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Deciding between the Ph.D.
and the Ed.D: Where Does the
Divide Lie?

While carrying out the research needed to pen a brief, but useful, blog on the differences between
Ed.D. and Ph.D. programs in Higher Education, I came to the following realizations:

1. There is already a wealth of online resources available -YouTube videos, blog posts, university
websites, and entire dissertations- that tackle this very topic.

Here are a few links if you are interested:

https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/gradhacker/phd-vs-edd
https://www.northeastern.edu/graduate/blog/edd-vs-phd-in-education/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E8MnleoUl-w

2. Speaking with the educational leaders (at a mid-western university) who are responsible for
these programs can provide beneficial insight into differentiating between both programs.

Although my intention was only to interview the program directors of the Ed.D. and Ph.D. Educational
Leadership programs, what emerged was an even greater scholarly conversation enriched by an
unexpected spate of internal document analyses.

Ed.D: Educational Practitioners Ready to Roll up Sleeves and Get Ready to Work:

I first spoke with a director of an Ed.D. program who elaborated on the importance of prospective
applicants having significant work history and/or leadership experience in the field of education. She
highlighted that successful applicants and graduates generally enter the program, “ready to roll up
their sleeves and work towards solving a problem or current issue in education.” While an applicant’s
desire to correct an existent problem contributes a major distinguishing factor to their application,
the individual’s fit within the program cannot be ignored. The applicant’s personal and educational
goals should align with the program coursework and faculty interest to ensure that candidates push
the limits of education beyond the status quo.

Ph.D: Broader Inquiry and Greater Application

After speaking to the program director of the Ed.D. program, I found myself comparing the goals of
the professional doctorate with my personal experiences within my Ph.D. program; indeed, the
differences were stark. The Ph.D. program director spoke candidly about these and other differences
distinguishing the Ed.D. from the Ph.D. She highlighted that the Ph.D. program aims to prepare
students for faculty and policy careers.  She made it clear that the Ph.D. candidates who were
successful generally exhibited a broader academic curiosity and a desire to explore issues of policy
and further research. Finally, she admitted that while she and her faculty colleagues held Ed.D. and
Ph.D. candidates to similar expectations and standards of rigor, the Ph.D. program requires more
empirical research of enrolled students.

Final Muses and Closing Thoughts

Interestingly, the Ph.D. program leader emphasized the importance of Ed.D. and Ph.D. doctoral
students adapting their programs to their post-graduation career goals, rather than letting the type
of doctoral degree dictate their professional outcome. She advised Ed.D. students whose aim it is to
enter the professoriate to ensure that their coursework prepares them for faculty positions. To
achieve this goal, she recommended that candidates complete research courses and develop policy
analysis skills while pursuing their doctoral degree.

As these thoughts percolated, I considered the interesting crossroads at which the objectives of the
Ed.D. and Ph.D. intersect. For example, to which of these programs does a Director of Student
Activities who loves co-curricular programming, but who also possesses a burning intellectual
curiosity apply? Will an Ed.D. program satisfy this interest? Are the requirements of the practitioner’s
doctorate sufficient to answer the scholarly questions pondered by the director at night?
Alternatively, what about the recent M.A in Student Affairs graduate who desires in-depth training in
research methods, data analysis, and information dissemination, but who has no desire to enter the
highly political realm of the ivory tower? Does the Ph.D. program provide the right educational
setting for such training and development, and more importantly, does it offer career development
opportunities for a candidate with non-faculty aspirations?

As suggested in the Preparation Program Resources document provided by a former Ed.D. program
director at the mid-western university, it is crucial for departments to differentiate between both
types of programs, so that prospective students are aware of the purpose and objective of their
intended terminal degree. The question then arises, “how can this be achieved, if there is little
consensus within the academic community about the doctoral level learning objectives which
separate the Ed.D. from the Ph.D.?

It would be worthwhile for departmental faculty to closely examine their educational philosophy and
expertise when attempting to clearly delineate differences between both programs. Such keen
reflection provides an opportunity to distinguish between the objectives, coursework, assessment,
and career outlook of each program, while simultaneously illuminating grey areas which may arise. If,
or when these instances of ambiguity occur, content area specialists can either take the lead in
steering the conversation or they recommend external consultants qualified for quelling these
scholarly disputes.

Indeed, such deliberations can be painstaking and time-consuming, however, the end-product will
benefit the department and the many students who intend to or who are currently in pursuit of their
terminal degree. In the long-run, the institutions that have engaged in this work will serve as aspirant
models for those that have not and they will create benchmarks and best-practices for the higher
education sector to follow.

 

Currently an Educational Leadership Ph.D. student, Le Shorn Benjamin has spent the last eight (8)
years developing a multifaceted career in the field of education. Le Shorn is a member of ACPA and
the current Coordinator of Doctoral Students Initiatives for the Graduate Students and New
Professionals Community of Practice (GSNPCoP). Le Shorn’s professional experiences have spanned
national and international borders and included K-12 teaching, higher education co-curricular
program assessment, and the quality assurance and accreditation of tertiary education programs.
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3 Months Until #ACPA18!

 

“Everything happens for a reason.” I’ve used this phrase without hesitation for years now because it
offers a poignant answer to life’s most illogical sequence of events. Looking back at #ACPA17, I can’t
believe that its been nine months since I landed in Columbus, Ohio, unsure of what lay before me at
my first ACPA convention. I had no idea what to expect because I had only attended one professional
conference before and that was NASPA when it was in Chicago, Illinois. All I remember about
Chicago was cold wind, lots of walking, and cheesy slices of deep dish pizza.

In terms of the ACPA versus NASPA debate, I’m a proud member of both professional organizations.
I’ve been a member of NASPA since graduate school and I joined ACPA in Fall 2016. I will say;
however, that part of me wishes I had joined ACPA sooner. I made a lot of valuable connections at
#ACPA17 and there’s a small part of my subconscious that wonders what life would have been like
had I made those connections earlier. But then again, everything happens for a reason.

The single most life-changing part of #ACPA17 was attending a pre-convention workshop. The Pan
African Summit served as my first introduction to the ACPA family. On the surface, the summit was a
great networking opportunity where I connected with tenured leaders in the field. However,
“networking” is really what I call “village-building.” If there is only one concept that I can share with
others, it’s that “it takes a village to raise a graduate (doctoral) student.” There has been nothing
more paramount to my success than the support I’ve received from friends, family, and colleagues.
The process of building a village is merely laying the foundation for supportive relationships. It’s
taken a few trial runs to realize some relationships will take hold immediately, some take a bit longer,
while others will never sprout at all. My advice for any graduate student or new professionals
attending ACPA is to focus on building meaningful connections rather than just hoarding business
cards.

As a conference, ACPA offers attendees numerous outlets for both relationship-building and personal
development. Either myself or a colleague attended every session type and I heard nothing but great
feedback about the engaging content curated by our field. Unfortunately, there were not enough
hours in the day for me to attend each session that piqued my interest. I had to balance my time
wisely and pick sessions that spoke to my personal and professional development priorities. In
addition to the Pan African Summit, I still reflect the concepts about self-care and transitioning into
the world of academia that I learned while at #ACPA17. The sessions I attended felt more like a sit-
down with family rather than a classroom lecture. The last important takeaway to those considering
attending a future convention is that once you’re a part of the ACPA family, you will always be a part
of it.

Photo: Asia R. Randolph (left) is pictured with William & Mary’s Vice President for Student Affairs, Dr.
Ginger Ambler, Ph.D. at the ACPA17 Most Promising Places to Work Award Ceremony.

Asia R. Randolph is a 2  year Ph.D. student in the Higher Education Administration program at
William & Mary.
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#GradStudentTax Hurts
Everybody

Last week, the House passed a “sweeping tax bill” that would cut taxes for all citizens in the short
term, but only sustain those benefits for the richest of the rich in subsequent years. While we all
would like a little money in our wallets by way of reduced taxes, the devil is in the details as this tax
bill pushes our society backward in at least one important way: it creates a Grad Student Tax by
taxing the full cost of education for graduate students. The fact that we are not paying attention to
the extent of this bill is a huge loss for Iowans and the future of Iowa, its students.

As many analysts have reported, the people who win from these tax breaks are: extremely rich
people, large corporations, retailers, and stockholders.

The people who lose: those who are sick, disaster victims, graduate students, everybody in the future
who does not fall into the above list of winners.

Graduate students are important to the Iowa economy and the future of this country. These people
represent a diverse swath of our population and range from young to old, represent all genders, are
first-generation college students, are racially and ethnically diverse, they care about our
communities, our economy, our safety, and our health. These are lifelong learners that care about our
collective future – many are getting their education in Iowa to improve Iowa.
Sadly, the House bill introduces a new Grad Student Tax (#GradStudentTax), an increase in tax
burden for the state’s student population. What you need to know is that the Grad Student Tax
would raise taxes 30-60% for this population by eliminating tax credits for students. This will have
detrimental effects on Iowans pursuing degrees in all fields, including those concerned with the
future of the agrarian economy in this state.

Here’s how it will work: Many graduate students, particularly in the Science, Technology, Engineering,
and Math fields (or STEM; including those that work with the agriculture industry) receive tuition
remission credits. Tuition remission credits provide cost breaks to graduate students for their work
conducting research that benefits the state of Iowa and the country at large. Additionally, depending
on the school, these students may also receive medical insurance and a stipend (or a paycheck to pay
for daily expenses like food, clothing, and housing). Currently, students are only taxed on the stipend
and health insurance.

Under the new Grad Student Tax, students would be taxed on all of the income they receive
(including the stipend, insurance, and tuition). For example, when I was at the University of Maryland
College Park, my stipend was $14,000 a year for 20hr/week work, but usually much more. That is
already a measly salary where housing costs run $900+/month and cost of living is one of the highest
in the nation. Ames, IA and other college towns are not so different. The Grad Student Tax in the new
House bill would force me to pay additional taxes on the cost of tuition which current tax law does
not require. This is money that students never touch, meaning students can never spend this money
on anything except education. It would reduce my take-home income and it would not provide me
the ability to deduct costs for books, technology, or other school-related expenses. In my grad school
scenario, my flexible income outside of housing costs was only $3,200/year. This Grad Student Tax
would reduce that number even more forcing thousands of students to take out loans or not enroll in
school at all. Sadly, this new Grad Student Tax also eliminates tax credits for loans adding insult to
injury.

The new tax code would 1) change the tax brackets pushing some students into the 25% bracket
from the 15% or lower bracket and increases taxable income for those who stay in the 15% bracket; 2)
it increases the standard deduction to $12,000, a deduction that all individuals receive; 3) while at the
same time, eliminating the personal exemption to $0 (impacting those with children); 4) lastly, it
eliminates any deductions for tuition and related expenses.
But let us bring this closer to home and apply this to Iowa State University where I am a professor
and where I work with graduate students who will be punished by the Grad Student Tax. I will round
the numbers and use the most current data I have in hand. In the following scenario, taxes are raised
for this student by 58%!!

Tuition: $11,000/year
Health Insurance: $2,500
Stipend (department dependent average work 20hr/week, but usually more): $24,000
Total= $37,500

Current Law:
Total Income: $26,500
Standard Deduction: ($6,350)
Personal Exemption: ($4,050)
Taxable Income: $16,100
Tax (15% Bracket): $2,415

New Law:
Total Income: $37,500
Standard Deduction: ($12,000)
Personal Exemption: ($0)
Taxable Income: $25,500
Tax (15% Bracket): $3,825

As you can see, taxes paid went from $2,415 to $3,825, a 58% raise. This is a simple scenario and each
student’s situation will be different. However, the math is clear: the new Grad Student Tax in the new
House bill will significantly raise taxes on graduate students who are training to be future educators,
researchers, and leaders in our community. Multiple scenarios floating around the internet from
individual graduate students to major universities show a 30-60% increase in taxes for graduate
students, Google it yourself.

We must resist this bill in both chambers of Congress. Sen. Chuck Grassley is on the Senate Finance
Committee and will need to reconcile this bill with the Senate’s version. Therefore, I implore you to
speak out, write letters, and tell him that this tax bill hurts Iowans!

There is still time to save Iowa’s future and the great education that this state produces. Removing
this provision from the bill is of dire importance to the sustainability of Iowa’s education, Iowa’s
industry, and Iowa’s future. Let us all take a few more moments to fully understand the ways that this
tax bill does not support individuals, but rather corporations. In the case of the Grad Student Tax, it
hurts students, the future of our state.

Dr. Dian Squire is an Assistant Professor of Higher Education and Student Affairs at Iowa State
University. 
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A Path All Its Own: My Journey
into Student Affairs

 

It was junior year on a trip to New Orleans for the Sugar Bowl, specifically on a service-learning
portion of the trip, that one of my mentors, Dr. Glenn Gittings, spoke to me about an opportunity to
work in Student Affairs and work with college students on a daily basis. Turning a spark into a flame,
that moment projected me into the world of Student Affairs. Like many graduate students and new
professionals, a majority of my undergraduate experience was solely tied to student engagement
and serving as a Resident Assistant in University Housing. Many rising professionals are unaware of
the plethora of opportunities in Student Affairs that exist beyond just Student Activities and
University Housing. An important part of mine and certainly others’ graduate school and real-work
experience is a paradigmatic shift in how we think about our work with students pre-and-post-
undergrad.

When I finally decided I was going to attend Florida State University for my master’s degree, I arrived
upon the moment that feels like a ten pound weight sinking through your throat: deciding where to
do your graduate assistantship. In that moment, something spoke to me and encouraged me to step
outside of my comfort zone and what little I knew about Student Affairs. “Do your assistantship in
the Student Disability Resource Center,” the little voice inside my head said to me. At first, that
decision made me incredibly nervous. I thought to myself, “What if I completely bomb and say the
wrong things or mess up?” Thankfully, I made that decision to do my assistantship in a disability
resource office because it has colored my trajectory in Student Affairs and taken me to places with
which I feel most in sync in my professional life. Working as a graduate assistant in the office
challenged my notion of the “traditional” student, changed the way I communicate with students,
and molded my professional philosophy into one that advocated for and represented students with
whom I did not share the same identities.

Today, most of my work is meeting individually with students and working with them one-on-one to
develop accommodation plans, so that they can fully invest their time and energies into their
academics without the barriers that a typical college learning environment puts in their way. An
example of this might be 400+ person class, a reality for some first-year students at a large public
research institution, can be challenging for a student with attentional deficits and difficulty with
focusing. I enjoy getting to meet with students one-on-one on a daily basis and directly apply
student development theories and what I learned in graduate school (although I’m not consciously
applying that knowledge) to support growth and learning of students with disabilities, particularly
their transition from relying on others to being self-sufficient and good self-advocates. I also enjoy
working one-on-one with faculty, supporting the academic mission of the university while ensuring
that all course content and spaces are accessible for students. I count myself blessed to be directly
supporting the academic mission of the university while also focusing on student success and direct
student engagement.

Some of my work also crosses over into helping students in crisis. I meet constantly with students
who have mental health concerns and diagnoses from doctors and psychiatrists that match those
mental health concerns. While I certainly cannot provide ongoing therapy or counseling, I help
student triage in that moment and guide them through the process of advocating for their academic
needs related to their disabilities (i.e., accommodations our office can approve and provide). I also
collaborate with other campus partners, such as University Housing, to ensure that students receive
appropriate accommodations outside of learning spaces on campus, such as in their residence hall. I
even work closely with staff of the university admissions office, the Registrar’s office, the Veteran
Student’s office, and other academic-focused offices. These interactions with other higher education
professional helped me grow my professional philosophy into one that is much more global and
inclusive of other higher education professionals that do not have student affairs backgrounds. They
underscore the importance of student affairs professionals’ roles in academics and other higher
education professionals’ roles in student success beyond the classroom.

All of this to say that there really is no one path into a career in student affairs. For the graduate
students and undergraduate students considering going to graduate school or starting work in the
field immediate after graduating, take some time to explore all the paths you have into and through
student affairs. All routes to a career in student affairs are valid and necessary. And you never know,
you might find yourself in a rewarding and affirming career path unlike the traditional narrative of a
student affairs professional. For new professionals considering a change of career path, know that
Student Affairs can still be a place for you due to the plethora of opportunities, environments, and
needs of the student body. And lastly, I want to encourage all emerging professionals in student
affairs to embrace the spectrum of functional areas and focuses that student affairs make take on. At
the end of the day, we are all focused on one thing: student success.

Spencer Scruggs graduated with his Master in Science in Higher Education Administration from
Florida State University in 2016 and currently serves as a Disability Specialist in the Florida State
University Student Disability Resource Center. You can find him on Twitter and Instagram at
@bariginge.

OCTOBER 6, 2017

2017 - 2018 ISSUE, HIGHER
EDUCATION, STUDENT

AFFAIRS

1 COMMENT

“Wait, How Old Are You?”
Transitioning from a SAPro to
a SAGrad

My path into Students Affairs is not what one would consider a “traditional path.” During the spring
of my senior year, I struggled to figure out what to do with my life. Having worked with various
AmeriCorps VISTAs on projects at my undergraduate institution, I decided to apply for VISTA to
explore different career options. AmeriCorps VISTA is a National Service program through the
government which allowed me the opportunity to work on college campuses on community
engagement initiatives resolving around poverty-fighting initiatives. This lead me to complete two
AmeriCorps VISTA terms, then a year in residence life before making my journey to start my Master’s
degree, just over 3 years after I graduated with my Bachelor’s degree.

When looking at “How to prepare for graduate school” articles or resources, they often times focus
on the transition straight from undergraduate to graduate school. However, this is not the case for
some graduate students. Nowadays, many graduate programs are flooded with more applications
than spots available. For others, even if they can get into the program, they may have life situations
that prevent them from entering right away or at a full-time student pace, such as financial barriers
or familial commitments.

I know that I am not the first person to go to graduate school after taking some time to work full-
time, but at times I feel these stories are not shared. I felt alone at times during this transition, not
having someone I could talk to who understood the unique struggles I was going through going back
to school. Reflecting on the past few months as I transitioned from a SAPro to a SAGrad, I’ve hit more
road bumps and struggles than I anticipated. Looking back, here is some of the advice I wish
someone would have told me to help me prepare for this life change.

1. You will have learning curves. You may have the skillsets, but learning the culture is a
completely different story. I felt leaving my last institution that I had, at times, just knew how
to do the job. I could go through the motions. However, when you transition to a new
institution (whether you are a SAGrad or a SAPro), learning the campus culture can sometimes
be harder than learning the skills needed for the position. Each school and department has
“their” way of doing the same task. The struggle becomes breaking your old habits to adapt to
the new “way” of handling a crisis, paperwork, or other tasks.

2. Take some time off between ending your SAPro position and your SAGrad position (if you can
fiscally afford this). I only took a week off when transitioning. Looking back, I was exhausted by
the time I started classes at the end of August. I wish I would have taken more time off
between my two positions so I could have prepared more not only physically but mentally for
this life transition.

3. Figure out your health, dental, and car insurances as early as you can, preferably prior to
starting your SAGrad position. While working as a SAPro, I covered myself under my own
insurance policies under my own name. Since I was older, I did not have the option to go under
my parents’ insurance as a graduate student. As well, since I was not a full-time employee, I did
not qualify for health and dental insurance under my employer. Look within the state networks
for health and dental insurance options.

4. Realize the value in your experience. Most likely, you will bring a different lens to your position
and classes than some other students. Don’t be afraid to reflect on these experiences and use
them to improve yourself and your roles. Sometimes, this will help you see better ways tasks
can be done. Other times, this will help you learn from past mistakes and want to learn better
ways to do things.

5. Self-care is still an important thing. As a SAPro, I had developed some self-care rituals (such as
scheduling Thursday nights to watch Grey’s Anatomy while on a phone date with my bestie).
Don’t drop these habits. Even though you are going back to being a student, you still have to
take care of yourself. In all actuality, it will be even more important for you to take care of
yourself since you will have more things on your plate, such as tests, papers, and case studies.
If you don’t take care of yourself now, you will burn out even quicker.

6. Invest in yourself. This is a great time to focus on your own development, both as a person and
as a professional. Use this time to think about what skills and knowledge you want to gain to
improve as an SAPro. Within the first month or two of starting your SAGrad journey, think
about what you want in your future positions. Look at job postings to see what skills are being
looked for in your dream positions, then look at ways to gain these skills while in graduate
school. As well, most conferences and professional development opportunities offer a discount
to graduate students (especially the national conferences). Take advantage of going to these
opportunities at a discount!

For anyone making a transition in life, it can be a scary and confusing time. Realize that you are not
alone in this journey. Reach out to your support network and ask for help. Know that as a field,
especially as graduate students and new professionals, we are all here for each other.

 

Written by Jacqui Rogers. Jacqui is currently a Resident Director at Salisbury University while earning
her Master’s of Arts in Conflict Analysis and Dispute Resolution. Previously, Jacqui served two terms
as an AmeriCorps VISTA, first with Iowa Campus Compact then with Maryland-DC Campus Compact.
After serving as a VISTA, Jacqui worked as a SAPro in Residence Life at a private college in Delaware.
In her free time, Jacqui enjoys binge-watching Netflix, crafting, and enjoying her Betta fish, Tony.
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What is Careers in Student
Affairs Month?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fall is officially here and October is upon us. For some it marks the start of cooler weather but for all
of us it is “Careers in Student Affairs Month”. Careers in Student Affairs Month is a time to celebrate
and bring awareness to the profession. It is a time to educate students, family, and friends about
Student Affairs. In some cases it comes and goes unnoticed.
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Careers in Student Affairs Month can be celebrated a number of ways at every level of the
profession. Associations hold webinars and social media campaigns to bring mass awareness. Social
media challenges are a great way for your family and friends to see what you do! Campuses host
conferences and graduate program resource fairs. Partnering with other institutions and
collaborating across campus are great ways to bring more awareness to Student Affairs. On the
divisional level, brown bag lunch events and panel discussions are hosted and led by speakers from
across the division who inform students and attendees about the possibilities in the profession.

Have yet to hear about anything planned on your campus? Plan something! You do not have to host
an event as elaborate as those listed here. You can do something as simple as inviting one of your
colleagues to your staff meeting to discuss what they do with your student staff. The key is to make
sure you are educating others and help aspiring Student Affairs professionals.

Written by Crystal Hamilton. Crystal is an 8th Vector Co-Coordinator for 2017-2018. 
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The Hardest Research
Assignment of Your Life: The
Workplace of your Prospective
Entry-Level Position

As a recent graduate from a higher education program, I have learned so much first-hand about how
to better handle this experience. As many folks reading this are likely close to beginning this journey,
I cannot help but recollect my experience to help share what got me to where I am now.

I started my job search process in late 2016 when I signed up for The Placement Exchange (TPE). It
was an emotionally draining process, filled with a lot of imposter syndrome and self-doubt at several
points, but I remained motivated to start authoring my next adventure in higher education. One of
my mentors continually reminded me that, “It is not about ending up at a place that you are invested
in, but it is about ending up at a place that you and and your workplace are invested in each other.” I
might have just nodded along when she first told me this, but for some reason, this phrase has stuck
with me, and I have become a strong believer in this statement. By late May 2017, I secured my
publisher for the next chapter of my autobiography as a hall director at Montana State University
Billings.

Looking back, one of the things I really developed in my first full-time professional job search was
how to effectively research an institution. This has quickly become one of my favorite parts of the
interview process, because I enjoy knowing quirky facts about the institution that are not the most
commonly recited ones. There have been moments in interviews I have been a part of where
employers were taken aback and thanked me for taking the time to learn about the institution on my
own; I had always thought it was an expectation, but it showed the employer that I really valued the
time I was spending with them.  Today, I also find myself revisiting some of the things I researched as
I transition and learn the ins and outs of my new position.

Research is not just about fit, but it is about understanding some of the problems the department is
facing and what you can do as a prospective employee to help them with the struggles they may be
facing. Not only does this reassert that you have the skills and experiences to transition well to their
open position, but it also affirms that you are passionate about that institution and have a willingness
to learn and solve complex issues. But overall, research is truly an ongoing process in any position –
you should always be learning something new regularly in your position.

You cannot rely on the interview alone to learn about the institution. The ultimate goal of employers
is to recruit a skilled candidate to campus, so sometimes overarching issues the department is
tackling may be a bit more hidden to avoid the off-chance of scaring a candidate away. This is where
additional research comes in. If you can identify these issues somewhere in your research process,
you can use this to your advantage by showing in the interview process how your strengths or
experiences can contribute to different objectives or areas of improvement for the department. I
would also advise keeping a record of where you identified some of these issues, so when you bring
it up in an interview, you can articulate where you found it; sometimes employers are not even
aware how much information about their department is out publicly, and it is good for them to know
that you did your homework. I might have put a few employers on edge by not explaining where I
found some information, so do not make the same mistakes me.

Many higher programs advocate using Carnegie classifications, a tool used to understand basic
information about an institution such as whether an institution is public/private, two-year/four-year,
etc. I am hesitant to use these classifcations as valuable research, as it does not give you a full story
about an institution. If you know how to use these classications, use it as a starting point, not as the
finish line.

Others may have their own techniques of documents to look at, but here are a few things I would
consider looking at, most of which can be found on the institution’s website:

1. Institutional/departmental strategic or master plans: What are the overall objectives of the
institution or department? Is there anything mentioned in these that would relate to your
position or something you can contribute to? Is student affairs or your prospective department
even mentioned at all? This may help you understand the department’s relationship to the
overall institution. Departmental plans are a little rarer to find in a public website, but once
found, these are more specific objectives relative to the daily operations of the functional area
that you should be able to contribute to in some way. Even before you can talk about these in
your interview, you can highlight these in cover letters to show them you took an individual
approach with it for the institutions you have been applying to.

2. Divisional/departmental assessment: Assessment should lead to objective and strategic
planning. Often, departments will have public data about different services they provide. This
can range from occupancy reports, to quality of life surveys, annual reports, and beyond.
Interpret the data and identify what the needs of the department may be. Sometimes they will
have snippets of the data in marketing materials.

3. Staff Bios: Where did they come from? Where are they going? Use the Wayback Machine tool
online to check out archived pages to see who previous staff were and where they have gone.
If many of them are now in positions not in higher education, perhaps burnout is a large issue
on the campus. Many times, the bios will include staff members’ favorite things about the
institution or their hobbies, which are great talking points in the interview process. When you
become a finalist for a position, it might not be a bad idea to find current staff’s LinkedIn
profiles to consider topics for small talk when speaking with individual staff one-on-one.

4. Student newspaper coverage of your institution’s respective department: Knowing
student perceptions of the department is important because it informs you what
predispositions that students will have toward you. The student newspaper is a great way to
measure this. Find their website and type in some key words that might pull up department-
related items. Be cautious with older news, as departments likely have undergone
organizational change since then. It may also be of similar worth to examine the institution’s
sub-Reddit page if one exists.

5. Local news coverage of your prospective institution: Just as it is important to know the
student’s predisposition towards your institution, and possibly department, you want to know
what the local community perceives of them. Are major highlights of the department and
institution being highlighted? Or is it purely the negative? How would you handle some of the
negative things being put out by the local media? Consider how you would market yourself to
prospective students who have only heard what the local media has said about the institution.
In one local newspaper for an institution I interviewed with, I found articles suggesting that
due to a state-wide budget crisis, the institution may end up closing its doors. I asked this
looming question in my first round interview. The employers sitting on the interview were
impressed with my knowledge, but were also reassuring that the budget crisis had been
resolved and there was little to no risk of the institution seeing such a drastic occurrence in the
near future.

6. The institution’s Wikipedia: We have been told that Wikipedia is not a great source of
information; but it is certainly a good starting point. I typically use this to check out the history
of the institution, notable alumni, and if there were any major controversies, movements, or
events that occurred on their campus. And the bottom of the Wikipedia article is also loaded
with references, which might give you some additional websites you can explore for additional
research.

7. The department’s social media: Is your prospective department with the times? What
platforms are they on? Are they still marketing themselves as being on FourSquare and
Pinterest? Are they meeting the students where they are? How are they communicating with
students – is it simply promotional? Or is it engaging—how many followers are there, how are
people interacting with the posts? What sort of tone are they using – is it motivational or
informational? What could you do to improve their following and interactivity? What sort of
things should be posted on their social media channels that are not? Have they popularized a
hashtag – check and see if students are using it and if they are using it to reinforce the
message the department is seeking or if the students are using it in a comical way.

8. The Student and Residential Policies and Procedures: Policies and procedures can tell you a
lot about campus culture. While it can tell you a lot about its political identity as an institution
through liberal or conservative policies and procedures, it can tell us more than that. As much
as we like to be proactive, we understand that many of us operate on a reactive basis.
Examining which policies and procedures are more detailed and thorough may shine a light on
what has historically been an issue on campus. Keep in mind that policies and procedures are
influenced by institutional constituents such as parents and the local community and
government, though, so not all policies and procedures 100% reflect the values of individuals
within the department.

9. Colleagues who have affiliations to the institution: As a new professional, your network in
this area may not have grown to the point where you can maximize this as a resource for a job
search. But if you do know someone who is serving or has served the institution you are
interested in, they have lived the workplace culture first hand and can give you an unfiltered
response in what it might look like if you were there. Perhaps you know someone who has
studied there, which certainly still has some value on the perceptions and dispositions the
student body might have to that department. Just know, student perception does not tell you
the full story either, but it is good material to know. Also bear in mind, different people
navigate systems of higher education differently, so the same frustrations and experiences
they have faced, may not be the same ones you would face if you served there.

10. The Interview: I mentioned you cannot rely on the interview alone to help with research, but
an interview is the opportunity to get clarity on what you are missing. Are you finding holes of
information? Anytime you are reviewing the website and these documents and find yourself
asking a question, write it down and save it for the interview. I know I am bad at asking
questions on the spot, so it is helpful for me to write them down and save them for when I
have their ears. And when it comes to an on-campus interview, it is certainly helpful to have
some of those handy when travelling from one part of the interview process to another. Do
not forget to ask questions about them as individuals, too, as it is a great way to build
empathy and make your process memorable to those involved in hiring.

Doing this research is a great way of showing you have the focus and initiative that employers seek
in a candidate. Demonstrating research I had done in my cover letters alone, I accredit to one of the
biggest reasons I had a first round interview rate of around 50% for each institution I had applied to.
The more you can learn without having to go through a formal training or question and answer
session, the better. We know higher education job descriptions are not all encompassing, so
reviewing these ten facets of effective research can give you the upperhand you are looking for.
Being the bookworm of a prospective institution cannot guarantee you a job offer, but effective
research is yet another tool in the toolbox in making yourself a more appealing candidate.

Written by Tyler Bradley of Montana State University Billings. Tyler uses he/his and they/them
pronouns. Tyler is a Residence Hall Director serving in a building with primarily non-traditional and
international students and oversees operations for family housing.
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