experiences. When they graduated, these participants felt they could
provide similar meaningful experiences for other students. For example,
identifying as mixed Asian, Monica (Kanaka Maoli, Filipina, Puerto Rican, and
Portuguese; worked four years in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of
27) wanted to be a visible and friendly face to the students, especially to those
who also identified as API. She personally felt it was in her control to help
students, particularly through her physical presence on campus. Monica stated, “I
could be that mentor, that friendly face, for any students who were from underrepresented backgrounds, be that they are racially, ethnically, minority students,
or low SES . . . or what have you . . . I felt I could relate to those students a lot.”
In a similar manner, Stephanie (Chinese; worked two years in student
affairs; left student affairs at the age of 26) felt that her presence in the
Multicultural Center at Aspen College positively impacted students’ experiences,
especially the students who identified as Asian American. She disclosed that
when she first started at the Center there were not many Asian American
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students coming by. However, when they saw her working on campus full-time,
they dropped in more frequently and interacted with her. Stephanie was soon
asked to become an advisor to three API student campus organizations.
Both Monica and Stephanie had a desire to be physically present at their
respective institutions and to serve students, particularly finding personal
satisfaction when serving those who identified as API. They understood what it
was like during their own undergraduate experiences to have connections with
individuals who looked like them and worked on campus.
However, at points in their student affairs careers, five of the twelve
participants felt unfulfilled in their current entry-level student affairs positions and
sought admission to doctorate programs to deepen their connections in higher
education. Rachel (Japanese; worked two years in student affairs; left student
affairs at the age of 40) stated her beliefs:
After actually working in the field and realizing that planning and doing
things only for the university or the students, you can only go so far until
administrative changes or policies changes start happening. That's what
led to my decision to pursue a doctorate. For some reason in my head, I
connected you need a Ph.D. if you want to start doing real policy changes.
[I needed] to be in administrative positions to enforce those policy
changes, so that's what led to the doctorate.
Through her pursuit of the doctorate degree at Circle University, Rachel moved
away from student affairs work toward academic affairs and research because of
the influence of faculty members she interacted with in the doctoral program.
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After she completed the doctoral program, she continued to work in higher
education, but with other members of the faculty rather than with students.
After four years of working in student affairs, Emily (Caucasian, Spanish,
Japanese, Filipina, and Chinese; left student affairs at the age of 29) realized
how much she enjoyed advising students one-on-one. She recognized:
In order for me to do counseling/psychotherapy with students, I needed to
get a doctorate. I did everything I could to try to fool myself that that's not
what I wanted to do, but in the end, I was very career focused . . . I wanted
to get a doctorate. What that meant was leaving my [student affairs] job.
Within months, Emily left her job to enter a counseling psychology doctorate
program and now works as a counselor for the Department of Veteran Affairs.
Monica (Kanaka Maoli, Filipina, Puerto Rican, and Portuguese; worked
four years in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 27) was actually
encouraged by her former assistant director to apply to a doctorate program. The
former assistant director was in the program and invited Monica to different
events to get to know the program. Monica stated,
I felt like it would be a good way for me to go back to why I wanted to be in
higher ed in the first place, where I could study what I wanted to study . . .
They were actually bringing in some really awesome people into the
program . . . I decided it was sort of a win-win for me. I was able to get out
of a toxic working environment and to get back to . . . why I wanted to be
in higher ed in the first place.
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Shortly after learning about the doctorate program, Monica applied to the
doctoral program and left her four-year position as a health professions advisor
at Bastille College. She is currently still in her program and anticipates graduating
next year.
In order to make sense of their student affairs work experiences, the six
participants highlighted in this section identified and understood their purpose in
student affairs specifically and in higher education in general. They all had
personal commitments to serve students whether it was through their physical
presence as an API supporter or a doctoral student. They understood what their
personal characteristics and the level of control they had to make a difference for
students. Yet, ultimately, they felt that they could no longer work as student
affairs professionals and left the field for a different career path or to become a
doctoral student.
Past experiences. To help make sense of their work experiences, some
of the participants reflected back to the past and used what they learned to cope
with the present situations in their student affairs departments. Through
reflection, the participants made the decision to leave the field of student affairs.
Beth (Chinese; worked three years in student affairs; left student affairs at
the age of 26) shared how she is a very reflective person who constantly thinks
about how her decisions affect situational outcomes in order to understand how
she can handle things better in the future. She expressed how her former student
affairs position working in admissions and graduate program preparation helped
her learn how to be more diplomatic, especially in dealing with office politics.
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Beth was confident not only in articulating her thoughts and ideas but also in
communicating through different types of medium when she began her position
at Woodsy College and had to work with a nonresponsive faculty. Nonetheless,
despite her efforts, she found the advisor position to be an overall negative
experience and decided to work for a non-profit organization after a year at
Woodsy College.
Rita (Indian; worked three years in student affairs; left student affairs at
the age of 27) had vast experiences working in residence life during her
undergraduate and graduate years. When she was hired on full-time at Greyson
College, she knew how to handle a majority of the duty calls, rotation schedules,
and student cases. Rita stated how she previously supervised a staff of up to 12
undergraduate and graduate students and had no problem building camaraderie
and training the staff on effective programming and advising. Moreover, due to
her past experiences, Rita learned how to ask necessary questions during oneon-one sessions with students regarding their conduct. Although she knew her
job role and responsibilities really well, Rita wanted to seek a new position in
higher education where the work and vacation schedule were more set. She
expressed the desire to spend time with her family during the summer and winter
months like other student affairs professionals.
Similar to Rita, Kathy (Indian; worked three years in student affairs; left
student affairs at the age of 27) also worked in housing as a resident director.
Part of the job she enjoyed the most was the recruitment and training program for
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the resident advisors. During her undergraduate years, Kathy was a member of a
sorority and held the vice president of membership position. She explained,
I was the person in charge of recruitment, and I was the person who was
in charge of trainings . . . Those were things that I felt like I did well . . .
Anything that has to do with meeting new people, and convincing them to
do something or convincing them to buy our product, whatever it might be,
I really loved that.
Thus, Kathy looked forward to recruiting new resident advisors each spring and
training them over the summer. From this housing experience, she became
interested in working for human resources or a university training and
development office. After several unsuccessful job applications in these two
departments, Kathy decided to leave residence life and focused on the pursuit of
a doctorate degree in student affairs, which was the next life goal she wanted to
accomplish.
All three of the above participants utilized past job experiences, graduate
assistantships, and leadership roles to help guide them in their full-time student
affairs duties and responsibilities. Beth, Rita, and Kathy found reflecting on best
past practices and coping strategies informed them on how to best tackle various
situations and also provided clarity on their future career decisions. Having
previously worked in the admissions office, Beth was able to utilize different
communication techniques to help her navigate working with faculty members at
Woodsy College who were often unresponsive and did not respect the work she
was doing for the department. In her former position, she learned quickly how to
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communicate with students and resolve their concerns regarding the admission
process. Furthermore, Beth had a very supportive supervisor who always
provided her with valuable insight on how to navigate working with the students.
Thus, when Beth faced challenges working with the faculty members in her most
recent student affairs position and had tried a number of strategies to
communicate with them, she felt her past experiences could not help her improve
her ability to communicate with faculty or provide her with reasons to stay in the
position.
Both Rita and Kathy worked in housing positions when they were in
graduate school and received substantial training each year in dealing with
student conduct and on-call circumstances. Their work experiences in housing
helped them to easily navigate their full-time positions in overseeing a staff and
residential buildings. Nonetheless, after years of working in housing, Rita and
Kathy experienced many conflicting emotions and stressors. Rita recognized the
need for a more set work schedule with vacation time so she could travel with her
family. Kathy felt the residential environment negatively affected her mental
health and emotional wellbeing. She knew she could no longer stay in her job
position and decided to focus on her goal of becoming a full-time doctoral
candidate and conducting research with faculty members in her program.
Ultimately, the three participants felt they had mastered the duties and
now wanted a change. They determined that it was best to leave the field of
student affairs to pursue other career fields they had discovered through their
student affairs job experiences.
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Theme 5: Attribute Meaning
In this theme of attributing meaning, Louis (1980) described how
newcomers will select a behavioral response after going through the three areas
of detection, diagnosis, and interpretation. For this study, the participants’
behavioral response was the decision to the leave the field of student affairs.
Growing up in a Filipino household, Bob (worked three years in student
affairs; left student affairs at the age of 28) learned the importance of family and
the value of spending quality time with family. Thus, when he and his partner
were expecting, they began to prioritize the baby’s needs over their careers.
Simultaneously, Bob did not feel happy with his student affairs position at
Concord College and realized the college did not highly support employees who
were parents. Thus, he was ready to give up the student affairs profession to
ensure a better quality of life for his growing family.
Amy (Filipina; worked five years in student affairs; left student affairs at the
age of 28) worked at Braxton University as an administrative assistant to the
director of student activities for two years and then a student affairs
advisor/analyst for three years. When she heard that the university was going to
start layoffs, she quickly looked at positions outside of student affairs and
connected with her mentors to see where she could apply. She found a similar
position within academic affairs at the district level and accepted a job there.
Amy’s priority was to secure another job before the layoffs started to ensure
income for her family.
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Stuart (Filipino and Chamorro; worked four years in student affairs; left
student affairs at the age of 30) decided to leave the student affairs profession
after working in a very unsupportive work environment and submitting multiple
job applications for academic advising positions with no interviews being offered.
He also realized that even though he had a master’s degree the salary for
student services positions was no longer adequate for his lifestyle.
Emily (Caucasian, Spanish, Japanese, Filipina, and Chinese; worked four
years in student affairs; left student affairs at the age of 29) enjoyed advising
students one-on-one as a program advisor. She truly wanted to do psychological
counseling and found it to be her passion. She learned while being in student
affairs that she could only counsel students if she had a counseling degree.
Thus, Emily decided that she needed to leave the student affairs profession to
pursue a doctorate in counseling psychology.
Rachel (Japanese; worked two years in student affairs; left student affairs
at the age of 40) worked in student affairs for two years before entering a
doctoral program out of state. After reflection, Rachel realized that she was
dedicating long hours to the student affairs position and expending a high level of
energy. She stated:
Student affairs is very energy consuming, and you have to have a lot of
stamina. You have to have a lot of time. If you are married with family, you
have to have supporters who are understanding of that. Like I said, at the
time when I was doing all of that, I was younger, and I was single. I didn’t
have anything else going on. Now that I’m married with a child, I don’t
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know if I could go back into student affairs, because I don’t have the time
to dedicate to it.
Rachel initially entered the doctoral program to be further connected in student
affairs and work closely with the faculty members who were practitioners in the
field. During the program, she was paired with a faculty member who was
dedicated to academic affairs research, which exposed her to different research
projects within higher education. The research experience she gained through
the doctoral program led to an academic analyst position after her graduation.
Stephanie (Chinese; worked two years in student affairs; left student
affairs at the age of 26) left her student affairs position at Aspen College to move
back home to take care of her elderly parents. She began to apply to student
affairs job openings at nearby colleges and universities. After four months without
any offers, she expanded her search to jobs outside of student affairs, because
she needed a flow of income. Stephanie said, “[Student affairs] is what I wanted
to do, and I got my degree in it. I could not stick to it, because I wasn’t really
finding much.” Now she has a government job at the county and does not see
herself returning to the student affairs profession in the future.
When Nikita (Pakistani; worked five years in student affairs; left student
affairs at the age of 30) was at Tora University, she found herself always
checking her work schedule before making any plans with her family and friends.
At this point, Nikita acknowledged that her work defined her life. Thus, she made
the decision to leave her student affairs position to become an entrepreneur and
life coach. Nikita wanted to be in a career where she would have both life
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purpose and family. By becoming a businesswoman, Nikita had more flexibility
with her time and control over her schedule.
Ultimately, after working full-time between two to five years and
experiencing the life of an entry-level student affairs professional, the participants
reached a point in their job positions where they felt they had to make a choice to
stay or leave the field. Five participants believed their student affairs positions did
not allow them the flexibility needed to spend time with family, which was
important to them. More than half of the participants described a negative work
environment where supervisors did not provide enough guidance and support or
the work environment itself was very negative with administrators not caring
about the students and employees. In regards to long working hours, eight
participants shared that their job positions required them to work in the evenings
and on the weekends which no longer aligned with their lifestyle values. Each
participant faced a different set of changes, contrasts, and surprises ranging from
changing family roles to unsupportive institutional environments. These factors
contributed to their behavioral response of leaving the student affairs profession.
Chapter Summary
All twelve of the participants made the decision to leave the student affairs
profession after two to five years of full-time work for multiple reasons. Their
reasons to leave the field varied based on how they made sense and attributed
meaning to the various changes, contrasts, and surprises. Some participants left
due to personal factors such as family roles and obligations, while five
participants specifically decided to continue their education through a doctoral
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program. Two participants were recruited by their current employer to apply for a
specific job opening. One participant became a business-person and started her
own company providing speaking and life coaching sessions to individuals and
group organizations. Three participants had aspirations to stay longer in student
affairs and spent months applying to specific job positions and departments they
were interested in that were within certain geographical areas. However, they did
not receive any job offers and then applied to positions outside of student affairs
because they needed a flow of income. When they expanded their job search,
the participants went on interviews and accepted job offers from areas such as
academic affairs, government, and non-profit organizations. While it may appear
that the participants left the field because of the reasons specified above, they
actually faced different combinations of changes, contrasts, and surprises and
utilized various ways to make sense of their experiences. They struggled in
making the decision to leave the profession of student affairs because it was not
clear-cut that this was the best decision for them to make. The participants’ Asian
Pacific Islander identities also influenced in both small and large ways the three
areas of detection, diagnosis, and interpretation and helped lead them to the
point in which the participants officially made the decision to leave the field.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
This qualitative study focused on the phenomenon of the departure of
Asian Pacific Islander (API) entry-level student affairs professionals and what
contributed to their decision to leave. The purpose was to explore how API entrylevel student affairs professionals made the decision to leave the field of student
affairs. The method of the study was qualitative, using a phenomenological
approach. Data was collected through 12 one-on-one interviews with API
participants from Hawai`i to Pennsylvania. The data was coded into themes that
aligned with the five concepts of change, contrast, surprise, sense making, and
attribute meaning of the surprise and sense making model for newcomers by
Meryl Reis Louis (1980). The major finding was that the three API cultural values
of familial piety, respect for elders, and harmony informed the entry-level student
affairs professionals’ decision-making process to leave the field.
This chapter will provide a discussion and analysis of the findings of this
qualitative study. The chapter starts with a summary of findings, which will lead to
the next section of interpretations and then implications. The study’s strengths,
weaknesses, and limitations are also presented. The study concludes with
recommendations for future practice and research.
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Summary of Findings
The findings of this qualitative study answered the following two research
questions:
1.

How do API entry-level student affairs professionals who have left
the field of student affairs describe the phenomenon?

2.

Drawing from their experiences, which aspects of the phenomenon
contributed to the API entry-level student affairs professionals’
decision-making process and in what ways?

The major finding was that the 12 participants identified as API and shared
how their cultural values informed their decision to leave the field of student
affairs. The API cultural values of familial piety, respect for elders, and harmony
influenced how the participants made sense of their changes, contrasts, and
surprises in their entry-level student affairs positions, which contributed to their
decisions to leave the student affairs profession. Family was of utmost
importance for many of the participants, whether they had elderly parents who
needed more assistance or they had children of their own. The cultural value of
respecting elders became significant in the workplace, especially in how the
participants saw their immediate supervisors and their relationships. A number of
the participants worked diligently to create harmony within the workplace and to
carry out their roles as student affairs professionals. Thus, these three API
cultural values helped to inform the API entry-level student affairs professionals’
decision to leave the profession.
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Interpretations
In this section, I present the interpretations for the major findings of this
study, and I compare and contrast the findings of this study with the findings of
works presented in the literature review.
The API Cultural Value of Familial Piety and Collectivism
Five participants made the decision to the leave the field based on
increased family needs and obligations. The API cultural value of family and
collectivism became a priority and this led to their careers being secondary. Sue
and Morishima (1982) shared how API children will often choose careers for the
wellbeing of their families. For many of the API entry-level student affairs
professionals, the student affairs profession often required long hours,
particularly nights and weekends, which reduced the amount of time they could
spend with their families. Four of these participants needed a more structured
work schedule in order to support their growing families. They wanted more time
to take care of and to spend with their families, particularly their children. Thus,
the long hours required in their student affairs positions were not ideal for these
four participants. The fifth participant actually moved back home to take care of
her elderly parents. She felt a sense of familial piety being the older of two
children in the family and wanted to help her parents. There has been no
scholarly literature on attrition indicating that entry-level student affairs
professionals leave the field due to family obligations. This may be due to the fact
that the past attrition studies did not focus on the experiences of entry-level
student affairs professionals who specifically identified as API.
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Furthermore, eight participants stated long hours as a contributing factor
for leaving their entry-level, full-time student affairs positions. Specifically, six of
these eight participants expressed that long work hours took away time they
wanted to spend with family. Initially when they entered the field, they knew
about the long hours and were prepared to work late nights and during the
weekends. However, they realized over time that the long hours were
determining their personal life schedules. Some found themselves scheduling
family time and socials with friends only after checking their work schedules.
They felt they were on call in their job positions and needed to sacrifice their
personal time to support students. Thus, the participants expressed the need for
a more stable work schedule with hours that did not always include late evenings
and weekends.
What the eight participants shared regarding long work hours as a
contributing factor for leaving the field of student affairs reinforced findings from
scholarly literature. In her dissertation study, Buchanan (2012a) discovered that
three of the five student affairs professionals she interviewed left the field due to
working between 50 to 90 hours a week. These three individuals also shared that
the long hours eventually led to burnout. Additionally, long hours were found to
be one of many factors for leaving the field of student affairs in two other
research studies (Forney, Wallace-Schutzman, & Wiggers, 1982; Tull, 2006).
Therefore, the results of this study concerning long hours were consistent with
former studies of attrition among student affairs professionals.
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Moreover, ten of the 12 participants stated that their family directly
influenced their decision to leave the student affairs profession. The participants
shared with their family members (such as parents and partners) many of the
struggles they faced working in the field of student affairs. In turn, many of the
participants’ family members collectively shared their concerns regarding low pay
and long hours but also provided great mental support by listening and providing
words of encouragement during the participants’ two to five years of full-time
student affairs work. Due to the value they held for strong familial piety (Chen,
1982; Uba, 1994), the participants listened intently and processed what their
families shared. Participants also felt that the income they were earning was not
sufficient to support and to take care of their own growing families and also their
elderly parents (Kane, 1998). The participants exhibited familial piety and stated
the obligation and importance they felt to support both their elders and children
with their time and income. Therefore, the participants’ decision to leave the
student affairs profession to support their familial community aligned with
scholarly literature on API cultural values.
The cultural value of familial piety and collectivism played a large role in
many of the participants’ decision to leave the student affairs profession. More
than half of the participants felt a strong obligation to take care of their families
not only through financial means but also with time. They felt the student affairs
positions did not provide them with flexible work schedules that suited their
familial needs.
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The API Cultural Value of Respecting Elders
Kitano and Matsushima (1981) and Tinloy (1978) stated that in the API
culture authority figures such as supervisors are seen to have great wisdom and
experiences and the ability to help solve problems. In this study, more than half
of the API entry-level student affairs professionals found their supervisors to be
ineffective and unsupportive. When they first entered the entry-level student
affairs positions, the participants likely saw their supervisors as elders with vast
knowledge about the field and anticipated to learn from them (Kitano &
Matsushima, 1981). However, over time, they realized that their supervisors were
not student affairs experts. The participants rarely received mentorship and
guidance from their supervisors in how to best carry out their job responsibilities
and resolve situations. In addition, many of the supervisors did not show interest
in the wellbeing of their staff members. The participants soon lost respect for
their supervisors.
A number of attrition studies indicated that student affairs professionals
left their positions due to supervisors. In their research, Tull (2006) and
Buchanan (2012a) found that poor supervisory relationships led to the attrition of
entry-level student affairs professionals. Moreover, in her dissertation study,
Frank (2013) discovered that 20 of the 24 participants did not feel valued by their
supervisors for their work. Based on past attrition studies and literature on the
API cultural value of respecting elders, some of the participants in this study did
not have strong relations with their supervisors and no longer saw their
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supervisors as wise individuals to whom they could go to for guidance, which
most likely contributed to the decision to leave the field.
The API Cultural Value of Harmony
Despite the fact that they worked long hours, received low pay, and
reported to ineffective supervisors, many of the API entry-level student affairs
professionals stayed in the profession for up to five years before making the
decision to leave. Six of the participants stated they felt an obligation to stay at
the institution and serve the students in order to help them with their learning and
development. The API cultural value of harmony was apparent in the participants’
actions and behaviors. The participants displayed behaviors of respect,
collaboration, and politeness (Uba, 1994) within their department and committee
meetings. In particular, they upheld harmony with their unsupportive supervisors
as long as they could by not speaking up and by maintaining patience (Kitano &
Matsushima, 1981). The participants focused their efforts in building relationships
with students and in developing intentional programming to help students grow in
their leadership skills and feel more connected on campus. By prioritizing the
needs of the students, the six participants upheld the API cultural value of
harmony by working in student affairs for up to five years working before
reaching the decision to leave the field.
Additionally, 6 out of 12 participants stated that their student affairs work
was no longer challenging. They felt they had mastered the job roles and
responsibilities during the two to five years working full-time. Even though they
enjoyed working with a different set of students each year, the participants
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collaborated with similar departments and individuals, and they soon found the
programming and events repetitive. Most likely due to their harmonic values, the
participants did not want to verbalize any new ideas fearing confrontation and
being challenged by others (Tamura & Lau, 1992; Uba, 1994).
Moreover, instead of informing and working with their supervisors to
strategize ways to be more challenged in their positions, the participants
personally chose indirect measures to expand their job responsibilities such as
using professional development funds to get certifications and providing training
sessions for other colleges. Some participants may have been reluctant to talk to
their supervisors because they did not have positive work relations with them and
did not have high respect for them. Consequently, some of the participants
began to apply for other student affairs positions and did not inform their
supervisors. Over time, without receiving any job offers, they expanded their job
search to other positions outside the student affairs field. Similarly, in a recent
mixed methods study, Marshall, Gardner, Hughes, and Lowery (2016)
discovered that 23% of the 153 participants felt unchallenged in their student
affairs positions leading them to seek job positions elsewhere. Still, none of the
current scholarly literature indicated that unchallenging job duties contributed to
the attrition of API student affairs professionals. Therefore, this dissertation study
uncovered a new factor that API entry-level student affairs professionals who feel
unchallenged in their work may consider leaving the field.
All 12 participants entered the field to help students succeed in their
academic, career, and personal goals and aspirations. Many worked in the
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departments of student activities, residence life, and academic advising in their
full-time entry-level positions. Their interactions with students were frequent and
meaningful on both one-on-one and group levels. While working between two to
five years full-time in student affairs, the 12 API entry-level professionals faced a
number of changes, contrasts, and surprises in their job positions leading to their
decision to leave the field. In order to best navigate and make sense of the
different changes, contrasts, and surprises, these API student affairs
professionals reflected on their past experiences, connected to trusted
individuals in their network, and, most importantly, utilized their own personal and
cultural beliefs and values. Because this study only focused on the stories and
experiences of the 12 API entry-level student affairs professionals, the findings
cannot be generalized to all those who have left the student affairs profession.
Implications
The major finding of this study provided insight for implications particularly
in the areas of practice, theory, and future research.
Implications for Practice
The findings revealed that the API cultural values of familial piety, respect
for elders, and harmony contributed to API entry-level student affairs
professionals’ decision to leave the field. All 12 API entry-level student affairs
professionals were initially committed to work in the profession and to help
students in their learning and development. However, a combination of the
factors led to the participants’ attrition. Thus, the findings suggest the important
roles that supervisors, faculty of higher education graduate programs, and

121
student affairs professional associations play in entry-level student affairs
professionals’ decision-making process.
More than half of the participants in this study felt that their supervisors did
not provide them adequate support in carrying out their job responsibilities and
duties. Additionally, the supervisors did not create a caring and welcoming
environment within the department. Supervisors should understand the API
culture especially when they oversee API entry-level student affairs
professionals. They should have a general understanding of the three API
cultural values of familial piety and collectivism, respecting elders, and
maintaining harmony, which may inform and explain the actions and behaviors of
their API employees. With this knowledge, supervisors will become better
“elders” in the work environment and also provide API student affairs
professionals with the support and guidance they need to be successful in their
job positions. Supervisors should be more understanding of the value that API
entry-level student affairs professionals place on harmony to not cause tension
within the department. This may manifest itself in API entry-level student affairs
professionals not openly sharing their ideas and concerns. Therefore,
supervisors should be more encouraging to API employees in a one-on-one
setting by asking them to share their insights on ways to enhance student
learning and development at the department and institutional levels. Moreover, in
order to better support API entry-level student affairs professionals during their
first five years, supervisors should strive to effectively provide them with ample
professional and personal support and offer to serve as their mentors. This will
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indicate to the API entry-level student affairs professionals that their supervisors
are experts in the field like the many other elders they interact with in the API
culture.
Graduate program curriculum should better prepare graduate students on
the realities of entry-level positions, including the long hours, the level of
challenge in the work, and supervisory relationships. Faculty of graduate
programs should share in class the true realities of the student affairs profession
with the students, explore the potential impacts of various social identities on
entry-level professionals, and help students discover the best ways to navigate
different job scenarios and situations. In addition, faculty can discuss case
studies that allow students to prepare how to deal with different surprises and
help students build strategies for healthy sense making. Louis (1980) stated how
oftentimes sense making is done unconsciously but with strong preparation in
graduate programs, entry-level professionals will be able to become more aware
of how to utilize their sense making inputs and to make better and informed
decisions. Thus, when graduate students enter their first entry-level positions,
they may have a greater knowledge on how to deal with various changes,
contrasts, and surprises.
National student affairs associations such as NASPA and ACPA should
provide professional development opportunities that are specifically geared for
API professionals and provide strategies they could use to succeed in the
student affairs profession. These professional development sessions should
provide insights on how the API cultural values inform individuals’ decision
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making process in working with students and colleagues. For example, although
maintaining harmony is valuable and can be seen as necessary in a work
environment, API professionals should be aware that not openly sharing their
thoughts and opinions about specific work decisions with their supervisors and
colleagues could have negative effects on the potential work progress of the
department and the services for the students.
This study’s findings regarding factors that contribute to the attrition of API
entry-level student affairs professionals highlight the important role that
supervisors, faculty of graduate programs, and national student affairs
associations play in API entry-level student affairs professionals’ decision-making
process. These groups can greatly shape the experiences of API entry-level
student affairs professionals in their full-time job positions. Supervisors, faculty
members, and student affairs professionals can influence how API entry-level
student affairs professionals face changes, contrasts, and surprises and make
sense of the situations all of which can affect the decision of staying or leaving
the profession.
Implications for Theory
The surprise and sense making model for newcomers by Meryl Reis Louis
(1980) does not consider how an individual’s race, ethnicity, and culture can
inform and impact sense making and attributing meaning to experiences. How
individuals make sense of their experiences largely stem from their identities and
upbringings. Based on this study, the 12 participants shared various factors that
affected their retention in the field of student affairs. Some of these factors
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existed within one, if not all, three communities-the institution, the department,
and the participant’s family. While there are four general inputs of sense making,
individuals who grew up within the API culture are taught to prioritize the needs
of family and community, respect their elders, and ensure harmony with others.
Thus, the API cultural values should be added as the fifth input of sense making
in the surprise and sense making model.
Implications for Future Research
If the API cultural values of familial piety and collectivism, respect for
elders, and harmony affected the attrition of API entry-level student affairs
professionals, what values might affect other professionals of color? Future
studies can expand the sample’s criteria to include other entry-level student
affairs professionals of color such as Latinos and African Americans to see how
their cultural values inform their sense making process. The factors shared by
the API entry-level professionals may or may not be the same among other
groups. Additionally, future research can expand the entry-level student affairs
professionals’ full-time work experience to at least one year of experience and
beyond five years. Many API entry-level student affairs professionals do work at
least one year full-time, and others work more than five years in their positions
before making the decision to leave the profession.
Overall, the findings provided insights on how the specific API cultural
values of familial piety, respect for elders, and harmony can affect API entry-level
student affairs professionals’ decision to leave the field of student affairs.
Therefore, API cultural values should be understood by faculty of higher
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education graduate programs and individuals who work in the student affairs
profession particularly supervisors, because they may oversee API entry-level
student affairs professionals.
Recommendations
Based on the participants’ experiences, I have provided some
recommendations for supervisors of API entry-level student affairs professionals,
graduate program administrators and faculty, and student affairs professionals.
Education for Supervisors
Supervisors of entry-level student affairs professionals should receive
education on how become effective leaders. Institutions of higher education
should provide individuals who serve in supervisory roles leadership education
throughout the year. An outside company could be hired or a campus department
could be designated to lead the educational sessions. The sessions should focus
on topics such as leadership styles, effective communication, teamwork and
collaboration, constructive feedback, role modeling, and supportive supervision.
Supervisors should also attend sessions on diversity and cultural competency to
gain a better understanding of how to respect different points of views and to
provide a safe inclusive environment for their employees. Specifically,
supervisors should learn about the intricacies of the API culture and how the
culture shapes the API employees’ thoughts and actions within the work
environment. Supervisors can also become more conscious of their culture and
how their cultures may inform their own sense making, behaviors, and actions
that are displayed to their employees.
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Additionally, supervisors should take the initiative to attend professional
development conferences and education off campus, particularly those that focus
on working with diverse individuals and providing effective supervisory
relationships. Supervisors should understand that their role can, in particular,
impact the experiences of API entry-level student affairs professionals because
API professionals may highly respect them as elders and also see them as
experts of the field.
Supervisors’ relationships with supervisees such as API entry-level
student affairs professionals can affect whether the professionals will continue to
stay in the field. Often, the API entry-level professionals are excited when they
start their first full-time student affairs positions and look forward to working with
students, connecting with their colleagues, and learning from their supervisors.
However, if supervisors do not provide adequate support and guidance for the
API entry-level professionals, then the professionals will most likely seek another
student affairs position or leave the field altogether.
Graduate Program Curricula
Administrators and faculty of higher education and student affairs
graduate programs should develop curricula where students can engage in deep
conversations about the realities of the student affairs profession. All programs
should have an internship or graduate assistantship component where graduate
students obtain student affairs work experience, discuss the experiences in the
classroom, explore the potential impacts of their various social identities on those
experiences, and develop strategies for healthy sense making. The faculty can
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provide the graduate students with different case studies and scenarios that they
may potentially face when working full-time. API graduate students should also
understand how the model minority myth negatively affects them. The faculty can
help the students understand that hard work may not yield positive work
experiences due to external factors such as poorly trained supervisors,
interactions with people lacking cultural competency, and an unsupportive
institutional culture. Through role playing and discussions, the students can gain
insight on how to navigate various work situations by utilizing their strategies for
healthy sense making.
In addition, graduate students should be required to have both a faculty
mentor and a practitioner mentor. The faculty mentor can have one-on-one
appointments with graduate students and help them connect their learning inside
the classroom with their work experiences. Moreover, by having a practitioner as
a mentor, graduate students will be able to have honest conversations about the
positives and challenges of the profession, particularly as entry-level full-time
professionals. They are also able to ask questions and learn how to navigate any
changes, contrasts, and surprises that may occur during their first few years of
working.
All in all, faculty of graduate program can develop curricula that better
prepares graduate students for the student affairs profession and helps them
enter their full-time entry level positions with more realistic expectations.
Graduate students will then be better informed about how to best navigate their
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job responsibilities, the institutional culture, cultural values, and relationships with
supervisors, colleagues, and students.
Professional Development Opportunities
National student affairs associations such as NASPA and ACPA should
provide professional development opportunities that focus on the needs of API
professionals specifically those at the entry-level. These opportunities could
include pre-conference workshops, conference sessions, webinars, and
engagement on social media platforms and online spaces where API entry-level
professionals can connect with colleagues and seek advice in small group and
one-on-one settings. API student affairs mid- and senior-level professionals
should be the individuals who lead these workshops, sessions, and webinars and
provide words of wisdom and even serve as mentors for the API entry-level
professionals. Some topics that could be covered through these professional
development opportunities include how to navigate being the only or one of a few
API professionals on campus, how to work with a non-API supervisor, how API
cultural values inform student affairs practice, and how the model minority myth
affects the work environment for supervisors and API entry-level student affairs
professionals. By having these professional development opportunities, a
community can be built where API entry-level student affairs professionals may
feel they have a place and network to find help and support.
There are not many API student affairs professionals in the field. Thus, if
NASPA and ACPA were able to provide spaces for API student affairs
professionals to connect at conferences and through online mechanisms such as
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webinars and social media, then API professionals will have greater access to
the support they need to be successful in their positions and at their institutions.
As a result of this study’s findings, recommendations were provided for
supervisors of API entry-level student affairs professionals, administrators and
faculty of higher education graduate programs, and student affairs associations.
All of those entities can help prepare and support the API entry-level student
affairs professionals in their full-time job positions. Entry-level student affairs
positions can be an overwhelming experience with various changes, contrasts,
and surprises. Furthermore, supervisors, administrators and faculty of higher
education, and professional organizations can help the API entry-level student
affairs professionals make meaning of their experiences and assist in their
decision-making process.
Strengths and Limitations of the Study
In this section, I will share the study’s strengths and limitations.
The strength of this study is that no other study has focused on the
attrition of API entry-level student affairs professionals. While there were a few
qualitative studies, many existing attrition studies of the student affairs profession
were quantitative in nature, but none focused specifically on race and ethnicity.
Adding to the current body of literature, this study highlighted the unique and rich
stories of 12 API entry-level student affairs professionals’ experiences on how
they made the decision to leave the field of student affairs.
Other strengths of this study include the qualitative method, research
design, and the data collection process. Qualitative research was the best
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method to use for this study and could best uncover the reasons that API entrylevel student affairs professionals left the field. Generally, when people leave
their student affairs positions, they do not share their decision-making process
and reasons. Thus, the information is often unknown. However, in this study,
through the use of semi-structured one-on-one interviews, I was able to connect
deeply with the participants and provide them with the opportunity to voice their
experiences.
Moreover, the phenomenological research design was effective for this
study because phenomenology focuses on the participants’ experiences and how
they make meaning of the experiences (Merriam, 2002). The study’s
phenomenon was the experience of leaving the student affairs profession.
Furthermore, the surprise and sense making model for newcomers (Louis, 1980)
was used as the theoretical and conceptual framework to understand how the
participants made meaning of the various changes, contrasts, and surprises in
their work settings that affected their sense making and decision making.
There were many limitations for this study. First, finding the participants
was actually not an easy process. The data collection process involved both
snowball sampling and random sampling. I first started outreaching to individuals
who were members of NASPA, ACPA, LEAP, and APAHE. I was able to connect
and qualify ten individuals for the study in this way. In order to find the last two
individuals, I emailed faculty of different graduate programs and asked them to
reach out to their alumni network.
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Second, the study’s criteria for participation were very specific. There were
many participants who identified as API and earned a master’s degree in higher
education or a related field. However, they did not meet the last criteria of
working between two to five years full-time in an entry-level student affairs
position. Many individuals worked less than two years in an entry-level position,
worked more than five years in an entry-level position, or left the student affairs
profession at a mid-level position. A future study should explore individuals who
identify as API, earned a master’s degree in higher education, and worked any
length of time in student affairs before leaving the field.
Third, nine participants in this study worked at large four-year public
institutions that had at least 10,000 students enrolled. Two participants worked at
large four-year private institutions, and one participant worked at a for-profit
graduate institution. Thus, the study’s findings primarily focused on the
experiences of individuals who worked at large four-year public institutions. In
addition, there were no participants who worked at a two-year institution. A future
study should include more individuals who worked at four-year private and twoyear institutions to see if their experiences were similar or different than those
who worked at four-year public institutions.
Fourth, the study’s methodology was qualitative and used semi-structured
interviews. The findings were limited to how the participants answered the
questions and what they chose to share. Some participants spent time going in
depth about their experiences and provided examples, while others provided
short responses and did not expand on the topics even after being asked follow-
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up questions. In a future study, the participants could complete an accompanying
survey. Using a survey could provide the participants with an opportunity to
describe their work environment and relationships with their supervisors and
colleagues and the economy at the time they were seeking other job
opportunities.
Lastly, as an API entry-level student affairs professional myself and as the
researcher in this study, I struggled initially with identifying API cultural values
when reviewing the interview transcriptions and seeking themes because they
seemed so “normal” to me. I had to constantly reflect, read additional literature
on API cultural values, and engage in discussions with faculty and API
colleagues. What I saw was normal was actually what I needed to explicitly state
and highlight in my study.
Overall, this study had many strengths as well as limitations. The study’s
qualitative methodology provided an opportunity for the participants to openly
share their experiences and to explain how they reached the decision to leave
the field. However, the study’s criteria for the participants limited the number of
individuals who were qualified to participate in the study.
Summary of the Dissertation
Student affairs professionals provide important resources to students
outside the classroom. They are individuals who assist students with financial
aid, provide various programming and activities for students to engage with one
another, advise and mentor students in their academic and personal goals, help
students develop their leadership skills, and much more. Despite the work they
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do for students, many student affairs professionals made the decision to leave
the field after working between two to five years. This study revealed common
factors of long hours, unsupportive supervisors, and family roles and obligations
combined with API cultural values that contributed to the attrition of API entrylevel student affairs professionals. By understanding how these individuals made
the decision to leave the student affairs profession, supervisors, administrators
and faculty of graduate programs, and current student affairs professionals can
provide the necessary resources to prepare both API graduate students and
entry-level professionals on how to navigate the changes, contrasts, and
surprises they may face in their job positions.
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APPENDIX A
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Former Asian Pacific Islander Entry-Level Student Affairs Professionals
Date:
Time of Interview:
Interviewee:
Thanks for agreeing to participate in the study. As you have read in the
Consent Form, your participation is voluntary, and you may decide to withdraw
from the study at any time. Your responses will be kept confidential, and I will be
the only person who will have access to your information.
Before we begin, do you have any questions?
You have agreed that I may record this interview, so I will start the
recorder now.
I will ask you a few questions on your experience working as a student
affairs professional and how you made the decision to leave the field.
1. Please tell me a little bit about yourself (where you are from, your
educational path).
2. What made you decide to pursue the profession of student affairs?
3. How did your graduate program prepare you for the student affairs
job position(s)?
4. What made you commit to your first full-time student affairs job
position?
5. What ultimately made you decide to leave the profession?

151
a. Who did you talk to when you were having these thoughts?
b. What were the reactions from your family or those close to
you when they heard you were leaving the profession?
6. What were positive surprises, if any, during the first year of the fulltime job position?
a. What contributed to the positive surprises?
7. What were negative surprises, if any, during the first year of the fulltime job position?
a. What contributed to the negative surprises?
8. How did you making meaning of those surprises in relations to your
job position?
a. Were there any cultural influences that helped you make
meaning of your positive and negative surprises?
b. Were there any family influences or expectations?
9. In what ways, if any, has your ethnic/racial identity informed or
influenced your career in student affairs (entering and leaving)?
10. What things, if any, would have made you stay in the profession?
a. Is there anything different you would have wanted from your
graduate program? Given your experiences, how would you
like graduate programs to be?
b. Is there anything different you would have wanted from your
supervisor?
11. Is there anything else you would like to add?
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Thank you for participating in this study and sharing your experiences with
me. I look forward to sharing the interview transcript with you soon.
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APPENDIX B
CONSENT FORM
My name is Julie P. Nguyen. I am a graduate student under the direction
of Dr. Rebecca Gutierrez Keeton at California State University, Fullerton (CSUF)
in the doctoral program in Community College Educational Leadership. I am
conducting a study on the attrition of Asian Pacific Islander (API) entry-level
student affairs professionals. The purpose of this study is to understand the lived
experiences of API student affairs professionals who make the decision to leave
the profession.
As a former entry-level student affairs professional, you are eligible to
participate in this study. You will have the opportunity to answer questions and
share information about your student affairs work experiences, particularly how
you came to the decision of leaving the field. Please note that your participation
in this research study will contribute to our knowledge and understanding of the
attrition of API entry-level student affairs professionals.
Your participation will involve one face-to-face interview that will take
approximately 60 to 90 minutes. The interview will be audio-recorded with your
permission. If you choose not to be recorded, I will take notes during the
interview. There are no direct benefits to you from participating in this study.
During the interview, you do not have to answer any questions that make
you uncomfortable. If you choose not to answer, there will be no consequence
and you will still remain a part of the study. The only identifiable risk to you as a
participant in this study is that you may recall personal obstacles and negative
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experiences during your time working as a student affairs professional and
deciding to leave the field.
Research records will be kept confidential to the extent allowed by law. I
am the only person who will know your name. The responses you provide will not
be connected with your name in any way, as participants will be referred to only
by pseudonym (alias). Interview transcripts and other study information will be
stored in a locked cabinet and on a password-protected computer. Data will be
kept until the year 2020 for future publication or presentation.
Your participation is voluntary and you are free to withdraw from
participation at any time without suffering penalty or loss of benefits or services to
which you may otherwise be entitled.
If you have additional questions, please contact me at
julie.nguyen@csu.fullerton.edu. My dissertation committee chair, Dr. Gutierrez
Keeton, will also be available to discuss any issues that may arise from this
study. Contact Dr. Gutierrez Keeton by calling 657-278-4023 or by emailing to
rgkeeton@fullerton.edu. If you have questions about the rights of human
research participants, contact the CSUF Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 657278-7640 or irb@fullerton.edu.
I have no conflict of interest relating to this study, financial or otherwise.
Thank you,
Julie P. Nguyen, CSUF Graduate Student
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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I have carefully read and/or have had the terms used in this consent form and
their significance explained to me. By signing below, I agree that I am at least 18
years of age and agree to participate in this project. I have also been given a
copy of this form.
___________________ ________________________ _______________
Printed Name

Signature

Date

I agree to be audio-recorded for the purposes of this research study only.
___________________ ________________________ _______________
Printed Name

Signature

Date

Researcher’s Signature________________________ Date _______________
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APPENDIX C
DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY
Purpose of the Study
Hello!
Thank you for your interest in this study. The purpose of this research is to
explore why Asian Pacific Islander (API) entry-level student affairs professionals
who left the field of student affairs chose to do so. This study will provide an indepth analysis of how former API student affairs professionals made the decision
to exit the field.
For the purpose of this study, the term “Asian Pacific Islander” is a broad
umbrella term which includes individuals who identify as Bangladeshi,
Bhutanese, Cambodian, Carolinian, Chamorro, Chinese, Chuukese, Fijian,
Filipino, Guamanian, Hmong, I-Kiribati, Indian, Indo Chinese, Iwo Jiman,
Japanese, Korean, Kosraean, Laotian, Malaysian, Maldivian, Mariana Islander,
Marshallese, Melanesian, Micronesian, Native Hawaiian, Nepalse, Ni-Vanuatu,
Okinawan, Pakistani, Palauan, Papua New Guinean, Pohnpeian, Polynesian,
Saipanese, Samoan, Singaporean, Solomon Islander, Sri Lankan, Tahitian,
Taiwanese, Thai, Tongan, Vietnamese, and Yapese (Hoeffel, Rastogi, Kim, &
Shahid, 2012).
For the purpose of this study, the term “entry-level student affairs
professionals,” as defined by the Student Affairs Administrators in Higher
Education, are individuals who are entering the field of student affairs as a
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working professional and often are transitioning from a graduate program (Amey
& Reesor, 2009).
Demographic Survey
To better inform the study, this demographic survey is used to identify
participants who might be interested and who are eligible to participate in this
study. If selected, participation in the study consists of one interview with the
researcher.
If you are eligible for the research study, you will be contacted by Julie
Nguyen, doctoral candidate in the Educational Leadership Program at the
California State University, Fullerton. For any questions or concerns, please
contact Julie at julie.nguyen@csu.fullerton.edu.
This research study has been approved by the Institutional Research
Board of the California State University, Fullerton.
1. Please provide your undergraduate degree(s)/major(s) and the institution
which conferred your degree(s).
2. Please provide your graduate degree(s)/major(s) and the institution which
conferred your degree(s).
3. What was your first full-time entry-level student affairs position?
4. What institution were you at?
5. How many years did you stay in the position?
6. Did you then seek another student affairs position?
a. If yes, then what was the job position/title?
b. What institution were you at?
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c. How many years did you stay in that position?
7. How many years in total did you work full-time in the student affairs
profession?
8. If you would like to be contacted to participate in this study, please provide
your FIRST NAME in the space below.
9. If you would like to be contacted to participate in this study, please provide
your LAST NAME in the space below.
10. If you would like to be contacted to participate in this study, please provide
your email address in the space below.
11. Please select if you live in or near the following cities:
a. Los Angeles, CA
b. San Diego, CA
c. Oakland, CA
d. Indianapolis, ID
e. Other:
Thank you for your participation! Please feel free to leave a comment.

159
APPENDIX D
PRE-INTERVIEW SURVEY
Hello!
Thank you for your interest in this study. The purpose of this research is to
explore why Asian Pacific Islander (API) entry-level student affairs professionals
who left the field of student affairs chose to do so. This study will provide an indepth analysis of how former API student affairs professionals made the decision
to exit the field.
In preparation for the interview, this survey is used to obtain background
information about the participants. For any questions or concerns, please contact
Julie Nguyen, doctoral candidate, at julie.nguyen@csu.fullerton.edu.
This research study has been approved by the Institutional Research
Board of the California State University, Fullerton.
1. What is your name (first and last)?
2. What is your current career field?
3. What is your current job position/title?
4. What is your race/ethnicity?
5. What is your gender or gender identity?
6. What was your age when you left the student affairs profession?
7. What is your immigration status (i.e. first generation, 1.5 generation,
second generation)?
8. Do you identify as a first generation college student?
Thank you for your participation! Please feel free to leave a comment.
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APPENDIX E
EMAIL INVITATION
Hello _____,
My name is Julie Nguyen. I am a doctoral student at California State
University, Fullerton (CSUF), and I am also the College Life Coordinator at
Orange Coast College. I am conducting a research study that explores the lived
experiences of former Asian Pacific Islander (API) entry-level student affairs
professionals.
The purpose of my study is to explore why API entry-level student affairs
professionals who left the field of student affairs chose to do so. This study will
add to current literature about attrition. The findings can better inform the
curriculum of student affairs graduate programs and institutions on ways to
recruit, educate, train, and retain API professionals.
I identify as API, more specifically as Vietnamese. I have seen many of my
close colleagues leave the field of student affairs within a few years after
obtaining a master’s degree in higher education. Of the five fellow API students
from my master’s program cohort of 19 people, two have already left student
affairs and secured full-time positions in other fields. The topic of attrition among
entry-level student affairs professionals is of great interest to me, and I want to
learn why they are leaving.
The participants for this study must fit the following criteria:


Identify as Asian Pacific Islander



Obtained a master’s degree in higher education or student affairs
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Held an entry-level student affairs position at an accredited institution



Worked full-time in the position for two to five years



No longer work in student affairs



Willing to participate in a 60 to 90 minute one-on-one interview
If you are interested in participating in my study, please contact me at

julie.nguyen@csu.fullerton.edu. I will send you additional information regarding
the interview process and expectations. Your identity will be kept confidential. If
you have any questions, please contact me at (714) 277-7366.
Thank you for your time.
Julie Nguyen
Doctoral Candidate
California State University, Fullerton
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APPENDIX F
RECRUITMENT FLYER

