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Setting 

A private, religiously affiliated liberal arts university, located south of a major city.  The 

institution’s student population averages out to 3,900 students per year, a third of which live on 

campus in various residence halls (several of which house unique living-learning communities).  

Despite being operated by a Christian denomination, all religiously-based services such as 

Chapel or Sunday Worship are not mandatory for students.  Unlike other institutions in the area, 

the university does not require that students or faculty sign faith statements upon arriving to the 

university, but requires that students take two courses in religious studies.  In terms of 

population, roughly 80 percent of students identify as White, 11 percent identify as Asian or 

Pacific Islander, 6 percent identify as Hispanic or Latino, and 3 percent identify as African 

American.  Various support services for underrepresented populations exist within the Office of 

Student Life, operating out of the newly restructured Diversity Center.  

Characters 

David is a first-year student living within a newly constructed living-learning community 

that’s focused on leadership development.  He is pursuing a degree in business administration, 

and hopes to eventually work in management.  David is a black first-generation college student, 

and comes from a very close, religiously conservative family prior to pursuing university-level 

studies.  In addition to his new found involvement with leadership through the community that 

exists within his residence hall, David also works part-time at a nearby coffee shop to help fund 

his education.  Residents and friends often comment on David’s stress levels, but he remains 

committed to all with which he is involved and excels academically. Because of his involvement 

with the newly developed leadership living-learning community, David works very closely with 
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several mentors through Housing and Student Life, as well as with his Academic Advisor.  After 

a very demanding first semester, David earns a 4.0 GPA. 

Not known to his hall community or mentors is the fact that throughout high school, 

David wrestled with acting out his perceived role as a young, black male among his white peers.  

Entering into a setting that is comprised primarily of white individuals, David once again 

wrestles with constructing his sense of identity, though he does not disclose this to anyone.  One 

of David’s mentors is you, a Resident Director, charged with managing the living-learning 

community and supervising nearly 200 students.  Other characters included in this piece are 

David’s roommate (Will), various residents living on David’s wing, as well as David’s Resident 

Assistant, Adam. 

Situation 

Following a month-long intensive course (January term), David’s behavior has drastically 

changed.  No longer feeling motivated and struggling with his schedule, David begins distancing 

himself from community service activities. His conversations with his mentors have also ceased, 

particularly with you, his Resident Director.  As of late, your schedule has made interactions 

with David somewhat limited. Several appointments that you have made to meet with David 

were missed, as David failed to arrive. 

During the week leading up to midterm exams, David and two of his wing members 

return from a party at 3:00 in the morning.  David’s Resident Assistant, Adam, happens to come 

across them while conducting evening rounds. David, incredibly intoxicated, begins yelling 

down the hallway and proceeds to punch one of the walls.  He retreats to his room and confesses 

to his now awake roommate (Will), wing members and RA that he is frustrated by everything.  
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He notes that he is seemingly not “black enough” for his family but not “white enough” for his 

friends.  

Adding to this, David admits that his religious beliefs, as well as his own understanding 

of his sexuality, are currently being questioned.  He states that he cannot turn to his family for 

support for fear of being rejected.  David also fears turning to others for help, believing he will 

further isolate himself if he chooses to pursue counseling.  Feeling unsure of how what he ought 

to do for himself, David confesses that he has, on several occasions, contemplated suicide.  As he 

describes this, he is holding a pair of scissors.  David’s roommate immediately grabs the scissors 

from David, though right after, David adds that he would not follow through with such ideations.  

After being calmed down by his roommate and wing mates, David passes out.  You receive an 

incident report from David’s RA, Adam, who is unsure of how to address the situation, and 

contacts you for additional support.  David has also emailed you requesting a transfer to a 

different residence hall. 

Charge 

This situation calls for a number of actions, as there are many issues contributing to 

overwhelmingly difficult situation for the student.  First, David must receive some form of 

support that goes above and beyond what his RA, RD, and mentors are capable of offering.  His 

frustration, lack of support, but also thoughts about killing himself are what should stand out as 

concerning in this situation.  Professional assistance from counselors is needed, especially when 

dealing with the seriousness of suicidal thoughts, particularly when David appears hopeless or 

unable to resolve these crises on his own.   

David should feel supported within his hall community, and perhaps this situation has 

challenged his belief that he can maintain “composure” among his friends and peers living in the 
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building.  His concerns should be handled and his sense of belonging within the academic and 

residential community should be reinforced. Another issue that arises with this event involves 

David’s ability to continue function as a student, requiring immediate attention and support.   

Resolution 

In order to effectively resolve this case, David needs to be provided with an outlet in 

which he can convey his thoughts and concerns openly without fear of judgment or social 

rejection.  As previously stated in the section titled “Charge,” David’s suicidal thoughts should 

be addressed first and foremost (perhaps not by you, but by trained staff members at the 

Counseling Center).  Developing a plan for referring him to counseling is necessary, and will 

serve as the primary vehicle through which David can address a number of his struggles.  

Contacting the campus Counseling Center and requesting additional information on how to 

appropriately respond to suicidal ideations, in addition to how such a conversation should be 

handled, will be needed in addressing this case.  Further information, as well as instructions for 

how to handle this case, can more than likely be found by contacting other RDs.  If managing 

this particular case, notifying my supervisor and developing a plan of action with them would 

also be necessary, requiring immediate email or phone conversations, as well as scheduling a 

time to discuss the matter with that person in greater detail.   

Meeting with David is essential, and having him reflect on the incident will no doubt be 

necessary in order to better understand the issues that he is attempting to address in his own life.  

Perhaps connecting with him face-to-face would be most beneficial in discussing the subject.  

Other means of communicating with David (phone or email) would be beneficial in tracking 

down a time to meet and discuss not only the incident, but his desire to leave the residence hall.   
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Other resources that exist which might help David in his crisis include LGBT support 

services, available through the Diversity Center, which houses a number of individuals well-

versed in working with diverse or underrepresented student populations (particularly when 

identifying as black in the midst predominantly white campus).  Contacting these offices and 

services to gather more information about how to address these topics would no doubt come in 

handy, but learning about the types of support offered through these offices (and learning how to 

appropriately refer students to said services) would be of greater value than tackling the issue on 

my own.   

Short-Term Resolution 

I would notify my supervisor of the situation, forwarding the incident report to them as 

soon as I was able.  Working with my supervisor, I would establish that a referral to counseling 

is needed, but that ultimately, David would need to have to decide for himself if he would like to 

attend sessions or not.  I would decide to contact David via email immediately to request a 

meeting regarding this incident.  During said meeting I would address concerns about his 

behavior and revelations from that evening.  I would also present support options via different 

campus resources, but emphasize utilizing counseling services, particularly when discussing the 

issue of suicide.  I would point out what concerns me about his behavior, according to the 

incident report, and ask for further clarification on how his situation is affecting his personal 

wellbeing.  In an effort to better understand his situation, I would ask how he believes he is 

operating in this setting, or what roles or expectations he believes that he needs to fulfill, and 

relay that information back to him through the use of paraphrasing and summarizing.  My hope 

with this effort would be to allow him the opportunity to explore instances of dissonance with 

respect to role fulfillment, as well as explore goals or aspirations that he might have which are 
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above the realm of influence from others.  In showing concern for his development, I would ask 

if I could accompany him to the Counseling Center and make an appointment with him, rather 

than leaving it up to him to establish contact on his own.    

I would also discuss the issue of leaving the residence hall and attempt to understand, 

rather than judge or “resolve” his dilemma with continuing to live in the hall.  Perhaps David is 

ashamed of his behavior, and feels vulnerable after having confessed his feelings and struggles to 

his peers.  Also detailing that he is in crisis and potentially considering harming himself might 

also make him feel at odds with others, and the perception that he might appear “crazy” might 

drive him to seek a new place in which to live, away from the judgment of others.  Whatever the 

reason, this needs to be addressed.  David’s security and comfortability within his living space 

needs to be reinforced, and so I would converse with his RA to talk with residents and David’s 

roommate to better understand how they are responding to this event.  In consultation with 

David, a smaller plan would be established so that he could ease back into his living space 

without feeling isolated.  

Long-Term Resolution 

Regarding a long-term plan, less urgent but still valid points to address involve 

connecting David with support services and groups that might help him further explore and 

solidify his identity.  The goal with this effort would be for David to explore all issues which are, 

for him, salient, thereby allowing him the opportunity to “take control” of his life and steer it in a 

direction that is beneficial for his personal wellbeing.  Doing this in a setting with support 

available to him in the form of staff, fellow students and perhaps other community organizations 

would be especially beneficial.   
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Also for the purposes of longer-term planning and stabilization, I would attempt to 

connect the student to support services regarding his racial identity.  Being knowledgeable of the 

different groups, individuals and offices functioning within the Diversity Center, I would 

recommend that David meet with the Diversity Center, Black Student Union, multiple student 

organizations such as Harmony, Queer Student Alliance and Queer Ally Network, to further 

discuss and explore ways in which his identity might further grow.  In helping David with his 

religious and/or spiritual beliefs, it might be prudent to direct him to the Religious Services 

office, as they provide spiritual resources to students that include Christian and non-Christian-

related assistance. Recognizing that this is an ongoing process, counseling and recommended 

conversation with campus support services, but also promotion of engagement with and 

immersion in various groups or cultures to promote reflection with respect to his identity is 

needed and will be pursued.  With these efforts in place, I believe that David’s stability (in terms 

of identity) will be solidified.    

Conclusion 

In attempting to resolve this case, many theoretical frameworks came to mind, 

particularly with respect to understanding one’s role as a member of a particular race but also 

self-authorship.  The first theoretical framework is borrowed from Cross and Fhagen-Smith 

regarding Black Identity Development.  Utilizing several different sectors, Cross focused on the 

following elements:  

• Personal Identity (qualities and makeup of the individual) 

• Reference Group Orientation (Lens through which person’s beliefs are filtered) 

• Race Salience (importance of race in one’s life) 
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Cross notes that individuals who fall short of achieving a positive model for black identity earlier 

on in life will eventually do so during adulthood (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010, 

p. 256).   Cross and Fhagen-Smith then later developed a new stage that involves (post-identity 

solidification, either through positive or more difficult channels) “expansion or modification of 

black identity throughout adulthood” (p. 256).  With respect to this student’s case, I became 

fascinated by the concept of moratorium, found in adolescence (Sector 3) of the theory, in that 

one loses a sense of salience with respect to their racial identity.  Others might develop negative 

black self-concepts which are maintained if not properly addressed in youth or adulthood, which 

causes, for many, a sense of existential crisis (p. 257).   

 In Early Adulthood, black individuals who have not established racial understanding or 

possess low race salience may have feelings of self-hatred in relation to their own racial group 

and others outside of said group.  Identifying as black or African American does not make up a 

part of one’s identity.  In order to move away from this and develop positive race salience, Cross 

and Fhagen-Smith recommended involvement in experiences (cultural events, organizations, 

groups) that would expand their understanding of their black self-concept (p. 258).  This is, in 

part, why the student in question would be referred to different student groups, as well as 

challenged and supported to explore and develop further understanding/awareness his racial 

identity. 

 Other theories which influenced this case study were Schlossberg’s Theory of 

Marginalization and Mattering, particularly with respect to reinforcing a sense of belonging for 

this particular student at the institution.  One final theory utilized for the purpose of this case 

study was Baxter Magolda’s Theory of Self-Authorship.  Understanding the value of dissonance, 

particularly with respect to perceived roles and what one actually feels, self-authorship would be 
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a valuable tool in furthering this student’s ability to craft an identity that expresses his authentic 

desires and abilities.  At this point in his life, the character of David is entering into the 

Crossroads section of Magolda’s theory, in which individuals recognize that previous patterns of 

behavior are no longer working for them.  New patterns, at this point in development, need to be 

explored (Evans et. al, 2010, p. 185).  Unfortunately, at the Crossroads section, Magolda notes 

that “young adults are not yet at a point where they can act on their desires to be more 

autonomous, fearing the reactions of others” (p. 185).  This will eventually change, if provided 

the opportunity as well as environment to pursue new patterns of behavior in a supported 

fashion. 

 This case is based off of a real incident involving one of my residents.  Minor details 

have been altered regarding the size of the institution and the names of characters involved, but 

for the most part, this narrative is a very real account of a situation encountered while working as 

a Resident Assistant for my alma mater.  Much of what I would have done for the purposes of 

this case was not actually done by the Resident Director that mentored the student in question.  

In my follow-up with the individual, he denied there being a problem and felt that he wasn’t 

liked by anyone in the building.  Eventually, he received approval to leave the residence hall, and 

maintained little contact with the rest of the building community of which he had been a part.  

Much of my recommended actions are the result of watching a student simply fall through the 

cracks, though, through a recent conversation, I have learned that the student in question has 

worked out many of his struggles after pursuing support from mentors and other forms of student 

assistance in the Diversity Office. 
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