
Marquette University
e-Publications@Marquette
College of Education Faculty Research and
Publications Education, College of

4-1-2005

Entry-Level Competencies of New Student Affairs
Professionals: A Delphi Study
Alan W. Burkard
Marquette University, alan.burkard@marquette.edu

Darnell Cole
University of Hawaii at Manoa

Molly Ott
University of Michigan

Tara Stoflet

Published version. NASPA Journal, Vol. 42, No. 3 (Spring 2005): 283-309. DOI. © 2005 NASPA.
Used with permission.

https://epublications.marquette.edu
https://epublications.marquette.edu/edu_fac
https://epublications.marquette.edu/edu_fac
https://epublications.marquette.edu/education
http://dx.doi.org/10.2202/1949-6605.1509


NASPA Journal, Vol. 42, no. 3

283

Alan Burkard is an assistant professor in the Department of Counseling and
Educational Psychology at Marquette University; Darnell C. Cole is an associate
professor in the Department of Educational Administration at the University of
Hawaii-Manoa; Molly Ott is a doctoral student in the Higher Education program at
the University of Michigan; and Tara Stoflet is a counselor in a community agency.

We thank all of the student affairs professionals who participated in this study.
Additionally, we thank Dr. Sherri Crahen for her comments on an earlier draft of this
article. Finally, we acknowledge that this research was funded through a research
grant provided by Dr. Madeline Wake, Office of the Provost, Marquette University.

Entry-Level Competencies of 
New Student Affairs Professionals: 

A Delphi Study

Alan Burkard
Darnell C. Cole

Molly Ott
Tara Stoflet

v
The study examines the perceptions of 104 mid- and
senior-level student affairs administrators of positions,
responsibilities, competencies, and theories important for
professional practice for new student affairs professionals.
In regard to competencies, the results of this study provide
important information about preprofessional abilities that
are integral to professional practice, and participants also
identified several competencies not identified in prior
research that may be important to positions involving high
contact with students. These results, then, provide vital
information for curriculum development in graduate
preparation programs and for professional development
training for new professionals.
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In an examination of any given profession, one may ask, “What prin-
ciples, knowledge, and skills provide the foundation for defining our
profession?” This question has been an important area of query with-
in student affairs (Lovell & Kosten, 2000), and the focus of several
empirical investigations. For example, studies have examined faculty
and administrator perceptions of graduate school training in student
affairs (Beatty & Stamatakos, 1990), expectations regarding new pro-
fessional competencies (Newton & Richardson, 1976; Ostroth, 1981),
perceived functions and responsibilities of middle-level student affairs
administrators (Baier, 1992; Gordon, Strode, & Mann, 1993), and col-
lege/university presidents’ expectations of competencies among senior
student affairs officials (Lunsford, 1984). Despite these investigations,
Pope and Reynolds (1997) noted that the literature “reveals no con-
sensus about core competencies for students affairs practitioners” (p.
268), a perspective recently echoed by Herdlein (2004) and Lovell
and Kosten (2000). 

This study, then, attempted to build consensus among a panel of stu-
dent affairs experts regarding important responsibilities, skills, and
theoretical knowledge bases that may be important to entry-level stu-
dent personnel work. The outcomes of this investigation may be
important to those individuals who educate, mentor, or supervise
individuals either entering the profession; or to those individuals who
may be looking to increase their competencies through continuing
education or staff development activities. Additionally, those who seek
to recruit and hire such professionals may find the results of this study
useful in identifying skills and competencies important to entry-level
professionals. Finally, researchers who study the professional compe-
tencies of student affairs may also find the results of this investigation
useful in extending their own work. Prior to presenting the results of
this investigation, a brief overview of the exact research on entry-level
competencies in student affairs will be presented. 

Empirical Studies
Surprisingly little research has focused on this gap in the research, the
skills, competencies, or knowledge bases important to entry-level stu-
dent affairs professionals. For example, Lovell and Kosten (2000)
recently conducted a comprehensive meta-analysis of 30-years of

284



Burkard, Cole, Ott, Stoflet

research on skills, knowledge, and personal traits of student affairs
administrators; and were able to identify two investigations relevant to
entry-level professionals (i.e., Newton & Richardson, 1976; Ostroth,
1981). Although the findings from these two studies are over 2
decades old, they do offer some initial insights into competencies
believed to be important at that time. Participants in both studies
identified the importance of human relations skills; and they specifi-
cally identified interpersonal relations, individual and group counsel-
ing, the ability to work with students, and the recognition of and ser-
vices to ethnic minority students. In addition to skills related to direct
student contact, participants from both the Newton and Richardson
(1976) and Ostroth (1981) studies also reported that management
skills were important to entry-level practice. Here, participants identi-
fied leadership and understanding, organizing, and administering stu-
dent personnel programs as essential skills for practioners. 

In a recent study not included in Lovell and Kosten’s (2000) meta-
analysis, Herdlein (2004) surveyed 50 chief student affairs officers’
perceptions regarding the relevance of graduate preparation for new
professionals. In relation to skills participants perceived as essential to
student affairs practice, participants endorsed management skills most
frequently, particularly those skills of budgeting, collaboration, lead-
ership, and writing abilities. Human relations skills were the second
most frequently endorsed competencies; and participants specifically
identified work with diverse populations, communication, interper-
sonal skills, empathy and firmness, and caring. Finally, participants
also identified several personal attributes as important for successful
practice, with flexibility, critical thinking, work ethic, values, problem
solving, and maturity most frequently cited. 

Although the information garnered from the Newton and Richardson
(1976) and Ostroth (1981) studies provides valuable insights into
skills identified as important to student affairs, colleges and universi-
ties have significantly changed since the late 1970s and early 1980s.
For example, technology has influenced campus life, often transform-
ing how students, staff, and faculty communicate, interact, and even
learn (Barrett, 2003). Although skills relevant to technology did not
emerge as important in Herdlein’s (2004) recent study, his findings did
support the continued importance of human relations and manage-
ment skills. In addition to these identified areas of competence, all
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three studies found multicultural sensitivity as important to student
affairs practice. Colleges and universities have sought to increase the
diversity of the academic environment, and they have specifically
sought to meet the needs of culturally diverse groups through pro-
gramming and outreach on campus (Jones, Castellanos, & Cole, 2002;
Talbot, 2003). As a result, multicultural affairs offices and gay, lesbian,
bisexual services have emerged to address the needs of culturally
diverse students (El-Khawas, 2003). 

Finally, legal issues, ethical standards, and ethical decision-making
models have progressively been emphasized in student affairs practice
(Fried, 2003), although these areas of practice did not emerge as
important in prior investigations (Herdlein, 2004; Newton &
Richardson, 1976; Ostroth, 1981). These recent developments in stu-
dent affairs practice may have influenced common knowledge about
the professional practice of student affairs, and competency is con-
ceptualized in the profession. 

Purpose of Study
No one may be better positioned to help us understand the necessary
entry-level competencies of a student affairs professional than those
individuals who recruit, select, hire, and supervise such staff mem-
bers. This study, then, sought to build consensus among mid- and
senior-level student affairs administrators regarding entry-level stu-
dent affairs positions, responsibilities, skills, and theoretical knowl-
edge bases. The Delphi method was used in this study for two reasons.
First, as a research method it was designed to help bring clarity to a
complex area in need of structure (Linstone & Turoff, 1975). Second,
the Delphi method uses surveys to build consensus among a panel of
experts about an area of inquiry. As such, this technique relies on mul-
tiple iterations of and responses to a survey by a single sample of
experts. Delphi surveys are time efficient and provide a means of gath-
ering consensus among experts without physically having the experts
meet. Additionally, the Delphi technique has consistently resulted in
clearer and more comprehensive information regarding studied areas
than individual experts alone (Ascher, 1978; Linstone & Turoff,
1975). Finally, the Delphi method provides another advantage in that
it “attempts to negotiate a reality that can then be useful in moving a
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particular field forward, planning for the future, or even changing the
future by forecasting its events” (Fish & Busby, 1996, p. 470).

Method

The Expert Panel/Participants

Selection of the panel of experts (i.e., participants) is a critical aspect
of the Delphi method. The panel’s knowledge of the area of study is
essential to the integrity and quality of the outcome of the investiga-
tion (Dalkey, 1969). While the field of postsecondary educational
administrators includes over 98,000 people (Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2004), this investigation randomly selected 300 middle- to
senior-level student affairs administrators from over 8,500 members of
National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) to
participate in this study. Participants were included as panelists if they
met two criteria: (1) had active membership in NASPA and (2) were
minimally in an assistant director’s position within student affairs.
One-hundred-and-four participants completed all three iterations of
the Delphi survey, resulting in a final response rate of 35%. 

Participants consisted of 104 practicing student affairs professionals in
middle- to senior-level positions who were members of NASPA.
Participants were between the ages of 25 to 64 (M = 40.21; SD = 9.82),
and 65 were women and 39 were men. Participants had practiced in
student affairs between 2 to 37 years (M = 14.63; SD = 9.00) and had
been in their current position between 1 to 24 years (M = 5.31; SD =
5.05). The sample consisted of 4 African Americans, 5 Asian
Americans, 88 European Americans, 6 Latinas/Latinos, and 1 individ-
ual who identified as Biracial. Sixty-four participants indicated having
a master’s degree, 3 had a BA/BS, 27 had an Ed.D./Ph.D., and data
were missing on the educational level for 10 respondents. The largest
numbers of respondents were from 4-year public institutions (N = 64),
the next largest group was from 4-year private institutions (N = 36),
and the smallest group was from 2-year community colleges (N = 4).
In regard to the size of the institution, 24 respondents were from insti-
tutions larger than 25,000; 25 were from institutions of 15,000 to
24,999; 16 were from institutions of 10,000 to 14,999; 14 were from
institutions of 5000 to 9999; and 25 were from institutions with 4,999
or less students. 
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Measures and Procedures

An iterative series of three questionnaires were distributed to a nation-
al sample of 300 student affairs administrators between September
2003 and June 2004. The first iteration included a letter of introduc-
tion, instructions for participation, and a letter of informed consent. 

In the first iteration, participants were presented with open-ended
questions as recommended by Delphi methodologists (Ascher, 1978;
Dalkey, 1969; Fish & Busby, 1996; Linstone & Turoff, 1975).
Participants were asked to provide written responses to four areas: (1)
typical entry-level positions in student affairs, (2) responsibilities com-
mon to these positions, (3) skills necessary to be effective in the iden-
tified positions and in completing the responsibilities, and (4) theo-
retical foundations that are important to student affairs practice. In the
first survey round, participants provided responses without knowl-
edge of their peers’ responses. The response rate for this iteration was
36% (N = 108).

In the second iteration, participants were provided with feedback
from the first iteration. Prior to the distribution of the second iteration,
the written data from the first survey was transcribed; and the first,
third, and fourth authors identified the themes from the transcribed
data. Based on the four open-ended questions, the research team
developed an initial “start list” (Miles & Huberman, 1994) of themes
(i.e., topic areas). These themes helped the team to cluster the data
about similar topic areas. Each team member independently reviewed
and assigned data to the themes, and all data were assigned to at least
one theme. After this independent review, the team met to compare
and discuss their assignment of data to themes until they came to con-
sensus regarding the appropriate assignment of all data. A theme was
retained for item development if a minimum of five participants
endorsed the theme. 

After consensus had been reached for the theme, each team member
independently read all of the data and identified the “core ideas” with-
in each theme. The process of identifying core ideas is often called
“boiling down” or “abstracting” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990); and the
goal of this process is to reduce the data to more concise and essential
terms, with core ideas that closely reflect the raw data. After the team
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members’ independent creation of core ideas for each case, the
research team met and discussed the core ideas until the group arrived
at consensus regarding their content and wording. The team also con-
verted the core ideas into survey items that would be used in the sec-
ond and third iteration of the Delphi procedure. This review process
resulted in a consensus version that contained the transcribed data,
which had been coded into themes, and the corresponding core
ideas/survey items. 

The consensus version was then sent to the auditor (i.e., second
author) for independent review. The auditor’s role here is to check the
assignment of interview data to themes, and to scrutinize the accura-
cy of each core idea. The auditor provided feedback to the research
team, and again the team reviewed and discussed auditor com-
ments/feedback until consensus was reached regarding changes to the
domain coding and/or the wording of core ideas and survey items.
This process resulted in the development of the second survey. The
questionnaire was comprised of four sections: typical entry-level posi-
tions (27 items), typical responsibilities of entry-level student affairs
positions (26 items), skills necessary to complete identified responsi-
bilities (32 items), and theoretical foundations that serve as founda-
tion for student affairs practice (16 items). In the second iteration of
the survey, participants were asked to rate the importance of each sur-
vey item on a 7-point, Likert-type scale where 1 = strongly disagree, 4
= neutral, and 7 = strongly agreed, again without knowledge of their
peers’ ratings. A demographic questionnaire was also included in this
round of the survey. 

In the third and final iteration, participants were provided with aggre-
gate group responses from the second iteration. These aggregate
responses consisted of mean responses for each item listed in the sec-
ond iteration. Participants were asked to review the mean responses
from the second iteration, consider their own responses from the sec-
ond iteration, and make new ratings for only those items they wished
to change and identify as more or less important for entry-level posi-
tions in student affairs. The ratings from this final iteration were then
averaged to arrive at the final ratings of importance for each item. 
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Results
As a context for the following results, we wanted to determine if type
of institution (i.e., 2-year and 4-year institutions, and private and pub-
lic institutions), and size of the institution was a factor in which posi-
tions, responsibilities, and skills were reported as important to entry-
level positions in student affairs. A series of analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was computed for each of the identified responsibilities and
skills. None of these analyses emerged as significant, so the proceed-
ing results appear representative of many different types and sizes of
institutions. 

Entry-Level Positions

Each of the experts identified up to 10 student affairs positions he/she
believed to represent typical entry-level jobs. As presented in Table 1,
the experts identified 27 different entry-level positions in student
affairs. Perhaps not surprisingly, participants reported positions that
typically involve high student contact through direct individual or
group services (e.g., admissions counselor, residence hall director, stu-
dent organization advisor), and these types of positions were often
ranked high in their representation of typical entry-level positions. In
addition to direct student contact, several positions also appear
responsible for program development activity and conceptualization
of direct services. Here, for example, intramural athletics coordinator,
student life coordinator, and assistant director of student activities are
representative of such positions. And finally, a few positions (e.g.,
director of orientation, director of student activities, campus
center/union director) appeared to have more direct administra-
tive/management responsibilities, and possibly more direct staff super-
vision responsibilities. These positions were low in frequency and
ranked low in importance as an entry-level position in student affairs.

Responsibilities

As displayed in Table 2, our experts identified 26 responsibilities typ-
ical to entry-level student affairs positions. Respondents overwhelm-
ingly identified responsibilities that were directly related to providing
direct services to students. In fact, over half of the 26 responsibilities
corresponded to student contact (e.g., present/facilitate programs for
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Table 1
Typical Entry-Level Positions in Student Affairs in Rank Order

Entry-level Positions Round 1 Round 2 Rank 

M SD M SD 

Admissions Counselor (e.g_, Recruiter) 6,55 .80 6.49 .71 

2. Residence Hall Director 5.95 1.75 5.94 .84 2 

3. Student Organization Advisor (e,g .• 5.94 1.18 5.93 .75 
Smdent Government Advisor) 

4. Intramural Athletics Coordinator 5.76 1.38 5.85 .62 4 

5. "Financial Aid Advisor (e,g" Counselor) 5.44 1.'15 5.45 .63 

6. Recreation Center Coordinator 5.34 1.49 5.44 .56 6 

7. Career Services Co:.mse1or 5.49 1.36 5.44 .61 6 

8. First Year Experience Advisor 5.32 1.17 5.35 .80 7 

9. Greek Life Coordinator (e.g., Advisor) 5.41 1.33 5.32 ,75 8 

10 Health Educator (includes Wellness 5.17 1.40 5.27 .61 9 

Coordinator) 

11 Academic Advisor :U5 1.40 5,23 .62 10 

12 Service Learning Coordinator 5.04 1.41 5.13 .66 11 

13 Leadership Coordinator 4.94 1.48 4.99 .63 12 

14. Student Life Coordinator 4.75 1.57 4.89 .68 13 

15. Assis1ant Dire('1or of Orientation 4.68 1.53 455 .18 14 

16 Student Development Specialist 4.51 1AR 4.47 .70 15 

11. Assistant Director of Student Activities 4.53 L77 4.4] .87 16 

IS. Career Services Coordinator 4.25 1.66 4.20 .85 17 

19. Assistant Director of International 4.22 lAS 4.19 .69 18 
Services (e.g., House) 

20 Coordinator of Lesbian, Bisexual, Gay 4.24 1.47 4.17 .95 19 

and Trallsgender Services 

21 Judicia! Omcer 3.92 1.64 4.04 .95 20 

22. Coordinator of Multicultural Affairs 4.04 1.65 3.95 .95 21 

23 Counseling Center Counselor .1.71 1.93 3.54 1.02 22 

24 Assistant Director of Residence 3.68 1.69 3.35 LID 23 
Life!Housing 

25 Director of Orientation 2.34 1.48 2.30 .81 24 

26 Director of Student Activities 2.25 1.38 2.18 83 25 

27. Campus Center (Union) Director 1.90 1.23 1.95 .75 26 
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Table 2
Common Position Responsibilities for Entry-Level Positions 

in Student Affairs in Rank Order

aDirect student services. bProgram development. cAdministrative/management. dResearch. eUniversity representative.
fTechnology.

Responsibilities Round 1 

I. Present'facilitate programs for smdents~ 

2. !\ctvise student groups" 

3. Plan, coordinate and ovcrsee st,rcient 

programming
b 

4. Advise individual students
a 

5. Be a problem_solver
u 

6 Mentor slude»t leaders!! 

7 Supervise student emplo)"ees
a 

8. Interpret and enforce university policies 

and t"cgulations
a 

9 Promote nniversity events
C 

M 

6.33 

6.27 

6.22 

6.21 

6.21 

6.08 

5.80 

5,81 

5,58 

10. Develop and provide lraining for student 5.57 

employees
U 

II. Supervise student paraprofessiona~ staffa 5.60 

12. Collaborate \Yi(h other 5.50 
depaftmetils/offices regarding campus 

services/programm ing 

13. FaciJitare leadership de\elopmcl1t 

traieingiworkshops a 

J4. Serve as a university repr('~etllalivee 

15. P~ovide ev~[uation ofprogramming
d 

16. Participate in staff sel~tjon c 

17. Writereports
c 

18. Serve on department and utliver~i1y 

committeeg~ 

19. Develop and provide training for 

paraFof('ssional staffa 

20. F?..cilitate c(I!JfJic1 mediation
a 

21. Recruitment ofslmlents to the 

ut,ive~;;it/ 

22. Pwvid!;l Cfi~is intervention
a 

23. Provide counsding to individuai 

" students 

24. P~ovide consultation to narents, fHcultv 

and!c~ other :miversity ;taf~ .. a -

25. Mai:1tain website1databas/ 

26. Develop and maintain a budge{ 

5.49 

5.50 

5.50 

5.44 

5.42 

5.39 

5.33 

5.22 

4.95 

4.8 j 

4.7.2 

4.67 

4.16 

4.20 

SD 

.91 

.99 

L08 

.92 

.84 

.89 

113 

J.l7 

1 25 

1.24 

1.26 

1.21 

1.09 

1.34 

1.34 

1.27 

1.38 

1.33 

1.33 

1.36 

1.52 

1.51 

1.53 

1.37 

1.61 

L56 

Round 2 

M 

6.39 

6.33 

6.29 

6.22 

6.21 

6.16 

5.81 

5.81 

5.72 

5.65 

5.61 

5.59 

5.56 

5.51 

5.48 

5.45 

5.38 

5.31 

5.29 

5.25 

5.11 

4.80 

4.78 

4.63 

4.26 

4.22 

SD 

.26 

.31 

.29 

.42 

.43 

.48 

.49 

.66 

.52 

.J5 

.67 

.44 

.49 

.61 

.50 

.56 

.80 

.75 

.77 

.60 

.72 

.75 

.86 

.91 

.79 

.76 

Rank 

2 

J 

4 

" 
7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

23 

24 

25 
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students; advise individual or groups of students; provide crisis inter-
vention, counseling, or consultation) or providing support for student
development (e.g., develop and provide training for student employ-
ees, facilitate leadership development training/workshops, mentor
student leaders, supervise student staff or paraprofessionals). The sec-
ond most frequently identified responsibilities were related to admin-
istrative/management responsibilities and included items such as par-
ticipating in staff selection, writing reports, serving on university com-
mittees, and developing and maintaining a budget. Two items referred
directly to officially representing the university, either as a university
representative or in the recruitment of new students to the university.
Finally, two single items corresponded to technology and research.
Here participants reported that maintaining a Web site or database
may be an important responsibility, and another item indicated that
evaluating programming was an important responsibility to an entry-
level student affairs position. 

Competencies

As Table 3 shows, experts identified 32 competencies as essential to
entry-level positions in student affairs. Two competency areas emerged
as particularly important: personal qualities and human relations
skills. The personal qualities appear to be unique individual charac-
teristics, which included flexibility, interpersonal relations, time man-
agement, managing multiple tasks, oral and written communication,
problem-solving abilities, critical thinking, creativity, assertiveness,
and analytical abilities. Interestingly, the top seven competencies iden-
tified by our respondents as important to entry-level positions in stu-
dent affairs were personal qualities. Human relation skills were the
second most important area of competency for entry-level positions.
In this category of abilities respondents identified collaboration, team-
work/building, counseling, multicultural competency, training stu-
dents/staff, presentation and group facilitation skills, advising, conflict
resolution/mediation, supervision, crisis intervention, and consulta-
tion abilities. 

Three other categories of competencies emerged as important to entry-
level positions in student affairs, but these areas appeared to be nar-
row in focus. For example, respondents identified administrative and
management competencies, specifically identifying program develop-
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Table 3
Expected Competencies for Entry-Level Positions in Student Affairs in Rank Order

aHuman relations skills. bPersonal/preprofessional qualities. cAdministrative/management. dResearch. eTechnology.

Competencies 

I. Flexibilit/ 

2. Tnterp<'rsonal re1ations
b 

3. Timc management
b 

4. Ability to manage multiple tasks (i.e., 

multitasking)b 

5. O!'al communication
h 

6 Written cemmunication
h 

7. Problem_solving
b 

3. Program de\"elopm~nt!plannjngC 

/). CollaborationS 

10. Teamwork/buildingS 

11. Counselir;glactive jislening
U 

12. Multicultural compder.cl 

13. Organizational skillsc 

1·1. Critical thinkingb 

15. Develop Hnd present traini!lg for 

sttidents/staff
a 

16. Leadership ~ 

17. Presentation skiHs3 

18 Advi~inga 

19 (j,xlJ-se1ting C 

20. Creativit)" b 

21. Group facilitation
a 

22. Conflict resolution/mediation
a 

23. Assertiveness/confrontation b 

24. Compuler/lechnologl 

25. Program evaluation
d 

26. Supervision
a 

27. Crisis intcrllenticn
a 

28.. Administrativl'imanagement
C 

29. C0115uitation
a 

30. Analytical
b 

31. BdgetingC 

32. Researchd 

Round 1 Round 2 

M 

6.33 

6.37 

6.34 

6.34 

6.25 

6.14 

6.12 

6.15 

6.11 

SD 

.79 

.71 

.69 

.78 

.68 

.75 

.96 

.S6 

M 

6.44 

6.42 

6.4t 

6.38 

6.30 

6.12 

6.20 

6.20 

6.18 

6.05 .84 6.13 

6.00 .99 6.08 

6.02 .99 6.04 

5.90 .89 6.03 

5.88 .92 5.99 

5.73 .98 5.83 

5,77 .98 5.87 

5.81 1.02 5.87 

5.88 ,98 5.79 

5.65 .99 5.73 

5.62 l.l3 5.69 

5.52 1.03 5.62 

5.38 L09 5.47 

5.23 1.22 5.40 

5.25 1.26 5.37 

5.22 1.26 5.24 

5.04 1.42 5.02 

4.98 l.."ll 5.0: 

4.92 1.47 4.88 

4.77 1.40 4.79 

4.79 1.45 4.78 

4.42 1.48 4.42 

3.70 1.56 3.72 

SD 

.37 

.34 

.35 

.40 

.37 

.44 

.46 

.47 

.44 

.44 

.46 

.48 

.50 

46 

.40 

.43 

.55 

.71 

.69 

.54 

.49 

.54 

.58 

.55 

.61 

.65 

.78 

.70 

.67 

.72 

.80 

Rank 

2 

3 

4 

6 

7 

7 

9 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

12 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

30 



Burkard, Cole, Ott, Stoflet

ment and planning, organizational skills, leadership, goal-setting,
management of budgets, and general administrative/management
skills. Respondents also identified research (i.e., program evaluation,
general research) and technology (i.e., computer/technology) skills as
important to entry-level positions. 

Theories

Finally, our experts were asked to identify theories they expected
entry-level professionals to base their practice upon, and these results
yielded 15 different theories that are presented in Table 4. Ten of the
15 theories were directly related to aspects of student development
and included such theories as Astin’s (1993) Theory of Student
Involvement, the Seven Vectors of Student Development (Chickering
& Reisser, 1993), and Kohlberg’s (1984) Moral Development model.
The second category of theories were related to multicultural and
diversity development models: for example, women’s development
(Gilligan, 1982); racial identity development (Cross, 1971, 1995;
Helms, 1995); minority identity development (Atkinson, Morten, &
Sue, 1989); and lesbian, gay, and bisexual development (Cass, 1979;
McCarn & Fassinger, 1996). The final category of theories included
broader psychological theories: Erikson’s (1968) model of psychoso-
cial development and Maslow’s (1968) hierarchy of needs. 

Discussion

Positions and Corresponding Responsibilities

To provide context for understanding the specific competencies iden-
tified as important for entry-level student affairs professionals, partic-
ipants reported their perceptions of typical entry-level positions and
corresponding responsibilities. Parallel to Kretovics’ (2002) findings,
our respondents typically identified entry-level positions that involved
high student contact and program development and implementation.
Respondents also emphasized a broad range of job responsibilities that
corresponded with providing direct student assistance, including
advising, mentoring, counseling, supervision, presenting or facilitat-
ing programs, mediating conflicts, and intervening in crisis situations.
As such, these types of positions and responsibilities may have impor-
tant implications for expected entry-level competencies. For example,
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Table 4
Theories Important to Entry-Level Practice 

in Student Affairs in Rank Order

Theories Round t Round 2 Rank 

M SD M SD 

j Theory of Student Involvement 6.21 1.03 6.24 .38 
(/\stin, ] 993) 

L T"he Seven Vectors (Chickering & 6.03 1.24 6.12 .37 2 

Reisser, 1993) 

J Moral Development (Kohlberg, 5.95 .95 5.96 .37 3 

1984) 

4. Cognitive and Ethical Growth 5.78 1.16 5.8] AJ 4 

(Perry, 1981) 

5. Theory of Support and Challenge 5.55 1.53 5.71 58 5 

(Sanrord, 1967) 

6. Psychosocial development (Erikson, 5.67 1. I 9 5.61 .62 7 

1968) 

7. Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1968) 5.61 1.46 5.65 .55 8 

8. Women's Deve!opment (Gilligan, 5.39 ] .41 5.41 .46 9 

19H2) 

9 Racial Identity Development Theory 5.35 1.37 5.37 .67 10 

(Cross, 1971, 1995: Helms, 1995) 

10. Learning Style Theory (Kolb, 1984) 5.32 l.39 5.28 .72 11 

11. Mattering and Marginality: 4.82 1.49 4.90 .64 12 

Transition Theory (Schlossberg, 
19&9) 

12. Minority Identity Development 4.74 1.24 4.89 .64 13 
Model (Atkinson, Morten, &. Sue, 
]989) 

\3. Reflective Judgment Model 4.68 1.31 4.79 .47 14 

(Kitchcncr &. King, 1990) 

14. Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual 4.67 t.41 4.78 51 15 

Development (Casso 1979; McCarn 
& Fassinger, 1996) 

15. Epistemological Retlection (Baxter 4,12 1.51 4.11 51 16 

Mag()lda, I (92) 
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it would seem reasonable to assume that human relations and help-
ing/counseling skills may be particularly important competencies for
entry-level positions based on these findings. 

To a lesser extent than direct student services, respondents also iden-
tified positions and responsibilities that emphasized administration
and management of student services and programs. Responsibilities
that may be reflective of this administrative and management focus
would include staff selection, writing reports, departmental/university
committee work, and budget development and maintenance.
Positions and responsibilities in student affairs that emphasize direct
student service and have some focus on management/administrative
responsibilities appear consistent with prior research examining entry-
level positions (Kretovics, 2002; Newton & Richardson, 1976;
Ostroth, 1981). 

Finally, the responsibilities for program evaluation, work with tech-
nology, and representing the university also were identified as impor-
tant to entry-level positions in student affairs; but here again, these
responsibilities were of lesser importance than direct services to stu-
dents or program development. The integration of technology in stu-
dent affairs represents a relatively important trend on campus (Barrett,
2003), and student affairs professionals are increasingly responsible
for using technology to provide information and services to students.
Additionally, the ability to conduct applied research in the form of
program evaluation is becoming increasingly important as student
affairs professionals are required to provide evidence that demon-
strates the effectiveness of their programs (Upcraft, 2003). The inclu-
sion of technology and program evaluation responsibilities may not be
surprising, for theorists have noted these changes (Herdlein, 2004;
Lovell & Kosten, 2000). However, serving as a university representa-
tive appears to be a new responsibility not noted in prior research.
Perhaps this finding is a result of the expanding roles of student affairs
professionals, particularly as institutions face financial concerns and
constraints.

Entry-Level Competencies 

The competencies identified by the respondents in this survey provide
information of foundational skills essential to effective entry-level stu-
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dent affairs practice. The collective findings suggest that human rela-
tions, administrative/management, technology, and research compe-
tencies—as well as several personal attributes—are important for suc-
cessful entry-level practice. These competencies appear to directly cor-
respond to the positions and responsibilities previously identified for
entry-level professionals. As noted by Lovell and Kosten (2000), many
of the identified competencies have been in demand for the past 30
years; however, the results of this study identified competencies not
found in prior investigations. Consequently, these findings have
important implications for training and assessment of new profession-
als. Perhaps the level of specificity that emerged from this investiga-
tion is a reflection of changing practices in student affairs and more
recent changes in expectations of new professionals. Alternatively, it
may also be that these current findings are a reflection of a field that
is maturing in its conceptualization of what is defined as the profes-
sional practice of student affairs. In the following discussion, we will
elaborate on our results and then address the potential implications of
these findings for graduate training programs. 

The administrators who participated in this study expect new profes-
sionals to have counseling skills that extend well beyond the basic
skills often taught in graduate programs. For example, the skills typi-
cally taught in an introductory counseling course in graduate prepa-
ration programs focuses on individual approaches to counseling. On
the other hand, collaboration, consultation, multicultural competency,
group facilitation, conflict resolution/mediation, supervision, and cri-
sis intervention represent advanced counseling/human relations com-
petencies not generally addressed in graduate training (Lovell &
Kosten, 2000), but which are directly tied to the responsibilities iden-
tified by the participants (see Table 2). These advanced
counseling/human relations competencies represent a significant
change in expectations of new professionals, for prior research has not
generally yielded the number of specific counseling/human relations
skills that were identified in this investigation (i.e., Herdlein, 2004;
Kretovics, 2002; Lovell & Kosten, 2000; Newton & Richardson,
1976; Ostroth, 1981). Perhaps these results are a reflection of the
changing needs of students or the increasing demands on student
affairs professionals in a competitive postsecondary education envi-
ronment. These skills are, however, consistent with the recommended
curriculum standards of Council for the Advancement of Standards in
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Higher Education (CAS, 2003) for Professional Studies, and more specif-
ically the standards related to Individual, Group, and Organizational
Interventions. From the respondents’ perspective, new professionals
should have advanced counseling/human relation skills that extend
well beyond the basic counseling competencies acquired during their
graduate training.

It also appears clear from our findings that successful entry-level stu-
dent affairs professionals have a number of personal attributes and
preprofessional abilities. In fact, a combination of these qualities
emerged as the top seven competencies important for success as entry-
level student affairs professionals. For example, personal qualities
such as flexibility, interpersonal relations, analytical, critical thinking,
problem-solving, creativity, and assertiveness emerged as important;
and preprofessional skills like time management, multitasking, and
oral/written communication were also identified by respondents.
Collectively these abilities may be important to student affairs profes-
sionals, for they appear to be qualities that would allow for a new pro-
fessional to quickly adapt to and make decisions in a rapidly changing
environment. Perhaps these personal attributes and preprofessional
abilities represent dispositions that are essential to and underlie suc-
cessful student affairs practice and may have important implications
for training. For example, Herdlein (2004) noted that new profession-
als’ proficiency in writing skills was a shortcoming in their prepara-
tion, perhaps an indication that writing skills in particular need fur-
ther development prior to or during graduate training. Whether these
competencies are developed during training, or represent dispositions
that exist prior to training, it remains clear that the respondents high-
ly valued these abilities in new student affairs professionals.  

It is not surprising that administrative and management skills emerged
as important to successful new professionals, for many past investiga-
tions have yielded similar results (i.e., Herdlein, 2004; Kretovics,
2002; Lovell & Kosten, 2000; Newton & Richardson, 1976; Ostroth,
1981). Additionally, some of the responsibilities identified by our
respondents appeared administrative/management in nature (e.g., staff
selection, writing reports, serving on department/university commit-
tees, developing and maintaining a budget), although these responsi-
bilities were not strongly emphasized by the participants relative to
direct student services. It appears contradictory that administra-
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tive/management responsibilities were not an area of emphasis for new
professionals by our respondents, but the corresponding skills were an
area of emphasis. Although new professionals may have a limited
scope of professional responsibilities related to administrative/man-
agement functions, perhaps these competencies are necessary to
implement the direct services, which are more reflective of their posi-
tions. For example, if student affairs professionals are to sustain pro-
grammatic efforts they must have the necessary administrative and
management skills to support such efforts. These experiences may also
be important for the professional development of new practitioners,
because these entry-level responsibilities in the administration and
management of direct student services may be an important training
ground for advancement in higher education. Interestingly, Herdlein’s
(2004) study indicates graduate students were not well prepared for
some student affairs administrative and management responsibilities
(i.e., strategic planning, finance, budgeting), perhaps another indica-
tion that these early indirect experiences with administrative and man-
agement competencies are important for new professionals’ develop-
ment. Whether they are prepared to do so, it appears that new pro-
fessionals may be expected to perform at a proficient level with regards
to some administrative and management competencies.

Similar to the findings related to administrative and management
skills, the finding that competency in computers and technology is
important was not surprising. Technology has been widely discussed
in postsecondary education, and ways of infusing technology in stu-
dent affairs practice have been a topic of great interest (Barrett, 2003),
although the importance of competency in technology for student
affairs practice is a relatively new phenomenon (Lovell & Kosten,
2000). Additionally, the respondents did not emphasize job responsi-
bilities in technology. Similar to administrative and management
skills, however, competency in technology may underlie several
important areas of student affairs practice. For example, it is expected
that technology may serve as a foundation for some individual, group,
and organizational interventions within student affairs. The most com-
mon example is the adoption of Web-based technologies, which allow
students to take online courses, register for courses, and have access
to their academic records. In addition, various departments may offer
information or interventions through various forms of technology. For
example, interactive career exploration groups have been offered as an
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online counseling intervention (Burkard & Johll, 1999), and comput-
er-assisted career exploration has been available for over 2 decades
through the System of Interactive Guidance and Information (SIGI; Katz,
1993) and other such programs (e.g., DISCOVER). Additionally, com-
puter-assisted and information technology have been used to assist in
student recruitment (Johanson, 1993), career planning and placement
(Noll & Graves, 1998), and student advising (Treuer & Belote, 1997).
It appears that the integration of technology in postsecondary educa-
tion and student affairs practice will continue to evolve, perhaps
expanding student affairs practice in currently unforeseen ways.
Although not recognized in the CAS (2003) standards for student
affairs preparation programs, development of competency in technol-
ogy will be essential for new student affairs professionals if they are to
succeed in a world that increasingly embraces advances in technology.

Finally, it appears important that new professionals have some
research competencies. Our respondents identified not only a specific
competency in program evaluation, but also more general research
competencies as important to successful entry-level practice. Here
again, this finding may not be surprising, for competency in evalua-
tion and research has been a point of emphasis in student affairs for
some time (Upcraft & Schuh, 1996), and it is among the recom-
mended curriculum standards by CAS (2003). The importance of
research competencies has been a consistent finding among past
investigations (Herdlein, 2004; Kretovics, 2002; Lovell & Kosten,
2000; Newton & Richardson, 1976; Ostroth, 1981). Increasingly,
practitioners are required to provide evidence for the efficacy of their
services, often in written form (Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). Relatedly, the
respondents cited program evaluation as the one research responsibil-
ity important to entry-level student affairs practice. Although research
may not be a major responsibility for new professionals, competency
in research and program evaluation in particular is essential for mov-
ing toward evidence-based practice in student affairs (Schuh &
Upcraft, 2001; Upcraft & Schuh, 1996).  

Theories

Although this study was not an extensive investigation of knowledge
fundamental to student affairs practice, theories that respondents con-
sidered important to successful professional practice were of interest.
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Perhaps not surprisingly, respondents identified several theories com-
monly acknowledged as reflective of student development and
growth. For example, theories by Astin (1993), Chickering and
Reisser (1993), Kohlberg (1984), and Perry (1981) were all identified
as important for entry-level student affairs professionals’ practice.
These theories have been instrumental in helping many practitioners
conceptualize and plan student services (McEwen, 2003), and based
on these findings they will likely continue to be influential in the near
future. 

Additionally, the respondents also identified several diversity/multi-
cultural based theories, such as women’s development (Gilligan,
1982); racial identity development (Cross, 1971, 1995; Helms, 1995);
minority identity developmental model (Atkinson, Morten, & Sue,
1989); and lesbian, gay, & and bisexual development (Cass, 1979;
McCarn & Fassinger, 1996). Diversity and multicultural issues, then,
were the second most important collection of theories that respon-
dents perceived to be important to the practice of entry-level profes-
sionals. These findings may be reflective of a growing recognition of
cultural diversity on campus and the need to address specific issues,
concerns, and interests of students who may be members of disen-
franchised groups. Given that the respondents identified multicultur-
al competency as an important skill area for new professionals, it cer-
tainly appears important to have the corresponding knowledge base.
Clearly, the respondents perceived the importance of new profession-
als’ knowledge of, and perhaps sensitivity to, culture and diversity
issues in higher education.

Implications for the Profession
If these findings represent the expectations these mid- and senior-level
student affairs may have of entry-level professionals, then these results
have important implications for graduate preparation programs.
Perhaps the most prominent implications of this study are those for
curriculum development. Graduate preparation programs must exam-
ine the training offered in human relations, administration/manage-
ment, technology, and research. The findings from this study offer
some ideas regarding specific areas that programs may want to
address. For example, graduate programs may want to include
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instruction on advanced counseling/human relation competencies
(i.e., collaboration, consultation, group facilitation, conflict resolu-
tion/mediation, supervision, crisis intervention). Training in basic
counseling helps new professionals intervene at the individual level,
but these advanced competencies would help professionals intervene
more effectively at the group and organizational level. 

Additionally, it is important to acknowledge the diverse categories of
skills new professionals are expected to acquire, which raises a ques-
tion: How do programs adequately prepare new student affairs pro-
fessionals? Interestingly, Herdlein (2004) addressed this important
question and suggested increasing the number of credit hours or
increasing the number of required course to meet such demands.
Furthermore programs could consider areas of emphasis in graduate
training, for these focal areas may have implications for competencies
necessary for best practice in that area. For example, it may be essen-
tial that graduate students targeting careers in residence life have back-
ground training in more advanced counseling/human relations com-
petencies; whereas, those students planning careers in admissions or
financial aid may find an emphasis on technology or administra-
tion/management to be more useful to their career interests. Given the
expanding expectations of entry-level professionals in student affairs,
perhaps this is the time that training programs seriously consider the
structure of current graduate curriculum. 

Relatedly, graduate programs must begin to address the role of per-
sonal attributes and preprofessional skills in graduate training, for
respondents clearly expressed the importance of such skills in new
professionals’ student affairs practice. Programs may want to assess
how they currently address the development of students’ personal
attributes and preprofessional skills in their programs, and determine
pedagogical methods that may be appropriate for assessing and teach-
ing these skills. It is likely the development of these abilities would
need to be infused throughout the graduate preparation program,
although at least one author (Herdlein, 2004) has suggested consider-
ing the addition of a writing proficiency class to the curriculum.
Perhaps these findings will encourage graduate faculty to consider
innovative ways to address the development of these attributes and
skills in their graduate programs.
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The specificity of the findings from this study may also have impor-
tant implications for assessment of competencies of graduates. Given
the maturation of the field of student affairs, increased pressure on
professionals to work with technology and conduct research, and the
expected qualifications for new professionals, the following question
becomes important: How do we know that new professionals have
acquired these expected competencies? Professional certification may
likely be the next step and provide assurances that entry-level profes-
sionals have the minimum skills and competencies for entry into the
field of student affairs. Exit evaluations specific to individual programs
such as a thesis, comprehensive exam, or final paper may continue as
useful graduate program requirements; but they are less effective for
ensuring minimal skills and competencies expected for entry-level
professionals. Instituting such national standards is not without their
controversies, ranging from the types of measures used to cultural bias
embedded in the certification process. Furthermore, instituting stan-
dardized assessments for entry-level professionals may reflect a lack of
confidence in current practitioners and professional training pro-
grams. Additional inquiry and discussion in professional associations
is required to determine whether standardized assessments are appro-
priate to ensure minimal qualification, and if certification is needed for
practitioners and supervisors. 

Finally, these results have important implications for the career plan-
ning for graduate students and new professionals, and they may serve
as guidelines for professional development programs within student
affairs. Graduate students and new professionals may want to use
these findings to assess their current competencies and plan for the
development of new skills. In such situations, graduate courses in
other fields of study (e.g., counseling, business, computer science) or
continuing education credits may be used to develop new skills to
compliment those competencies already developed during graduate
training. Those individuals who coordinate professional development
activities in student affairs could use these results to guide the selec-
tion of workshops or other trainings to enhance the competencies of
new professionals. 

304



Burkard, Cole, Ott, Stoflet

Limitations and Future Research
The participants in this study were mid- and senior-level student
affairs administrators who volunteered to participate in this study.
These participants were also predominately from 4-year institutions.
In particular, 2-year institutions were underrepresented in this study
and account for only 4% (n = 4) of the sample; whereas 96% (n = 100)
of the sample was comprised of 4-year private or public institutions.
As such, the generalizability of the findings from this study to 2-year
institutions may be limited. It is also possible that some respondent
characteristics may have influenced the results, as may have the return
rate of 35%. Relatedly, some characteristics of the institution may have
also influenced the final results. For example, we did not assess
whether respondents were from historically Black colleges/universities
or other predominantly minority-serving institutions. It may be the
identified competencies would have been different in these institutions. 

Given these limitations and the present findings, then, results from
this study have some important implications for future research. First,
future researchers may want to examine if the results from this study
generalize to other types of institutions, particularly 2-year institu-
tions. For example, it is entirely conceivable that new professionals at
2-year institutions may have a greater breadth of responsibilities, thus
requiring greater breadth of competencies, in comparison to those
professionals at larger institutions. Additionally, historically Black col-
leges/universities or other predominantly minority-serving institutions
may deem some competencies (e.g., multicultural competencies) as
more important than predominately White institutions. Second, given
the breadth of competencies that our respondents identified as impor-
tant to new professionals, it may be important to understand how well
prepared graduate students are to perform such activities. The results
of such research may better guide graduate curriculum assessment
and redesign, and provide information that may be useful in such
efforts. Finally, the salience of personal attributes and preprofessional
skills identified by the respondents in this study are striking. It may be
important to understand the relationship to or the role that these abil-
ities have in professional development. In particular, future
researchers may want to understand if these skills represent areas of
deficit or strength for new professionals. 
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Conclusion
This study developed consensus among mid- and senior-level profes-
sionals regarding the responsibilities, skills, and theoretical knowledge
bases of entry-level professionals in student affairs. Though some
might describe student affairs as the “housekeeper of academe,” stu-
dents’ personal and intellectual growth is among the professions’ high-
est goals (McEwen, 2003). Student affairs, particularly entry-level pro-
fessionals, expect to be involved with and provide services to individ-
ual and groups of students on a daily basis. As such, the collegiate
experience without student affairs services likely ceases to be little
more than an institute for professional training. The preparation of
student affairs professionals must continue to provide strong training
in human relation (including multicultural competencies) and man-
agement skills, for these abilities appear to be foundations of practice.
However, graduate programs should also address the growing needs in
advanced technology and research, especially program evaluation. As
computer-based technologies become more integrated into our cam-
puses, professionals will be required to have increased familiarity and
experience with various technological tools. While the expansion of
technology requires additional training for new professionals, the
financial constraints of institutions will require student affairs profes-
sionals to demonstrate their worth and value to their students and
larger campus community. Although models of student affairs compe-
tencies assume the development of particular skills, competencies,
and knowledge bases within training programs, the findings in this
study have identified specific competencies important to student affairs
practice in the changing dynamics of higher education institutions. 
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