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Despite long-standing calls for more intentional profes-
sional development as a way to ensure a higher quality
workforce in student affairs, little progress has been made.
Various committees and task forces have suggested frame-
works for program development, the certification of pro-
gram quality and attendance, the recording of individual
participation, and recognition of individual achievement;
but associations have failed to act because of a variety of
concerns. To date, information on the views of affairs pro-
fessionals on such issues is limited and has not been stud-
ied in a systematic way. This study sought to fill this void.

A study of 2,346 student affairs professionals showed that there is a
great deal of support for a more structured program of professional
development activities as defined by Creamer et al. (1992). This held
true especially for women, minorities, entry-level professionals, and
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those holding bachelors degrees. Respondents at smaller institutions
and community colleges were as supportive as student affairs staff
members at larger institutions. Resistance to the development of an
intentional professional development program because of the cost of
attending programs that carry CPECs or adverse effects upon less
experienced or underrepresented professionals were not confirmed by
these data.

A number of professions have some form of required professional
development, usually at the entry level and then on a continuing basis.
Indeed, it is often suggested that such learning is an obligation of a
professional (Smutz, Crowe, & Lindsay, 1986; Carpenter, 1991).
However, despite many articles, chapters, and reports spanning
decades (Carpenter, 1998; Creamer & Claar, 1995; Creamer &
Woodard, 1992; Creamer, Winston, Schuh, Gehring, McEwen,
Forney, Carpenter, & Woodard, 1992; Creamer, Janosik, Winston, &
Kuk, 2001; Janosik, 2002), very little has been done to organize pro-
fessional development education and activity in student affairs work.
Carpenter (2001, 2003) has suggested that, while professional devel-
opment is an individual responsibility ultimately, it should be pursued
and accomplished intentionally, with an awareness of the cutting edge
of the profession. Professional associations have a role in helping to
fulfill this personal responsibility.

In the absence of specific guidance, student affairs professionals who
wished to keep their skills and knowledge current have had to rely on
reading journals, consulting with their colleagues, attending confer-
ences and workshops, and bringing speakers to campus, among other
methods. The reliance on personal responsibility, however, is likely to
be insufficient in the face of increasing calls for accountability in high-
er education (Carpenter, 1998; Schroder, 2003; Thelin, 2003) and the
specter of the doubling of information every 7 years (Moore, 1995).
This lack of attention to developing a more intentional process of pro-
fessional development that helps ensures a higher quality workforce in
the profession led Creamer et al. (1992) to suggest that a system for
the “assessment of professional competencies and needs, continuing
professional education, and recognition and reporting systems” is cru-
cial for the profession’s well-being (p. 3). The topic continues to
receive attention at the national level. The members of the executive
board of the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators
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(NASPA) commissioned a proposal on a National Voluntary Registry
that would be used to recognize and certify the professional develop-
ment activities of their members in 2002 (Janosik, 2002) and the cur-
rent president of the American College Personnel Association (ACPA)
commissioned a Task Force on Certification in 2005.

Reasons that have hindered progress on the issue of ensuring quality
through a more intentional system of professional development are
numerous. Carpenter (1998) noted a lack of consensus about what
constitutes appropriate professional practice, the question of control-
ling or prescribing practices on individual campuses, the proper roles
of professional associations, jurisdictional disputes among professions
and professional organizations, and diversity, among others (p. 162).
Others, such as Merrily Dunn, cochairperson of ACPA’s Task Force on
Certification, listed concerns such as the cost of attending programs,
testing concerns, organizational control and power issues, fear of dis-
crimination, and lack of consensus on core competencies as possible
barriers to such an idea (Dunn, personnel communication, April 4,
2005). 

While these summaries rely on anecdotal data and, in many instances,
the thoughts of small numbers of student affairs professionals partici-
pating in panel or group discussions, this feedback has been impor-
tant. Our hope was to build on these conversations by assessing per-
ceptions of a much wider constituency. 

The purpose of this study was to determine the level of support among
a large group of student affairs professionals for a more intentional
program of professional development activities that would include:
(a) a program built around some structure such as professional com-
petencies and needs, (b) continuing professional education, (c) recog-
nition of effort, and (d) a reporting system mechanism. These are the
basic elements of a model proposed by Creamer and his colleagues
(Creamer et al., 1992).

Method
Instrument

A 16-item questionnaire was developed and revised through multiple
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rounds of e-mail exchanges among 12 student affairs professionals.
These professionals were serving on a task force devoted to the issue
of professional development at the time the study was conducted,
have had a long-standing interest in this topic, and have done exten-
sive research using survey instruments. The final instrument consist-
ed of six questions designed to evaluate support for specific elements
of an intentional professional development program. For purposes of
the study these elements included: (a) developing a defined profes-
sional development curriculum, (b) offering programs based on a cur-
riculum, (c) assigning continuing professional education credits
(CPECs) to programs that meet quality standards, (d) earning credits
and recording professional development activities, (e) creating a career
development transcript, and (f) seeking voluntary professional
certification.

As further evidence of the questionnaire’s content validity, task force
members agreed by consensus that the final questions fairly repre-
sented the components of a professional development program cur-
rently being discussed by the members of ACPA’s Task Force on
Certification. A four-point Likert scale was developed as a response
pattern for each question (Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, and
Strongly Disagree). Ten other items solicited demographic information
about the respondents. Once the questionnaire was finalized, it was
converted to an electronic form and permission was obtained to host
the survey on the computer servers at a research-intensive university.
The Institutional Review Board of this institution approved the study. 

Participants

The researchers received permission to survey the members of ACPA,
an international organization composed of a wide range of student
affairs professionals. The fact that many of these potential participants
were also members of NASPA was seen as positive. The membership
database consisted of 6,815 viable e-mail addresses at the time the sur-
vey was posted on the Internet. 

Association members were contacted by e-mail, invited to participate
in the study, and directed to the URL where the electronic survey
could be found. As electronic responses were returned, personal and
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institutional identifiers were stripped from the data before the e-mail
messages containing the data were delivered to the researchers.
Participants were reminded that their responses would be used as
grouped data only. 

These processes assured confidentiality and anonymity. Two reminder
e-mails were sent by administrators in the central office in an effort to
increase the response rate. The first reminder was sent 10 days after
the initial message and the second reminder was sent 11 days after the
first. Respondents were not provided any incentives for their
participation.

Data Analysis

Simple frequency counts were calculated on the demographic data
and responses to the six questions. Since the quantitative data were
categorical, chi-square tests were conducted to examine differences
between groups. Phi was also calculated to determine effect sizes. All
responses were included in the analysis. Nonresponses to items in the
questionnaire were treated as missing data. Totals may not, therefore,
sum to 2,346 responses in some instances.

Results
A total of 2,346 (34.4%) useable surveys were returned. Cronbach’s
alpha was calculated to check for the consistency of responses among
the association members who completed the questionnaire. The coef-
ficient for the six items given this sample (n = 2346) was .89, which
confirmed the consistency of responses and was sufficiently strong to
allow group comparisons. 

Pearson correlations were calculated to assess the inter-item correla-
tion among the six questions designed to assess the level of support
for various components of an intentional professional development
program. These data are shown in Table 1. The items were moderate-
ly correlated as expected.

Demographic Characteristics

The typical respondent was more likely to be a student affairs practi-
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tioner who was a White female, holding a masters degree, with nine
years of experience in a mid-level position within her department at a
large 4-year institution. The specific composition of the respondent
group can be found in Table 2. Cross validation using chi-square was
completed to test if the respondent group was representative of the
association’s membership. This analysis revealed no significant differ-
ence between the respondents and the membership when race was
compared (x2 = 10.08, df = 5, p = .073). Additional analyses revealed
that the two groups were significantly different when type of institu-
tion and highest degree earned were examined. Respondents were
more likely to work at 4-year institutions than was the membership at
large (x2 = 5.01 , df = 1, p = .024) and more likely to have earned a
master’s degree or a doctorate but less likely to have earned a bache-
lor’s degree (x2 = 131.27 , df = 3, p = .000). Other characteristics could
not be compared because the metrics used in the respective data sets
were not congruent with one another.
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Table 1
Pearson Correlations Between Program Component Items
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Table 2
Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (n = 2,346) *
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Simple frequencies were calculated on each of the six program ele-
ments of the model. Large majorities supported the creation of a more
intentional program for professional development. Because concerns
have been raised about the effects of such a program on student affairs
professionals at smaller institutions, those without advanced degrees,
and minorities, among others (Dunn, personnel communication, April
4, 2005), additional analyses were conducted to assess the level of
support by those subgroups. 

An important finding was that there were no significant differences in
the responses to the proposed program elements when institutional
type was examined. Respondents from 2-year institutions were not
statistically different from their counterparts at 4-year institutions.
There were also no significant differences when institutional size and
certification status of the respondent were examined. Because of this
consistent lack of difference and in the interest of space, additional
analyses on these four independent variables (i.e., institutional type,
institutional status, institutional size, certification status of the respon-
dent) by program element item have been omitted. 

Developing a Defined Professional Development Curriculum
Ninety-three percent of respondents support an effort to develop a
professional development curriculum based on core professional com-
petencies to help individuals make more purposeful decisions about
their professional development. Women (94%) were significantly
more supportive than men (90%). Minorities (95%) were significant-
ly more supportive than White (92%) respondents. Professionals in
entry- (95%) and mid-level (95%) positions were significantly more
supportive than those in upper level (88%) positions in their organi-
zations. Professionals holding bachelors (98%) and masters (94%)
degrees were significantly more supportive than those holding termi-
nal (86%) degrees. These data are reported in Table 3.

Offering Programs Based on a Curriculum
Ninety-four percent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that it
would be helpful if professional associations offered some conference
programs and regional workshops based on a student affairs curricu-
lum of some type on a consistent basis. Women (95%) were signifi-
cantly more supportive than men (93%). Professionals in entry- (96%)
and mid-level (95%) positions were significantly more supportive
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than those in upper level (90%) positions in their organizations.
Professionals holding bachelors (99%) and masters (94%) degrees
were significantly more supportive than those holding terminal (90%)
degrees. No statistical difference was found when race was compared.
These data are reported in Table 4.

Assigning CPECs to Programs that Meet Quality Standards
Eighty-three percent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that
they would support an effort to certify professional development pro-
grams that met a set of agreed upon standards by assigning CPECs to
them. Women (86%) were significantly more supportive than men
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Chi-square Results for Developing a Curriculum 
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(79%). Minorities (88%) were significantly more supportive than
White (83%) respondents. Professionals in entry- (87%) and mid-
level (86%) positions were significantly more supportive than those in
upper level (76%) positions in their organizations. Professionals hold-
ing bachelors (89%) and masters (85%) degrees were significantly
more supportive than those holding terminal (74%) degrees. These
data appear in Table 5.
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Chi-square Results for Offering Programs 
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Earning Credits and Recording Professional Development Activities
Eight-seven percent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they
would participate in a program where CPECs could be voluntarily
earned and recorded as a record of professional achievement. Women
(89%) were significantly more supportive than men (82%). Minorities
(91%) were significantly more supportive than White (86%) respon-
dents. Professionals in entry- (93%) and mid-level (88%) positions
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were significantly more supportive than those in upper level (76%)
positions in their organizations. Professionals holding bachelors
(96%) and masters (89%) degrees were significantly more supportive
than those holding terminal (73%) degrees. These data are reported in
Table 6.

Table 6
Chi-square Results for Earning and Recording CPECs 

Creating a Career Development Transcript
Eighty-four percent of respondents favored creating a program where
they could create their own career development transcript. Women
(87%) were significantly more supportive than men (80%). Minorities
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(90%) were significantly more supportive than White (83%) respon-
dents. Professionals in entry- (90%) and mid-level (85%) positions
were significantly more supportive than those in upper level (75%)
positions in their organizations. Professionals holding bachelors
(96%) and masters (86%) degrees were significantly more supportive
than those holding terminal (73%) degrees. These data can be found
in Table 7.

Table 7
Chi-square Results for Developing Career Transcripts 
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Seeking Voluntary Professional Certification
Eighty-seven percent of respondents indicated support for the creation
of a program where members, on a voluntary basis, could seek pro-
fessional certification by their association based on their academic
preparation, experience in the field, and continuing professional edu-
cation. Women (89%) were significantly more supportive than men
(83%). Minorities (92%) were significantly more supportive than
White (86%) respondents. Professionals in entry- (90%) and mid-
level (89%) positions were significantly more supportive than those in
upper level (81%) positions in their organizations. Professionals hold-
ing bachelors (94%) and masters (88%) degrees were significantly
more supportive than those holding terminal (78%) degrees. These
data and the accompanying statistical analysis are shown in Table 8.

Discussion
In the past, concerns have been raised about the need for and the ram-
ifications of certification efforts in the field of student affairs. These are
not trivial issues and should not be minimized. It must be noted, how-
ever, that professions with similar concerns have overcome them.
Teachers, counselors, social workers, nurses, accountants, doctors,
and lawyers are all required to maintain their skills and knowledge
levels through systems of continuing education. Other groups of pro-
fessionals, such as the college physical plant administrators, have cre-
ated certificate programs that can be taken voluntarily during the
course of several years at their association’s annual summer conference
as a way to show professional development. These are only a few
examples of a large and growing movement across a wide array of pro-
fessions and occupations.

This study shows that there is a great deal of support for intentional
professional development and voluntary certification within this
group of student affairs professionals. This holds true especially for
women, minorities, entry-level professionals, and those holding bach-
elors degrees. Just as noteworthy, respondents at smaller institutions
and community colleges were as supportive as student affairs staff
members at larger institutions. Resistance to the development of an
intentional professional development program because of the cost of
attending programs that carry CPECs or adversely affecting less expe-
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rienced or underrepresented professionals was not confirmed by these
data.

At least three quarters of every group supported the idea of creating a
more intentional program of professional development activities based
on some type of student affairs curriculum. Respondents supported
the creation of a certification process that would assign CPECs to pro-
grams that meet established criteria. They supported mechanisms that
would allow them to earn CPECs, record their professional develop-
ment activity, and receive recognition by their associations for that
effort. In most instances, this support fell in the 85% to 90% range.
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Those who were statistically less supportive tended to be well-estab-
lished professionals, who hold upper-level positions at their institu-
tions, hold terminal degrees and may be well along in their careers.
However, even among this group, support was strong.

Implications for Policy and Professional Practice

The importance of these findings can hardly be overstated. Winston
and Creamer (1997) have observed that while there has been a clear
trend toward hiring student affairs professionals with strong directly
related preparation and experience, under credentialed and uncreden-
tialed individuals are still hired at our colleges and universities. These
individuals are more likely to be employed at smaller, less prestigious,
rural institutions where there are fewer resources of all types includ-
ing labor. This study suggests that respondents at these types of insti-
tutions and those with bachelor’s degrees are just as supportive of
intentional professional development as are other groups that might
find themselves in more advantageous work environments. Indeed,
these individuals may have the most to gain from such a program.  

To ensure a quality workforce, Janosik, Carpenter, and Creamer (in
press) suggest that professional associations should agree upon and
develop an intentional plan for continuing professional education.
The findings of this study suggest that student affairs professional
strongly support such a mechanism. 

Some progress has already been made on this idea. NASPA’s 2006
national conference program chairperson used a student affairs “cur-
riculum matrix” to highlight the content areas addressed by selected
programs at its national convention. A slightly revised version of such
a curriculum matrix, which is being tested by a national student affairs
association, is shown in Figure 1 (Janosik, 2002). This is one example
of such a structure, but others might work as well. 

ACPA’s president has formed a Steering Committee that is working on
identifying professional competencies, and members of the Task Force
on Certification are completing their work on a final report. These two
groups, along with the Council on the Advancement of Standards and
others, should be brought together as soon as possible to coordinate
this work.
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As the leaders in these organizations continue their work, they should
consider the following recommendations: 

1. Responsibility for the development of these programs should be
delegated to central staff, executive directors of their respective
associations, or some group that can ensure greater continuity for
the quality of the overall program. 

2. One or more major national higher education leadership organi-
zations should take leadership in developing this CPEC program
for professional development. 

3. Those who enter the field without formal academic preparation
and allied professionals, such as nurses, accountants, and others
in student affairs organizations should be afforded an opportunity
to learn about the underpinnings of the field and about the nature
and behavior of their clienteles. A modified CPEC program could
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Figure 1
The Student Affairs Professional Development Curriculum
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be readily developed by senior scholars and practitioners and
should be provided by the general associations, perhaps in con-
junction with specialty associations. 

4. Access by professionals with all levels of previous education, bud-
get, learning style, remoteness of location, and so on must be
assured. 

5. Access must be paralleled by consumer advocacy and awareness,
buttressed by peer review. Not all programs would qualify for
CPEC credit, and some sort of process would need to be created
to make professional judgments about relative quality. Participant
must be given information necessary to make an informed, inten-
tional decision. Such data should include learning outcomes,
audiences, credentials of the presenters, and how the program
meets CPEC criteria, among other things. 

6. Professionals who choose to organize their professional develop-
ment in the prescribed and suggested ways and in an intentional,
continuing manner should be recognized. Systems to manage
record and manage the program should be established by profes-
sional associations or some consortium of them.

Limitations
All research suffers from certain limitations, and this study was no
exception. The numbers of items in the study limited the level of detail
in the structure of an intentional professional development program
that could be examined. Respondents may have felt differently about
other components that could have been included. Self-report data
might not be as reliable as other forms of data such as observation.
The number of chi-square tests performed and the unequal number of
respondents in various groups may have increased the possibility of
Type I errors. It is also important to note that the size effects were
small. Although many of the group comparisons in the study were sta-
tistically significant, the interpretation of their practical significance
may be limited. Despite these shortcomings, this study is the first
large-scale assessment of its kind and these results add a great deal to
the discussion about intentional professional development and volun-
tary certification.
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Conclusion
In another forum, we have argued that “all professional associations
have an obligation to ensure the quality of professional preparation
and practice. All professional associations have an obligation to
improve the skills and knowledge base of their members” (Janosik,
Carpenter, & Creamer, in press). We maintain that professional asso-
ciations in student affairs have been too passive on both counts. The
future of our profession rests on the willingness of those who lead
these associations to do more. This study has shown that, despite the
concern expressed by some leaders in the field, the members of one of
the largest student affairs associations support a more structured sys-
tem of professional development that includes the earning of CPECs
and being recognized in some official way by their associations for
their efforts. Like so many reforms or good habits, the best time to
begin was two decades ago. The second best time is now. We need to
begin active work on a model of intentional continuing professional
development that is profession driven, peer reviewed, research based,
accessible to all, responsive to diversity, voluntary, and challenging. 
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