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Passion and Policy: How Student Affairs 
Educators Navigate Their Roles in the 

Face of Legislative Restrictions
R. Bradley Johnson

The ability to work with and advocate for students is one of the primary 
reasons many student affairs educators choose to enter the profession. But 
as Parnell and Dunlap acknowledge, student affairs educators sometimes 

face challenges in their work when they must uphold state and federal laws 
and regulations while simultaneously serving as advocates for targeted and 
marginalized students on their campuses. Values such as altruism, equality, 
aesthetics, freedom, human dignity, justice, truth,1 and community2 have 
been identified by student affairs educators as foundational to their work. 
These values are sometimes challenged when legislative policies and actions 
impose restrictions on how students are supported on campus, threatening 
the sense of equity, safety, and civility upon which collegial communities are 
built.

I agree with Parnell and Dunlap’s argument that the student affairs pro-
fession needs to increase its direct engagement in advocacy. Public policy 
advocacy can take many forms (e.g., social media posts, protest marches, calls 
to Congressional leaders). Depending on the type of institution where one 
works (public versus private), advocacy efforts may be subjected to regula-
tion. For example, many public institutions have political activity guidelines 
in place that restrict the nature of political work carried out by an employee 
(e.g., no political activity during work time, no use of institutional resources 
to carry out political activity, no institutional apparel or use of institutional 
name by the employee that could be construed as endorsement of views by 
the institution). Even if a student affairs professional does wish to engage in 
public policy advocacy, exhausting work demands may limit their ability to 
become politically engaged beyond their institution. In these situations, it is 
important for student affairs educators to utilize institutional relationships 
and resources to navigate tensions between legislative action and professional 
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practice. In this essay, I draw upon the example of North Carolina’s HB2 
“Bathroom Bill” to illustrate both political tensions encountered by student 
affairs professionals and productive negotiation strategies.

Legislative Actions and Policies

Recent legislative actions have created politically charged campus environ-
ments that student affairs educators must navigate in their efforts to sup-
port and advocate for students. Examples of federal and state policy efforts 
demanding student affairs attention include President Trump’s call to end 
the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program;3 federal 
travel bans targeting individuals from specific Muslim nations;4 state legis-
lation authorizing guns on campus;5 and state policy attacks on the equity 
and safety of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer plus (LGBTQ+) 
individuals.6

My home state, North Carolina, has encountered controversy and chal-
lenges associated with many of these legislative actions and policies. For 
example, North Carolina entered the national spotlight in March 2016 when 
state legislation was passed that severely threatened the rights of LGBTQ+ 
individuals within the state. The Public Facilities Privacy & Security Act, 
more officially titled “An Act to Provide for Single-Sex Multiple Occupancy 
Bathroom and Changing Facilities in Schools and Public Agencies and to 
Create Statewide Consistency in Regulation of Employment and Public 
Accommodations” (more commonly known as House Bill 2, HB2, or its 
nickname, “The Bathroom Bill”),7 was a piece of legislative action called “the 
most anti-LGBT law in the U.S.”8 because of its power to override local ordi-
nances concerning wages, employment, and public accommodations. HB2 
consisted of five parts;9 however, the most controversial component and the 
one that garnered the greatest media attention addressed the use of public 
facilities (hence the nickname “The Bathroom Bill”). HB2 regulated the use 
of public facilities (i.e., bathrooms), mandating individuals use the bathroom 
corresponding to the sex on their birth certificate. The legislation imposed 
discriminatory regulations on transgender individuals, requiring them to 
use bathrooms that corresponded with their assigned biological sex, not the 
gender with which they currently identified. For its proponents, HB2 was 
intended to “prevent an imminent crisis of straight men putting on dresses to 
view women in women’s restrooms.”10 However, if implemented, this legisla-
tion would have required a transgender man (assigned female at birth) who 
was taking testosterone, had a full beard, and was dressed in men’s clothes 
to use a female-designated bathroom. This situation would likely have been 
more shocking or surprising than if this same transgender man entered a 
male-designated bathroom.
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An important part of HB2 was that there was no mechanism for 
enforcement articulated in the legislation nor were there penalties or conse-
quences for anyone who violated the act. The president of the University of 
North Carolina (UNC) System, Margaret Spellings, noted the enforcement 
oversight in her response to the legislation on behalf of the UNC System, 
saying that HB2 was “hastily drawn, perhaps without fully considering all 
the implications” and that “if it were up to me, I would not recommend” the 
passing of the bill.11 Although Spellings stated that the UNC system would 
follow HB2 (more specifically the public facilities use portion), in a memo 
to UNC system institutions, she indicated that “constituent institutions 
must continue to operate in accordance with their nondiscrimination poli-
cies and must take prompt and appropriate action to prevent and address 
any instances of harassment and discrimination in violation of university 
policies.”12 At institutions which had adopted nondiscrimination policies, 
especially those that protected sexual orientation and gender identity and 
expression, transgender community members could be protected from the 
discriminatory state legislation by referencing institutional policy and inter-
preting the legislation from different perspectives. For example, an institu-
tion’s police or campus safety department could purposefully choose to not 
patrol bathroom facilities looking for violations of HB2. As illustrated in 
this example, when interpreting legislative actions and policies through the 
principles of social justice, equity, and nondiscrimination, student affairs 
educators can work with campus partners to navigate legal responsibilities 
while maintaining a safe and supportive community for all.

Navigating Tensions Between Professional Values  
and Legislative Actions 

As a student affairs educator in North Carolina as well as a member and 
advocate for the LGBTQ+ community, the HB2 legislation deeply affected 
me on a personal and professional level. The discriminatory legislation 
presented my student affairs colleagues and me with the challenge of 
upholding our commitment to advocating for “diverse groups of students and 
their unique needs in every venue of the institution”13 while simultaneously 
fulfilling our professional responsibilities as institutional agents charged with 
implementing state law and campus policy. The passage of HB2 required 
North Carolina student affairs educators to interpret and integrate personal 
values, professional competencies (e.g., the Professional Competency Areas 
for Student Affairs Educators published by the American College Personnel 
Association [ACPA] and the National Association of Student Personnel 
Administrators [NASPA]), ethical standards, and public policy. The capacity 
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to ethically and productively navigate tensions that arise from the adoption of 
federal, state, and/or institutional policy counter to one’s personal values and 
political ideologies is an essential student affairs professional competency,14 
one that both new and seasoned student affairs educators are called upon 
to demonstrate with increasing frequency. Rather than waiting for public 
policy challenges such as HB2 to arise before developing an advocacy plan, 
I encourage student affairs educators to adopt a proactive stance, building 
productive campus partnerships and engaging in ongoing collection of 
relevant student data so they can effectively attend to students’ needs in 
politically charged campus environments.

Build Campus Partnerships

A valuable legislative action and public policy resource on my campus is 
the director of strategic initiatives. This position serves as the primary 
 liaison with federal and state elected and appointed officials and keeps the 
institution well-informed on developments in governmental affairs via the 
Government Relations website and an active and engaged Twitter account. 
The director of strategic initiatives also provides the institution guidance 
when proposed  legislation and policies hold potential harmful consequences 
for members of our community. When HB2 passed, the director of strategic 
initiatives  consulted with university counsel and informed our chancellor of 
the scope of the legislation’s influence on campus. Our chancellor then issued 
a community-wide e-mail to update the campus on the status of the legis-
lation as well as affirm the institution’s commitment to equal  opportunity 
and nondiscriminatory policies. In the case of campuses without a  dedicated 
governmental affairs position, student affairs educators should identify the 
individual (or individuals) within the president or chancellor’s council who 
engages in government relations work and seek their guidance on the pos-
sibility of setting up a website with up-to-date information on policies and 
legislation affecting higher education. Student affairs professionals might 
also advocate for the government relations liaison to attend a department 
or division meeting to update staff on the political climate in the state and 
how pending legislation could affect the student experience and professional 
responsibilities. Proactively building relationships with institutional govern-
ment affairs staff and facilitating department/division public policy conver-
sations will increase staff capacity to effectively respond when confronted 
with legislative mandates like HB2.

Collect Relevant Data 

Student demographic data serves as another valuable resource for student 
affairs educators to leverage when seeking to navigate tensions between 
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legislative actions and campus policy. Demographic information about 
students is critical to making sure their needs are met and issues are addressed. 
However, for some institutions, the collection of student demographic data 
may not be as complete as one would like or hope. Having incomplete 
student demographic information creates an environment where resources 
may not be properly allocated to serve student needs. As Shane Windmeyer 
stated:

Colleges and universities are responsible for the education and safety of 
all students, including their LGBT students. A school cannot provide 
necessary services or maintain proper safety and campus climate without 
first knowing who are the out-LGBT students attending their school. 
Demographic questions asking students about their sexual orientation 
and gender identity give university administrators the data they need to 
properly implement LGBT-inclusive policies and practices.15

Returning to the HB2 example, when confronted with the challenge 
of implementing the discriminatory legislation, a more concerted effort 
to communicate with students identifying as transgender could have been 
made by student affairs professionals if they had proactively developed a 
practice of collecting specific demographic information on the student body. 
The ability to quickly identify trans-identified students on campus would 
have allowed student affairs educators to adopt a more personal approach 
with respect to helping students feel safe and supported on campus. Without 
these data, student affairs educators on my campus relied primarily on 
smaller, personal networks and connections with transgender students as 
well as broader messages sent to the campus community by the chancellor to 
convey institutional support for students facing discrimination under HB2.

Student demographic information is typically collected via the admis-
sions application, whether it is an institution-specific document or a mul-
ticampus application such as the Common Application or the Universal 
College Application. A concern for student affairs educators is that their 
institution may not accurately capture all aspects of a student’s identity in the 
college application process, including information about sexual orientation 
or gender identity and expression. Fortunately, the Common Application and 
the Universal College Application now allow questions about gender identity 
and expression to be included within the core set of questions;16 however, for 
institutions who do not use these admission forms or do not ask about these 
student demographics, there exists a critical information gap. Without access 
to this data, it is difficult for student affairs educators to identify students 
who might be affected by harmful legislation or institutional policies. This 
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was certainly the case for many institutions in North Carolina when HB2 
passed, as information about student sexual orientation and gender iden-
tity or expression was not readily available in a report from the institution’s 
mainframe database. Specific data on students who identified as transgender 
would have allowed student affairs educators the opportunity to provide a 
more personalized form of outreach with respect to supporting students as 
they navigated the campus environment post-HB2. If employed at a cam-
pus that does not collect student demographic information related to diverse 
dimensions of identity, I urge student affairs professionals to advocate for the 
collection of this missing information. Data speak volumes—especially in an 
age of metrics, assessments, and evaluations.

Conclusion

Parnell and Dunlap state that “it is reasonable to assume that no student 
affairs educator may ever agree with every state or federal policy that impacts 
the lives of students” but when contested issues arise, an opportunity pre-
sents itself for “student affairs educators to influence the development of 
thoughtful and respectful campus policies and procedures.”17 I wholeheart-
edly agree with this assertation. It is our purpose and obligation to ensure 
that we have the resources we need to work with and meet the needs of 
students in our care. And while there may be instances where legislative and/
or institutional policies arise that challenge us in our work, it is our underly-
ing commitment to the welfare and development of our students that will 
sustain us in our roles as student affairs educators.

Discussion Questions

1. How can your institution best gather data on marginalized student 
populations to better understand and advocate for the needs of these 
students?

2. What resources are available at your institution to help you keep abreast 
of state and governmental policies and laws affecting higher education? 
By what other means could you supplement these resources to be better 
aware of policies and laws that potentially could affect your students?
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