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1

From Fit to Belonging

New Dialogues on the Student Affairs Job Search

Brian J. Reece, Vu T. Tran, Elliott N. DeVore, 
and Gabby Porcaro

“Fitting in is about assessing the situation and becoming who you need 
to be to be accepted. Belonging, on the other hand, doesn’t require us 

to change who we are; it requires us to be who we are.”

—Brené Brown, The Gifts of Imperfection

Find your fi t.
It seems to be a simple task. Just fi nd a position that aligns with your skills 

and knowledge, an offi ce that provides you with a supportive work environ-
ment, and an institution that agrees with your values and meets most of your 
individual needs.

Does it pay well enough? Check.
Is the geographical location suitable? Check.
Do the job functions match your skills and competencies? Check.
Is there opportunity for professional growth? Check.

So many of these factors seem obvious. They are often the ones that get 
pointed out when job seekers search for advice from seasoned professionals 
in the fi eld (i.e., those currently in stable jobs). But what if our perceived fi t 
is not shared by hiring managers? Tell us if you have heard this story before:
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2 DEBUNKING THE MYTH OF JOB FIT IN HIGHER EDUCATION AND STUDENT AFFAIRS

A student affairs professional is a fi nalist for a position. They complete the 
on-campus interview with fl ying colors, develop wonderful rapport with the 
students and staff at the institution, and feel quite optimistic about their odds 
for the position. Shortly after their on-campus interview, they receive the call 
that many folks in student affairs know all too well. It sounds something like 
this: “You were a very qualifi ed candidate, and we really enjoyed interviewing 
with you. However, we are not able to offer you a position at this point. It 
really came down to a matter of fi t.”

No matter how many times we experience this kind of rejection, it never 
gets any easier. What adds salt to the wound, however, is the insertion of 
fi t into the explanation. There is a certain vagueness to the term that causes 
all sorts of questions to seep into our minds: Really? Fit? Are they just telling 
me that to let me down easy? Maybe they didn’t like those shoes that I wore to 
the interview. I knew I should have dressed more conservatively! These types 
of paranoid thoughts can surface when we are told that we didn’t get a job 
because of fi t. We sometimes begin to question our own professional merits 
and capacities. It can be diffi cult not to take the rejection personally while 
our self-confi dence and self-effi cacy become gradually degraded each time 
we are turned down for a job opportunity. At least if the employer were 
honest and direct about their feedback, there would be more of a sense of 
fi nality, which would make things easier to accept.

Although the rhetoric of fi t regularly appears in exchanges between 
employers and candidates, the usage of the term fi t extends far beyond such 
scenarios. It is common for seasoned professionals to provide advice on job 
searching to graduate students by addressing dynamics of fi t, almost as if it 
were part of the professional preparation curriculum. Even prior to applying 
to graduate programs, future student affairs professionals are already being 
conditioned to acknowledge fi t as a part of the fabric of the profession. A 
well-meaning mentor might say, “Make sure you choose a program that’s 
the right fi t for you,” while graduate assistantship interview days are often 
preempted with the idea that a primary goal of the process is to “match” 
candidates to employers to ensure a “good fi t.” By introducing this concept 
at the very beginning of the student affairs experience, the word fi t is embroi-
dered into the vernacular of aspiring student affairs professionals and the 
larger professional culture.

Like many compelling ideas, this critical examination of job fi t in stu-
dent affairs began rather innocuously and spontaneously. By critical, we refer 
to a perspective that considers systemic forms of oppression that reinforce 
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FROM FIT TO BELONGING 3

inequality, ultimately working toward liberation for all. As editors, all four 
of us have been involved in different capacities with the American College 
Personnel Association (ACPA) Commission for Social Justice Education 
(CSJE), where credit for the origination of the book must be given its due. 
At the 2014 ACPA Convention in Indianapolis, CSJE Directorate Body 
members sat in a meeting room and brainstormed about current issues in 
student affairs. One member brought up a recent negative experience they 
had with a job search process, and the conversation spiraled into a sponta-
neous dialogue where many others related and shared their own negative 
experiences. The energy from that conversation propelled the ideation of this 
book, which has transformed into the product that you see today.

Since that conversation, we have discovered that fi t is a term used by 
just about everyone in higher education and student affairs throughout hir-
ing, disciplinary, and even termination processes. At its best, fi t is used in 
a benevolent fashion with positive intent from employers to fi nd an ideal 
candidate to match a position based on technical qualifi cations. However, 
the lack of questioning of this concept from the profession is concerning. 
From search committees and hiring managers to supervisors and human 
resources (HR) professionals, fi t remains an uninterrogated concept in job 
searching and hiring and therefore continues to be a mystery in terms of its 
application in practice. While fi t has been explored in many ways in a variety 
of academic fi elds, it has rarely been analyzed through critical theoretical 
frameworks. The purpose of this book is to catalyze conversation about the 
use of job fi t as an uncriticized tool for exclusion in student affairs by explor-
ing the concept through multiple frameworks, lenses, and standpoints. In 
the process, we hope to validate the experiences of marginalized populations 
who feel the negative impact of fi t throughout their careers.

APPLYING A CRITICAL LENS TO FIT

Job searching and placement has developed into its own unique entity 
within student affairs. Some large student affairs conferences host their own 
version of a job placement fair (e.g., The Placement Exchange, The Oshkosh 
Placement Exchange) where job seekers and employers attend with hopes of 
fi nding, respectively, jobs and employees to meet their needs. Professional 
search fi rms such as William Spelman are regularly called upon to facili-
tate the search process for many senior level positions. Job descriptions are 
now becoming more sophisticated as tools that convey expectations and 

DMJ.indb   3DMJ.indb   3 31-07-2018   19:17:1631-07-2018   19:17:16

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



4 DEBUNKING THE MYTH OF JOB FIT IN HIGHER EDUCATION AND STUDENT AFFAIRS

responsibilities. And in the middle of this growth, there is a noticeable diver-
sifi cation of the fi eld regarding ability, age, class, ethnicity, gender, language, 
race, nationality, religion, sexuality, and other forms of identity.

A great deal of attention has been paid to the career development of 
higher education professionals. Most notably, Peter Magolda and Jill Ellen 
Carnaghi (2004; 2014) and the contributing authors in Job One and Job 
One 2.0 provide excellent refl ections and analyses regarding the job search, 
hiring, and orientation processes. Additionally, Where You Work Matters: 
Student Affairs Administration at Different Types of Institutions (Hirt, 2006) 
put forth various studies that explored the lives of student affairs practition-
ers across different institutional types. However, even with these impactful 
contributions, higher education literature is lacking in critical perspectives 
on job searches and hiring processes, including the ways in which individuals 
with salient marginalized identities navigate these terrains. The contributing 
authors of this book integrate concepts of critical theory with research and 
literature regarding job searches in higher education by highlighting prob-
lematic aspects of the rhetoric of fi t embedded in higher education and stu-
dent affairs culture. This book particularly focuses on the perspectives of job 
candidates seeking to meet their own needs in potential jobs and job settings.

 To further emphasize the signifi cance of this topic, matters of social jus-
tice have become a vital part of higher education discourse. As a profession, 
student affairs specifi cally strives for inclusion and acceptance of all people. 
Within the context of university life, student affairs professionals are often 
considered key advocates for inclusivity on college campuses. Multicultural 
competencies have been a mainstay within the profession since they were 
adopted from the fi eld of counseling psychology in the 1990s (Pope, 
Reynolds, & Cheatham, 1997). The ACPA and National Association of 
Student Personnel Administrators recently revised their joint publication 
of the Professional Competency Areas for Student Affairs Educators (ACPA 
& NASPA, 2015), which includes “Social Justice and Inclusion” as one 
of its ten core competencies. The outcomes in this area, such as under-
standing “how one is affected by and participates in maintaining systems 
of oppression, privilege, and power” (p. 30) and engaging “in hiring and 
promotion practices that are nondiscriminatory and work toward building 
inclusive teams” (p. 31), indicate that these practices have been and are 
an area of concern for the profession. Moreover, a brief look at scholarly 
student affairs journals indicates the values toward which many individuals 
in student affairs strive—and, at the same time, the amount of work yet 
to be done. The profession has made remarkable progress in the ways it 
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FROM FIT TO BELONGING 5

serves students; however, there seems to be a disconnect between how we 
talk about inclusion of students and how that same value plays out in our 
treatment of one another as student affairs practitioners and scholars. Given 
the high anxiety created by job searches, we editors ask: To what extent is 
fi t a rhetorical tool that limits historically marginalized people from job 
opportunities?

WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR AND HOW TO USE IT

It would be unrealistic to suggest that any book can be all things to all peo-
ple. While we as editors feel strongly that a critical lens of job fi t is relevant to 
everyone who works in student affairs, the scope of our book is intended to 
offer attention to the experiences of job seekers who are looking to evaluate fi t 
in their current and possible future positions, as well as hiring managers who 
face challenges in creating equitable hiring processes. Thus, the contributing 
authors of this book will speak to specifi c issues, while acknowledging that 
there are numerous perspectives to keep in mind. A critical examination of 
job fi t can be benefi cial to job seekers, whether they are entry-level, mid-level, 
or senior-level. We acknowledge that job search processes may look very dif-
ferent based on a candidate’s professional level, as many entry-level job seek-
ers tend to gravitate toward larger search processes such as The Placement 
Exchange, whereas mid-level and senior-level positions may have more tar-
geted approaches using professional networks and search fi rms. However, 
even though experienced professionals may be more familiar with dynamics 
of job fi t, inherent systems of racism, classism, sexism, ageism, homophobia, 
and other oppressions cut across all job search processes, regardless of posi-
tion level.

In addition to showing up in the job search and hiring processes, job fi t is 
a dynamic that impacts individuals who are currently employed and experi-
encing challenges in their workplace. At fi rst, most employers and employees 
have a certain amount of optimism about their new workplace relationship. 
However, various experiences on the job and interactions with others can 
serve as points of validation or disappointment about the anticipated job fi t 
for an individual. Positive experiences can serve as confi rmation about fi t for 
the employee or employer. I knew this would be a great place for me to work. 
However, negative experiences can quickly sour a person’s viewpoint of their 
offi ce environment, institution, or job tasks. I’m so tired of the student culture 
here. Important to the context of this book is how broader forms of systemic 
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6 DEBUNKING THE MYTH OF JOB FIT IN HIGHER EDUCATION AND STUDENT AFFAIRS

oppression (e.g., homophobia, racism, classism, sexism, and cissexism) may 
contribute to and factor into these negative experiences, which are often 
intertwined with things such as changes in job responsibility, departmental 
structure, and budget allocations.

Challenging the norms and rhetoric about job fi t in student affairs means 
that scholars and practitioners alike must be able to incorporate this topic 
explicitly into various aspects of the profession. Thus, the chapters selected 
for this book aim to help job seekers develop a greater awareness of their 
needs and priorities throughout the job search process while being conscious 
of how institutional and systemic forms of oppression may hinder their 
access to certain opportunities. Professionals who are currently in positions 
of uncertainty regarding their cultural and institutional fi t can refl ect upon 
the various questions and ideas that the contributing authors of this text 
provide. Faculty in student affairs preparation programs can incorporate this 
text into professional seminar courses that are intended to prepare students 
for job searches. Similarly, department and organization leaders can incorpo-
rate a critical lens of job fi t into the professional development opportunities 
they offer to staff in addition to examining their own hiring processes.

SO WHAT IS FIT, ANYWAY?

As with any concept, there are many ways of viewing and understanding 
fi t. Whether referred to as such or by another term, fi t commonly appears 
in college student development, vocational psychology, and in popular and 
mainstream discussions in the context of career development. Certainly not 
unique to higher education, fi t takes on many forms and shows up unexpect-
edly in a variety of processes. Is fi t about matching skills to job requirements? 
Is it about getting along with coworkers, sustainable interest in a position or 
career trajectory, or alignment of personal and professional values? We argue 
that there is not one suitable defi nition of fi t; rather, we maintain that the 
construct of fi t is complex and multifaceted and that it would be a disservice 
to the spirit of this book to put forth a single defi nition even if it would be 
more convenient. Therefore, you will fi nd that each author throughout this 
book has their own nuanced defi nition of fi t.

Take notice of how often you use the word fi t in your everyday life. Fit 
shows up when discussing how a puzzle piece physically fi ts or doesn’t fi t 
into a jigsaw puzzle while spending time with friends or family. Or consider 
how fi t shows up metaphorically when speaking about how to make a new 
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FROM FIT TO BELONGING 7

program or initiative fi t within the constraints of an institutional or depart-
mental mission or even inside limited budgetary or personnel resources. Fit 
shows up when we are shopping for clothes and deciding whether they’re 
appropriate for work or when we are trying on a pair of jeans we haven’t 
worn in a while. In many ways, fi t is a mundane word, one that seems to 
deserve little attention due to its ubiquitous nature in our lives. Even as 
we were selecting chapters of this volume, we attempted to avoid speaking 
the word fi t, yet it became clear how diffi cult this would be right from the 
start. We were shocked at how impossible it was to talk about our decisions 
without using the word. Instead of giving up or giving in, however, this only 
reinforced how important it was for us to get at the core of this term.

Even a simple review of defi nitions confi rms that fi t is not easy to defi ne. 
The Oxford English Dictionary, for example, contains eight entries for the 
word fi t, each containing multiple defi nitions. One entry, the fi rst of three 
for fi t as a verb, contains twenty-fi ve different defi nitions of the word. 
Meanings range from the expected “to be suitable for” to the subtly unex-
pected “to fashion, modify, or arrange so as to conform or correspond to 
something else” (Fit, v.1, 2016). Even after reviewing the varied defi nitions 
and origins of fi t at this basic level, we were left wondering what fi t really 
means, particularly in the context of this book. In our own review of fi t in 
student affairs literature and a diverse array of other disciplines, we noticed 
a similar pattern. Fit seems to be a widely used term to describe a vari-
ety of phenomena from how well two people get along or the similarities 
between employee strengths and employer needs to the strength of a cultural 
match or alignment of values. And while researchers tend to work toward 
clearer defi nitions of fi t in their work, their defi nitions vary and even some-
times contradict one another. Practitioners, on the other hand, seem to use 
fi t more often without consciously invoking any defi nition at all. In other 
words, fi t is often something unexplainable. It’s just one of those things we 
somehow know—and expect others to understand. As the chapters that fol-
low reveal and critique, leaving fi t unexamined in this way can lead us to fall 
prey to the oppressive systems and structures that surround us.

WHY TALK ABOUT FIT?

Most researchers seeking to defi ne fi t assume that fi t is something that can 
be examined logically. One of the most commonly used theories of job fi t in 
career advising and counseling, for example, argues that when an individual’s 
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8 DEBUNKING THE MYTH OF JOB FIT IN HIGHER EDUCATION AND STUDENT AFFAIRS

interests align with their work-related activities and environment, the result 
is a happy employee (Holland, 1959). While there is obviously merit—and 
certainly a great amount of research—in this line of thinking, we argue that 
accepting the use of fi t as a tool in job searching and hiring can also lead job 
seekers and hiring authorities to make decisions without examining their 
biases. We further argue that job fi t is more complicated than matching 
person and environment. Collins (1990) and Harding (1998), for example, 
discussed the role of standpoint and epistemology—how we know what we 
know—in understanding our experience of oppression. We each interpret 
and experience the job search through a multiplicity of identities, and we 
are each therefore affected differently by systems of privilege and oppression 
through this intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991). For example, a job seeker 
who identifi es as a Black Woman may also identify as upper middle class, cis-
gender, and straight. While statistics about and resources for Black Women 
on campus or in the local community may play a role in her decision to apply 
for or accept a particular job, cost of living or the (non)existence of university 
policies, local ordinances, and state laws protecting queer and transgender 
individuals from employment discrimination may not play as big of a role.

Because job searching and hiring are processes with many layers, com-
ponents, and steps, uncovering how and why people take in and process 
information in order to make choices is critical to understanding the concept 
of fi t. Otherwise, fi t, when accepted without critical inquiry, is something 
that occurs naturally, something to be left alone. It is just how things are. 
If the values of an individual and those of the institution do not align, for 
example, that person will not want to work there and may not apply. If they 
do apply, they may not make it to the interview—or may not be offered the 
job. The job search and hiring processes, however, are not so straightforward 
or logical, particularly because each step of these processes requires making 
a series of conscious and unconscious decisions—to apply or not to apply, 
to hire or not to hire. What drives our intuition? What biases do we hold 
that infl uence our decisions? Who designed our hiring processes and how 
do they refl ect or reject our values of equity and inclusion? For example, at 
some institutions, all hiring is done using a process by a centralized human 
resources department and involves thorough training on affi rmative action, 
unconscious bias, and fair hiring practices. This process may also be moni-
tored and audited by that same centralized department. At other institutions, 
the hiring process is entirely up to the supervisor looking for an employee. 
Neither option is inherently wrong or bad, but when we leave these underly-
ing processes unexamined, we ignore issues of equity and inclusion as well 
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FROM FIT TO BELONGING 9

as the potentially detrimental impacts of fi t throughout the job search and 
hiring processes.

WHERE DOES FIT SHOW UP?

We editors seek to bring the realities of unconscious bias in the workplace to 
light while answering the question of where and how fi t shows up in student 
affairs. Rather than simply talking about it in the abstract, we felt it would 
be more benefi cial to offer up our own examples. We know that fi t can take 
many forms and that we offer only a tiny snapshot of the possible experiences 
with the many nuances of identity within job searches and work experiences. 
Elliott speaks to the anxiety of being authentically femme and fl amboyant 
and not being “too much” at work; Gabby to the tension between her identi-
ties and the pervasive culture of the institution that employed her; Brian to 
the struggle between living values authentically and aligning with the held 
and enacted values of an institution; and Vu to an ambiguous job rejection 
that was substantiated through the rhetoric of fi t. As it stands within the 
existing structure of the student affairs job search process, we were each left 
to wonder what was really going on and why.

As you will see in later chapters, values systems, standards of dress and 
speech, and even casual invitations to a meeting over coffee are inherently 
affected by our lived experiences as people with multiple identities. Our 
authors demonstrate the intricate ways in which the interview process and 
experiences on the job are riddled with unstated norms and expectations 
that may prove diffi cult to navigate without the appropriate cultural insight 
(Margolis & Romero, 1998). As candidates, we ask ourselves countless ques-
tions throughout the job search process that illustrate this struggle: What do 
I wear? What language do I use to describe my experience? Will I be “the only 
one”? Is this interview process truly set up to evaluate me as a candidate or are 
they testing my ability to “be friends”? Do my values align? Will they understand 
my personality?

Such questions arise in our own day-to-day lives outside of work, repre-
senting how many of us feel in new social settings. Much like a fi rst date, 
interpersonal dynamics are a critical component in any interview process. 
In such settings, we often watch for subtle cues to inform us of the way 
others are perceiving us. While those dynamics are important—that is, get-
ting along with others in the workplace is important to some extent—at 
least equal attention should be paid to the candidate’s skills and professional 
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10 DEBUNKING THE MYTH OF JOB FIT IN HIGHER EDUCATION AND STUDENT AFFAIRS

interests. Additionally, when does judging others based on fi t border on 
choosing people purely because they are personally compatible with poten-
tial colleagues? Research has shown that groups that are more diverse pro-
duce better outcomes (Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Kuk, Banning, & Amey, 
2010), but as Rivera (2015) has pointed out, relying on personal fi t can limit 
the growth of workplace diversity. Unfortunately, the practice of excluding 
others based on personal compatibility may allow more easily for cultural 
biases to infl uence hiring, onboarding, and the development of positive rela-
tionships at work.

We all face a never-ending tug-of-war between individuality and con-
formity at work. Should I just be myself or should I try to match what others are 
doing here on campus? Elliott experienced this phenomenon fi rsthand:

Perhaps because my personality tends to match others’ stereotypes of gay 
men being fl amboyant, feminine, and funny, my identity and personality 
have almost always been closely tied together. During my graduate program, 
a few of my colleagues would visibly roll their eyes when I asked how the 
topic at hand impacted Queer students or when I shared how I was afraid 
that my Queer identity might affect my job search. At times, I was asked 
how that was relevant to the discussion. While at two universities in differ-
ent regions, I felt the need to act more “professionally” than others when at 
work to conform to a more “reserved” atmosphere. In actuality, acting more 
“professionally” and “reserved” meant feeling pressure to be less effeminate. 
This conscious restriction negatively impacted my creativity and emotional 
connection with others. I often felt that I could not talk about my passion 
for drag or queer literature and art without being “too much” or “always 
talking about gay stuff.” If my interests were more “normative” and my sexu-
ality, or more arguably my gender, not so “obvious,” things may have been 
different.

Elliott’s experience illuminates the detrimental impact restricting one’s 
social identities has on their overall well-being. Having direct experience 
with others critiquing his comments and behavior led to him feeling afraid 
that his actions and even his identity were not appropriate for the workplace. 
These feelings led him to be more self-conscious and suspicious in that envi-
ronment. Unsurprisingly, when he began his fi rst full-time job search, Elliott 
actively sought out a place where he did not have to restrict himself like he 
did in the past. When asked during interviews at a student affairs job place-
ment program what he did outside of work for balance, for example, he 
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FROM FIT TO BELONGING 11

intentionally mentioned wanting to become enmeshed in the drag and queer 
arts community to weed out institutions and locations that would or would 
not be accepting of this aspect of his identity.

Gabby experienced similar challenges while in her graduate program. 
However, Gabby handled this misalignment of values by developing profes-
sional relationships that provided the necessary security for her to persist in 
such an unfavorable environment:

As a young cisgender woman, I found myself renegotiating my sexuality for 
the third time while in graduate school. Many students I advised and indi-
viduals I worked with spoke about the chilly environment for queer individu-
als at this institution, which made me feel isolated as I came to understand a 
developing aspect of my own identity. Additionally, my lower socioeconomic 
status made me feel incredibly isolated from my peers, as they had access to 
experiences and resources that I never imagined possible for myself. What 
made me feel safe persisting in graduate school were the positive relationships 
I formed with my direct supervisor, my faculty adviser, and my practicum 
mentor. My fi rst year in graduate school was incredibly diffi cult. I felt unim-
aginably isolated as I worked to exist in an environment that did not embrace 
or uplift my most salient identities. I took these relationships for granted my 
fi rst year because I did not realize how crucial individual support would be to 
my overall well-being. During my second year in graduate school, I was able 
to fi nd support by relying on these three key relationships.

Individual relationships provided Gabby the space and safety she needed 
to navigate an environment that made her feel isolated. These relationships 
helped her understand how to survive within an institutional culture that 
didn’t embrace her identities. Additionally, this experience caused Gabby to 
specifi cally seek institutions that provided support services for marginalized 
faculty and staff members. Some of the things Gabby looked for in her fi rst 
professional position were free access to fi nancial advisers, community build-
ing programs like “First Thursdays,” and diverse representation on university 
staff councils or faculty/staff senates.

During the search process, one typically receives more bad news than 
good. The rhetoric of fi t can sometimes creep its way into conversations 
between employers and job seekers, especially in the context of a rejection 
conversation. Vu recalled an experience he had with being turned down for 
a position that left him wondering exactly which aspect of fi t led to this 
outcome:
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12 DEBUNKING THE MYTH OF JOB FIT IN HIGHER EDUCATION AND STUDENT AFFAIRS

I applied for this one job that I felt really excited for. In my mind, I thought 
that I was more than qualifi ed for the position and that I would really connect 
well with the people who worked in that offi ce. However, I wasn’t entirely 
confi dent about getting the job, because I knew some of the other people 
who applied and I knew that they were just as qualifi ed. In some ways, I was 
prepared to receive bad news if it came to me. The interview went well, and I 
received some pretty good feedback. It took a few days for the employer to call 
back, and it turned out that they offered the position to another candidate. 
That wasn’t all too surprising because I knew the other folks who applied. 
However, the rationale that was given to me was that even though I was very 
qualifi ed, it all came down to a matter of fi t.

To use the dating analogy here, this would be the equivalent of the 
employer saying, “It’s not you, it’s me.” This was a case where the use of fi t 
rhetoric could create paranoia for a job seeker. What did the employer mean by 
fi t? Did they not like my personality? Was it what I was wearing? The tone of my 
voice? Did it have anything to do with dynamics of gender, race, class, or other 
salient identities? We acknowledge that not all uses of the word fi t within 
the job search are coded discrimination. A candidate may, in fact, lack the 
expertise or skills that would aid an organization’s move in a desired direc-
tion. However, when fi t is provided as the reason for rejecting a candidate 
with little additional detail, the ambiguity can lead to all sorts of incorrect 
assumptions about what happened between the employer and the candidate. 
Moreover, many employers are hesitant to give additional detail, perhaps 
due to a fear of backlash or advice from well-meaning human resources pro-
fessionals, further complicating the matter.

While personal compatibility is certainly one aspect of fi t to show up in 
the search process, another is the alignment of values. For example, when a 
school asks you to speak about diversity or social justice, are they fi shing for 
specifi c values or concepts? Is this a way to see “where you stand” and if you 
will mesh with the “average student”? Refl ecting on the concept of values 
across different contexts, Brian shared a story that illustrated the point. As 
someone who has been involved in social justice education and activism for 
many years, his values related to social justice are very important to him and 
are integrated within his professional identity:

I remember during my interview, my supervisor-to-be said that my institution 
was not always “good at social justice.” He felt I should know this because my 
application materials and my interview responses had made it “clear” that this 
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FROM FIT TO BELONGING 13

was important to me. I thought this was an interesting thing to say during 
an interview, and I have thought about it many times since accepting the job 
offer. What is “being good at social justice” and how have these confl icting 
sets of values infl uenced my success and even happiness at my job?

Although our personal beliefs on gay rights, abortion, climate change, gun 
control, and other highly politicized issues are not necessarily directly related 
to our ability to perform our job functions, the extent to which our cam-
puses support and/or challenge our beliefs can impact the way we experience 
that job. Student affairs practitioners’ views on social justice education and 
conceptions of privilege and oppression are not isolated from the sociopoliti-
cal context in which they work. In other words, although it was seemingly 
unrelated to his job, Brian’s boss may have been onto something by disclos-
ing this context to him and, at the very least, preparing him just a little for 
what he was stepping into. On the other hand, are there any institutions that 
are always good at social justice? How might different candidates interpret 
and react to such a statement differently? For example, is “not being good 
at social justice” another way of saying “not welcoming to certain groups 
of people” or does it simply mean that social justice efforts are individually 
led and sporadic rather than ongoing and institutionalized? Regardless of 
the statement’s intended meaning, potential employees will interpret this 
through their own lenses and visions for an ideal work environment. While 
some may hear it as a call to action, others may hear it as a warning.

Student affairs professionals encounter challenges related to fi t through 
institutional culture and values that often cause feelings of identity confl ict 
or dissonance about our personality and other characteristics that are a prod-
uct of environmental socialization. We argue that each of these intraper-
sonal dynamics are inextricable from our identities and must be examined 
throughout the process. In the following chapters, you will fi nd such com-
plexities painted in detail through our authors’ scholarly writing and per-
sonal narratives, and it is our hope that you will able to connect in a way that 
provides insight into their experiences and those of others.

OUTLINING THE BOOK

As we reviewed potential chapters to include in this book, we intention-
ally grounded ourselves in theory to guide our decision-making process. For 
such a complex topic as fi t, choosing a single theoretical framework was too 
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14 DEBUNKING THE MYTH OF JOB FIT IN HIGHER EDUCATION AND STUDENT AFFAIRS

limiting. Abes’s (2009) concept of theoretical borderlands (Anzaldua, 1987), 
or a bridging or blending of theoretical frameworks, provided insight into a 
potential solution for examining fi t through multiple frameworks simultane-
ously. This concept allowed us to consider fi t by examining it through our own 
theoretical borderlands, specifi cally, the ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 
1994), intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991), and anti-oppressive pedagogical 
theory (Kumashiro, 2002). In doing so, we intentionally chose chapters that 
viewed fi t from a variety of standpoints and identities at a range of levels of 
our social systems and that provided insight into how we could actively work 
against oppression rather than merely observing or critiquing it. In the chap-
ters that follow, the contributing authors challenge the ambiguous notion of 
fi t in student affairs and our reliance on this notion in our hiring practices.

In many ways, the broad array of perspectives put forth in this book for-
mulates a theoretical bricolage. The contributing authors in the chapters 
that follow utilize frameworks and theoretical guidance of their own choice 
to argue their own defi nitions and critiques of fi t. Moreover, these scholarly 
inquiries are infused with personal testimonials that are intended to help 
develop a more nuanced understanding of fi t in student affairs. While the 
chapters selected from this book approach fi t from a scholarly perspective, 
many of the authors have embedded their own personal stories to bring 
these perspectives to life by illustrating the concepts and themes explored 
throughout.

David Nguyen and LaWanda Ward begin the second chapter seeking to 
combat discrimination in student affairs hiring practices by interrogating 
existing case law pertaining to employment discrimination in higher edu-
cation. Using critical frameworks, Nguyen and Ward work to illuminate 
the signifi cant burden of proof plaintiffs must showcase to prove that the 
notions of fi t have been used against them in a discriminatory manner to 
suggest tangible changes hiring managers can make to address these con-
cerns. In chapter 3, Léna Kavaliauskas Crain and Mathew Shepard analyze 
data from the National Study of the Student Affairs Job Search (NSSAJS), 
which identifi ed fi t as a signifi cant criterion in the latter stages of decision-
making in job search processes. Crain and Shepard use this data to provide 
recommendations for hiring offi cials to combat fi t being used inequitably 
when making hiring decisions. These recommendations provide opportuni-
ties for hiring managers to remove the discriminatory tendencies present in 
various hiring teams.

Chapter 4 brings a shift in focus away from the hiring committees as 
Jessica Bennett, Van Bailey, Marshall Guthrie, Luis Inoa, Meghan Gaffney 
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Wells, and Akiko Yamaguchi work to understand the impacts of inequita-
ble hiring practices on the job seeker. Throughout the chapter, Bennett and 
colleagues discuss the challenges student affairs professionals with multiple 
marginalized identities face when working to establish agency—the ability 
to make decisions for one’s self in the workplace—while simultaneously bat-
tling the inequities found in institutions of higher education. Their work 
also explores the diffi culties job seekers experience in developing their own 
narrative agency, or the ability to determine one’s own fi t through their own 
thoughts and feelings, throughout the hiring process. Sonja Ardoin and 
becky martinez continue to explore how individuals experience marginali-
zation throughout their job search, specifi cally along the lines of socioeco-
nomic status and class identity, in chapter 5. Individuals from working-class, 
blue collar, or poor backgrounds are regularly discriminated against in both 
the hiring process and the work environment because they often may not 
have the fi nancial means to build professional networks like those of their 
peers with more wealth.

Predominantly White institutions (PWIs), or institutions that have a 
majority White student population, have long histories of racism that can 
require their employees of color to internally negotiate different aspects of 
their marginalized identities to fi nd their fi t. In chapter 6, Stacey Garrett 
and Natasha Turman discuss the experiences of Black women moving 
through a student affairs job search and the ways Black women are expected 
to suppress aspects of their selves in order to cater to the oppressive notions 
of fi t that are often upheld by institutions. Next, Heather Browning and 
Patrice M. Palmer examine fi t as a layered concept and explore the insti-
tutional perpetuation of coded language that has systematically excluded 
people of color and their ability to be their authentic selves in the workplace 
in chapter 7.

Genderism within higher education creates harmful norms and environ-
ments that prevent members of the trans or nonbinary communities from 
safely expressing their gender at work. In chapter 8, C.J. Venable, Kyle 
Inselman, and Nick Thuot use their individual experiences as well as a critical 
examination of institutional politics to discuss the pervasive cisnormativity 
that creates oppressive work environments for many members of these com-
munities. While the harmful infl uence of cisnormativity prevents individuals 
from equitably or safely working at institutions of higher education, Kyle 
Ashlee examines the primacy of Whiteness in higher education throughout 
chapter 9. Ashlee asserts that higher education is a system that perpetuates 
White supremacy and causes Whiteness to be viewed as the norm in student 
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16 DEBUNKING THE MYTH OF JOB FIT IN HIGHER EDUCATION AND STUDENT AFFAIRS

affairs hiring practices. The book concludes in chapter 10 with thoughts 
from Walter P. Parrish III, who synthesizes the preceding chapters by stitch-
ing together the interconnected narratives and analyses found throughout 
the book. The chapter additionally places a charge to the fi eld by urging a 
continuation of the conversation about fi t and offering possible additional 
areas for exploration and continued critical discussion.

CONCLUSION

As you read the following chapters, we hope you will consider the prob-
lem of fi t in its many facets. Remember that being diffi cult to defi ne is not 
what makes fi t problematic; in fact, it is the fi eld’s lack of exploration about 
the problematic aspects of fi t that leaves us vulnerable to its impact. More 
importantly, the problem of fi t seems to affect each of us disproportionately 
which is to say that some of us may benefi t from fi t while others suffer. As 
editors, we chose chapters that challenge the typical understanding of fi t and 
provide critical insight into the impact of fi t in higher education and student 
affairs. We also acknowledge that challenging fi t is not an easy task, so the 
personal testimonials you will fi nd woven throughout the chapters in this 
book serve to ground the discussion in the experiences of professionals in our 
fi eld. It is our hope that these narratives and personal expressions make real 
for you the problem of fi t.

At the 2016 ACPA Annual Convention in Montreal, the editors of this 
volume presented a session introducing the topic of this book and opening 
our call for chapter proposals. We were overwhelmed by the response and 
moved by the stories shared with us both during and after that presenta-
tion. Although we certainly felt it before then, our sense of urgency grew 
even stronger as dozens of ACPA members divulged their experiences with 
job fi t and, quite frankly, with discrimination in the hiring process. At the 
same time, members also shared stories of triumph and examples of posi-
tive experiences with job fi t. While the chapters that follow will explore 
the problematic nature of job fi t, fi t in and of itself is not inherently prob-
lematic. Fit as a concept and tool is embedded within hierarchical systems 
of power, privilege, and oppression that, unquestioned, lead to its use in 
problematic ways. This book aims to reveal those problems in the con-
text of hiring and job searching in higher education and student affairs. 
In doing so, we can open up a conversation about how to begin working 
toward change.
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FROM FIT TO BELONGING 19

CASE STUDIES

We end this introductory chapter and begin the rest of this book by pre-
senting two case studies written by the editors, one from the perspective of 
a hiring committee and the other from the vantage point of a job seeker. 
These case studies, while fi ctional as presented here, are inspired by our 
real experiences with job searching, hiring, and fi nding and creating fi t in 
and through our work in student affairs. Read through these case studies 
and think through the discussion questions before you read the rest of the 
chapters ahead. When you have fi nished the book, take some time to read 
through them once more. Consider how your perspective has changed and 
how you might approach each scenario differently now that you have con-
sidered the ideas laid out by the contributing authors of this text. If you are a 
faculty member, consider using these case studies to drive discussion in your 
courses or with your mentees and advisees.
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Case Study #1: The Hiring Committee

St. Margaret University is a private Christian university boasting a student 
population of roughly 5,000 undergraduates and 1,000 graduate students. 
The university prides itself on graduating students that are ready for their 
respective professions. One of the largest tools the university has is a tal-
ented career services staff, which is currently looking for an additional career 
adviser. While a religiously affi liated university, the student body is not 
entirely made up of Christian individuals.

There is a new vice president of Student Life at the university who has 
a goal of “increasing religious diversity on campus.” The Career Services 
Center is the fi rst department within Student Life to hire a staff member 
under this new senior administrator. The director of the department is feel-
ing pressured to hire a staff member that is not Christian to help achieve 
the goal of “increasing diversity.” Additionally, the director wants to remain 
in the new vice president’s good favor, so there is a desire to continuously 
appease this new senior administrator. The director of the center has com-
piled a search committee that he believes will help to achieve this goal of 
ultimately hiring a non-Christian career adviser.

The original applicant pool was not as religiously diverse as the search 
committee was hoping to see. The application required individuals to sub-
mit an essay that served as an affi davit of belief or an explanation of how 
they would support a largely Christian student body if they themselves were 
not a Christian. Only two applicants are not Christian. Of these two people, 
one has limited related experience and would typically not be considered for 
a phone interview. The second non-Christian candidate, who identifi es as 
agnostic, is more qualifi ed for the role than the fi rst non-Christian applicant.

One of the search committee members, Janise, is the associate director for 
the department as well as the search committee chair, and she identifi es as 
evangelical. Although it isn’t talked about much, people know her from her 
work off-campus in a congregation that espouses controversial views about 
women, queer folks, and people of other religious backgrounds. Another 
member, Alan, is a senior student employee at the career center who identi-
fi es as Jewish. Alan has struggled to feel supported on campus, particularly 
when it comes to missing class for religious holidays and feeling comfortable 
talking about his faith with friends, faculty, and staff. A third member, Alicia, 
is a student leadership adviser who identifi es as Protestant and has expressed 
concern over having “too many” non-Christian employees working at the 
institution. The last member of the committee is Warren, an active member 
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of student government who has never discussed his religion with the other 
members of the committee.

Each search committee member was asked to identify 5–7 candidates out 
of a pool of 70 applications who they thought should advance to the phone 
interview stage. The meeting at which the committee convened to discuss 
their recommendations was the fi rst time the group was together all at once. 
Janise starts off the meeting by sharing the director’s wish that they diver-
sify the center to keep in line with the vice president’s goals. Janise states 
that she was recommending the committee advance the two non-Christian 
applicants to phone interviews to show the vice president they were actively 
working to achieve this goal.

Alicia speaks up fi rst and states that she is not sure this is the wisest 
decision. Alicia has questions about the qualifi cations of both candidates. 
Additionally, Alicia states that she is not sure the candidates’ values regard-
ing specifi c health insurance expenditures would align with the Christian 
mission of the institution. Alan speaks next and states that he is also not 
sure that is the wisest decision. Alan shares that, at times, it can be diffi -
cult for non-Christian individuals to feel supported on campus, specifi cally 
surrounding non-Christian religious holidays. Alan’s comments are short 
because he feels particularly vulnerable as the only known non-Christian 
student at the table.

Warren speaks next and, with great enthusiasm, agrees with the chair 
of the committee. Warren thinks that hiring a non-Christian staff member 
will make non-Christian students feel signifi cantly more comfortable seek-
ing guidance from Career Services. However, Warren does state that, as a 
member of student government, he values seeing faculty and staff mem-
bers in attendance at university Christian services. He is worried that, if 
hired, a non-Christian person would not show the same commitment and 
would thus make the majority of the student body feel isolated from Career 
Services.

Conversation remains contentious throughout the deliberation process. 
Seven individuals are selected for phone interviews. Despite much debate, 
both non-Christian individuals are selected for phone interviews.

Discussion questions.

1. Is it ethical to hire new staff members when you are aware that there is 
a lack of community of support for that person?

2. How can calls to “diversity your staff ” cause harm?
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3. What could Janise have done differently in setting up the search com-
mittee to lead to the outcomes she was hoping for? How could she 
have set up or prepared for the fi rst meeting differently?

4. How can you help candidates who don’t fi t the campus norm make 
an educated decision?

5. How does tokenization show up in hiring committees for entry-level 
positions?

6. What risks is Alan taking by sharing or not sharing his concerns?
7. What can the committee do to ensure all voices are heard?
8. What are the advantages and disadvantages of having a senior staff 

member serve as the search committee chair for a position in their own 
department?

9. What kind of training do search committees need to adequately 
address issues related to fi t through critical lenses?

10. What dynamics are at play for Warren? What are some actions he 
could take?
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Case Study #2: The Job Seeker

Alex is a graduate student in a student affairs master’s program and is on 
the market for their fi rst full-time job. They have a great deal of interest in 
working in a position that is focused on equity, diversity, and inclusion and 
have extensive knowledge and experience related to working with students of 
color, including their current assistantship in a multicultural center. In fact, 
issues of social justice were what originally drew Alex into the fi eld of student 
affairs. As an undergraduate student, Alex was a facilitator for an intergroup 
dialogue class and regularly volunteered with their local chapter of Amnesty 
International. Alex is completing a master’s thesis on the unionization of 
custodial staff in higher education institutions and hopes to pursue a doc-
toral degree in the future.

Alex was well prepared for the job search. They had a strong resume that 
went through numerous revisions with a career counselor and other student 
affairs professionals, and they created several cover letter templates that they 
could draw upon for various job opportunities that might open up. However, 
Alex was not entirely sure who to ask to serve as job references. Alex had a 
strong, positive relationship with their previous practicum supervisor but has 
a very rocky relationship with their current assistantship supervisor. There 
always seemed to be something that felt “off ” about their interactions, and 
Alex was hesitant to ask for the reference. Alex decided that they would not 
include their assistantship supervisor and would deal with the consequences 
as they come.

Alex also was prepared with a wardrobe of suits. One of the pieces of 
advice that Alex received from trusted mentors was to invest in professional 
apparel for the job search process. Alex did not have a lot of disposable 
income, so this was a bit of an issue. After some consternation, Alex decided 
to apply for a new credit card to purchase two new suits. While it created a 
bit of fi nancial anxiety for Alex, it made them feel more confi dent entering 
the job search process.

While the job search began with much optimism, Alex soon encountered 
a grim reality that many had warned them about: The preponderance of 
student affairs jobs available are in residential life. Having already invested 
two years into a master’s degree, Alex felt like they did not want to consider 
other options outside of the fi eld, so they ended up expanding their search 
parameters to include hall director positions. Alex even decided to partici-
pate in a national job placement program, even though they initially did not 
want to do so. But Alex was feeling the pressure to secure a job, and because 
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so many of Alex’s peers were attending the job placement, Alex decided to 
go along with it.

Alex was very intimidated by the size of the job placement conference 
they attended and was worried that they would get lost in the sea of people. 
The number of job options was overwhelming and made it more diffi cult to 
discern what to look for! Knowing that their job search was focused on resi-
dence life because of the availability of positions, Alex focused on jobs that 
afforded the opportunity to do social justice education work and the ability 
to facilitate intergroup dialogue. A list of schools with a “good” social justice 
culture bubbled up through the grapevine and quickly found themselves 
at the top of Alex’s list. An alumnus of two public universities, Alex feels 
strongly about working for a large public university that serves as an access 
institution. The process was not as bad as Alex thought—they were excited 
to leave with an on-campus interview at Mountain State University.

On paper, the job offered much of what Alex was seeking, but the loca-
tion was unfamiliar and gave reasons to refl ect upon personal needs both in 
and outside of work. The salary was lower than other positions, but the more 
rural location had a low cost of living. Alex thought this might provide the 
opportunity to pay off some student loans.

Once Alex returned home, they received an e-mail with more informa-
tion about the on-campus interview. Mountain State offered to reimburse 
50% of their fl ight up front, and 100% of the fl ight only if they accepted the 
position. Given that this was the only current offer Alex had on the table, 
Alex decided to add this airline ticket to their mounting credit card expenses. 
Given that the interview itself was scheduled for two weeks from the e-mail, 
it made fl ights that much more expensive.

The itinerary consisted of a full day of 60-minute interviews with differ-
ent constituents, including student staff, peers, campus partners, and depart-
mental leaders. There was also a presentation component, which asked 
candidates to explain their approach to issues of inclusion within campus 
communities. Alex was quite excited for this portion, since it gave them the 
opportunity to display a strength of theirs.

When Alex arrived on campus at Mountain State the evening before the 
interview, they were greeted by a host who picked them up and took them 
to a hotel near the institution. They were told that dinner was on their own, 
so they decided to take the opportunity to walk around and get a feel of the 
surrounding area. It was a much slower pace than what Alex was used to, 
since they grew up in an urban environment. It was also very racially homog-
enous—mostly individuals who appeared to be White along with businesses, 
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restaurants, and markets that were culturally American. Disappointed, Alex 
decided to grab a quick burger and call it an evening.

The day of the on-campus interview itself was a blur. All the interviews 
were very formal and seemed to include the same types of questions. Alex felt 
like they had a hard time reading people’s faces in all the interviews, since 
most people had their eyes focused on their interview notes. Then came the 
presentation, which Alex felt like they aced. They focused on current issues 
that students of color face at predominantly White institutions, and the audi-
ence seemed fairly receptive. One attendee even cited a recent bias incident 
that occurred on campus and shared that Alex would be a helpful resource.

Unfortunately, there were a few people who seemed a bit less interested 
in the presentation. The director of the department appeared to be glued 
to their laptop the entire presentation and abruptly stepped out halfway 
through. Additionally, Alex was disappointed that there were no individu-
als from the intercultural center in attendance, even though the presenta-
tion was made public. These observations stuck with Alex as they continued 
through their interview day, which ended with a wrap-up conversation with 
the associate director of the department.

A week after returning from the on-campus interview, Alex received a 
phone call from the search committee chair offering the position. The com-
mittee chair stated that Alex had three days to make a decision. This was 
diffi cult to hear because Alex was fl ying to another on-campus interview the 
next day and knew they might want more time to decide. So, Alex nervously 
asked for more time to decide; the chair said fi ve days was the limit. Creating 
a list of pros and cons was the fi rst thing on Alex’s list so that they could 
review it with their mentor and friends. Although there were a lot of posi-
tives about the job, Alex was not sure what to ask about. Insurance options, 
institutional matching for retirement? What about that awkward conversa-
tion with the would-be supervisor?

Beyond the tangibles of the job, Alex had to fi gure out if living at 
Mountain State University would be the best place for them personally. Alex 
knew they would be the “only one” which would be diffi cult, but it would 
also provide a lot to the students at the campus; Alex would fi ll a huge void 
for that community. Alex’s mentor always said, “Sometimes you go where 
you’re needed and sometimes you go where you need to be.” Alex wondered 
where on that spectrum might this job be, and if they could be happy. Did 
those things matter more than securing a job to pay off debt? Could Alex 
fi nd their own community outside of work? How much weight would each 
of these factors have? Should Alex take this job?
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Discussion questions.

1. What are the key issues in this case?
2. What factors seem important for Alex to make their decision?
3. In which parts of the job search does Alex have agency?
4. What are some systemic factors that affect Alex’s entire job search 

experience?
5. Who are some individuals that were (positively or negatively) 

infl uential in Alex’s decision?
6. What are some things that Alex could have done differently?
7. What are some things that the institution could have done differently?
8. What role does life off campus play in the decision-making process?
9. What does Alex’s feeling of disappointment while walking through the 

town speak to more broadly?
10. What does the apparent disinterest of some interview attendees say 

about what Alex’s experience on that campus might be?
11. Does Alex have some allies or peers with whom Alex can seek support 

from and identify with?
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