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TOHARDS A COHERENT THEORY OF STUDENT PERSONMEL
PAUL ZISLA

Despite the paper shortage there is an abundence of literature in college
student personnel sdministration. Sadly the bulk of the research litersture
suffers from serious. flaws of conceptualization and orientation. Research in
the field lacks a clear thecretical framework thereby limiting the fruitfulness
of inguiry. Informastion about the student and the college environment may be
useful to practitioners but such knowledge fails tc advance our understanding
of the actual activity of student personnel administration. Conversely pro-
ductive research tendency would have & well articulated theorebtical perspective
to provide a shared matrix of meaning. Tt would take as its topic the ways
in which student personnel workers create particular social structures and
thereby contribute to the total college environment. An appropriate theoretical
orientation is available as will be shown in this paper. )

The total student development or student personnel point of view rests
on the most basic formulation of socisl psychology and adolescent development.
In short, people change and mature during their college years and this process
is influenced by, or gensitive o, the soeial conbext. ({(Brown, 1972, Penny,
1972) The validity of this position is almost unchallengesble. But then what
does it illuminate in the eollege environment or in the ares of student
personnel praxis? No doubt the person working on a Job can use this notion as
a basic orientation; however it hardly helps researchers formulate theories,
agsess the relevance of hypothesls and data, or resolve epistemic questions.

By encouraging borrowling ecross fields the absences of a well developed
seientific paradigm or theory leads to a nalve niew of the embeddedness of
paradigm, theory and methodclogy. (¥uhn, 1972) Clearly Findings of auy
scientific endeavor must be interpreted in terms of some paradigm which provides
the fimdamental assumptions necessary to carry on science, Paradigms provide
concepts, criterion of relevancy of topics, suggest appropriate thecoretical
commitments, and can even provide a context for the determination of which facts
are relevant to the question at hand, In a similar way theory and methodology
are linked by certain basic tenants of secientific inquiry. As theory estab-
lishes a domain of inguiry and a range of important gquestions, methodologies
generate data which describes a certain sort of reality. Different forms of
data are relevant to different forms of theoretic and substantive questions,

A psychologist would have a great deal of trouble using data generated by the
use of a cyclotron just as a nuclear physicist would be hard-pressed to test
hypotheses with data from rat running experiments. By virtue of rampant
borrowing from several disciplines and the absence of a clear theory the
research in situdent persconnel produces diffuse Tindings and precludes the
development of a consistent and cohersnt fact-theoretic knowledge.

A danger of the total student development-student personnel point of view
is that it encoursges studies of the student and the interaction of the student
and the college setting. Such studies may be well done but they do little to
build a fact-theoretic knowledge of student personnel work. Several prominent
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studies Illustrate this problem. In Beyond the Open Door Pat Cross described
the "new student™. (Cross, 1971) She also sketched out some orientations
for dealing with these sbudents. Her cuantitative approach glossed most of
the secial process she was referring 4o and she could only conjecture as to
how the student personnel worker actually deals with these students. In
Astin's The College Fnviromment student attitudes were related to broad
differentiations of college settings. He did not use a process orientation
and nad little %o say about the doing of persomnel work. (Astin, 1968)
Chickering concentrated on the development of bthe college student in his
Education and Tdentity. His is a primerily psychological study and overlocks
real setlings and interactions between student and persomnel administrator.
{Chickering, 1960) Whils these works are not a statistically valid sample of
the research in the field they are held up as exemplars in terms of quality
and concern. It appears that these works decument the failure to carefully
formulate studies which contribube to our knowledge of how student personnel
work ig actually done and how that work ereates ab least one aspect of the
college environment. Additionally it neglects the careful study of the impact
of perscnnel workers upon students.

The glossing of paradigm, theory and methods can be amelicrated by
developing a theoretic orientation which is distinctive to, or particularly
well suited to, the study of everyday student personnel work. Such inguiry
would have as i%s topic the activity of student personnel workers as they
create and sustain the college environment., As a movement within sociology,
ethnomethodology could provide the necessary thecretic and analytic framework
85 well as concentrating research upon the proper object. The use of an
ethnomethodological perspective would sssist efforts to give siudent personnel
8 coherent fact-theoretic corpus of knowledge,

While ethnomethodological studies take several forms, the central
theoretic position directs inguiry towards the creative activity which pro-
duces and sustains social structures. By emphasizing the meaning of social
action o the actor and the ways in which members of s setting use their
knowledge of the setting to move within that setting ethnomethodologists pay
particular attention to common-sense rationality, rule interpretation and
usage and the acquisition of language. {Gerfinkel, 1967, Weber, 1947, Mehan,
1972} Additionally ethnomethodologists view behavior as rule following and
not ag rule governed which is the more standard sociological perspective.
Conseguantly the situated interpretation of behavioral constraints, models
and expectencies and the actual response to such things take on profound
significance., (Wilson, 1970) Therefore ethnomethodological studies of the
coliege enviromment and of sbtudent personnel work would comsider what practi-
tioners do, how they come to understand the setting, how they use that
knowledge to operate within the setting, how and what they commmnicate with
each other and how all of this activity produces g particular socisl structure.

Like all soclal sciences ethnomethodology has to confront the problem of
secking universals in the face of pervasive variation. Hsrold Garfinkel
handles this problem by using two accepted sociological notions and then
adding two more fundemental notions which tend o characterize ethnomethodo-
logical theory. Garfinkel characterizes social siructures as to their
reproduceability, cohort independence, avsilability to member's rationality,
and the fact that these three elements are all the accomplishments of member's
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practices. As argued by Durkheim in The Rules of Sociological Method socisl
shructures are not interlocked with partieular individuals or any single and
particular interaction. {Durkheim, 1938} To have social reality social
structure mist be repeatable, that is, it must exist through time and from
one interaction or setting to the next. Though Durkheim tended to reify
cocial structure, the whole notion would collepse without the guality of
invariance which is derived from cohort independence and reproduceability.
Georg Simmel pointed oub that there is something greater than the sum of
individual social acts and recuiring conceptualization which frees it from
being totally setting specific. This allows analysls across groups and
through time. (Simmel, 1950) The features of reproduceability and cohort
independence can be 1llustrated by 1ocking abt a class such as we find
associated with instrucior, syllabus, students, and the interaction of these
eloments. We conceptualize a class as having an existence vhich carries over
from one session io the next, is characherized in part by the nature of the
interaction, but can still be defined as having the essential features, be-—
ilonging to the category class.

Noting that we are speaking of the concepbualization of an interactional
setting as a 'class' we can see the importance of conceptualization process
to the cless participants. Garfinkel cglled this 'availability' and asserted
that the basic elements of reproduceability and achort independence are
known or knowsble by members. As he tokes behavior to be rule-following it
ig important that members be given the sbility to know those rules which
are used in constituting the social order. Members judgementally use their
rules in producing acceptable behavior. This behavior literslly defines the
aoeizl sbructure. We cen say that it produces the socigl structure, Garfinkel
ecalled thig the quality of accomplishment. Reproduceability, cchort indepen-
dence, and the availability of these to member's common-sense rationality
are all the accomplishment of member's activity. For inestance, students know
what the social strucbure 'class' is. They know which behaviors produce
something we term a clasg and which pehaviors will disrupt that form and
produce something other than a class. This does not exclude trouble making
as » constituent of any cless as such behavior is frequently typicsl of school
clesses. In short, people know the rules of the game in terms of gtated and
tacit rules, constraining rules and performative rules. Naturally there are
things sbout a setting that people dc not know but they are aware of the
essenbials of a setting, e.g. the behavioral patterns which produce the
structure. {Shumsky, 1974} Without this knowledge the setting or structure
would collapse &s there would be no competent members to create and sustain
it as anything more than people existing in the same space and time. Within
settings members are constantly making these Trules’ available to each other.
They tutor esch other as to what it means behaviorally to be a member (e.g.
to play the game properly). Thus ethnomethodological studies emphasize
member's practices for making sociasl structures accountable to other mewmbers.
Consegquently linguistic behavior and the development of a situated corpus of
knowledge is given a cenmtral part. If we were o use ethnomethodology to study
gtudent personnel work we would lock ab Astin, Chickering, Crosg, and so on
For the analyst such materiamls would be of interest
student :
197%)

as resources for members.
to the extent they are used by workers as they do whatever it is that
personnel adminisirators do. {Zimmerman snd Pollner, 1970, Poliner,
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] It 1s_tantamount that we keep in mind that reproduceability, cohort
independence and availability as feabures of soeial structures a;E through
and through the accomplishment of mewber's activity. The creative activit
of ?eople produces the siructures which people make known to each other gh
SO?l&l order ig man made and maintained. What we do, what we think of éur ©
doings, and what we communicate to othe’s via talk and action are essentiagl
elements of any setting. It is fallacious to locate social structure i
n?b?lous region apart from the real achts of people. It is the praxis o? oo
living people which ecrestes the structure, makes the structure know;
knoweble, and maintains or changes the structure. .

- gzsiiﬁnz@ethodological study of s?udent persennel’ work would attempt a
o ption of how w?rkers do thelr work and then a description of how
e work produ?es & particular social structure or getting. This would
;g: udzlan examlnatlon.of member's knowledge as it is used within the sebting.
theiinwoiitiwouid consider the ways in vhich practitioners come to grasp what
v knowieg,. o; ind wha$.they communlcate_with each other, and how they use
b understged? h? fettlng to move within the setting and thereby imbed
their und lan ings into the setting. (Garfinkel, 1967) For instancs, the
iy ev? oPment—student perscnnel point of view could be exawmined as to

] extegt it is used to make sense of the work and to do the work. Ag a
explanation of the work this perspective is inadequate as it could.onl i}
gloss over what people are actually doing. Yet ag part of the member'y
corpus of knowledge the student personnel point of view could become ai

integral feature of the s ' i
et etting as long as people rely on it to guide their

cieo Inla Study which anticipated many ethnomethodological orientations

: urel and Kltguse locked at the educatiocnal futures and planz of higﬁ
?Zigzl s;udents.ln terms of the routine activity of high school counselors.
attenggig §2§l§225$zz,eiigfgmeszey fou;? that the key varieble in plansg for

° in college preparatory programs, Counsel
vorked closely with these students to make sure that college applicati n s
ziagzdi;.deiz w§s.found that counselors relied heavily on geasﬁﬁes cflzgiiZETG
o WOrkrﬂ;g;nihzioiihzzsziiig ;ncouragelinto college preparabtory classes
obstensible finding that social classrzﬁgia;zs e%:naPillcatlons. ey €
education is partislly attributsble to the Wayspin sh'oi Py
such attributes. What matters is not social class e b ena
build that abtribube into soeial structure. Swrel ol o o th? e g
affects plans but just as important is ﬁhe‘fact thztsiﬁig—izﬁggglc'baCkngund
; 2 ation 1
22ui5232$:1§h?a§ by co?nselors. It is the routine interpretive worknofS poed
Soseors ¥ ic explalns.part of the finding that those of higher soccio-
onomle t}s}s az'e‘more lszely to aﬂ_:end college. Counselors build scciszl
coma aeo tzi5001:} variable description of those going to college. We
o - 8 entire process by calling it ancther example of sterectyping
such a move would retard our understanding of social order.

During observation in an eleme
s ntary school Shumsky and Mehan studied
giigiiznt di;lSanS. (Shumgky and Mehan, 197h) A committee decided which
Siude 5 wo' d enter a special reading class for slow learners. A transcript
e committee meeting was analyzed to see how the decision was accomplished,
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A1l placements were done within 22 lines of conversation. During that con-
versabion the teschers and school principal relied on teachers previous
knowledge of the students as. they filied the special class. The common-sense
rationality presumed that the teanhers already knew whith students qualified
for the class. Formel criterion were never specified and the students were
only named, not described beyond a simple statement that that student had
reading problems or was a slow learner. We need not criticize this method of
piacement but should only note ‘that in that setting the teacher was considered
as having the necessary expertise to already lmow the student, the eriterion
of the class, and the ability to properly place students.

We could conduct the same sort of study in a context where student
pergonnel administrators make decisions aboub the educaticnal careers of
students. We could loock at decisions regarding fTinanclal aids, discipline,
evaluation or whatever. As with the elementary school committee we could see
if declsions were made in terms of formal guidelines or personal knowledge of
the person{s) in question. A committee working on financial sids might use
formal guidelines theréby using a aitusted rule which said in effect; the
social struchure of this setting is produced in terms of formal models of
decision making and by the use of articulated guidelines. of nature X, ¥. Z.
Such & committee would surely be producing a different setting than one that
placed more emphasis on previous personal knowledge as was done in the
elementary school. Consequenily we would note that these contragting committees
are in effect producing different edweational environments with different
consequences to students and workers alike,

We capnot begin to talk about the student and the college envirconment
without s careful and thorough inguiry into how educstional settings are
created and sustained by members, including student personnel administrators.
The intent of this discussion hag been to articulate a theoretical framework
for carrying out such a study. While many approaches are possible, an
ethnomethodological mode of study would have two distinet payoffs. By using
s coherent theoretic perspective, studies into student persommel would produce
s corpus of knowledge with greater unity and consistency of focus and theoret-
ical grownding. This would help alleviate the diffusiveness so prevelant in
the current literature. Secondly, a descripbtion of how student personnel
workers are creating a particular sori of college environment could open up
new pessibilities for change.

Wnile information about the student end the stndent in the environment
may interest us and point to problems, it has 1little to offer in terms of
relating behavior to outecomes. It is at this level that student personnel
needs development. We cennot generate recipes for making the good enviromment
but we can surely increase our knowledge about how that environment comes to
be. Tnnovation becomes posgible as we recognize how our mundene, routine and
everydsy activiby helps create the social order of educational settings.

While some things are beyond our control we have to keep in mind that meny
things are within our conbrol. Heightened self-awareness never changes
anything but it is a necessary first step.
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