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Marjorie Hopkins
I have no doubt that each of us in our various Student 
Development roles has come to the end of the 
academic year and breathed a huge sigh of relief that 
the students were gone for the summer, and that a 
change of pace was coming.  Those of us who have 
been in Student Development for a few years know 
that this is the routine.  But what happens when the 
sigh of relief is inadequate?  What happens when we 
venture down the road of compassion fatigue, or burn 
out?  The goal of this article is to outline what these are, 
and some basic strategies and ideas of how to cope 
in healthy ways. The general outline and data for this 
article comes from a lecture given by Bob Edwards at 
Emmanuel Bible College.  His lecture was a summary of 
a B. McDermott’s work entitled “Some Days the Dragon 
Wins: Helping Wounded Helpers Heal”.
 B. McDermott (2001, as quoted by B. Edwards 
(2009)) explains compassion fatigue in this way: 
“prolonged exposure to compassion stress and all 
that it evokes (e.g. traumatic recollections) leads 
to compassion fatigue, a state of exhaustion and 
dysfunction (biological psychological and social).”  
Some may raise the question, but how does this 
relate to Student Development?  Many of the issues 
faced within our departments on a daily basis include 
suicidality, personal injury, injury or death of friends or 
loved ones.  Some of our students come from abusive 
situations where the threat of harm to their lives and 
safety is ongoing, even while they are students.  Many 
of us hear the stories of our students and we experience 
a deep grief over the road their life journey has taken 
them.  The truth is that we work in an area that demands 
compassion.
 What then are the warning signs?  How can  

Intrusive Intervention 
and Student Success

Terry Symes
University and College education has traditionally 
held to the Darwinian philosophy that only the strong 
survive. That is, success comes only to those who by 
genetics or luck possess the particular set of attributes 
and skills that allow them to connect with a given 
institution and its style of education: Students who 
have the “right stuff” graduate, those who do not, do 
something else.  The next step for this philosophy was 
that failure and/or dropout statistics are seen as criteria 
of quality and hallmarks of high standards.   
 This puts the burden on the student to 
demonstrate that they have more to do with their 
achievement than their educational institution does.  

Stressless 
In my work with Learning Services, I equip students 
with practical skills to cope with stress.  For instance, I 
showed Kathy how to do a Semester Map—a technique 
to plan  prep-time according to the worth of each as-
signment.  Afterwards, she plunked her four month 
calender on my desk, sighed with relief and said,  “It’s 
great to see how all my work can get done!”  Then she 
groaned.  You could see the stress taking hold as the 
realization hit her; she had a truck-load of reading to 
do.  Kathy is not alone.  One university survey found 
that 73% of students felt “overwhelmed” by their work1.  
Along with practical help, Kathy needed to know how to 
think about stress differently.  It’s usually an eye opener 
when I tell students that stress is generated through 
an inner reaction rather than an outer event2.   A final 
exam or (in our case), a conflict with a colleague are 
certainly potential stressors.  If we view these events as 
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Would she make it? Would she in fact see the splendor of 
Lake of the Fall, an alpine lake with legendary status nes-
tled in the heart of  great Rocky Mountain wilderness? Or 
would she stop and fall short of the dream that had been in 
our minds and hearts for eight months. The sore, raw  and 
bleeding blisters on the back of both heals, now covered 
with mole skin compliments of the trip doctor, screamed 
no – stop the pain! And yet she pushed on with the sup-
port of her colleagues and a burning desire to taste the 
promised land. 

The trail twisted and turned through the subalpine firs 
and spruces, as ten students and three  teachers me-
thodically marched in single file along rocky ground.  
Speckles of light found their way through the thick 
forest to the moss-covered forest floor. The smell of 
mushrooms, juniper and moss intermittently wafted 
through the air. The steady uphill trail finally gave way 
to a sharp decline as the trail dropped sharply to a 
rushing boulder-filled mountain stream. The ice cold 
water was a refreshing precursor to what was to come. 
The student pressed on. 

The final several kilometers to the lake lay ahead, but 
to get to the relatively flat meadow trail leading directly 
to the lake, we would have to tackle the most intense 
pitch of the 45 kilometer hike. Thankfully there was a 
trail. Historically, hikers climbed directly up a waterfall, 
and in one case the displacement of a large rock that 
rolled downhill ended tragically for another hiker.  Al-
though relatively short, we would be on our hands and 
knees at times. 

Although the mole skin was providing some comfort 
for the student, every step up the hill drove her heels 
back into boot. Blister on leather – blister on leather 
– blister on leather. A painful rhythm was established.  
Grinding flour through an old stone mill would have 
been preferable. Yet she pressed on to our amazement. 
Our reward and her reward in particular, was a tantaliz-
ing afternoon at Lake of the Falls.

A glacier perched on top of Mt. Resolute stood on guard 
overlooking the turquoise silt-filled lake. The warm breeze 
blew away any insects and kept the poignant smell of the 
alpine meadow fresh. Cutthroat trout occasionally lept 
through the film of calm water sipping an unsuspecting   
caddis that landed on the water.  Priceless. 

As labourers and co-educators in the academy, our 
backcountry hike represented a  microcosm of our 
journey as student development professionals.  As we 
walk with students on their maturation journey, they 
often experience inclines, declines, moments of intense 
beauty and moments of  intense pain on their life jour-
ney. Making sense of it all and enduring is not always 
easy for our students, and yet we have the privilege 
of walking with them on their journey. Many make it 
through as transformed individuals.  Through authen-
tic relationships we can speak, listen and model – and 
change the course of history by investing in the next 
generation of fully-devoted followers of Christ. 

I was reminded again by Stephen and Jane Beers, in 
a newly-written booked titled, The Soul of a Christian 
University, that according to the work of Richard Light 
in his book, Making the Most of College, four-fifths of 
specific incidents or moments that changed a student 
profoundly in college took place outside the class-
room. Our work intercepts students where meaningful 
change occurs. Our work is significant and necessary as 
student-focused and Christ-centered institutions. 

As President of CACSD, I trust we will continuously re-
mind ourselves and each other  of our calling as co-
educators and significant contributors to  student 
discipleship within the academy. Our work is often gru-
eling and both emotionally and relationally demanding 
– and yet incredibly rewarding.   We too need encour-
agement and exhortation to finish well. Staying con-
nected with each other through CACSD initiatives such 
as The Partner, regional meetings and the national con-
ference is critical in sustaining and enhancing our pro-
fessional and personal effectiveness – and helping our 
institutions pursue Kingdom purposes.  I look forward 
to serving you in the upcoming year. 

Blessings, 

Wally Rude
President, CACSD

Wally Rude is the vice President, Student Services at 
Ambrose University College in Calgary Alberta. 



Editor's Note
Searching for 
Wisdom
Hello, my name is Micah van Dijk and I am the new 
editor of the Partner Publication.  I work at Redeemer 
University College as the Activities and Orientation Co-
ordinator and I’ve been a member of the CACSD for 
two years.  I graduated from Redeemer with a double 
major in music and psychology and a minor in World 
Christianity.  Recenetly it has become clear to me that 
one of my  end-goals in life is to learn wisdom.  I am 
finding that to gain wisdom I must not just seek knowl-
edge, I must be proactive in my search, and that I must 
choose challenges/risk to grow.  I took the post as edi-
tor for the Partner because it seems to fit with these 
three areas of learning and growth.
 
1) Wisdom is not knowledge.
Through-out my life, I’ve been consuming information 
and I assumed my brain capacity is infinite.  I saw wis-
dom as quantity of information.  A few months ago I 
had a realization.  If I spent my whole life soaking up 
information, would I be wise?  No.  I’m learning that I 
have to choose what knowledge is important for me to 
know and what knowledge I should ignore.  It sounds 
simple but it’s extremely hard to practice.   Essentially, 
I have to say no to many opportunities and yes to only 
a few.  

2) Proactivity is imperative.  
In March, I visited a local college for a rock concert.  I 
was really impressed with their set-up.  At midnight I 
had the choice of going home or seeking out the pro-
moter to learn about how he organized the show.  In 
this case I chose to find the promoter.  That night I met 
Steve who graciously shared his experience with me.  
We also set up another meeting, and Steve educated 
me on COCA (Canadian Organization of Campus Ac-
tivities) which Redeemer has now joined.  Initially, I was 
seeking facts and figures regarding the rock show.  But 
this conversation led me to get connected with fellow 
professionals and to find new opportunities for the stu-
dents I serve.  I learned that being proactive has bene-
fits for the moment but also future benefits that I won’t 
know or understand until after the fact.   

Micah van Dijk

 
3) I must choose challenges/risk to grow.  
Most of us face the temptation to stay safe.  And I can 
easily be proactive, as long as it is safe.  However, to be-
come wise, I must challenge myself in the areas I want 
to grow.  A simple example is any sport.  To win, play 
someone who is less-skilled.  To gain skills and knowl-
edge of that sport, compete with people who are at a 
higher skill-level.  My senses will be heightened, my 
desire to beat this great player is strong and my skill 
will increase very quickly because of the challenge.  
 
So can I succeed as editor?  I’m not sure.
The facts are that I do not have an English, publica-
tion, or graphic design background and I am relatively 
new to the Student Development field with just over 2 
years of experience.    There are risks.  However, I have 
decided to be proactive and seek wisdom through this 
experience.  It’s a risk I’m willing to take because the 
potential reward is too great for me to say no. 

Micah van Dijk is the Activities and Orientation Co-
ordinator at Redeemer University 
College and the new editor of the 
CACSD Partner.
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Compassion Fatigue  

we know if we are experiencing compassion fatigue?  
There are four signs: the first is recurrence of any of the 
following: recollections of student stories, nightmares  
or daydreams, reenactments via mental rehearsal or 
transference, or intrusive negative thoughts about 
self, others and/or the world.  The second area affects 
our arousal: a disruption in sleep, distractibility, 
preoccupation, agitation, emotional instability, anger, 
intolerance, impatience, hypervigilance for students, 
loved ones and self, stress-related illness and fatigue/
exhaustion.  The third area involves avoidance 
and numbing: forgetfulness/amnesia, spacing out, 
dissociating, detachment, social withdrawal, an uncaring 
attitude, unresponsiveness and isolation.  The fourth is 
changes in world-view including: mistrust, pessimism, 
cynicism, foreshortened future, meaninglessness, self-
deprecation and the erosion of principles and values.
 There is a basic formula which identifies distress.  
In varying amounts and interactions, each of these 
will affect the probability of compassion fatigue.  Be 
aware of high demands, high changes, high exposure 
to trauma, along with high expectations of self, low 
levels of control, and low predictability, partnered with 
repetition.  A combination of any of these can lead 
to compassion fatigue.  It is important to note that 
compassion fatigue is the earlier end of a scale which 
includes burnout and vicarious trauma.  The higher the 
number of symptoms present, the higher a person will 
rank on the spectrum.
 There are some ways to cope with compassion 
fatigue.  The first is self-awareness.  Take the time to 
understand what is happening around you, within you, 
and how it is impacting you.  Evaluate yourself and be 
open to feedback from others.
 Self-care is the second area of coping.  Find time 
to rest and relax, find a quiet space.  Many of us use the 
word boundaries when we talk to our students about 
managing their lives; this applies to us as well.  A balance 
must be struck between personal and professional life. It is 
important to seek out non-student related activities.
 A holistic approach to self-care will also include 
realistic expectations; find these and develop them.  It is 
also important to give yourself permission to experience 
your emotional reactions to their conclusion.  Do not
imply cut yourself off from your feelings.  They are an
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integral part of our make up; take time to own them, 
and interact with God about them.  Surround yourself
with people from work and your social network who 
will care about you to avoid isolation.   
 The demands of Student Development also 
includes evening and weekend obligations, so be sure 
to take time to play and to laugh.  Engage with friends 
and family, and socialize for enjoyment and relaxation.  
Interact with creation in all its fullness, not simply with 
the evil that exists.  I know that vacation is something that 
I look forward to every year, and I plan for a restful time 
completely separate from my work.  
 The third area of coping involves self-healing.  
Taking time to do self-study and to spend time with God 
are important parts of healing.  We also need to seek 
personal counseling and care from time to time.
 Coping also includes organizational 
development.  Not everyone in our organizations will 
understand the emotional toll that front-line work can 
take.  Good organizational structures can help alleviate 
the pressure that builds in the formula of distress.  
A healthy organizational culture should include a 
philosophy and values that support its staff.  You will 
need adequate training to meet the demands of your 
job.  This does not always have to be an expensive 
undertaking, but it is a call to set aside time as well as 
money for professional development.  Within our work 
environments, it is important to ensure that there are 
helpful supervision and debriefing groups/meetings 
that help us process and manage stress.  We also need 
to ensure that we have support services available to 
staff that includes spiritual support and counseling 
services.
 Some of you may read this and identify your 
own compassion fatigue from the symptoms and 
signs listed.  You may feel that the prospect of taking 
the necessary coping steps is more daunting than 
continuing on your current path.  Take heart in knowing 
that you are not alone, and that there are others who 
are walking this journey too.  It is important to stop and 
listen to what your heart, mind and body are telling 
you.  They are often the means that God uses to get our 
attention so that He can speak into our lives.

Marjorie Hopkins is the Associate Dean of Students at Emmanuel 
Bible College in Kitchener, Ontario.  
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perspective and think they are.  When we tell ourselves 
that “this is awful,” stress hormones are secreted, but in-
stead of being fuel for action (fight or flight), these chemi-
cals turn inward and  “pollute” the body, breaking down 
emotional and physical health.  Stress that’s not expressed 
is repressed by keeping the tension inside the body.  How 
then can we think differently, gain perspective and mini-
mize distress?

Dealing With Your A.N.T.s  (Automatic Negative Thoughts)
The following process is a form of  Cognitive Therapy 
developed by Albert Ellis.  It’s designed to heighten 
awareness so that you can respond constructively to 
stressful situations and minimise their harmful effects.  
The ABCDE sequence can help you analyse any experi-
ence in which you’ve distorted truth and believed lies4.    
I’ve explained each step, but the process can be done 
quickly, once you get the hang of it.  You may find it 
useful for yourself and your work with students.

A)  Activating Experience
Something happens which triggers stress. For instance, 
a student refuses your assistance, a colleague makes an 
insensitive remark or your boss overlooks the good work 
you’ve done.

B) Beliefs
It’s normal to feel disturbed by such events, but the issue 
here is that you’ve allowed the incident to control you 
more than is warranted.  For instance, the event quickly 
triggers negative,distorted thinking: jumping to conclu-
sions, overgeneralizing, dis-qualifying the positive, all-or-
nothing thinking etc.  It’s not surprising that such “cogni-
tive distortions” create emotional consequences.

C) Consequences
The beliefs are automatic (lightening fast interpreta-
tions of an event) which leave you feeling  impatient, 
moody or  angry.   Beliefs create moods.  This feeling 
is your first clue that your thinking is distorted.  Follow 
it back and ask, “When did I first start feeling this way? 
What was the ‘trigger’ or the activating experience?”

D) Dispute (Irrational Ideas)
Now we want to expose the feelings, drag them out 
into the light and see what they’re really saying.  Trans-
late them into words and you’ll  hear nasty things like, 
“Nobody appreciates me in this office,” “My boss is an 
insensitive jerk,” or “I’m so incompetent.”   Since  these 
thoughts are reinforced with a strong feeling, they 
seem convincing.   
 We’ve uncovered what’s really going on: dis-
torted thinking fuels our bad moods.  Now we put our 
mind over our mood, and have a little “intervention” 

 

threatening, then they will tax us.  But the same situa-
tion could be less stressful by adopting a different at-
titude towards it.  What we believe is what we get.   
 Of course this isn’t a new idea.   Proverbs puts it 
succinctly: “As a man thinks, so is he.”
I’m not suggesting we ignore difficulties, but that we 
keep them in perspective for the good of our health.  
For instance, if we choose to focus on things that evoke 
a sense of appreciation or gratitude, all systems of the 
body function in greater harmony. And this can even 
be measured through heart rate and be seen through 
electrocardiogram lines3.    But if it’s  true that over 70% 
of our self-talk is negative, then most of us live out of 
harmony and experience too much stress. 

Stress in the Body
It’s simple to demonstrate how our thinking effects our 
physical well-being.  I have students close their eyes and 
think of the one person they would most dread seeing— 
somebody who they possibly  hate.  Then I ask them to 
imagine that this person walks into the room and sits 
down beside them.  I give them time to meditate on the 
event and then ask how they’re feeling.   They often sense 
tension in their body— even though they know this is an 
imaginary exercise! 
 The point is  the body doesn’t make a distinction 
between what’s a real threat and what’s not.  If a student 
believes the exams will be a real “killer,” then his body will 
oblige.  He’ll lose sleep and his immune system will break 
down just in time to catch a cold for the finals. 
 It’s helpful to recall why God designed stress in 
the first place.  When stress hormones such as  adrenalin  
are secreted, they trigger physiological and psychologi-
cal hyper-arousal.   This God-given protection system is  
handy when there’s a real threat.  For instance, in my more 
reckless days, some friends and I walked down an alley at 
5am in Toronto as we  waited for an all day rock concert 
to begin.    A gang sauntered towards us and blocked our 
way.   From their colourful language, I got the distinct im-
pression they wanted to pick a fight.  My adrenalin kicked 
in and I said to the leader, “Listen, man. Don’t even waste 
your time. You could easily beat us up; it’s not even worth 
your effort. We’d just be blood smears on the pavement.”  
The guy said, “Yeah that’s right you little runts....etc.”   The 
verbal abuse was better than being punched, kicked or 
knifed. When the gang was out of sight, we howled with 
laughter and slapped one another on the back.  What a 
wonderful release of tension!  I realize now that our stress 
hormones had put us on high alert.  Since we couldn’t run, 
(take flight) we had to cleverly “fight” by stroking the gang 
leader’s ego.  
 What does this have to do with the stress of writing 
an exam?  Not much and that’s the point.  Most events in 
daily life are not so life-threatening, never-the-less we lose 

 

Stressless 
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session with our thoughts5.  We admit that we’re dis-
appointed with the event— there’s no denial— but 
we see the big picture.  We consciously straighten out 
distorted thinking, re-frame the event and put it in a 
larger perspective.  We speak truth into the situation. 

E) Emotional Outcome
Ever have a good talk with someone and “get something 
off your chest?”  The act of talking,which  is thinking, (hope-
fully!) provides a release of tension.  You also gain perspec-
tive.  It’s great to have  such community support.   Using 
cognitive therapy can provide similar relief, especially for 
those times when it’s not convenient to talk with others. 

Anne LaMott says, “It’s hard to fight an enemy who has 
an out-post in your head6.”  It’s easy to react to stress 
and be tossed to and fro by our feelings.  But through 
strategies such as cognitive therapy, we can respond in 
a healthy way to stress.  It simply requires that we slow 
down, be self-aware and straighten out our  distorted 
thinking to regain balance and perspective.

John Krueger is the Academic Support 
Director at Redeemer University College
in Ancaster Ontario.  

 
 

Stressless 

Conferences
Ambrose University College hosted this Year’s CACSD 
Conference entitled Taking Flight. Thirty-seven people 
attended from across Canada. Representatives came 
from Canadian Mennonite University, Columbia Bible 
College, Emmanuel, Miller College of the Bible, Provi-
dence, Redeemer University College, Rocky Mountain 
College and Ambrose University College. In great com-
pany we fellowshipped together, we shared experienc-
es of our past academic year, and we learned from the 
guest speakers. Past President of Trinity Western Uni-
versity Dr. Neil Snider shared with us his experiences 
in Student Development and what he learned from his 
years at Trinity Western University. Virginia Hooper, Ac-
ademic Dean of Columbia Bible College, presented her 

doctoral thesis on the Integration of Faith and Learning. 
Her presentation focussed on being co-educators and 
researchers in the task of the development of students. 
We were all blown away by the banquet guest speaker 
from Westjet, Robert Palmer, Manager of Public Rela-
tions. He highlighted the importance of putting the 
customer first in corporate culture.  We had workshops 
on Welcoming Students and Intrusive Student Inter-
vention and the presentation of the CACSD Survey. The 
conference finished with beautiful weather and excur-
sions to Banff and Maple Ridge Golf Course. Join us for 
next years CACSD conference at Bethany College!

Kaitlin Didier recently finished her role as Administrative 
Assistant for Student Development at Ambrose Univer-
sity College in Calgary, Alberta

Kaitlin Didier
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While in many cases this is true - there is a burden on the 
student to be able to demonstrate that they can master 
the material and function regardless of the environment 
-Benjamin S Bloom’s research demonstrates that 
educational outcomes are influenced significantly by 
the interaction between learner characteristics and 
their learning environment.  Bloom emphasizes that 
there are three domains of educational activities:
           1) Cognitive (knowledge),
           2) Affective (attitude, emotions) 
           3) Psychomotor (skills, physical activity).
Vincent Tinto claims that the consistently high rates 
of failure and dropout in postsecondary institutions, 
therefore, could be, in part, a function of this specific 
educational framework and it’s associated delivery 
systems.  Conceivably, these high rates could be reduced 
if the traditional ideal of post secondary education was 
adapted to include more than just the cognitive.   
Tinto argues that the students’ social, as well as academic, 
experiences are critical determinants of educational 
outcomes. More recently this orientation has been 
developed further by writers such as Senge (1990) and 
O’Banion (1994) who argue that how colleges organize 
themselves is an important determinant of learning. 
The implication for post-secondary institutions is that 
educators must attend to the non-cognitive as well 
as the cognitive characteristics of individual students 
in order to create diverse, personalized learning 
environments that lead to positive experiences and 
maximize their opportunity to learn.
 This new call for a melded opportunity and 
experience changes the ideal of the typical university.   
The merging of worlds within the university takes on 
many forms including orientation programs, first-
year experience courses, community groups, remedial 
opportunities, study groups, organized chapel program, 
care groups, pre-assessment tests, time-management 
programs, career and personal counselling, academic 
advising, and much more.
 Our efforts to offer much more help through 
increased services but still give the individual students 
the power to decide for themselves fail because many 
of the reasons they do not take it are the very reasons 
why they need it.  Even though institutions are now 
offering more varied services and investing significant 
resources, students are still leaving.
 Two years ago Ambrose University College made 
the step to widen our services to first year students in an 
effort to help them transition to university in a holistic 
way.  We offered: Pre arrival assessment tools, Study 
groups, Individualized study plans, Time management 
plans, Career counselling, Personal counselling, Financial 
counselling, Tutoring and Opportunities for mentoring 

and spiritual growth.  We gauged what we needed to 
offer based on a pre arrival assessment tool named the 
Noel Levitz College Student Inventory.  It allowed the 
students to tell us what their issues were.  
For two years we offered this tool to every new student.   
In addition we offered each student who took the 
inventory an individualized learning plan based on the 
results.  As a Student Development Department we took 
a group approach to working with the students who 
were identified as being at risk.  The Residence Directors, 
Career Manager, Athletics Director, the Financial Aid 
Officer, and our person responsible for counselling 
referrals were all brought into the discussion.
 Over two years 347 students were offered 
an opportunity to take the survey.  Only 188 or 54% 
completed it.  Of the 188 that took the survey, five chose 
to let us know at the time they took the survey that they 
would not release their information to anyone; resulting 
in our inability to truly work with their answers.  Of the  
183 results shared with us, 52 were flagged as being at 
risk for dropping out,  36 were indicated as being highly 
at risk academically, 69 were flagged as benefitting 
from some form of counselling,  63 were flagged as 
needing career counselling, and 50 were flagged as 
benefitting from social enrichment.  We notice that 
only 36 of the 183 or 20% were at risk academically.  
Traditional thinking regarding the university experience 
assumes that we should have easily retained and kept 
the other 147 students who took the survey.  
 The reality is that when I worked with  these 
students and was able to get a full picture of where 
they are developmentally; at least 15 of the 36 who 
were flagged as struggling academically were actually 
dealing with other  issues related to family, career, etc.
 This does not even address the 159 students 
who chose not to take the survey.  How many students  
left our university but might have stayed if we were able 
to help them with the issues that they had?  How many 
left with a negative view of who they are as learners 
and worshippers as well as negative attitudes towards 
education, and who knows what else?   
 For the group that appeared on our radar as 
being prone to dropout, only 9 actually did.  Of those 
who were shown to be academically at risk, 10 were 
placed on academic probation at the end of their first 
semester.  Of those needing social enrichment, career 
counselling, and personal counselling...the results were 
not as high; very likely because the very reasons they 
needed the help precluded them from taking the help 
offered.
 Though they were not required to accept 
the help, we were honest and at times blunt with 
the students about what they needed to do in order 

Intrusive Introvention 
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to succeed.  We were intrusive in that we sent them 
material throughout the summer which they were to 
read and complete.  I explained the situation to them 
and set up a scenario whereby they needed to tell me to 
stop helping them.  When they did not respond or send 
back the pre-assignments I contacted them and asked 
them why?   Once they arrived on campus, we watched 
and engaged them in the difficult but necessary 
conversations.  We observed.  We were proactive in 
what we did.  We saw success.
 But what if the students were REQUIRED to take 
the help offered to them?  What if the intrusive help 
WAS the pervasive culture of the campus? 
 For our students with diagnosed learning 
difficulties, and those that came in with diagnosed 
ADD, ADHD, and physical disabilities, the survey and 
the help that came with it was not optional.  In order 
to be on the Learning Services roster they did not have 
the option of refusing the help.  24 students were on 
the list last year and of those 24, all are returning.  The 
average GPA was 2.9 on a 4.0 scale and only one was 
placed on academic probation at the conclusion of their 
first year.  To say that I was intrusive with these students 
is an understatement.   Of the 24, none resisted the 
“must do’s” and when we reflected on the year during 
their last sessions of the semester, all the students felt 
they had grown.  Surprisingly, when they shared about 
how they grew, academics was never the first thing 
they shared!   Many shared about making friends in the 
residence, disclosing their situation to others for the 
first time, forging a deeper relationship with God, and 
many other areas of growth they experienced.   Of the 
24, 19 saw their GPA go up.  For many it was the first 
time they truly experienced success in their academic 
career.
           What if there was a way to make the intervention 
strategies a natural part of the student experience.  In 
the United States this idea is already old news but in 
Canada the idea of a mandatory first year program for 
credit is not well received.   Making pre-assessment tools 
part of the admissions process is seen as lowering the 

admissions standards.  It takes time to convince those 
in authority that it does not lessen us as an educational 
institution to be proactive and intrusive in how we deal 
with students.
This year Ambrose is considering two steps to raise our 
intervention intrusiveness.  Both initiatives are still at 
the “seeking approval” stage.  The first is to work with 
our ESL students and make it a conditional part of their 
acceptance that they spend their first semester working 
intentionally on their language skills.  Each student will 
be individually assessed using the Canadian Language 
Benchmarks and put on a plan to develop their 
language skills.  The actual assignments that they need 
to complete for their courses will be used to develop 
their language skills.   Key students will be brought in 
as language mentors.
Secondly, we are seeking to adapt our Academic 
Probation Policy so that first year students are placed on 
an academic intervention status after their first semester 
if they fall below the GPA threshold.  This opens the 
door for “intrusive” intervention on all fronts.  A Longer 
range goal is a system of “conditional acceptance” that 
lays out a series of non-negotiable steps that students 
take to transition to University life as a whole.
 When I have spoken with others about this idea, 
the words “parental” and “babying” were used and the 
fear of not preparing students for the real world was 
brought up.   However, I have the numbers and results 
that disprove that thinking.
 We are spending numerous resources to recruit, 
admit, register, and orient students to university life.  
There is a need to be intentional, even intrusive, about 
the opportunities we offer.  The reality is that most 
students with whom we interact do not recognize the 
opportunities for learning and growth that our services 
offer.   
 
Terry Symes is the Director of Learning and International 
Services at Ambrose University College in Calgary, 
Alberta.  
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A Summer in 
Student  Life

Rachel Stevenson
This summer I had the privilege of working as an Assistant 
Orientation Coordinator in the Student Life department 
at Redeemer University College.  This position involved a 
variety of different types of work with the goal of helpling 
to create an unforgettable orientation experience for new 
students.  The variety of work tasks helped me to develop 
many different types of skills.  For example, I had to use 
creative skills to design posters using Adobe Photoshop, 
or to design and paint banners by hand.  I had to use or-
ganizational skills to sort through seller packages for the 
used book sale and to sort through different editions of 
textbooks.  I had to use professional communication skills 
as I helped gather free ‘stuff’ for orientation welcome 
kits.  I also called organizations for information about lo-
cal volunteer opportunities.  I had to use interpersonal 
skills when I interacted with coworkers in the office, a new 
student on a course registration day, or answered a ques-
tion about an off-campus housing ad.  I had to use sew-
ing skills to sew flags and dying skills when I turned white 
bandanas brown.  I even had to use athletic abilities as I 
biked around meadowlands in order to map out routes for 
the new orientation food drive!  I also had to learn certain 
unique skills in order to be able to support Micah, the full 
time activities and orientation coordinator at Redeemer 
properly.  Needless to say, I was fortunate to find a sum-
mer job that allowed me to improve in such a wide range 
of skills.  Many of the things I had to work on required skills 
that I had never used before which meant that I learned a 
great deal every day at work.  I was also able to learn from 
various types of people, personalities, and skill sets, which 
heightened my learning experience even more.  The best 
thing about my job this summer was that I got to learn in 
a very supportive and encouraging work environment.  I 
was blown away by the supportive work culture that de-
fines Student Life.  I have also been blessed and encour-
aged by the friendships that I formed here.  I will never 
forget the unique personalities that make up Redeemer’s 
Student Life department, and the many ways in which my 
time here has shaped and educated me.

Rachel Stevenson is currently in the third year of 
her under-graduate degree and hopes to double 
major in French and Political Science.  

Editor’s Note: Funding for the Assistant Ori-
entation Coordinator position was made 
possible through the Canada Summer Jobs 
Program.  www.servicecanada.gc.ca/csj2009

My Freshman Year summarizes 
the ethnographic study find-
ings of the freshman student 
experience at one institution. 
The author, also the investiga-
tor, is a professor of anthro-
pology and elected to engage 
in covert research to gain a 
better understanding of the 
experiences of the students 
she teaches. Pseudonyms for 
the author, subjects, and the 
institution are used; however, 
since publication, the identi-
ties of the author and insti-
tution have been revealed. 
Although Nathan engaged in 
covert research and her iden-
tity was hidden, her findings 

support many experiences that student affairs/services 
professionals know to be true.
 While this book may or may not reveal anything 
ground breaking in its content to those who work with stu-
dents regularly, it is a worthwhile resource. The language is 
very accessible and is written in a narrative format, which also 
clearly outlines the types of issues that first-year students 
face. As a result, it provides empirical evidence that sup-
ports the need for potential programming development in 
our institutions. Such outcomes, however, may become bet-
ter supported through advocating that senior administrators 
understand and potentially read this book. Several topics are 
outlined, including living in residences, orientation program-
ming, admission processes, classroom experiences, professor 
expectations, and communication issues. Nathan provides 
both her experiences as a student and thoughtful reflections 
or analyses of these experiences.
 Nathan also makes a very strong effort to outline the 
limitations of her study, including the ethical questions relat-
ed to covert research and the use of a pseudonym. Of course, 
since her anonymity has now been revealed, raising these is-
sues provides some credibility to her research as thought was 
given to these issues. Although there are many worthwhile 
findings in My Freshman Year, questions about the plausibil-
ity of Nathan’s experiences being that of a “typical” freshman 
student may arise. Did her subjects (peer students) view her 
as a peer, given their age differences? Was she able to partici-
pate in “typical” freshman activities? Was she aware of them? 
What was her role in student life? Aside from these questions, 
My Freshman Year should appeal to the same audience as rec-
ommended in Promoting Reasonable Expectations above.

David Newman is a Student Services Officer at the University of Alberta. 
<david.newman@ualberta.ca>
Reprinted with the permission of CACUSS

Book Review
My Freshman Year: What a Professor Learned by Becoming a 
Student.
Nathan, R. Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY 2005
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