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ADMPS 2140: Higher Education Capstone Seminar 

 
Spring 2021 | Zoom Meetings Wednesdays 6:00-8:30pm as scheduled 

      Updated Dec. 21, 2020 
INSTRUCTOR 
Max Schuster, PhD 
Assistant Professor, Educational Foundations, Organizations, and Policy 
he/him/his pronouns 
schustermt@pitt.edu | 412-624-3087 | 5520 Posvar Hall 
Instructor Communication: My goal is to reply to email or voice messages within 48 hours Monday-Friday. 
Office Hours: My virtual office hours are scheduled by appointment. If you need to have a conversation 
with me about something in the course, I am glad to arrange phone or Zoom meetings during a 
mutually convenient time. For general questions about syllabus that others might also benefit from, 
you can post those to the Ask Your Professor discussion board on Canvas. 
 
GRADUATE TEACHING ASSISTANT 
Sharon Colvin, PhD Candidate (ABD) 
she/her/hers pronouns 
sharon.colvin@pitt.edu  
Office Hours: Virtual office hours are on Tuesdays 4-5pm or by appointment. Please email me any 
time. I will try to get back to you within 48 hours. 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
This course serves as the culminating experience for Higher Education MEd students. As the 
capstone for the program, this course provides students with the opportunity to consider and apply 
theoretical and conceptual knowledge from this course as well as all Higher Education courses to 
practical situations. Through course content, classroom discussions, and the capstone project, 
students will advance their development of essential higher education competencies gained 
throughout the curriculum. 
 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

1. To apply theoretical and conceptual knowledge to practical experience  
2. To design an intervention based in theory to address an issue or concern in a higher 

education, student affairs, or student organization/group 
3. To understand general guidelines for analyzing and synthesizing scholarly literature and 

professional knowledge  
4. To learn how to respond productively to feedback and advance graduate-level writing 
5. To think critically about empirical research, scholarly work, and professional knowledge 
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REQUIRED MATERIALS 
Kerr, K. G. et al. (Eds.) (2020). The curricular approach to student affairs: A revolutionary shift for learning  

beyond the classroom. Stylus. 
 
Additional readings available through Canvas or PittCat 
 
RECOMMENDED MATERIALS 
Aiken-Wisniewski, S. A. et al. (2020). The missing competency: An integrated model for program development for  

student affairs. Stylus. 
 
Branch, K. et al. (Eds.) (2019). Applying student development theories holistically: Exemplar programming in  

higher education. Routledge. 
 
Jenkins, T. S. et al. (Eds.) (2017). Open mic night: Campus programs that champion student voice and  

engagement. Stylus. 
 
Mitchell, Jr., D. et al. (Eds.) (2015). Student involvement and academic outcomes: Implications for diverse college  

student populations. Peter Lang. 
 
Strange, C. C., & Banning, J. H. (2015). Designing for learning: Creating campus environments for student  

success (2nd ed.). Jossey-Bass. 
 
 

COURSE POLICIES 
Course Format 
This is an online course with asynchronous and synchronous components that intend to 
facilitate your learning and attainment of the course learning outcomes. Synchronous learning 
refers to a live-action learning event in which a group of students are engaging and learning together 
at the same time. For this course, synchronous learning will occur live over Zoom on the dates 
indicated in this syllabus. Asynchronous learning, meanwhile, is a general term used to describe 
forms of education, instruction, and learning that do not occur in the same place or at the same 
time. For times where we will not be meeting as a class in this course, you will conduct independent 
research, meet with your learning team, or connect with the instructional team. Asynchronous is not a 
reduced-time session. 
 
Course Engagement 
For synchronous sessions, class attendance is critical to the full examination of the scheduled topic, 
which allows for students’ individual and collective learning. Students should make every effort to 
attend class on time and for the full duration. Students are permitted one class absence without 
academic penalty. Acquiring more than one absence or missing class without prior notification will 
result in a lower course grade. Please email the instructor in advance if you are going to be absent 
from class. Persistent tardiness, without prior approval, may also result in a lower course grade. 
While not required, it is strongly recommended that you enable your video camera during at least the 
interactive portions of Zoom class sessions. You can expect Zoom sessions to be discussion-based 
and your participation in these sessions is key to our collective learning. Zoom meetings begin 
promptly at the designated time and it is suggested that you log into Zoom a few minutes before the 
start of the session to avoid any technical difficulties or glitches and close non-essential applications 
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(e.g. iMessaging, email, etc.) in order to be present with one another. It is also recommended that 
you check regularly for Zoom application updates since new features are added from time to time. 
 
Deadlines and Scaffolding 
The course is designed to help students develop the capstone project in sections (referred to as 
“scaffolding”), creating a comprehensive document by the end of the course. Various sections of the 
document will be submitted to instructor or peer review teams for feedback throughout the term. 
All assignments are due by 11:59pm on the date indicated in this syllabus, unless otherwise noted.  
 
In order to receive timely feedback, it is essential to make every effort to meet the deadlines 
indicated in the syllabus in order to stay on track and to be able to utilize feedback in future drafts of 
the document. Students are expected to respond to instructor and peer review comments and 
incorporate changes in the next version of their document. The course schedule describes when 
sections are due to the course instructor as well as to peer reviewers. Please keep in mind that with 
each submission, you are required to address, revise, and rewrite all comments and suggestions made 
by peer review teams and the course instructor, and then add on the next section (e.g., submit 
introduction, receive feedback, address all comments, add section #1, submit revisions of 
introduction with theme #1 added; repeat the cycle until the product for this course is completed). 
This will help you complete your project on time.   
 
This project spans the semester and it is important to plan for several hours each week outside of 
class sessions to complete this project. This time should include careful planning, critical reading and 
researching, scholarly writing, and astute self-editing before submitting a final product. Therefore, it 
is suggested that you allocate your time accordingly and work in advance to meet course deadlines. 
Falling behind on due dates outlined in the syllabus may delay your progress in the course 
and may ultimately delay your graduation. 
 
APA Style 
Writing is an important part of professional practice and this class is an opportunity to refine your 
writing skills. All written assignments are to be of professional quality and free of spelling, 
grammatical, and typographical errors. Assignments must follow the grammar, formatting, and usage 
guidelines contained in the 7th edition of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association 
(APA). If you need assistance with APA, please do not hesitate to ask the instructor. The University 
Writing Center offers valuable services for graduate student writing and their services can be 
reviewed at http://www.writingcenter.pitt.edu/graduate-services. The Purdue Online Writing Lab 
(OWL) also contains helpful web resources that may assist in better understanding APA style and 
can be located at: https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/section/2/10/. 
 
Grades 
Letter grades are assigned in this class. Written work is graded on demonstrated insight, completion of 
expectations of the assignment, coherence of organization, style, grammar, and spelling. Letter grades 
are feedback and have the following meaning (+ and – are also assigned): 
  
“A” signifies work that exceeds expectations. Written work falling into this category will demonstrate 
clarity of purpose, organization, and communication. It will also demonstrate masterful and original 
interpretation of course material. “A” level denotes a student who prepares for class and consistently 
indicates having thought critically about the material by advancing the quality of the discussion and by 
submitting thoughtful online contributions. 
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“B” signifies work that meets expectations, meaning that all aspects of the assignment are completed, 
but it lacks some of the aspects of “A” work, particularly inconsistent preparation for class, infrequent 
contributions to class discussions, or written work that demonstrates less significant insight into the 
material or frequent grammatical errors or technical issues. 
 
 “C” signifies work that is below expectations because all aspects of the assignment may not have been 
completed, work demonstrates little preparation or participation in class, work demonstrates little 
insight into material, or grammatical issues in written work mar the assignment significantly. 
 
“F” is assigned for incomplete work or work that breaches University standards of academic integrity. 
 

SCHOOL OF EDUCATION POLICIES 
Departmental Grievance Procedures 
The purpose of grievance procedures is to ensure the rights and responsibilities of faculty and 
students in their relationships with each other. When a student in EFOP believes that a faculty 
member has not met their obligations (as an instructor or in another capacity) as described in the 
Academic Integrity Guidelines, the student should follow the procedure described in the Guidelines 
by (1) first trying to resolve the matter with the faculty member directly; (2) then, if needed, 
attempting to resolve the matter through conversations with the chair/associate chair of the 
department; (3) if needed, next talking to the associate dean of the school; and  (4) if needed, filing a 
written statement of charges with the school-level academic integrity officer. 
 
Academic Integrity 
Students in this course will be expected to comply with the University of Pittsburgh’s Policy on 
Academic Integrity. Any student suspected of violating this obligation for any reason during the 
semester will be required to participate in the procedural process, initiated at the instructor level, as 
outlined in the University Guidelines on Academic Integrity. This may include, but is not limited to, 
the confiscation of the examination of any individual suspected of violating University Policy. 
Furthermore, no student may bring any unauthorized materials to an exam, including dictionaries 
and programmable calculators. 
 
Disability Services 
If you have a disability that requires special testing accommodations or other classroom 
modifications, you need to notify both the instructor and Disability Resources and Services no later 
than the second week of the term. You may be asked to provide documentation of your disability to 
determine the appropriateness of accommodations. To notify Disability Resources and Services, call 
(412) 648-7890 (Voice or TTD) to schedule an appointment. The Disability Resources and Services 
office is located in 140 William Pitt Union on the Oakland campus. 
 
Statement on Classroom Recording 
To ensure the free and open discussion of ideas, students may not record classroom lectures, 
discussion and/or activities without the advance written permission of the instructor, and any such 
recording properly approved in advance may be used solely for the student’s own private use. 
 
Teaching Surveys 
Students in this class will be asked to complete a Student Opinion of Teaching Survey. Surveys will 
be sent via Pitt email and appear on your Canvas landing near the end of the term. Responses are 
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confidential and I do not see the results until after final grades are posted. Please take time to 
thoughtfully respond; your feedback is important to me. 

 
DESIGNING FOR LEARNING CAPSTONE PROJECT 

Throughout the Higher Education MEd curriculum, you have received training related to building 
your expertise in the ACPA/NASPA Competencies in ways that enable you to serve as a reflective, 
ethical scholar-practitioner with a social justice orientation. The capstone project serves as your 
culminating experience in the Higher Education MEd program and also serves as your 
comprehensive examination. Earning a pass on the capstone project/comprehensive exam is needed 
to graduate. For this year, this project has been designed in a way that considers the impact and 
limitations imposed upon us from the COVID-19 pandemic and may be further amended by the 
instructional team as the situation continues to unfold. 
 
Understanding how to design effective educational interventions, programs, policies, and/or services 
that maximize student learning and development are foundational across the core competencies for 
student affairs educators and higher education professionals. The overall premise of this project is to 
identify an issue or inquiry area related to higher education or student affairs and to develop a 
scholarly-informed proposal for an innovative and cocurricular-based program, intervention, or 
strategy that addresses the area you have identified. Your thinking in this area might come from 
something you have noticed in your internship or professional role, or it could be situated in a 
functional area you wish to pursue in the future. Meetings with the instructional team at the 
beginning of the term will help you crystalize your thinking.  
 
We will build knowledge through course materials and learning community teams that discuss and 
share articles, book chapters, and other sources of knowledge. Through our sharing, these resources 
offer a number of points of departure and inspiration for conceptualizing cutting-edge programs. 
 
Final Paper (50%) 
Throughout the semester, you will be working toward the development of a 15-17 page, double-
spaced designing for learning proposal (excluding title page, references, and appendices) related 
to an inquiry area of your choosing (e.g. student access, student outcomes, student experiences, 
campus structures, etc.). As detailed above, you will build this final paper through scaffolding and 
completing the paper section by section across the course of the term. Successful capstone projects 
will be based in theory, follow APA style, utilize appropriate references from this course and courses 
taken throughout your time in the MEd program, and aptly detail the following: 
Part 1: Describing the Background and Context 

§ Title Page (does not count toward page limit) 
o Develop a creative title that captures the essence of your project. Avoid titles like 

“Final Paper” or “Capstone Project.” 
§ Inquiry Area Overview (about 1-2 pages) 

o Due February 3 
o An inquiry area is the broad overarching area that a persistent issue or inequity in 

higher education manifests itself. An issue may span several inquiry areas because of 
the ways it is embedded within practice. For this course, you will focus on one 
inquiry area. The introduction should articulate the inquiry area and the significance of 
the area. In other words, why is this inquiry area important? Does this inquiry area 
affect a particular population(s) of students in inequitable ways? This section should 
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end with a paragraph that offers brief foreshadowing of what the purpose of the 
paper is and what sections the readers can expect to follow. 

§ Description of Setting (about 1-2 pages) 
o Due January 27 
o This section provides an opportunity to situate the inquiry within a particular 

functional area or frame. You may opt to think of the issue within a localized context 
(e.g. Office of New Student Programming) or more broadly (e.g. a Division of 
Student Affairs). Why is this functional area the best one to address your inquiry area 
from? What is your personal interest in considering the problem from this setting? 

§ Literature Review and Theoretical Foundations (about 4-5 pages) 
o Draft due February 17 
o You should examine an ample body of relevant literature and professional 

knowledge (at least 10-15 sources, including peer reviewed research articles as well as 
professional knowledge) that will help frame your inquiry area. The review should be 
succinct, comprehensive, and integrated and demonstrate a clear path of your 
understanding of the inquiry area and how it is framing your understanding of the 
specific problem. It should not be a series of annotations or a paragraph-by-paragraph 
summary of individual articles or chapters. The review should demonstrate a clear 
path of your understanding of the problem area and how it is framing your 
understanding of the specific problem. Identify two themes within the literature and 
develop those themes into the key sections of this part of the paper. You should also 
include at least one theoretical foundation (think student development) and consider 
how this theory, foundation, or framework aids informs the inquiry. While your review 
in this section may include interventions or approaches to addressing the problem, 
this should not be the main focus because interventions will be addressed in Part 2 
of the project. 

 
Part 2: Envisioning Solutions 

§ Description of the Proposed Interventions (about 3-5 pages) 
o Draft due March 3 
o This is the part of the paper where you get to be creative, innovative, and practical. 

Using the knowledge that you have gained from the literature related to your inquiry 
area as well as across the Higher Education MEd program, what would be a 
cocurricular innovation (program, policy, strategy, etc.) that you would institute 
following the curricular approach that would work to improve the issues present in 
your inquiry area? How does the literature and the theoretical foundation frame your 
thinking and justify taking this particular course of action you are proposing? What is 
the overarching goal of the program? Who is the program for (and who is it not for)? 
Is the initiative in collaboration or competition with other programs offered within 
the institution and/or functional area? What’s the name of the program? How long 
will it last—a day, a week, five weeks, a summer? Is this going to be a residential, 
commuter, or virtual program? What is the size of the program in terms of minimum 
and maximum number of participants reached? Who will staff the program? What 
would success of the program look like and how will you consider measuring it? 

o Remember that this part of the paper should still be supported by literature and 
citations even though it offers you the chance to think critically and innovatively. 
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o As you frame your thinking, it is recommended that you stick to framing your plan 
to span a timeframe between a month and a full academic year. Focusing on a longer 
or shorter period of time will be either beyond the scope of the project or not 
provide enough depth for this project. Be thorough in the description. For example, 
if you mention holding a speaker workshop series, be intentional and direct about 
what each workshop will touch upon, how the audience will be engaged, why these 
topics are the best ones to address, etc. Due to the creative nature of this aspect of 
the project, visuals (charts, tables, illustrations, etc.), may be incorporated into this 
section of the proposal. 

§ Learning Aims (about ½ page) 
o Draft due April 7 
o Thinking along the lines of a curricular approach, what 3-5 learning aims do you 

expect participations of your program, strategy, or intervention to achieve. This 
section should give the reader a brief paragraph to introduce this section and indicate 
the overarching goal of the program, but the actual learning aims may be presented 
as full sentence bullet points. Remember that the learning aims need to directly relate 
to the proposed interventions being described in the earlier section as well as the 
overall program goal. 

§ Equity and Justice Considerations (about 1-2 pages) 
o Draft due April 7 
o In this section, detail how you have specifically considered issues related to equity 

and justice in the framing of your proposed intervention. Consider the following 
question as you approach this section: What systems of marginalization and 
oppression may be at work that this intervention works to disrupt or overcome? 
Who is the program for (and who is it not for)? What assumptions or biases are 
present in the planning stage and what work has been done to reduce and eliminate 
these? 

§ Assessment Considerations (about ½ page) 
o Draft due April 7 
o In this section, describe some of the basic methods (quantitative survey, focus group, 

interviews, photovoice, etc.), populations (e.g. students, staff, etc.), and timelines, you 
would employ to determine whether learning aims were achieved. Also, be sure to 
justify why these assessment considerations are warranted for this specific project. 

§ References (does not count toward page limit) 
o You should examine an ample body of relevant literature, meaning at least 10-15 

sources.  
 
Panel Presentation (30%) 
With a strong draft of your paper formulated from peer review and instructor feedback, each inquiry 
team will serve on a class panel presentation near the end of the term. Higher education program 
faculty will attend these presentations and panels will be arranged by a key theme, idea, or learning 
team. Panelists will share time equally to present their work to their colleagues and answer questions 
about their work from peers and faculty. You should plan to prepare a 3-4 accessible and well-
designed slides to help organize your points and emphasize main ideas. In attending your 
presentation, your faculty and course instructor will determine approval of capstone project by 
either passing or not passing the presentation. A pass from your advisor on your presentation is one 
of the needed steps to successfully complete this course and advance toward graduation. You will 
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need to rehearse this presentation to keep on the strict time limit and prepare for potentially tough 
questions that demonstrate your mastery of material you’ve learned throughout the program. The 
instructors will help you prepare for these panels. 
 
Course Engagement (20%) 
There are several other benchmarks and forms of engagement that involve discussion, collaboration, 
teamwork as well as drafts for instructor, team, or peer review. While your final paper will be a 
product that you have written, peers and the instructors will contribute through feedback sessions, 
class meetings, and sharing resources. It is expected that you fully contribute by providing 
thoughtful peer review feedback as well as intentional shared references and resources that advance 
the team’s maturation and conceptualization of the inquiry area. This area of the course is graded on 
a complete/partial complete/incomplete basis. 
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HIGHER EDUCATION CAPSTONE SEMINAR:  
2021 COURSE SCHEDULE 

 
* indicates reading available on Canvas/PittCat 

Date Topic and Format  
Week 1: Jan. 20 Introductions, 

Scholarly Practice, 
and Finding 
References 

 
Format: Zoom 

Readings 
§ *French, A. (2020). Utilization of theory, research, and 

assessment to enhance multiculturalism, diversity, social justice, 
and inclusion. In N. Zhang & M. F. Howard-Hamilton (Eds.). 
Multicultural and diversity issues in student affairs practice. Charles C. 
Thomas Publisher. (pp. 230-255). 

§ *Wilson, M. E., & Hirschy, A. S. (2017). Models for applying 
scholarship to practice. New Directions for Higher Education, 178, 
35-46. 

 
Due 
q Survey 
q Sign Up for Consult with Instructor 
 

Week 2: Jan. 27 Building Background 
and Context 

 
 

Format: Individual 
consults with 
instructor(s) 

Readings 
§ Kerr et al., (2020). The curricular approach to student affairs. Stylus. 

[Chapter 1: Why a curricular approach in student affairs? 
Chapter 2: What is a curricular approach to student 
affairs?] 

§ *Mintrop, R. (2016). Design-based school improvement: A practical 
guide for education leaders. Harvard Education Press. [Chapter 2: 
Defining and framing problems of practice] 

 
Due 
q Instructor Review: Description of Setting 
 

Week 3: Feb. 3 Building Background 
and Context 

 
Format: Team 
meetings and 

independent reading, 
writing, and research 

Readings 
§ Coordinate with team to individually read at least 3 sources as a 

part of your independent and team research 
 
Due 
q Team Review: Update class/team summary of research 

findings spreadsheet 
q Instructor Review: Inquiry Area Introduction/Overview 
 

Week 4: Feb. 10 
 
 
 
 
 

Building Background 
and Context 

 
Format: Team 
meetings and 

Readings 
§ Coordinate with team to individually read at least 3 sources as a 

part of your independent and team research 
 
Due 
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Week 4: Feb. 10 
continued 

independent reading, 
writing, and research 

q Team Review: Update class/team summary of research 
findings shared spreadsheet 
 

Week 5: Feb. 17 Building Background 
and Context 

 
Format: Zoom 

Readings 
§ Continue to read at least 2 sources as a part of your 

independent and team research 
 
Due 
q Team: Presentations on summary of inquiry area across the 

literature 
q Instructor Review: Literature Review Draft 
 

Week 6: Feb. 24 Envisioning 
Solutions 

 
Format: Zoom 

Readings 
§ Kerr et al., (2020). The curricular approach to student affairs. Stylus. 

[Chapter 3: How to identify learning aims; Chapter 4: 
How to design, implement, and assess a curricular 
approach] 

§ *Garcia, G. A. (2020). Is liberation a viable outcome for 
students who attend college? [Blog post]. HigherEdJobs. 
https://www.higheredjobs.com/blog/postDisplay.cfm?post=2
256&blog=28 

§ *Clarr, J., & Cuyjet, M. (2000). Program planning and 
implementation. In M. J. Barr, M. K. Desler, and Associates 
(Eds.). The handbook of student affairs administration (2nd ed.). 
Jossey-Bass. 

§ Continue to read at least 1 source as a part of your independent 
and team research related to exemplary programming/practices 

 
 

Week 7: Mar. 3 Envisioning 
Solutions  

 
Format: Zoom 

Readings 
§ Kerr et al., (2020). The curricular approach to student affairs. Stylus. 

[Chapter 5: Facilitating student learning beyond the 
classroom; Chapter 6: Leadership for a curricular 
approach] 

§ *Baber, L. D. et al. (2019). From access to equity: Community 
colleges and the social justice imperative. Higher Education: 
Handbook of Theory and Research, 34, 203-240. 

§ Continue to read at least 1 source as a part of your independent 
and team research related to exemplary programming/practices 

 
Due 
q Peer Review: Revisions of Inquiry Area, Description of Setting, 

Literature Review with outline of Proposed Solutions (due by 
the start of class to your peer reviewer) 
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Week 8: Mar. 10 Envisioning 
Solutions 

 
Format: Zoom 

§ Continue to read at least 1 source as a part of your independent 
and team research related to exemplary programming/practices 

Weeks 9, 10, & 11:  
Mar. 17-Apr. 7 

Bringing it Together 
 

Format: Independent 
writing and individual 

consults with 
instructor(s) 

§ Continue to read, write, and edit independently and with your 
team 

§ Sign up for individual consults as needed 
 
Due 
q Full Draft of Final Paper (due April 7) 
 

Week 12: Apr. 14 Bringing it Together 
 

Format: Zoom 
 

Due 
q Practice panel presentations 

Week 13: Apr. 21 Bringing it Together 
 

Format: Zoom 
 

Due 
q Panel presentations 

Week 14: Apr. 28 Bringing it Together 
 

Format: Independent 
Writing 

 

Due 
q Final Paper 

 


