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Abstract 

The Millennial Generation (born after 1982) is the current student population attending 

colleges and universities around the country. They present different needs and 

challenges to student affairs practitioners, who are working diligently to accommodate 

these needs and provide students with resources that will be helpful to them. This 

paper addresses how university admissions offices are affected by a change in 

generational attitude, and how to accommodate diverse populations who are affected as 

a result. It will also shed light on some of the current efforts being made by university 

admissions offices nationally to connect with the current student population.  
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 The concept of the “Millennial student” (individuals born after 1982) was one of 

our first class discussions, and I left with many questions:  How can we characterize a 

generation that has barely come of age? Are characteristics like “the need for instant 

gratification”, “stressed”, or “sheltered” unique to this population, or should they be 

credited to “late-adolescence maturity struggles”? Was my conservative, traditional 

upbringing skewing my view of how college students typically behave? I found it 

difficult to take an objective look at this population since I graduated from my 

undergraduate experience only a few years ago. In the weeks to follow that discussion, 

however, I began to notice traits in the current student population that I had not 

observed before, and soon found myself thinking “there must be more to this 

„millennial student‟ idea”.  

 My assistantship is in the Office of Admissions, and I would like to include 

Admissions work in my short-term career goals. I have, at times, had difficulty relating 

student development theories to the population I work with because the majority of 

students who visit the office are still in high school. I have come to realize, however, 

that the concept of the “Millennial student” has just as many implications for the field 

of admissions as it does for any other function within student affairs. The purpose of 

this paper is to explore how the work of admissions counselors may need to evolve to 

accommodate the needs of Millennial students and their families, to provide some 

theory-to-practice insight related to recruiting special populations, and to illuminate 

ways that several universities around the country are already taking a proactive 

approach to connecting with this new generation of students.  
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 William Strauss and Neil Howe provided the most exhaustive generational 

model in the literature for understanding trends in the characteristics of college 

students (Coomes & DeBard, 2004). In this model, Strauss and Howe indicated that: (1) 

each generation has its own “biography”: a story that shows how the personality of that 

generation was formed, and how they could affect forthcoming generations, (2) each 

generation also has its own “peer personality”, defined by a common age group, 

common behavior and belief system, and their perceived membership in a generational 

group, (3) a “generational diagonal” exists, indicating that no generation is stationary 

and that each is influenced by the historic milestones of their time, (4) a generation is 

unlikely to view themselves as an extension of the one that came before; rather, they are 

expected to directly counter the actions of the previous generation, and (5) dominant 

and recessive generations exist, and are cyclical based on the cultural tone at the time of  

their birth (Coomes & DeBard, 2004).  

 The Millennial generation has been characterized as similar to their 

grandparents‟ generation—The GI Generation (Coomes & DeBard, 2004). A “civic” 

group, these students thrive under cooperative teamwork and adhere to the idea that 

rules and structure are helpful (Strange, 2004). They are more likely to be accepting of 

differences within their peer group in a manner that extends beyond “tolerance”; they 

seem to prefer “engagement” in culture and wish to participate or indulge in the 

differences around them, rather than merely observing these differences. Members of 

the Baby Boomer generation are typically the parents of Millennial students: their level 

of involvement in the lives of their children is unusually high, and their tendency while 
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rearing their children is the shelter them. Some pressure their children for extraordinary 

levels of achievement, marking them as “trophy kids” and fostering an environment 

that provided a sense of “being special” and the need for equality between peers 

(Strange, 2004).  

 Based on what I have observed thus far, these factors have created interesting 

(and somewhat challenging) circumstances for admissions counselors. “Customer 

service”- type demands now require more individualized attention and consideration 

for prospective students and parents alike. Members of today‟s parent population are 

often termed “helicopter parents”: an admissions counselor can have difficulty 

communicating with a student because the parent prefers to speak on their behalf (For 

example, in an appointment setting geared for students to ask specific questions about 

their circumstances after a campus visit, parents often try to take charge). Parents will 

call the office to check the status of their student‟s application instead of requiring the 

student to speak for themselves. If the student is denied admission, it is not uncommon 

for a parent to call with the intention of having a heated conversation with a counselor 

or request that the decision be reconsidered. As a result, counselors are trained 

specifically on how to channel their energy and interest to the student first, and are 

forewarned that the current parent population will have frequent contact with the 

office. (Another implication of these challenges could include potential FERPA 

violations after the student has been admitted to the university—counselors must also 

be trained on what information can be disclosed to the parent without the student‟s 

direct permission.)  
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 The Millennial student population is also technology savvy, far beyond the 

generation that came before them. They began using computers at a young age, and 

have come to expect that many day-to-day tasks can be completed electronically. The 

use of technology has also heightened this population‟s tendency to be intolerant of 

delays, so universities in general (Admissions included) have become a very fast-paced 

environment in an attempt to provide the type of customer service that is now expected 

from the population.   

Recruitment efforts have been greatly enhanced by the use of technology: 

“Virtual Tours” of campus are very common; many Open House-type programs that 

include self-guided campus tours often have podcasts available for their visitors‟ use so 

they can explore freely as they wish; completing the application online is now assumed 

(Additionally, many universities now accept The Common Application to make the 

college application process more streamlined and convenient—the student only needs 

to complete the application once, then submit to any university that will accept it.) and 

most campus visit program registration can also be completed over the Internet. 

Students can even “personalize” their own website through the universities they are 

considering: they simply select their academic program(s) of interest, extra-

curricular/athletic programs of interest, and the website will automatically generate 

information exclusive to their interests as means to stay connected with the student 

during their college- search process. This sampling of recruitment efforts will inevitably 

increase during the next decade and universities will be in stiff competition to “Keep up 
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with the Joneses” and creatively provide the technological comforts that will help 

Millennial students to thrive.  

Several college student development theories can be applied within the context 

of Millennial students. Perhaps the most obvious is Schlossberg‟s Transition Theory, 

since the coming-of-age process of graduating from high school and moving into a 

collegiate environment is a landmark event in the life of a student. Schlossberg et al (as 

cited in Evans, Forney & Guido-DiBrito, 1998) defined a transition as “any event, or 

non-event, that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles.” She 

also notes that “perception” is a major component of transition: a transition only exists 

if the person experiencing the life-change identifies it as such (Evans et al., 1998), 

meaning that the person experiencing the transition will find intervention useless until 

they identify the need for it. This is a challenge for many student affairs practitioners, as 

outside observers, because college campuses are equipped with many services to aide 

students in successfully transitioning from high school to college. 

The implication here for admission counselors is slightly different, since they 

work proactively to bring students to campus but have little to no contact with them 

after they have enrolled at the university. I have observed that some of the most 

successful admission counselors are ones with ears ready to listen and spirits that are 

sensitive and respectful of the needs of prospective students; those who say: “I just 

want students to find a college that “fits” for them. I (secretly) don‟t care if it‟s the 

university I represent…”—they tend to have a contagious zeal for higher education that 

draws students in and inevitably attracts them to the university. I greatly respect this 
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vantage point, since these professionals appear to understand that they literally have a 

“counselor” role during their interaction with students. Whether it is a high school visit 

or an in-office appointment, it is critical that admission counselors take time to ask the 

student what type of environment they are looking for in an institution, what career 

they might be passionate about, and make them feel as comfortable as possible. (Again, 

it is sometimes difficult to sort through these issues with students while their parents 

are present, as some parents have a different agenda in mind.) 

It is also necessary for an admission counselor to know “a little about a lot”, 

especially related to student services that are available on campus. Since high school 

students cannot completely foresee how the transition to college will affect them, often 

the best we can do is make them aware of the wealth of information and help available 

to them on our campus (Collaboration efforts between First-Year Experience programs 

and Parent Associations can be of significant help in this area after the student has 

enrolled at the university—a creative means to channel the parent‟s involvement to the 

university‟s advantage!). Additionally, many Open House recruitment programs 

include a “Resource Fair” in their schedule of events, and representatives from various 

offices are present to speak with prospective students one-on-one regarding specific 

needs or concerns they may have.  

Diverse populations should also be included as part of this equation. Coomes 

and Debard indicated that the Millennial student base will be the most diverse college-

bound generation ever (2004), so it is reasonable (and expected) that groups such as 
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racial minorities or GLBT populations should receive consideration. Several student 

development theories apply to these populations:  

 

1. The Cross Model of Psychological Nigrescence 

The concept of psychological Nigrescence was introduced in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s in response to the Civil Rights movement (Evans et al., 1998). Cross noted 

(as cited in Evans et al., 1998) that Nigrescence is a “resocializing experience in which 

the healthy individual‟s identity is transformed from one of non-Afrocentrism to 

Afrocentrism to multiculturalism”.  This model is a five-stage sequential process, so it 

might be assumed that, unless the student attended a racially diverse and accepting 

secondary school, incoming freshman students will likely be in the Preencounter stage 

(Stage One, “Preencounter”,  indicates that an African-American student views race as 

unimportant, often with thoughts that are pro-white and anti-black). Our foresight as 

student affairs practitioners also allows us to know that it is likely that Stage Two: 

Encounter (usually a shattering of their former worldview by a single event or series of 

small events) will occur sometime after the student arrives to campus, though they will 

not necessarily anticipate this transition.  

 

2. Cass‟ Model of Homosexual Identity Formation 

 Cass created a stage model designed to understand the process that individuals 

with homosexual identity often navigate. She defined homosexual identity formation 

(as cited by Evans et al., 1998) as “the process by which a person comes first to consider 
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and later to acquire the identity of „homosexual‟ as a relevant aspect of self”, and the 

model assumes that an element of this development process is the result of the 

interaction between the individual and their environment (Evans et al., 1998). This stage 

model, unlike Cross‟ model, is not a rigidly- sequential process and Cass indicates that 

not all individuals will pass through all stages (though the stages are on a continuum 

and cannot can not be traveled “backwards”). It has become common knowledge to 

student affairs professionals that Millennial students are “coming out” to their peers 

and families at an earlier age, so it is possible that the GLBT population soon to enter 

college could be in any number of stages: (1) Identity Confusion (most likely), (2) 

Identity Comparison (also possible), (3) Identity Tolerance or possibly even (4) Identity 

Acceptance (Stage 5: Identity Pride and Stage Six: Identity Synthesis are unlikely, since 

most public school environments to not have outlets for GLBT students to outwardly 

express their pride in their new identity.) 

 

3. D‟Augelli‟s Model of Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Development 

 Often the preferred development theory for this population, D‟Augelli‟s model is 

not sequential because he viewed LGB identity development as a social construction 

that continues to evolve and change well into adulthood (Evans et al., 1998).  Rather, his 

life-span model took into account (as cited by Evans et al., 1998) “the complex factors 

that influence the development of people in context over historical time”, and that 

individuals shape their environments as well as react to them (Evans et al., 1998). To 

that end, he identified six interactive processes that could be experienced by a person 
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exploring a LGB identity (some of which could be experienced simultaneously): (1) 

Exiting heterosexuality identity, (2) Developing a personal LGB identity status, (3) 

Developing a LGB identity status, (4) Becoming a LGB offspring, (5) Developing a LGB 

intimacy status, and (6) Entering a LGB community. (According to this model, it would 

be difficult to conjecture where high school seniors are in their process of LGB identity 

pursuit.) 

 

 I am of the belief that, regardless of background, each student I meet while doing 

a pre-tour presentation or an in-office appointment deserves my upmost respect and 

consideration. While I do not necessarily believe that students from diverse populations 

require VIP treatment, I recognize that it is in my best interest to be aware of what their 

needs may be, and be prepared to address those needs to the best of my ability. As 

indicated in the discussion about Schlossberg‟s Transition Theory, it seems that a 

primary goal of an admissions counselor should be to provide a listening ear and a 

solid bank of campus resources to fall back on as needed. They should recognize that a 

prospective African-American student, Latino student, or GLBT student may be very 

curious about exploring their new identity or avoiding questions about it entirely, and it 

is our job to be accessible to them. (Note: An additional consideration for our interaction 

with GLBT students is the use of respectful vocabulary when referring to components 

of the GLBT community or identity-development processes.) 

 Offices of Admission around the country are becoming more and more 

innovative regarding programming for diverse populations of prospective students, 
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just as Orientation, First-Year Experience or Residence Life staff members would do 

after the students enroll at their universities. I conducted some informal internet 

research to obtain a better understanding of specific programming initiatives currently 

being used by other universities and will include them here. The list that follows is by 

no means conclusive, but is just a sampling of efforts that admission counselors are 

making to connect with the Millennial student population in meaningful ways:  

1. Stetson University, DeLand, Florida (private, liberal arts): currently, recruitment 

efforts are specifically targeting foreign high schools and other high schools in 

Florida that have high ALANA populations (“African American, Latino/a, Asian 

American, and Native American”) (Holleman, 2007).  

2. University of Vermont (UVM), Burlington, Vermont (public research institution, 

“public ivy”): has a high school partnership program with several goals, 

including: admissions staff meet with high school counselors to discuss the 

college-readiness of their students, hosting of college application review 

workshops and financial aid workshops, encouraging UVM faculty-of-color to 

partner with teachers at the high schools, encouraging UVM students to mentor 

current high school students. Their target audience begins with high school 

freshmen and typically includes first-generation students and those of ALANA 

populations (Burlington High School also has a significant population of 

immigrant and refugee students; 4.5 of their population is Bosnian), and though 

they do not directly advocate UVM, but rather “the college experience” in 
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general, their accessibility and sincerity has benefited UVM‟s undergrad 

enrollment in general (Wakefield, 2004).  

3. The University of Chicago Booth School of Business (formerly University of 

Chicago Graduate School of Business—the first in the country to offer an EMBA): 

much like Kent State‟s Geographic Area Receptions, Booth holds informational 

recruiting events (sometimes partnering with outside organizations) geared 

specifically to populations of women, minorities and LGBT students. Some of 

these initiatives even include leadership training or networking opportunities for 

professionals (University of Chicago, 2004-2008).  

4. Campus Pride: the only national non-profit organization to provide support and 

resources for the needs of GLBT students and allies on college campuses across 

the country (Charlotte, NC) (www.campusclimateindex.org): provides 

information regarding GLBT-friendly admissions fairs, scholarship resources and 

programming ideas. Additionally, there are resources available for campus 

administrators to aide them in creating policies and practices that are GLBT-

inclusive (S. Iverson, personal communication, 11 November 2008).  
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Obviously, there is a myriad of resources and opportunities that can be utilized 

by admissions staff members and other student affairs practitioners alike to connect 

with Millennial students and their diverse populations. It is important to bear in mind 

that the high school students we target for admission will “transition” into collegiate 

life when they are ready, and we as counselors should be prepared to equip them with 

the information and resources they need, when they need it.  
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