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Guiding Question # 1:  Where does meaning-making fit in within the field of student affairs? 

Dr. Love:

Thank you again for inviting me.  I have been thinking a lot about this question because I came to my work with ACPA having been a human rights activist for the last 5 years in the clearest definition of that term.  Prior to that time I was an advocate.  In both situations, I was an activist and/or an advocate while serving as a senior executive officer—an administrator—most recently in  Soulforce [link to  HYPERLINK "http://soulforce.com/" http://soulforce.com/ ] and Metropolitan Community Churches (also known as “the human rights church.” (http://www.mccchurch.org).  So my life-bias is toward activism and what it means within the evolution of social movements and particularly those that emerge out of college campuses and communities connected to them. 

I think its fair to everyone to hear that life-bias from the very beginning.  I took the job at ACPA directly because of an experience I had with people who were student affairs professionals on college campuses.  For the last 5 years, I was involved in the Soulforce Equality Ride [link to  HYPERLINK "http://soulforce.com/programs/equality-ride/" http://soulforce.com/programs/equality-ride/ ] 8 weeks out of the year with young adults who called on religiously conservative campuses to engage in a non-violent process of asking them to change policies and practices that were directly discriminating or excluding of students who identified as LGBT.

What happened along the ride was life-changing for all of us.  Sometimes, we were locked off of campuses, they wouldn’t engage in dialogue with us and sometimes we were arrested for civil disobedience (usually entitled “trespassing “),  In the evenings we would establish a neutral location in each city where students could come who were not allowed to interact with us on campus and in each case the person who came with the students on campus was a student affairs professional and I would ask them, “Why did you take the risk of coming with these students when your campus has locked us out or doesn’t want to have this dialog or doesn’t want your students exposed to this kind of thought process.” 

 In each case they said “Because the student deserves to know that there are people who are just like the student, where there is safe space, where they (students) are honored and they have worth and that everything that is happening on their campus is not necessarily an accurate portrayal of the world and the way it is in all places.”

 I was so impressed with those individuals.  I didn’t know at the time they were “student affairs” professionals, I didn’t have a context for the profession of student affairs; I worked on a community college campus and a private religious university campus and so my context was really more student development or student services or auxiliary services. 

But I was so impressed with those individuals that when this opportunity to work at ACPA came,  I thought, I want to work with people who care enough about students that they would take that risk. 

So I think you need to know that history about me as the centering point from which I come when I talk about meaning-making and how it fits into student affairs. In the classic discussion of student affairs, if you go back to our big book of the 5th edition Student Services Handbook, in Chapter 15 the authors talk about how we frame student affairs practice and there is this wonderful discussion of the six cultures of the academy—collegial, managerial, developmental, advocacy, virtual, and tangible as one of the frameworks we choose when we talk about ways to think about student affairs practice. 

When I think about meaning-making and how it fits into student affairs, I am naturally influenced by my experience and resonate with the discussion about advocacy in this text.  I am drawn to the advocacy culture and in that discussion they talk about those students who are experiencing challenges around their identities and how they are being incorporated, but they also talk about the origin of that advocacy culture being one that finds balance in opposition and meaning by creating more equitable campus environments , that people who are living in an advocacy culture are particularly sensitive to issues of fairness and justice. 

These are core values of ACPA and, therefore ,I would like to talk about this making meaning within the context of student affairs practice within an advocacy culture. So let me stop right there for just a moment and ask if that makes sense to everyone, does anyone need clarification on how I will be speaking about this?

If we think about meaning making in the context in student affairs as a profession within the advocacy culture then you begin to look at all of the work that analyzed social movements over the past century and we know the majority of those grew up out of student work, student efforts, student passion around particular things they considered to be important.  I believe that it is important for us going forward to recognize that meaning-making is not just an important facet of that kind of social movement socialization within the advocacy culture but it actually is a central feature of that within our work as ACPA because of our core values around equity and inclusion but also because our work is student learning and development on campuses.  

I would also suggest that young adults on those campuses are wanting to engage in those things that have meaning and they quickly reject those things that they consider to be inconsistent with their values so it is really important for us to tune into that as well in order to serve them best.

So let’s start out with, what do we really mean by meaning-making?  We know it’s this really big concept that came out of a lot different places, sociology, anthropology, a lot of social science work.  The idea is that as human beings to understand the world around us and impose meaning on the world, that understanding and imposition of meaning is a goal in and of itself.  And for some of us, it spurs action, a secondary process.  Some people would say that meaning-making includes a lot of moral understandings of what’s right or wrong, cognitive understanding of what’s true and false, perceptual understandings of what like and unlike, social understandings of identity and difference, all of those things. 

But for me, in addition to all of that which I think is true, meaning-making is just what we go through to make sense of what we experience, what is coming into us, and it is unique to each one of us and to each moment of that experience.  Over time, our meaning-making takes on patterns we begin to accept those patterns as being true.  So let’s stop for a moment and think about one context within student affairs within advocacy culture where something that’s been patterned overtime is happening today in Ferguson on the edges of the Saint Louis University campus.  

Sometime within the next few weeks, the Grand Jury will issue an opinion about the shooting death there that has led to so much agitation and concern and rejection of the majority culture, the unjust way of dealing with people and providing fair representation for all people.

 If we look at that patterning in that setting, I think anyone would say it’s obvious that in spite of all the attempts around equity and inclusion and non-discrimination in that city, the truth is that there were still only two police officers who were white who that were serving in the community, that the majority of the leadership is white and something has not worked.  These are the “optics” and reflect only an element of structural racism but we know that the what we can see is only the tip of the iceberg in a very complicated, unreconciled and potentially destructive environment.

That is a patterning that happens over time when we’ve made meaning in that situation as if we were going forward being inclusive when in fact that isn’t what we are doing. 

So the meaning of advocacy culture becomes very important in student affairs when we know that something isn’t right and we don’t do everything in our power to change it for the better.

When we say that what we’re trying to build a space where every human being is being respected on this campus, where everyone has worth, but what we know in several areas it is not true, then we have to find a way to advocate for change.

Our work is to try and resolve that dissonance in the hearts and minds of students so they can make sense of their lives and decide how they want to handle those “gaps” between what we say we want in our society and what we really do.

So I guess in the simplest way, the way meaning-making fits into student affairs is that our job is trying to create an equitable, safe, just, including environment for every person on that campus and when our experience, what we observe and feel, are disconnected from that reality then our job is to try and make a difference.  

How does meaning-making connect with other hot topics on college campuses?

That’s a good segue way  from the situation in Ferguson, so let’s think about some hot topics in student affairs on college campuses right now.   I will suggest the first one, Title IX sexual assault and violence.  You suggest some others and let’s see where they fit in to the discussion. 

Hot Topic Suggestions from Fireside Chat Participants:

Vivian Felix - “I feel that the way that student affairs is defined on some campuses is getting broader and broader, how we fit in the advocacy culture in areas that are newer to student affairs, like financial aid, or judicial, or service learning.”

Liz Lidell – “Huge growth of interfaith service programs.”

Vivian Felix – “Bullying and hazing.”

Dafina Lazarus-Stewart – “Access to higher education to lower income working class students.” 

Paul – Transequity issues

Jessica – “Social media use on campuses.”

Eden & Vivian- “Access for undocumented students.” 

Dr. Love:

So let’s start with the finance one because that’s probably the hardest one for people to directly connect.  As we get involved more in the macro issues of higher education— affordability, accessibility, and accountability (outcomes), we have to improve our skill sets in specific areas of expertise and, at the same time, we have to continue to “connect the dots” with why it matters in student learning and development.  What message does the student receive about worth and dignity through this process?  What barriers are arbitrarily imposed because of finance regulations and the processes on our campuses?

I would guess that most people who work in financial aid have always thought of themselves as advocates in some way for the students.  Depending on the campus they may have thought of themselves as advocates for the campus, trying to get the most people enrolled and get the maximum tuition collected, it just depends on the campus, but if you think about financial aid as an advocacy role coming out of that kind of culture instead of the job of filling out the forms and making sure everybody gets it right and making sure they get funded and the checks get written it changes the whole process particularly when you talk about first generation, lower income students who are coming into college for the first time.  

I will give you an example, in a system in Texas now, they have completely revolutionized and innovated the way they do developmental studies because entry level students in that system where burning through all their financial aid going to developmental studies programs and then they didn’t have any money left to pursue an associates degree.  This campus used the principles in student affairs advocacy to encourage the faculty to redesign the way developmental studies were done and actually integrated that into the classes, got it approved by the state of Texas, so now the students retained enough financial to progress through their chosen field or certificate or degree.  

That would have never happened if people committed to student learning and development had not kept pushing on the administration to understand that the reason students were dropping out and stopping and not finishing their degrees was because they were burning through their grant or scholarship resources through developmental studies.  Everyone else was just saying “that’s the way it is, they are not prepared, what can we do about it?”  The school’s decision to change the long tradition of development studies is a very tangible process that happens on a campus as a source of inspirational advocacy. 

I like to think that meaning making and inspirational advocacy are at the center of student affairs.  Part of the work of an association is to bring relevant and life-changing experiences to its members whether in the form of programming or policy advocacy or networking.

Our convention is a good example of this work.  You are probably aware we invited Laverne Cox as one of the keynote speakers at convention this year in Tampa (2015) as well as Jose Antonio Vargas.  Laverne is coming to us from the show “Orange is the New Black” which grew out of the book by the same title by Piper Kerman.  Piper portrays Laverne identifying as transgender.  Jose is the producer of “Undocumented.”

Piper has been released from prison and is now working on prison reform for women.  We thought these were two extremely important, extremely current individuals for us to bring forward to our members, both those attending convention and those who will live stream.  

Someone else might say, why is a student affairs organization having someone who identifies as transgender and someone who is working on prison reform and someone else has actually been arrested in McAllen, Texas for being undocumented and produced a film by the same name, “Why are those individuals there?”  Well, those individuals are there directly reflecting those critical intersections in our society right now where we are very stuck and we are trying to make meaning out of the experience, the patterns, of our history as a nation out of people now appearing who no longer conform to this standards that those patterns suggest and they are breaking the mold around that and that is happening, of course, most frequently on college campuses first.  So I think for us to be effective as an association and for student affairs professionals to be successful and effective on campuses, we have to constantly be looking at this whole idea of meaning-making in social movements.  We just mentioned two, dealing with the emergence of LGBT populations, particularly trans identified persons on college campuses, what does that mean, how does that change the norms, how does it shift the values of how people treat one other, what’s the impact on residential housing, and the whole issue on undocumented students.  I came off a campus system in Dallas where undocumented students can go to school without presenting papers, so what does it mean in a culture where there are number of individuals now who feel like people shouldn’t have access to housing unless they can present those papers.  Those two issues for me only solidify my opinion that our recognition and analysis of meaning-making within student affairs is a critical part of what we have to be able to do particularly over the next decade.  It may, in fact, be the central feature in what we have to do to be effective. 

Guiding Question # 2: 

How can professionals use spirituality/worldview/faith as tools to promote understanding in our work with students?
I am going to use the word “worldview” for just a moment because I think it is easier for people to absorb.  Most of you who are signing on to this chat, if you “google-stalked” me at all you know I operate in all of those different places.  I am a person of faith, I am a person of deep spirituality and I have a particular world-view around inclusion and equity and justice.  I use worldview a lot in student affairs because people struggle so much with their attachments to the idea that faith has something to do with religion and religion has to do with something harmful or that separation of church and state inherently prohibit us in some way from using those things in our profession.  

I don’t choose to live my life with those “hard lines” and part of my work going forward is to suggest to people that I can have a well-understood worldview that informs how I work with people that in no way violates anybody else’s right to hold any religious belief that they have and in no way suggests that I feel someone else is less than because they hold a different view than I have.  

What’s the worldview of that for me, the worldview for me is informed by all of the major religious traditions in that each of us, each one of us, is animated (that word animus) by something that is the same, whether it is a source of energy, whether we think of it as cellular context, whether we think of it as God or Allah, we are animated by something that is the same and therefore, if I chose to harm you, I harm myself.  Dignity is cellular for me.  

So for me it’s easy to be able work in this context, still be a person of faith, a person of spirituality because when I see you, I see me. 

 I believe you and I are the same at a cellular, granular, animation-level and if I disrespect you, I disrespect myself.  The other thing that is really helpful for me is the practice of non-violence, and I recommend this to all student affairs people. You can adapt the twelve principles of non-violent practice [link to  HYPERLINK "http://www.cpt.org/files/PW%20-%20Principles%20-%20King.pdf" http://www.cpt.org/files/PW%20-%20Principles%20-%20King.pdf] in student affairs so easily because they are about being able to be in the midst of differing opinions, differing views, be in the midst of deep conflict, deep stress, and to be able to find common ground with the individual with whom you are having those experience, to listen deeply and respect their views however different from your own and to develop a pathway towards dialogue.  That’s the work of non-violence.  The last step of non-violence which people find almost impossible to visualize is that there is a time in which you can actually reconcile with whom you consider to be your enemy or who has done you great harm.  That is how I use it in my work. 

Guiding Question # 3:

How can ACPA help student affairs professionals work with students and their spiritual lives or world views?
I think you just use whatever is comfortable for you in the context you are in. I find I shift that based on the group I’m with. One of the really practical things we’re doing is pursuing a partnership with the Inter-Faith Youth Core with Eboo Patel. 

Eboo is also one of the speakers we’ve chosen for convention and we’ll be live-streaming to people who cannot attend. Part of this partnership came out of an early conversation when I came to the job about 4 months ago.  Jenny, you may recall in that initial conversation, we were talking about how odd it is for ACPA to have chosen a person like myself, who has had such a public affiliation with organized religion.  You asked me what was that like, and how did that feel, and how did we go through it in the interview process?  I can’t remember if I told the group at the time, but I thought the biggest problem people would have with me at ACPA was that I was gay because I didn’t know it had been called at one point “GayCPA” because there was such advocacy for LGBT people back in the early, early stages in the ‘70s, but also, some people have the perception that the majority of people who belong are gay. This is not accurate and never has been, but ACPA is very proud to claim that perception if it means we are deeply inclusive.

In a follow up to one of my interviews, one person did mention to me the concern that I might make too many references to “Jesus” even though that had not been that person’s experience with me.  I did write the book  “Would Jesus Discriminate: the 21st Century Question,” but it is a marketing book with references to my life trajectory.  I also received a comment from one of my references who evidently talked about my religious background.  This person said that “her” experience with me had never included references to Jesus that were uncomfortable, but she understood why people might “assume” that I was “hyper-religious” based on my work with Soulforce, MCC, the United Nations Compass Faith Coalition for LGBT Human Rights.   

This idea of a person being something based on their activities goes back what we were discussing about that “patterning” that we start doing, making meaning of what we see based on our life experiences.

 I think we miss out on something very important when we avoid discussion and dialogue about faith and, particularly, interfaith dialogue.  I am not sure how you can lead in a world that is so religiously diverse and divided without having competency in this type of dialogue.  Politicians right now are struggling hugely with this issue. They’re polarizing people around our nation and around the world with this issue. In the other countries, the lack of religious diversity is leading to laws being passed that are imprisoning and killing LGBT people; that are pushing women back into very sub-human conditions. 

Ask yourself, how are you going to lead in the world if you cannot navigate religious diversity? How are you going to help students navigate that world?

So, for that reason, we asked Eboo to join us, who is one of the most prominent voices in inter-religious dialogue between the Muslim and Christian communities of the world. We asked him to join us to really talk about what they’re trying to do with the Inter-faith Youth Corp and how can we join together. 

NASPA and ACPA are doing this together with Eboo because we feel this is important across the entire field of student affairs. So, that’s just one example of something we can do. I think these Webinars that you are putting together are very important to get more and more people talking about how they can use their spirituality, their faith and their world view within their work of student affairs to make the world a safer place for everyone.

Guiding Question # 4:

Where can CSFRM fit in, contribute, and succeed within ACPA? What role do you see us having?

I am hoping, by positioning this work with Eboo at convention, because we know that is absolutely the focal point of our energy during the year, that we can increase not only awareness and consciousness of your work as a Commission, but provide a very concrete opportunity for you to engage in the larger community as a Commission—to amplify your voices.

 I think people get stuck on the “spirituality” word, the “faith” word and what we need to focus on is the “meaning” word, which is why I think your questions today were perfect.  I would love to see the Commission, for example, produce a white paper that could be tied in to a serious of Webinars or broadcasts around meaning-making within an advocacy culture of student affairs on a campus, and letting people have concrete examples of those— 5 to 10 campuses where that is actually happening and letting people see how that is positively influencing [the campus].  

We could ask Dr. Kent Porterfield, VP of Student Affairs at St. Louis University to talk about this experience there on a Jesuit campus, because Kent has talked about the deep challenges in their community post-Ferguson.  His would be a great story, a great group for your Commission to interview and bring forward for people to understand, because it’s so current. That’s just one example of something that I think we could do. I think the world is hungry for your work.

Guiding Question # 5: Broadly, what is the future direction of ACPA, as you see it?

ACPA over the last 90 years has been in the business of providing thought leadership through rigorous research and scholarship, translating that into practice, designing and hosting professional development for grads, new professionals, mid-level practitioners and senior administrators.  That’s what we were doing. I don’t know that we’ve always considered deeply our collective impact on all the people in campus communities where we work as well as those cities in which those campuses reside; the impact of the students and colleagues with whom we’ve worked in terms of their movement through civil society. I think sometimes we’re sort of self-effacing in that even talking about those things feels too expansive for us. But, I do think our conversation going forward about our role in higher education, not just in student affairs, is a very important one. I’ve seen two things that I think for the future bode very well for ACPA: 

(1)We are just extreme in our commitment to mentoring of next generation thought leaders. Demographically we’re upside down compared to other associations, in that, over a third of our members are graduate students. So, that means every year, we’re bringing on a new group, and there are individuals within that group who are absolutely going to be the next generation, so how are we mentoring them?  There’s a huge commitment to that at ACPA. I see that as very significant in a world where individualism is so important and the whole idea of not joining or not belonging to traditional institutions is very important.  

That extraordinary commitment of time between two individuals in a mentoring context is an anomaly in our society today and it’s a really healthy one. It’s a wonderful anomaly to have and to support. I think that’s part of the engine of ACPA going forward and we should very passionately invest in supporting the individuals who are mentoring and growing the next generation. We’re getting ready to implement a technology platform for that purpose to help with ACPAGrow, that’s actually being considered for My Brother’s Keeper at the White House and we’re going to be the beta site for that for higher education. 

The idea of that is that we already do this great job of mentoring through the program, but we don’t have a technology platform for people to interact who are in that process, other than Facebook or email. So, this is a pretty sophisticated tool that will let mentors and men-tees connect with each other in really great ways and then share that with other people. 

(2) The second thing that comes to mind [regarding the future of] ACPA that is really important to me is the thought leadership piece. I don’t think we’ve spent enough time and energy really thinking about the fact that we are unique in our understanding of campus culture around advocacy. Yet, our first president was a woman. We had the first African American president of a higher association of our type. We also had two persons who identified as LGBT and now we have me!  So, that’s our background and I think we need to claim it, own it and speak about it. Speak about the meaning of that within our evolution as an organization. So, I feel really excited about the future of ACPA because it’s really young, its hip, it’s clear about what it believes and in some ways it’s uncompromising about those beliefs. Not in a negative way but meaning that it’s not OK to just deal with things on a surface level, but we really want to root that out and get it right. So I’m very excited about that and your role as a Commission in that work.

Questions from Participants via Twitter:

As we seek to internationalize our membership, how do you see the role of the CSFRM increasing?

I think that goes back to this whole concept from a student affairs context: how do you create citizenship, communities, collegiality, in a diverse society? We have enough trouble doing it here within our own context of the United States. We start adding in lots of other  value systems and beliefs and lack thereof. How does that all integrate? 

I really see the United States as having moved toward a secularization of society in a way that in some parts of the world is very offensive. So, a key role for us is to find a way to bridge that for participants throughout the world. I was just visiting with some folks in Saudi, and they were developing standards for student affairs in several of their colleges. They do not have the concept of due process. Nor, are they going to integrate a concept of due process. So, when you think about that and the role of women, for example, in those locations, how will we navigate those things that are actually born out of religion, when we’re trying to bring the values, the world view, the context of student affairs forward?

 I actually think you’re going to be playing a larger role than you anticipated because I believe that dissonance around religious belief is the driver of international conflict today, other than economics, somebody wanting somebody else’s oil, for example. 

Kawani- Have you heard of sacred activism? This touches on your ideas around advocacy in higher education.

Absolutely. There’s a great book about that. At MCC we said that we were raising up the next generation of spiritual activists and that the work that they did was sacred activism. I’m not sure I would use that language at ACPA directly, but I think I could translate that for people around what that meant, because it was all about human worth and dignity. 

Does ACPA or CSFRM have partnerships with campus-related seminaries or divinity schools to help navigate deep waters?

I am not aware of any. That doesn’t mean they don’t exist. But, I’m not aware of any formal partnerships between ACPA and, for example, a union theological or pacific school of religion or places where they do a lot of this type of work. It’s a great idea.  Union Theological would be a good choice.  Pacific School of Religion would be another. 

