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T. HERE has been a phenomenal growth of student personnel ser­
vices in the past few decades, leading to the integration of stu­

dent personnel services as an important part of American higher edu­
cation. Thus, both individuals and various national student personnel 
associations have focused attention on the professional preparation of 
student personnel workers. Since the development of a relevant 
professional preparation curriculum is best predicated upon the pur· 
poses and functions of the profession itself, these areas have been of 
particular interest to many investigators. As Mueller has noted: "The 
knowledge and skills required for personnel work have been listed 
and classified by many individuals and by appointed committees of the 
professional associations, and hardly a year goes by without some pub­
lished opinions or data on this subject." 1 

One of the great difficulties, however, in determining programs of 
professional preparation is in defining and categorizing the functions, 
or activities, of student personnel work. Some authors, for example, 
have discussed the functions of student personnel work in specific de­
tail, while others have viewed the functions in broader philosophical 
terms. In 1937, for example, a committee of the American Council on 
Education issued a report listing twenty-three specific activities of stu· 
dent personnel workers.2 The list included such activities as educa• 
tional and vocational guidance, housing, .financial aids, health, and 
discipline. The functions of student personnel workers were generally 
discussed in these terms until 1952, when the Southern College Per· 
sonnet Association approached the problem of functions in terms of 
the positions or jobs which should be encompassed in an ideal train­
ing program. The SCP A suggested thirteen positions, among them the 
dean of women, the dean of men, the director of student activities, a 
director of remedial services, a foreign student adviser, etc. 8 

'Kate Mueller, S111dent Personnel W ork in Higher Etl11ralion, (Boston, 1968) , 
p. 536. 

2 "Student Personnel Point of View," Amu ira11 Cou11dl Qll Etlura1io11 S1udin , 
Ser. 1, Vol. 1, No. 3 ( 1937) . 

• R1porl of th~ 117ork Conference, Southern College Personnel Assocfation, Warren 
W ilson College, Swonn:inoo, North Carolina, t9n . 

296 

College and University, Spring 1970



STUDENT PERSONNEL WORKERS 297 

The contributors to the 19.58 Yearbook of the National Society for 
the St11dy of EdrmJlion, however, tended to take a broader, more ab­
stract approach to the study of the functions of student personnel 
work. Bennett, for example isolated seventeen functions, and then di­
vided them into two major categories-six in the "leadership in an 
evolving program" category and eleven in the "direct services to indi­
viduals" section.• A few years later, Wrenn in his book The Corm­
selor in a Changing JJV orld, also took a more philosophical approach 
to the problem of functions. He maintained there were four basic 
functions in any counseling program: ( 1) Counseling students about 
self-understanding, decision making, and planning; ( 2) consulting 
with staff and parents regarding student understanding and planning; 
( 3) studying changes in student population and continually interpret­
ing these changes to administration, faculty and parents; and ( 4) 
being a liaison between other school and community resources.a 
Wrenn's study was followed by numerous reports from individuals 
and committees. One of the better known of these studies was pre· 
pared by the Committee on Professional Development of the Ameri· 
can College Personnel Association. The Committee concluded that 
there were ten basic functions of student personnel work. According 
to the report these ten functions could be categorized into three major 
divisions: ( 1 ) functions which facilitated individual growth; ( 2) 
functions leading and controlling the program; and ( 3) functions re· 
lated to accumulating and analyzing relevant student personnel 
information.8 Possibly, the most comprehensive report on the func· 
tions of the profession, however, was prepared by the Council of Stu· 
dent Personnel Associations in Higher Education in 1964. The au· 
thors of this report argued that there were nineteen fundamental 
functions of student personnel work, and that these activities could be 
divided into three major areas; nine administrative functions, six edu­
cational functions, and four professional functions.1 

•Margaret E. Bennett, "Functions and Procedures in Personnel Services," JBth 
Yearbook of the NSSE (Chicago, 19S9), pp. 10H33. 

•Gilbert C. Wrenn, The Counselor in a Changing J17orld, Ameriaul Personnel 
and Guidance Association (Washington, D.C., 1963 ) , p. 141. 

•The P1mction and Prtparation of College S111dent Personnel Workers, Ameria.n 
College Personnel Association, unpublished manuscript ( 196S). 

'A Proposal for Profmional Preparation in College Student Perronne/ Work: A 
Pim Report of the Commission on Professional De11elopmenl, Council of Student 
Personnel Associations in Higher Education, (1964). 
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All of these reports were alike insofar as they assumed the existence 
of a core of functions appropriate to all student personnel programs. 
It was further assumed that these core functions could and should 
serve as the basis for the development of a professional preparation 
program. While there is general agreement regarding the functions, 
little systematic study has been done to verify the similarities generally 
apparent in these reports. 

METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

This study was designed to determine the functions of student per­
sonnel workers in higher education in order to develop a program of 
professional preparation.8 The COSPA report of 1964 with its list of 
nineteen functions, was the basic document used for developing the 
survey form used in this study. The survey form was tested on three 
groups of approximately thirty respondents each representing practic­
ing college student personnel workers. 

Data depended upon responses from two different groups. The first 
gcoup (the Selected Sample) consisted of 310 members of the student 
personnel profession selected by the officers of the COSPA organiza­
tions: AACRAO, ACPA, ACU-I, ACAC, ACUHO, NAFSA, 
NASPA, NA WDC, and CPC. Each officer was asked to select 15 
representatives from his organization whom he considered to be "most 
qualified to contribute to a study of this nature." Of the 310 members 
in the Selected Sample, 217 (70 per cent) returned useable surveys. 
The 30 per cent who did not return surveys included 11 per cent who 
acknowledged the letter asking them to participate. These 11 per cent 
did not participate for one of the following reasons: ( 1) they did not 
have enough time; ( 2) they disagreed with the assumptions; ( 3) they 
did not feel qualified; or ( 4) they indicated the survey was too diffi­
cult. The 19 per cent who did not respond were compared on t itle, 
state, and sex with those who did respond by either a return or ac­
knowledgement of the survey. The groups were similar with respect 
to these characteristics. 

The second group (the Expert Panel) consisted of 15 members of 
the student personnel profession recommended by recent presidents of 
ACPA and APGA. The Expert Panel members represented three im­
portant dimensions of student personnel work--counsclor educators, 

• Terry U. O'B;inion, " Program P.ropos;il for Pccpnring College Student Personnel 
Workers," Journal of College S1udent Periomiel, July, t969. 
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student personnel educators, and deans of students. Five members 
were chosen to represent each of these areas for a total Expert Panel 
of 15 members. All members of the Expert Panel returned their sur­
vey form, but one member answered in the form of a long letter, and 
it was impossible to categorize the response. Therefore, the data re­
flected the responses of only 14 of the 15 Expert Panel members. 

Functions were defined in this study as the non-instructional activi­
ties designed to support the instructional program, respond to student 
needs, and foster institutional development: thus, functions were 
viewed as the means for accomplishing the goals of student personnel 
work. The nineteen functions of the COSP A study were grouped as to 
( 1 ) administrative functions, ( 2 ) educational functions, and ( 3) 
professional functions. The participants ranked each function by indi­
cating whether they considered the function a) EJwztial to student 
personnel work, b) Desirable b11t not essential to student personnel 
work, or c) Unimportant to student personnel work. Only the essen­
tial responses of the Selected Sample and Expert Panel were presented. 
The Selected Sample responses were considered the primary data for 
the study because of the sample number and the breadth of represen­
tation. The Expert Panel responses were used to supplement those of 
the Selected Sample. 

A critical level for the responses of the Selected Sample was estab­
lished in order to determine the relative importance of each function. 
Consequently, all items rated essential by two-thirds of the Selected 
Sample were considered important to student personnel work and in­
cluded in the design of the professional education program. Items 
rated essential by less than two-thirds of the Selected Sample but by 
more than one-third of this group were considered desirable but not 
essential to student personnel work and for inclusion in the design of 
a professional education program. Items rated essential by less than 
one-third of the Selected Sample were considered unimportant to stu­
dent personnel work and irrelevant to the design of a professional 
education program. 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

The 19 functions were divided into three categories on the survey 
form: nine administrative functions; six educational functions; and 
four professional functions. 

The first group, those of an administrative nature, referred to the 
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activities of the administrator of the offices that provide personnel ser­
vices for students (see Table I) . Of these nine administrative func­
tions, "Determining objectives and planning, organizing, and coordi­
nating the student personnel program,'' was rated essential by 95 per 
cent of the Selected Sample and by 100 per cent of the Expert Panel. 
"Selecting, training, and supervising the student personnel staff," was 
also considered important, for it was rated essential by 92 per cent of 
the Selected Sample and 93 per cent of the Expert Panel. According 
to the respondents "determining student personnel program objec­
tives" and "selecting and supervising the staff for such programs" 
seemed to be undisputed functions of student personnel administra­
tors. 

TABLE l 

AD,ITNISTKATIVE FUNCTIONS 
TERMED 'eSSENTIAL BY SELECTED SAUl'L'E AND EXl'EllT PANEL 

Adminislrati11e Fu11clionr 

1. Formulating Policy 
2. Selecting staff 
3. Determining objectivC5 
4. Planning facilities 
5. Planning budgets 
6. Applying principles 0£ administr;i,tioo 
7. Communicating with relevn.nt group~ 
8. Acting ILS 11. cu.talyst 
9. Conducting research 

Stkctt.d Sample 
% 

75 .6 
91.7 
95.4 
49.8 
76 .5 
68.2 
73 .3 
65 .9 
57 . t 

&pert Pa11tl 
% 

100 .0 
92 .9 

100 .0 
50 .0 
57 .1 
71.4 
85.7 
85.7 
64.3 

There was some disagreement between the Selected Sample and the 
Expert Panel, however, on "Participating in the policy formulation of 
the institution." Although all Expert Panel members rated it essential, 
only three-fourths (76 per cent) of the Selected Sample agreed with 
the Panel members. Fifty per cent of each group believed that, "Plan· 
ning and managing physical facilities related to the program of stu­
dent personnel services," was essential for student personnel adminis· 
trators. Planning student personnel budgets was deemed essential by 
77 per cent of the Sleeted Sample, but only 5 7 per cent of the Expert 
Panel agreed to its importance. Approximately 70 per cent of each 
group indicated that, "Identifying, analyzing, and solving problems 
through the application of principles of :idministration," was essen­
tial. "Communicating with relevant groups" was judged essential by 
73 per cent of the Selected Sample and 86 per cent of the Expert 
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Panel. The function, "Acting as a catalyst for institutional and student 
response to changing conditions," was rated essential by 66 per cent 
of the Selected Sample; however, 86 per cent of the Expert Panel 
rated it essential. "Conducting research'' was not perceived as essen· 
tial by either of the groups: only 57 per cent of the Selected Sample 
and 64 per cent of the Expert Panel rated this function essential. 

The second group of functions, those of an educational nature (see 
Table II}, involve the student personnel worker more directly with 
the student in providing a service. An essential rating was given by 87 
per cent of the Selected Sample and 100 per cent of the Expert Panel 
to "helping students to examine, define, and strengthen their values 
and to learn to act responsibly in their academic, social, and civic rela· 
tionships." Similarly, 86 per cent of the Selected Sample and 93 per 
cent of the Expert Panel gave an essential rating to the function, 
"Counseling students on various kinds and levels of problems." 

In contrast, "Advising students concerning courses and programs," 
received a vote of only 20 per cent of the Selected Sample and 36 per 
cent of the Expert Panel. The function of counseling students was 
supported by a large majority of the participants in this study, but the 
function of advising students on academic matters was rated less es· 
sential than any other function. 

Seventy-one per cent of the Selected Sample and 86 per cent of the 
Expert Panel rated, "Interpreting institutional policies, procedures, 
and goals to students and other relevant groups," essential. Con· 
versely, almost half the respondents felt that teaching human relations 
skills was not an essential function for the student personnel worker. 
Approximately two-thirds of both the Selected Sample ( 66 per cent) 
and the Expert Panel ( 64 per cent) believed that the development of 
student activities was a major student personnel function. 

TABLE 11 

!:DUCATIONAL FUNCTIONS 
TEllllE:D ESSENTIAL BY SELECTED SAlll'LE AND EXPERT PANEL 

Etlucatiunal F1mctions 

10. Helping students examine vnlues 
11. Counseling students 
12. Advising students 
13. Interpreting policies 
14. Teaching human rcl11tions skills 
15. Stimulating the development of 

student 11ctivities 

Selected Sample 
% 

86.6 
86.2 
19.8 
71.0 
47 .!> 

66.4 

Expert Panel 
3 

100.0 
92 .9 
35.7 
85 .7 
57 . 1 

64.3 
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TABLE Ill 

PROFESSIONAL F(1NCTIONS 
TEIL\tED ESSENTIAL BY SELECTED SAMPLE AND EXrERT PANEL 

Professional F11nclions Selected Sample 
3 

16. Developing professional philosophy 71.4 
17. Maintaining professional communicatioll$ 68 .6 
18. Promoting rccruiUncnt and edocation 56.2 
19. Aiding in placement 47 .0 

&pert Panel 
3 

92.9 
71.4 
71.4 
35 .7 

The third group of functions, those of a professional nature, (see 
Table III), referred to the activities of the student personnel worker 
as a professional person. 

Seventy·one per cent of the Selected Sample rated "Developing and 
strengthening the professional philosophy, ethics, and standards of 
student personnel work" essential; 93 per cent of the Expert Panel 
agreed. More than two-thirds of each group believed that student per­
sonnel workers should maintain professional communication with 
other members of their profession. Seventy·one per cent of the Expert 
Panel considered "Promoting the recruitment and professional educa­
tion of qualified persons in the student personnel profession" essential, 
but only 56 per cent of the Selected Sample agreed. "Aiding in the 
placement and advancement of those in the student personnel profes­
sion" received a larger percentage of the Selected Sample vote than 
the Expert Panel vote. Forty·seven per cent of the Selected Sample 
and 36 per cent of the Expert Panel felt this function was essential. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The rank order of 19 student personnel functions is illustrated in 
Table IV. Thirteen functions were considered essential to student per­
sonnel work and thus to the design of a professional pro.gram of 
study. The first twelve functions were considered essential to all stu­
dent personnel programs in higher education by the Selected Sample. 
Ten of these 12 functions were also rated essential by two-thirds or 
more of the Expert Panel. The Panel did not consider "planning bud­
gets" and "stimulating student activities" essential student personnel 
functions, but these activities were included in the essential list be· 
cause of the high percentage of Selected Sample responses. "Acting as 
a catalyst'' (No. 13) was also considered essential because of the high 
percentage ( 86 per cent) of Expert Panel responses and because it 
was rated essential by 66 per cent of the Selected Sample. 
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TAllLE IV 

FUNCTIONS 
1'EllllED ESSENnAL DY SELECTED SAMPLE AND EXPERT PANEL DY llANJ.: ORDER 

Fu11clions 

1. Determining objectives 
2. Selecting st.a.ff 
3. Helping students exrunine values 
4. Counseling students 
5. Plnnning budgets 
6. Policy formulation 
7. Communicating with relevant groups 
8. Developing professional philosophy 

Selwttl Sample 
% 

9. Interpreting policies 
10. Mnintaining professional communications 
11. Applying principles of administration 

95.4 
91.7 
86.6 
86.2 
76.5 
75.6 
73.3 
71.4 
71.0 
69.1 
68.2 
66.4 
65.9 
57 .1 
56.2 
49.8 
47.9 
47.0 
19.8 

12. Stimulating activities 
13. Acting as a catalyst 
14. Conducting research 
IS. Promoting recruitment 
16. Plo.nning physical facilities 
17. Teaching human relations 
18. Aidin~ in placement 
19. Advismg students on academic programs 

£%perJ Panel 
% 

100.0 
92 .9 

100.0 
92.9 
57.1 

100.0 
85.7 
92.9 
85.7 
71.4 
71.4 
64 .3 
85 .7 
64 .3 
71.4 
50.0 
57 .1 
35 .7 
35 .7 
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Less than two-thirds but more than one-third of the Selected Sam­
ple gave essential ratings to items 14 through 18 in Table IV. Items 14 
through 18 were similarly rated by the Expert Panel except for "Pro­
moting recruitment" which was rated essential by 71 per cent of the 
Expert Panel. Functions 14 through 18 in Table IV, therefore, were 
categorized as desirable but not essential to a student personnel pro­
gram in higher education. 

"Advising students on academic programs" was rated essential by 
19 per cent of the Selected Sample and 36 per cent of the Expert 
Panel. In terms of rank order, "advising students on academic pro­
grams" was rated the lowest of all 19 functions by both the Selected 
Sample and Expert Panel. 

According to this study the 13 essential functions of student per­
sonnel work in higher education are: 

1. Determining objectives and planning, organizing, and coordi­
nating the student personnel program. 

2. Selecting, training, and supervising the student personnel staff. 
3. Helping students to examine, define, and strengthen their values 

and to learn to act responsibly in their academic, social, and 
civic relationships. 
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4. Counseling students on various kinds and levels of problems. 
5. Planning and administering student personnel budgets. 
6. Participating in the policy formulation of the institution. 
7. Communicating with all appropriate and relevant groups in the 

institution and the community. 
8 . Developing and strengthening the professional philosophy, 

ethics, and standards of student personnel work. 
9. Interpreting institutional policies, procedures, and goals to stu­

dents and other relevant groups. 
10. Maintaining professional communications with other student 

personnel workers. 
11. Identifying, analyzing, and solving problems through the ap­

plication of principles of administration. 
12. Stimulating the development of meaningful student activities. 
13. Acting as a catalyst for institutional and student response to 

changing conditions. 

Any list of general student personnel functions in higher education 
that fails to include these should be seriously questioned. Additional 
functions, especially "conducting research," "planning facilities,'' and 
"teaching human relations" should be carefully considered for the de­
velopment of a comprehensive student personnel program although 
these functions were not considered essential by the respondents in 
this study. 

The function "Advising students concerning courses and pro­
grams" is not essential for student personnel work according to this 
study. It was dearly rejected by both the Selected Sample and the Ex­
pert Panel. Advising students on courses and programs is primarily a 
function of the teaching faculty and not of the student personnel staff. 
The student personnel staff should probably have, however, some re­
sponsibility for coordinating or administering the academic advising 
program, but respondents in this study reject the idea that student per­
sonnel workers should work directly with students io academic advis­
ing. 

The functions of a student personnel program can describe only in 
a general way the activities of student personnel workers. The qual­
ity of performance of those functions reveals the essence of a stu­
dent personnel program. To the extent that functions are important in 
organizing and evaluat,ng a program, this study has contributed to a 
clearer definition of the major functions of student personnel workers 
in higher education. 


