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Abstract 

 

Jennifer Nicole Nailos 

   

THE ROLE OF PERSON AND ENVIRONMENT CHARACTERISTICS IN ACCOUNTING 

FOR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT BEHAVIORS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 

The purpose of this study was to explore whether a relationship exists, and to what 

extent, between the individual professional, their environments, and their professional 

development behaviors. Professionalization of student affairs has led to the incorporation of 

continuing education and competency enhancement throughout one’s career but the field lacks 

required minimum standards for entry or continuing education. With individuals responsible for 

their own development, it is critical to evaluate how their experiences, values, and perspectives 

are shaped and enacted in order to identify trends and illuminate obstacles to advancing student 

affairs as a profession. 

A quantitative survey examined the perspectives, behaviors, environments, and 

characteristics of 243 student affairs professionals using Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory as the 

theoretical lens. Survey respondents rated their perspectives on professional development, its 

importance to them and the community, and shared descriptive characteristics of their person, 

environment, and espoused and enacted professional development activities. Descriptive 

statistics illustrated the frequency and range of activities. Significant relationships between the 

perspective of professional development and environmental, behavioral, and personal 

characteristics were found through regression analysis and chi-square tests. 

This study contributes to the call for the student affairs field to assert whether it is a true 

profession. Building upon previous research, this study incorporated survey items from other 

studies to broaden and confirm former findings. Through the sampling approach, connecting to 

respondents through their graduate program alumni lists, the survey items were effective in 

gauging the respondent’s experiences, and that the findings aligned with previous studies. These 

findings contribute to theory by validating the use of Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory in this 

context, to research by building upon scholarship and confirming previous findings, and to 
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practice by illuminating trends, limitations, and values among the student affairs community 

related to their professional development interests, needs, and behaviors. 

 

Keywords: professional development, student affairs, field theory 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION & JUSTIFICATION 

 

General Problem 

In an open statement to the student affairs community, Kushibab (2005) states:  

At the foundation of any profession are the preparation and development of its members. 

A profession's validity and credibility are established through developed, shared, 

accepted, and honored standards and guidelines. Further, most professions require annual 

educational enhancement for practitioners to maintain their licenses or titles. Can we 

apply these same professional preparation and development standards to the profession of 

student affairs? (p. 18). 

Kushibab’s statement challenges the field of student affairs to consider what it means to 

be a profession and what it means to be a professional. Questions to consider include: what 

standards, behaviors, and values are necessary for inclusion in the field; once formed, how will 

these standards be established and reinforced; and what expectations do individuals have for 

themselves as members of the professional community? Through the twentieth and into the 

twenty-first centuries, the professional associations, Council for the Advancement of Standards 

(CAS), American College Personnel Association (ACPA), and National Association of Student 

Personnel Administrators (NASPA), academic programs, and scholars have attempted to define 

what it means to be a student affairs professional. 

Determination of standards, expected behaviors, values, common practices, educational 

programs, continued learning, and industry ethics contribute to establishing a national 

professional community (Carpenter & Stimpson, 2007). Student affairs professionals are 

individuals working in the higher education context to serve the interests and needs of the 

student population, directly or indirectly. Roles and locations vary from residence life to 
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academic affairs, career counselor to vice president of student affairs, policy maker to research 

center staff, yet the focus of work for all these professionals is the students they serve.  

Broadly, professions develop as industrialization and occupational specialization occurs 

(Dunkerley, 1975). Characteristics of a profession include a body of foundational knowledge, 

community norms, a code of ethics, and association development (Pavalko, 1971). The 

Occupation-Profession Model, a continuum developed by Pavalko (1971), illustrates the range of 

emphasis and importance a field places on the elements of a profession. A contemporary 

approach to examining professions from Saks (2012) argues “a socio-political process, involving 

power and interests in the market at a macro level”, defines the boundaries of a profession (p. 5). 

Stakeholders negotiate their interests to define a profession, taking knowledge, skills, and 

training into consideration (Saks, 2012). In student affairs, the characteristics of the profession 

exist and receive support from employers, graduate programs, and the professional associations. 

However, the student affairs professional community is a loosely connected field and has 

yet to establish a formalized path for the professional career. Graduate and training programs in 

other fields have historically provided the foundational knowledge and professional culture 

(Dunkerley, 1972; Pavalko, 1971), but there are no pre-requisites for student affairs 

professionals, nor is there required continuing education. To date, formal training (graduate 

programs) and professional development activity in the student affairs field is voluntary, yet skill 

expansion and continued knowledge acquisition are necessary to remain current with the 

changing higher education landscape and advance one's career. 

Guided by the national associations, shared expectations on professional development 

activity in student affairs formed and received reinforcement from association members and 

affiliated institutions in the twentieth and into the twenty-first centuries. At the national level, 
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student affairs professionals have shaped expectations for their peers and colleagues. 

Specifically, ACPA, NASPA, and CAS developed guidelines for competencies and career path 

development. These guidelines are currently optional and non-standardized, varying in 

recommendations for professional development and skill competencies across each organization. 

The guidelines serve as resources for the individual to engage in self-directed learning in pursuit 

of skill acquisition, future professional opportunity and career advancement (ACPA and 

NASPA, 2010; Council for the Advancement of Standards, 2012). 

With the wide array of skills, training and development opportunities, and professional 

expectations in student affairs, there is an emergence of studies researching the provision, 

promotion, and measurement of professional skill sets. These studies also include the 

perspectives and opinions of the professionals as to the need for and value of these professional 

development opportunities. Literature on related activities and opinions support these norms, but 

study sample limitations and narrow scope present the opportunity for further exploration and 

study of professional development in student affairs.  

Study Purpose 

Student affairs professionals serve the needs of students and the administration of higher 

education institutions. Working in areas such as residence life to student conduct, campus 

activities to advising, professionals call upon a variety of competencies to meet their position 

responsibilities and achieve personal goals. Previous study on the competencies of student affairs 

professionals has examined competency acquisition, involvement in professional organizations, 

and opinions on professional development. Most studies on the professional development 

behavior of student affairs include in their sample members of professional organizations, 

emphasize the importance of their graduate preparation, and promote involvement with 



13 

 

workshops and national conferences as methods for professional development (Blanchard, 

Broido, Stygles, & Rojas, 2016; Cooper & Miller, 1998; Fey & Carpenter, 1996; Gardner & 

Barnes, 2007; Hirschy, Wilson, Liddell, Boyle, & Pasquesi, 2015; Janosik, Carpenter, & 

Creamer, 2006; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Roberts, 2007). While there has been research on 

preparatory behavior, and select studies have examined behavior within student affairs 

professional organizations, little research exists on the behavior of the full range of student 

affairs professionals based on their individual traits and the workplace environment. I propose to 

explore the professional development activity of a broad student affairs population by 

considering the interaction between the individual, their environment, and their professional 

development behaviors. 

Study Importance 

Existing studies rely on professional association members to serve as the sample, limiting 

the generalizability of findings and potentially omitting an important portion of the practitioner 

population. Knowing that there is an array of (a) entry points into the profession, (b) experiences, 

(c) goals, and (d) norms of practice among professionals, further inquiry into potential subgroups 

of professional development presents an opportunity to examine the field at large. Benefits of 

such study include the identification of: (a) professional development norms among subgroups; 

(b) variation of professional development activity patterns; (c) variation in professional 

development needs; and (d) whether student affairs is becoming closer to other professions’ 

behaviors (such as k-12 education, law, or medicine) which require continued development and 

credentials throughout the career.  

This is important for several stakeholders, including professionals, graduate programs, 

employers, and professional associations. First, for the professionals, identifying the relationship 
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between environment and culture on their interest, ability, and access to professional 

development activity is useful in their own development. Second, graduate programs will find 

this information useful for cultivating their curriculum, culture, and support systems toward life-

long development. Graduate programs would also be interested in the career trajectory and 

professional development dispositions of their alumni, as this would help refine curriculum, 

programming, and development initiatives. Further, prestige of academic programs is often 

linked with the activities and successes of alumni, therefore, the continued growth and 

professional engagement of alumni is of interest to participating institutions. Employing colleges 

and universities benefit from the continued skill development of student affairs professionals. 

Improving skills, increasing awareness, and enhancing capacities not only benefit the individual, 

but also their workplace. Colleges and universities benefit from employees who continue to grow 

in their roles. If these institutions incentivize professional development, they benefit from the 

employees’ skill development and from fostering a culture of continuous improvement (Jones & 

Rivas, 2011). Finally, professional associations are supported by the engagement of their 

members through activities such as conferences, workshops, and seminars. The success of the 

associations depends on the interest and engagement of the community. Understanding the 

broader interests, needs, and values of the professional community will help professional 

associations market and tailor their services to reach the field at large. Academic programs, 

campus initiatives, and national organizations prepare, orient, expose, and train staff to the 

critical skills of the profession but professional development in the field of student affairs 

remains voluntary. Though CAS, ACPA, and NASPA have developed standards and guidelines, 

responsibility rests with the individual for tailoring their professional activities. Further study of 

professional development in student affairs will need to identify the gaps, limitations, and needs 
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of the profession and enable the professional, academic programs, and professional community 

to meet those needs accordingly. 

Inquiry Framework 

 In any career pathway, the point-of-entry influences socialization and normalization of 

the individual (Tull, Hirt, & Saunders, 2009). Though there are a variety entry points to the 

profession, many student affairs staff enter the professional realm through graduate programs 

(Master’s) in Higher Education & Student Affairs, Higher Education Administration, and 

College Student Personnel among others. Exposure to relevant theoretical frameworks, standards 

of practice, and guiding associations often occurs during the graduate career and influences 

future behaviors (Tull, Hirt, & Saunders, 2009). During graduate coursework or upon graduation, 

when the individual enters the professional workplace, the local environment serves as another 

influence on behavioral norms and expectations (Tull, Hirt, & Saunders, 2009). The new 

environment can challenge, support, and more generally shape the practitioner’s philosophies 

and practices (Lewin, 1936). 

 Acknowledging that behavior is a function of the individual person and their environment 

in this study, I use as a framework for inquiry Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory. The foundational 

tenet of this theory is related to the equation, B=f(P•E), which depicts behavior (B) as a function 

(f) of the person (P) and environment (E). A survey was designed and administered to collect 

data on individual characteristics, environment characteristics (current position and employer), 

and graduate programs to explore this interaction affecting professional development behaviors. 

Inquiry Statement 

 In this study, I explore to what extent is there a relationship between the professional 

development behavior (B) of student affairs professionals, their individual characteristics (P), 
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and their environments (E)? Using Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory equation, B=f(P•E), I seek to 

establish whether there is a relationship between the three constructs of behavior, person, and 

environment, when examining the professional development activity of student affairs 

practitioners. Additionally, I seek to explore the strength of the relationship between the three 

elements, if certain characteristics lead to different professional development behaviors for 

student affairs professionals, and finally, where variation exist within the field. This knowledge 

would be useful in designing strategic development programs, modifying professional 

expectations, and illuminating nuances within the professional community regarding their 

continued development. 

Study Boundaries 

This study is limited in scale and scope to address the research questions in a timely and 

efficient manner. First, only current professionals in student affairs, employed at colleges or 

universities, comprise the sample (further detail on the sample construction is included in 

Chapter 3). Using current professionals reduces the possibility of hindsight biases in the data. 

Additionally, this restriction creates a real-time glimpse into the professional development norms 

and behaviors. A sample from student affairs graduate program alumni serves as a representation 

of the larger professional community. Data collection occurred through an electronic survey sent 

via graduate program alumni contact lists. The electronic survey is intentionally brief, to 

encourage completion. The design used for the study provided a breadth of information from a 

large sample within one administration period.  

Definition of Terms 

Student Affairs Professionals 

Student affairs professionals are those who: (a) have acquired specialized knowledge and 
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skill for their positions (i.e. graduate preparatory programs or internships); (b) serve in roles 

designed to benefit and/or improve the student experience; (c) are focused on social 

responsibility through the educational environment; and (d) participate in continuing training and 

development throughout their careers (Carpenter & Stimpson, 2007). This aspirational definition 

holds high expectations for the field. Yet, student affairs professionals enter higher education in 

various ways, have different experiences in their roles, and value their professional development 

on an individual, not standardized, level. With such variation among positions, entry points, and 

institutions, it cannot be assumed that professional development behavior is consistent on a 

national level. Student affairs professionals are those who self-identify as serving students; as for 

their personal enhancement and skill development, no current standard of practice is required. 

Professional Development 

To describe professional development in student affairs, I employ a hybrid definition. 

Professional development encapsulates activities aside from required work responsibilities 

offered in a variety of settings and formats, which promote continued learning, growth, and 

competency development (Woodard & Komives, 1990 as cited in Carpenter & Stimpson, 2007; 

Winston & Creamer, 1998). These events and activities may include attending workshops, 

seminars, or conferences; completing certificate programs, graduate courses, or academic 

programs; presenting at conferences; and reading professional readings. Professional 

development is a career long process as new information, trends, and needs enter the field of 

student affairs continuously (Carpenter & Stimpson, 2007). Student affairs professionals should 

continually seek to update their knowledge, learn from peers and experts in the field, and 

enhance their skills through the entire course of their career. In short “professional development 

is the career-long process of professional improvement” (Carpenter & Stimpson, 2007, p. 275). 
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Professional Competencies 

Professional associations establish standards for their membership and field to provide 

guidance and foundations for practice. In the field of student affairs, the Council for the 

Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) developed the guiding standards adhered 

to by members of the two main organizations, American College Personnel Association (ACPA) 

and the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), graduate programs, 

and colleges and universities. The sixth edition of the CAS Professional Standards for Higher 

Education (Council for the Advancement of Standards, 2012) includes 50 competencies for 

student affairs professionals. Though ACPA and NASPA are member organizations of CAS, the 

two entities developed their own standards specific to their membership and organizational 

purposes. In 2014, ACPA and NASPA formed a joint task force to address the changing climate 

of student affairs (NASPA, 2014) and updated the Professional Competency Areas for Student 

Affairs Educators in 2015 (ACPA & NASPA, 2015). Continuing study on the use and 

application of competency areas, this task force reports findings on the current practices and 

scholarship in student affairs, and provides recommendations for updates or revisions of the 

competencies and expectations for the student affairs professional community. Development of 

the task force shows that student affairs is a developing profession, requiring ongoing reflection 

on the needs and expectations of the professional community. 

Summary 

Student affairs professionals serve in a variety of roles on campus with varying 

expectations and skill requirements, yet following their credentialing programs (Master's, 

Doctoral), any further learning and skill development is non-systematic and often, voluntary. 

Because the field of student affairs includes a diverse range of positions, skills, environments, 
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and individuals, there is potential for a wide range of professional development behavior. 

Effectively generalizing to the entire profession requires including a wider sample of the 

professional community (i.e. non-association members). Creating an understanding of what the 

interests, needs, and avenues of pursuit are in the field we will be better prepared to direct 

resources, help advance the profession, and reassess competency expectations.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

What Makes a Profession? 

Professions are entities within occupations that develop as societies industrialize and 

fields specialize (Dunkerley, 1975). The unification and standardization of skills, behaviors, and 

expectations for specific industries prompted the growth of associations that oversee the 

regulation of norms. Many industries aspire to the status of a profession by incorporating 

elements of a professional community into practice.  

Dunkerley (1975) asserts there is a continuum of characteristics within a profession, and 

that each characteristic may range in its development and manifestation. Professions are distinct 

from occupations, jobs, or other classes of employment in that there are identifiable 

characteristics (Dunkerley, 1975; Pavalko, 1971). Pavalko (1971) offers eight characteristics of a 

profession, while Greenwood (1972) presents five; both agree that there must be a foundational 

body of knowledge, community action, a code of ethics, a sense of culture, and a community for 

the profession (Greenwood, 1972; Pavalko, 1971) while Pavalko also notes that a training period, 

motivation for participation, and professional autonomy are additional elements. These ideals are 

thus espoused and enacted by members of the professional community through their behaviors 

and affiliations within the field. 

Foundations of a Profession 

 A foundational body of knowledge, community action, a code of ethics, a sense of 

culture, and a community for the profession (Greenwood, 1972; Pavalko, 1971) exist in most 

developed professions, including student affairs. The relationship between these elements and 

their operationalization by professional members reinforces their value and role in the field.  

Developing a knowledge base, building the culture, and reinforcing the importance of 
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participating in the professional community are key elements to Greenwood’s (1972) and 

Pavalko’s (1971) core components. In several fields, for example law, medicine, and k-12 

education, knowledge serves as an access point. Individuals must possess specific knowledge 

and skills to enter the profession, demonstrated through examinations, certifications, or specific 

degree programs. In addition, maintaining and developing one’s knowledge base is important to 

professions, exhibited by continuing education or professional development requirements. The 

associations, such as the American Bar Association in the legal profession or American Medical 

Association, determine the criteria for continuing education, approve learning activities, and 

enforce members’ requirement fulfillment (American Bar Association, 2015; American Medical 

Association, 2015).  

 Foundational knowledge and training programs not only equip the professional with 

necessary information and skills but also serve as socialization mechanisms. To build a sense of 

community and unification within a profession, socialization processes connect members with 

the larger profession. After the training or graduate preparation program, the code of ethics, 

informal peer influence, and professional associations drive socialization (Pavalko, 1971). 

Professional associations serve as a source of identity and unification for the profession, and as a 

source of socialization (Pavalko, 1971).  

Not only do professions develop through the formation of specific characteristics, but 

also through identifying their boundaries or limitations. Previous methods for defining a 

profession focused on establishing boundaries and markers of a craft, while a scientific and 

taxonomic approach began in the 1950s and 1960s (Saks, 2012). This shift in approach addressed 

the changing social, political, and economic environments influencing professions (Saks, 2012). 

Culture within a profession evolves as members subscribe to the espoused values and behaviors 
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(Schein, 1996).  

A limitation of Greenwood and Pavalko’s prescribed core elements of a profession is that 

they lack empirical testing of the relationships between the elements and bearings on the success 

of the field. Greenwood (1972) and Pavalko (1971) identify traits exhibited by professional 

organizations, but possession does not determine value to the field. Examining student affairs as 

a profession first requires assessing whether these core elements exist within the field, second 

asserting whether testing of the interactions and influences are present, and finally determining if 

further testing is warranted. 

Student Affairs as a Profession 

The field of student affairs developed and expanded in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. Colleges and universities expanded, and so did the need for various forms of 

professionalized administrative and student support services. The field grew toward a profession, 

so local, regional, and national organizations started to unify individuals and develop a 

professional community. With increasing responsibilities on campus, individuals sought ways to 

build their skills to meet their professional demands. As the field organized its members through 

associations, student affairs also began adapting other characteristics of a profession (knowledge 

acquisition strategies, ethics statements, etc.). Toward the end of the twentieth century, ACPA 

boasted 7,500 members and NASPA 15,000 (ACPA, 2015; NASPA, 2015)1. With the increase in 

membership and participation, we still need to ask, is student affairs a profession? If yes, has it 

adopted the defining characteristics of a profession? And, specifically related to professional 

behaviors, how are the values of professional development emphasized and enacted in the 

                                                           
1 These numbers of professional association members are a good reference, but do not encompass the entire 

profession. Because ACPA and NASPA have an open-membership policy, there may be members who are not 

working in the profession. Additionally, some hold memberships with both organizations while there are many more 

student affairs professionals not registered to either ACPA or NASPA. 
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student affairs community? 

Development of Student Affairs. Students affairs developed as a field as American 

colleges and universities evolved in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As institutions 

adopted the German model, faculty and staff roles segmented and specialized (Axtell, 1971; 

Lucas, 2006; Thelin, 2004). It was not until the twentieth century, that the student personnel 

movement took shape when duties outside the classroom to support students separated from 

faculty responsibilities (Garland & Grace, 1993; Mable, 1991; Nuss, 2003). Faculty and staff 

roles continued to evolve, adjusting to the demands of society, students, and consumers of the 

higher education enterprise (Zemsky, Massy, & Oedel, 1993). The increase of administrative 

positions and costs outpaced those of faculty in the 1970s and 1980s (Leslie & Rhoades, 1995). 

Internal and external drivers influenced the campus environment and encouraged the 

specialization of roles and domains within the institutions, with administrators taking on roles 

previously held by faculty such as academic advising, residential management, and dean of 

students (Leslie & Rhoades, 1995; Zemsky, Massy, & Oedel, 1993). This “administrative 

ratchet” is the institutions’ response to meet consumer demands, by increasing services and 

resources, which require specialized professional staff and administrators (Zemsky, Massy, & 

Oedel, 1993). As these roles moved from faculty to professional staff, the administrative 

positions increased in size, scope, and scale.  

 Responding to the increasing professionalization of college and university administrative 

positions, professional associations developed to support and provide resources to these 

administrators. First, recognition of this phenomenon spurred national study and assessment of 

institutional needs. Then, across institutions, professionals networked to share experiences, 

advice, and establish associations. From these associations, the need to define the realm of 
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student affairs led to development of professional standards and monitoring. Though national 

associations incorporated feedback from broad memberships, responsibility for monitoring skill 

development and pursuing learning opportunities fell to the individual. 

Professional associations in student affairs developed during the twentieth century. These 

organizations unified staff with similar roles, responsibilities, and/or interests across institutions. 

Promoting industry-wide standards (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), campuses were connecting with 

one another and sharing norms of operation. Faculty roles narrowed in focus to academic 

research and instruction, while institution staff assumed other operational and management 

responsibilities, including responsibilities related to students (Nuss, 2003; Zemsky, Massy, & 

Oedel, 1993). 

 Founded in 1919 as the Conference of Deans and Advisors of Men, NASPA served as an 

organization to unite campus administrators across the country to share their experiences, ideas, 

and best practices for helping students (NASPA, 2013). In 1924 the National Association of 

Appointment Secretaries formed and adopted the ACPA name in 1931 to be more inclusive of its 

members and their roles (ACPA, 2013). Both associations continued to grow in influence during 

the twentieth century, coming together to publish in 2009 and revise in 2015 the Professional 

Competencies (ACPA, 2013; ACPA & NASPA, 2015). Included in the professional competency 

guidelines is an expectation that student affairs professionals engage in career-long professional 

development activity to further their skills and increase their knowledge in the field. 

Defining Student Affairs as a profession. According to Dunkerley (1972) and Pavalko 

(1971), a profession is identified by its expression of the core characteristics (a foundational 

body of knowledge, community action, a code of ethics, a sense of culture, and a community for 

the profession, a training period, motivation for participation, and professional autonomy are 
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additional elements. Carpenter and Stimpson (2007) use Pavalko’s (1971) eight continua for 

profession-occupation to evaluate student affairs. They find that the field is moving toward a 

profession, but may not adhere to all the criteria of Pavalko’s continua (Carpenter & Stimpson, 

2007). Student affairs, per Carpenter and Stimpson (2007), is on the continuum, but does not 

currently realize the fullest extent of each category. 

Carpenter and Stimpson (2007) developed a working definition of student affairs 

professionals. Student affairs professionals are those who: (a) have acquired specialized 

knowledge and skill for their positions (i.e. graduate preparatory programs or internships); (b) 

serve in roles designed to benefit and/or improve the student experience; (c) are focused on 

social responsibility through the educational environment; and (d) participate in continuing 

training and development. Many of the college and universities employing these individuals 

agree that training, knowledge, position roles and job responsibilities are important elements for 

the profession. Yet, the continued development and education of student affairs professionals is 

not required across the field. 

Professional development within the field. Associations that monitor membership and 

provide services are core elements within a profession (Swiercz & Skipper, 1983). The 

responsibilities of associations vary by field, but typically include networking, upholding 

standards, enhancing industry knowledge, advancing the profession, and guiding ethical behavior 

(Swiercz & Skipper, 1983). Nuss (1993) presents an overview of the professional organizations 

in student affairs, with specific emphases on both the nature of professional development and 

how associations provide these services to their members. This chronicle of ACPA and 

NASPA’s growth establishes the associations’ reach and influence over the membership, but 

does not evaluate the associations’ success at enhancing skills, providing meaningful services, or 
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furthering the profession. 

Responsibilities of the individual. While the associations are responsible for unifying 

members and providing services to the professional community, individuals are responsible for 

their own professional development. The Council for the Advancement of Standards (CAS) 

includes in its Characteristics for Individual Excellence for Professional Practice the assumption 

that individuals are pursuing “life-long learning and professional development” (Council for the 

Advancement of Standards, 2012, p. 2). ACPA and NASPA also encourage individual 

responsibility for professional development. Providing competency documents, self-assessment 

rubrics, workshops, conferences, and publications, ACPA and NASPA offer many tools to the 

student affairs community. These documents, services, resources, and their respective 

organizations, are accessible to student affairs professionals, yet are not compulsory. Even 

though CAS, ACPA, and NASPA are governing bodies in the profession, adherence, 

participation, and compliance are voluntary. 

Importance of knowledge acquisition. Professional development activity is important for 

career development and longevity in student affairs (ACPA & NASPA, 2010; Cooper, Chernow, 

Miller, Kulic, & Saunders, 1999; Council for the Advancement of Standards, 2012; Gardner & 

Barnes, 2007; Garland & Grace, 1993; Grace-Odeleye, 1998; Henning, Kennedy, Cilente, & 

Sloane, 2011; Hirschy et al., 2015; Holmes, 1998; Janosik, Carpenter, & Creamer, 2006; 

Kushibab, 2005; Schwartz & Bryan, 1998; Winston & Creamer, 1998). The roles of student 

affairs professionals continue to evolve and expand as their responsibilities shift and the 

institutions grow into the twenty-first century. Due to the limited time and scope of graduate 

preparation programs and the wide range of skills needed in the college or university setting, 

continued professional development is needed (Garland & Grace, 1993). Citing limited resources 
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and abilities, academic programs cannot “provide graduates with all the skills and knowledge 

needed to sustain a vital professional life” (Garland & Grace, 1993, p. 93) but throughout the 

professional career “ongoing professional development is required to be effective in addressing 

the needs of today’s college and university students” (Henning et al., 2011, p. 27). Student affairs 

professionals, aware of the need for ongoing development and professional education, must 

modify their behaviors to pursue learning opportunities throughout their careers per Henning et 

al. (2011). 

When professionals emerge from their graduate program, they are most likely equipped 

with the foundations of the profession that they will continue to build upon in their functional 

area (Cuyjet, Longwell-Grice, & Molina, 2009). Peer norms and supervisory emphasis on 

professional development influence how professionals pursue development in their careers 

(Cooper & Miller, 1998; Hirschy et al., 2015; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Tull, 2006; Winston 

& Creamer, 1998). To explore the views of student affairs professionals on professional 

development Janosik, Carpenter, and Creamer (2006) developed a six-item questionnaire 

distributed to members of ACPA’s email directory. Yielding 2,346 respondents (34.4% of the 

total sample size), the respondents were more likely to be female, midlevel professionals and 

holding a master’s degree; the respondents differed from the ACPA membership by degree 

attainment (respondents were more likely to hold masters or doctoral degrees) and institution 

(respondents were more likely to work at 4-year institutions) (Janosik et. al, 2006). Respondents 

provided their opinions on professional associations and professional development. A majority of 

the sample, 94%, agreed or strongly agreed that workshops at conferences support a consistent 

student affairs curriculum (Janosik et al., 2006). Additional items found that respondents believe 

that professional development should occur on a voluntary basis, (87%), standards should be 
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developed for the field, (83%), and that a combination of professional certification, academic 

preparation, experience, and professional education should be taken into consideration for 

professional development, (87%) (Janosik et al., 2006). Women and minorities were more 

supportive of professional development programming and personal planning than male and white 

respondents (Janosik et al., 2006). These findings confirm that professionals in student affairs 

value development for the individual based on their own experiences and preparation but also 

seek to establish standard curriculum and certifications through their professional organizations. 

Though ACPA represents a significant portion of student affairs professionals, generalization of 

the study findings to all professionals is dangerous because those engaged in the organization 

could possess predisposition to participate in professional development opportunities by the 

nature of their involvement. The researchers identified that empirical study of professional 

development in the field was limited at best, therefore creating space and a need for more 

inclusive study. Their findings indicate that professionals have mixed feelings on the value of 

skills and responsibility of the individual to seek developmental opportunities on their own. 

Professional Behaviors 

Professionals in student affairs follow a variety of career paths and training programs to 

reach their current positions. Because of the breadth of skills, preparation, and perspectives, 

study on the preferred method of learning helps to understand the types of programs and style of 

services to offer the student affairs community. Conducting a study of mid-level administrators 

in the Texas Association of College and University Student Personnel Administrators 

(TACUSPA), Fey and Carpenter (1996) found which competencies ranked as most important in 

the workplace and what methods professional preferred for learning these skills. 

The survey included 63 questions based on Kane’s (1962) Seven Category Scheme of 
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leadership, fiscal management, personnel management, communication, professional 

development, research and evaluation, and student contact skills (Fey & Carpenter, 1996). The 

study found that leadership skills were important and that personnel management ranked the 

highest (Fey & Carpenter, 1996); however, this may be because the sample was comprised of 

mid-level administrators who are more likely to supervise professionals. The respondents’ 

preferred methods of professional development were through professional associations and 

conferences (Fey & Carpenter, 1996). Because the mid-level administrators hold master’s and 

doctoral degrees, academic training was no longer a primary source of continuing development, 

while professional associations and conferences were relied upon for advancing education and 

skills.  

Recommendations from Fey and Carpenter’s (1996) study are for both graduate programs 

and professional associations. Graduate programs should include the seven skills in the 

curriculum to prepare emerging professionals for the field (Fey & Carpenter, 1996). Professional 

associations should consider providing development opportunities for the midlevel managers 

seeking professional learning and interaction (Fey & Carpenter, 1996). Gardner and Barnes 

(2007), who charged professional associations with the task of reaching out to graduate students 

and professionals to meet their career needs, share this sentiment. Conferences and workshops to 

advance necessary professional skill sets will engage the professionals and challenge them 

beyond their daily duties and responsibilities. The authors emphasize the value of professional 

associations and the importance of providing opportunities for growth and development. 

Building on Fey and Carpenter (1996) by expanding the participant population and 

developing a more complex survey, Roberts (2007) conducted a quantitative study on the 

preferred learning methods of all levels of student affairs professionals with a survey developed 
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using the prior studies of Kane (1982), Windle (1998), and Carpenter (1979). This study 

confirmed the findings of Fey and Carpenter (1996), and made new discoveries for new and 

senior professionals. Roberts (2007) collected responses from all levels of student affairs 

professionals regarding their preferred learning method for professional skill development. Each 

level of professional emphasized the importance of mentorship in their professional experiences, 

but focused on different methods for acquiring practical skills (Roberts, 2007). New 

professionals were more likely to look toward academic courses and programs, while midlevel 

and senior student affairs officers were more involved in professional organizations (Roberts, 

2007). The findings from this study confirm that mentorship is important for the professional and 

that higher-level staff seek opportunities outside academia to enhance their competency areas. 

Limitations of both studies (Fey & Carpenter, 1996; Roberts, 2007) include the sample 

and survey design. Both use email lists for professional organizations, contacting individuals 

already involved in professional development outside of their campus communities. Such small 

samples from limited geographic regions may not represent the national community for 

professional interaction due to the density of colleagues in their region, the frequency of 

professional association meetings, availability of funding to attend conferences, location of 

conferences, and academic preparation programs. Finally, the survey designs limited the type 

and quality of information collected. Fey and Carpenter (1996) allowed respondents to answer in 

their own words on focused question items, but limited the scope of the study to short lines of 

text. Roberts (2007) used a fixed choice survey design that asked respondents to select their 

answers; this design did not allow the respondents to add their personal interpretations or other 

experiences that may be relevant to the study. Survey methods are effective with collecting large 

quantities of information from a large sample, but are limited in depth and detail.  
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In a case study of professional development at one institution, Jones and Rivas (2011) 

found that leadership’s involvement in professional development was important to student affairs 

staff. At one institution, the student affairs department created and implemented a plan, which 

included readings, discussions, and recognition to encourage and support professional 

development. Participants in the professional development program were tracked over time, with 

many receiving recognition, promotions, and advanced leadership opportunities. Jones and Rivas 

(2011) affirmed that organizational culture was an important factor in the program’s success. 

In a preliminary study, Lagana (2007) found that professionals on one campus 

participated in an average of ten different professional development activities over a twelve-

month period. With only sixty-five participants and research questions focused on stress load 

related to professional development activity, Lagana (2007) was not specifically looking at 

behaviors of individuals but at the outcomes from their activity. The professional development 

activity types and levels varied by individual, but this case example demonstrated that 

professionals pursue various avenues for development outside of conferences (Lagana, 2007). 

Results were weak and insignificant, and did not include other characteristics of the participants 

that may influence their behaviors or stress levels. Though the findings and research questions do 

not address behavior patterns or environment influences, it is one of the few studies to look at 

professional development in student affairs and highlights the fact that the responsibility of 

continued education falls to the individual, employer, and professional associations. 

Theoretical Lens 

Examining the professional development activities of student affairs professionals may 

illustrate whether there are relationships between person, environment and behavior. As stated 

before, this knowledge would be useful in designing strategic development programs, modifying 
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professional expectations, and illuminating nuances within the professional community regarding 

their continued development. There are numerous points of influence on an individual’s career, 

including academic training, work environment, personal characteristics, and values. The 

theoretical lens for this study considers that individuals are not operating within a vacuum. The 

nuances of participants’ experiences, values, and behaviors are influenced by external and 

internal factors. Thus, Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory is an appropriate lens to investigate the 

professional development behaviors in student affairs. 

Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory 

The behavior of an individual is the culmination of previous events, experiences, and 

desires (Lewin, 1936). In Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory, B=f(P•E), behavior (B) as a function (f) 

of the person (P) and environment (E). He posits that the physical, social, emotional, and 

intellectual environments interact and influence an individual’s behavior (Lewin, 1936). In his 

previous research contributing to Field Theory (1936), Lewin found the relationship with an 

environment changes as needed, adapting to conditions, new elements, or other factors (Lewin, 

1935). When incentives and punishments exist, the competing interests are weighed internally, 

while action occurs when the individual navigates the social field deciding upon a course of 

action (Lewin, 1935). The boundaries and decision-making heuristics will vary by individual, 

environment, and other context indicators (Lewin, 1935). 

In student affairs, the individual professional navigates a complex field of local 

environment, industry culture, and personal ambitions. Organizations with strong cultures form 

relationships that promote activity and incorporation of values. Self-selection into an 

organization that fulfills a specific need or interest for the individual typically results in a 

stronger connection to other members and cultural identification (Pace & McFee, 1960). 
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Members feeling connected and committed to an organization may be more likely to continue 

this relationship and behave in alignment with the organization’s norms. This study applies the 

theoretical framework of culture and environment, through Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory to 

understand the desired and displayed professional development activity of student affairs 

professionals. Following Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory framework, others have focused upon the 

elements of culture and environment, reframing the interactions from a macro perspective. 

Culture theory is an aggregated approach to viewing the behavior of groups. Sporn (1996) posits 

that organizational culture is “the values and beliefs of [the organization’s] members which are 

developed in a historical process and transmitted by language or symbols” (p. 45). Developing 

over time, culture is flexible and adapts to the organization based on the “interpretation of the 

prescribed values, norms, rituals and histories” (Smart, Kuh & Tierney, 1997, p. 258). 

Individuals observe the cultural practices, interpret their personal interaction with the 

organization, internalize the values and then operate within their organization’s cultural 

framework. 

In student affairs, subgroups allow professionals to interact with others who share a 

similar interest or experience in a concentrated setting or environment versus engaging through 

the larger campus and national communities. These subgroups form subcultures, which still 

reflect the common culture but allow flexibility to emphasize separate values, knowledge and 

standards of operation (Dowd & Dowd, 2003; Sackman, 1992). Large professions, like student 

affairs, do not usually have only one culture; rather subcultures form from members changing, 

challenging and interacting within their environment (Jermier, Slocum, Fry & Gaines, 1991). 

Smaller culture communities provide centralized loci of control and offer more opportunity for 

members to share an explicit common experience. 
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Theories of environment emphasize physical space, interactions, aggregated human 

behaviors, and location as influences on the behavior of individuals (Astin, 1968; Baird, 2005; 

Strange & Banning, 2001; Sporn, 1996). Elements of the environment shape the individual and 

organizational experience (Astin, 1968). Acknowledging the environmental characteristics and 

interactions is helpful for professionals seeking to predict future behavior and opportunities 

within that specific space or culture (Baird, 2005; Strange & Banning, 2001). 

Environment refers to both the physical and interpersonal spaces of an organization or 

culture. Relationships developed within a space and observations of the norms in that setting 

contribute to the construction of an organization’s environment. Initiation to the environment and 

organization occurs as a gradual process (Smart, Kuh & Tierney, 1997). Norms of behavior, 

demonstrated values, rituals and traditions are all foundations of the organization’s culture and 

elements of the environmental setting (Smart, Kuh & Tierney, 1997). 

These theories look at the interaction from an organizational or environmental (macro) 

viewpoint. Lewin targets the individual as the primary unit of analysis. Using Lewin’s (1936) 

Field Theory for this study will situate the individual student affairs professional within their 

broader professional environment and culture. This lens is appropriate for the research questions, 

even though it is nearly 80 years old. Theories developing after and from Lewin’s continue to 

call upon the elements of behavior, person, and environment, indicating that these elements 

stand, while the approach or viewpoint can be modified to macro or micro when observing 

behaviors of the collective or individual, respectively. For the purposes of this study, which aims 

to examine behavior on the individual level, Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory, as informed by the 

cultural and environmental studies is the best fit. 

 This study examines the professional development behavior of student affairs 
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professionals as a relationship between behavior, environment and personal characteristics. 

Previous research on organizations, behavior, and environment, and specifically Lewin (1936), 

show that there are multiple influences to consider when observing the individual’s reaction to, 

learning from, and adaptations of behavior within a given context or role. Further, culture is a 

predictor and determinant of professional development involvement. As the professional 

identifies components of the culture, adopts the organization’s norms, and participates in 

traditions or rituals of behavior, their membership in and engagement with the organization 

continues throughout their career if there is an anticipated format for involvement and clear 

cultural consistency between the local, subcultures, and national cultures. 

Summary 

Professional development in practice continues to evolve in the twenty-first century as 

the responsibilities, perspectives, and modes of development in student affairs continue to grow. 

This study explores the relationships between person, environment, and behavior related to the 

professional development practices in student affairs. Research questions built upon the 

constructs of Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory and previous studies of student affairs professional 

activity add depth to existing knowledge and identify potential new areas of inquiry. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHOD 

Research Approach 

ACPA and NASPA support professional self-assessment and development, and use 

empirical studies to investigate and support their members’ activity. These studies provide 

information and detail on the values, norms, behaviors, and activities of student affairs 

professionals, but generalization of these findings remains confined mainly to populations of 

association members (Carpenter & Stimpson, 2007; Cooper, Chernow, Miller, Kulic, & 

Saunders, 1999; Gardner & Barnes, 2007; Garland & Grace, 1993; Grace-Odeleye, 1998; 

Henning, Kennedy, Cilente, & Sloane, 2011; Holmes, 1998; Janosik, Carpenter, & Creamer, 

2006; Kushibab, 2005; Schwartz & Bryan, 1998; Winston & Creamer, 1998). Generalizability 

limitations in the literature and research designs present the opportunity for further exploration 

on professionalism and professional behavior in student affairs. Building on existing literature 

and scholarship in the field, I investigated the following inquiry statement: To what extent is 

there a relationship between the professional development behavior (B) of student affairs 

professionals, their individual characteristics (P), and their environments (E)? This study further 

explores the strength of the relationship between the three elements, if certain characteristics led 

to different professional development behaviors for student affairs professionals, and finally, 

where variation existed within the field. The following includes the research lens, sample 

construction, instrument design, administration, and analysis. 

Research Lens 

 To study the characteristics, behaviors, and environments of student affairs professionals, 

Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory was applied as the theoretical lens. Among professionals, a 

collective culture shapes interaction patterns, values, assumptions, norms, artifacts, and meaning 
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within organizations and across the field (Kuh & Hall, 1993; Manning, 1993; Schein, 1996). 

Within the field of student affairs, subgroups have evolved that socialize professionals and 

reinforce espoused values (Kuh & Hall, 1993; Tierney, 1988). Maintaining the culture over time 

“contribute[s] to a shared understanding as well as a sense of specialness and identity for 

members” (Kuh & Hall, 1993, p. 9; Schein, 1996). Lewin’s (1936) theory is a broad framework, 

encapsulating how the behavior of an individual is a function of the person and their 

environment, B=f(P•E). Culture, behavior, and environment theories have emerged and 

developed after Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory, and this study employed them to fill in the 

Lewin’s framework for this study. Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory encapsulates the three 

interacting constructs and serves as an appropriate lens for viewing the potential relationships. 

Applying this lens to professional development activity in student affairs, this study examines the 

relationship of the individual, their environment, and their professional development behavior. 

Study Design 

 Sample. Graduate programs in Higher Education & Student Affairs, and related fields, 

prepare individuals for practice and scholarship. These graduate programs also establish 

behaviors and norms related to personal and professional development. Many graduate programs 

receive recognition for their support of the CAS Standards of professional development and 

promote the use of the CAS Standards in the student’s academic and professional lives. 

Familiarizing students with resources, practices, and mechanisms for skill attainment and 

development, the socialization from a graduate program can set longstanding patterns of 

behavior.  

As graduates move on and begin working at various institutions, they bring their 

behaviors and values with them. By contacting graduate program alumni, the sample includes 
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professionals at all career levels from a variety of institution types with a shared pathway to the 

profession. Graduate program alumni comprise the sample for the following reasons:  

 students in a Higher Education & Student Affairs (or similar) graduate program are 

likely to be exposed to the CAS Standards, professional associations, and various 

professional development opportunities; 

 the programs offer similar socialization into the profession, allowing for comparison 

of respondents and responses;  

 accessing this population has fewer barriers than other methods of contact;  

 the range in locations for the graduate programs and employers spans the continental 

United States; and  

 the graduates of Higher Education & Student Affairs programs represent a range of 

professional employer types and professional roles, allowing for environmental 

influences.  

To establish which institutions to include, a purposive sampling process was used (Rea & Parker, 

2005). Graduate programs included in the sample are from postsecondary institutions that are: 

 public; 

 located within the continental United States; 

 enroll at least 10,000 students institution-wide; and 

 are listed on both NASPA’s Graduate Program Directory (NASPA, 2014) and 

ACPA’s Commission for Professional Preparation Directory (ACPA, 2014). 

Constructing the sample in this manner creates controls. The large, public institutions share 

common organizational structures, offer a variety of graduate programs, and enroll more students 

than private institutions. Thus, the respondents are likely to possess similar training and 
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academic preparation prior to entering their professional roles.  

Sample recruitment and comparison. Ninety-six institutions met the initial criteria, 

however, Indiana University, Bloomington was removed due to respondent bias concerns. Using 

the institution contact lists provided by ACPA and NASPA, the program directors of the 

remaining 95 graduate program were emailed directly. Program directors were provided with a 

letter describing the purpose of the study, expectations for participation, a copy of the survey 

instrument, notice that the study adheres to Institutional Review Board guidelines, and contact 

information for the Institutional Review Board, myself, and my dissertation chair. Of the 95 

graduate programs contacted, 19 (20%) agreed to participate in the study. The participating 

institution program directors received instructions, an invitation to participate for their program 

alumni, and the survey link to share with their alumni. The institutions agreeing to participate 

represented regional variation, with at least one campus from each of the Northeast, Midwest, 

South, and West regions. 

To determine whether the participating institutions are a representative sample of the total 

population, I collected institutional and program data from IPEDS. First, I identified the 

appropriate institution UnitID number for each of the 96 institutions meeting the study’s sample 

criteria. The UnitID numbers were used to select and download institutional characteristic 

variables. Institutional characteristics collected include state, region, enrollment, degree 

completions, and Carnegie Classification.  

By U.S. Census region (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016), the participant institutions closely 

mirror the representation of Northeast and West institutions in the total population (Tables 1 and 

2). Midwest institutions heavily comprise 56% of the participant institutions. With only 19%, the 

South is represented by a smaller share than the total population’s 35% of institutions. The 
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participant institutions and non-participant institutions represent comparable distributions, with 

only the Midwest region over-represented in the participant group. It is important to note that the 

South region is also the largest, with 16 states and the District of Columbia, while the Midwest 

region includes 12 states. Because institutions meeting the selection criteria must be public with 

enrollments over 10,000 students, it is understandable that regional distribution is therefore 

concentrated in the South. 

Table 1  

States by Region 

Northeast  Midwest 
 

South 
 

West 

Connecticut 

Delaware 

Maine 

Massachusetts 

New Hampshire 

New Jersey 

New York 

Pennsylvania 

Rhode Island 

Vermont 

 

Illinois 

Indiana 

Iowa 

Kansas 

Michigan 

Minnesota 

Missouri 

Nebraska 

North Dakota 

Ohio 

South Dakota 

Wisconsin 

 Alabama 

Arkansas 

Delaware 

District of Columbia 

Florida 

Georgia 

Kentucky 

Louisiana 

Maryland 

Mississippi 

North Carolina 

Oklahoma 

South Carolina 

Tennessee 

Texas 

Virginia 

West Virginia 

 Alaska 

Arizona 

California 

Colorado 

Hawaii 

Idaho 

Montana 

Nevada 

New Mexico 

Oregon 

Utah 

Washington 

Wyoming 

 

Table 2 

Number and Percent of Institutions by Region 

 
Participant Institutions  Non-Participant Institutions  Total Institutions 

 
n %  n %  n % 

Midwest 9 56%  20 25%  29 30% 

Northeast 2 13%  16 20%  18 19% 

South 3 19%  31 39%  34 35% 

West 2 13%  13 16%  15 16% 

Total 16 100%  80 100%  96 100% 
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By Carnegie Classification, the participant institutions are heavily representative of 

Doctoral Universities with Moderate Research Activity (Table 3). In fact, all the population 

institutions for this category participated in the study. Doctoral Universities with Higher and 

Highest Research Activity are under-represented in the participant institutions. The participant 

institutions do not represent a similar distribution of the non-participants or total institution 

population. 

Table 3 

Carnegie Classification of Institutions 

 
Participant 

Institutions 
 

Non-

Participant 

Institutions 

 
Total 

Institutions 

 n %  n %  n % 

Master’s Colleges & Universities: Larger Programs 5 31%  16 20%  21 22% 

Doctoral Universities: Moderate Research Activity 7 44%  0 0%  7 7% 

Doctoral Universities: Higher Research Activity 1 6%  28 35%  29 30% 

Doctoral Universities: Highest Research Activity 3 19%  36 45%  39 41% 

Total 16 100%  80 100%  96 100% 

 

 Comparing by enrollment size, the participant institutions represent a similar distribution 

compared to the total population (Table 4). Compared to the non-participant institutions, there 

are higher percentages of institutions with 20,001-25,000; 25,001-30,000; 35,001-40,000; and 

40,001-45,000 students, while the other enrollment categories are represented by smaller 

percentages of institutions. There is slight variation by enrollment size group, with one category 

not represented by the participant institutions (40,001-45,000). Again, the sample is a close 

representation of the total population of institutions. 
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Table 4  

Enrollment Size of Institutions 

 Participant Institutions  Non-Participant Institutions  Total Institutions 

 n %  n %  n % 

Under 15,000 1 6%  16 20%  17 18% 

15,001-20,000 2 13%  11 14%  13 14% 

20,001-25,000 3 19%  13 16%  16 17% 

25,001-30,000 4 25%  12 15%  16 17% 

30,001-35,000 1 6%  9 11%  10 10% 

35,001-40,000 2 13%  5 6%  7 7% 

40,001-45,000 2 13%  4 5%  6 6% 

45,001-50,000 0 0%  5 6%  5 5% 

50,000 and over 1 6%  5 6%  6 6% 

Total 16 100%  80 100%  96 100% 

 

  To determine whether the graduate programs from the sample institutions were 

representative of the total population, I collected and analyzed fifteen years of IPEDS completion 

data, 2000 to 2014. This provides an estimate of the population by using completion data 

included awards/degrees conferred by program (CIP), award level, race/ethnicity, and gender. 

Master’s-level awards/degrees conferred were identified for the CIPs 13.0401 Education 

Administration & Supervision, 13.0406 Higher Education/Higher Education Administration, 

13.1102 College Student Counseling and Personnel Services, and 13.1199 Student Counseling 

and Personnel Services (13.1199 is not included in the 2000, 2001, or 2002 datasets). Total 

number of graduates, gender (male or female), and race/ethnicity were also collected. IPEDS 

demographic data changed the definitions for race/ethnicity for 2008-onward. To align the data 

for race/ethnicity in the dataset, I used the categories white, black, Hispanic, Asian or Pacific 

Islander, and collapsed remaining subcategories into other. 

 There are a few limits to the data and this approach for estimating the population size and 
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characteristics. First, the four codes selected include 13.0401 Education Administration & 

Supervision, which includes higher education administrators and k-12 administrator programs 

and graduates. Without the ability to separate graduates who specialized in higher education 

administration from k-12, all graduates from this CIP are included in the population estimates. In 

addition, the estimates include only 15 years of data leaving an unknown number of graduates 

prior to the year 2000 working in the field. Seven institutions did not have IPEDS data for the 

four CIP codes selected. One of these institutions was a participant in the study. These 

institutions report their graduate programs under other CIP codes, such as 13.0101, which is a 

general Education code. Adding additional CIP codes would have expanded the population 

estimates for all 96 institutions beyond graduates focusing in Higher Education & Student 

Affairs. Acknowledging the limitations of the IPEDS data, it is used as a modest estimate for the 

population and sample. 

By CIP and level, distribution across participant, non-participant, and total institutions is 

comparable (Table 5). There are more master’s level programs than doctoral, and CIP 13.0401 

comprised over a quarter of each subgroup’s total degree program counts.  
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Table 5  

Number and Percent of Degree Programs by CIP and Level 

 Participant Institutions 
Non-Participant 

Institutions 

 
Total Institutions 

 n %  n %  n % 

Master's Level         

     13.0401 12 26%  62 30%  74 29% 

     13.0406 7 15%  32 16%  39 15% 

     13.1102 5 11%  21 10%  26 10% 

     13.1199 1 2%  2 1%  3 1% 

Total Master's level 25 53%  117 57%  142 56% 

Doctoral Level 
 

 
  

 
  

     13.0401 12 26%  55 27%  67 27% 

     13.0406 6 13%  24 12%  30 12% 

     13.1102 3 6%  9 4%  12 5% 

     13.1199 1 2%  - -  1 0.4% 

Total Doctoral level 22 47%  88 43%  110 44% 

Grand Total 47 100%  205 100%  252 100% 

 

 Compared to the non-participant and total population institutions, the participant 

institutions had similar distributions by level and CIP area (Table 6). All groups are 64-66% 

master’s level, CIP 13.0401 Education Administration & Supervision. Interestingly, participant 

institutions had 6% under CIP 13.0406 and 11% under 13.1102, while non-participant 

institutions represented the inverse, with 10% under 13.0406 and 7% under 13.1102. These two 

CIPs are specifically related to working in the higher education administration and student 

personnel field, but note slight variation in program focus either toward administration or student 

counselling. CIPs at the doctoral level are closely aligned across all groups.  

The sample institutions represent 18% of the total population of master’s-level graduates 

in the four degree areas (Table 6). Distribution by region is closely resembled only in the 

Northeast (Table 7). The Midwest region has a greater overall share of the sample institutions, 
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53%, and the West has a considerably lower share, only 9% (Table 7).  

Table 6 

Number and Percent of Graduates by CIP 2000-2014 
 Participant Institutions  Non-Participant Institutions  Total Institutions 

 n %  n %  n % 

Master’s Level         

     13.0401 7,011 64%  38,307 66%  45,318 66% 

     13.0406 699 6%  6,029 10%  6,728 10% 

     13.1102 1,206 11%  4,268 7%  5,474 8% 

     13.1199 - -  366 1%  366 1% 

Total Master’s level 8,916 82%  48,970 84%  57,886 84% 

Doctoral Level 
 

 
  

 
  

     13.0401 1,657 15%  7,375 13%  9,032 13% 

     13.0406 287 3%  1,676 3%  1,963 3% 

     13.1102 27 0.2%  106 0.2%  133 0.2% 

     13.1199 - -  - -  - - 

Total Doctoral level 1,971 18%  9,157 16%  11,128 16% 

Grand Total 10,887 100%  58,127 100%  69,014 100% 

 

Table 7 

Number and Percent of Master’s Level Graduates by Region 2000-2014 

 
Participant Institutions  Non-Participant Institutions  Total Institutions 

 
n %  n %  n % 

Midwest 4,915 55%  12,852 26%  17,767 31% 

Northeast 988 11%  5,192 11%  6,180 11% 

South 2,065 23%  18,979 39%  21,044 36% 

West 948 11%  11,947 24%  12,895 22% 

Total 8,916 100%  48,970 100%  57,886 100% 

 

  Overall, distribution of degree types (CIPs), levels, and number of graduates in the 

participant institutions is comparable to the distributions in non-participant institutions (Tables 5, 

6, and 7). The type of programs offered and therefore the curricular experiences of the 

participants may be similar to that of the total population. 

 Examining the population’s distribution by gender and race/ethnicity, I found that 
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distributions were comparable across each group and category (Tables 8 and 9). The participant 

institutions matched the non-participant institutions with majority women (Table 8) and white 

populations (Table 9). The participant institutions also had similar percentages by race for 

African American or Black, Hispanic, and Asian/Pacific Islander populations (Table 9). 

Table 8 

Master’s Level Graduates by Gender 2000-2014 

 Participant Institutions  Non-Participant Institutions  Total Institutions 

 n %  n %  n % 

Men 3,318 37%  17,689 36%  21,007 36% 

Women 5,598 63%  31,281 64%  36,879 64% 

Total 8,916 100%  48,970 100%  57,886 100% 

 

Table 9  

Master’s Level Graduates by Race/Ethnicity 2000-2014 

 Participant 

Institutions 

 Non-Participant 

Institutions 

Total 

Institutions 

 n %  n %  n % 

White 7,063 79%  34,490 70%  41,553 72% 

African American or Black 727 8%  4,915 10%  5,642 10% 

Hispanic 386 4%  4,904 10%  5,290 9% 

Asian or Pacific Islander 155 2%  846 2%  1,001 2% 

Other 585 7%  3,815 8%  4,400 8% 

Total 8,916 100%  48,970 100%  57,886 100% 

 

Comparing the participant institutions to non-participant institutions, and the total 

population, I can determine in what ways these institutions are similar and different from one 

another. By degree area (CIP), level, number of graduates, and regional distribution the 

participant institutions are like the other groups. By gender and race/ethnicity distribution, the 

participant institutions are also similar to the non-participant institutions. When looking at 

Carnegie Classification, the participant institutions represent more Master’s Colleges & 

University: Larger Programs and Doctoral University: Moderate Research Activity, while the 
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non-participant institutions had a higher share of doctoral universities with high and higher 

research activity.  

A chi-square test of independence was performed to further examine the relationship 

between the participant and non-participant institutions across the institutional characteristics. 

Cells with fewer than 5 cases were collapsed to ensure minimum frequencies acceptable for 

analysis (Muijs, 2011). I ran chi-square tests for region, enrollment size, Carnegie Classification, 

and CIP offerings by level. Significance was found by region (chi square = 5.14, df = 1, p < 

0.05), when collapsed into two categories, Midwest and non-Midwest. From these comparisons, 

I determined that the participant institutions share many similarities to the non-participant 

institutions and the findings can be generalized, keeping the differences in mind. 

Graduate program directors were provided the invitation and survey link to distribute 

directly to their alumni between February 1 and March 4, 2016. On February 25, 2016, a 

reminder email was sent to the program directors that the survey would close in a week and 

asking them to resend the invitation through their contact lists. All alumni identified by the 

program directors were invited to participate in the study through their institution contact lists.  

On March 5, 2016 at 12:00am the survey link closed and did not accept any further 

participants. I downloaded the master data file, which included 297 unique participants in the 

study. Examining the responses, several participants were excluded from further analysis 

because they did not meet participation criteria. Fifty-four participants were removed because 

they completed less than 30% of the survey, a drop-out rate of 18%. After these 54 respondents 

were removed, the remaining 243 respondents had completed at least 75% of the survey items 

and were included in the analysis. Distribution of completion rates are 20 respondents completed 

75-79%, 69 respondents completed 80-89%, 109 respondents completed 90-99%, and 45 
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respondents completed all survey items. Respondents that completed 75-99% of the survey items 

were included because all 243 answered the final survey question, indicating that they completed 

in the study fully but chose to skip specific items. Without requiring a response to each survey 

item, the completeness of the data varies by individual respondent. This is a limitation for 

analysis, as some items will have fewer counts. However, requiring respondents to complete 

each item to progress in the study may have yielded fewer completed surveys, with participants 

dropping out of the study. 

This sample construction addresses one of the current gaps in the literature by including a 

range of professionals at all career levels with variance in association memberships to provide a 

comprehensive overview on the behaviors, norms, and values regarding professional 

development (Best & Kahn, 2006; Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006; Johnson & Christensen, 2008; 

Suskie, 1996). 

A limitation of this sampling technique is that the total number of program alumni eludes 

even the program directors themselves. Many program directors communicated that the 

institution’s alumni affairs office maintained the master-lists (and would not share this 

information, even with the faculty). This led to variation in contact method from the program 

directors including email, alumni message boards, and alumni networking pages. 

Instrument design. Through an electronic survey, I collected quantitative responses at 

the individual level. Existing quantitative surveys (Cuyjet, et al., 2009; Fey & Carpenter, 1996; 

Henning et al., 2011; Janosik et al, 2006; Kushibab, 2005; Roberts, 2007; Rosser & Javinar, 

2003; Tull, 2006), and qualitative studies, (Cooper & Miller, 1998; Cooper et al., 1999; Cutler, 

2003; Gardner & Barnes, 2007; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008) provide limited glimpses into the 

professional community and have limited sample scope. Using a broader sampling technique and 
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a quantitative method offered the opportunity to construct new perspectives on professional 

development. 

The survey instrument included items addressing the three constructs of person, 

environment, and behavior (Appendix A). Many of the survey items are descriptive to establish 

categories within the constructs and levels of engagement in professional development activity. 

Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory assumes a relationship between person, environment, and behavior; 

I tested whether there was a relationship between these constructs within this specific context. 

Quantitative items are placed on Likert scales to measure respondents’ opinions and attitudes 

related to professional development activity (Rea & Parker, 2005; Suskie, 1996). Likert rating 

scales are a common format for surveys, increasing the likelihood that individuals feel 

comfortable responding to the items (Suskie, 1996). Structuring these items on a forced choice 

scale facilitates quick comparison and analysis between respondents and groupings because of 

the limited choice options (Rea & Parker, 2005; Suskie, 1996). Items that asked respondents to 

provide their perspective on the importance or value utilized 5 point scales, from strongly agree 

to strongly disagree with neutral as the central item. This allows respondents to express that they 

may feel indifference on the item prompt, such as “my professional development is important to 

me”. Items that include choices such as frequently, somewhat frequently, somewhat infrequently, 

infrequently, and NA allow respondents to rate on a Likert scale the level of activity, such as 

“my peers participate in professional development activities”. These items allow respondents to 

indicate the level of participation from high activity to none (NA). A challenge to Likert scale 

choices is that respondents may interpret “frequently” differently. Because there was no norming 

process or standard definition or categorization for the response choices, the scales rely on the 

respondent’s interpretation and perception of the choice, which can vary by respondent. Though 
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it is useful in standardizing the number of response choices and categories, this type of item 

response choice can limit the true perception and experience of the participants by forcing their 

choice. A few of the items included open-responses for areas that may have been overlooked by 

the researcher, for example professional association membership or format of development 

activities.  

Data collection. Participating institutions were provided with the survey link to distribute 

to program alumni (see Appendix B). Data collection lasted five weeks. Graduate program 

contacts received the initial invitation and one reminder to invite student affairs professionals to 

participate in the study. This design suits the interests of the research questions and meets 

standards for educational research (Boudah, 2011; Muijs, 2011). 

Study constructs. All instrument items contributed to one of the three study constructs, 

based on Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory: person, environment, and behavior. Several existing 

studies of professional development behavior in student affairs (Cooper & Miller, 1998; Council 

for the Advancement of Standards, 2012; Dean, Woodard, & Cooper, 2007; Roberts, 2007; 

Rosser & Javinar, 2003), were used to develop the instrument. Survey items from these studies 

were adopted because they were previously validated and aligned with the constructs of this 

study. Additional items, specifically for the behavior construct were created to evaluate the 

actual and anticipated professional development activities of the respondents.  

Construct validity. Instrument items were adapted from existing studies and additional 

items were developed with input from two student affairs professionals and two faculty. To 

verify construct validity, Agarwal’s (2011) two-stage sorting procedure for questionnaire design 

was employed. In the first stage of sorting, four mid-level higher education professionals 

evaluated the proposed survey items and constructs. The evaluators were provided with an 
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envelope with each survey item printed on its own index card and were asked to sort the items 

into piles of related items and to label the piles according to which construct they believed the 

items measured. The piles and construct names from each evaluator were entered in a 

spreadsheet for comparison. The labels given to constructs by the evaluators were similar to the 

name of the actual constructs and the evaluators agreed with which items belonged under each 

construct for 88% of the survey items. In the second stage, four Higher Education & Student 

Affairs doctoral students evaluated whether each item was appropriately categorized or if it 

should be removed from the instrument. One item was identified for removal from the 

instrument. From this process, the behavior, person, and environment constructs were 

established. Behaviors include type and frequency of the individual’s professional development 

activity, and desire for future involvement. Elements for person are demographic items while 

environment include graduate institution, current workplace, and professional role. These three 

categories are interchangeable in Lewin’s (1936) theory (i.e. P=(B•E); E=(P•B); B=(P•E)). Pilot 

testing of the instrument with nine student affairs professionals and graduate students was 

conducted to address any item concerns.  

 Construct subcategories. The three primary constructs of person, environment, and 

behavior include subcategories. Many survey items within the person and environment constructs 

were developed and employed in several published studies. Additional items for these constructs 

were developed based on the published instruments. Items for the behavior construct were 

developed to measure actual and anticipated professional development activity using existing 

instruments as a guide. The survey items for each construct are described further below. 

For person, (P), the subcategories are: 

(a) Demographics. This construct includes variables that help distinguish and categorize 
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respondents by personal and demographic attributes. The survey items for this construct 

are commonly used descriptors including race, education, gender, position, years of 

employment, current position, and functional areas. 

  Person: Demographic Survey Items 

Nominal Items 

 Student Affairs Professionals are those who: (a) have acquired specialized 

knowledge and skill for their positions (graduate preparatory programs, 

internships, etc.), (b) serve in roles designed to benefit and/or improve the student 

experience, (c) are focused on social responsibility through the educational 

environment, and (d) participate in continuing training and development 

throughout their careers (Carpenter & Stimpson, 2007). Do you currently identify 

as a Student Affairs Professional according to the definition above? 

 Did you earn a Master’s degree in Higher Education & Student Affairs, College 

Student Personnel, College Student Development, Higher Education 

Administration, or a related field? 

 At which institution did you earn your highest degree? 

 What is your current primary functional area? 

 What is your gender identity? 

 What is your race/ethnicity? 

 What is your current position? 

 Are you a current member (within the last 2 years) of a professional association? 

Scale Items 

 How many years have you worked full-time in Student Affairs? 

 Including your current institution, at how many colleges or universities have you 

worked? 

 How many years have you worked full-time in Student Affairs? 

 What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

 

(b) Personal value of professional behavior. Previous studies examined the role of cultural 

values on professional development behavior (Dean, Woodard, & Cooper, 2007; Roberts, 

2007; Rosser & Javinar, 2003). Survey items from Dean, Woodard, and Cooper (2007) 

and Roberts (2007) are included. Using items from Rosser & Javinar’s (2003) study, I 

also adapted several items to measure personal values to build a construct where the 

strength of internalized values related to professional development is measured; the 

additional items parallel items in the environment construct. Items are rated on a Likert-

type scale, ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. Two items allow 
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respondents to identify their preferred method(s) of professional development and their 

past participation. 

Person: Personal Value of Professional Behavior Survey Items 

Nominal Items 

 My preferred method(s) of professional development are. 

Scale Items 

 My professional development is important to me. 

 Professional development opportunities should be available at a variety of levels 

(local, regional, and national) 

 Professional development opportunities help practitioners in student affairs to 

remain current in their profession. 

 Professional development opportunities should provide practitioners with 

alternative approaches to currently used practices. 

 I have participated in the following types of professional development in the past 

12 months. 

 

 

For environment, (E), the subcategories are: 

(a) Descriptive. This first category, similar to personal demographics, distinguishes and 

categorizes respondents by geographic location and institution type. 

Environment: Descriptive Survey Items 

Nominal Items 

 In which state are you currently employed? 

 Please select the characteristics that best describe your current employing 

institution. 

 

(b) Environment value of professional behavior. Rosser and Javinar (2003) studied the 

influence of environment and culture on professional development. This construct and 

survey items are directly incorporated from their study. These survey items are on a 4 

point Likert-type scale, with options ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. 
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Environment: Environment Value of Professional Behavior Survey Items 

Nominal Items 

 How does your current employer support professional development opportunities? 

 How did your former employer support professional development opportunities? 

Scale Items 

 My current employer supports professional development opportunities. 

 My current employer offers opportunities for me to pursue professional 

development. 

 My graduate program supported professional development opportunities. 

 My peers encourage me to participate in professional development activities. 

 My peers participate in professional development activities. 

 My previous employer supported professional development opportunities. 

 Compared to my previous employer, my current institution’s support of 

professional development is: 

 

For behavior, (B), the subcategories are:  

(a) Personal professional development behavior. The items in this construct address the 

formal professional development activity of the respondent, types of engagement, and 

levels of involvement in professional associations. These items are descriptive, allowing 

respondents to indicate the type of membership, roles, and frequency of participation. 

This construct was developed to determine whether professional association membership 

and engagement is the primary source of professional development among respondents, 

and to what depth are respondents participating in these associations. 

Behavior: Personal Professional Development Behavior Survey Items 

Nominal Items 

 Have you held a leadership role (at any time) within these associations? 

Scale Items 

 How many professional conferences have you attended in the last 12 months? 

 In the last year, I have pursued professional development opportunities. 

 

(b) Anticipated professional development behavior. This constructs items include the 

respondents’ plans for future professional development. These survey items allow 

respondents to indicate their intended participation in professional associations, as well as 

other formats of professional development activity.  
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Behavior: Anticipated Professional Development Behavior Survey Items 

Scale Items 

 How many professional conferences do you plan to attend in the next 12 months? 

 I plan to pursue the following types of professional development activities in the 

next 12 months. 

 

Each construct includes descriptive items and action items. First, defining the 

characteristics of respondents within the constructs provides descriptive groupings. Second, the 

action items within each construct illuminate the perceptions, values, and engagement for 

environment, person, and behavior (respectively). I use these constructs to explore the 

professional development attitudes and practices of student affairs professionals. 

Variable reduction. Prior to testing the variables, I collapsed and converted variables. 

Frequency items were converted to 4 or 5 point Likert scales, depending on the item. Survey 

items that included forced choices of frequently to infrequently and not applicable, were 

converted to a 4 point Likert scale, with frequently as 4 to infrequently as 1, and not applicable 

as 0 for their response values. Survey items that allowed respondents to indicate frequency, 

including number of employers, full time years, total association membership, conference 

attendance, and professional development participation types were converted to standardized z 

scores. 

Principal components analysis was used to identify and compute scales for the factors 

underlying the professional development behaviors. There are four criteria for evaluating which 

components to retain in principal component analysis, eigenvalue, variance, scree plot, and 

residuals (Mertler & Vannatta, 2002). Because the number of factors to be analyzed is N<30, 

majority of variance is the selected criteria for determining components to keep through the 

development of scales.  

Initial eigenvalues indicated that the first two factors explained 17.7% and 13.5% of the 
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variance respectively. The first six factors explained 64.39% of the cumulative variance (Table 

10). The results of an Oblimin with Kaiser Normalization rotation of the solution are shown in 

(Table 11). Loadings less than ±.30 were excluded. The analysis yielded a six-factor solution 

with a simple solution (factor loadings ≥ 0.10). 

I then reviewed the pattern matrix (Table 11) to determine if variables could be reduced 

into a smaller number of factors. Factor loadings over 0.3 or less than -0.3 were reviewed and 

conceptual relationships considered to determine which variables could be summed into scales. 

Internal consistency reliability was then tested for each factor. Cronbach alpha values over 0.7 

were accepted, resulting in four scales: Environment: Support of Professional Development (α = 

0.805), Behavior: Professional Development Activities (α = 0.954), Person: Personal Value of 

Professional Development (α = 0.822), and Behavior: Professional Development Participation (α 

= 0.762) (Table 12). 

Four items loaded on to factor one, Environment: Support of Professional Development. 

These items indicated whether the respondent felt their peers and current employer supported, 

encouraged, or offered professional development opportunities. Despite having a factor 

weighting above 0.50, the Employer Total Enrollment item was not included in this scale 

because it is not conceptually relevant to the overall measure. The second factor, Behavior: 

Professional Development Activities included three items that addressed the respondent’s past, 

preferred, and future engagement types. The next factor, Person: Personal Value of Professional 

Development included items that addressed the respondent’s perspective on the importance of 

professional development. Factors four and five did not include items that were categorically 

related or collapsible into scales. The final factor, Behavior: Professional Development 

Participation included items addressing past and planned levels of involvement.  
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Table 10 

Unrotated Principal Component Analysis 
 Initial Eigenvalues  Extraction Sums of Squares Loadings 

Component Total 
% of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% 

 

Total 
% of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% 

Rotation 

Sums of 

Squared 

Loadings 

Future PD activities 3.90 17.72 17.72  3.90 17.72 17.72 2.94 

Past PD activities 2.96 13.47 31.19  2.96 13.47 31.19 2.93 

Preferred PD activities 2.52 11.47 42.67  2.52 11.47 42.67 3.13 

Full time years 1.94 8.80 51.46  1.94 8.80 51.46 1.95 

Number of employers 1.60 7.28 58.74  1.60 7.28 58.74 1.58 

Total associations 1.24 5.65 64.39  1.24 5.65 64.39 2.46 

Past conference attendance 0.92 4.19 68.58      

Future conference attendance 0.89 4.03 72.61      

Participation in PD 0.81 3.70 76.32      

Compared to previous employer, 

current PD support 

0.78 3.54 79.85      

Previous employer supported PD 0.71 3.25 83.10      

Peers participate in PD 0.66 3.02 86.11      

Graduate program supported PD 0.60 2.72 88.83      

Current employer supports PD 0.53 2.41 91.23      

Current employer offers PD 

support 

0.46 2.11 93.34      

Peers encourage participation 0.37 1.70 95.04      

My PD is important to me 0.33 1.48 96.51      

PD at multiple levels  0.27 1.21 97.72      

PD helps remain current 0.21 0.93 98.65      

PD offers alternative approaches 0.14 0.62 99.27      

Employer total enrollment 0.11 0.50 99.77      

Position level 0.05 0.24 100.00      
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Table 11 

Principal Component Analysis Pattern Matrix 
 Component 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Current employer offers PD support 0.829 -0.039 0.184 -0.135 -0.137 -0.003 

Current employer supports PD 0.824 0.012 0.212 -0.151 -0.093 -0.003 

Peers participate in PD 0.625 0.049 -0.102 0.13 -0.116 -0.18 

Employer total enrollment 0.555 -0.033 -0.283 0.067 0.318 0.134 

Peers encourage participation 0.508 -0.002 0.346 -0.039 0.026 -0.159 

Future PD activities 0.018 0.983 -0.02 -0.005 0.024 0.005 

Past PD activities -0.026 0.977 -0.008 -0.002 0.031 -0.007 

Preferred PD activities -0.045 0.959 0.01 0.005 -0.028 0.039 

PD helps remain current 0.009 0.064 0.804 0.044 -0.105 0.076 

PD offers alternative approaches 0.014 0.040 0.798 0.086 0.012 -0.049 

PD at multiple levels  0.074 -0.032 0.693 -0.036 -0.026 0.085 

My PD is important to me 0.236 -0.015 0.660 0.097 0.207 -0.054 

Graduate program supported PD -0.091 -0.050 0.636 0.006 0.105 -0.046 

Compared to previous employer, 

current PD support 
-0.164 0.003 0.063 0.877 0.020 0.082 

Number of employers -0.032 -0.078 -0.065 0.787 -0.083 -0.057 

Previous employer supported PD 0.044 0.071 0.211 0.484 -0.018 0.066 

Position level -0.046 0.003 0.055 0.096 0.849 -0.078 

Full time years 0.108 0.003 -0.110 0.236 -0.772 -0.017 

Past conference attendance -0.091 -0.076 0.044 -0.005 0.012 -0.94 

Future conference attendance -0.064 0.019 0.006 -0.053 -0.001 -0.894 

Participation in PD 0.298 0.069 -0.019 -0.088 0.051 -0.525 

Total associations 0.104 0.060 -0.113 0.293 0.022 -0.317 

Note. Scale items highlighted. 
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Table 12 

Scale Items 

Scale Items α 

Environment: Support of Professional 

Development 

Current employer offers PD support 

Current employer supports PD 

Peers participate in PD 

Peers encourage participation 

 

0.805 

Behavior: Professional Development 

Activities 

Future PD activities 

Past PD activities 

Preferred PD activities 

 

0.954 

Person: Personal Value of Professional 

Development 

PD helps remain current 

PD offers alternative approaches 

PD at multiple levels  

My PD is important to me 

 

0.822 

Behavior: Professional Development 

Participation 

Past conference attendance 

Future conference attendance 

Participation in PD 

0.762 

 

 Next, I transformed nominal variables for race, region, and functional area. Transforming 

these with dummy variables allows me to use them in the regression analysis with the scale items 

(Muijs, 2011). I used the category with the highest representation as the reference category for 

each variable. For race, I made three dummy variables, African American or Black, Hispanic or 

Latino, and Other, with white as the reference category. For region, I made three dummy 

variables, Northeast, South, and West, with Midwest as the reference category. For functional 

area, I made six dummy variables, Admissions, Career Services, Student Activities, Residence 

Life and Housing, Leadership Development, and Other, with Academic Advising as the 

reference category. 

Method of analysis. To determine the effect and significance of the theoretical model on 

the professional development activity of student affairs professionals, I used multiple regression 

modeling. This technique fits the study design due to the interactions of the constructs (Muijs, 
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2011). Developed for non-experimental studies, multiple regression analysis tests the 

relationship between the variables with broader implications for application (Muijs, 2011). The 

research question asked whether there was a relationship between the constructs. Study of 

professional development behavior has established that practitioners in mid- and upper-level 

positions attend conferences more frequently than other association members (Roberts, 2007); 

again, this perspective is limited to association membership and a limited view of the field. Other 

factors that may influence professional development activity include geographic location of 

employer (proximity to various conferences and resources), institutional culture and support of 

professional development, years of service within student affairs, level of education, gender, and 

functional area. Regression modeling will illuminate the strength of the relationship between 

variables and whether predictions can be made regarding professional development behavior 

based on characteristics of the respondents as illustrated by the equation Y= a + b1X1 + b2X2 + 

… BnXn + e. This study tests which independent variables (if any) are predictors of the 

dependent variable, professional development behavior. With the assumption that several 

variables may be predictors of professional development behaviors multiple regression is an 

appropriate method to explain the effect of independent variables (Lewis-Beck, 1980).  

Consideration of Limitations 

This research is not without limitations. Instrument design, timing, and participation 

influence the findings and potential impact of the study. First, the instrument design required 

quantitative responses. Clear item construction and testing prior to implementation improved the 

instrument’s reliability. Scheduling the survey distribution and data collection required 

sensitivity to academic calendar norms across several campuses. Because the distribution 

occurred through alumni contact lists at various institutions, anticipating calendar conflicts of all 
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participants will be difficult; therefore, consideration for trends in national academic calendars 

mitigated most conflicts. The types of software tools utilized affected survey distribution, data 

collection, and analysis. Finally, study findings are limited to the research participants’ 

experiences and willingness to complete the survey. Because respondents could skip items 

within the survey, only 45 respondents completed 100% of the items. With reliability and 

generalizability linked to response rates, careful and accurate reporting of findings reduces this 

threat.  

Summary 

In this study, I investigate the relationship between person, environment, and professional 

development behavior of student affairs professionals, using Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory as the 

theoretical lens. Survey data from 243 student affairs professionals is analyzed to test whether 

there is a relationship between these variables and to what extent the relationships exist. The 

analysis, findings, and implications section will address the research question and how this study 

impacts the field of student affairs. 



62 

 

CHAPTER 4: ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

Introduction 

Individuals that self-identified as student affairs professionals and had earned a master’s 

degree in Higher Education & Student Affairs, College Student Personnel, College Student 

Development, Higher Education Administration, or a related field, responded to items in an 

electronic survey to explore the research question: to what extent is there a relationship between 

the professional development behavior (B) of student affairs professionals, their individual 

characteristics (P), and their environments (E)? Descriptive statistics, regression modeling, and 

crosstabs were used to analyze participant responses. The relationships between professional 

development activity of student affairs professionals, their personal characteristics, and their 

environments were determined through the analyses and findings detailed below. 

Presentation of Results 

Respondent Characteristics  

Graduate program directors from sixteen institutions distributed the survey link to 

alumni. Respondents that self-identified as student affairs professionals and had earned a 

master’s degree in Higher Education & Student Affairs, College Student Personnel, College 

Student Development, Higher Education Administration, or a related field received a prompt to 

continue the survey. Of the alumni from the participating graduate programs, data from 243 

respondents is used in this study and their characteristics are detailed below. 

All respondents earned a master’s degree, while 15% of respondents earned a terminal 

degree (Ph.D., Ed.D., J.D., M.D., etc.) (Table 13). When asked at which institution the 

respondent earned their highest degree, 35 different campuses were reported. 
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Table 13 

Highest Level of Education Completed by Respondents  

 

n % 

Master’s degree (M.A., M.S., etc.) 204 84% 

Doctoral or professional degree (Ph.D., Ed.D., J.D., M.D., etc.) 37 15% 

No Response 2 1% 

Total 243 100% 

 

When asked to identify their race and ethnicity, respondents identified as follows: 81% 

white, 7% African American or Black, 5% Hispanic or Latino, 2% Asian American, and 5% 

Other (all other response categories including multi-racial, Native American/Alaska Native, 

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, other, and prefer not to answer). Thirty percent of 

respondents identified as male, and 68% as female.  

Table 14 

Respondent Race or Ethnicity 

 

n % 

White 196 81% 

African American or Black 18 7% 

Hispanic or Latino 13 5% 

Asian American 5 2% 

Other 11 5% 

Total 243 100% 

 

 Respondents reported an average of nine years of full-time employment in student 

affairs, with three years as the mode (23 respondents), seven as the median number of 

employment years, and 41 as the highest. 
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Table 15 

Respondent Years of Full-Time Professional Experience in Student Affairs 

 

n % 

1-5 years 97 40% 

6-10 years 74 31% 

11-15 years 27 11% 

16-20 years 21 9% 

21 years or more 23 10% 

Total 242 100% 

 

When asked how many colleges or universities the respondent has worked for, the 

average was three campuses, with a range from one to eight (Table 16). 

Table 16 

Number of Employers per Respondent 

 

n % 

1 employer 27 15% 

2 employers 58 32% 

3 employers 52 29% 

4 employers 27 15% 

5 employers 8 4% 

6 employers 2 1% 

7 employers 3 2% 

8 employers 2 1% 

Total 179 100% 

 

Respondents were largely employed in Ohio, California, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, 

and Texas. Distribution by region was concentrated in Midwest (38%) with the South (22%) and 

West (22%) equally represented, followed by the Northeast (19%) regions (see Table 1 for states 

by region). 
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Table 17  

Respondent Current Region 

 

n % 

Northeast 46 19% 

Midwest 91 38% 

South 52 22% 

West 52 22% 

Total 241 100% 
 

Respondent distribution by institutional control was 73% public, 26% private, and 1% 

for-profit. The largest concentration of respondents, 56%, currently works at public, doctorate-

granting institutions (Table 18). 

Table 18 

Respondent Current Employer Basic Carnegie Classification 

 Total  Public  Private 

 n %  n %  n % 

Associate's Colleges 21 9%  21 12%  0 0% 

Baccalaureate Colleges 15 6%  10 6%  5 9% 

Master's Colleges & Universities 35 15%  17 9%  18 32% 

Doctoral Universities 164 69%  132 73%  32 57% 

Total 235 100%  180 100%  55 100% 

Note. Special Focus Institutions respondents, n < 5, not reported in the table. 

 

Distribution by position covered all levels with 14% Senior-Level, 52% Mid-Level, and 

24% New Professional. In addition, 2% identified as their institution’s Chief Student Affairs 

Officer, 3% as Faculty, and 5% as Other (Table 19).  
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Table 19 

Respondent Position Level 

 

n % 

Mid-Level 127 52% 

New Professional 57 24% 

Senior Level 33 14% 

Faculty 8 3% 

Chief Student Affairs Officer 5 2% 

Other 12 5% 

Total 242 100% 

 

Using the categories set by CAS, respondents were asked to identify their primary 

functional area (Table 20). Respondents who chose the category “other” were asked to write-in a 

more accurate description of their functional area. These responses were recoded when the 

functional areas entered aligned with the categories provided. In one instance, a new category 

emerged, Administration of Student Affairs, which included leadership positions such as Dean of 

Students, Vice President of Student Affairs, or other administrative leadership roles. These 

leadership roles are nested within different institutional settings or areas, and are later analyzed 

within the respective functional areas. Academic Advising (19%), and Residence Life and 

Housing (18%) were the most concentrated functional areas. Thirty-eight percent of respondents 

were categorized as “other” because of the variation of functional areas with six or fewer 

respondents. This indicates that the responses represent diverse positional perspectives. 
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Table 20 

Respondent Functional Area 

 n % 

Academic Advising 47 19% 

Residence Life and Housing 44 18% 

Student Activities 15 6% 

Career Services 15 6% 

Administration of Student Affairsa 13 5% 

Leadership Development 9 4% 

Admissions 7 3% 

Other 92 38% 

Total 242 100% 
a Administration of Student Affairs was created as a category after items were re-coded to 

illustrate distinction in a broader functional capacity. Respondents in this category indicated 

leadership positiions such as Dean of Students, Vice President, or other administrative leadership 

titles to in specific functional areas and in general student affairs offices. 

Construct Analysis 

Person: Personal Value of Professional Behavior. Overall, a majority of respondents 

felt professional development was important to them with a reported mean of 4.58 on a five-

point scale (Table 21). An overwhelming majority of respondents, 77.6%, strongly agreed that 

professional development opportunities should be offered at a variety of levels, even with a 

reported mean of 4.68. Again, a majority of respondents, 68.6%, strongly agreed that 

professional development opportunities helped practitioners remain current in their profession 

and introduction to alternative approaches of practice were supported by 94% reporting that they 

agreed or strongly agreed.  

Environment: Environment Value of Professional Behavior. Respondents reported a 

strong foundation for professional development activity, either agreeing (45%) or strongly 

agreeing (45%) that their graduate programs supported professional development (Table 22). 

Seventy-four percent of respondents felt encouraged by their peers to participate in professional 



68 

 

development opportunities and 75% indicated that their peers were participating somewhat 

frequently or frequently (Table 23).  

Table 21 

Personal Value of Professional Behavior  

Survey Item M SD 
Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neutral Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

My personal professional development is 

important to me. 
4.58 0.704 2% 0% 1% 32% 65% 

        

Professional development opportunities 

should be available at the institutional, 

regional, and national levels. 

4.68 0.759 2% - 1% 19% 76% 

        

Professional development opportunities 

will aid practitioners in student affairs to 

remain current in their profession. 

4.58 0.798 2% - 1% 28% 67% 

        

Professional development opportunities 

should provide practitioners with 

alternative approaches to currently used 

practices. 

4.49 0.725 2% - 4% 36% 58% 

Note. Percentages are calculated out of respondent total n for each item. Percentages are 

rounded; may not total 100%. 

 

Table 22 

Environment Value of Professional Behavior 

Survey Item M SD 
Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neutral Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

My current employer supports 

professional development opportunities. 
4.18 0.938 2% 4% 8% 42% 42% 

My current employer offers opportunities 

for me to pursue professional 

development. 

4.10 0.976 2% 8% 7% 44% 39% 

My graduate program supported 

professional development opportunities. 

4.24 0.913 2% 2% 6% 44% 44% 

My peers encourage me to participate in 

professional development activities. 

3.91 0.951 2% 7% 16% 46% 28% 

My previous employer supported 

professional development opportunities. 

3.52 1.36 4% 11% 17% 36% 25% 

Note. Percentages are calculated out of respondent total n for each item. Percentages are 

rounded; may not total 100%. 
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Table 23 

Frequency of Peer Participation in Professional Development 

Survey Item Ma SD Infrequently 
Somewhat 

Infrequently 

Somewhat 

Frequently 
Frequently 

Peer Participation  3.07 0.896 5% 18% 40% 35% 
a Mean score calculated on a 4 point Likert scale for this item. 

Note. Percentages are calculated out of respondent total n for each item. Percentages are 

rounded; may not total 100%. 
 

Considering their current employers, 85% of respondents felt supported to pursue 

professional development (agree or strongly agree) though the form of support varied by 

respondent (Table 22). The most popular method of support from employers was professional 

development funds, followed by encouragement (Table 24). Overall, 84% of respondents agreed 

or strongly agreed that their employer offered opportunities for them to pursue their professional 

development.  

Table 24 

Methods of Employer Support of Professional Development 

Category 

How does your current 

employer support 

professional development 

opportunities? 

 

How did your former 

employer support 

professional development 

opportunities? 

(n = 243) %  (n = 145) % 

Professional development funds 201 84.%  76 52% 

Rewards or incentives for employees 23 10%  7 5% 

Travel funds 152 64%  49 34% 

Time off 121 51%  31 21% 

Encouragement 174 73%  53 37% 

Academic courses 95 40%  20 14% 

Other 20 8%  29 20.% 

Note. Respondents were asked to select all categories that applied. Percentages are calculated out 

of respondent total n for each item. Percentages are rounded; may not total 100%. 

 

 Similar to current employers, previous employers offered professional development funds 

and encouragement to the respondents most frequently (Table 24). Only 61% of respondents 
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agreed (36%) or strongly agreed (25%) that their previous employer supported professional 

development opportunities (Table 22). When asked to compare their current and previous 

employers’ support of professional development, respondents felt their current employers were 

more supportive (Table 25). 

Table 25 

Current Institution Support of Professional Development Comparison to Previous Employer 

Survey Item M SD 
Much 

Lower 

Slightly 

Lower 

About the 

Same 

Somewhat 

Higher 

Much 

Higher 

Compared to 

previous employer 
2.38 1.28 11% 7% 21% 30% 31% 

Note. Percentages are calculated out of respondent total n for each item. Percentages are 

rounded; may not total 100%. 

 

Behavior: Personal Professional Development Behavior. A promising finding was that 

99% of respondents stated they pursued professional development opportunities in the last year 

(Table 26). Many pursued professional development frequently (31%) or somewhat frequently 

(44%). The top-rated activities were attending conferences (32%), discussions with colleagues 

(29%), news or media (24%), on-campus workshops (23%), presenting (20%), and reading 

professional journals (19%) (Table 27). When respondents were asked to indicate which 

professional development activities they had participated in over the past 12 months, the rank-

order changed from preference to actualization (Table 28). Attending conferences, discussions 

with colleagues, reading higher education news, media, and professional journals, and on-

campus workshops are the top activities anticipated in the next 12 months (Table 29).  

Alignment of participation and anticipated activities occurred for the top four activities, 

attending conferences, discussions with colleagues, higher education news or media outlines, and 

on-campus workshops (Table 27 and Table 28). Respondents averaged 2.67 conferences in the 

previous year and anticipated attending an average of 2.78 in the upcoming 12 months (Table 
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31). Though presenting a conference program was ranked fifth as a preferred activity, it fell to 

seventh in participation, with only 16% of respondents having presented at a conference in the 

previous year. Instead, reading journals and books were the other most popular activities 

completed in the previous year by respondents.  

Table 26 

Personal Professional Development Participation in the Previous Year 

Survey Item M SD Infrequently 
Somewhat 

Infrequently 

Somewhat 

Frequently 
Frequently 

Participation in 

Professional 

Development 

2.99* 0.96 9% 15% 44% 31% 

*Mean score calculated on a 4 point Likert scale for this item. 

Note. Percentages are calculated out of respondent total n for each item. Percentages are 

rounded; may not total 100%. 

 

Table 27 

Preferred Method(s) of Professional Development Activities 

Category 
Preferred method(s) of professional development 

n % 

Attending conferences 77 32% 

Discussions with colleagues 71 29% 

Higher education news or media outlets 58 24% 

On-campus workshops 56 23% 

Presenting a conference program 48 20% 

Reading professional journals 45 19% 

Reading related books 42 17% 

Meeting with a mentor 36 15% 

Association-sponsored institute 32 13% 

Taking an academic course 32 13% 

On-line courses 26 11% 

Taking a sabbatical 2 1% 

Other 7 3% 

Note. 243 respondents total. Respondents were asked to select all that applied to each question 

item. Percentages calculated by percent of total respondents.  
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Table 28 

 

Participation in Professional Development Activities in the Last 12 Months 

Category 
Participated in the following in the last 12 months 

n % 

Discussions with colleagues 79 33% 

Attending conferences 71 29% 

Higher education news or media outlets 62 26% 

On-campus workshops 59 24% 

Reading professional journals 59 24% 

Reading related books 55 23% 

Meeting with a mentor 40 16% 

Presenting a conference program 39 16% 

Taking an academic course 25 10% 

Association-sponsored institute 20 8% 

On-line courses 20 8% 

Taking a sabbatical 1 0% 

Other 8 3% 

Note. 243 respondents total. Respondents were asked to select all that applied to each question 

item. Percentages calculated by percent of total respondents.  
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Table 29 

Anticipated Participation in Professional Development Activities in the Next 12 Months 

Category 
Plan to pursue the following in the next 12 months 

n % 

Attending conferences 79 33% 

Discussions with colleagues 73 30% 

Higher education news or media outlets 62 26% 

On-campus workshops 58 24% 

Reading professional journals 54 22% 

Reading related books 53 22% 

Presenting a conference program 46 19% 

Meeting with a mentor 42 17% 

Taking an academic course 26 11% 

On-line courses 24 10% 

Association-sponsored institute 23 9% 

Taking a sabbatical 3 1% 

Other 8 3% 

Note. 243 respondents total. Respondents were asked to select all that applied to each question 

item. Percentages calculated by percent of total respondents.  

 

Table 30 

Respondent Professional Association Leadership Roles 

 n % 

Held a professional association leadership role 82 38% 

 Committee Member 63 77% 

 Committee Chair 39 48% 

 Board Director or Member 29 35% 

 Other  16 20% 

Have not held a professional association leadership role 134 62% 

Total 216 100% 

Note. Percentages calculated by percent of item respondents. 

Overall, 88% of respondents (215) held membership in at least one professional 

association within the last two years. A smaller proportion of respondents held leadership roles 
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within the professional associations (Table 30). Of these respondents, 82 shared which types of 

positions they currently or formerly held. Committee or commission membership was the most 

popular role, with 77% of item respondents, followed by Chair (48%), Board Director or Board 

Member (35%) and other (20%). As an opportunity for engagement, leadership positions were 

limited to a subset of the overall respondent population. 

Table 31 

Conference Participation 

Survey Item 
M SD 

Number of Conferences 

1 2 3 4 5 6 or more 

Professional conferences attended 2.67 1.39 16% 29% 30% 16% 3% 4% 

Professional conferences planned to 

intend 
2.78 1.37 13% 33% 30% 13% 8% 1% 

Note. Percentages are calculated out of respondent total n for each item. Percentages are 

rounded; may not total 100%. 

 

Correlations 

 Before conducting the regression analysis, I investigated the relationship between the 

person, environment, and behavior scales. Pearson correlation coefficients are used to determine 

the relationships variables have with one another (Table 32). The results show that relationships 

are significant at the p < 0.01 level for the scales. Behavior: Professional Development 

Participation and Person: Personal Value of Professional Development were modestly 

correlated with graduate program support and Environment: Support of Professional 

Development. The perspective of the respondent on professional development may be shaped by 

their environments. Regression analysis will further explore the relationship between the 

variables. 
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Table 32 

Pearson Correlations Between Variables 

 

1 2 3 
Behavior: Professional Development Participation    

Behavior: Professional Development Activities 0.078   

Person: Personal Value of Professional Development 0.049 0.047  

Environment: Support of Professional Development 0.388** 0.064 0.331** 

*p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 

Regression Analysis 

 Regression analysis was conducted in SPSS to examine the relationship between 

characteristics of the respondents and their environments with their perspective on professional 

development. The Behavior: Professional Development Activities scale demonstrates the 

respondent’s engagement in professional development types. A poor fit was found in the 

regression (F(22, 215) = 1.541, p < .1), with an adjusted R2 of 0.048. Finding a poor fit using this 

dependent variable, I then tested with the other behavior scale, Behavior: Professional 

Development Participation. This scale represents the respondent’s past and planned attendance 

in professional development activities. A significant regression equation with modest fit was 

found (F(22, 212) = 4.601, p < .001), with an adjusted R2 of 0.253. 

 The results from the model (Table 33) indicate that association membership was a higher 

predictor of professional development participation (p < .05). Those employed in Student 

Activities or Residence Life and Housing (p < .05) were less likely to engage than Academic 

Advisors. Male respondents were more likely (p < .01) than female respondents, and Hispanic or 

Latino respondents were more likely (p < .01) than their peers (White, African American/Black, 

Asian, and Other) to report higher levels of engagement on Behavior: Professional Development 

Participation, while Northeast respondents were less likely than Midwest respondents (p < .05) 

to engage at higher levels. Environment: Support of Professional Development was the strongest 



76 

 

predictor (p < .001), where the higher the environment support the higher the professional 

development participation score. 

Table 33 

Behavior: Professional Development Participation 
Variable B SE(B) β t Sig. (p) 

(Constant) 0.730 1.391  0.524 0.601 

Association Memberships 0.353 0.148 0.147 2.382 0.018* 

Full-time Years -0.058 0.169 -0.024 -0.342 0.733 

Functional Area      

 Admissions -0.077 0.919 -0.005 -0.083 0.934 

 Career Services 0.779 0.672 0.077 1.159 0.248 

 Leadership Development -0.277 0.807 -0.022 -0.343 0.732 

 Residence Life and Housing -1.024 0.467 -0.164 -2.191 0.030* 

 Student Activities -1.433 0.673 -0.137 -2.129 0.034* 

 Other -0.397 0.402 -0.083 -0.987 0.325 

Number of Employers 0.261 0.186 0.107 1.398 0.164 

Position Level 0.095 0.168 0.038 0.567 0.571 

Race or Ethnicity      

 African American or Black 0.619 0.564 0.065 1.098 0.274 

 Hispanic or Latino 2.114 0.681 0.202 3.106 0.002** 

 Other 0.199 0.617 0.020 0.322 0.748 

Male 0.930 0.309 0.181 3.005 0.003** 

Person: Personal Value of Professional Development -0.035 0.075 -0.033 -0.465 0.642 

Current Employer Support Compared to Previous -0.177 0.118 -0.113 -1.496 0.136 

Employer Total Enrollment -0.165 0.107 -0.100 -1.543 0.124 

Graduate Program Support -0.023 0.180 -0.008 -0.129 0.897 

Region      

 Northeast -1.074 0.415 -0.178 -2.584 0.010** 

 South -0.288 0.404 -0.048 -0.712 0.477 

 West -0.074 0.403 -0.013 -0.183 0.855 

Environment: Support of Professional Development 0.248 0.058 0.298 4.308 0.000*** 

*p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 

Having examined the primary relationship (B=(P•E)), I then ran regression analysis to 
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further explore the other relationships between the variables (P=(B•E); E=(P•B) as well. 

Regression analysis was conducted to examine the relationship of behavior and environment 

factors on the Person: Personal Value of Professional Development scale (Table 34). A 

significant regression equation was found (F(9, 225) = 12.049, p < .001), with an adjusted R2 of 

0.298. A significant, positive relationship was found for respondents who felt their graduate 

program supported professional development and their environment (peers and employers) 

supported professional development (p < .001). Respondents in the Northeast region were more 

likely to report higher values of professional development compared to other regions. 

Table 34 

Person: Personal Value of Professional Development 

Variable B SE(B) β t Sig. (p) 

(Constant) 9.857 0.946 
 

10.420 0.000 

Current Employer Support Compared to 

Previous 
0.150 0.083 0.201 1.814 0.071 

Employer Total Enrollment -0.117 -0.092 -0.076 -1.275 0.204 

Graduate Program Support 0.998 0.144 0.387 6.917 0.000*** 

Region 
     

 Northeast 0.884 0.364 0.156 2.427 0.016** 

 South 0.150 0.345 0.027 0.436 0.663 

 West 0.286 0.335 0.052 0.851 0.395 

Environment: Support of Professional 

Development 0.284 0.049 0.364 5.780 0.000*** 

Behavior: Professional Development 

Participation -0.032 0.056 -0.034 -0.571 0.568 

Behavior: Professional Development 

Activities 
0.027 0.038 0.040 0.717 0.474 

*p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 

Finally, regression analysis was conducted to examine the relationship person and 

behavior factors on the Environment: Support of Professional Development scale (Table 35). The 

regression equation was significant (F(17, 217) = 4.996, p < .001), with an adjusted R2 of 0.225. 
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Significant relationship was found for Person: Personal Value of Professional Development and 

Behavior: Professional Development Participation (p < .001). This indicates that the perspective 

on the value of professional development and participation of respondents in these activities is 

related to their environment’s espoused and enacted support of professional development. 

Table 35 

Environment: Support of Professional Development 

Variable B SE(B) β t Sig. (p) 

(Constant) 7.109 1.540 
 

4.616 0.000*** 

Association Memberships 0.151 0.182 0.052 0.828 0.409 

Full-time Years 0.309 0.204 0.108 1.515 0.131 

Functional Area 
     

 Admissions -1.020 1.113 -0.056 -0.917 0.360 

 Career Services 1.020 0.807 0.084 1.263 0.208 

 Leadership Development 0.088 0.957 0.006 0.091 0.927 

 Residence Life and Housing -0.239 0.562 -0.032 -0.425 0.671 

 Student Activities -0.262 0.816 -0.021 -0.321 0.748 

 Other -0.565 0.485 -0.098 -1.166 0.245 

Number of Employers -0.316 0.180 -0.108 -1.762 0.079 

Position Level -0.032 0.201 -0.011 -0.160 0.873 

Race or Ethnicity 
     

 African American or Black -0.616 0.701 -0.054 -0.878 0.381 

 Hispanic or Latino -0.955 0.799 -0.076 -1.195 0.233 

 Other 0.253 0.723 0.021 0.351 0.726 

Male -0.458 0.381 -0.074 -1.201 0.231 

Person: Personal Value of Professional 

Development 

 

0.417 0.075 0.326 5.571 0.000*** 

Behavior: Professional Development 

Participation 

 

0.397 0.078 0.330 5.108 0.000*** 

Behavior: Professional Development 

Activities 
0.011 0.053 0.013 0.207 0.837 

*p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 
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Preferred, Past, and Anticipated Professional Development Activities  

Formats and types of professional development activity vary from reading news articles, 

to discussions with colleagues or mentors, to attending national conferences and workshops. 

First, descriptive statistics were analyzed to determine frequency of activities and percentage of 

respondents participating in each type. The top professional development activities were 

attending conferences, discussions with colleagues, higher education news or media outlines, and 

on-campus workshops. These were the most frequently and proportionally highest across all 

categories (preferred, participated, and anticipated). 

 Respondents reported participation in professional associations frequently, with 89% 

reporting current or former membership in at least one professional association. Distribution 

across professional associations was heavily concentrated in ACPA and NASPA. A large 

percentage of respondents, 44%, listed at least one additional professional association including 

regional or local organization membership. Only 10% of respondents did not participate in any 

organization, while 70% held membership in at least two professional associations. Respondents 

reported their past and anticipated conference attendance behavior similarly. Most respondents 

attended 1 -3 conferences and anticipated the same participation in the upcoming year. 

 To determine whether there was statistical significance between groups on the types of 

professional development activities they prefer, have participated in, or plan to pursue in the 

upcoming year, Chi square analysis of crosstabs were conducted (see Tables 36, 37, and 38).  

Significance was found for several relationships for preferred professional development 

activity by race or ethnicity. African American or Black and Hispanic or Latino respondents 

were more likely to prefer presenting a conference program (chi square = 9.359, df = 3, p < .05), 

meeting with a mentor (chi square = 16.073, df = 3, p < .001), reading professional journals (chi 
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square = 14.988, df = 3, p < .001), and taking an academic course (chi square = 8.265, df = 3, p < 

.05). African American or Black respondents were also more likely to prefer taking a sabbatical 

(chi square = 12.725, sf = 3, p < .01) than other respondents. However, these findings do not 

meet minimum criteria for a chi-square test (no more than 20% of cells with expected values less 

than 5), and are therefore limited in generalizability.  

Table 36 

Significance of Preferred Professional Development Activity by Respondent Characteristics 

 

Functional 

Area 
Gender 

Race or 

Ethnicity 
Region 

Association-sponsored institute 0.583 0.792 0.163 0.734 

Attending conferences 0.963 0.488 0.094 0.177 

Presenting a conference program 0.762 0.614 0.025* 0.256 

Discussion with colleagues 0.836 0.522 0.120 0.459 

Meeting with a mentor 0.178 0.764 0.001*** 0.183 

On-campus workshop 0.256 0.374 0.099 0.445 

Online course 0.507 0.738 0.217 0.142 

Reading professional journals 0.760 0.544 0.002** 0.654 

Reading related books 0.678 0.729 0.459 0.571 

Taking a sabbatical  0.863 0.833 0.005** 0.791 

Taking an academic course 0.218 0.554 0.041* 0.129 

Higher education news or media outlets 0.980 0.607 0.075 0.513 

Other 0.633 0.236 0.671 0.942 

*p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 

 

Crosstabs for past professional development activities yielded results by region and race 

or ethnicity (Table 37). Respondents from the Midwest and South regions were more likely to 

have participated in an association sponsored institute (chi square = 11.842, df = 4, p < .05). 

Northeast and South region respondents were more likely to have attended conferences (chi 

square = 10.274, df = 4, p < .05), presented a conference program (chi square = 14.993, df = 4, p 
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< .01), and held discussions with colleagues (chi square = 9.573, df = 4, p < .05). Respondents 

from the South region were also more likely to have met with a mentor (chi square = 13.530, df 

= 4, p < .01).  

Results by race or ethnicity show that African American or Black and Hispanic or Latino 

respondents were more likely to have participated in several professional development activities 

including attending conferences (chi square = 9.011, df = 3, p < .05), meeting with a mentor (chi 

square = 14.107, df = 3, p < .01), attending on-campus workshops (chi square = 9.412, df = 3, p 

< .05), reading professional journals (chi square = 7.997, df = 3, p < .05), and taking an academic 

course (chi square = 14.133, df = 3, p < .01). Again, these findings do not meet minimum criteria 

for a chi-square test and are limited in generalizability. 

Table 37 

Significance of Past Professional Development Activity by Respondent Characteristics 

 

Functional 

Area Gender 

Race or 

Ethnicity Region 

Association-sponsored institute 0.073 0.322 0.462 0.019* 

Attending conferences 0.725 0.499 0.029* 0.036* 

Presenting a conference program 0.768 0.706 0.092 0.005** 

Discussion with colleagues 0.927 0.451 0.350 0.048* 

Meeting with a mentor 0.305 0.745 0.003** 0.009** 

On-campus workshop 0.669 0.496 0.024* 0.259 

Online course 0.852 0.806 0.462 0.899 

Reading professional journals 0.973 0.385 0.046* 0.385 

Reading related books 0.325 0.490 0.213 0.256 

Taking a sabbatical  0.446 0.790 0.003** 0.455 

Taking an academic course 0.899 0.127 0.003** 0.327 

Higher education news or media outlets 0.985 0.569 0.068 0.114 

Other 0.504 0.755 0.128 0.465 

*p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 
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Crosstabs for anticipated professional development activities yielded results by region 

and race or ethnicity (Table 38). Respondents from the Northeast and South regions were more 

likely to anticipate attending conferences (chi square = 10.723, df = 4, p < .05) and presenting a 

conference program (chi square = 10.448, df = 4, p < .05). 

Table 38 

Significance of Anticipated Professional Development Activity by Respondent Characteristics 

 

Functional 

Area 
Gender 

Race or 

Ethnicity 
Region 

Association-sponsored institute 0.574 0.578 0.004** 0.421 

Attending conferences 0.814 0.471 0.112 0.030* 

Presenting a conference program 0.886 0.393 0.001*** 0.034* 

Discussion with colleagues 0.802 0.479 0.066 0.053 

Meeting with a mentor 0.438 0.683 0.001*** 0.101 

On-campus workshop 0.874 0.607 0.075 0.149 

Online course 0.974 0.418 0.139 0.905 

Reading professional journals 0.929 0.453 0.011* 0.502 

Reading related books 0.389 0.542 0.045* 0.287 

Taking a sabbatical  0.921 0.395 0.004** 0.387 

Taking an academic course 0.522 0.834 0.010** 0.174 

Higher education news or media outlets 0.999 0.489 0.030* 0.186 

Other 0.629 0.184 0.700 0.447 

*p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 

 

Results by race or ethnicity for anticipated professional development show that African 

American or Black and Hispanic or Latino respondents were more likely to anticipate 

participating in an association-sponsored institute (chi square = 13.099, df = 3, p < .01), to 

present a conference program (chi square = 15.596, df = 3, p < .001), to read professional 

journals (chi square = 11.044, df = 3, p < .01), to read professional books (chi square = 8.029, df 

= 3, p < .05), to take a sabbatical (chi square = 13.089, df = 3, p < .01), and to take an academic 
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course (chi square = 11.311, df = 3, p < .01). In addition, African American or Black respondents 

were more likely to anticipate meeting with a mentor (chi square = 16.092, df = 3, p < .001) and 

to read higher education news or media outlets (chi square = 8.982, df = 3, p < .05). For all three 

crosstabs tests (preferred, past, and anticipated professional development activity), the findings 

do not meet minimum criteria for a chi-square test and are limited in generalizability. 

Summary 

 Through the survey of student affairs professionals, descriptive and behavioral 

information was collected on the individual, their environment, and their professional 

development activity. The regression models for person and environment had modest 

significance for predicting the respondent’s perspective on professional development. 

Descriptive statistics illuminated trends among the respondents and the crosstabs delineated 

which differences were significant, with limited generalizability. Discussion of this study’s 

findings and future implications for theory, research, and practice are discussed in the concluding 

chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

In this study, I explored the research question: to what extent is there a relationship 

between the professional development behavior (B) of student affairs professionals, their 

individual characteristics (P), and their environments (E)? Surveying student affairs 

professionals across the country, 243 respondents contributed their personal experiences, 

perspectives, and positions on professional development. Analyses of their responses found 

several significant relationships between variables predicting professional development 

behaviors, dispositions toward professional development, and perspective on environment. 

Summary and Discussion of the Findings 

Regressions were conducted to explore what relationships exist between person, 

environment, and behavior variables regarding professional development for student affairs 

professionals. The behavior scale, Behavior: Professional Development Participation represents 

the respondent’s past and planned attendance in professional development activities. A 

significant regression equation with modest fit was found (F(22, 212) = 4.601, p < .001), with an 

adjusted R2 of 0.253. The analyses results show a positive relationship between professional 

development behavior and elements of person (association membership, functional area, race or 

ethnicity, gender, region, and environment support of professional development. A significant 

regression equation was found with the person scale as the dependent variable, Person: Personal 

Value of Professional Development scale, (F(9, 225) = 12.049, p < .001), with an adjusted R2 of 

0.298. Positive relationships were found by region, for respondents who felt supported by their 

graduate programs, and those that felt their peers and employers supported professional 

development. The final regression equation, used the environment scale, Environment: Support 



85 

 

of Professional Development (F(17, 217) = 4.996, p < .001), with an adjusted R2 of 0.225. 

Significant positive relationships for this regression were found for the Person: Personal Value of 

Professional Development and Behavior: Professional Development Participation scales. 

Examining activity types by characteristics, significance was also found for race and region.  

Running regressions with different outcome variables affirms there are relationships 

between the constructs of person, environment, and behavior. With each regression, the 

independent variables entered changed, contingent on the outcome variable. When the outcome 

variable was a behavior scale, the independent variables were person and environment variables. 

The behavior, person, and environment scales were correlated modestly with one another, and 

significant regressions were found using each construct as the outcome variable. This reveals that 

the respondent’s attitudes and perceptions of professional development and their environments 

are related to their professional development behaviors, and that the characteristics such as 

functional area, race, employer size, etc. are not as influential in this study. The findings and 

their impact to theory, research, and practice are discussed further. 

Value of Professional Development 

 The majority of the respondents felt professional development was important to them. 

With high reported means, the findings indicate that value is placed on continued learning and 

skill acquisition. Respondents reported positively with high means that professional development 

was valued and important to themselves, their peers, and their employers. An individualized 

approach, with customizability based on interests, needs, and preferences, is the current culture. 

Even if respondents feel professional development activities are important and beneficial, with 

99% of respondents participating in some form of activity in the previous year, proscribing 

methods, frequency, and outcomes may not yet be valued by the majority of the community. 
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Preferred, Past, and Anticipated Professional Development Activities  

Consistency was found across all respondents for the frequency of engagement type and 

overall rankings of preferred professional development activities. Discussions with colleagues 

was rated as the second highest preferred activity type and the highest activity pursued in the 

previous year; one-third of respondents held discussions with colleagues that furthered their 

professional development. Though attending conferences was the second highest activity 

pursued, it was the most preferred activity among respondents (offering another forum for 

holding discussions with colleagues). The next two activity types, higher education news or 

media outlets and on-campus workshops, were preferred and pursued by nearly a quarter of 

respondents. Respondents were consistently preferring and pursing the top four types of 

professional development activity. 

Among the top preferred activities, three have low barriers to participation. Reading the 

news is accessible on multiple platforms and devices, at little to no cost. Discussions with 

colleagues is accessible in the workplace (pending the climate and willingness of others) but can 

range from short to long conversations, informal to formal settings. Both activity types are 

enhanced by technology and communication tools, allowing for quick engagement with 

colleagues, from the local campus to worldwide. On-campus workshops cater to the local 

audience, and reduce limitations of travel, costs, and exclusivity created by off-campus events. 

These on-campus workshops tighten the link between learning and application, due to the 

physical closeness to the workplace.  

Attending conferences is understandably popular, as it is a mechanism for the 

associations to interact with members. The regional and national convening facilitates exchange 

of ideas, resources, and people. In addition, these activities are a networking platform for the 
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field. Many professionals migrate from campus to campus in pursuit of education, promotion, or 

career development. Conferences facilitate the exchange of ideas, training, education, and 

careers. Not to mention, job placement is coordinated through these annual meetings. Janosik et 

al. (2006) found similar support of conferences, with majority of the sample agreeing that 

conferences supported consistent professional curriculum in student affairs. 

The crosstabs tested significance of relationships between the person and environment 

characteristics with preferred, pursued, and anticipated professional development activities. 

Positive relationships were found for African American or Black and Hispanic or Latino 

respondents, who were more likely to prefer presenting a conference program, meeting with a 

mentor, reading professional journals, and taking an academic course. African American or 

Black respondents were also more likely to prefer taking a sabbatical than other respondents. 

Again, this study confirmed those of previous research (Janosik et al., 2006) that minorities were 

more supportive of professional development activity than were their peers.  

For pursued professional development, respondent’s geographic region and race or 

ethnicity illuminated activity types. Respondents from the Midwest and South regions were more 

likely to have participated in an association sponsored institute. Northeast and South region 

respondents were more likely to have attended conferences, presented a conference program, and 

held discussions with colleagues. Respondents from the South region were also more likely to 

have met with a mentor. Results by race or ethnicity show that African American or Black and 

Hispanic or Latino respondents were more likely to have participated in several professional 

development activities including attending conferences, meeting with a mentor, attending on-

campus workshops, reading professional journals, and taking an academic course. 
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Finally, crosstabs for anticipated professional development activities yielded results by 

region and race or ethnicity. Respondents from the Northeast and South regions were more likely 

to anticipate attending conferences and presenting a conference program. Results by race or 

ethnicity for anticipated professional development show that African American or Black and 

Hispanic or Latino respondents were more likely to anticipate participating in an association-

sponsored institute, to present a conference program, to read professional journals, to read 

professional books, to take a sabbatical, and to take an academic course. In addition, African 

American or Black respondents were more likely to anticipate meeting with a mentor and to read 

higher education news or media outlets 

Race or ethnicity and geographic region variables were positive predictors for various 

activity types under preferred, past, and anticipated professional development, but did not meet 

the minimum criteria for a chi-square test, and therefore were not significant. This is in part, due 

to the small sample size in relation to the number of variables. Connecting these findings with 

the aggregated descriptive statistics, the popular types of activities are valued across person and 

environment characteristics. Attempting to profile respondents will require larger sampling. 

Additionally, this study examined frequency but not depth or impact levels. Though respondents 

are participating in various types of professional development, how these activities affect their 

knowledge, skills, abilities, and workplace was not explored in this study.  

Predictors of Professional Development Behavior 

 Three regression equations were tested with behavior, person, and environment serving 

as dependent variables and significance was found in all three. These findings support the 

assumptions of Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory that B=f(P•E). The regressions found relationships 

between the environment, the respondent’s perspective on professional development, and the 
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respondent’s professional development behaviors. Respondents with employers and peers that 

were encouraging toward professional development were more likely to participate in or aspire 

to pursue future opportunities. Graduate programs, peers, and workplaces encouraged 

participation significantly at the p < .001 level in both regressions (Table 33 and 34). 

Respondents with supportive environments were more likely to value these activities themselves. 

Graduate programs establish career expectations for continued professional development and 

learning. Then, as a professional enters the field, their perspectives are challenged and supported 

by their colleagues. At the micro level, these formative interactions shape the individual’s views 

and behaviors on professional development. At the macro level, ACPA, NASPA, and CAS 

comprise the largest presence in the professional community, and all assert that professional 

development is important and should be continuous throughout one’s career. These organizations 

contribute to the landscape and influence the norms, behaviors, and values enacted on individual 

campuses through their members. Thus, it can be inferred that respondents’ professional 

development activity, motivations, and interests were motivated by a multitude of exchanges, 

influences, and interactions within their personal and professional lives. 

Reviewing the findings of this study, I find that attitude toward professional development 

and perceptions of the environment, as shown through the person and environment scales, are 

stronger predictors of behavior than basic characteristics of the person and environment such as 

race or employer size. The normalization of professional development within graduate programs 

and the professional community may be more powerful than individual attributes and workplace 

characteristics. The relationship between professional development and peer influence, 

socialization, and community agency is worth further investigation.  

Professional development is not a requirement, but the more training, skills, and 
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knowledge an individual has in their field, the more likely they are to thrive and advance in their 

careers. New professionals may focus on developing their local skills and mastering their roles, 

while mid- and upper-level professionals are responsible for broader content areas and larger 

portions of their institution’s operation. Participating in knowledge exchange through 

conferences, reading, publication, research, mentoring, etc. are methods used to inform the 

professional and their practice. Mid- and upper-level professionals can benefit in their roles 

personally, professionally, and affect their campus community through professional development 

activity. Previous research found mid-level and senior professionals to be more engaged in 

development opportunities through the national conferences (Fey & Carpenter, 1996). The 

broader the position responsibilities for the individual, the more cosmopolitan development 

activities pursued. Again, the importance of peers, employers, and graduate programs in shaping 

the environments and influencing perspectives and behaviors of the student affairs professional is 

supported by this study’s findings. 

Student Activities and Residence Life and Housing functional areas were stronger 

predictors of professional development behaviors, when compared with their peers (p < .05). 

Considering the roles of these respondents, engagement in professional development activities 

may be due to access and variety of opportunities. Student Activities and Residence Life and 

Housing have large national organizations and regional associations providing resources, 

activities, and professional networks. The employing departments are likely to be larger than 

other functional areas, allowing for staff coverage, potentially greater resources, and other 

colleagues to support professional development behavior. 

Cultural capitol may also influence the perspectives of professional development. 

Knowledge and access to resources encourages and inhibits these behaviors. The ACPA and 
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NASPA standards for master’s programs include expectations on exposure and encouragement 

of professional growth through life-long learning, development, and skill acquisition. Guidelines 

for content areas also offer levels of mastery for the professional to use as self-assessment tools, 

with the intentions of resulting in the pursuit of further education or development. Reinforcing 

these values during the formative part of many student affairs professionals’ careers denotes its 

importance to the field. Without compulsory continued education or minimum entry 

requirements, student affairs must assert its values through the associations and develop norming 

processes such as expectations, guidelines, and pillars of practice. 

What is not illuminated by this study is the broader context of workplace environments. 

The demographic makeup, types of interactions respondents experience, workload, 

responsibilities, campus culture, sources of influence, and scope of the relationships between 

environment and individual were not addressed by this study. Respondents with less supportive 

workplace environments were also less likely to rate professional development positively. 

Exploration into resilience, intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation, or campus culture might address 

the relationship between the environment influence scale ratings and perspective on professional 

development scores. 

Significance 

Findings of the study were significant, but modest. The objectives of this study were: (1) 

to explore the relationships between person (P), environment (E), and behavior (B); (2) to 

explore strengths of these relationships; (3) to determine if certain characteristics lead to 

different professional development behaviors for student affairs professionals; and finally, (4) to 

identify where variation exists within the field. Descriptive statistics established that there were 

relationships and slight variations within the field. The chi-square analysis of crosstabs found 
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significance for only a few variables. The regressions found that professional development 

behavior, personal perspectives on professional development, and environment support of 

professional development are related. Modest significance for the dependent variables was found 

in the three regression equations. An increased sample could strengthen the tests and model. The 

study design also tested existing survey items and constructs with a broader theoretical lens and 

sampling technique. Though the findings are modest, they do affirm the findings align with 

previous research with a different theoretical lens and recruitment approach (see Tables 33, 34, 

and 35).  

Limitations and Recommendations for Further Research 

 This study was not without limitations. Sampling technique, respondent biases, and 

generalizability are challenges to any research study. First, the sampling technique, though 

purposive, limits potential respondents and generalizability of the findings. Previous research 

identified a sample through the professional association email lists. This provided the researchers 

with population sizes, characteristics, and generalizability. The aim of this study was to collect 

data from student affairs professionals outside the confines of professional association 

membership. However, locating these individuals proved difficult in practice. Graduate programs 

do not consistently maintain records of their alumni contact information. Participating 

institutions distributed the survey link through a variety of platforms, including email, message 

boards, and alumni groups. Several participating institutions were unable to discern the number 

of alumni contacted to participate in the study. To estimate the sample size, IPEDs data on 

degree completion for the years 1998 to 2014 were used as a proxy for the graduate programs 

with unknown contact list sizes. Therefore, it is estimated that the total sample population is 

3,147. With 243 respondents, this study represents potentially 8% of the sample population.  
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Though this technique creates a foundation for comparing responses among the study 

participants, it excludes student affairs professionals from graduate programs at smaller or 

private institutions. Generalization of the study findings are thus limited to student affairs 

professionals with similar characteristics as the study participants. This study addresses a gap in 

existing study design by including only a subset of the historically excluded professionals. 

A second limitation is the method of data collection. Using a self-reported survey 

approach limits the type of data collected. Respondents were asked to reflect on their values, 

behaviors, and those of their colleagues and employers. Reliability of the data rests in the 

respondent’s abilities to self-report and assumes each respondent interprets the scales similarly. 

This includes determining what each choice category means, for example “frequently” and “NA” 

may be interpreted differently by respondents. Including definitions of terms and categories 

could alleviate these issues in future studies.  

Drop-off is another concern for this collection method. Respondents that completed 75-

99% of the survey items were included in the analysis, however the completeness of the data 

varies by individual respondent. I determined that there were not specific items skipped or and 

that requiring respondents to complete each item to progress in the study may have yielded fewer 

completed surveys. Shorter surveys or a different collection approach could increase completion 

rates. Additionally, the study relies on participants to generalize about the broader student affairs 

profession. Due to the previously stated sampling challenges, it is difficult to estimate the non-

respondent population differences by demographics, let alone behaviors, values, and 

environments.  

Third, the data is limited in several ways. The dependent variable scale, perspective on 

professional development, was skewed positive. Few respondents reported disagreement or low 
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values on the importance and influence of professional development. Without a normal 

distribution across all scale options, analysis of the findings must take into consideration that 

differences in perspective were clustered. With modest R2s (behavior 0.253, person 0.298, and 

environment 0.225) the predictors explain less than 30% of the variance in the dependent 

variables for each regression. Though the findings are consistent with previous studies, the 

model itself is not particularly strong for predicting professional development perspectives. 

Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory is a broad theory, which considers all possible interactions, 

relationships, and experiences informing the perceptions and influencing the behaviors of an 

individual. Further study is needed to identify additional factors that may explain the variation of 

behaviors, perspectives, and environments and to build a stronger model. 

Finally, generalizability is a limitation of this, and any study. The sampling technique 

built upon gaps in previous studies, by recruiting participants through their graduate programs, 

rather than professional associations. The study’s respondents were predominantly white, 

working at and having received graduate degrees from large, public institutions, held 

membership in professional associations, and all self-identified as student affairs professionals. 

Identifying alternative sampling approaches such as through employers, social media networks, 

or expanding the range of graduate programs contacted to participate would allow for wider 

representation of the field and generalizability in future studies.  

Contributions, Implications, and Recommendations 

 This study employed a quantitative survey to explore to what extent relationships 

between person (P), environment (E), and behavior (B) related to the professional development 

perspectives and activities of student affairs professionals. Descriptive statistics provided an 

overview of the respondent characteristics and basic behaviors, and the strengths of these 
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relationships were analyzed through regression and chi-square tests of crosstabs. Key findings of 

the study were the significant relationships between several person, behavior, and environment 

variables. Anticipated contributions and implications of these findings are how they may be used 

to design strategic development programs, modify professional expectations, and illuminate 

nuances within the professional community. From the key findings and method, this study offers 

several contributions to theory, research, and practice.  

Theory 

 This study applied Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory as a theoretical lens to examine student 

affairs professional development activity. The foundational tenet of this theory is B=f(P•E), 

which depicts behavior (B) as a function (f) of the person (P) and environment (E). The behavior, 

person, and environment scales were significant predictors, confirming Lewin’s (1936) Field 

Theory as appropriately utilized as the theoretical lens in this study. Findings from this study 

affirm Lewin’s (1936) position that physical, social, emotional, and intellectual environments 

interact with, and are related to an individual’s behavior. His research found that incentives and 

punishments from the environment were competing interests, weighed internally, influencing 

behavior (Lewin, 1935). Focusing on the environment and behavior (or culture), the perspectives 

of professional development and activities pursued by respondents may also be explained by 

environment theories such as Astin (1968), Baird (2005), Kuh (1993), Smart, Kuh, and Tierney 

(1997), and Sporn (1996). These theories evolved from Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory and 

incorporate culture as the aggregate of variables shaping experiences of the individual. 

Employing the older theory allows this study to examine broad interactions between person, 

environment, and behavior.  

Research 
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 This study contributes to the body of research on student affairs professionals in several 

areas. First, the study’s method builds upon existing scholarship by using survey items from 

other studies. Applying the selected survey items to a different respondent sample contributes to 

the field’s collective understanding on professional development activity by further validating 

these items. 

In this study, I incorporated the opinions and experiences of student affairs professionals 

using a wide sample. This was achievable through selecting a variety of graduate programs for 

the sample and inviting program alumni to participate. This approach provided a cross-sectional 

view of all levels, characteristics, demographics, behaviors, and experiences. Additionally, 

institutional norms related to professional development also appeared in the data.  

With 243 respondents, this study’s findings are modestly generalizable to a broader 

population, including graduates of public institutions, employees of public institutions, and a 

range of professional roles. To attract a broad sample, the study employed a different recruitment 

strategy than previous research. Many studies on professional development used association 

contact lists (Fey & Carpenter, 1996; Janosik et al., 2006; Roberts, 2007). Using alumni of 

Higher Education & Student Affairs, Higher Education Administration, and College Student 

Personnel graduate programs, this study’s respondents represent a variety of professional 

associations, and some respondents (10%) were not affiliated with any professional association. 

This sampling approach contributes to the collective research on student affairs professional 

development by including other subgroups of the professional community. Finding little 

variation between association members and non-members, association members may in fact 

serve as a representative sample of the professional community. This study confirms that the 

convenience of sampling through professional associations may in fact yield trustworthy and 
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generalizable results when compared to other sampling techniques. 

In this study, I ask reflective and anticipatory questions regarding professional 

development behaviors. A recommendation for future study is to follow the anticipated 

behaviors of respondents with what professional development opportunities they attempted and 

completed over a set period. Having respondents indicate their desired engagement and then 

reflecting on the challenges and successes of their plans may illuminate other trends, issues, and 

factors influencing professional development in the field. 

 Interviews or follow-up questionnaires would explore the relationship between person, 

environment, and behavior even further. The environment scale was a strong predictor of 

professional development activity and engagement. This construct could be further explored 

through interviews to identify what encouraging workplace environments look and feel like to 

the respondents. Because the isolated categories of employer support (time-off, funds, etc.) were 

not consistently significant, it is assumed there are other elements of the environment resulting in 

positive outcomes for professional development activity. 

Practice  

Several implications to practice can be made from this study’s findings for student affairs 

professionals, graduate program administrators and faculty, employers, professional associations, 

and the field at large. The first contribution is the finding that the types of professional 

development preferred and pursued by the student affairs community (conferences, workshops, 

reading current events) show that the field may be moving closer to other professions’ behaviors. 

Professions are specialized fields that incorporate a foundational body of knowledge, community 

action, a code of ethics, a sense of culture, a community for the profession, training, motivation 

for participation, and professional autonomy (Greenwood, 1972; Pavalko, 1971). Participating in 
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conferences and workshops, engaging in discussions on topics of interest, and reading news and 

current information on the profession are all components of a profession. Respondents indicated 

that these activities were valued and pursued. This norming process is moving student affairs 

toward becoming a profession, building upon the findings of Carpenter and Stimpson (2007). 

Student affairs professionals reported desire to engage in professional development 

across nearly all demographics, but the respondents’ actual activity and perspectives were 

influenced by their peers and environments. The environment can challenge, support, and shape 

its philosophies and practices (Lewin, 1936). This study found that environment was a 

significant predictor of perspective of professional development and professional development 

behaviors. Norming of the student affairs community has resulted in professional development 

becoming a value, and for many, a priority. The associations acknowledge the role of peer and 

environment influence on professional practice, thus the Characteristics for Individual 

Excellence for Professional Practice (Council for the Advancement of Standards, 2012) and the 

resources and services offered through ACPA and NASPA encourage participation and support 

from the community. Contributing to the professional community, findings from this study can 

be used to encourage professionals to consider the peer influence on their personal aspirations 

and activities, as well as the cultures they create for their colleagues.  

 Graduate programs serve as the formal entry-point for many into the student affairs 

profession. All respondents held graduate degrees in the field. These graduate programs socialize 

and normalize student affairs professionals (Cuyjet, Longwell-Grice, & Molina, 2009; Tull, Hirt, 

& Saunders, 2009) by including courses and training on a breadth of topics and areas within 

college and university administration including theoretical frameworks, standards of practice, 

and professional expectations. Additionally, graduate programs are guided by expectations from 
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the professional associations, instilling a culture of life-long learning in the graduate students 

propels their future engagement (Henning et al., 2011). An implication for graduate programs 

from this study is that they should continue to observe how they form and influence professional 

expectations. 

Employer support was a significant predictor of a respondent’s professional development 

behavior and aspirations. Respondents reported that their employers offered support through a 

variety of mechanisms, yet, it was the feeling of a supportive environment that was the most 

powerful predictor, not the tangible, elements of support. This finding furthers the assertions 

made by Jones and Rivas’s (2011) case study on environment support. A downside to developing 

staff is preparing them for future roles, possibly in other departments or institutions. However, 

developing a culture of support in the workplace may also result in higher satisfaction, increased 

engagement, and commitment to the current employer. A culture of encouraging professional 

development and recognizing its importance for the individual and the workplace is therefore 

important for employers to support; this also builds upon the findings of Cooper and Miller 

(1998), Hirschy et al. (2015), Renn and Jessup-Anger (2008), Tull (2006), and Winston and 

Creamer (1998). Employers can apply these findings by examining their professional 

development support systems, including incentives offered, workplace culture, and distribution 

of benefits. 

 Associations are a core component of a profession (Swiercz & Skipper, 1983). Unifying 

the professional community, establishing norms and standards of practice, and providing 

resources for professional development including workshops, conferences, journals, publications, 

and networking opportunities, the student affairs associations advance the practice and 

knowledge of the field. Respondents indicated involvement in these associations, and use of the 
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association resources as important components of their professional development. Most of the 

survey respondents, 88%, held membership in at least one professional association in the last two 

years. This is no surprise, considering previous studies also asserted the importance of student 

affairs professional associations to and for the practitioners (Fey & Carpenter, 2007; Janosik, et 

al., 2006; Roberts, 2007). Though I attempted to address a limitation in the literature, by 

including non-members of professional associations by surveying graduate program alumni, 

majority of respondents held membership in an association. In this study, I found that the 

sampling approach did not yield findings different from the previous studies on professional 

development behaviors and attitudes (Fey & Carpenter, 2007; Janosik, et al., 2006; Roberts, 

2007). 

Professional associations should keep in mind which members of the student affairs 

community are served through the various mediums. Professional associations should also look 

at targeting services through employers, rather than to the individuals. Large-scale efforts would 

benefit more professionals potentially. Respondents noted webinars, regional retreats, and 

discussions with colleagues are important methods of professional development; all of which the 

associations should offer more frequently to the community. 

 This study found that support and encouragement from peers was important to the 

respondent’s pursuit of and participation in professional development opportunities. The 

professional community at large can benefit from this finding by furthering its culture of 

encouragement and support. Unlike other professions, with compulsory development and 

continuing education requirements, student affairs relies on the motivations and interests of the 

individual professionals.  

Carpenter and Stimpson’s (2007) definition of student affairs professionals outlines four 
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critical components. Student affairs professionals are those who: (a) have acquired specialized 

knowledge and skill for their positions (i.e. graduate preparatory programs or internships); (b) 

serve in roles designed to benefit and/or improve the student experience; (c) are focused on 

social responsibility through the educational environment; and (d) participate in continuing 

training and development throughout their careers (Carpenter & Stimpson, 2007). With the 

development of CAS Standards, dominance of master’s programs in norming the profession, and 

continued interest in professional development activities offered through associations, I find that 

although student affairs does not have strict professional requirements, the field is moving in that 

direction. Student affairs professionals are pursuing training, education, and engagement to 

enhance their knowledge and careers already thus implementing professional knowledge, skill, 

and ability requirements would elevate the field.  

Conclusion 

Furthering the study of student affairs professionals and their professional development 

activity, this study found person and environment characteristics to be significant predictors of 

professional development behaviors. Lewin’s (1936) Field Theory was an appropriate lens for 

the study, which yielded significant findings on the relationship between person, environment, 

and behavior. Collecting responses from student affairs professionals who attended master’s 

programs across the United States and were employed at a range of institutions at various levels 

and roles offers a broad perspective on the professional development activity within the field. 

Contributing to the body of research on student affairs professional development, findings from 

this study assert the importance of professional development for the individual and the 

relationships between person, environment, and behavior, building on previous research. 

Acknowledging the importance of the relationship between person, environment, and behavior, 
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the field of student affairs could further the findings in this study by examining the depth of 

employer and peer environments related to professional development outcomes. Responding to 

Kushibab’s (2005) question of whether the characteristics and qualities of a profession are 

applicable to student affairs, previous research and the findings from this study show the field is 

moving closer to this definition of a profession, particularly considering the value and role of 

professional development among student affairs professionals. 
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Appendix A 

Survey Items 

 

1. Student Affairs Professionals are those who: (a) have acquired specialized knowledge 

and skill for their positions (graduate preparatory programs, internships, etc.), (b) serve in 

roles designed to benefit and/or improve the student experience, (c) are focused on social 

responsibility through the educational environment, and (d) participate in continuing 

training and development throughout their careers (Carpenter & Stimpson, 2007). 

 

Do you currently identify as a Student Affairs Professional according to the definition 

above? 

a. Yes <continue to next part of the survey> 

b. No <thanks for your participation> 

 

2. Did you earn a Master’s degree in Higher Education & Student Affairs, College Student 

Personnel, College Student Development, Higher Education Administration, or a related 

field? 

a. Yes <continue to the next part of the survey> 

b. No <thanks for your participation> 

 

3. What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

a. Master’s degree (M.A., M.S., etc.) 

b. Doctoral or professional degree (Ph.D., Ed.D., J.D., M.D., etc.) 

 

4. At which institution did you earn your highest degree? 

a. <write in> 

 

5. How many years have you worked full-time in Student Affairs? 

a. Drop down: less than 1 year – 50+ years. <If less than 1 year, thanks for your 

participation; if more than 1 year continue to next part of the survey> 

 

6. Including your current institution, at how many colleges or universities have you 

worked? 

a. <Drop down: 1 – 20> 

 

7. What is your current primary functional area? 

 Academic Advising 

 Admissions 

 Career Services 

 Counseling 

 Distance Education 

 Financial Aid 

 Greek Life 

 International Student Services 

 Leadership Development 
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 Multicultural Affairs 

 Residence Life and Housing 

 Service Learning 

 Student Activities 

 Student Government 

 Student Conduct 

 Unions 

 Other <write in option> 

 

8. In which state are you currently employed? 

a. <Select a state from drop-down> 

b. I am not currently employed within the United States <thank you for your 

participation> 

 

9. What is your gender identity? 

a. Male  

b. Female 

c. Transgender 

d. Other  

e. Prefer not to answer 

 

10. What is your race/ethnicity (select all that apply)? 

a. African American or Black 

b. American Indian/Alaska Native 

c. Asian American 

d. Hispanic or Latino 

e. Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

f. White 

g. Other 

h. Prefer not to answer 

 

11. What is your current position level?2 

a. Chief Student Affairs Officer 

b. Senior Level 

c. Mid-Level 

d. New Professional 

e. Faculty 

f. Other 

 

12. Please select the characteristics that best describe your current employing institution. 

Control 

a. Public 

b. Private non-profit 

c. Private for-profit 

                                                           
2 Cooper & Miller (1998) 
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Total Student Enrollment 

d. Under 2,000 

e. 2,001-5,000 

f. 5,001-9,999 

g. 10,000-19,999 

h. 20,000+ 

Highest degree level offered 

i. Certificate (non-degree granting) 

j. Associate’s 

k. Bachelor’s 

l. Master’s 

m. Doctoral / Professional 

 

Multiple Choice Items 

 

Prompt: For the purposes of the following survey items, professional development is activities 

such as conference participation, webinars, continuing education, reading journal articles and 

texts, and other similar activities focused on enhancing your knowledge, skills, and abilities in 

the field of student affairs. 

 

13. My professional development is important to me.  

<Strongly Agree / Agree / Neutral / Disagree / Strongly Disagree> 

 

14. My graduate program supported professional development opportunities. 

<Strongly Agree / Agree / Neutral / Disagree / Strongly Disagree> 

 

15. My peers encourage me to participate in professional development activities. 

<Strongly Agree / Agree / Neutral / Disagree / Strongly Disagree> 

 

16. My peers participate in professional development activities. 

<Frequently/Somewhat Frequently/Somewhat Infrequently/Unfrequently/NA> 

 

17. My current employer supports professional development opportunities.3 

<Strongly Agree / Agree / Neutral / Disagree / Strongly Disagree> 

 

18. How does your current employer support professional development opportunities? (select 

all that apply) 

a. Professional development funds 

b. Reward or incentives for employees 

c. Travel funds 

d. Time off 

e. Encouragement 

f. Academic courses 

g. Other <optional write in> 

 

                                                           
3 Rosser & Javinar (2003) 
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19. My current employer offers opportunities for me to pursue professional development.4 

<Strongly Agree / Agree / Neutral / Disagree / Strongly Disagree> 

 

20. My previous employer supported professional development opportunities. (If you had 

multiple former employers, consider the most recent institution for your response). 

<Strongly Agree / Agree / Neutral / Disagree / Strongly Disagree / Not Applicable> 

*if respondent selects “Not Applicable, skip to Item #23 

 

21. How did your former employer support professional development opportunities? 

(select all that apply) 

a. Professional development funds 

b. Reward or incentives for employees 

c. Travel funds 

d. Time off 

e. Encouragement 

f. Academic courses 

g. Other <optional write in> 

 

22. Compared to my previous employer, my current institution’s support of professional 

development is: 

<Much Higher / Somewhat Higher / About the Same  / Slightly Lower / Much Lower> 

 

23. Professional development opportunities should be offered at a variety of levels (local, 

regional, and national) 

<Strongly Agree / Agree / Neutral / Disagree / Strongly Disagree> 

 

24. Professional development opportunities help practitioners in student affairs to remain 

current in their profession.5 

<Strongly Agree / Agree / Neutral / Disagree / Strongly Disagree> 

 

25. Professional development opportunities should provide practitioners with alternative 

approaches to currently used practices.6 

<Strongly Agree / Agree / Neutral / Disagree / Strongly Disagree> 

26. In the last year, I have pursued professional development opportunities. 

<Frequently/Somewhat Frequently/Somewhat Infrequently/Unfrequently/NA> 

 

27. My preferred method(s) of professional development are: (select up to 3)7 

 Association-sponsored institute 

 Attending conferences 

 Presenting a conference program 

 Discussion with colleagues 

 Meeting with a mentor 

                                                           
4 Rosser & Javinar (2003) 
5 Dean, Woodard, Cooper (2007) 
6 Dean, Woodard, Cooper (2007) 
7 Roberts (2007) 
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 On-campus workshop 

 Online course 

 Reading professional journals 

 Reading related books 

 Taking a sabbatical  

 Taking an academic course 

 Higher education news or media outlets (i.e. The Chronicle) 

 Other: ______________ 

 None 

 

28. I have participated in the following types of professional development in the past 12 

months (select all that apply).8 

 Association-sponsored institute 

 Attending conferences 

 Presenting a conference program 

 Discussion with colleagues 

 Meeting with a mentor 

 On-campus workshop 

 Online course 

 Reading professional journals 

 Reading related books 

 Taking a sabbatical  

 Taking an academic course 

 Higher education news or media outlets (i.e. The Chronicle) 

 Other: ______________ 

 None 

 

29. I plan to pursue the following types of professional development activities in the next 12 

months: (select all that apply) 

 Association-sponsored institute 

 Attending conferences 

 Presenting a conference program 

 Discussion with colleagues 

 Meeting with a mentor 

 On-campus workshop 

 Online course 

 Reading professional journals 

 Reading related books 

 Taking a sabbatical  

 Taking an academic course 

 Higher education news or media outlets (i.e. The Chronicle) 

 Other: _______________ 

                                                           
8 Roberts (2007) 
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 None 

 

30. Are you a current member (within the last 2 years) of a professional association?  

a. Yes 

i. With which associations do you hold membership? 

1. ACPA – American College Personnel Association 

2. ACUHO-I – Association of College and University Housing 

Officers - International 

3. ACUI – Association of College Unions International 

4. ASHE – The Association for the Student of Higher Education 

5. NACADA – National Academic Advising Association  

6. NAFSA – Association of International Educators 

7. NASPA – National Association of Student Personnel 

Administrators 

8. NODA – Association for Orientation, Transition, and Retention in 

Higher Education 

9. Other <write in up to 10 associations> 

b. No <skip to Item #33> 

 

31. Have you held a leadership role (at any time) within any of these associations? 

a. Yes 

i. Board director/member 

ii. Committee/commission chair 

iii. Committee/commission member 

iv. Other <optional write in> 

b. No 

 

32. How many professional conferences have you attended in the last 12 months? 

a. 0 – 10 or more 

 

33. How many professional conferences do you plan to attend in the next 12 months? 

a. 0 – 10 or more   

b. I do not plan to attend any conferences in the next 12 months 

 

 



118 

 

Appendix B 

Invitations to Participate 

Dear <<NAME>>, 

 

You are invited to take part in a research study to learn more about professional development 

related activity among student affairs professionals. This study is being conducted by Jennifer N. 

Nailos (jnailos@indiana.edu), School of Education, Indiana University, as part of her doctoral 

dissertation. Her faculty sponsor is Dr. Victor M. H. Borden (vborden@iu.edu), School of 

Education, Indiana University. 

 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a web-based questionnaire 

pertaining to professional development activity. Participation in this study will involve 10 

minutes of your time to complete the questionnaire. Although you will receive no direct benefits, 

this research may help the investigator better understand professional development related 

activity and values among student affairs professionals. 

 

Confidentiality of your responses will be strictly maintained. The questionnaire does not ask for 

any personally identifiable information and therefore your response will be anonymous. No one, 

not even the researchers, will be able to link your identity with your responses. Participation in 

this study is voluntary and there will be no penalties for not participating in the research. You 

may refuse to participate or withdraw at any time without penalty. You have the right to skip or 

not answer any questions. 

 

For questions about the content of the questionnaire or technical questions about the survey 

instrument, please contact Jennifer N. Nailos at jnailos@indiana.edu. For questions about your 

rights as a research participant, you may contact the University's Human Subjects Review Board, 

Indiana University, kcirb@iu.edu or  (812) 856-4242. 

Please print a copy of this consent e-mail for your records.  

 

If you consent to participate in this study, you may access the questionnaire <<link>> or paste 

the following link into your browser: <<full link>> 

Thank you, 

 

Jennifer N. Nailos 

 

mailto:jnailos@indiana.edu
mailto:vborden@iu.edu
mailto:jnailos@indiana.edu
mailto:kcirb@iu.edu
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Dear <Program Director>, 

 

I am a doctoral candidate at Indiana University. This spring I am inviting alumni of higher 

education, student affairs, college student development, and similar graduate programs to 

participate in my dissertation study to learn more about professional development related activity 

among student affairs professionals. My faculty sponsor is Dr. Victor M. H. Borden 

(vborden@iu.edu), School of Education, Indiana University. 

 

The proposed sample is alumni of graduate programs from large, public colleges and 

universities, which is why I am contacting you as a representative of <institution>. 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to distribute a link to the alumni of 

your graduate program to a web-based questionnaire pertaining to professional development 

activity. Participation in this study will involve less than 10 minutes to complete the 

questionnaire. I have attached a copy of the survey instrument for your review as well. This 

research may help further the understanding professional development related activity and values 

among student affairs professionals. 

 

The study adheres to the guidelines established by Indiana University's Human Subjects Review 

Board, Indiana University, kcirb@iu.edu or (812) 856-4242.  

 

The administration period of this study is February 1 – March 4, 2016. Due to the confidentiality 

of contact information and email lists, I am requesting your support by including the link to the 

study in your communication to alumni.  

 

If you consent to participate in this study, I will share the survey link with you to distribute to 

your program alumni. If you have additional questions about my dissertation project, research 

questions, or method please contact me directly at jnailos@indiana.edu . 

 

Thank you, 

 

Jennifer N. Nailos 

jnailos@indiana.edu 

mailto:vborden@iu.edu
mailto:kcirb@iu.edu
mailto:jnailos@indiana.edu
mailto:jnailos@indiana.edu


 
 

Jennifer N. Nailos 

EDUCATION 

Ed.D. Higher Education, Indiana University 

    Minor: Business (Human Resources & Organizational Behavior) 
2017 

M.A. Higher Education & Student Affairs, The Ohio State University 2009 

B.A. English, University of Massachusetts-Amherst 2007 

B.A. History, University of Massachusetts-Amherst 2007 

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 

TEXAS HIGHER EDUCATION COORDINATING BOARD 

Program Director current 

 ● Prepares reports on statewide higher education issues  

 ● Makes recommendations to division leadership and communicates with college and 

university leaders 

 ● Develops request for application announcements and oversees application and project 

approval processes 

 ● Translates policy initiatives and statutes into Board rules and develops implementation 

procedures 

 ● Serves as staff liaison to advisory committees 

 ● Prepares written materials and presentations for quarterly Board Committee and 

Coordinating Board meetings 

 ● Develops, organizes, and presents statewide and national workshops on issues of interest 

to higher education personnel 

 ● Supports the development of all legislatively-mandated reports, coordinating with 

internal/external stakeholders of the agency 

 ● Represents agency through public speaking engagements 

 ● Coordinate major projects from conception through implementation 

 ● Develops presentations, studies, memoranda, and other documents 

Research Assistant - Intern summer 2015 

 ● Developed report summaries and proposals for education research 

 ● Conducted data analysis, environment scans, and information collection for state-level 

projects 

 ● Collaborated on state policy, innovations, and initiatives in higher education 

 ● Assisted with grant writing and budget proposals for innovated education projects 

    

INDIANA UNIVERSITY 

Principle Instructor 2012 - 2016 

 ● Prepared curriculum, assignments, and course structure  

 ● Instructed undergraduate course  

 ● Managed evaluation of student learning outcomes  

 ● Transitioned course from in-person to online platform  

 ● Developed module-based course design  
 
 
 

 

 



 
 

Faculty Project Assistant  2014 

 ● Researched short-term projects for university departments and present findings in briefs 

 ● Managed project details, assignments, and deadlines  

 ● Designed and constructed reports  

 ● Compiled local and national database information to generate data summaries, tables, and 

charts 

 ● Determined data collection, analysis, and presentation protocol  

 ● Conducted policy analysis for divisional performance review mechanisms 

Doctoral Teaching Assistant, Accountability in Higher Education 2014 

 ● Assisted with course revisions, readings, classroom management, and 

assignments 

 

 ● Managed web content and learning management systems  

 ● Presented session on accountability, institutional strategies, quality, and higher education 

policy 

 ● Co-led doctoral seminars  

Graduate Associate, National Survey of Student Engagement 2012 - 2014 
 ● Provided professional support to the NSSE director to achieve research, publication, and 

communication goals 
 ● Researched, wrote, and edited literature reviews for publications, presentations, and 

research projects 
 ● Assisted with faculty and research projects, conference preparation, and book writing 
 ● Developed curriculum and managed 3-week staff training and orientation 
 ● Represented NSSE at national conference presentations and vendor sessions 
 ● Coordinated NSSE survey administration and assisted with data interpretation for 100+ 

participating institutions 
 ● Assisted participated colleges and universities with NSSE, FSSE, and BCSSE participation 

and data use 

Certificate in Institutional Research 2017 

 ● Designed research briefs including scholarship and data analysis for presentation to 

institutional stakeholders 

 ● Gathered, prepared, analyzed, interpreted and reported on large datasets using Excel, 

SPSS, and Microsoft Office software 

 ● Prepared presentations and reports on Texas Higher Education data including policy and 

demographic changes 

 ● Produced data summaries, tables, graphs, charts, and other visualizations for reports 

Student Life and Learning 2014 

 ● Identified ways to use survey data to inform and improve department practice and policy 

 ● Designed pre- and post-test learning outcomes and leadership development assessments 

 ● Built and deployed survey through Campus Labs software  

 ● Presented data analysis processes, formative findings, and summative reports to department 

stakeholders 

 ● Aligned assessment with Division of Student Affairs Beliefs and Core Values 

 ● Collected, merged, and cleaned data to build comprehensive datasets 

 ● Performed statistical analyses to observe trends using Excel and SPSS  

 ● Produced data summaries, tables, graphs, charts, and other visualizations for reports 

 ● Designed research briefs including scholarship and data analysis for presentation to 



 
 

institutional stakeholders 

Advisor, Master’s Research Projects 2013 

 ● Provided feedback on research, writing, and methodological processes  

 ● Demonstrated research method and analyses strategies  

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN 

Coordinator of Research and Improvement Initiatives                                      2015 - 2016 

 ● Prepared reports on education trends, issues, and research projects   

 ● Made program improvement recommendations to leadership incorporating program 

review, data analysis, and best practices 

 ● Coordinated research projects with internal and external stakeholders, faculty, graduate 

assistants, and funding agencies 

 ● Conducted reviews of department units and programs with internal and external review 

teams 

 ● Developed request for research applications and manage intake and approval process  

 ● Presented training sessions and workshops on program review, assessment, and research 

methods on campus, and at regional and national conferences 

 ● Adjusted operational practices to institutional policy changes   

 ● Coordinated projects, supervise research teams, and manage grants 

 ● Managed undergraduate research intern program, projects, and students 

Risk Management Assessment 2011 - 2012 

 ● Designed multi-phase assessment plan of Risk Management and Emergency training for 

Residence Life staff 

 ● Conducted interviews, quantitative study, and content analysis  

 ● Collaborated with Division of Housing and Food Service Risk Management and 

University Campus Safety & Security on education plan, learning outcomes, and 

training curriculum for Residence Life staff 

 ● Collected, merged, and cleaned data to build comprehensive datasets 

 ● Performed statistical analyses using Excel to produce data summaries, tables, graphs, 

charts, and reports 

 ● Presented findings and recommendations for policy improvement to campus 

stakeholders and leadership 

Professional and Student Staff Selection 2010 - 2012 

 ● Designed and created promotional materials including web, print and multimedia 

advertisements 

 ● Developed and managed interview scheduling database for 300+ interview sessions  

 ● Screened, contacted, scheduled, conducted and supervised phone and on-campus 

interviews 

 ● Assessed personnel needs, position description, and job requirements to update staff 

application forms, reapplication guidelines and rubrics, and performance evaluations 

Hall Coordinator, Division of Housing and Food Service 2010 – 2012 

 ● Recruited, hired, trained, and supervised 10 staff 

 ● Supervised, directed and oversaw 24-hour desk with 21 staff and 1 Administrative 

Assistant (2011-12) 

 ● Advised 1-3 programs a month, established vendor contracts, and managed $7,000 

annual budget 



 
 

 ● Planned, organized and facilitated training and development for 10-20 supervisees 

 

TEXAS STATE UNIVERSITY 

Recycling and Sustainability Committee 2009 - 2010 

 ● Created Housing and Residential Life’s Master Plan for Sustainability and Recycling 

initiatives 

 ● Developed education plan for the residence halls, implemented by hall staff and students 

 ● Coordinated recycling program and installation of 1,050 recycling containers 

 ● Designed, built, administered, and analyzed pre- and post-test surveys 

 ● Presented analyses and reports to Director, resulting in expansion of recycling program to 

the entire on-campus population 

Residence Director, Department of Housing and Residential Life 2009 – 2010 

 ● Oversaw daily operations of 371+ occupancy residence hall  

 ● Recruited, hired, trained, supervised and evaluated 9 staff  

 ● Developed and assessed comprehensive residence hall educational program plan 

    

OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY 

Assistant Hall Director, University Housing 2007 – 2009 

 ● Recruited, selected, trained and co-supervised staff of 9-14, directly supervised 5-7 

 ● Assisted with the management and operation of 400-500+ occupancy residence halls 

 ● Advised Hall Councils and managed programming budgets of $10,000-$30,000 

 ● Developed learning outcomes, educational programming, and student engagement 

activities for residential Visual & Performing Arts Learning Community 

 

SELECTED PRESENTATIONS 

· Nailos, J., Cogswell, C., & Howe, E. Naughty Numbers, NASPA Live Briefing, 2016. 

· Nailos, J. Naughty Numbers: How Bad Data Tricks us into Making Bad Decisions, NASPA 

Assessment & Persistence Conference, 2016. 

· Nailos, J. & McGowan, K. Don’t Shoot the Messenger: Stuck in the Middle of Organizational 

Change, National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) 2015. 

· Nailos, J. & Fosnacht, K. Impact of the Environment: How Does HSI Status Influence the 

Experience of Latina/o Students?. Association for the Study of Higher Education (ASHE) 

Annual Conference, 2014. 

· Cogswell, C., Cole, J., Nailos, J., & Wheatle, K. The Veteran Student Experience: 

Implications for Advising from Data. National Academic Advising Association (NACADA) 

Annual Conference, 2014. 

· Nailos, J. & Haeger, H. Does Environment Matter? Latino(a) Student Engagement on 

Different Campuses, Association for Institutional Research (AIR), 2014. 

· BrckaLorenz, A., Haeger, H., Nailos, J., & Rabourn, K. Student Perspectives on the 

Importance and Use of Technology in Learning, Association for Institutional Research (AIR), 

2013. 

· Nailos, J. Anticipating Alumni Involvement through Student Engagement. American College 

Personnel Association (ACPA) 2013. 

· Nailos, J., & McGowan, K. Emergency Training in Residence Life: Using a Problem Based 

Learning Approach. National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) 2013. 

 



 
 

PUBLICATIONS 

· Fosnacht, K. & Nailos, J. (2015). Impact of the Environment: How Does HSI Status Influence 

the Experience of Latina/o Students? Journal of Hispanic Higher Education. 

· Nailos, J. (2014). The Rise and Fall of Campus Mascots at Indiana University. IUSPA Journal. 

· Nailos, J. & Borden, V. M. H. (2014). Review: Andrew P. Kelly and Mark Schneider. Getting 

to graduation: The completion agenda in higher education. Review of Higher Education. 

Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press.  

· Bauer, R. P., Dougherty, K., Goodno, A., Hatch, S., Nailos, J., & Vakilian, C. (2013). 

Examining the representation of mission statements within admissions marketing materials: An 

Indiana University-Bloomington study. IUSPA Journal. 

 

PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATION INVOLVEMENT 

National Associations: ACPA, AIR, ASHE, C-BEN, NACADA, NASPA 

Regional Associations: INAIR, ISAA, SWACUHO 

 


