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Abstract 

The purpose of this research was to explore the perceptions of student affairs 

administrators, working in both public and private higher education institutions, regarding how 

they learned to use technology and gain insight into how their work would evolve in the future. 

While the COVID-19 pandemic affected everyone in the higher education landscape—academic 

faculty, students, and student administrative professionals—this research focused specifically on 

a segment of administrative professionals within higher education institutions: student affairs 

professionals. 

The results of the study provide recommendations to higher education institutions and 

student affair professionals and how to work in a technologically evolving workplace. The 

researcher based the study on the three assumptions: (1) informal and incidental learning are key 

factors in growing the skills to learn the evolving technologies in the workplace; (2) higher-order 

thinking skills exist in student affairs professionals who went beyond transferring the in-person 

modality to online; (3) organizational competencies or ethical competencies in digital leadership 

skills existed in student affairs professionals who went beyond demonstrating technological 

competencies skills The study population were student affairs professionals who worked during 

COVID-19. Data sources were primarily through 12 individual interviews, all conducted via 

Zoom, critical incident reports, and documents. 

Key findings of the study revealed: (1) A strong majority of participants described the use 

of technology as having a significant communication platform; (2) A majority of participants 

indicated that the lack of user engagement was a challenge while using technology; (3) An 

overwhelming majority learn to overcome the challenge of using technology through peer 



conversation; and (4) A majority of participants stated that having a supportive leader influenced 

the use of technology. 

The main recommendations of the study were the following: (1) Higher education 

institutions should think of creating the space and opportunities for student affairs professionals 

to engage in conversation with one another to overcome the challenges of using technology. To 

develop the space, higher education climate and organizational culture around the perception of 

technology must be considered. Additionally, higher education institutions should invest in 

developing supportive leaders who have a positive perception of technology in the workplace; 

and (2) Student affairs professionals should not only learn to be open about using technology in 

the workplace, but also develop the inter-personal skills that is critical to overcoming the use of 

technology. For seasoned student affairs professionals who hope to become a leader within the 

institution, developing the leadership skills to become a supportive leader who has the 

technological and inter-personal skills is critical to better manage and lead their team. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

Chapter I provides background for this study on how student affairs administrative staff, who 

counsel and advise a diverse student population, learn to use new technology as it continues to 

evolve. While both student affairs administrators and academic faculty had to adjust to new ways of 

working, administrators had the added challenge of utilizing technology to recreate the in-person 

student life experience, including orientation, student organization involvement, and student 

development events, on an online platform. 

This chapter begins with a description of the present-day state of higher education, defines 

student affairs administrative staff, discusses technological competencies in student affairs, explores 

digital leadership, and addresses transformation in higher education. Following the Background, this 

chapter identifies the study's Problem, Purpose, and Research Questions, which describe the critical 

elements of this research study. Additionally, the chapter discusses the Approach, Assumptions, 

Rationale, and Significance, and culminates with the Research Perspective. 

Background 

Higher Education in a COVID-19 World 

With over 257 million cases and approximately 5 million deaths in the United States since 

December 2019, the COVID-19 pandemic has turned the world upside down (Coronavirus Resource 

Center, 2021). One of the many industries that COVID-19 has impacted is the $670 billion higher 

education sector (Jakab, 2021). Due to this unprecedented worldwide situation, traditional in-person 

learning, teaching, and operations are no longer viable models for higher education institutions. The 

pandemic disrupted the day-to-day plans of higher education administrators in managing and 

supporting faculty, students, and staff. In addition to adapting to the new normal, staff members had 
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to strategize for an uncertain future. Administrative staff had to learn how to create a safe and healthy 

environment for students, staff, and faculty to learn, teach, and work. As traditional methods became 

unfeasible, administrators found themselves leading and strategizing for the sustainable operation of 

higher education online. 

As the intensity and uncertainty of the pandemic grew in the early 2020s, university leaders 

made the difficult decision to transition to online teaching and work. At the outset of the pandemic, 

departments prioritized transitioning to a remote virtual environment to maintain their standard 

processes and operations. However, as months passed, higher education professionals had to adjust to 

the new reality of living with COVID-19 and acknowledge that things would not return to normal. 

There was a need to shift swiftly and create high-quality and engaging remote instruction, higher 

education operations, and primarily virtual student engagement. The next section of the paper delves 

deeper into the role of student affairs professionals to understand the various services and support 

they provide not only for students, staff, and faculty but also for the institution itself. 

Student Affairs Administrative Staff 

Student affairs administrative staff, those who counsel and advise students, were at the 

forefront of working in this new 'hybrid campus.' Student affairs administrative staff educate students 

toward their personal and professional development outside of the classroom by helping students 

develop "cognitive and interpersonal skills, foster leadership, ethics, and cultural understanding. 

They also stress the importance of wellness, help establish the students' identities, and spark their 

exploration of careers and service to society" (Long, 2012, p. 2). 

Every higher education institution is organized differently, and each student affairs function is 

unique to fit the institution's specific needs. When referring to student affairs administrative staff, this 

research focused on professionals working in the following 19 core functional areas of student 
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affairs, which are the oldest and most consistent domains within most colleges/universities (Love & 

Estanek, 2004): 

1. Academic Advising: Academic advisors are dedicated to meeting students' learning goals.

They advise the students to ensure that they are on track for graduation.

2. Admissions/Enrollment Management: Admissions officers strive to develop a plan for

identifying and recruiting students who are a good fit for the university. They are responsible

for reviewing applications and enrolling students.

3. Campus Ministries: Higher education faith-based institutions may have chaplains or spiritual

advisors who coordinate spiritual activities. These spiritual advisors may also be involved

with academic affairs and advise integrating spiritual teachings into the curriculum.

4. Campus Safety and Police Services: Although campus safety and police services work to

maintain the safety of the campus, campus safety members also take the initiative of

developing programming for students on personal and campus safety.

5. Career Services: Career advisors help students explore and plan their career journeys and

goals. They assist students with finding information about internships, current job openings,

interviewing skills, resume-writing skills, and aiding students in figuring out their strengths

and passions for matching with a professional career.

6. Commuter Services: Commuter service addresses the needs of students who reside in off- 

campus housing and ensures that commuter students adjust and have a positive college

experience. The commuter services staff ensures that they provide a space for students to

connect with other commuters, find resources, and receive support.

7. Community Service and Service Learning: Student affairs professionals in this department

provide students information about getting involved with volunteering opportunities in the
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community, advise students, and manage student organizations and Greek Life with service 

opportunities. 

8. Dean of Students Office: The Dean of Students Office helps students with behavioral and

academic dilemmas. They uphold standards of behavior and integrity amongst the students

and mediate allegations such as plagiarism.

9. Disability Support Services: The disability support services staff aids students with

disabilities to participate fully in campus life and reap the most significant benefits possible

from their educational experience.

10. Greek Affairs: Greek affairs professionals are generally responsible for enforcing the rigors of

scholarship, service, and leadership that enable Greek Life to remain on campus. They may

also mediate incidents or violations of the code of conduct and personal responsibility within

Greek organizations.

11. Health Services and Counseling Services: Student affairs professionals within the Health

Services and Counseling Services work to create awareness of health-related issues,

preventions, and resources. Additionally, they help students develop healthy lifestyles and

regulate stress and anger management.

12. Housing/Residential Life: Residential Life is responsible for assigning rooms, operating the

dining halls, and maintaining the residence hall facilities. Staff members are responsible for

educational and social programming in the residence hall, mediating any conflicts, and

supervising the students and resident assistants.

13. Judicial Affairs: Judicial affairs officers enforce the student code of conduct and campus rules

for students. They examine claims of behavioral misconduct, listen to the student's

perspective, and develop a sense of personal accountability.
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14. Leadership Programs: Student affairs professionals who work in leadership programming aim

to develop leadership skills in their students through programming and experiences. The

programs aim to develop problem-solving skills, teamwork skills, strategic planning, and

visioning.

15. Multicultural Student Services: The Office of Multicultural Student Services is focused on

serving and supporting students who are underrepresented in higher education. The staff aims

to create an inclusive campus climate for their students and celebrate their diverse

backgrounds. Additionally, the service may create programming for their racial and ethnic

student population and their female, gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender students.

16. Orientation/New Student Programs: The professionals work to help new students transition

successfully to their higher education. New student programming informs students about

housing, financial aid, course registration, student conduct, and safety, and helps bring new

students together and prepare them for their first year of college together.

17. Recreation and Fitness: Student affairs professionals in recreation and fitness educate students

on wellness, specifically physical activities, nutrition, lifestyle choices, and healthy living.

18. Student Activities: Student affairs professionals who work within student activities are

responsible for creating programming and providing services for students in various aspects,

collaborating with multiple Student Affairs functions such as Community Services, the

Student Center, Greek Life, and the Multicultural Center. The staff members aim to expose

students to different intellectual and emotional skills and encourage student involvement to

increase satisfaction with their college experience.
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19. Student Centers: Student Centers or Student Unions are organizations where students study

and connect. Student affairs professional programs and plan events managed at the center,

thus bringing students together.

Student affairs departments are constantly evolving as the students they serve all require

different needs. Present-day, student affairs departments across the country are seeking answers as 

colleges focus on race, equity, inclusion, and mental health. Additionally, COVID-19 unearthed the 

gaps hidden in higher education institutions. For example, COVID-19 had a significant toll on 

college students, including unaddressed mental health, diversity, equity, and inclusion issues. Not all 

students had access to food equity, broadband, or Wi-Fi. There was an "increasing housing and food 

insecurity, financial hardships, a lack of social connectedness and sense of belonging, uncertainty 

about the future, and access issues that impede[d] their academic performance and well-being" 

(Lederer AM et al., 2021, p. 1). These issues impeded students from succeeding in their college 

journey. 

Thus, the value that the student affairs department brought to the students and how their 

future of work quickly changed was a need that higher education staff members needed to recognize. 

Student affairs professionals realized they needed to adopt novel approaches, improve current 

procedures, and evolve ways of working and doing business in supporting students (Reimers & 

Schleicher, 2020). COVID-19 brought about a sudden change that forced students and faculty to 

transition from an in-person to a virtual environment. Student affairs staff were at the forefront of this 

transition and had to think divergently about implementing online in-person work and student 

services processes. They had to quickly learn the available online tools and platforms and understand 

the organizational and ethical impact. Lastly, they had to take strides in leading their team through 

the digital transformation. 
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Digital Leadership in Higher Education 

At the beginning of COVID-19, student affairs professionals were responsible for developing 

a virtual environment that was positive, technologically advanced, process-orientated, and 

humanistic. These student affairs staff had to use a "set of cognitive functions, rational thinking, and 

the critical reflective processes" (Sloan, 2020, p. 47). Some administrators rose to the challenge and 

strategically thought of creative processes to overcome the limitations during these challenging times 

(Dirani et al., 2020). While some staff took charge more than others, all student affairs professionals 

needed to hone their competencies to make sense of the uncertain and chaotic world during the 

pandemic. Therefore, understanding the competencies that student affairs staff should have to 

achieve digital leadership is essential. 

To lead in a digital space, student affairs professionals must have the foundational four 

competencies that make up digital leadership (Phillips, 2021). According to Phillips, leadership 

competencies are skills and behavior such as exhibiting courage and prudence in an organization 

(2021). Although leadership competencies are essential, they are not the mere driver of showing 

digital leadership. The foundation of digital leadership starts with having solid technological 

competencies. Technical competency is knowing technology and its impact on the organization. The 

following competency is organizational competencies, which is managing people and the 

organization for success during and after digital transformation (Phillips, 2021). The last is having 

ethical competencies, or the skills to identify the ethical challenges that come with technology 

(Phillips, 2021). By putting the three digital leadership competencies from Phillips (2021) together, a 

digital leadership pyramid is created. 

As one moves up toward organizational and ethical competencies, the harder it becomes to 

develop these competencies. Phillips' (2021) digital leadership framework was created through the 
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lens of the corporate world. Thus, Figure 1 below is modified with the competencies that the 

American College Personnel Association (ACPA) and the National Association of Student Personnel 

Administrators (NASPA) have set. ACPA and NASPA joined forces to create a set of ten 

professional competency areas for student affairs educators in 2009. The competency and its set 

outcome statement, categorized by foundational, intermediate, or advanced, aid the student affairs 

educators to be successful in the higher education work environment. The competency areas are 

Personal and Ethical Foundations (PEF), Values, Philosophy, and History (VPH), Assessment, 

Evaluation, and Research (AER), Law, Policy, and Governance (LPG), Organizational and Human 

Resources (OHR), Leadership (LEAD), Social Justice and Inclusion (SJI), Student Learning and 

Development (SLD), Technology (TECH), and Advising and Supporting (A/S). The modified digital 

leadership pyramid pulled in the Technology, Organizational and Human Resources, and Personal 

and Ethical competencies (ACPA & NASPA, 2010). 

 
 

Degree of inductive 
clarity of competencies 
increases when you 
move down the pyramid 

 
 

Difficulty in developing 
competencies while moving 
up the pyramid 

 
Ethical 

Competencies 

• Developing and maintaining integrity in one's work 
• Adherence to holistic and comprehensive standard of ethics, and 

commitment to one's own wellness and growth 
• Developing personal and ethical foundations through process of curiosity, 

reflection, and self-authorship 
 

 
 

Organizational Competencies 

• Having the knowledge and skills used to managing 
institutional human capital, financial, and physical resources 

• Developing the skills in the selection, supervision, 
motivating organizational discourses, fundraising, thinking 
of risks in technology, management and sustainable 
resources, and crisis management 

 

 
 

Technological Competencies 

• The use of digital tools, resources, and 
technologies to support students and 
student affair professionals 

• Digital literacy and digital citizenship with 
students and higher education staff and 
institution 

 
 
Figure 1. A combined pyramid of the ACPA and NASPA (2010) competencies with Phillips (2021) 
digital leadership competencies. 
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Digital Transformation in Higher Education 

A student affairs professional with digital skills is more likely to recognize and take 

advantage of the opportunities presented and contribute to the organization's optimal development 

(Antonopoulou et al., 2020). Currently, student affairs professionals are flexing their digital 

leadership muscles to create a digital transformation within the organization. Digital transformation 

occurs when technology changes how humans "communicate and interact" (Phillips, 2021, p. 9). 

Thus, digital transformation is creating fundamental changes not only in academia or the corporate 

world but also in human beings themselves. In the process of digital transformation, revised 

structures, procedures, and rules guide the operation of an organization (Ehlers, 2020). These 

structures and guidance assist in maintaining order and aiding digital transformation. 

Higher education institutions face two key challenges in the face of digital transformations. 

The first challenge is that administrators at higher education institutions do not hold their positions 

for a long time. The short term of staying within the role limits their influence on digital 

transformations for the institution. The constant change of staff means that there is little stability and 

a possible lack of consistency in the leadership style that drives organizational and digital 

transformation. This constant change in the organization can also lead to more difficulty in 

maintaining inspirational motivation (Mews, 2019) to stay in place. 

The second challenge is that higher education administrators have made an institutional 

impact based on "personal style, competencies, their way of establishing relationships, trust-building, 

communication practices as well as their way of integrating teams" (Ehlers, 2020, p. 8). This 

individual style of coming about in relationships and trust-building can lead to challenges of more 

silos of operations within higher education when trying to resolve emergency issues (Bouchey et al., 

2021). 
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For new digital implementation and transformation to occur, there needs to be a commitment 

to and acceptance of changed values and everyday practices and procedures (Ehlers, 2020). This 

commitment and acceptance need to be consistent across the board, meaning all higher education 

administrators should adopt the changed values, procedures, and practices. For a change in operation 

and practice to occur in this new virtual world, higher education administrative leaders need to help 

the team understand the purpose of the recent change and how it needs to become a consistent 

commitment. 

For institutions to make these transformations, "higher education institutions will need to 

embrace a culture of participatory, engaged leadership, promoting mindset change across all 

stakeholder groups" (Sloan, 2020, p. 51). A shift in mindset across stakeholder groups can come 

through reflection and delving into the existing problem. Doing so helps student affairs professionals 

to dive deeper into identifying the problem and the challenges at hand. Sometimes, we assume that 

one aspect of an issue is the problem at hand, and the goal is to strategize to look for the solution. 

Without critical thinking, reflection, and inquiry into whether the problem is real and identified, one 

could waste time finding a solution for a problem that is not truly the issue at hand. 

Student affairs professionals are brainstorming how to use digital tools to address such 

problems in the virtual world. COVID-19 brought a disruption that replaced existing methodologies 

and processes of work. Furthermore, it transformed the antiquated space and method that existed in 

higher education for generations. As staff members join forces to ensure the organization's 

operational transition is going smoothly, it also unearthed an additional issue. The transitioning of 

higher education processes online revealed organizational and efficiency gaps. For example, Bouchey 

et al.’s study (2021) discovered increased administrative staff collaborations as they dealt with 

remote operations. The digital transformation due to COVID-19 highlights the crucial need for 
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operational efficiency, especially in collaborative work settings, shedding light on the shortcomings 

of traditional in-person methods. In many higher education institutions, the campus culture 

encourages student affairs offices to become siloed, thus precluding student affairs staff from 

collaborating and creating compelling and integrative programming that professionally, emotionally, 

and academically benefits students (Bouchey et al., 2021). Continuing the independent in-person 

method in an online operation in isolation has not been ideal for "institutional efficiency" (Bouchey 

et al., 2021, p. 37). When staff conducts the same work process online, the siloed in-person function 

has become a black hole for administrative staff in the remote environment. 

Digital leadership skills must be available within the student affairs staff to achieve cohesion 

and collaboration among departments and administrative staff in the virtual world. Digital leadership 

is essential for any higher education administrative staff to develop a plan for creating a virtual 

community that mimics or even surpasses the real-life, in-person higher education experience. 

Problem Statement 

No one truly taught student affairs professionals how to learn about a new way of work and 

how to execute change during the COVID-19 pandemic. There was no formal manual or guidebook 

on this thought process, and it could be assumed that this way of working was developed through 

exposure and experience. There was a lack of information on how student affairs administrators 

learned to develop leadership skills to navigate the future of work in the virtual higher education 

space. Additionally, there was a lack of knowledge regarding digital leadership in higher education, 

generally defined as having leadership competencies, technological competencies, organizational 

competencies, and ethical competencies. The pandemic highlighted the outdated nature of the current 

higher education structure, prompting a realization among administrators, faculty, and students alike. 
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While both student affairs administrators and academic faculty had to adjust to new ways of 

working, administrators had the added challenge of utilizing technology to recreate the in-person 

student life experience, including orientation, student organization involvement, and student 

development events, on an online platform. This pressure led to a demand for stronger leadership 

among student affairs administrators to create engaging virtual platforms. With the rapid boom of 

technology, student affairs professionals were required to continually learn and adapt to new 

technologies. While student affairs administrative staff demonstrated technological ability at the 

basic and pragmatic levels, it was unclear how this staff, who counsel and advise a diverse student 

population, learned to use new technology as it continued to evolve and be equipped to face the new 

future of work. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this research was to explore the perceptions of student affairs administrators, 

working in both public and private higher education institutions, regarding how they learned to use 

technology and gain insight into how their work would evolve in the future. While the COVID-19 

pandemic affected everyone in the higher education landscape—academic faculty, students, and 

student administrative professionals—this research focused specifically on a segment of 

administrative professionals within higher education institutions: student affairs professionals. 

Although academic faculty members and student affairs professionals both serve students, the 

difference lies in their work focus within the institution. Faculty members' work revolves around 

academic instruction and research, while student affairs administrative staff educate students toward 

their personal and professional development outside of the classroom, focusing on areas such as 

interpersonal skills, cultural understanding, and ethical development. The data collected represent a 
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period during the COVID-19 pandemic and immediately following when technology adoption was 

necessarily accelerated due to the pandemic. 

For this study, student affairs professionals were generally defined as staff who educate 

students outside of the classroom, assisting them in developing cognitive and interpersonal skills, 

fostering leadership, ethics, and cultural understanding (Long, 2012, p. 2). Additionally, they 

emphasized the importance of wellness, helped students establish their identities, and encouraged 

exploration of careers and service to society (Long, 2012, p. 2). 

To carry out this purpose, four research questions were addressed: 

1. How did participants describe their current use of technology?

2. What internal and external challenges did participants face with their current use of

technology?

3. In what ways did participants learn to overcome the challenges they faced?

4. What other factors influenced participants’ ability to accelerate the use of technology in

the workplace?

Approach 

This research study was a collective case study of student affairs staff members from higher 

education institutions. The case study population consisted of 12 participants who worked in public 

and private higher education institutions during COVID-19. In-depth interviews were conducted as 

the primary method of data collection. These interviews were conducted via an online platform and 

or/face-to-face, depending on participants’ availability. Triangulation was achieved by supplementing 

the interviews with the following methods: critical incident reports, document analysis of internal and 

external documents, communiqués, and announcements relative to the problem being explored. 
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Anticipated Outcomes 

Among the most salient items this research aimed to find was the learning demonstrated by 

student affairs professionals in this ever-changing work environment. New technology tools and 

platforms were introduced to higher education institutions exponentially. The researcher aimed to 

understand how participants learned to utilize the latest evolving technologies. In addition to 

understanding how they learned to use the technology, the researcher also sought to understand the 

approach behind creating a successful student service experience, especially in this new age where 

the future of work was increasingly virtual and/or hybrid. Furthermore, addressing the research 

inquiry provided data and narrative on developing skills that enabled student affairs professionals to 

move upwards on the top of the pyramid in Figure 1. This pyramid combined ACPA and NASPA 

(2010) competencies with Phillips' (2021) digital leadership competencies. The researcher hoped that 

the results of the study would provide student affairs professionals with the tools to effectively work 

in this new age where change occurred quicker than ever before. 

The researcher also hoped that this study would contribute to the higher education literature. 

Much of the current literature on digital leadership and transformation in higher education existed in 

the pre-COVID-19 world. Additionally, there is a lack of literature on digital leadership in the U.S. 

higher education context. The available literature did not explain how student affairs professionals 

who needed to assume leadership roles, learned these essential skills to lead the organization toward 

a virtual environment. 

Assumptions 

The following three assumptions were held by the researcher at the onset of this study: 

1. Informal and incidental learning are major factors in cultivating the skills to learn the

evolving technologies in the workplace.
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2. The student affairs professionals who went beyond transferring the in-person modality to

the online modality would exhibit critical thinking, reflection, and inquiry to probe

problems at a deeper level.

3. The student affairs professionals who exhibited critical thinking, reflection, and inquiry

skills went beyond demonstrating technological competencies skills and were more likely

to transition into the organizational competencies or even the ethical competencies in their

digital leadership skills.

Rationale and Significance 

The rationale for this study stemmed from the observation that the digital transformation, 

which was expected to occur incrementally in higher education, happened exponentially due to 

COVID-19. Historically, change within higher education had been slower compared to other sectors 

such as start-ups and technology corporations. Presently, higher education operated within an 

outdated model that did not align with the realities of modern societies, and institutions were under 

"enormous pressure to transform themselves and embrace a new paradigm" (Watson & Watson, 

2014, p. 1). The pandemic significantly impacted the workplace and workforce within higher 

education, prompting the researcher to investigate how student affairs professionals acquired digital 

leadership skills to deliver successful and engaging student services. 

Creating effective programming for students was crucial because their needs were evolving, 

and their expectations of higher education institutions were becoming increasingly demanding. 

Today's student population was more vocal about their needs, expecting universities and colleges to 

meet their expectations. The old way of working was no longer sustainable, especially if higher 

education institutions aimed to continue generating revenue from their students. Thus, the 

significance of undertaking this research was to provide a learning model that may benefit in training 
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student affairs professionals to surpass their technological competencies and actively cultivate their 

digital leadership skills in the virtual environment. Overall, by successfully addressing the research 

questions, the research data and narrative could hopefully contribute to a better understanding of the 

future of work in student affairs. 

The Researcher 

The researcher is passionate about supporting organizations through an advisory role and 

figuring out how to innovatively implement technology to transform the higher education landscape. 

The researcher has worked in higher education institutions and gained extensive experience in 

enrollment services, student affairs, digital implementation, and diversity initiatives. At the Center 

for Public Research and Leadership (CPRL) at Columbia Law School as the Manager of Operations 

and Administrative Services, the researcher empowered managers and leaders to be more agile and 

effective. Before CPRL, she was with the University of Southern California (USC) Viterbi Graduate 

School of Engineering in admissions, academic affairs, student affairs, project management, and 

mobile app development. Currently, as a Government & Public Sector Human Capital Consultant 

with Deloitte, the researcher consults for clients and is involved with Deloitte’s Future of Work in 

Higher Education community of practice. Responsibilities include proactively thinking ahead of the 

problems that higher education institutions may face in their work, workplace, and workforce, and 

work creatively to solve them. Many of the higher education institutions clients understand how 

technology plays an essential role, and evolving with technology while being human-centered is one 

of their main objectives. 

Definitions 

Student affairs staff: Higher education professionals who educate students towards their personal 

and professional development. 
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Digital Leadership: Where one reflects on “online self-awareness and congruence, grappling with 

the controversy that comes with cyber civility and how to be a digital citizen prepared to inspire 

positive social change” (Ahlquist, 2014, p. 57). 

Digital Transformation: This is resulting in a new/changed structure, procedure, or policy for 

Higher Education Institutions’ core process and operations, as well as establishing a commitment and 

acceptance of changed everyday practices and values (Ehlers, 2020). 

Future of Work: A term used to describe the changes that will happen to the global labor force in 

the next decade. The change that is happening is due to technology, culture, and social expectations. 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Chapter II examines the current published literature regarding three topics as it relates to the 

research questions. Topic I, Student Affairs Administration, provides an overview of higher 

education, the landscape of student affairs administrators, and the future of work in the industry. 

Topic II, Leadership, defines what leadership is, specifically digital leadership, based on the currently 

available literature. The last topic, Adult Learning Theory, examines formal and informal learning, 

theories of experiential learning and learning from reflection, self-directed learning, and learning 

through peer conversation. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of student affairs professionals 

working in both public and private higher education institutions regarding how they learned to use 

technology, with the aim of gaining insight into how their work would evolve in the future. 

Interviews were conducted with 12 student affairs administrators, and the data collected was distilled, 

codified, and analyzed to understand their experiences. The interviews were also valuable for gaining 

insights into the administrators' responses, perspectives, and assumptions. Additionally, identifying 

themes present in the interviews and comparing them with topics covered in the literature review 

added further value to the study. 

Identification of Topics 

To test the purpose of the research study, the following research questions were addressed: 

1. How did participants describe their current use of technology?

2. What internal and external challenges did participants say they faced with their current use of

technology?
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3. In what ways did participants say they learned to overcome the challenges they faced?

4. What other factors influenced participants’ ability to optimally use technology?

This chapter focuses on discussing the literature related to the three broad topics of this research: 

Student Affairs Administration, Leadership, and Adult Learning Theory. Topic I, Student Affairs 

Administration, provides background information about the participants, including the current 

landscape of the student affairs space and the future of work within higher education. Since "student 

affairs" is a commonly used term, Topic I aims to define it, explore what student affairs 

administration looks like in the present digital age, and discuss the future of work in student affairs. 

Topic II delves into the literature on leadership, with a specific emphasis on digital leadership. This 

topic is relevant to all four research questions and examines how the attitudes, values, and culture 

brought by student affairs administrative leaders impact participants' technology usage. Topic II 

covers defining leadership and digital leadership. The last topic, Topic III, is related to the third 

research question, exploring how participants learned to overcome challenges they faced. It covers 

areas such as informal and formal learning, self-directed learning, experiential learning theory, and 

learning through discussion. The chapter concludes with a summary of the findings from the 

literature review, highlighting consensus, divergence, and gaps found in the literature. Finally, it 

presents a description of the Conceptual Framework, which was developed based on the three topic 

areas of literature for this study. 

Literature Review Sources 

The literature review utilized various information sources and resources, including books, 

scholarly articles, internet articles, former students’ dissertations, and periodicals. Access to these 

sources primarily occurred through Google Scholar, the Teachers College Gottesman Library, the 

NASPA website, ProQuest, and ERIC. To identify relevant sources discussing the history of student 



20 

affairs administrators, their work in the digital age, and the future of work, specific keywords such as 

“student affairs administrator,” “student affairs and digital,” “student affairs and the future of work,” 

and “higher education and technology” were employed. Keywords like “definition of leadership,” 

“digital leadership,” and “digital leadership in higher education” were used to locate articles on 

leadership. Additionally, keywords such as “motivation to learn,” “experiential learning,” 

“experiential learning and reflection,” “formal and informal learning,” “self-directed learning,” and 

“adult learning and technology” were utilized to identify articles on adult learning and technology. 

Topic I: Student Affairs Administration 

For this study, student affairs administrators were enlisted as participants. To better 

understand the context of the research, the history of student affairs is discussed. Following an 

examination of the history of student affairs administration, Topic I addresses student affairs in 

today's digital age, as the research question focuses on the perception and usage of technology in the 

present-day student affairs sector. Topic I concludes with forecasts of what the future of work may 

look like in student affairs. 

History of Student Affairs Administration 

There were many unique systems and components within higher education, which included 

various departments and offices that served students and faculty. Within the higher education 

ecosystem, student affairs professionals were driven to foster students’ learning beyond the 

classroom by developing “students’ cognitive and interpersonal skills” and fostering leadership, 

ethics, and cultural understanding” (Long, 2012, p. 1). The following section delved into the history 

of student affairs so that the reader could better understand how this profession arose. 

The history of student affairs could be traced back to the era when women faculty members 

entered the colleges and universities of the Midwest and Eastern United States (Schuh et al., 2017). 



21  

From 1914 to 1945, there was an emergence of the student personnel movement, led by Walter Dill 

Scott, who created a campus personnel office that focused on addressing enrollment management 

issues, increasing student satisfaction and needs, and aiding in the job placement of students after 

graduation (Schuh et al., 2017). The years between 1914 and 1945, when there were more attempts to 

intentionally work with students, were usually regarded as the beginning of modern student affairs 

professionals, as it outlined many of the key principles of the field (Schuh et al., 2017). 

In 1937, the American Council on Education (ACE) published the Student Personnel Point of 

View, which discussed the core values of the profession in student affairs. The report spoke about the 

value of educating the whole student body while attending to their individual needs (Long, 2012). 

In the 1960s and 70s, there was a rise in the theories of student affairs and student development in 

higher education. During this time, there was an unexpected tension that emerged among students 

due to the increase in enrollment of people in higher education. Many students were unhappy about 

the problems that arose from having too many students enrolled in the university, highlighting issues 

such as impersonal lectures and registration, crowded dormitories, and distances between the faculty 

members and students (Schuh et al., 2017). Tensions also appeared from the social and political 

events that were occurring, such as the civil rights movement, the Vietnam War, and the military 

draft, which led to an increase in student activism (Schuh et al., 2017). 

Between 1970 and 1990, there were two shifts within the campus administration. The first 

was the utilization of systematic data analysis, which pulled information from national and 

institutional resources and helped the institution make knowledgeable decisions about budget 

accountability (Schuh et al., 2017). The second was that through the development of student financial 

aid programs, such as the Basic Education Opportunity Grant (BEOG), also known as Pell Grants, 

and the Supplemental Education Opportunity Grants (SEOG), universities prioritized their 
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recruitment plan to not only recruit students but also retain and develop new programs (Schuh et al., 

2017). 

Between the 1990s and 2000s, there was a wave of new learners, also known as adult learners 

(Cross, 1981). During this time, the population of students in higher education diversified, as 

university data demonstrated that student leaders who were participating in student government were 

“first-generation college students, including women and students of color” (Schuh et al., 2017, p. 15). 

Additionally, as technology advanced, there were online learning courses, digital universities, and 

distance learners who participated in higher education (Schuh et al., 2017). 

As today’s student demographic shifted to include online learners, the expectations of student 

affairs professionals changed as students’ expectations and experience with technology shifted 

(Moneta, 2005). As students had been around technology for most of their lifetime, the expectation 

was that they would receive “around-the-clock access to information and support" (Moneta, 2005, p. 

13). To substantiate this assumption, many of the student affairs processes “became automated 

through a plethora of technological applications designed for student affairs practices” (Moneta, 

2005, p. 13). Present-day, student affairs professionals were expected to become knowledgeable in 

understanding the business process of the different student affairs service areas. Furthermore, they 

were expected to identify and understand which technology application was most appropriate for 

each transaction that occurred with those services. 

Student Affairs Competencies 

The American College Personnel Association (ACPA) and the National Association of 

Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) are two major organizations within higher education 

focused on serving student affairs professionals. The presence of these organizations enhanced 

student learning and outlined the general characteristics of a student affairs professional. In 2010, 
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ACPA and NASPA stated they were "committed to working together to establish one set of 

professional competency areas that both associations would endorse for the broad field of student 

affairs.” 

ACPA and NASPA jointly created a set of 10 professional competency areas for student 

affairs educators in 2009. As a result of the competency areas and set of outcome statements 

categorized by foundational, intermediate, or advanced levels, student affairs educators were better 

prepared to work in higher education. The competency areas were Personal and Ethical Foundations 

(PEF), Values, Philosophy, and History (VPH), Assessment, Evaluation, and Research (AER), Law, 

Policy, and Governance (LPG), Organizational and Human Resources (OHR), Leadership (LEAD), 

Social Justice and Inclusion (SJI), Student Learning and Development (SLD), Technology (TECH), 

and Advising and Supporting (A/S) (ACPA & NASPA, 2010). 

Of the 10 professional competency areas, this study specifically examined technology 

(TECH). When NASPA and ACPA were gathering information to propose technology as a 

competency, two themes emerged. Initially, it focused on applications of the holistic, developmental 

work of student affairs educators to qualify as a student affairs competency (ACPA & NASPA, 2010, 

p. 5). Additionally, technology was perceived as software, hardware, and other digital tools. Thus, for 

NASPA and ACPA, their focus was more encompassing of innovation, “meaning that student affairs 

work was dynamic and must use a variety of tools to engage students in learning” (ACPA & NASPA, 

2010, p. 5). Appendix A referred to the foundational, intermediate, and advanced outcomes of the 

Technology competency. 

Student Affairs and Present Digital Age 
 

There was exponential growth in technology, increasing the rate of unpredictability. Due to 

COVID-19, student affairs had to use digital and social technologies to engage with their students, 
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given that interactions had shifted into the virtual space. According to Cabellon and Junco (2015), 

student affairs professionals were “ill-equipped to meet students where they were on social media” 

(p. 51). Before COVID-19, Moneta (2005) recognized that despite the plethora of technologies at the 

student affairs professional's disposal, many student needs were not effectively addressed. To meet 

students where they were, COVID-19 forced student affairs professionals to develop an online 

identity. But simply offering courses online did not guarantee addressing students’ needs effectively. 

Student affairs professionals should have understood and evaluated the digital and social technology 

skills and platforms needed to engage students (Cabellon & Junco, 2015). The student affairs 

department should have had the technology assessment competency to help student affairs 

professionals understand and discover areas for improvement and optimization to increase their 

technological application in the workplace (Moneta, 2005). 

For student affairs professionals to have grown during the digital age, they needed to have 

had a growth mindset of adopting, implementing, and integrating technology (Cabellon & Payne- 

Kirchmeier, 2016). How higher education institutions used technology would have impacted how 

student affairs professionals used it. The organization climate of the institution and its perception of 

technology could have an impact on how student affairs professionals used technology. 

Before COVID-19, higher education had begun looking at how technology could be 

integrated to provide effective, automated, and efficient services. In the post-COVID-19 world, 

technology had influenced higher education jobs even more, from connecting with students to having 

a technology department to support the technology infrastructure and having a social media presence 

(Cabellon & Payne-Kirchmeier, 2016). Thus, with the prolific utilization of technology in student 

affairs, it was critical for student affairs professionals to become proficient technology users. 

Future of Work in Student Affairs 
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The future of work in student affairs would have been profoundly shaped by the technology 

being used and implemented. This researcher had attempted to look at the present to gauge the future 

because the actions that student affairs professionals had taken today had shaped and defined the 

future of work. According to Levy and Sidhu (2013), Gallup had worked with Microsoft Partners in 

Learning and the Pearson Foundation and had produced a 21st-century skills index that had 

comprised seven skills: collaboration, knowledge construction, skilled communication, global 

awareness, self-regulation, real-world problem-solving, and technology usage. In the professional 

world, many of these seven skills had been linked. For example, technology usage and effective 

written and verbal skills had been very much tied in the workplace, as the main form of 

communication had been via email, chats, or other digital communication platforms. Thus, the future 

of work had been one in which student affairs professionals had not only been competent individually 

in these seven skills but had been adept at linking skills together. 

How student affairs professionals had thought about the future of work could have been 

addressed by questioning the norm that had governed office work. Slaughter (2012) had noted that 

we had needed to rethink and change the standard expectation of where, when, and how work had 

been completed. In the pre-COVID world, it had been a normalized thought that the office had been 

the primary location and the base of workplace operation. The locus of the work had been less 

considered, and more focus had been placed on physical presence than on outcome. Moving forward, 

student affairs professionals had needed to think of the future of the workplace. They had needed to 

think of how more employees could have been driven by the outcome of their work, rather than the 

time spent in the physical office space, as there had been an understanding that trust and 

empowerment could have been cultivated in the workplace. 
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Additionally, given that much of how the future of work had been shaped by technology, universities 

had needed to think about how employers could have “used technologies in different ways to 

eliminate, standardize, or enhance human labor, rather than digital innovation simply reflecting the 

limits of technological possibilities” (Brown, 2020). Training and development should have been at 

the forefront of the minds of higher education leaders. There had existed a need for professional 

development programs that had addressed how digital technology platforms would have been 

integrated and incorporated into the workplace to develop digital literacy (Cabellon & Payne- 

Kirchmeier, 2016). 

Topic II: Leadership 

Overview 

While there was no single definition of leadership, there were four factors that contributed to 

its formation. The four factors identified within the leadership literature were that it was 1) a process, 

2) involved influence, 3) occurred in groups, and 4) involved a common goal (Northouse, 2019).

Thus, taking these four factors, leadership could be defined as a "process whereby an individual 

influenced a group of individuals to achieve a common goal" (Northouse, 2019). By applying 

Northouse's (2019) definition of leadership, it was safe to assume that student affairs professionals 

had to lead a group or team to achieve a common goal of undergoing digital implementation and 

navigating the organizational disruption brought about by the pandemic. Student affairs professionals 

had to demonstrate leadership, especially in uncertain times, and influence others toward a common 

goal of serving the students and staff of the university. 

Definition of Leadership 

To better understand the components of leadership, reference was made to Fullan's (2001) 

work on leadership, as he discussed the integration of technology and leadership. While Northouse 
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(2019) described leadership as having four factors, Fullan described leadership as consisting of five 

components. Each of the five components was independent but interrelated for positive change. 

Fullan’s five components offered leaders a structure of how to lead in uncertain situations, such as 

the circumstances driving digital changes during COVID-19. 

The first component of leadership was "moral purpose," where the leader worked to make a 

positive difference (Fullan, 2001, p. 3). Moral purpose was mindfully focused on making positive 

changes in the community the leader engaged. The second component of leadership was to 

"understand the change process" (Fullan, 2001, p. 5). Leadership recognized the impact that change, 

implementation, and integration had on the organization. Leaders also had to recognize the driver of 

change to comprehend how the change would occur. The driver of change had to be capable of 

carrying out the four items, "fostering intrinsic motivation, supporting continuous improvement in 

instruction, encouraging teamwork, and affecting all parties – faculty, staff, and students" (Fullan, 

2007, pp. 41-42). Leaders who did not understand the change process and did not meet the four 

criteria within the second component to drive change found themselves wedged in an immutable 

position of no progressive change. The third component of leadership was "relationship 

improvement" (Fullan, 2001, p. 5). Here, the leader interacted with different stakeholders to work 

together and solve problems (Fullan, 2001). Unmet needs hindered the relationship between a leader 

and his followers, making it challenging to work in harmony to accomplish the most basic tasks. The 

fourth component of leadership was "knowledge creation and sharing." This was when the leader 

generated and increased knowledge inside the organization (Fullan, 2001, p. 5). There had to be an 

understanding of the purpose and shared values to create and share knowledge. The fifth component 

of leadership was "coherence making" (Fullan, 2001, p. 6). In this last component, the other four 

leadership components were brought together so that stakeholders and followers had a meaningful 
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experience. This fifth component was critical because it acted as the glue that bonded the four 

components of leadership together. Additionally, the fifth component examined the 'why' behind the 

change. When the leader could elucidate why the change was taking place and bring together key 

stakeholders and individuals involved in the change process, they could foster a culture of change 

that was more meaningful. A criticism of Fullan’s work addressed the first component, "moral 

purpose." Northouse (2019) mentioned there was a lack of explanation regarding the moral 

component of leadership. There was not much research on how moral components of leadership 

played out with positive organizational outcomes. 

A leadership style that might encompass the five components of Fullan's (2001) leadership 

came from a causal-comparative study conducted by Mews (2019). Mews (2019) was curious to 

know if there was a leadership style preference among faculty and staff from participating higher 

education institutions. A survey of staff and faculty from participating higher education institutions 

was conducted, and 146 of the participants completed the Leadership Style Questionnaire (LSQ), a 

demographic questionnaire, and the Vannsimpco Leadership Survey (VLS). VLS was a survey that 

attempted to bring together various leadership traits into more realistic and applicable categories 

(Vann et al., 2014). VLS assumed that leaders were a hybrid of various leadership styles and were 

not composed of a singular definition of "transformational, transactional, democratic, autocratic, 

and/or laissez-faire" leadership traits (Vann et al., 2014). The data collection and analysis resulted in 

showing that higher education staff and faculty preferred Democratic-Transformational Leadership. 

Democratic-Transformational Leadership 

Democratic-Transformational Leadership style was where one used communication to build 

relationships and fostered engagement and participation. In this leadership style, the leader aligned 

followers with a vision and helped followers to develop increased levels of performance and 
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commitment (Mews, 2019). The leaders who utilized the Democratic-Transformational Leadership 

style attempted to "move followers to a higher standard of moral responsibility" (Northouse, 2019, p. 

430). It could be assumed that this type of leadership was utilized effectively and preferred by higher 

education professionals navigating the new terrain of virtual work. As the future of work had 

drastically shifted to virtual, there might have been a greater preference to utilize learning-centered 

conversation to collaborate and push for commitment towards the same goals and mission of driving 

the higher education institution. 

A criticism of the research was that although results showed Democratic-Transformational 

Leadership as a preferred leadership style, further investigation could have been led by examining 

each leadership preference based on the staff roles. We must be cognizant that the roles, years of 

experience at the institution, and level of the role played a large and influential part in the leadership 

preference. A gap within the research was the small number of participating data. According to the 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), in the 2019-20 academic year, there were "3982 

degree-granting postsecondary institutions" (National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2020). 

The participant pool was relatively small and did not provide an accurate result of most higher 

education faculty and staff's leadership style preference. 

A commonality between Fullan and Mews' work in leadership was how inspirational 

motivation was an essential skill set within leadership. Fullan's second component of leadership in 

understanding the change process could be applied when trying to understand the value of 

inspirational motivation in leadership (Fullan, 2001). Within Fullan's second component of 

leadership, there were four drivers of change that could foster inspiration and motivation. When the 

leader had a clear understanding of the change that needed to be implemented, it aided them to utilize 

learning-centered conversation as a tool to build and foster the relationship and engagement that was 
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needed to get team members on the same page toward performance and commitment (Fullan, 2001). 

The leader might have recognized the transformation that needed to occur for the organization, and 

when a leader had the foresight to understand the changes that would need to occur, it aided in 

inspiring the team to follow through with the vision. 

When there was a disruption, Democratic Transformational Leadership might have come 

naturally to some leaders since innovation was preferred over maintaining the status quo. During this 

time of disruption, inspiration and motivation were the driving forces when a digital transformation 

needed or had started in an organization (Fullan, 2001). An example of how Democratic 

Transformational Leadership might have come to play was when a leader tried to resolve the 

independent operations of an organization. A higher education institution might have felt like 

multiple silos of isolated knowledge and skills. By utilizing Democratic Transformational Leadership 

in communicating the vision of what a collaborative operation looked like and detailing the change 

process to encourage inspirational motivation, the silos that existed in the organization could have 

been disintegrated, and an integrated operation could have existed (Mews, 2019; Northouse, 2019). 

Digital Leadership 

Fullan's (2001) five leadership components referred within the leadership literature as digital 

leadership; offered an enhancement to an organization's digital transformation. Antonopoulou et al.’s 

(2020) study examined how the heads of university departments evaluated digital leadership, 

analyzed the leadership styles they employed, and asked them about their views on how various 

leadership styles applied to their roles. According to Antonopoulou et al. (2020), digital leader 

characteristics had three components: 

1. Strategic leadership, in which one would mentor interdisciplinary staff and influence across

the departments.
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2. The knowledge of the business and operation would add value to the higher education 

organization. 

3. Digital knowledge was capable of visioning and implementing changes to enhance the 

institution's performance by looking at how to apply technological trends as possible 

opportunities for innovation and digital skills. 

Like the findings of Mews (2019), in which Democratic Transformative Leadership was the 

preferred leadership style by the respondents, Antonopoulou et al.’s (2020) key finding indicated that 

leadership outcome was positively correlated with Transformational Leadership and negatively 

correlated with passive-to-avoid leadership. Transformational Leadership enhanced worker efficiency 

and satisfaction, and a high degree of transformational leadership coexisted with an enhancement of 

digital leadership. To achieve digital leadership, staff had to be technologically savvy. A leader who 

had digital skills was more likely to recognize and take advantage of the opportunities presented, and 

the choices would contribute to the organization's optimal development (Antonopoulou et al., 2020). 

A gap that existed with Antonopoulou et al.’s (2020) study was also a gap within Mews' (2019): the 

sample sizes were relatively small. The study's outcome should also be viewed critically, given that 

the findings were only for the University of Patras in Greece. The higher education system in Greece 

was different than in the United States. Comparing Mews' (2019) findings to the United States higher 

education professionals' leadership preference to Antonopoulou et al.’s (2020) made it safe to assume 

that Transformational Leadership was the preferred leadership style in higher education. 

Digital Transformation and Transformative Leadership 
 

Higher education administrators were using their digital leadership skills to create a digital 

transformation within their organizations. In the process of digital transformation, revised structures, 

procedures, and rules guided the operation of an organization (Ehlers, 2020). These structures and 
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guidance ensured order and facilitated digital transformation. Ehlers (2020) conducted a status quo 

analysis to provide a possible field of action for how higher education institutions could navigate the 

digital transformation process. Higher education institutions faced two notable challenges in the face 

of digital transformation. 

The first challenge was that administrators at higher education institutions did not hold their 

positions for a long time, limiting their influence on digital transformations (Spitalniak, 2022). The 

constant change of staff meant that there was instability and possible inconsistency in the leadership 

style that drove organizational and digital transformation (Mews, 2019). A constant change in the 

organization could also make it more difficult for inspirational motivation (Mews, 2019) to remain in 

place. The second challenge was that higher education administrators made an institutional impact 

based on "personal style, competencies, their way of establishing relationships, trust-building, 

communication practices as well as their way of integrating teams" (Ehlers, 2020, p. 8). This 

individual style of coming about in relationship and trust-building could lead to the challenges that 

Bouchey et al.’s (2021) study found regarding the increased silos of operations within higher 

education when trying to resolve emergency issues. 

For effective digital implementation and transformation to occur, there had to be a 

commitment and acceptance of the changed values and procedures (Ehlers, 2020). It was paramount 

that this commitment and acceptance were consistent across the board, which meant all higher 

education administrators should adopt the new values, procedures, and practices. To produce a 

change in operation and practice in this new virtual world, higher education administrators had to 

help their teams understand the purpose of the recent change. They also had to help their teams be 

consistent. Given that higher education administrators were required to confront such challenges, 

Ehlers (2020) recommended that implementing a Transformative Leadership Approach (TFA) was a 
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suitable way to include all the critical stakeholders in the digital transformation and build a 

sustainable structure. 

TFA was ideal for demands that required the organization to move from a stable to a flexible 

model. This model allowed for the implementation of digital leadership elements. It was a process by 

which managers created a connection with their employees that improved motivation and morale for 

both the manager and the employee (Ehlers, 2020, p. 11). Ehlers's (2020) findings were consistent 

with those of Mews (2019) and Antonopoulou et al. (2020) in that Transformative Leadership was a 

recommended approach. A gap with Ehlers' (2020) study was a lack of evidence from higher 

education institutions where the TFA approach had worked. Although the study presented a 

framework for applying digital transformation to higher education by utilizing a TFA approach, there 

was not much research or data regarding the success of using the framework in institutions. 

Institutions needed to promote a culture that welcomed transformation. For the institutions to make 

these transformations, "higher education institutions would need to embrace a culture of 

participatory, engaged leadership, promoting mindset change across all stakeholder groups" (Sloan, 

2020, p. 51). As mentioned in Chapter I, the diagram of Figure 1 showed how student affairs 

professionals needed to have leadership competencies, technological competencies, organizational 

competencies, and ethical competencies to demonstrate strong digital leadership. The diagram was a 

modification of Phillip’s (2021) digital leadership framework with the competencies of NASPA and 

ACPA. 

Topic III: Adult Learning Theory 
 
Overview 

 
It was necessary to draw upon adult learning theories to understand how higher education 

administrators learned and developed leadership skills, since the intent of student affairs 
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professionals was to execute the university's goals within a virtual setting. Two modes of learning, 

formal and informal, were discussed in Topic III. An assumption of the researcher was that much of 

the participants’ learning occurred in an informal setting; therefore, an understanding of the structure 

of informal and formal learning might have been beneficial. 

Self-Directed Learning was discussed within this section because many administrators took it 

upon themselves to develop such skills in the virtual environment to ensure they created and achieved 

the universities’ goals and mission. Experiential Learning was explored because the researcher 

assumed that student affairs professionals learned leadership skills in either a formal or non-formal 

setting. Lastly, critical reflection and conversations were examined since much of the learning that 

student affairs professionals acquired was assumed to come from conversations and reflection. 

Formal Learning 

Formal learning happens in a structured setting such as within an educational curriculum, 

through activities, or organized programs. The control of learning is in the hands of the instructors. 

The environment in which formal learning takes place is typically educational institutions, and it 

relates to educational bureaucracies, education programs, and training programs (Merriam & 

Bierema, 2014). As we live in a society in which information is generated exponentially in this 

virtual and digital age, formal learning has its constraints to meet the learning goals and needs of 

lifelong learners (King, 2010). 

Informal Learning 

Informal learning is learning that happens outside of a formal classroom setting. Informal 

learning is defined as “learning that is predominantly unstructured, experiential, and non- 

institutional. Informal learning takes place as people carry out their activities at work or in other 

spheres of life. It is driven by people’s choices, preferences, and intentions” (Marsick & Volpe, 1999, 
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p. 4). Marsick and Watkins (2015) also noted how the control of informal learning choices is in the 

learner's hands. Some examples of informal learning are “self-directed learning, networking, 

coaching, mentoring, and performance planning that includes opportunities to review learning needs” 

(Marsick & Watkins, 2015, p. 1). With the ever-changing demands of the higher education workplace 

and society, informal learning is a learning method for student affairs professionals to become 

accustomed to, especially since student affairs professionals do not develop their skills in a vacuum, 

but through the interactions they have with the people they work with. 

Self-Directed Learning 
 

Self-directed learning (SDL) did not mean learning only occurred when one was by 

themselves. SDL could occur in solitary activities and group settings, where students worked 

individually to achieve their goals. SDL was about looking for and asking who was in control of 

learning (Candy, 1991). According to Candy (1991), the learner-control continuum was one in which 

the teacher and learners were on either side, and there were various instructional strategies arranged 

to show the balance of teacher-control vs learner-control, going from indoctrination to independent 

study. When we examined the self in self-directed learning, Boucouvalas (2009) noted how self- 

direction could be taking initiative and responsibility for one's learning, having a commitment to 

knowing oneself as a learner, and having a motivation, interest, and condition to help one grow and 

flourish. 

According to Kim et al. (2014), the SDL framework had five tasks to effectively meet the 

learning needs of a self-directed learner. The first step was to set a learning goal. The second was to 

locate and access resources to enhance the learning experience. The third step was to implement and 

execute learning activities. The activities were managed on a calendar of assignments, and learners 

could collaborate and seek feedback from others. The fourth step was to monitor and evaluate 
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performance, where they could see their performance results and set learning goals. The final goal 

was to re-examine the learning strategies process and to implement reflection to improve future 

learning experiences. 

To address the first goal of Merriam et al. (2007), applying Knowles' (1975) linear six-step 

SDL process would heighten the student affairs professionals' ability to be self-directed. Through 

expanding access to the internet and online knowledge databases, organizations sought to leverage 

SDL to improve professionals' skills and bridge the knowledge gaps present among employees. 

Merriam et al. (2007) described three goals for SDL. The first was to enhance the ability of learners 

to be self-determined in their studies. The second was to cultivate transformational learning. The 

third was to support emancipatory learning and social action as a fundamental part of SDL. 

Knowles' six steps were as follows: 

1. Determined the appropriate climate, such as the learner's environment, state of mind,

assumptions, and roles.

2. Diagnosed the needs and understood the reasons and competencies needed to engage in SDL.

3. Formulated specific goals.

4. Identified what materials and resources were necessary for learning.

5. Chose and implemented appropriate learning strategies.

6. Evaluated learning outcomes.

Criticism of Knowles' (1975) SDL process was that it was very sequential and linear. Thus, 

Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) and Garrison (1997) addressed the issues of Knowles’ linear model by 

developing interactive SDL models. Another criticism of Knowles' (1975) SDL was that it did not 

mention the learner's autonomy or the learner's control. Therefore, Candy (1991) addressed Knowles' 

shortcomings by presenting a learner-control continuum in which the teacher and learners were on 



37 

either side. Various instructional strategies were arranged to show the balance of teacher control vs. 

learner control, ranging from indoctrination to independent study. 

Additionally, Boucouvalas (2009) addressed the learner's autonomy and introduced a 

homonomous dimension of SDL. Homonomy occurred from meaningful participation in the social 

group, family, and culture (Boucouvalas, 2009). Merriam et al.'s (2007) second goal drew upon 

Stephen Brookfield and Jack Mezirow, who saw the critical reflection process as an intrinsic and 

vital component of SDL, leading to transformational learning. For Mezirow, the key to self- 

directedness was "becoming critically aware of what had been taken for granted about one's learning" 

(Mezirow, 1985, p. 17). Students would be able to develop transformative learning when the student 

affairs professional critically examined the knowledge that their students took for granted. 

Additionally, students would engage in transformative learning when the student affairs professional 

questioned their meaning schemes, which were specific assumptions, beliefs, values, and habitual 

expectations, as well as perspective meanings, which were generalized views of the world (Mezirow, 

1985). 

Brookfield noted that "the most complete form of SDL occurred when process and reflection 

were married in the adult's pursuit of meaning" (Brookfield, 1986, p. 38). While the student affairs 

professionals were pursuing their SDL, the program hoped that the learning intervention would allow 

them to begin a critical reflection and self-reflection process so that they could undergo 

transformative learning. Brookfield (1984) criticized SDL's second goal because it focused on the 

white population, disconnected from social and political contexts, and did not do enough to help 

learners stay free of influence. Brookfield's criticism of SDL and how it could be disconnected from 

the social and political context should be considered as instructional modules were being designed. 

Personal Learning Network 
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Manning (2015) spoke about how people created their personal learning network (PLN), 

which was an amalgamation of resources and nodes that an individual needed access to for learning. 

Through PLN, administrators compiled a wealth of knowledge from their networks (friends, family, 

colleagues, and online communities). The intrinsic motivation for learning and connecting could be 

enhanced by utilizing connectivism. Online platforms allowed stakeholders to learn and understand 

knowledge through enhanced connections (Manning, 2015). According to this theory, student affairs 

administrators were capable and self-motivated to control their learning by associating the 

information with other people, social media, and communication platforms such as Skype, Zoom, or 

Teams. 

Manning (2015) discussed control in connectivism and how self-motivated learners could 

control their learning to craft their PLN. He examined the network that learners needed to use for 

their self-directed learning by providing a theoretical foundation and practical implications of how 

learning could be developed when a self-directed learning lens was applied. By using Manning's 

theories of connectivism in the design of instruction, student affairs administrators could support 

their own learning of leadership and thinking skills by creating processes and procedures to achieve 

leadership goals. Manning's (2015) idea of self-directed learning could give higher education 

administrators more autonomy to develop resources. By granting autonomy, administrators could 

support non-formal learning, such as leadership and strategic thinking skills for virtual higher 

education and encourage administrators to implement projects that create a virtual environment 

(Manning, 2015). 

Manning (2015) recommended that to establish the PLN, social media platforms and blogs 

were an essential part of personal learning. The use of connectivism principles to enhance learning 

within an organization was encouraged. It could create leadership development skills and strategic 
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thinking courses that could be stored online to develop courses "only for critical procedures and for 

the appropriate moments of need" (Manning, 2015, p .11), and to create micro-sized learning items 

that were tagged and searchable online. Manning's non-formal learning strategy suggested that 

learners' own approaches to non-formal education should be leveraged to develop an organization 

wiki and "encourage the development of communities of practice" in departments and within the 

organization to break down information silos (Manning, 2015, p. 11). 

As for Self-Directed Learning, Manning (2015) examined how training professionals 

developed their learning networks to support their learning in the workplace. A non-formal learning 

scenario occurred when an individual wanted to keep up with industry trends and had project-based 

learning. Additionally, Manning (2015) suggested that connectivism theory should be incorporated 

into instructional design where adults were capable and self-motivated to control their learning. This 

suggestion from Manning demonstrated the internal drive and motivation higher education 

administrators may have. It also demonstrated how the technologies they were using could aid in 

improving leadership and thinking process skills. Manning's work on Personal Learning Networks 

was relevant to higher education administrators who may wish to develop leadership skills to excel in 

the virtual work environment. 

Experiential Learning and Learning from Reflection 
 

Kolb (2005) examined and drew upon the foundational theories of John Dewey (1938) and 

Kurt Lewin (1935) to investigate how experiential learning could enhance the higher education field. 

Experiential Learning Theory defined learning as the transformation of experiences into knowledge. 

Knowledge resulted from “the combination of grasping and transforming experience" (Kolb, 1984). 

Kolb described how experiential learning could be incorporated into the educational environment by 
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"institutional development programs, including longitudinal outcome assessment curriculum 

development student development and faculty" (Kolb, 1984, p. 210). 

A study by Boud and Walker (1985) presented three key factors in reflecting on experience. 

The first step was returning to the experience. In this first step, the learner recalled the experience in 

a descriptive way as it occurred. The second was attention to the feelings that arose from the return to 

the experience. Third, there was a re-evaluation of the experience. In the last step, the learner applied 

association, validation, integration, and appropriation. Association was where the learner linked the 

element with an experience. Integration was when the learner integrated newly accumulated 

experiences into their existing knowledge. Validation was when the learner tested the experience in 

some way, and appropriation was when the learner made the experience their own (Boud & Walker, 

1985). Additionally, there were also four steps to working with barriers. First, there needed to be an 

acknowledgment that they may exist. The second was trying to understand and describe them. The 

third step involved understanding how barriers operated by examining the origins of the barriers. The 

final step in dealing with barriers was to use strategies to recognize one's relationship with those 

barriers (Boud & Walker, 1985). 

Boud and Walker (1985) and Kolb (2005) both drew upon Dewey to examine experiential 

learning. Kolb's recommendation for incorporating experiential learning in higher education was 

theoretical, whereas Boud and Walker's approach was more practice-based. For Kolb (2005), the 

learning space was a duality of the dialect of action and reflection, experiencing, and conceptualizing. 

For Boud and Walker (1985), the learning space was a dynamic environment where there was a 

structured learning sequence around reflection in the three phases of pre-event, event, and post-event. 

Utilizing the lens of Learning from Experience, the two approaches provided strategic insight into 

how effective learning could be developed and imposed. Both approaches offered suggestions that 
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could guide the implementation of learning from experience at a macro- and micro-level to support 

professional development for student affairs professionals at higher education institutions. This 

support was critical so they could develop an organizational culture conducive to Boud and Walker's 

model for developing learning from experience. Such a framework could be used to create a 

meaningful setting for student affairs professionals to learn about effective technology 

implementation. 

By applying Boud and Walker's framework, every learning intervention could provide 

learners with the opportunity to make meaning of their newly acquired learning. Student affairs 

professionals experiencing difficulties utilizing technology for work should have reflected on the 

issue and generated a solution proactively. According to Kolb's recommendations, the higher 

education institution structure could be molded to be conducive to Learning for Experience, 

especially when the latest technology was being implemented. Applying Boud and Walker's model 

for facilitation could create opportunities for student affairs professionals to learn from their 

experiences through reflection. 

Using the lens of Fenwick's (2003) five perspectives about learning from experience, 

Experiential Learning theory helped us understand how student affairs staff fostered learning to 

develop leadership and strategic thinking skills. The first perspective was the constructivist theory of 

learning. The individual adult was the key player in the learning process as s/he reflected on lived 

experiences and then interpreted those life experiences by forming a mental structure (Fenwick, 

2003). The constructivist theory of learning could be useful to encourage higher education 

administrators to reflect on essential leadership skills and strategic thinking process by focusing on 

the meaning-making process resulting from an experience. 
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The second perspective was the situative theory of learning where people participated in a 

community of practice. This perspective was where learning was not rooted as an intellectual concept 

but rather in a person's situation. The goal of the situative theory of knowledge was that the 

"community refines its practices, develops new ones, or discards and changes practices that are 

harmful or dysfunctional" (Fenwick, 2003, p. 27). In a situative theory of learning, higher education 

administrators could develop leadership skills with working groups to discuss the current community 

of practices occurring to create a virtual campus and help enhance and build processes and 

procedures for a virtual community. 

The third perspective was a psychoanalytic theory of learning, where a person must get in 

touch with unconscious desires and fears that affect learning experiences (Fenwick, 2001). The 

psychoanalytic theory of knowledge could occur in informal learning. It could happen in a 1:1 

meeting with their direct supervisors, where the staff members could talk in a psychologically safe 

space about the roadblocks hindering their learning experiences in leadership skills development to 

cultivate this virtual community and seek the university's virtual goals and procedures. 

The fourth perspective was critical cultural theories, where one "seeks to transform existing social 

orders, by critically questioning and resisting dominant norms of experience" (Fenwick, 2003, p. 38). 

The fourth perspective could emerge by positioning the student affairs professional’s working group 

to focus on the future of work and help the staff members critically think about how the institution 

could become a positive vehicle of exponential change in the virtual world. The last perspective was 

complexity theories applied to learning, where learning was produced through interaction "among 

consciousness, identity, action and interaction, objects, and structural dynamics of complex systems" 

(Fenwick, 2003, p. 37). 
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The fifth perspective could transpire through universities transforming the academic 

landscape to increase interactions to help administrators develop critical leadership and strategic 

thinking skills. This transformation of the educational landscape could occur through an increase in 

training programs, communities of practice, or immersive online experiences. 

While Fenwick (2003) provided five perspectives that lay within experiential learning, Kolb (2005) 

examined and drew upon the foundational theories of John Dewey and Kurt Lewin to investigate how 

experiential learning could specifically enhance the higher education field. Kolb (1984) argued that 

Experiential Learning Theory described learning as creating knowledge through transforming 

experiences. Knowledge resulted from the combination of grasping and transforming experience 

(Kolb, 1984). Thus, experiential learning could be incorporated into the educational environment 

through "institutional development programs, including longitudinal outcome assessment, curriculum 

development, student development, and faculty" (Kolb, 2005, p. 210). We could implement 

institutional development programs to help our student affairs staff be better prepared to navigate the 

rapidly changing virtual environment. For Kolb (2005), the learning space was a duality of action and 

reflection, experiencing, and conceptualizing. It would be interesting to know how action and 

reflection, experiencing, and conceptualizing fell into place within these administrators' leadership 

and thinking process skills. They needed to think innovatively to consider and implement updated 

procedures and processes for the virtual world. 

Kolb (2005) proposed a five-design principle for applying Learning from Experience in 

higher education. The five-design principle could be applied to the higher education environment to 

better understand and support administrators who were developing leadership skills and strategic 

process skills. The design principle evaluated educational structures and processes against learning 

criteria. However, learning criteria or assessment methods in the virtual world may differ for 
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administrative staff. The second design principle was conducting a longitudinal outcome study to 

determine the learning value added by supporting the administrator's leadership and thinking process 

skills. The third was working with higher education institutions to become learner-centered 

institutions in this virtual age. The fourth design sought continuous research and inquiry into the 

learning process. This constant research into how administrators acquired these skills was essential, 

especially if the institution wanted to stay current and competitive in the marketplace. Lastly, the fifth 

design involved becoming a learning organization through continuous stakeholder conversations. 

These stakeholders could be e-learning companies or technology platforms that could provide the 

essential tools to bolster the administrator's learning in the field. 

By following Kolb's five design principles, the higher education institution would have the 

framework and foundation for implementing learning interventions. The learning interventions would 

incorporate the Learning for Experience lens for higher education administrators and help them 

develop the essential skills to lead the college in the virtual setting. The virtual higher education 

institution structure could be molded to be conducive to Learning for Experience through Kolb's 

(2005) recommendations. 

Although the process of discovering, learning, and reflecting on knowledge-building solutions 

could aid in bolstering competence and confidence, administrators should also be mindful of the 

limitations that arose with the utilization of learning from experience. There may be a limit to 

applying experiential learning theory to virtual higher education settings where administrators were 

developing technology and thinking processes. It ignored the possibility that all knowledge from 

experience was mutually determined. Additionally, there was no guarantee that all administrators 

would learn through reflection, and it followed that knowledge was extracted and abstracted from 
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experience by the processing mind. There was no single correct answer to how administrators should 

learn to develop the essential skills to aid in achieving the organization's goal. 

Learning Through Discussion 

Student affairs professionals were also able to learn about the technology tools that were 

being utilized by interacting and conversing with others. Brookfield and Preskill (2005) defined the 

word “discussion” to “incorporate reciprocity, movement, exchange and inquiry, cooperation and 

collaboration, formality and informality” (Brookfield & Preskill, 2005, p. 6). It was through having a 

critical dialogue that “implies an openness to rethinking cherished assumptions and to subject those 

assumptions to continuous rounds of questioning, argument and counterargument” (Brookfield & 

Preskill, 2005, p. 7). Looking at how conversation with others as a way of learning was important in 

this study because such interaction allowed the student affairs professionals to explore and talk 

through what they were experiencing. Additionally, having a conversation on how one might 

overcome the internal or external challenges that they faced while using new technology was 

important because it created a supportive learning environment. 

Summary 

In Chapter II, three topics were covered: the student affairs landscape, leadership, and adult 

learning theories. Through the literature review, the researcher attempted to understand how student 

affairs professionals learned to use technology to gain insight into how their way of work would 

change in the future. Student affairs professionals obtained information and knowledge through 

informal approaches within the workplace. Additionally, they utilized experiential learning and 

reflected on their experiences to make sense of their learning of technology in higher education. 

Student affairs professionals also employed self-directed learning and Manning (2015) Personal 

Learning to create a learning network within the higher education institution. Within the higher 
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education landscape, these student affairs professionals were most likely cultivating leadership skills 

to optimize the use of learning technology in their workplace. 

Conceptual Framework Narrative 

The literature review on Student Affairs Administration, Leadership, and Adult Learning 

Theory supported the development of the conceptual framework, which guided the design and 

analysis of this research study. In addition to the literature review, the four topics of the conceptual 

framework, including the description of technology usage, external challenges, internal challenges, 

and learning experiences, were derived from the researcher's own experience as a student affairs 

professional who worked during the time of COVID-19. 

The primary purposes of a conceptual framework were threefold: to report study findings, 

guide data analysis and interpretation, and inform coding schemas (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). 

Figure 2 displayed the conceptual framework and the four categories derived from the four research 

questions. The original conceptual framework outline could be found in Appendix B and was used as 

the basis for developing the coding schema to analyze the data. 

Figure 2 Conceptual Framework 
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction and Overview 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of student affairs professionals 

working in both public and private higher education institutions regarding how they learned to use 

technology, aiming to gain insight into how their work would evolve in the future. While faculty 

members within higher education institutions also utilized technology, this research focused 

specifically on student affairs professionals due to their emphasis on prioritizing support services, 

extracurricular activities, and student development, rather than academic instruction and research for 

students. Student affairs professionals holistically educate students, helping them develop cognitive, 

interpersonal, ethical, cultural, leadership, and wellness components. As they navigated the future of 

work during COVID-19, they had to demonstrate digital leadership, encompassing leadership 

competencies, technological competencies, organizational competencies, and ethical competencies. 

To address the purpose of the research study, the following research questions were posed: 

How did participants describe their current use of technology? 

1. What internal and external challenges did participants say they faced with their current use of

technology?

2. In what ways did participants say they learned to overcome the challenges they faced?

3. What other factors influenced participants’ ability to optimally use technology?

The methodology chapter consists of the following sections: 

● A description of the research sample of where and how the sample population was

selected.

● An overview of the contextual, perceptual, demographic, and theoretical information

that was needed to answer the research questions.
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● A description of the research design and the method that was selected.

● The method that was used to collect the data.

● An analysis and synthesis of the data.

● Literature on the method.

● Ethical considerations.

● Issues of trustworthiness.

● Limitations of the research.

● A summary of the chapter.

Rationale of Qualitative Research Approach 

Qualitative research is defined as "an inquiry process of understanding a social or human 

problem, based on building a complex, holistic picture, formed with words, reporting detailed views 

of informants, and conducted in a natural setting" (Creswell, 1994, pp. 1-2). An additional definition 

of qualitative research is "an umbrella concept covering several forms of inquiry that help us 

understand and explain the meaning of social phenomena with as little disruption of the natural 

setting as possible (Merriam, 1998, p. 5). The researcher wanted to explore a complex societal 

problem and make meaning without disturbing the natural setting; therefore, a qualitative research 

approach was utilized. 

As part of the study, the researcher examined meanings, perceptions, and thoughts of how 

student affairs administrators learned to use technology. Since only limited research has been 

conducted on the future of work, it allowed qualitative research to be conducted. Additionally, 

because the topic is relatively recent and growing, the research approach "involve[d] emerging 

questions and procedures" (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, p. 4). Creswell (2007) has defined five 

qualitative approaches to inquiry: biography, phenomenological study, grounded theory study, 
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ethnography, and case study. The case study approach was the most appropriate method of inquiry to 

explore the research question of how student affairs administrative staff might learn digital 

leadership. Technology is changing rapidly in higher education institutions. Therefore, case studies 

allowed the researcher to utilize the "strategy when 'how' and 'why' questions are being posed, when 

the investigator has only limited control over events, and when the focus is on a contemporary 

phenomenon within some real-life context" (Yin, 1984, p. 1). 

The study aimed to explore the issue of learning how to use technology in the workplace to 

understand how work will be conducted in the future. An investigation of the case was conducted 

within the context of the setting and experience (Creswell, 2007). Additionally, conducting a case 

study justified the convenience selection of participants to achieve the study's goal (Maxwell, 2012). 

The case study allowed for the exploration of the bound system of the case through the time of my 

research collection phase, and it involved collecting multiple detailed data collections from various 

sources of information such as interviews, document analysis, and questionnaire responses (Creswell, 

2007). 

Since the researcher studied student affairs professionals from various higher education 

institutions, the case study was collective. The collective case study showed "different perspectives 

on the issues" (Creswell, 2007). The research explored the meanings, perceptions, and thoughts held 

by student affairs administrators. Creswell (2007) mentioned that certain research problems require a 

specific approach. Thus, this research utilized an inductive style throughout the study and when 

examining the data to make interpretations (Creswell, 2007). 

Using the case study approach aided in exploring the student affairs administrators’ 

perceptions of how they learn to utilize technology. The researcher sought to understand how 

decisions were made and implemented with the outcome of the results (Yin, 1984). Therefore, a 
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qualitative approach using a case study was appropriate to understand how student affairs 

professionals learned to use the latest technology, as technology is constantly evolving in the 

workplace. 

Research Sample 

The sample for the research study consisted of 12 student affairs professionals. Using a 

convenience sampling strategy, the participants were drawn from higher education networks that the 

researcher cultivated through graduate school experience, work experience, and networking 

experience. This enabled the researcher to develop a list of individuals who worked in the student 

affairs field. Higher education professionals received an email providing them with a description of 

the purpose of the study and invited their participation. 

Upon confirmation of participation, the research participants received a formal thank you 

letter, information about the study, and potential risks associated with the survey. The letter also 

reminded them that their participation was strictly voluntary. Participants remained anonymous, and 

the data collected was used for solely for this research purpose. An informed consent document was 

sent via email for the signature of each participant. Participants selected a convenient date and time to 

conduct the interview. Once the date, time, and location were set, the student affairs professionals 

received a follow-up email asking them to fill out a demographic inventory. 

Overview of Information Needed 

This case study consisted of 12 student affairs professionals who shared their experience of 

using technology in their workplace. To carry out the purpose of this study, the following information 

was collected: 

Demographic Data 
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Demographic data was collected from an inventory form that requested the following 

information: (a) age, (b) gender, (c) ethnicity, (d) type of academic institution, (e) length of time in 

higher education, and (f) length of time in its current role in student affairs. The demographic 

inventory was provided to the participants before the interview took placed. 

Contextual Data 

The contextual data consisted of the environmental factors in the public and private higher 

education institutions where the participants were currently working, including: 

● Institutional size.

● Number of faculty members.

● Administrative members.

● Student enrollment.

● Budget and funding information.

● Organizational structure of the institution.

Among the additional factors that were considered were technical support, development, and 

departments within the institution. Contextual data, that is, the document analysis, was accessed 

through the institution's public website and through the data collected from the participant if they 

were willing to provide the information. 

Perceptual Data 

The perceptual data consisted of the perceptions that student affairs professionals held when 

working with technology to carry out their responsibilities and day-to-day activities. The perceptual 

data was collected through In-depth Interviews and the Critical Incident Report with the 12 student 

affairs professionals. 
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Theoretical Data 

To obtain theoretical data, a review of the literature, specifically in the subject area of Student 

Affairs, Leadership, and Adult Learning Theory was conducted. The literature review aided the 

analysis and synthesis of the findings and the conclusions that were made from the findings. 

Research Design Overview 

The following steps were identified and completed by the researcher during the study: 

Step 1 - Identified the Research Topic: The researcher selected a research topic that had been 

encountered while working in higher education at Columbia University during COVID-19 and was 

interested in how other student affairs professionals experienced and reflected on the issue of using 

technology in the workplace. 

Step 2 - Literature Review: A review of relevant literature on the topic was conducted in the initial 

stages of the research to inform the development of the research methods and the conceptual 

framework; it aided in interpreting the study's analysis and findings. 

Step 3 - Participants Identification: Student affairs professionals were identified through convenience 

sampling. 

Step 4 – Scheduled a proposal hearing. 

Step 5 – After the hearing the researcher incorporated the feedback, edited the document, and 

submitted the necessary materials to the Independent Review Board (IRB). 

Step 6 - Outreach and Consent Form: Once the IRB was approved, the researcher reached out to 

potential interviewees via email to inquire about their willingness to participate in the study. For 

those who agreed to participate, the following forms were distributed: 

• Email of Invitation: An email detailing the purpose of the study, length of the interview,

location, date, and time was sent to participants who were willing to participate.
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• Informed Consent Form: A form that detailed the purpose of the study, participants' rights,

confidentiality, and data collection method.

Step 7 - Demographic Inventory: An inventory was sent out requesting the following information: (a) 

age, (b) gender, (c) ethnicity, (d) type of academic institution, (e) length of time in higher education, 

and (f) length of time in its current role in student affairs. 

Step 8 - Interview: An in-depth interview of approximately one hour was conducted via Zoom or in 

person with the 12 participants to understand how student affairs administrators learned to use 

technology in the workplace, given the evolving nature of technology. 

Step 9 - Critical Incident Report: A Critical Incident Report was shared with the 12 participants after 

the study. They were asked to complete a questionnaire to facilitate ongoing self-reflection and 

reflective practice on a specific incident and their impression, attitude, and action toward technology 

in the workplace. 

Step 10 - Interview transcription and coding: The researcher used the Zoom transcription and 

reviewed the recording to clarify the transcription. The interviews were coded using the attached 

coding matrix. 

Step 11 - Document Review: Documents, websites, and materials were collected and reviewed. 

Step 12 - Data Analysis: The data collected from the interviews, critical incident questionnaire, and 

document review were analyzed individually. After reviewing each item, the data were compared. 

The data were then coded, analyzed, and synthesized through the application of the Conceptual 

Framework. 

Methods of Data Collection 

Triangulation was a key component of this qualitative research (Creswell, 2003). Through 

triangulation, the researcher not only used multiple data collection methods, but also integrated the 
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different data collections to act as "convergent lines of inquiry” (Yin, 2003, p. 98). Therefore, the 

study employed multiple methods of data collection to achieve triangulation. It should also be noted 

that a selected literature review was conducted prior to data collection. 

The main methods of data collection that were used in this study are the following: 

1. Interviews with the 12 student affairs professionals

2. Document Analysis of the higher education institutions

3. Critical Interview Questionnaires

Interviews 

In-depth interviews with 12 student affairs professionals were conducted to understand how 

they perceive technology in their workplace. A pilot testing of the interview protocols with four 

higher education individuals was carried out to prepare for the interview. Pilot testing was conducted 

before the study to "determine if there are flaws, limitations, or other weaknesses with the interview 

design" (Turner, 2010). Based on a preliminary pilot interview, the original eight interview questions 

were further revised and refined. The interview protocol and the questions are in Appendix D. 

The eight steps that McNamara (2009) recommended for preparing for the interview were 

utilized. An appropriate setting was selected, the interview purpose was explained, and the 

confidentiality terms were explained and clarified. The format of the interview was described, and 

participants were informed of how long the interview would take. Furthermore, participants received 

the researcher’s contact information, as well as an opportunity to ask questions before and after the 

interview. Permission for consent was obtained for the interview to be recorded. 

The selection of participants was conducted through convenience sampling. The researcher 

reached out to each of the student affairs professionals in the study via email and scheduled a 
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convenient date and time to hold the interview. The interview was arranged for one hour and all 

interviews were recorded and transcribed at the end of the interviews. 

Literature Supporting Interview 

The main source of data was collected through in-depth interviews. The interviews elicited 

detailed descriptions and information about individuals' experiences and viewpoints (Creswell, 1998; 

Turner, 2010). Additionally, given that the research question aimed to explore the human experience, 

a series of interviews was determined to be the most appropriate choice. Interviews were the most 

effective method of data collection because quantitative or numerical data were not adequate to fully 

describe the experience of student affairs regarding technology. A standardized open-ended interview 

was created and conducted by applying McNamara's (2009) recommendation of creating an effective 

question, utilizing the following five items: 

1. Wording should be open-ended.

2. Questions should be neutral.

3. One question should be asked at a time.

4. Questions should be worded clearly.

5. Be careful when asking "why" questions.

A standardized open-ended interview was structured according to consistently worded

questions. The researcher asked the same questions to all the participants. Still, because the questions 

are open-ended, it allowed for the responses to be open-ended as well (Gall et. al., 2003). Keeping 

the questions open-ended ensured that the collected data was comprehensive. It allowed for follow- 

up questions and probing questions as needed. 

Document Analysis 
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The collected documents referred to a wide range of resources such as institutional reports, 

newspaper articles, websites, academic journals, and any documents containing text (Morgan, 2021; 

Patton, 2015). To conduct the document analysis, a search of information related to the higher 

education institutions, student affairs departments, and any information related to technology 

implementation or integration within the student affairs departments was conducted. When selecting 

the documents, Flick's (2018) four factors selecting the documents were considered. 

The first factor is authenticity, which is decided by "determining whether it is a primary 

source" (Morgan, 2021). The second is credibility, "the extent to which the source is free from error 

and distortion" and comes from a reliable source (Morgan, 2021; Flick, 2018). The third is 

representativeness, which is where the document should not contain "idiosyncratic content rather 

than material that reflects the content of a collection of other documents about the same topic" 

(Morgan, 2021). And the last factor is meaning, which assesses whether the "evidence is clear and 

understandable" (Morgan, 2021). 

Once the documents were selected, a document analysis was conducted to triangulate the data 

collected from the interviews. The document analysis allowed codes and concepts to be "checked and 

rechecked to identify similarities, differences, and patterns" (Morgan, 2021). Additionally, it aided in 

gathering contextual data. 

Literature Supporting Document Analysis 

Document analysis was conducted as a data collection method because of its efficiency, 

availability, cost-effectiveness, unobtrusiveness, stability, exactness, and coverage (Bowen, 2009). 

Additionally, document analysis limited the ethical concerns that might have arisen since public 

records were often anonymous and available to the general audience. Books, articles, newspapers, 

and journals were written with the purpose of people reading their content (Morgan, 2021). Another 
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advantage of document analysis was that it provided access to data that would have taken time and 

effort to collect (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Bowen (2009) talked about how document analysis was 

more efficient than other research methods because one needed to conduct "data selection, instead of 

data collection" (p. 31). The limitations of document analysis included a limitation of information, 

low retrieval, and biased selectivity (Bowen, 2009; Morgan, 2021; Yin, 1994). However, these 

limitations were outweighed by the advantages according to Bowen (2009). 

Critical Incident Report 
 

Critical Incident Report (CIR) was used to unearth data that might not have been revealed 

during the interviews or document analysis and to triangulate the data collected from the interviews. 

Critical incidents are descriptions of "vivid happenings" that, for a particular reason, people 

remember as being significant (Brookfield, 1995). 

To conduct the CIR, the following five steps were followed. The first step was to determine 

the aim of the activity under study. In this step, the activity's objective was asked to determine who 

the participants would be engaging in the activity (Butterfield et al., 2005). Thus, the general aim of 

the CIR is to understand how student affairs professionals perceive the use of technology, specifically 

when their work is transitioning from in-person to online. The second step was to develop a 

procedure of who will provide information. The participants of the CIR were the student affairs 

professionals who were interviewed. The third step is data collection, and here, a Google Form with a 

list of questions asking the participants to recall a critical incident from their memory was sent out. 

Appendix C lists the questions that were sent out in the Google Form. The fourth step is data 

analysis. In this step, a process for how the data would be used was established and notes were 

compiled about how the critical incidents fit into categories occurred (Vianden, 2012). After the 
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interview, the researcher specified the setting, collected the data, analyzed the data, and interpreted 

and reported the results. An interpretation of the data was the final step, and the results were reported. 

Literature Supporting Critical Incident Report 

Critical Incident Report (CIR) was utilized because the process allows for "ongoing self- 

reflection and reflective practice" (Keefer, 2009). The Critical Incident Technique (CIT) was 

developed by Professor John Flanagan (1954). The CIT is defined as collecting observable human 

behavior to make a "prediction and conclusion about the person displaying the behavior" (Vianden, 

2012, p. 335; Bitner, 1990). For an incident to be critical, it "must occur in a situation where its 

consequences are sufficiently definite to leave little doubt concerning its effects (Flanagan, 1954, p. 

327). 

Using the CIT enabled participants to provide a wide range of responses and did not limit 

them to predefined or preconceived questions, constructs, or frameworks (Vianden, 2012). The 

flexibility that CIT allowed for was advantageous when exploring a study that was limited in its 

research. CIT allowed for themes and theories to emerge directly from the data source (Vianden, 

2012). The CIT provided participants with "accurate, in-depth, firsthand, and significant portraits of 

events from a variety of participants” (Vianden, 2012). A limitation of the CIT as a tool was that it 

was seen as a "research approach, not firmly grounded in either qualitative or quantitative paradigms" 

(Vianden, 2012, p. 340). Additionally, given that the researcher asked participants to recall a specific 

incident, there may have been recall bias, potential lapses in memory, and misinterpretation of events 

(Vianden, 2012; Gremler, 2004). 

Data Analysis and Synthesis 
 

Data analysis and synthesis reports how the data was managed, organized, analyzed, and 

prepared to write and present the findings (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). For this research, qualitative 
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analysis involved “making sense of text and conducting different analysis, moving deeper and deeper 

into understanding the data, representing the data and making an interpretation of the larger meaning 

of the data” (Creswell, 2009, p. 183). 

Methods for Data Analysis and Synthesis 

The interview transcripts, document analysis, and results from the Critical Incident Technique 

were examined, identified, coded, and categorized. After the data were coded, the researcher worked 

on discovering patterns, themes, and categories (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). In qualitative research, 

coding served as the foundation for categorizing the data (Maxwell, 2005). The method of coding 

involved aggregating the text or visual data into small categories of information, seeking evidence for 

the code from different databases being used in a study, and then assigning a label to the code 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 184). By dissecting the large volume of information obtained into smaller 

categories, the codes could be utilized in three different ways to present the information. They could 

represent information that researchers expected to find before the study; surprising information that 

researchers did not expect to find; and information that was conceptually interesting or unusual to 

researchers (and potential participants and audiences) (Creswell, 2013, p. 186). 

Using categories to organize the data, additional subcategories emerged, leading to the 

development of a "small, manageable set of themes" that were incorporated into the study. Thus, after 

compiling and gathering all the data, the researcher distilled the data, identified patterns, created 

codes that described the data pattern, and placed the codified pieces of information under the 

conceptual framework (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). The conceptual framework found at the end of 

Chapter II, helped to organize data collection. It also laid the foundation for similar repetitive data 

results that arose during coding. The iterative process of coding helped refine and assist in the final 

coding schema (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). 
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The researcher also utilized an interpretation outline tool to assist with the analysis and 

interpretation of the findings (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). This tool aided in digging deeper and 

uncovering meanings that might have otherwise remained unnoticed (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). 

The analysis of the data began by reading through 12 interview transcripts on the computer and 

identifying keywords and phrases related to the research questions. This process allowed for the 

examination and distillation of the volume of data contained within the transcripts. After reviewing 

the 12 interview transcripts, a repository was created for each research question to facilitate the 

comparison of codes across the interviewee responses. These repositories contained the interviewee's 

responses and provided answers to the respective research questions. Below is an outline of the steps 

taken for the data analysis. 

Steps Taken for Data Analysis 
 
Step 1: Reviewed the data 

 
● Initiated the data analysis by reviewing the interview recording and transcription. 

● Reviewed the data from the Critical Incident Report and document analysis. 

● Identified keywords and phrases related to the research questions. 

 
Step 2: Developed Categories 

 
● Leveraged the conceptual framework and the research questions and developed categories 

deriving from the themes from the interviews, critical incident report, and document analysis. 

Step 3: Developed Descriptors for Each Category 

 
● For each of the developed categories, developed descriptors from the data. 

 
Step 4: Coded the Data 
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● Devised a coding scheme for each of the appropriate text.

● Data was coded manually; different colors were assigned to highlight words, phrases, and

statements aligned with the research questions.

Step 5: Sorted and Categorized Quotations 

● After the 12 interview transcripts were manually coded, the quotations were categorized

according to the research questions they answered.

● The Critical Incident Report was also coded and categorized to determine which responses

answered the research questions.

● Additionally, repetitive answers were identified and combined with the data, so the frequency

of the data were captured.

Step 6: Gathered Findings 

● A data summary table was created that categorized and summarized the data and identified

any emerging themes.

● The findings from the data summary tables were developed into a statement.

● A journal was used to capture the interpretation of the data.

Ethical Considerations 

As the research was conducted, the researcher strived to be ethical to ensure that the 

information collected, the responses, and how the collected information was shared and treated were 

protected (Creswell, 2008). The researcher aimed to protect the rights of research participants by 

maintaining their confidentiality. On reviewing the topic, the inquiry questions, and the interview 

questions, no ethical violations occurred. 
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Additionally, the researcher adhered to the Teachers College's Institutional Review Board 

guidelines. The participants' involvement in the study were purely voluntary. The participants were 

informed verbally and in writing of the study's purpose and were asked to sign an Informed Consent 

Form. 

The data collected and analyzed from the interviews and document reviews were kept 

confidential. They were stored in a Google Drive with password protection for the document, 

accessible only to the researcher. The published data used pseudonyms for all the participants and 

provided as few details about them as necessary to preserve their anonymity in the dissertation. The 

data were deleted from the Google Drive after publishing the dissertation. 

Issues of Trustworthiness 
 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) introduced the concept of trustworthiness by emphasizing the 

importance of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability without reference to the 

quantitative standards of assessment of validity and reliability. To address the issue of 

trustworthiness within qualitative research, the researcher strived to display and conduct a precise, 

consistent, and thorough data analysis by utilizing "recording, systematizing, and disclosing the 

methods of analysis" and providing enough detail to the reader to allow them to determine whether 

the process was credible (Nowell et al., 2017, p. 1). 

The trustworthiness criteria were met using thematic analysis as the research method (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis involves the researcher first identifying, then analyzing, 

organizing, and reporting the themes found in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). There are five phases 

to thematic analysis. The first phase involves becoming familiar with the data. The second phase 

includes generating initial codes. The third phase focuses on searching for themes. The fourth phase 

entails reviewing themes. The fifth phase involves defining and naming themes, and the final phase is 
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producing the report. This method aided in producing trustworthy, credible, and insightful findings 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Credibility 

Credibility is measured by the congruence of the findings (Stahl & King, 2020). Additionally, 

the credibility of a study is sought when a reader is approached with an experience they can 

recognize (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). To promote credibility, triangulation was utilized to conduct an 

"external check on the research process" (Nowell et al., 2017). Triangulation used and leveraged 

different information and processes to identify, establish, and confirm patterns. 

Two types of triangulations were employed. The first type of triangulation was 

methodological triangulation, which used "more than one method of collecting or analyzing data" 

(Stahl & King, 2020). Methodological triangulation consisted of in-depth interviews, document 

analysis, and critical incident reports. The second type of triangulation was data triangulation. Here 

"more than a single type of data" contributed to the findings (Stahl & King, 2020). 

Transferability 

The study's goal was to "expand understanding by transferring findings from one context to 

another (Stahl & King, 2020, p. 27). To meet this transfer goal, the researcher strived to provide a 

thick and rich description of the contextual background of the research that could be sufficient for the 

"portrayal of circumstances for application to others' situations" (Stahl & King, 2020, p. 27; 

Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). 

Dependability 

Dependability is when the research method can be described in a logical, traceable, and 

documented manner that could be repeated by others (Tobin & Begley, 2004). To address the 

dependability of the research, an audit trail was created that provided proof of the decisions and 
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choices made regarding the methodology and a rationale for those decisions, as well as the coding 

schemas and categories (Koch, 1994; Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This audit 

trail recorded raw data, transcripts, and journal documents that outlined the thought process and 

rationale for the research procedures, shifts, and design decisions (Halpren, 1983). 

Confirmability 

Confirmability is defined as ensuring "the findings are the result of the research, rather than 

an outcome of the biases and subjectivity of the researcher (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008, p. 87). Once 

credibility, transferability, and dependability are established, confirmability will occur. To limit the 

biases and subjectivities that could arise, a member checking was conducted. The researcher asked 

the participants to verify the accuracy of the interview transcript to ensure that the transcript reflected 

the meaning and intent of the participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Limitations of Study 

All studies encounter limitations (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). Limitations were minimized 

while conducting the research by being transparent, self-reflective, and aware of any limitations that 

may have arisen. The following are three limitations that the researcher identified in this study. 

Researcher Bias 

The researcher previously worked in higher education as a student affairs professional. Her 

prior work experience and interest in the study, perception of technology, technology integration, and 

deployment were shaped by her own unique and personal experiences. In Chapter I, the researcher 

described her assumptions and attempted to be as transparent as possible in making known the bias 

that may impact the data. The researcher hoped to have raised any possible bias and checked the 

credibility of this work through dialogue with colleagues, participants, and advisors, as well as 

through personal reflection. In addition to her own experience working in higher education that may 
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impact bias, the convenience sampling technique was used to gather the sample. This was done by 

tapping into the network of the researcher. Personal bias may have influenced the sample selection 

process, especially since the initial participants were selected from a limited population. 

Sample Size 

In addition to researcher bias, another limitation was the sample size. The research sample 

was drawn from the researcher’s network, which could introduce biases. Since the data were 

collected through convenience sampling, the participants may not have fully reflected or represented 

the entire student affairs professional population. 

Sample Type 

The type of institution from which the sample was drawn was also a limitation as it 

represented only public and private institutions within the United States. Small, rural, teaching 

institutions were not represented within this study due to time and access constraints of the 

researcher. Thus, the data collected and analyzed from the population were presented in the research 

as a population sample and may not necessarily be utilized for generalization purposes. The 

institutions where the student affairs participants worked were tertiary research priorities. 

Summary 

Chapter III described the research methodology of the study. It provided an overview of how 

the sample research population was selected, the research design, the method and rationale for the 

research method, and the tools used. Additionally, the chapter addressed the limitations present in the 

method. The aim of the chapter was to address the problem statement of the exponential growth of 

the virtual world, in which higher education administrative staff were required to learn and use the 

latest technology during the COVID-19 pandemic. While the staff demonstrated technological ability 

at the basic and pragmatic levels, it remained unclear how student affairs administrative staff, who 
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counseled and advised a diverse student population, were able to understand and use the latest 

technology as it continued to evolve. 

This study explored 12 student affairs administrators in higher education institutions who 

counseled and advised students on their perceptions of how they learned through technology. It also 

allowed them to gain insight into how their work might be done in the future. The research sample 

comprised 12 conveniently selected student affairs administrators who participated in in-depth one- 

to-one interviews. They were also given a critical incident report. In addition to the interviews and 

the critical incident report, documents were collected from the participants. Moreover, their 

institutions’ websites were analyzed to support the responses that the participants provided to the 

research questions. Reviewing the literature assisted in identifying the conceptual framework themes. 

Triangulation of data collection and analysis was utilized to address the issues of credibility, 

dependability, confirmability, and transferability, and additionally to address researcher biases. 
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Chapter IV: FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of student affairs professionals 

working in both public and private higher education institutions regarding how they learned to use 

technology, with the aim of gaining insight into how their work would evolve in the future. This 

chapter presents the four key findings that emerged from participants’ responses to the research 

questions: 

1. How did participants describe their current use of technology?

2. What internal and external challenges did participants face with their current use of

technology?

3. In what ways did participants learn to overcome the challenges they faced?

4. What other factors influenced participants’ ability to accelerate the use of technology in the

workplace?

The major findings uncovered through the data collected in this study are as follows: 

1. A strong majority of participants (75%) indicated that they use technology as a

communication platform.

2. A majority of participants (66%) stated that the lack of user engagement was a challenge

while using technology.

3. An overwhelming majority (83%) learned to overcome technological challenges through peer

conversation.

4. A majority of participants (67%) described that having a supportive leader influenced their

use of technology.

The study participants, identified by pseudonyms, shared their perceptions and experiences as 

student affairs professionals using technology. This chapter incorporates comments from one-on-one 
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FINDING #1 
A strong majority of participants (9 of 12 [75%]) described the use of technology as a 
significant communication platform. 
Other uses of technology that participants described were: 

● Consists of multiple technology systems (6 of 12 [50%])
● Technology software and hardware brought in due to COVID (5 of 12 [42%])
● Allows for accessibility (5 of 12 [42%])
● As an administrative tool (3 of 12 [25%])
● Consists of technological devices (2 of 12 [16%])

interviews with participants. Further, the chapter describes in detail the study’s findings. This chapter 

concludes with a summary of the findings and the identification of the Analytic Categories, which 

will be further elucidated in Chapter V, the Analysis, Interpretation, and Synthesis of the data. 

Finding #1 

Participants were asked to describe their current use of technology in their workplace. A 

strong majority of participants (9 of 12 [75%]) used communication platforms (e.g., Zoom, Skype, 

Teams, Slack, etc.) as their main mode of technology. The communication platforms encompass 

features such as video conferencing, instant messaging, email, and file sharing. Additionally, 

communication platforms allow for collaboration with colleagues and students, making it a valuable 

tool for remote work, online meetings, and online events. The subsequent section delves into the 

specifics of these communication platforms and how student affairs professionals utilized them in 

their daily work. 

Outline of Finding #1 

Significant Communication Platforms 

A strong majority of participants (9 of 12 [75%]) indicated that they use technology as a 

communication platform. To provide further context, Joey, one of the participants, elaborated on the 

types of communication platforms in use, stating, “I work from my laptop pretty much so, you know, 
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connected all day long through that, utilizing different communication platforms, mainly Microsoft 

Teams, Zoom, and using Outlook for my emails and whatnot”. 

The mentioning of Microsoft Teams and Zoom indicated this shift toward(s) a broader range 

of communication platforms, specifically video conferencing, which gained momentum during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. COVID-19 forced a new way of working on Student Affairs professionals. 

Annie attested to this shift, remarking, 

But now it's so easy because we have quarterly meetings since we now meet on Zoom and 
can meet in this new space, that I don't think we had the means to do it before, but it wasn't 
the culture. We had Skype and things like that, but we just weren’t the culture to do it that 
way. 

 
Mayer echoed Annie’s insight about the expanded utilization of video conferencing due to 

COVID-19, stating, “I think like everybody, it's all the video conferencing work that we've done, and 

how it's expanded. So instead of just being able to utilize it for meetings, we're utilizing it for hybrid 

events now.” 

Similarly, Shelly discussed the power of communication platforms in benefiting the 

operations within higher education institutions by sharing, 

But then because of technology, the positive side is we are able to expand and recruit more 
students. Before we never had over a 100. Now it's almost 200 students. We can have class 
just on Zoom. We don't need to have a physical facility. 

 
Communication platforms served as a way to engage students, especially when in-person 

student engagement changed during COVID-19. Carlos provided details of this change in 

engagement. “… if we’re not seeing them [the students], how are we going to get information to 

them? That was kind of the biggest thing. So really scrambling to just find different ways to get a 

hold of students. And then we stumbled, not stumbled, but came across Google Voice.” 



70  

Just as Carlos shared how communication platforms are being used to connect with students, 

Nancy highlighted the expansion of the numerous communication platforms that facilitate student 

engagement within higher education. She noted, 

In Higher Ed… you have all these companies right that have these great platforms. And so, 
you have a place like our university who is taping it, who creates contracts with all of these 
like Salesforce, and you know Campus Groups, and what’s another one, People Grove and 
you have all of these different companies that are doing these online platforms. 

 
In addition to the specific higher education communication platforms that are growing within the 

space, Oliver also shared how student affairs professionals are using mobile apps, which provide 

more flexibility in communicating with students at a higher frequency. 

I utilized the Remind app to keep in contact with students. It helped me to communicate with 
students and vice versa via text message or using an app if students downloaded it onto their 
phones in case, I could not reach them through emails. I used it almost daily during work 
hours. 

Consists of Multiple Technology Systems 
 

Student affairs professionals relied on a variety of platforms to carry out specific tasks. Half 

of the participants [6 of 12 (50%)] described the use of multiple systems. Oliver shared his approach 

of employing different systems by stating, “I made sure to utilize all my resources like my Excel 

sheet, my Google Sheets, Zoom.” Similarly, Farah shared how she made use of the diverse tools 

offered within the Google Suite, explaining, “So, our office is very heavily focused on Google. We 

use Google Suites a lot for our day-to-day interactions.” In the interviews, participants shared the 

various technology platforms they integrated into their daily routines. Carlos, much like Oliver, 

shared how he employed different technology software tools in his daily work: 

In terms of the technology that I use, I am 95% a remote worker. I rely heavily on technology. 
What I utilize the most obviously is Zoom for our communications and our meetings and 
things of that nature, including my meetings with students, so I also utilize a scheduling 
service Calendly. It just makes it easier for the students to schedule time with me. And then in 
addition to those 2, and just the Google workspace in general. 
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When it came to engaging students, participants pointed out the use of multiple systems. 
 
Danny also noted the different systems that are being used for student engagement: 

So right now, we use an app called Traction Gather, and that’s what fuels our student 
engagement portal. But we’re actually in conversations right now, where we’re identifying a 
new app to bring into Traction. We also use a marketing cloud through Salesforce. So that’s 
how we send our newsletters. And then we do a lot of social media. So, I work with our 
student worker who manages our Instagram and our Facebook accounts. 

 
Mary acknowledged how multiple systems are being utilized in the workplace and 

emphasized the importance of system integration: 

But also thinking back to the Viterbi, right as I was leaving, they were proving the 
implementation of Salesforce, and I’m all about it. Whatever we can do to merge our systems 
because we have multiple systems at this university and facilitate the job of advisors 
university-wide or school-wide, I think, it is beyond significant so I think whatever we can 
do. 

 
Technology Software and Hardware Brought in Due to COVID 

 
As the shift from in-person to online became necessary, new technologies were swiftly 

introduced into the workplace to ensure the continuity of operations. A total of 5 of 12 (42%) 

participants described the technology platforms and tools that were adopted in response to the onset 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

During interviews, participants described the challenges posed by the pandemic and the rapid 

adjustments that followed. Annie explained how the adoption of Zoom significantly facilitated their 

operations: 

But then during COVID, you know, we switch to Zoom, and it makes our lives…in the 
CUNY Central office a lot easier because we’re able to meet with all 13 colleges often 
because now we can jump on Zoom. That wasn’t the culture before. 

 
Considering COVID-19’s impact, technology had to be brought in since in-person classes had 

to be swiftly converted to online formats. Carlos elaborated: 

So, when COVID came around the program itself, as everyone else pivoted into just the usage 
of Zoom really exploded from there. And that’s kind of what we’re using right now. So, our 
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online classes and the online platforms on Tuesday and Thursday that’s provided it’s all 
through Zoom. 

 
Danny echoed Carlos’ sentiment of how the adoption of technology platforms became a 

necessity during the pandemic. 

I think during peak COVID time people were just looking for immediate solutions. So, I think 
if anything was offered, people would just grab at it. But I just wonder if that's how they were 
easily persuaded to use Salesforce as a solution instead of really advocating for what makes 
the most sense for our needs. 

To ensure the continuity of in-person student engagement during COVID, Nancy shared her insights: 

And so, when we were in COVID, we were like, “Oh, my gosh! How are they going to 
connect to these student orgs?” One, are these students’ orgs going to function? And then two, 
how do our new students connect with the student organizations? So, we really researched 
online platforms that could address this. So, during COVID we used the Hoppin platform 
which was really helpful. And so, we really had to just change how we think about how 
students can connect because it was obviously going to just be online. 

 
Allows for Accessibility 

 
The COVID-19 pandemic significantly altered the way information was accessed and 

presented, with technology playing a pivotal role in ensuring that individuals with diverse needs are 

able to access information and communicate in a manner that allows them to be engaging 

participants. This shift was evident in the experiences and perspectives of various professionals. 

Oliver pointed out that even when most colleagues were physically present in the office, meetings 

were still conducted via Zoom. 

Even sometimes, when I'm in the office with most of my colleagues, we still conduct our 
meetings via Zoom because some of our colleagues are either working remotely so they need 
to jump in for meetings via Zoom, meeting the students because they're either taking classes 
online or hybrid courses, they're not on campus. So, I meet with them mostly remotely, 
specifically, I think, when I first started, lab students were remote. So, it's a little more 
convenient, especially since it had commuter students for them to log in remotely. 

Like Oliver, Mayer highlighted the increased accessibility brought about by remote 

technology: 
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So, all the remote technology that we now use is something that has made it more accessible 
in terms of being able to go to meetings and students to meet with us when they're you know, 
at home, let's say sick, but they want to still meet with somebody because they need to talk 
about something. They want to do that. I’m like, “You don't have to.” But they're like, “No, 
but I can just do it. I'm just sitting at home anyway. I can't come to campus, but I can talk to 
you. “And I’m like, “Okay”. 

 
Shelly also emphasized the indispensable role of technology and the accessibility it brought to 

the program, sharing, 

I have to say without technology, our program wouldn’t perhaps be existing this way. We 
couldn’t make it because they can't keep commuting from their campus and travel back to the 
office, and it's a lot for them to do. So, technology makes things easier. 

 
As an Administrative Tool 

 
Participants extensively discussed the multifaceted role of technology in administrative tasks, 

spanning areas such as finance, budgeting, and notetaking. Out of the 12 participants, a quarter (3 of 

12 [25%]) explicitly highlighted their reliance on technology for these administrative tasks. Danny 

delved into the financial and budgetary dimensions, illustrating the tools integrated into the university 

portal. 

The other thing we use is on the portal there’s a number of things, so I go into Banner 
everyday which is how I check my budgets. There's an online budget transfer tool. We use a 
Market platform a lot and that's to process payments for things, especially for the student 
club. So that's a really useful tool, because at my last job it was all pen and paper where we 
did that. Here all the vendors set up profiles in the Market platform, and then we use invoices 
to pay them. 

Mayer also noted the application of novel technology for administrative efficacy: 
 

I know people who work at our university, who sometimes don't know what to write for this 
description of this event. So, they use [ChatGPT], and it gives them a pretty good description 
of an event, and then they kind of edit that. 

 
Consisting of Technological Devices 

 
Aside from the main findings, participants shared how physical technological devices are 

being used in their workplace. For example, a participant brought up the usage of a technological 
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FINDING #2 
Most participants (66%) stated that user engagement is a challenge while using technology. 

Participants described the following challenges while using technology: 
● Experiencing technological constraints: (4 of 12, 33%)
● Feeling pressure to rapidly respond to students and colleagues: (4 of 12, 33%)
● Lacking technological skills: (3 of 12, 25%)
● Lacking the tools & resources to use the technology: (1 of 12, 8%)
● Having to deal with technological advances: (1 of 12, 8%)

device, namely Virtual Reality (VR) headsets. Mary elaborated on the distribution of VR kits to 

students, ensuring the smooth continuation of a tutoring program initially conducted in person. This 

VR tool played a crucial role in sustaining tutoring, particularly during challenging times like 

COVID-19, by allowing students to participate from diverse locations, and effectively overcoming 

geographical constraints. 

Finding #2 

Participants were questioned about the difficulties they face with technology during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The majority (66%) highlighted user engagement as a common challenge. 

User engagement refers to the interaction between individuals and the technology used. The outline 

below of Finding 2 offers a summarized presentation of the data related to Finding #2. 

Outline of Finding #2 

Dependent on User Engagement 

Most participants [8 of 12, (66%)] highlighted a common challenge in using technology—the 

effectiveness of using technology in the workplace is dependent on others engagement on the 

technology platform. Joey expressed his perspective, noting, 

You know, I can understand that there's some pushback, but at the same time there are certain 
things that can be done. But there's a lot of people who have kind of an older mindset, who 
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just won't allow it to be done. They just think that you can't possibly learn without being in 
front of a teacher in a classroom, and things like that. 

 
Mayer expressed optimism about technology but highlighted the difficulty arising from 

others' reluctance of using technology: “I'm positive [using technology]. It's other people. Some 

people don't want to learn. But our students are using it, so we need to learn it.” Annie echoed 

Mayer’s sentiments, stating, “And then, technologically, there's just some challenges for folks who 

are, I would say, folks who are over 50. It's kind of challenging for them sometimes to be able to 

engage.” 

Nancy shared her experience, illustrating how some colleagues, while supportive of the vision 

of how technology would be used to meet the department goals, faced challenges in integrating 

technology due to departmental constraints: 

So, you can have, for example, when we launch the app, some of the complaints from my 
colleagues, who I absolutely respect and love, were like, ‘Nancy, this is awesome, I love this 
vision. I love what you’re doing here. I love that this is going to be great for students, but I 
can’t integrate it into my work, because my department is back in the 80s. You know that 
kind of thing, or like technology-wise is still back in this different time zone, right? 

 
One of the main users of technology platforms in higher education is the students. Farah 

emphasized the importance of student buy-in for technology initiatives: 

We had a lot of students buy-in already, so it wasn't like we needed to convince students to 
use it because if you have a platform, but students aren't on it, then it's sort of like, there's no 
point in connecting students with it. 

Mary discussed the challenges of having people transition back to in-person activities after 

adapting to the online environment during the pandemic: 

I think that it was actually more challenging once everyone got used to the online 
environment to transition back in person. Just because again, there is a lot of fear, there is a 
lot of trepidation, and how are we going to offer our services? Do we revert back to pre- 
COVID or are we more mindful of certain things, for instance, wearing masks and social 
distancing, and then fulfilling the requirements of the University, so that we abided by the 
guidelines of the COVID era... 
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Experiencing Technological Restraints 
 

Participants detailed the challenges they face when utilizing technology in their day-to-day 

professional responsibilities. 4 of 12 participants (33%) noted the setbacks they confront due to 

technological restraints. Mary provided insights into the obstacles she encounters, stating, 

So, when I think of those challenges that I face sometimes, there are impediments to 
delivering what I would think would be a better form of service to students, and I would try to 
negotiate with our Director to see if there's other like for instance, like I know that we had 
other accounts that provided food, so maybe collaborating with other programs, combining 
programs. So that way, students that participate in either program had access to that event, 
and kind of met some sort of need. 

 
Concurrently, Nancy illuminated the ongoing fragmentation of utilizing various systems, 

expressing dissatisfaction with the lack of an integrated platform. She remarked, 

So, it's still very fragmented. Instead of where you log into one system, and then you can say, 
okay, I want this, and it's nice, it's not set up that way at all. The integration is not there, and 
then it's not at the level it should be, or it could be one, and then two, that's what happens at a 
large PWI, where it's very decentralized right? So, every professional school has its vendors 
that they like to work with. I think they're doing the best that they can, but it is kind of 
decentralized. 

Danny voiced frustrations with a specific technological platform: 

Yeah, I think Salesforce has been a big pain point for me. So much so that I keep saying the 
phrase like I could do this without the technology because that's how I used to do it. And 
that's been surprising to me because I used to love getting new technology, but I think 
because it got in the way of our progress. 

 
Echoing similar sentiments, Alice expressed frustration, 

There are still regular monthly meetings to just check in on things, and it's been frustrating 
because they [Salesforce] don't typically listen to us when we say, “Hey! It would be great if 
you all built this into your system" 

 
 
Feeling Pressured to Rapidly Respond to Students and Colleagues 
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Another challenge participants shared was the pressure to respond quickly to chats or emails 

to either student or colleagues. 4 out of 12 participants (33%) noted this as a challenge while using 

technology. Mary highlighted this, expressing, 

But then with technology and with COVID-19, we were always on our computer. And so, the 
faster response times were one of those, I think for me one of the personal challenges. It was 
keeping up with everything that was going on. 

Echoing similar sentiments, Nancy emphasized the changing pace of technology and 

information sharing, stating, 

We asked students what they wanted to know and what they needed. And students wanted to 
kind of get that information a lot more quickly. The pace of technology and the pace of 
information sharing…is a lot quicker than it was in the past. And so, we must keep up with 
that. Students kind of expect information really, really, quickly. And just like they get 
information from everywhere else. And so, we kind of need to respond to that. 

Shelly addressed the challenges posed by communication platforms like Slack, saying, “And 

Slack is back and forth, back, and forth. So, I think that gives me a challenge of responding timely 

and checking all kinds of messages in different channels.” 

Patty identified time as a personal challenge in responding to technological demands, stating, 

“There are always some other priorities than to sit down and learn. So, I think it's time. Although I 

wanted to, I'm excited, and I know this will help you, but the time is a personal challenge.” 

Lack of Technological Skills 

3 out of 12 participants (25%) participants also expressed their limited technological 

proficiency as a challenge when using technology. Mary noted, “It's more of a personal challenge 

where…I don't feel my ability to engage in the social media platforms is at par with the student 

population.” 

Similarly, Annie acknowledged her ongoing struggle with technology, stating, “I'm getting 

better at Excel, which is not super technological, but for some reason Excel really bothers me, and I 
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FINDING #3 

can’t ever get things right there. So that’s my biggest internal challenge.” Shelly also shared her 

struggle with the use of a technological platform because it differs from her way of working by 

sharing, 

[Slack] takes so much time to go back there, and I think it's not email which has a strong 
search, you know keywords and search. So overall I think that's a challenge, but I think it's 
within my control because I can overcome more negative impressions and emotion towards it 
and just roll with it. 

 
Lack of Tools & Resources 

 
Shelly expressed the challenges of engaging with technology when lacking essential tools and 

resources and feeling hindered by the absence of necessary equipment to proceed with using 

technology. 

Advances in Technology 
 

The rapid advancement of technology was expressed as a challenge by participants. An 

example of advances in technology would be generative artificial intelligence. Nancy mentioned the 

emergence of ChatGPT. She highlighted that she feels intimidated by such rapid advancements due 

to the absence of conversations with her colleagues on how this technology may impact their work. 

Finding #3 

Participants discussed how they learned to overcome the challenges associated with 

technology usage. An overwhelming majority, 10 out of 12 participants (83%), conveyed that 

engaging in peer conversation facilitated their ability to overcome technological challenges. The 

outline below provides an overview of the data related to Finding 3. 

Outline of Finding #3 
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Learning Through Conversations with Others 

Participants detailed their strategies for overcoming technological challenges, emphasizing 

the role of conversation in the learning process. A substantial majority, 10 out of 12 participants 

(83%), attested to the efficacy of engaging in conversations with peers to enhance their technological 

proficiency. Alice recounted her experience, emphasizing the importance of communal 

understanding: 

Just having people get it, understand that this platform really isn't easy to use, so let's talk 3 
ways. We had a hole in the fall semester when we finally came to a place where it was like we 
cannot use Salesforce the way it is anymore. We came up with this whole document of what 
is going wrong. So, it's nice to have that community within our office where we all feel this 
way... But we do need to make our voices heard, and we set up meetings with IT to advocate 
for ourselves. 

Danny highlighted her preferred learning style: 

So sometimes, when I really don't understand what to do when I'm using new technology, I'll 
ask a colleague if they could get on Zoom with me and share their screen so I can watch them 
do it. Because I think sometimes learning technology goes back to our learning styles and 
works best. So yeah, so sometimes I ask somebody to take me through it. 

Farah conveyed her initial challenges with virtual platforms: “I would say when we first switched to 

a lot of the virtual platforms at the beginning, if systems weren't as intuitive, sometimes it felt like 

when I would work with colleagues because I wasn't able to navigate it.” Mary underscored the value 

of designated contact persons: 

Having a contact person for these different companies that developed the software was also 
really helpful. Even like I said, when we weren't able to make contact with them, knowing 

A strong majority of participants (83%) stated that they learn to overcome the challenges of 
using technology by having peer conversation. 
Below are other methods in which participants learn to overcome this challenge: 

• Experiential Learning [7 of 12, (58%)]
• Research and Reading [6 of 12, (50%)]
• Formal Learning [3 of 12, (25%)]
• Learning Through Reflection [3 of 12, (25%)]
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who to email and knowing that you can email them at any time and expect a response was 
really helpful, especially as you were implementing these in the early days. 

Nancy echoed the sentiment of having a designated point person: 

When it comes down to a new technology…what I've learned is I need to have my technology 
safety blanket kind of thing, right? So a person or something or somewhere to go to that can 
explain some basic things when I need the explanation I can think of maybe two colleagues, 
three colleagues immediately that I can just pick up the phone and call and say, okay, I'm 
feeling funky about this, can you help me navigate this, or what can you tell me about how to 
how to handle this question or this concern about this particular platform? 

 
Shelly acknowledged the expertise of those around her: 

Everybody around me is a tech expert. They work at Microsoft, or all kinds of very top 
companies, like tech companies, like Oracle, and they work in my company as a result, as you 
know. So, we, I remember I reach out to them, they help me. 

 
Experiential Learning 

 
The challenge of using technology was overcome by experiential learning. 7 of 12 

participants (58%) shared that experiential learning through hands-on, practical experiences as a 

central part of the learning process helped them overcome the challenges they faced with technology. 

Rather than relying solely on traditional classroom instruction or theoretical knowledge, experiential 

learning involves engaging learners in direct, active experiences that allow them to apply and reflect 

on what they are learning. Patty simply noted, “It was just kind of navigating and exploring along the 

way as learning it.” 

Farah described how conducting trial technology runs is helpful for her and her peers. 

We're going to use this semester as a semester of trying so even if we don't like the platform 
is it because we haven't used it before or we don't know how to use it so let's really use this 
semester to play out all the kinks and nuts and bolts, and I think that was really helpful for 
team morale because it helped people be like, “Okay this is what we're going to try, and it's 
not like we're not trying, but really figuring out what we'd like to see in our next platform.” 
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Danny emphasized her hands-on involvement, sharing, “So sometimes I try to find ways 

where I can be in the system, more so I can actually feel the frustrations myself, so I’ve done that a 

little bit.” 

Highlighting the significance of practice, Oliver commented, 

But the more practice you get, the more that you use it, you kind of figure out those extra 
nuances of like, oh, yeah you have to click on this to make sure that you share your song. You 
have to click on this to get a little hat and a little confetti and when you want to say congrats 
while you are talking over something. 

Joey underscored his motivation, expressing, 

But I think kind of what drives me to always try to figure out what I can do to utilize 
technologies is that I don't like to be bored. I don't like to waste my time, so if there's a task 
where I'm just clicking a drag and clicking and dragging, something like that. If I can figure 
out a way to not do that, you know, that saves my sanity…That lets my brain refresh to do 
something else…So, I think that for me it's worth taking the time to explore. 

Research and Reading 

Participants navigated and surmounted the challenges associated with technology by 

independently delving into research and readings. 6 of 12 participants (50%) shared the use of 

research and reading. Carlos elaborated on his approach, stating, 

So really just Youtubing, there’s videos for everything, just about everything. So, like, even if 
it's just understanding how to do breakout rooms, understanding how to utilize host key 
features for someone to kind of like take over as a host, things of that nature. So, a lot through 
YouTube. And then, like, since we do utilize Zoom significantly for classes and things of that 
nature, their FAQ as well. Kind of like parsing through their FAQs and things of that nature 
has been a good resource for me. 

Oliver emphasized YouTube as a go-to resource, saying, “YouTube. That's one of my go-tos, 

if I get stuck on something, I just YouTube it or I Google, "How to do this?" Yes, one of the first 

things because I'm just like, that's how I learned how to figure things out quickly.” 
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Joey shared, “If I can't figure something out. If I don’t know, see where it’s going, then my next 

option is like Google, YouTube, you know, watching videos, and just kind of seeing how things 

work.” 

Shelly outlined her approach, stating, “So, I Googled. I used YouTube. I remember I had to 

do my own research before asking for help, because I know my help will arrive very late, so I have to 

figure it out myself and try it out”. 

Formal Learning 

Utilizing formal learning as a strategy to overcome technology challenges was a learning style 

shared by participants. Danny elaborated, “So, the University as a whole organizes these Salesforce 

lunch-and-learns. So, I've attended those, I've met with our Salesforce rep, I've gone to their ed 

sessions at their virtual conference”. 

Farah emphasized the value of user guides and personalized assistance: 

Sometimes there will be user guides which are helpful…They will do a general user guide of 
how to get from Point A to Point B, and then the person, the staff member, who is an expert in 
it, she's really good about screen recording what she can see on her screen, and then sending it 
to me so that I can compare to see if, like is it that I don't have access, and our screens look 
different or is it that I just don't know where to go? So that's been helpful. 

Oliver mentioned a workshop organized by the central office: “But we also sort of had a workshop on 

it. And it was very brief. So, it was like, yeah, it was someone from the central office who came to 

talk to us about it.” 

Mary shared the benefit of capturing the knowledge of the new technology platform that will 

be used by multiple people in a formal learning environment: “Regarding training, I developed 

training sessions and modules with the aid of our lead peer tutors. They also were very helpful in 

identifying glitches and communicating them with me. I would then work with GoBoard to resolve 

the tech glitches.” 
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Learning through Reflection 
 

In addressing the challenges associated with technology use, 3 out of 12 participants revealed 

that they employ reflection as a learning strategy to overcome these hurdles. Oliver shared his 

experience, stating, 

I feel going through those different applications and seeing what worked and what didn't work 
really helped me out to really understand, I think this is the best platform to use with students 
specifically because this is going to make things easier. 

 
Mayer expressed the occasional overwhelming nature of technology: “I think sometimes with 

technology, it can be overwhelming with the number of things you can do. And so sometimes, I'm 

just like, “how do I do this? What should I do?” 

Mary articulated her reflective process, drawing on past experiences and seeking diverse 

perspectives: 

I'll go ahead with VR. I knew nothing. What do I know? So, I knew that there was this 
headset. And so, they asked me if I wanted to start a pilot program. It was a great opportunity, 
but I didn't know what the program meant or what the goals of the program were, what the 
learning outcomes were… so I thought of, what do I know about our Peer Tutoring Model? 
What goals do we want to accomplish? We want to support students academically. We want 
to help them with their STEM courses and learning Math and Chemistry. And this is simply a 
tool, so how can I build a program around this really innovative developing tool? 

 
 

Finding #4 

When asked about what other factors influenced the use of technology, the majority of 

participants (8 of 12, [67%]) stated that having a supportive leader influenced the use of technology. 

Support from the leader can mean having the space and encouragement to use the technology. The 

outline below offers a summarized presentation of the data related to Finding #4. 

Outline of Finding #4 
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Having a Supportive Leader 

 
A leader's stance and support play pivotal roles in shaping the trajectory of the use of 

technology within the organization. Examining the perspectives of the participants, 8 of 12 (67%) 

highlighted the positive impact of supportive leadership on technology utilization. Alice discussed 

how her leader served as an advocate for her team: 

I think that her main thing was that she would advocate for us. So, she would be the one 
speaking up in meetings with IT, bringing things up to her supervisor. The university can be 
really hierarchical sometimes and she knows that. So, I think sometimes she would say things 
that we had brought up to her because she knows that it would sound better coming from her. 
Or she's also good at telling her boss, “Hey, this is what's going on? Would you mind 
mentioning it because it's going to come even better from him?” So, she is really good at 
navigating that. 

 
Similarly, Danny shared the importance of a warm, optimistic, and clear leader: 

So, I think somebody who knows how to present it in a way that’s warm. I've had a lot of 
people try to talk me through technology and use really clunky words, or really talk over my 
head about things, and I just can't think, when somebody really talks with me about it, and is 
really empathetic. 

 
Farah stated how leadership in her role is student-centered: 

I've been lucky in that the people that's the leadership that I've been reporting to are very 
intentional about how hybrid work affects our office. So, for example, there's 5 days a week 
that we work Monday through Friday, but our office is always open all 5 days of the week, 9 
to 5 each day, and it's because leadership was intentional about being open for students to 

FINDING #4 
 

A majority of participants (8 of 12 [67%]) state that having a supportive leader influenced the 
use of technology. 
Participants described other uses of technology as the following: 

 
● Having an open mindset about technology [5 of 12, (41%)] 
● Having an idea of how to use the technology [4 of 12, (33%)] 
● When the team is onboarded with the use of the technology [2 of 12, (16%)] 
● When the technology is used to build community [ 2 of 12, (16%)] 
● Understanding different communication styles [1 of 12, (8%)] 
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serve students. So, there isn't a day where we're closed, but with staffing we make sure that 
we're in. 

Oliver also emphasized the value of autonomy that a leader provides, 

My supervisors let me be autonomous. That's how that's how I work. Tell me what you want 
from me, and I'll do it. If I need help, I will ask you for help. I don't like people hovering over 
me. I'm confident, I know what I'm doing. Just as long as you tell me what you need from me 
but if you're not clear with what you're asking, I will ask you lots and lots and lots of 
questions. 

Similar sentiments about having the space to explore were noted by Joey: 

I know my previous supervisors aren't really tech savvy, but I think once I was able to show 
or build my credibility that I can, you know, make some changes. They did give me the space 
to be like, “Okay, well, you know, try some different stuff out.” They didn't give me the 
money, but they definitely gave me the opportunity to try different things and see what works 
better, and then talk about why, I think these things work and see if they can be used. 

The value of trust from a supervisor was mentioned by Patty: 

The first thing that came to my mind is trust. I would say she trusts me to explore it myself, 
either that's Constant Contact or Salesforce, or any other new things we had to explore. So, 
she asked me to explore it to see whether that could be helpful to us and then she wouldn't ask 
or question much. That's the trust I appreciate. 

Having an Open Mindset about Technology 

Participants revealed the pivotal role of an open mindset toward technology, with 41% 

emphasizing its influence on their tech usage. Nancy articulated her evolving perspective, stating, 

I think my attitude in general is just being open to technology beforehand. I think it just 
heightened my openness about technology, I think that heightened during COVID and it was 
scary. It was when you don't know much about it and you're forced to do it and you're like, 
“Oh, my gosh! What am I? What?” Because you don't know what you don't know 
right…You're like, okay, I'm going into this, just hoping I don't mess up, you know, kind of 
thing. And so, I think it goes back to just the openness hasn’t really changed, it just got 
heightened. 

Mary echoed this sentiment, sharing, “So, the pre was sudden and scary, but the post was also 

a little bit of trepidation, more excitement, I guess, because we were resuming in-person events. But I 
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think the thing with resuming in-person events is being mindful of a completely different world that 

we're entering.” 

Farah expressed her enthusiasm for technology, envisioning its potential to streamline daily 

tasks: 

I’m probably super excited for technology because I think it has the potential to make the 
day-to-day a lot easier, more seamless, especially if you're able to set up things in advance, 
and then just have it deployed at a time when you're ready, so you can work on things during 
your downtime, and then just have it set up automatic. 

Carlos, sharing a positive stance, highlighted potential faculty reservations, stating, “I'm very 

positive. Kind of like, whenever there's new technology for it, I think it's just sometimes faculty 

might not. They might see it as just one other thing to do added to their plate type of thinking. But 

overall, I think it's helpful.” 

Present New Ideas 

The utilization of technology was also influenced by individuals introducing new ideas and 

plans for its implementation. Alice expressed this, stating, “I think part of that is having new people 

in the office where maybe some new ideas are welcomed in terms of like, what is our social media, 

how do we utilize that?” 

Bringing in new concepts of how to use technology not only facilitates the exploration of 

innovative processes but also enhances efficiency. Patty recounted an experience, saying, 

One time I was complaining [about the current process], with someone in engineering. I was 
complaining just kind of getting it out of my mind to him. But then he mentioned, “Why don't 
I create this program for you then that can help you? It's basically a Python program that I can 
do in 5 seconds for you.” That totally opened up my mind. 

Like Patty, Joey highlighted, “I think in peak COVID time, because everybody just had to 

figure out how to do something, it's kind of like, you know whoever has the ideas, you know, bring it 

forward. And so, I think there's a lot more reception to try new things and whatnot.” 
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Mayer also shared how students contributed to utilizing technology for enhanced efficiency. 

“And he was the president of our students, our graduate student council. But he ended up working 

and going like, if we could do reimbursements this way, and working with us to kind of find 

accessible ways to do reimbursement.” 

Using Technology During Onboarding 

The integration of technology was significantly influenced by the collective agreement of 

team members. Farah articulated this, stating, “It is really like the whole team needs to be doing this, 

because that's the only way it can be successful, as if we are doing all this together, and students are 

doing it all together, and everyone knows how to use it.” 

Carlos echoed a similar sentiment, noting, 

I think on that piece it [using new technology] works if everyone is on board, like if everyone 
is on board for using it the way that it's intended to be used, and I mean everyone so ranging 
from the Registrar's office, Financial Aid Office, Bursar as well, and also just kind of driving 
that organizational change to implement it to the departments. I think that's the piece that is 
really hard. 

 
Alice also shared how she developed a written communication strategy so that everyone was 

informed of the new technology platform to be deployed. She stated, “I sent out emails to our student 

org leaders showing them videos and screenshots of what the platform looked like to hopefully 

increase attendance. I also highlighted this new program in our office's newsletter that went out to all 

students.” 

Wanting to Build a Community 
 

The incorporation of technology was also shaped by the aspiration to foster a sense of 

community, as highlighted by 2 out of 12 participants (18%). Annie expressed this perspective, 

stating, “So, for me, what I do is because I want to build that community first, I think it's really hard 



88 

to engage staff members if you're not building the community with them. And to keep in mind that 

I'm at the Central Office, and they're at the campus.” 

Nancy further emphasized how she used technology to keep connections strong during COVID: 

…during COVID-19 we ended up actually creating something that was really nice, because 
we were able to integrate elements that we obviously didn't integrate when we were in- 
person. For example, you know, award recipients were able to get their awards next to their 
parents. If their parents were somewhere else, they could send a video clip congratulating 
their son or daughter, and we put it in. So, we were able to kind of create that specialness in a 
different way, and I think really did help us make it more personable in some ways. 

Understanding Different Communication Style 

Various verbal and written communication styles and modes significantly impacted how 

technology was utilized and how information was interpreted. Shelly emphasized the importance of 

comprehending the unique communication styles when utilizing technology. By recognizing and 

adapting to the different communication styles, Shelly highlighted the crucial role that effective 

written and verbal skills played in maximizing the benefits of technological tool. 

Summary of Findings Chapter 

In this chapter, the study's findings were systematically presented in alignment with the 

research questions. The individual interviews unveiled insights into how student affairs professionals 

learned to integrate technology into their daily tasks. The discussion encompassed the challenges 

participants encountered when dealing with technology, the factors that facilitated their technological 

utilization, and the strategies employed to overcome technological challenges. The inclusion of 

substantial quotations from participants served to authentically portray the perspectives and situations 

examined in the research study. 

The first finding in this study underscored the predominant role of technology as a 

communication platform. Participants described their diverse use of technological platforms, 
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employing them not just for internal staff communication but also for engaging with students. The 

spectrum of communication methods spanned from conventional emails to platforms like Zoom, 

which simulated the in-person experience. Furthermore, participants described other facets of 

technology use, including the adoption of multiple systems, the integration of technology prompted 

by COVID-19, tools enhancing accessibility, the employment of technology for administrative 

purposes, and the utilization of technological devices. 

The second finding in this study revealed that a significant number of participants identified 

resistance from other users to use the technology tool as a notable challenge when using technology. 

The absence of the desire to use technology by users posed a hurdle, especially when collaborative 

work needed to be accomplished using the technology system. Additionally, participants outlined 

additional challenges associated with technology usage, including restrictions on technology access, 

the demand for quick and pressured responses, insufficient technological skills, a lack of necessary 

tools and resources, and the daunting task of managing the rapid creation of new technologies. 

The third finding in this study indicated that a significant majority of participants overcame their 

technology challenges through peer conversation. Participants also described additional methods for 

overcoming these challenges, including experiential learning, independent research and reading, 

formal instruction facilitated by an instructor or subject matter expert, and learning through reflective 

processes. 

The fourth and final finding highlighted that a majority of research participants emphasized 

the pivotal role that supportive leadership had in influencing technology adoption. Furthermore, the 

promotion of technology use was facilitated by an open mindset towards its application, a clear 

understanding of how to use the technology, collective team buy-in to utilize the technology, 
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leveraging technology to foster community-building, and a nuanced comprehension of diverse 

communication styles. 

How the Findings Address the Research Problem 

To better understand the findings, the researcher aligned each research question with the 

primary findings to address the central question and objective of this study: how student affairs 

professionals learned to use technology to further their work during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

answers to the central question became the analytic categories used to frame the findings for analysis 

and interpretation. 

Analytical Categories 

To extract deeper significance from the discoveries for analysis, the researcher matched each 

research question with the key findings and subsequently addressed the central inquiry of the study: 

to explore, with a group of student affairs administrators who counseled and advised students, their 

perceptions of how they learned to use continually evolving technology to advance their work in the 

future. The responses to the central inquiry of the study served as the analytical categories used to 

structure the findings for analysis and interpretation. The first analytical classifications focused on 

the participants' descriptions of their perception of how technology was utilized in the workplace, 

wherein they described using technology to communicate with others. To further understand how 

student affairs professionals learned to use technology to enhance their work, the second group of 

analytical classifications concentrated on how they learned to overcome resistance. Overcoming 

resistance included dealing with general resistance to using technology, an inability to keep pace with 

new technology, and a lack of management support. These challenges were addressed by engaging in 

peer conversations and having supportive leadership. The illustration of this process is depicted in the 

figure below. The identified analytic classifications encapsulated the key findings, providing insights 
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into the factors influencing how student affairs professionals learned to use technology to enhance 

their work. Details of these analytic classifications were presented in Chapter V. 

Analytic Categories for how SA professionals learn to use technology to further their work 

Student Affairs professionals learn to 
use technology to further their work 
by: 

Figure 3: Analytic Categories Adapted from M. Volpe (2011) Model 

1. Using technology as a
communication platform

2. Overcoming resistances,
engaging in peer conversation, and
having supportive leadership

Research Question Finding Statement 

How do participants describe their current use of 
technology? 

A strong majority of participants (75%) described the use of 
technology as a significant communication platform 

What challenges do participants face with their 
current use of technology? 

A majority of participants (66%) indicated levels of resistance 
from other users, inability to keep abreast of new technology, 
and lack of management support as primary challenges they 
face. 

In what ways do participants say they learned to 
overcome the challenges they face? 

An overwhelming majority (83%) of participants learned 
to overcome the challenges they faced primarily through 
peer conversation. 

What other factors influenced participants’ ability 
to accelerate the use technology in their work? 

A majority of participants (67%) stated that supportive 
leadership influences their ability to maximize their use 
of technology in their work. 
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CHAPTER V: ANALYSIS, INTERPRETATION & SYNTHESIS 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of student affairs professionals 

working in both public and private higher education institutions regarding how they learned to use 

technology, with the aim of gaining insight into how their work would evolve in the future. Given 

that COVID-19 is a recent phenomenon, the literature reviewed discussed the impact of how student 

affairs professionals perceived technology. By conducting this study, the researcher hopes to 

contribute to the growing body of literature analyzing the relationship between student affairs 

professionals and technology. 

The following four research questions were addressed in this study: 

1. How did participants describe their current use of technology?

2. What internal and external challenges did participants say they faced with their current use of

technology?

3. In what ways did participants say they learned to overcome the challenges they faced?

4. What other factors influenced participants’ ability to optimally use technology?

These research questions were addressed by the following findings: 

1. A strong majority of participants indicated that they used technology as a communication

platform.

2. A majority of participants stated that the lack of user engagement was a challenge while using

technology.

3. An overwhelming majority learned to overcome technological challenges through peer

conversation.

4. A majority of participants described that having a supportive leader influenced their use of

technology.
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This chapter aims to offer analytical and interpretative perspectives on the findings outlined in 

Chapter IV. 

This chapter is divided into two sections: Part I - Analysis, which details the analyses based on 

the identified analytic categories mentioned in the last chapter and Part II - Interpretation, which 

seeks to impart meaning to the analyses; once again, in the context of the two analytic categories and 

provide any additional discussion around the interpretation. The analytical process and interpretation 

are guided by the two analytic categories introduced at the conclusion of Chapter IV (Findings), 

addressing the central question posed by this research: how student affairs professionals learned to 

use technology to further their work: 

1. Using technology as a communication platform

2. Overcoming resistances, engaging in peer conversation, and having supportive leadership

Categorical Groupings 

The proficiency of student affairs professionals in employing technology and overcoming 

associated challenges significantly influenced their adaptation to the rapidly evolving technological 

landscape. This adaptation was crucial for aligning institutional processes with external technological 

advancements. During the data collection process, student affairs professionals actively detailed their 

experiences with current technology usage, both internal and external challenges encountered, their 

methods for overcoming these challenges, and other factors influencing their technology use. The 

diversity of responses among the student affairs professionals indicated variations in how they 

processed information, assimilated novel approaches, and innovated their work methods. 

Considering participants’ descriptions of their experiences, the researcher identified three 

qualitatively distinct groups among the sample population: Pioneers (8), Conventionalists (3), and 

Resistors (1). These three categorical groupings are not absolutes but rather, loose categories that 
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helped the researcher organize the findings in relation to how participants perceived technology and 

reacted to its use in the workplace. The previously mentioned classifications stemmed from student 

affairs' responses on integrating internal and external challenges associated with technology usage. 

The main driving force behind the categorization is the interest in the innovation of technology. 

Although it was not studied in this research, a possible driver that carries out the interest in 

technology may also be the institutional climate towards technology. Below, each group—Pioneers, 

Conventionalists, and Resistors—is delineated and utilized to scrutinize how student affairs 

professionals learned to navigate and surmount technological challenges in their daily 

responsibilities. 

Two notable limitations existed regarding the categorical groupings. Firstly, data collection 

occurred within a one-hour interview timeframe. Consequently, the insights shared during this 

limited window may not have fully captured the breadth of participants' day-to-day technology usage 

and experiences. Secondly, validation of the categorical groupings with participants was not 

conducted due to the timing constraints of the research. This absence of validation raised concerns 

about the accuracy and reliability of the groupings' representation. 

Various demographic factors, including age, gender, and years of experience, were 

scrutinized to ascertain their potential influence on the utilization of technology among student affairs 

professionals in the workplace. Despite conducting an exhaustive analysis, the researcher found no 

discernible evidence of a correlation between demographic factors and the study's outcomes. 

Pioneers 
 

Pioneers demonstrated an optimistic outlook towards technology, eagerly seeking out 

information and gaining firsthand experience to seamlessly incorporate it into their daily practices. 

They are characterized by their proactive nature as they transform innovative ideas on technology 
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usage into concrete workplace solutions. The Pioneer members of this group included Nancy, Carlos, 

Patty, Mary, Oliver, Joey, Danny, Farah, and Mayer. 

Conventionalists 

Conventionalists demonstrated a keen interest in technology but preferred to have concrete 

evidence of the technological efficacy. They relied extensively on research to inform their adoption 

of technological tools. While proficient users of technology and open to embracing advancements, 

they prioritized adherence to established norms and procedures that might be already established 

within the higher education institution. This inclination towards caution of using technology delayed 

their willingness to engage in innovative thinking and proactive experimentation of using technology, 

and this distinguished them from the more adventurous mindset of Pioneers. The Conventionalist 

members of the group included Alice and Annie. 

Resistors 

Resistors faced significant hurdles when it came to embracing technology, often feeling 

apprehensive and hesitant to integrate it into their daily activities. They frequently found it 

challenging to adapt to its usage as quickly as their peers, leading to the feeling of hesitancy and 

resistance. Shelly was the sole Resistor member of the group. 

Analysis and Synthesis 

Analytical Category 1: Using technology as a communication platform 

The analytic category was used to analyze the research question: 

1. How did participants describe their current use of technology?
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The researcher grouped the participants into three loosely defined categories: Pioneers, 

Conventionalists, and Resistors. In the following discussion, the researcher references the participant 

groups with respect to Analytic Category 1. 

Research Question 1 

The first research question addressed understanding the technological tools that student affairs 

professionals used to conduct their day-to-day jobs. A strong majority of participants (75%) indicated 

that they use technology as a communication platform. 

Significant Communication Platform 

Communication platforms were tools utilized by student affairs professionals in their daily 

activities. A significant majority of participants emphasized the pivotal role of communication in 

driving their responsibilities. In this dissertation, communication platforms encompassed features 

such as video conferencing, instant messaging, email, and file sharing (e.g., Zoom, Teams, Skype, 

Gmail). Each participant group—Pioneers, Conventionalists, and Resistors—held distinct 

perspectives on and approaches to communication platforms within the higher education setting. 

Pioneers exhibited a keen understanding of existing communication technology tools while 

actively seeking innovative ways to leverage them in the rapidly evolving higher education 

landscape. Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, ubiquitous use of video conferencing platforms like 

Zoom and Teams became commonplace, yet Pioneers, exemplified by individuals like Mayer, 

demonstrated initiative by taking forward-thinking approaches to reimagining communication 

platforms for a hybrid work environment. These Pioneers highlighted two essential skills: adept 

problem-solving and a commitment to enhancing efficiency. For instance, faced with the challenge of 

disseminating information to students during the pandemic, Carlos ingeniously employed Google 

Voice as a communication solution. Furthermore, Pioneers such as Mary, Oliver, Danny, and Carlos 
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transcended traditional email communication, exploring innovative technologies like texting and 

scheduling platforms to optimize effectiveness in their work processes. 

While there were certain parallels with Pioneers, Conventionalists primarily relied on the 

communication tools available to them without actively seeking out novel solutions. They 

acknowledged the effectiveness of these tools in their daily tasks yet refrained from exploring or 

implementing novel communication technologies to enhance their workflow. Notably, individuals 

such as Annie underscored the utility of existing communication tools (e.g., Zoom, Teams, Outlook) 

in navigating their responsibilities both during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The third group, the Resistors, stood in stark contrast to the Pioneers and Conventionalists 

cohorts, notably grappling with the adoption of communication platforms widely embraced by their 

peers. While the Resistors acknowledged the potential of technology tools to facilitate workplace 

written and verbal communication, their perspective diverged from that of the Pioneer and 

Conventionalist groups, leaning towards a more critical and challenging view of technology's role in 

fostering conversation amongst colleagues. 

All three groups shared a mutual understanding of the importance of communication 

platforms in their workplace. Pioneers consistently introduced innovative approaches to leveraging 

these platforms to foster the conversation that can take place in the workplace, while 

Conventionalists recognized the value of communication platforms but typically adhered closely to 

existing norms without exploring beyond established practices. Meanwhile, Resistors utilized 

expected communication platforms but encountered challenges in fully optimizing the technology 

tools at their disposal. 

Analytic Category 2: Overcoming resistances, engaging in peer conversation, and having 

supportive leadership. 
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Analytic Category 2 was used to analyze the three research questions: 

1. What challenges did participants face with their current use of technology?

2. In what ways did participants say they learned to overcome the challenges they faced?

3. What other factors influenced participants’ ability to accelerate the use of technology in their

work?

As depicted above, the researcher categorized participants into three distinct groups: Pioneers, 

Conventionalists, and Resistors. In the subsequent discussion, the researcher referred to each of these 

groups in relation to Analytic Category 2. 

Research Question 2 

The second research question aimed to uncover the challenges encountered by student affairs 

professionals in utilizing technology. The findings illuminated a spectrum of both internal hurdles, 

such as motivational and personal constraints, and external obstacles, including organizational 

constraints, budget limitations, user engagement, and departmental issues, experienced by 

participants within higher education contexts. Notably, the study revealed that a majority of 

participants cited external challenges, particularly user engagement, as significant hurdles in their 

technology utilization endeavors. 

User Engagement 

User engagement in technology involves individuals’ involvement, interaction, and usage 

with various technological products and platforms. The findings of the research noted that user 

engagement posed a significant challenge, often arising from resistance to adopting innovative 

technologies in favor of familiar tools and established work methods. Moreover, within higher 
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education settings, organizational or departmental resistance to technology adoption could exacerbate 

this challenge, further hindering effective technology utilization. 

Within the Pioneer group, fostering user engagement presented a notable challenge. In 

addition to the previously mentioned factors influencing user engagement, Pioneers highlighted other 

users' lack of recognition of technology's relevance or value in their roles, leading to apathy. 

Individuals such as Joey, Nancy, Mary, and Mayer recounted instances of encountering resistance 

when introducing modern technologies for work. Given their inclination toward technology adoption 

and integration, Pioneers often faced pushback as they endeavored to enhance user engagement in the 

workplace. 

Both Pioneers and Conventionalists acknowledged the challenge of user engagement, yet 

their perspectives diverged in their direct experiences. Pioneers encountered user resistance firsthand, 

whereas Conventionalists observed it from a more detached vantage point. This distinction not only 

highlights differing viewpoints on technology adoption and utilization within distinct groups but also 

underscores variations in the roles and responsibilities of student affairs professionals concerning 

technology implementation in the workplace. 

Regarding the Resistor perspective, it sheds light on the challenges that Pioneers or 

Conventionalists may have encountered when dealing with resistant users. For example, Shelly 

described experiencing a lack of support and pressure to excel in technology, which made her feel 

like she was falling behind her peers. 

Research Question 3 
 

The third research question aimed to uncover the ways in which participants learned to 

overcome the challenges they faced while using technology. An overwhelming majority learned to 

overcome technological challenges through having peer conversation. 
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Peer Conversation 

All groups actively engaged in navigating and overcoming technological challenges by 

having conversations among colleagues, co-workers, or supervisors, serving as a pivotal strategy. 

This shared practice of learning-centered conversation underscored a commonality among Pioneers, 

Conventionalists, and Resistors, who engaged in discussions about optimal technology solutions. 

Through this exchange, they gained invaluable insights and innovative solutions that may have 

otherwise eluded them. Nancy, a Pioneer, aptly characterized this conversation as a potent blend of 

knowledge-sharing and problem-solving, a sentiment echoed by all three groups. 

So a person or something or somewhere to go to that can explain some basic things when I 
need the explanation you know I can think of maybe two colleagues, like three colleagues 
immediately that I can just pick up the phone and call and say, okay, I'm feeling funky about 
this, can you help me navigate this, or what can you tell me about how to how to handle this 
question or this concern about this particular platform? 

While all groups acknowledged engaging in conversation with their colleagues, Pioneers 

mentioned direct engagement with professional technology experts, such as university IT personnel, 

service representatives, or the customer service desk of their technology platform. Carlos, Oliver, 

Danny, and Mary exemplified this initiative-taking approach by actively seeking assistance directly 

from individuals with specialized expertise in technology. This inclination to seek help from IT 

professionals not only suggested that Pioneers possessed a strong grasp of technology but also 

reflected their awareness of the limits of their own understanding. By actively pursuing professional 

advice, they demonstrated a commitment to overcoming technological challenges effectively and 

efficiently. The IT department's influence extended to the understanding and adaptation of emerging 

technology. Thus, IT departments created space for conversations around governance, structure, and 

organizational culture in the use of technology. 

Research Question 4 
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1. What other factors influenced participants’ ability to accelerate the use of technology in their

work?

The fourth research question aimed at other factors that may have influenced how they used 

technology. The majority of participants shared that having a supportive leader influenced their use 

of technology. 

Supportive Leadership 

All participants emphasized the significant influence of supportive leaders on their technology 

utilization. Descriptions of these leaders from both Conventionalists and Pioneers embodied some 

characteristics of digital leadership. However, the study sample may not have been able to fully exert 

digital leadership due to their position in the organizational hierarchy and the nature of their roles. 

Digital leadership is typically required at higher levels within the higher education organization to 

bridge the disconnect between academic and administrative demands for new technology use. 

Technology can serve as a bridge to integrate student services with the rest of the university, and 

supportive leaders within the organization can help bridge that gap. 

According to the participants' accounts, supportive leaders not only encouraged their use of 

technology but also had a vision for how technology platforms could enhance existing work 

processes. For instance, Joey, a Pioneer, noted, "My previous supervisor was pretty supportive. As 

long as the end goal [of the technology platform] supported the students, recruitment, and retention." 

This illustrates how supportive leaders understood the value of technology for the higher education 

institution and its potential to drive institutional performance. 

Trust and empathy emerged as common characteristics used by all groups to describe the 

leaders who influenced their technology usage. When leaders fostered an environment where 
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individuals felt trusted to explore, make mistakes, and learn, they created a safe space for staff 

members to explore the use of new technology platforms and software. 

Interpretation 

The information gained from the data analysis for the study is presented in the interpretation. 

The interpretation was highly subjective given it was the researcher’s own analysis deduced from the 

findings, incorporating the data and literature. The interpretation section was organized using the two 

analytical categories that were presented in the analysis section of this chapter. 

Analytical Category 1: Using technology as a communication platform. 
 

One critical point highlighted in the analysis section was the invaluable role of 

communication platforms in the workplace, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. These 

platforms facilitated connections, a vital aspect in the 21st century for higher education institutions 

aiming to prioritize student-centric experiences (Deloitte, 2022). As student affairs professionals 

found themselves dispersed into various locations due to the pandemic, it reshaped the dynamics of 

when and where people worked. The availability of communication platforms such as Microsoft 

Teams, Skype, and Google Suite proved instrumental, enabling student affairs professionals to 

connect with their colleagues and students despite physical distance. This underscored how in-person 

communication was no longer a prerequisite for completing work tasks efficiently. 

All three types of student affairs professionals (Pioneers, Conventionalists, and Resistors) 

discussed the importance of communication platform tools in their work. A Gallup Poll identified 

seven 21st-century skills essential in the workplace, with only three directly linked to how student 

affairs professionals utilized technology as a communication platform, namely collaboration, skilled 

communication, and technology usage (Levy & Sidhu, 2013). While the levels of these skills may 

have varied among Pioneers, Conventionalists, and Resistors, their combination was crucial for 
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student affairs professionals in utilizing technology as a communication platform in the future of 

work. As the future of work demanded new technical and communication skills, as well as adaptive 

and initiative-taking skills (Gagné et al., 2022). 

This researcher observed that Pioneers possessed both technical expertise and initiative-taking 

skills when using communication platform technology. They demonstrated two essential digital 

leadership competencies: the courage to leverage communication platforms to enhance their work 

processes and foundational technological competencies (Phillips, 2021). Conversely, 

Conventionalists, while comfortable with using communication platforms due to their foundational 

technological competencies, did not exhibit the same level of courage or initiative. Resistor student 

affairs professionals struggled with establishing a solid technological foundation and were resistant to 

adopting current technologies. The absence of full digital leadership within the response of 

participant was present within all participants. but considering the lack of foundational technological 

competency among Resistors, it was unlikely that they would exhibit leadership competencies for 

digital leadership. 

Analytic Category 2: Overcoming resistances, engaging in dialogue, and having supportive 

leadership. 

Analytic category two was based on the findings from research questions two through four. We begin 

this portion of the interpretation by discussing digital leadership and adult learning to provide context 

for the analytic category two and the interpretation that will follow. 

Digital Leadership 
 

As outlined in Chapter II, Fullan's leadership model comprised five themes: moral purpose, 

understanding change, relationship building, knowledge creation and sharing, and coherence making 
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(Fullan, 2001). Fullan described leadership complexity for student affairs professionals in a culture of 

change as not merely providing reactive superficial solutions but offering deeper understanding, 

collaboration, and sustainable solutions (Fullan, 2001). Developing digital leadership skills for 

student affairs professionals entailed prioritizing relationships, strategic communications, leadership 

philosophy, and embracing change (Cabellon & Payne-Kirchmeier, 2016, p. 41). A digital leader 

proficiently uses technology and is comfortable experimenting with its capabilities while 

understanding how technology fits into the larger higher education ecosystem (Cabellon & Payne- 

Kirchmeier, 2016). 

In higher education, digital leadership was crucial for introducing and integrating innovative 

technology modalities to benefit students, enhance relationships between students, faculty, and staff, 

foster innovation, and build a sense of community. Leveraging the IT department in every higher 

education institution to establish governance, structure, and culture for technology use and to foster 

digital leadership growth within faculty and student affairs professionals could help prioritize 

bridging the relationship and collaboration within higher education. Ultimately, fostering digital 

leadership within the university can help the university to have a positive culture towards technology 

and use technology in innovative manners within their work, which will benefit the organization to 

stay competitive in the market. Within this study the response of participants showed the absence of 

full digital leadership. The research shed light to the need for different leadership approach to provide 

technical support for users of new technology – one that is learner- centered and available and 

accessible to faculty and administrators as they engage in the use of technological innovation. 

Adult Learning 

In this section of the chapter, the researcher delves into the adult learning method that 

emerged in the study and explores how student affairs professionals learn to overcome challenges 
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associated with using technology in their workplace. As discussed in Chapter IV and earlier in this 

chapter, discussion with peers emerged as a predominant method for addressing these challenges. 

According to Brookfield and Preskill (1999), critical discussion involves openness to rethinking and 

continuous rounds of questioning, arguments, and counterarguments. When dialogue is democratic, it 

allows for diverse viewpoints, self-awareness, self-critique, informed action, and mutual growth. 

Engaging in conversation with others as a learning method broadens horizons and exposes 

individuals to new realms of thought and imagination (Brookfield & Preskill, 1999). 

How did adult learning principles and digital leadership manifest in the findings? When asked 

about the challenges faced by student affairs professionals when using technology, how they learned 

to overcome these challenges, and any other supporting factors in their technology use, most 

participants initially mentioned user resistance as a major challenge. User resistance was universally 

acknowledged by all three groups. Pioneers and Conventionalists discussed firsthand experiences of 

encountering user resistance to new technology. However, despite this initial resistance, both groups 

took the initiative to implement technology in the workplace. Pioneers and Conventionalists 

demonstrate digital leadership skills through their technological competencies and their overarching 

support for implementing technology, seeing it as beneficial to the larger higher education ecosystem. 

Interestingly, Resistors acknowledged their own resistance when learning to use different technology 

platforms, reflecting a high level of self-awareness. 

When overcoming technological challenges, most participants emphasized how having 

learning-centered conversation with others helped mitigate their issues. All groups highlighted how 

having someone to talk to during their encounters with technology challenges was beneficial. 

Engaging in conversations with others exposed individuals to different perspectives and potential 

solutions they may not have considered previously. With regard to fostering the adult learning skills 
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of engaging in peer conversations to learn how to use technology to overcome technology, IT 

departments within higher education can help bridge the gap around the use of technology. The 

service provided by IT departments is to upkeep and maintain the technology equipment and 

resources within higher education institution; thus, it is appropriate that IT is at the center of bridging 

the gap of technology usage between administrators and faculty. 

Lastly, most participants mentioned factors such as supportive leadership as aiding in 

overcoming technology challenges. Pioneers and Conventionalists described supportive leadership as 

leaders who trusted them and provided them with the space to experiment with technology. Even if 

the supportive leader lacked direct technological savvy, their willingness to explore technology's 

capabilities, especially when understanding its positive impact on the higher education organization, 

demonstrated elements of digital leadership. 

Summary 
 

With the varied approaches to how student affairs professionals adopted technology in their 

workplace, three distinct groups emerged based on their perceptions, acceptance, and behaviors 

towards it. These groups, termed Pioneers, Conventionalists, and Resistors were delineated from the 

findings, which were distilled into two analytical categories: using technology as a communication 

platform and how professionals overcome resistance, engage in peer conversation, and experience 

supportive leadership. 

Pioneer student affairs professionals exhibited a notably favorable attitude towards 

technology, often embracing exploration of its usage. In contrast, Conventionalist professionals 

lacked the same level of proactiveness, preferring to adhere to established technology tools already in 

place. Resistor professionals, on the other hand, harbored hesitancy towards technology, struggling to 

grasp technological tools as swiftly as their counterparts. 
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In terms of learning to use technology to enhance their work, Pioneer professionals displayed 

a proactive approach, seeking out ways to leverage technology further. Conventionalists tended to 

utilize existing technology tools provided to them without venturing into exploring new platforms or 

methods. Conversely, Resistors felt overwhelmed by the prospect of using technology at work. While 

these tendencies varied in their approach to learning technology in their work, all groups shared a 

common goal of engaging in conversations with peers to overcome technology challenges and 

relying on supportive leadership. When it comes to peer conversations to overcome the difficulties of 

using technology, the individuals that the participants spoke to tend to be more knowledgeable about 

technology than they were. IT departments can be a possible influence and a growing department 

within higher education to foster the peer conversations around the use of technology. 

Revised Assumptions 

 
As noted in Chapter I, the researcher shared three assumptions related to the study. In light of the 

findings presented in VI and the analysis presented earlier in this chapter, the three assumptions are 

revisited and discussed against the findings and analysis. 

1. Informal and incidental learning are major factors in cultivating the skills to learn the 

evolving technologies in the workplace. Having been a student affairs professional who 

worked during COVID-19, one of the strongest assumptions was that informal learning, 

through engaging in conversations with peers, emerged as the preferred method for most 

participants to overcome technology challenges. This form of learning not only fostered 

knowledge exchange but also provided a platform for sharing best practices, troubleshooting 

issues, and talking through challenges with peers. Additionally, experiential learning, where 

professionals gained firsthand experience using technology in the workplace, was closely 

followed by peer conversation. By immersing themselves in hands-on tasks and actively 
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experimenting with different technological tools, participants enhanced their proficiency and 

adaptability in utilizing technology to meet the demands of their roles effectively. 

2. The student affairs professionals who went beyond transferring the in-person modality to

the online modality will engage in critical thinking, reflection, and inquiry to identify the

problem and delve into the problem at a deeper level. Generalizing the critical thinking

abilities of student affairs professionals who transitioned from in-person to online modalities

was challenging due to the qualitative and anecdotal nature of the research findings. However,

individuals like Nancy and Mayer, who were tasked with adapting in-person orientations to

online formats, demonstrated innovative approaches to recreating the student experience

digitally. Similarly, Mary, who was responsible for transitioning in-person tutoring to an

online setting, explored novel tools such as VR to bridge the gap for students lacking

traditional face-to-face interactions for tutoring experiences. While it was tempting to assume

that these Pioneer professionals possessed heightened problem-solving abilities, the extent of

their critical thinking and reflective practices remained uncertain.

3. The student affairs professionals who exhibited critical thinking, reflection, and inquiry

skills went beyond demonstrating technological competencies skills and were more likely to

transition into the organizational competencies or even the ethical competencies in their

digital leadership skills. Given the challenge of identifying based on the second assumption,

it is difficult to ascertain if the student affairs professionals went beyond demonstrating

technological competency skills to organizational or ethical competencies identified in Figure

1.

Contributions to the Literature 
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The researcher hopes this study has contributed to the existing literature in three ways. Firstly, 

it expanded on adult learning theories by providing insights into how student affairs professionals 

learned to overcome the challenges of using technology through engaging in peer conversation. 

Subsequently, it highlighted experiential learning, research, and reading as other avenues through 

which the challenge of using technology was overcome. Secondly, the study shed light on the 

influence of supportive leaders on technology use in the workplace. Given that user engagement was 

a major challenge, supportive leaders possessed digital leadership skills to provide the collaboration 

and support needed in the higher education community to overcome the struggles of user 

engagement. Such support was essential for any higher education administrative staff to develop a 

strategy for creating a virtual community that matched or exceeded the in-person higher education 

experience. Lastly, the study provided insights into how student affairs professionals used technology 

in the workplace through communication platforms. It also examined how the future of work in 

higher education was modeled using these platforms, underscoring the importance of facilitating 

effective verbal and written skills and collaboration among one another in the evolving landscape of 

higher education institutions. 

Researcher Reflections 
 

From a personal perspective, the researcher continued to reflect on the ongoing surge in 

technology, even after completing this dissertation research. For example, Generative AI, particularly 

ChatGPT, stood as a prominent topic for possible post-dissertation research. ChatGPT was 

mentioned only once during the interview, and it was not extensively discussed nor mentioned 

throughout the interviews. The researcher believes this may have been due to possible factors such as 

the timing of the post-COVID-19 boom of ChatGPT, limited understanding of AI capabilities, lack of 
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technological readiness, or a lack of prominent discourse around the application of automated 

administrative tasks. 

Given that the data for this study was collected toward the end of COVID-19, the researcher 

could only imagine how much ChatGPT may have influenced and continued to influence how 

student affairs professionals carried out their day-to-day jobs in 2024, especially since higher 

education institutions were beginning to provide clearer policies and governance about the usage of 

the platform. The researcher had experienced the impact of generative AI in her workplace as a 

consultant, with generative AI being incorporated into her day-to-day job in drafting emails, taking 

meeting notes, creating presentation materials, and generating ideas. The researcher’s workplace had 

emphasized the importance of providing instructional courses on generative AI backed with adult 

learning methodologies such as experiential learning, conversations with others, and informal and 

formal learning. 

The experience of using technology along with human capabilities such as soft skills had 

allowed the researcher to see how the use of technology could further enhance the future of work. 

With innovative technology being introduced frequently in the workplace, the researcher pondered 

that responses might vary widely if the same dissertation were conducted with student affairs 

professionals navigating the post-COVID world. 

The researcher underscored the significance of human factors, including empathy, trust, care, 

and interpersonal conversation in supporting student affairs professionals in adopting and addressing 

the challenges of technology. Amidst the current era of rapid technological growth, professionals 

should view technology not as something to be revered or feared, but as a tool to be used with human 

generative qualities. 



111  

Despite the perception that technological tools drove efficiency, it was the combination of 

human capabilities and innovative skills that made technology effective according to the data derived 

from this study. The interplay between innovation and human factors greatly influenced the 

utilization of technology in higher education settings. The researcher saw technology as a tool that 

would free up student affairs professionals’ time in their time-consuming work and might allow for 

more creative and innovative ways to enhance the higher education ecosystem. 
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CHAPTER VI: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction and Overview 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of student affairs professionals 

working in both public and private higher education institutions regarding how they learned to use 

technology, with the aim of gaining insight into how their work would evolve in the future. The 

following research questions were considered for the purposes of the study: 1) How did participants 

describe their current use of technology? 2) What internal and external challenges did participants say 

they faced with their current use of technology? 3) In what ways did participants say they learned to 

overcome the challenges they faced? 4) What other factors influenced participants’ ability to 

optimally use technology? 

The research study uncovered three findings. First, a strong majority of participants indicated 

that they used technology mainly as a communication platform. Second, participants commented that 

the lack of user engagement was a challenge while using technology. Third, participants described 

how they learned through peer conversation to overcome the difficulties they may face while using 

technology. Fourth, participants shared that having a supportive leader influenced the use of 

technology. Analytic categories were determined after reviewing the data collected through the 

research. The following analytic categories were developed: 1) Using technology as a communication 

platform; 2) Overcoming resistance, engaging in peer conversation, and having supportive leadership. 

Conclusions 

The researcher drew the following four conclusions after considering the interpretive findings 

of the research study: 

Conclusion One 
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The researcher concluded that as the nature of work rapidly shifts, communication technology 

tools rapidly evolve to respond to changes in the workforce. 

The technology platforms that student affairs professionals described they used to 

communicate varied from video conferencing tools to virtual reality headsets. Student affairs 

professionals had to change the way they used technology and communicate with their colleagues to 

enhance the student experience and continue academic operations, even during the pandemic. It is 

important to note that the communication technology tools that student affairs professionals 

mentioned in their interviews may soon become obsolete due to how quickly technology is evolving, 

prompting them to learn to use new platforms once again. 

Conclusion Two 

The researcher concluded that user resistance was at the center of the challenges when using 

technology by student affair professionals. 

At the core of technology usage and overcoming its challenges were people. It's 

understandable for individuals to have resistance toward adopting something new and unfamiliar. 

Findings highlighted user resistance as one of the primary challenges in technology adoption. This 

resistance also shapes the higher education climate and organizational culture regarding technology 

perception. Therefore, climate and culture must be considered when adopting and implementing new 

technology. The primary obstacle to technology adoption was people themselves. Employees' 

perceptions need to evolve regarding how they perceive technology, which can in turn positively 

influence the organizational climate. Collaborative work becomes challenging when coworkers 

exhibit resistance toward using a technology platform. Interestingly, the findings did not identify 

technological platforms and tools themselves as significant challenges. It's as if people are both the 

problem and the solution, leading to the third conclusion. 
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Conclusion Three 
 
The researcher concluded that to overcome the challenges of using technology, student affairs 

professionals must engage in peer conversation with others. 

In the findings, it became evident that participants learned to overcome their technology 

challenges through conversations with others. These findings illuminate how peer conversations 

served as a platform to discuss potential challenges and collaboratively devise solutions. Student 

affairs professionals frequently engaged in conversations with individuals possessing subject matter 

expertise or greater technological proficiency. These interactions offered valuable opportunities to 

seek guidance, share experiences, and explore innovative solutions for effectively overcoming 

technology-related obstacles. 

Conclusion Four 
 
The researcher concluded that other factors such as having a supportive leader helped with 

overcoming the challenges of using technology. 

In addition to engaging in conversations with colleagues, the presence of a supportive leader 

who encouraged and advocated for the use of technology was another crucial factor in overcoming 

these challenges. Supportive leaders created an environment where student affairs professionals felt 

empowered to explore and experiment with technology, fostering a sense of autonomy in their learning 

journey. These leaders offered a 'sandbox' where professionals could freely explore technological tools 

and innovations to enhance their task performance effectively. 

The digital proficiency of a supportive leader may not be a hindrance, as their focus lies more 

on nurturing a supportive and caring environment conducive to learning and growth. By instilling 

confidence in their employees and highlighting the potential benefits of technology in the workplace, 

these leaders inspired their team members to embark on a journey of technological exploration. The 
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encouragement and support from leaders instilled a sense of security and confidence in employees, 

enabling student affairs professionals to overcome the challenges associated with technology use more 

effectively. 

Recommendations 

The researcher offers several recommendations for the higher education organization and 

student affairs professional on how to navigate the future of work. 

Recommendations for Institutions of Higher Education 

The technological ecosystem of higher education institutions underwent a shift during 

COVID-19 as more educational technologies emerged. As these technologies have continued to 

redefine work processes for greater effectiveness and efficiency, higher education institutions had to 

prioritize skills for adaptability and agility, not only for student affairs professionals but also for 

faculty members. To prioritize the skills necessary to foster the growth of technology within their 

institution, higher education institutions had to work towards bridging the disconnect between student 

affairs professionals and faculty members, which could arise due to various reasons such as 

differences in priorities, goals, and understanding of individual roles within the higher education 

landscape. 

The findings of this study demonstrated that technology, primarily perceived as a 

communication platform, was extensively used in the workflow of student affairs professionals. 

Therefore, this communication platform could be leveraged to bridge the gap between professionals, 

enabling effective conversation with a shared commitment to student success and fostering a positive 

university community. 

Additionally, higher education institutions had to examine the organizational climate and 

culture, and its receptiveness towards using technology in the workplace. Without a positive culture 
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and constructive outlook about technology, higher education institutions would have had difficulty 

providing and facilitating the necessary space for higher education professionals to engage in peer 

conversation, foster collaboration, and enhance technology usage. 

Higher education institutions could leverage their IT department to advertise and demonstrate 

the positive aspects of technology to students, faculty, and student affairs professionals, and be more 

proactive in changing how professionals view technology within the institution. Supportive leaders 

emerged as a crucial factor in assisting student affairs professionals to overcome challenges of using 

technology. Therefore, the IT department could be a partner within higher education institutions to 

implement leadership training programs and cultivate a professional culture conducive to developing 

such leaders. By doing so, institutions would have people who understand the value that technology 

can bring to the higher education landscape. 

Recommendation for Student Affairs Professionals 

As the workforce evolved exponentially for student affairs professionals post COVID-19, 

learning how to use technology, and overcome its associated challenges became increasingly critical. 

The findings of this study highlighted conversation as a major way to overcome these challenges by 

emphasizing the essential role of interpersonal skills in achieving technological proficiency. 

Developing the ability to collaborate effectively with others in seeking solutions to technology 

challenges is strongly advised. Furthermore, for student affairs professionals aspiring to become 

higher education leaders, it is recommended that they cultivate the skills to become supportive 

leaders. These leaders should possess technological proficiency and a deep understanding of how 

technology impacts the higher education workplace and its workforce. By honing and embracing 

these skills, leaders could effectively navigate the evolving landscape of higher education, driven in 
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part by the exponential growth of technology, and contribute to the success of their staff and higher 

education institution. 

It is also recommended for student affairs professionals to shift their perception regarding 

technology hesitancy in the workplace. Hesitancy and resistance to technology within this study 

created an organizational climate that did not favorably view its use in furthering the work of 

participants. Before focusing on collaboration skills to overcome technology challenges and 

cultivating leadership skills to become supportive leaders, changing the perception about technology 

in the workplace is necessary. This change would help alter the higher education institution's climate 

towards technology. 

Recommendation for Future Research 

Higher education continues to grow, as does the use of technology. Therefore, there is still a 

need to provide further support to student affairs professionals to assist them in learning to use 

technology in the workplace. Based on this study, several recommendations for future research are 

noted below: 

Student Affairs Professionals After the COVID-19 Pandemic 

This research study was conducted on student affairs professionals who worked in higher 

education institutions during COVID-19. Additionally, because the research was conducted towards 

the end of COVID-19, higher education institutions were learning how to conduct student experiences 

in a hybrid world. It would be fascinating to see if student affairs professionals’ perception of 

technology and how they learned to use it in the workforce may have changed since the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

Differentiating Higher Education Institution Types 
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Future studies should differentiate between student affairs professionals based on the type of 

higher education institutions they work in—large or small, urban or rural, research-focused or 

teaching-focused, private or public—because the context of the institution could affect the nature of 

the research, the perception of technology in the organization, and the use of technology in the 

workplace. 

Using Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovation Curve 

The Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovation Curve (Rogers, 1962) was not used for the categorical 

groupings of the participants because the researcher realized its usefulness after interviewing and 

categorizing them. Hence, in future studies, it is recommended to incorporate Rogers’ Diffusion of 

Innovation while designing interview questions to better understand where participants fall within the 

technology adoption spectrum. By framing questions aimed at placing participants on the curve, 

researchers can provide clearer guidance on categorizing them on the curve. Integrating Roger’s 

Diffusion of Innovation into research methods would enhance both the data quality and the validity of 

participant categorization. 

Higher Education Organizational Climate and Culture 

The institutional climate and culture have an underlying influence on how technology is 

perceived and utilized in the organization. It would be helpful for future studies to examine 

institutional climate and culture to understand how technology is used by student affairs professionals 

in that organization to enhance their work. A resistant organizational culture influences the ways of 

working and employee attitudes, behaviors, and interactions in the workplace. Additionally, higher 

education institutions that are resistant to change can impact organizational performance and growth. 

Conversely, if a higher education institutional climate strives for a positive outlook and culture 

regarding technology, it can foster collaboration and innovation, leading to higher productivity and 
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job satisfaction. Future studies would benefit from the exploration of student affairs professionals 

who work within various organizational cultures learn to use technology. 

Recommended Study Groups and Leaders in the Corporate Sector. 

This research study was conducted with university student affairs professionals only, thus the 

perspective and the mindset of how they learned to use technology in the workplace is specific to the 

higher education sector. It would be beneficial for future studies to be conducted in the corporate 

sector, as the pace of technology implementation is assumed to be more rapid, and the assumption is 

that technology adoption may be somewhat greater than for those who work in the higher education 

setting. 

Recommended Study Groups and Leaders in the Technology Start-Up Sector. 
 

Similar to the above recommendation, it would be interesting to assess how those who are in 

the technology start-up sector learn to use technology. As those who work in the technology industry 

are immersed in technology and are assumed to be up-to-speed on how it evolves, it would be 

interesting to learn how they perceive technology and how the challenges that they face may be 

similar or different from those of a student affair professional. 

Recommended Study Group Leaders in Different Generational Demographics. 
 

The research was conducted with those in the demographic age group of 30-40s. It is 

recommended that studies be conducted with those who are in their 20s, 50s, and 60s to understand 

any difference of perspective about learning how to use technology in the workplace. The research 

findings of the challenges that they face and how they overcome them may be telling of how training 

and learning and development need to be curated for different generational demographics. 

Recommended Study Groups Leader Within a Different Geographical Location or Country. 
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The study was conducted with student affairs professionals in the United States. The 

governance of higher education institutions, technology, and tools varies across countries. It would be 

of interest to conduct the same research in different countries using the same type of demographic 

population, student affairs professionals, or adjacent professionals, to understand how they learn to 

use technology in their respective higher education institutions. 
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APPENDIX B: Original Conceptual Framework 

Conceptual Framework 
 
• DESCRIPTION OF TECHNOLOGY USAGE 

o Every day I use multiple systems to get through my day-to-day job 
o The technology platforms I use in my job is with the intent of meeting the department or 

university’s goals 
o We had to bring in new technology to adjust to the COVID. We had to bring in 

technology that can continue the student experience in the virtual environment 
o There is a ro technology platform that we use in our job to either communicate internally 

with our staff or externally with our students 
• CHALLENGES (Internal and External) 

o Internal Challenges 
■ I am not too familiar with the technology that is being used in the workplace 
■ Motivation 

• Feel overwhelmed to take the time to learn new technology while 
working full time 

• A sense of resistance to learn new technology because it is replacing a 
system that I used frequently 

• Excited when new technology is introduced to the workplace especially 
if it helps with being efficient with getting a job done 

• Enjoy learning about new technology and like the challenge of learning 
something new 

■ Workplace culture 
• A positive welcoming workplace culture allows for exploration and 

risk taking 
• I am open to learning a new technology platform/system 
• A cold restrictive workplace culture makes me stay with what is 

familiar and does not encourage taking risk 
• I am hesitant to learn a new technology platform/system 
• When knowledge about technology is held by one person and is not 

passed down to others it becomes a challenge 
o External Challenges 

■ Increasing advances in technology 
• The higher ups order us to use a new technology platform/system by a 

certain timeframe. They expect us to have the technology system rolled 
out by a specific date. 

• The higher ups have a vision and goal of how technology should be 
used 

• We are compared to other departments on how we are using 
technology, and it is a challenge to match our technology competency 
to others 

■ Financial and resource restrictions 
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• HOW THEY LEARN 

• The higher ups do not provide professional development or training for 
how to use current and new technology 

• If there is a budget cut or limited financial expense to have the 
resources to continue using the most up-to-date technology 

• Not having a communication channel to ask about any technology 
related question prevents me from making progress with how I use 
technology for my job 

• If there is a problem with the internet, software, or hardware issue, it 
becomes a challenge for me to use technology for my job 

• There are regulations and/or policy about how certain technology 
system should be used and for what purposes. I feel like I am restricted 
in using the technology/system in a more freeing manner. 

o Self-directed learning 
■ I learn by taking online courses, reading manuals, watching tutorial videos 

o Experiential learning 
■ I learn by having a dummy account for the system and having the space to practice 
■ I learn by jumping into the technology/system and continuously being exposed to 

using it 
o Formal learning 

■ I learn by attending a training for the system led by a subject matter expert 
o Teaching others as a way of learning 

■ I learn by teaching others on how to use the system 
o Having the resources to learn 

■ Having the budget to teach people and hire subject matter experts help me to learn 
the technology for my job 

o Having someone who is passionate about using technology in the workplace helps me 
learn 
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APPENDIX C: Dissertation Timeline 

The table below details the timeline for completing the proposed dissertation. 

DATE ACTION 
November 2022 • Finalized dissertation proposal.

• Submitted finalized proposal to
Professor Volpe.

December 2022 • Conducted proposal hearing with
Professor Volpe and Professor Sloan
(via Zoom).

• Submitted IRB application and obtained
IRB approval.

June 2023 - September 2023 • Emailed 12participants who met the
research criteria.

• Scheduled and conducted interview with
the selected participants

• Conducted interview.
• Requested Critical Incident Report and

Demographic Survey for completion.
• Began transcribing interviews (rolling

basis).
October 2023 • Used the conceptual framework as a

guide to analyze the interview data.
• Analyzed the data from the interviews,

critical incident form, and documents.
• Reviewed major findings with Professor

Volpe and Professor Sloan.
November 2023 - March 2024 • Wrote the following chapters: (1)

Chapter VI: Findings; (2) Chapter V:
Analysis, Interpretation, & Synthesis;
(3) Conclusions & Recommendations

April 2024 • Prepared for defense with Professor
Volpe and Professor Sloan

• Defended Dissertation
April 2024 - May 2024 • Revised post-defense
May 2024 • Graduated
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APPENDIX D: Letter to Potential Participants 

Hi [Participant Name], 

My name is Anna Cho, and I am a doctoral candidate at Teacher College, and Nora Sandoval shared 
your name with me as someone who would be a good fit for my dissertation study. 

My dissertation (IRB, protocol #23-15) is a collective case study to explore the perception of student 
affairs administrators, who counsel and advise students, of how they learn to use continuing evolving 
technology to advance how they will do their work in the future. The research will focus on student 
affairs professionals who have worked in the higher education space during the global COVID-19 
pandemic. 

I am reaching out to ask if you would be interested in participating in my study? Your 
contribution will be greatly appreciated. Your professional work experiences will contribute to the 
understanding and hopefully to benefit the higher education institutions as new technology is 
impacting the future of work. 

The following is a brief outline of the study, should you partake: 
• Interviews will be conducted over the phone or through a video conferencing platform at a

mutually agreed time and date.
• Participation time is roughly 60-90 minute for the interview, 5-10 minutes to complete a

demographic inventory survey/questionnaire, and a critical incident survey.
• If you agree, the interview will be recorded to allow the researcher a more accurate reflection

of your views.
• Please note: your name and/or any other identifiers will be omitted from the report to preserve

confidentiality.

Click HERE to schedule the interview at a date/time that is most convenient for you. 
If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me by replying or at my cell at (818-326- 
0680). 
Thanks for your time and consideration. 

Best, 
Anna 
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APPENDIX E: Participant Informed Consent Form 

INFORMED CONSENT 
 

Protocol Title: Student affairs professionals and their perception and learning technology usage in a 
COVID-19 world 

Principal Researcher: Anna Cho, Ed. D Candidate, ajc2232@tc.columbia.edu, (818) 326- 0680 
 

INTRODUCTION 
You are invited to participate in this research study called “Student affairs professionals and 
their perception and learning technology usage in a COVID-19 world.” You may qualify to take 
part in this research study because you are a student affairs professional who worked in either 
the public or private higher education institution, and you have worked in the student affairs 
space during COVID-19. You will participate in a 1:1 interview, and it will take 60-90 minutes 
of your time to complete over one day. 

 
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? 

The purpose of this research is to explore with a group of student affairs administrators, who 
counsel and advise students, their perceptions of how they learn to use continuing evolving 
technology to advance how they will do their work in the future. 

 
WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 

 
If you decide to participate, you will be individually interviewed and be asked to complete a 
demographic inventory and complete a Critical Incident Survey. 

 
The interviews will be conducted either in-person or online, depending on your availability and 
comfort level with meeting in-person. You will be asked to share your experience at the 
workplace. During your interview, you will be asked to describe how you learn to use 
continuously evolving technology to advance how you would like to do your work in the future. 
It is hoped that the research study will benefit other higher education leaders who might be 
facing similar situations. With your consent, this interview will be audio-recorded. After the 
audio recording is transcribed the audio recording will be deleted. If you do not wish to be audio- 
recorded, you will still be able to participate. I will just take hand notes. The interview will take 
approximately 60-90 minutes. You will be given a pseudonym or false name to keep your 
identity confidential. 

 
In addition to the interviews, I will collect two different pieces of information: (1) the 
demographic inventory which will be sent through Qualtrics. This questionnaire is composed of 

mailto:ajc2232@tc.columbia.edu
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several questions which focus on providing further context around the data gathered in this 
research study; and (2) the Critical Incident Survey which will be sent through Qualtrics. The 
Critical Incident Survey is composed of four questions designed to ask you about a critical 
experience you would like to talk about as it relates to the state of higher education technology 
and the future of work. 

 
 

WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN 
THIS STUDY? 

This is a minimal-risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that you may experience are 
not greater than you would ordinarily encounter in daily life while taking routine physical or 
psychological examinations or tests. However, there are some risks to consider. You might feel 
embarrassed to discuss work-related issues. You do not have to answer any questions or share 
anything you do not want to talk about. You can stop participating in the study at any time 
without penalty. Your information will be kept confidential. I will take precautions to keep your 
information confidential and prevent anyone from discovering or guessing your identity, by 
using a pseudonym instead of your name and keeping all information on a password-protected 
computer and locked in a file. 

 
If you decide to interview in person, a possible risk would be person-to-person exposure to 
COVID-19 as this is the most common method of transmitting infectious viruses (e.g., flu, 
COVID-19) through direct inhalation of respiratory droplets. Simple preventive measures (e.g. 
frequent hand washing, and disinfecting the workspace) can help reduce disease 
transmission. (“For more information on requirements around in-person research, see the IRB's in- 
person research webpage”). 

 
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? 
There is no direct benefit to you from participating in this study. Using your work experience, you 
will contribute to the understanding of how new technology is affecting the future of work as well 
as benefit higher education institutions. 

 
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY? 

You will not be paid to participate. There are no costs involved in taking part in this study. 
 

WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS? 
The study is over when you have completed the individual interview, filled out the demographic 
inventory, and critical incident survey. However, you can leave the study at any time even if you 
have not finished. 
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PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY 
Any electronic or digital information (including audio (and video) recordings) will be stored on a 
computer that is password protected. What is on the audio recording will be written down and 
the audio recording will then be destroyed. There will be no record matching your real name 
with your pseudonym. The data collected and analyzed from interviews and document reviews 
will be confidential. They will be stored in Google Drive with password protection for the 
document, only accessible to me. The published data will use pseudonyms for all the participants 
and provide as few details about them as necessary to preserve their anonymity in the 
dissertation. The data will be deleted from Google Drive after publishing the dissertation. 

 
For quality assurance, the study team, the study sponsor (grant agency), and/or members of the 
Teachers College Institutional Review Board (IRB) may review the data collected from you as 
part of this study. Otherwise, all information obtained from your participation in this study will 
be held strictly confidential. This information will be disclosed only with your permission or as 
required by U.S. or State law. 

HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED? 
This study is being conducted as part of the dissertation. Your identity will be removed from any 
data you provide before publication or use for educational purposes. Your name or any 
identifying information about you will not be published. 

 
CONSENT FOR AUDIO RECORDING 

Audio recording is part of this research study. You can choose whether to give permission to be 
recorded. If you decide that you don’t wish to be recorded, you will still be able to participate. 

 
I give my consent to be recorded   

Signature 
 

I do not consent to be recorded    
Signature 
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WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY 
 

 I consent to allow written materials viewed at an educational setting or at a conference 
outside of Teachers College, Columbia University 

 
Signature 

 
 I do not consent to allow written materials viewed outside of Teachers College, 
Columbia University 

 
Signature 

 
WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? 

If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should contact the 
primary researcher, Anna Cho, Ed. D Candidate, ajc2232@tc.columbia.edu, (818) 326-0680 

If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you should contact 
the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics committee) at 212-678- 
4105 or email IRB@tc.edu or you can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia 
University, 525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY 10027, Box 151. The IRB is the committee 
that oversees human research protection for Teachers College, Columbia University. 

 
PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS 

• I have read the Informed Consent Form and have been offered the opportunity to 
discuss the form with the researcher. 

• I have had ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks, 
and benefits regarding this research study. 

• I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or 
withdraw participation at any time without any penalty. 

• The researcher may withdraw me from the research at the researcher’s professional 
discretion under which the research does not see my qualification suitable for the 
research study. 

mailto:ajc2232@tc.columbia.edu
mailto:IRB@tc.edu
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• If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue my
participation, the researcher will provide this information to me.

• Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except
as specifically required by law.

• Your data will not be used in further research studies.
• I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent Form document.

My signature means that I agree to participate in this study: 

Print name: Date: 

Signature: 

Page 5 of 5 
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APPENDIX F: Participant Demographic Inventory 

Thank you for your agreement in participating in this study. Please take a moment to complete 
the survey below. 
Please note, the information collected in this survey is completely confidential and is only used 
for research study purposes. 

Demographic Data information Sheet 

1. My gender is:
2. My age is: 23-30, 31-40, 41-50, 50+
3. My race/ethnicity is:

1. White
2. African American/Black
3. Asian
4. Latinx
5. Native American
6. Other

4. Occupation/Role title:
5. Brief description of role:
6. Number of years working in higher education:
7. Higher education institution

Thank you so much for completing this survey. Your time in participating in the study is greatly 
appreciated and will aid in the growing knowledge of the future of work in higher education. 
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APPENDIX G: Interview Questions 

I’d like to thank you once again for being willing to participate in the pilot interview aspect of 

my study. As I have mentioned to you before, my study seeks to explore with student affairs 

administrators, who counsel and advise students, of their perceptions of how they learn to use 

technology to understand the way their work is done in the future. Our interview today will last 

approximately one hour during which I will be asking you about your use and perception of 

technology, and ideas you might have about leadership in the virtual world. 

Would you be okay recording the conversation? 

Before we begin the interview, do you have any questions? [Discuss questions] 

If any questions (or other questions) arise at any point in this study, you can feel free to ask them 

at any time. I would be more than happy to answer your questions. 

Background Info Question: Can you please tell me your role, department you work in, and how 

long you have been working in your role? 

INTERIEW PROTOCAL 

((RQ #1: How do participants describe the current use of technology?)) 

1) Can you talk about a typical workday and the role technology plays in helping

you carry out your work? 

2) In what ways does your use of technology facilitate your carrying out and

completing your work? 

((RQ #2: What internal and external challenges do participants say they face with their current 
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use of technology?)) 

3) What would you say are some of the personal challenges you face when using

technology in your current role? 

4) Can you speak to challenges in using technology that may be outside your

control? 

((RQ #3: In what ways do participants say they learn to overcome the challenges they face?)) 

5) Think about when you were working through COVID, what did you do that

helped you get over the difficulties you faced using technology? 

6) As you think back over the Covid timeframe, what has been helpful for you in

tackling the problems you encountered? 

((RQ #4: What other factors influence participants’ ability to use technology optimally?)) 

7) Think about a time where you were able to comfortably use technology, what

and/or who has been an additional source of help to you? 

8) Would you describe how you came to use technology in the most positive and

beneficial manner? 
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TEXT 

APPENDIX H: Critical Incident Form 
 

In addition to the reflections, you have shared with me in the interview, please reflect on a time 

when you transitioned from in-person to remote work in Student Affairs during COVID. 

Please recall a time during COVID when you were learning to use technology to continue the 

work you have been doing in-person to online (i.e. creating student support during COVID, 

supporting you team, promoting mental health, setting up COVID relief fund, establishing long 

term technology goals). 

Recall one incident and journal your reflections for the following questions: 

Please note, the reflection you share is completely confidential and is only used for research 

study purposes. 

First and Last Name 
 

What was your task? How often did you use this technology? When did you learn to use 

this technology? 

 

 
What were challenges that were outside of your control (external) that you faced while 

using the technology (i.e., organization, leadership, department demand, connectivity 

issues, resources)? 

 

 
TEXT 

 
TEXT 
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TEXT 

 
TEXT 

What challenges were inside your control (internal) that you faced while using the 

technology (i.e. Lack of motivation, goals, direction, communication)? 

 
Select either your internal or external challenge. How did you learn to tackle the problem 

you encountered? Please describe it in a step-by-step format. 
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APPENDIX I: Participant Thank You Email 

Hi [Participant Name], 
 

Thank you so much for taking the time to talk to me in regard to your experience and technology 
in your higher education workspace. 

 
I want to ask for three additional follow up requests related to my dissertation study. 

 
1. Can you take 15min-20 min of your day to fill out the Critical Incident 

Questionnaire HERE? Please let me know if you have any questions. 
2.  Would you be able to share any resources/artifacts such as manuals, documents, 

spreadsheets, websites that aided with your learning of the technology while you were 
working in higher education during COVID-19? 

3. Do you have anyone else who works in Student Affairs who you think would be a good 
fit for my dissertation study? 

Best, 
Anna 
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APPENDIX J: Coding Legend 

● DESCRIPTION OF TECHNOLOGY USAGE 
o DT1: Use multiple systems to get through the day-to-day job 
o DT2: The technology platforms are used in the job with the intent of meeting the 

department or university’s goals 
o DT3: Brought in new technology to adjust to COVID and continue the student 

experience in the virtual environment 
o DT4; There is a communication technology platform used in the job to either 

communicate internally with staff or externally with students 
● INTERNAL CHALLENGES 

o IC1: Not too familiar with the technology that is being used in the workplace 
● Motivation 

o M1: Feel overwhelmed to take the time to learn new technology while working 
full time 

o M2:A sense of resistance to learn new technology because it is replacing a system 
that I used frequently 

o M3:Excited when new technology is introduced to the workplace especially if it 
helps with being efficient with getting a job done 

o M4:Enjoy learning about new technology and like the challenge of learning 
something new 

● Workplace culture 
o WC1: A positive welcoming workplace culture allows for exploration and risk 

taking 
o WC2:Open to learning a new technology platform/system 
o WC3:A cold restrictive workplace culture makes me stay with what is familiar 

and does not encourage taking risk 
o WC4:I am hesitant to learn a new technology platform/system 
o WC5:When knowledge about technology is held by one person and is not passed 

down to others it becomes a challenge 
● EXTERNAL CHALLENGES 

o Increasing advances in technology 
▪ ADV1:The higher ups order us to use a new technology platform/system 

by a certain timeframe. They expect us to have the technology system 
rolled out by a specific date. 

▪ ADV2:The higher ups have a vision and goal of how technology should 
be used 

▪ ADV3:We are compared to other departments on how we are using 
technology, and it is a challenge to match our technology competency to 
others 

o Financial and resource restrictions 
▪ FR1: The higher ups do not provide professional development or training 

for how to use current and new technology 
▪ FR2: If there is a budget cut or limited financial expense to have the 

resources to continue using the most up-to-date technology 
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▪ FR3: Not having a communication channel to ask about any technology 
related question prevents me from making progress with how I use 
technology for my job 

▪ FR4: If there is a problem with the internet, software, or hardware issue, it 
becomes a challenge for me to use technology for my job 

▪ FR5: There are regulations and/or policy about how certain technology 
system should be used and for what purposes. I feel like I am restricted in 
using the technology/system in a more freeing manner. 

● HOW THEY LEARN 
o Self-directed learning 

▪ SD1: I learn by taking online courses, reading manuals, watching tutorial 
videos 

o Experiential learning 
▪ EL1: I learn by having a dummy account for the system and having the space 

to practice 
▪ EL2:I learn by jumping into the technology/system and continuously being 

exposed to using it 
o Formal learning 

▪ FL1: I learn by attending a training for the system led by a subject matter 
expert 

o Teaching others as a way of learning 
▪ TWL1: I learn by teaching others on how to use the system 

o Having the resources to learn 
▪ RL1: Having the budget to teach people and hire subject matter experts help 

me to learn the technology for my job 
o PTL1: Having someone who is passionate about using technology in the workplace 

helps me learn 
● LEADERSHIP 

o LEAD1: There is a “moral purpose” in making positive changes in the workplace 
community 

o LEAD2:There is a recognition of the impact that change, implementation, and 
integration will have on the organization 

o LEAD3:There is a fostering of intrinsic motivation, supporting continuous 
feedback and improvement, encouraging teamwork, and influencing all of the 
parties in the workplace 

o LEAD4:Interaction between different stakeholders to collaborate and resolve 
issue is present 

o LEAD5:There is an understanding of the value of creating and sharing 
knowledge 

o LEAD6:There is a meaningful experience of the culture of change 
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APPENDIX K: Frequency Table – Finding #1 

RQ1: What is the description of use of technology? (N=12) 
 

 
 

 
Interviewee 

A 
significant 

communication 
platform 

Multiple 
systems 

A student 
engagement 

tool 

Brought in 
due to 

COVID 

Allows for 
accessibility 

As an 
administrative 

tool 

Consist of 
technological 

device 

Alice    X    
Annie X   X  X  
Carlos X X  X   X 
Danny X X  X  X  
Farah  X X     
Oliver X X   X   
Joey X  X     
Mayer X    X X  
Mary X X     X 
Nancy   X X    
Shelly X  X  X   
Patty X X X     
Total 9 6 5 5 3 3 2 

 9/12=75% 6/12=50% 5/12=42% 5/12=42% 5/12=25% 3/12=25% 2/12=16% 
 

Major Finding: Most participants (83%) described the use of technology as a significant 
communication platform. 
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APPENDIX L: Frequency Table – Finding #2 

RQ2: What are some of the challenges while using technology? (N=12) 
 

 
Interviewee 

User Engagement Technology restriction 

Pressure 
and 

speed to 
respond 

Lack of 
technological 

skills 

Lack of 
tools 

Advances in 
Technology 

Alice  x     
Annie X   X   
Carlos       
Danny X x     
Farah       
Oliver X      
Joey X      
Mayer X      
Mary X x X X   
Nancy X x X   X 
Shelly X  X X X  
Patty   X    
Total       

  
8/12=66% 

 
4/12=33% 

4/12=33 
% 

 
3/12=25% 

1/12=8 
% 

 
1/12=8% 

 
Majority Finding: Most participants (66%) stated that user engagement is a challenge while 
using technology. 
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APPENDIX M: Frequency Table – Finding #3 

RQ3: How do you overcome the challenges of using technology? (N=12) 
 

 
 
 
 

Interviewees 

 

 
Through peer 
conversation 

 
Through 
Experiential 
Learning 

Learning 
through 
research & 
reading 

Through 
formal learning 
(ex: 
trainings/work 
shops) 

 
Learning 
through 
reflection 

Alice X     
Annie X X    
Carlos X X X   
Danny X X  X  
Farah X X  X  
Oliver X X X X  
Joey X X X  X 
Mayer   X  X 
Mary X  X  X 
Nancy X     
Shelly   X   
Patty X X    
Total      

 10/12= 67% 7/12=58% 6/12= 50% 3/12=25% 3/12=25% 
 

Majority Finding: A strong majority of participants (83%) stated that they learn to overcome the 
challenges of using technology by having peer conversation. 
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APPENDIX N: Frequency Table – Finding #4 

RQ4: What are other factors influencing the use of technology? (N=12) 

Interviewee 

Having a 
supportive 

leader 

Having 
an idea 

Having an 
open 

mindset 
about 

technology 

When the 
team is 

onboard 

When it 
impacts 
students 

Wanting to 
build 

community 

Understanding 
different 

communication 
style 

Alice 
Annie X X X 
Carlos X X 
Danny X 
Farah X X X X 
Oliver X 
Joey X X X 
Mayer X 
Mary X 
Nancy X X X 
Shelly X X 
Patty X X X 
Total 8/12=67% 4/12=33% 5/12=41% 2/12=16% 2/12=16% 2/12=16% 1/12=8% 

Majority Finding: A majority of participants (67%) stated that having a supportive leader 
influenced the use of technology. 
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Appendix O: Participant Demographic Inventory Table 

Participant 
Identified 
(n=12) 

Age 
Range 

Gender Race/Ethnicity Duration of 
working in 
higher 
education 

Institution 
Type 

1 - Alice 26-30 Female White 6-10 years Private 
2 - Annie 31-40 Female Asian 6-10 years Public 
3 - Carlos 31-40 Male Latinx 6-10 years Private 
4 - Danny 31-40 Female White 11-15 years Private 
5 - Farah 26-30 Female Asian 6-10 years Private 
6 - Oliver 31-40 Male Latinx 6-10 years Public 

7 - Joey 
31-40 Male African 

American/Black 
6-10 years Private 

8 - Mayer 31-40 Male White 6-10 years Private 
9 - Mary 31-40 Female 6-10 years Private 
10 - Nancy 31-40 Female Latinx 11-15 years Private 
11- Shelly 31-40 Female Asian 1-5 years Public 
12 - Patty 31-40 Female Asian 6-10 years Private 
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