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                                       Abstract

When I think back to my college career I am stuck by three major questions (a) why did I 

persist in getting a degree in molecular, cellular, and developmental biology, (b) why did 

I become involved in promoting my university to potential students, and (c) why did I 

have a successful transfer from college student to college graduate. Upon reflection, it is 

possible to merge all of these questions together, but for the purpose of this paper I will 

address them separately. In discussing and analyzing my academic experiences, I will 

reflect on both an overarching theme and a specific incident. My extra-curricular 

experience will be documented in two specific examples and my transition from student 

to graduate will be discussed based on several specific elements of a student development 

theory. I think that student development theory goes a long way in answering the 

questions I pose above, but can also be critiqued for not representing the full picture of 

my experience.  
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                  Student Development Autobiography of Ruth Sterner

Academic Experience

In my high school, the word “involvement” was thrown around with careless 

abandonment. Involved students did not wear one hat; they wore many. They had to be 

members of academic honors societies, athletic teams, community service clubs and 

student government or risk being labeled lazy. It was with this incomplete, if not flat out 

wrong definition of involvement that I entered college. Unfortunately, many of my 

professors and advisors had similarly misconstrued views of involvement.  Most showed

outward disgust for students who were not involved in academic clubs, research projects, 

or summer internships. I spent the majority of my first two years in college trying to 

figure out whether or not I even wanted to stay in the biology department and I was 

therefore mislabeled as an uninvolved student.

As an undergraduate I identified strongly with this label.  I accepted my fate as a 

nameless student at the back of the class and moved on. However, I am now prepared to 

take a second look at my academic involvement, or lack thereof, through the eyes of a 

student of development theory. Astin (1984) defines involvement as “the amount of 

physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience” 

(p.297) and goes on to identify places where students devote this energy.  He concludes 

that an academically involved student would be one who “devotes considerable energy to 

studying and interacts frequently with faculty members and other students” (Astin, 

p.297).  Based on this definition, I was a highly involved student; I spent a large portion 

of my college career studying and taking advantage of professors’ office hours. While 

Astin’s definition of involvement is definitely broader than the one I grew up knowing, it 
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does not address the involvement that goes into questioning one’s major.  It took a large 

amount of time and energy to plan for and execute my exploration of other courses of 

study. A large portion of my freshman and sophomore year were spent researching which 

classes I could take to both explore new majors and meet core requirements. 

Unfortunately, students are rarely rewarded for exploring course and career choices for 

much longer than a few terms.  I believe that a broader definition of involvement that 

addresses the large amounts of energy that goes into making such large, life-altering 

decisions is necessary and would help prevent students, like myself, from being 

improperly identified as uninvolved.   

Despite having relatively negative relationships with many people in my 

academic department, I did have some memorable experiences that had a huge impact on 

my perceptions of marginality and mattering described by Schlossberg (1984).  One such 

experience happened during my first college course when I was instantly marginalized.  I 

had just received my first college syllabus and was busy penciling in test dates when I 

realized that the first exam coincided with the Jewish high holiday of Rosh Hashanah.  I 

was surprised and disappointed that the professor had not been more thoughtful in 

planning the test dates: this was a large state institution and there were well over three 

hundred students in my class, someone else had to be in my same situation.  My 

immediate reaction was fear; I had been a college student for less than an hour and did 

not have the coping skills necessary to handle this scheduling conflict.  Many questions 

whizzed through my head: was it permissible to request an alternative test date or was I 

expected to simply disregard an important religious holiday?  I’m not sure how I got the 

courage to do so, but I meekly approached the professor after class and explained the
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problem to her.  She quickly apologized for the poor scheduling and set up a special time 

for me to come to her office to take the test.  It was at this moment, that I realized,

perhaps for the first time, that someone officially connected with the university was 

concerned about my well-being.  It was the first time that I officially mattered, but it was 

only in the form of attention or “the most elementary form of mattering the feeling that 

one commands the interest or notice of another person” (Schlossberg, p.9).  

It didn’t take long for me to realize that at a college as large as CU, I had to 

continually approach teachers for help resolving similar problems or risk becoming

marginalized once again.  Despite the fact that I was often shown attention when I 

demanded it, I never felt the more advanced stages of mattering from teachers.  The 

concept of Ego-Extension and Appreciation were foreign to my professors.  Student 

success didn’t seem to be a huge concern to most instructors.  They showed no joy or 

appreciation when the class did surprisingly well on an exam and showed no sadness 

when students did poorly.  It is with this framework in mind that I raise the question of 

whether I actually mattered to my freshman biology professor or to any other instructor.  

Or was I forever marginalized because I was the one who had to stand up and claim that I 

deserved to be heard?  In other words, does Schlossberg’s APA definition of mattering 

require an intentional act of thoughtfulness by another person to prove that someone else 

matters or can a person simply claim they matter and then ask other people to validate his 

or her claim?  And what if the form of mattering one receives never gets above the basic 

level of attention, does this “elementary form of mattering” (Schlossberg, 1984, p.9)

become a form of marginalization if it never evolves past this point ?  These paradoxes 
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continue to confuse me and leave me wondering whether I did in fact matter at all within 

my academic department.  

Extra-curricular Experience

Although I spent the majority of my college career wondering if I mattered within 

my academic major, I had did not have this problem within my social circles. I was 

engaged in several social groups on campus and am sure that this involvement had a large 

influence on my overall persistence. The great experience I had living in my freshman 

residence hall was the original catalyst for my overall involvement. As a residence hall 

member, I was provided with Maslow’s (1954) three basic needs (physiological, safety 

and belongingness) which motivated me to focus on my higher needs (self-awareness and 

self-actualization). From a physiological standpoint, I was not only provided with 

healthy, decent tasting food, but because I was in a substance-free hall, I had an 

institutionalized reason for staying away from the alcohol and drugs that were easily 

available on campus and could have easily destroyed my physiological health. My safety 

needs were addressed early on during hall meetings where resident assistants explained 

hall rules and regulations as well as safety procedures each hall was responsible for 

completing. Once again, being in a substance-free hall was beneficial because it laid 

down an extra set of expectations for me and my fellow hall mates to follow and further 

stabilized my living environment.  Maslow’s conclusion that “individuals in whom a 

certain need has always been satisfied are best equipped to tolerate deprivation of that 

need in the future” (p.38) resonates well with my situation.  Having met both my 

physiological and safety needs as a child and then again as a college student, I was

readily prepared to ignore my basic needs in order to met my need to belong. Late-night 
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talks, nightly TV watching rituals, and the hatching of practical jokes with fellow hall 

mates took valuable time away from my basic need for sleep. However, it was through 

these events that I build connections and developed a deep sense of belonging with the 

people I chatted, watched TV and plotted alongside.  

During my second year on campus, I was motivated to become a campus tour 

guide and share my positive experiences as a student with prospective high school 

students. Although this involved a great deal of public speaking, which most people 

would not consider a comfortable or safe activity, I quickly took to the position. Leading 

tours, facilitating group discussions and being a spokesperson for the University of 

Colorado (CU) felt natural to me and I became increasingly engaged in my work. The 

more I participated, the greater my self-confidence and self-esteem became. Maslow 

(1954) suggests that in addition to a need for a “high evaluation of themselves” that 

people have a “desire for reputation or prestige” (p.45) and it was through my work as a 

campus tour guide that I met these desires.  I was a critical link in ensuring CU’s future 

existence and I saw my role as one of great importance and dignity.  Although it is hard 

to say whether or not I ever reached the point of self-actualization while working with the 

admissions department, I would say that I got to the point where giving a campus tour or 

speaking to a large group of students was second nature to me.  During admissions 

events, I felt more authentic, more myself, than at any other point in my college career. 

Maslow defines this last need as the time when an “individual is doing what he, 

individually is fitted for” (p.46) and as such, I would say that if I was not self-actualized, 

I was close. 
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Maslow’s (1954) description of self actualization is often criticized because it 

seems nearly, if not entirely impossible to achieve. I would agree that the thought of 

reaching this highest plain in every facet of my life is incredibly daunting. However, I 

would argue that because people compartmentalize their lives (academics, work, personal 

relationships, etc.) they could and often do reach self-actualization in one or a few areas, 

if only for a short period of time. While I was close to, if not meeting the self-

actualization need with my work life, I was fair away from meeting even my basic 

belongingness need in my academic life. Whether a person can ever be self-actualized 

entirely or whether he or she needs to be is questionable.  However, Maslow concluded 

that people may have to readdress certain needs multiple times over a lifetime; and I 

would like to add that people may obtain a high level need in one or two areas of their 

life but be working on obtaining very basic needs in other areas.  

Transition from student to graduate

As a senior I faced several transitions in my life. First and foremost, I was getting 

ready to graduate and had no idea what I wanted to do next. Secondly, I had unexpectedly 

been rejected from Teach for America and thirdly, had to deal with the loss of a close 

friend.  Schlossberg’s transition theory as re-printed by Evans (1998), goes a long way in 

identifying some of the elements that allowed me to cope with the events and non-events 

(in the case of my rejection from Teach for America) surrounding my graduation. Some 

particular factors from Schlossberg’s 4 S model (Situation, Self, Support and Strategies) 

were essential in my transition from a college student to a new graduate.  When accessing 

my situation at the time of graduation, I felt in control of my graduation date and 

subsequent exit from college.  In fact, I had the opportunity to continue working as an 
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Orientation Leader as a part-time, non-degree seeking student, but decided against it 

because I wanted to be done with school. The concurrent stress of living with and then 

losing one of my best friends had a huge role in further ensuring that my graduation could 

not and should not be postponed.  At the time of my graduation my self-assessment was 

rather positive.  I left school with no debt, was able bodied, and not confined to an area of 

the country or job market.  I had no limitation to what I could and would do next.  

The support I received from my immediate family, in the form of housing and 

affirmation during the first four months after I graduated was essential in my successful 

transition.  I also had support from close friends, many who had recently graduated and 

were going through similar transitions.  Together we provided one another with affection 

and sympathy during this stressful period.  When it came time to develop strategies for 

completing a successful transition, I relied heavily on the coping modes of information 

seeking and direct action.  As soon as I came back from my terrible Teach for America 

interview I began researching other national service programs.  Within days I had applied 

for several AmeriCorps programs and two weeks after I graduated I was offered a 

position starting the following September.  I knew that the transition from college life to 

spending six months at home with my family was going to be hard, so I quickly became 

involved with volunteer work that reintegrated me into my old community and gave me a 

sense of purpose during my interim period at home.

A critique I have of Schlossberg’s APA transition theory is that it does not

account for the often dualistic nature of one’s self appraisal.  During my primary 

appraisal which “has to do with one’s view of the transition itself” (Evans, 1998, pg. 

113), I viewed graduation as both a extremely positive event that I had been working hard 
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to achieve and as a negative transition away from a life I felt intrinsically connected to 

and fully understood. Schlossberg suggests that a primarily appraisal can fall into one of 

three categories: “positive, negative, or irrelevant” (Evans, pg.113). I would argue that a 

person’s appraisal of his or her transition can be both positive and negative, and perhaps 

irrelevant all at the same time.  

Having spent a decent amount of time reflecting on my undergraduate career, it is 

extremely nice to know that many of the issues I worked though have corresponding 

theories that have been confirmed by the experiences of countless students. Although I 

had reached a point of acceptance in understanding my own path and coming to terms

with the circumstances that led me down it, student development theories have allowed 

me to put my own path and circumstances in a broader context, which is incredibly 

helpful. Were it not for my widening definition of “academic involvement” or my 

experiences of marginality and mattering, I would not be pursuing the degree I am today. 

If it were not for my positive experiences in my residence hall and in the campus 

community as a whole I would probably not have persisted in staying at CU to finish my 

degree. And if I had not successfully transitioned from college life to life as a graduate, I 

would not have had near as many incredible post-college experiences as I have now had 

and cherish.  
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