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C O M M U N I T Y  C O L L E G E 

S T U D E N T  A F FA I R S 
P R O F E S S I O N A L S  AT  E N T R Y- 

A N D  M I D - L E V E L

Paulette Dalpes, City University of New York

Michael A. Baston, LaGuardia Community College (City University of New York)

Frank D. Sanchez, City University of New York

The work of the entry-level and mid-level student affairs professional 
in the community college setting can be one of the most impor-
tant factors in a student’s retention and graduation. Certainly this 

is supported by personal testimony from students who frequently express 
appreciation for individual advisors, tutors, counselors, student life direc-
tors, and deans of students for providing the necessary support that made 
the difference between dropping out of college and graduating. Likewise, 
studies measuring factors that contribute to increased community college 
student retention and course completion rates reinforce student acknowl-
edgments of support received from student affairs programs by focusing on 
services that impact student success (Scrivener & Coghlan, 2011; Scrivener, 
Weiss, & Sommo, 2012). 

Increasing evidence suggests that programs and services including aca-
demic advising, tutoring, and career services can increase community col-
lege student retention, credits earned, and graduation rates. For example, 
in a recent study of the Accelerated Study in Associate Program (ASAP) at 
community colleges within the City University of New York (CUNY), “The 
program increased the proportion of students who graduated within two 
years by almost 6 percentage points—a 66 percent increase over the control 
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282  THE FUTURE OF STUDENT AFFAIRS

group’s graduation rate” (Scrivener & Weiss, 2014, p. 9). This program 
includes many components that contribute to increased measures of student 
success. Specifi cally, the student services component of the program, which 
includes “comprehensive advisement,” tutoring, and access to career services, 
is notable because students in the ASAP program utilized these services at a 
“substantially higher” rate than members of the control group and expressed 
greater satisfaction with the services they received, specifi cally regarding advis-
ing (Scrivener & Weiss, 2014, p. 4; Schmidt, 2013). Mid-level and entry-level 
student affairs personnel are primarily responsible for the implementation, 
management, and delivery of programs and services that have a positive 
impact on student retention and degree achievement, and their role in ensur-
ing the effectiveness of these programs is instrumental to student success.

The essence of the student affairs profession is in contributing to the 
 college success of a student and, in turn, creating a ripple effect beyond the 
individual student. This is fundamentally important at the community col-
lege where educational attainment signifi cantly increases an individual’s 
access to employment and income, ultimately changing the course of the 
student’s life and that of their family and community. Yet, as rewarding 
and productive as the work may be, evidence suggests a high level of turno-
ver among entry-level and mid-level student affairs professionals through-
out institutions of higher education (Hirt, 2006; Renn & Hodges, 2007; 
Tull, Hirt, &  Saunders, 2009). Signifi cant factors contribute to profession-
als leaving the fi eld; for example, many entry- and mid-level student affairs 
professionals lack adequate preparation, orientation, training, and support 
(Mather, Bryna, & Faulkner, 2009; Tull, 2006; Winston & Creamer, 1998). 

In this chapter we will provide a general overview of the importance 
of entry-level and mid-level student affairs professionals at community col-
leges. We identify gaps in the research, specifi cally about community college 
student affairs professionals and further areas for learning. We also discuss 
challenges and solutions for remaining in the profession. 

Entry-Level Professionals

Early Definitions

Entry-level professionals have been described in a variety of ways, including as 
“fi rst-time, full-time student affairs staff with fi ve or fewer years of experi-
ence” (Renn & Hodges, 2007, p. 367). Given the existence of over 1,100 
community colleges in the United States (American Association of Com-
munity Colleges, 2013), it is reasonable to assume that there are thousands 
of entry-level student affairs positions at community colleges. In general, 
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PROFESSIONALS AT ENTRY- AND MID-LEVEL  283

entry-level student affairs positions are most likely to be related to providing 
direct services to students (Burkard, Cole, Ott, & Stofl et, 2005). 

Entry-level student affairs positions are employed in a variety of roles 
on community college campuses and may include, but are not limited to, 
the following examples: academic advisors, personal and career counselors, 
student life coordinators, admissions counselors, transfer counselors, tutors, 
mentors, learning coaches, and instructors in student success courses. Addi-
tional positions consist of staff in offi ces designated for fi nancial aid, ath-
letics, orientation, student conduct and registration, along with entry-level 
staff working in programs serving specifi c populations of students, such as 
students with disabilities, student veterans, students with English as a sec-
ond language, fi rst-generation to college, and low-income students. Also, 
 demographic-specifi c programs for women students, international students, 
and male students of color may also employ entry-level student affairs profes-
sionals. Although rare, some community colleges also have residence halls, 
and entry-level student affairs professionals may have a signifi cant role in 
these living communities. 

Unique Routes to the Profession

While it is thought that “a substantial proportion of entry-level professionals 
in student affairs come into the fi eld through master’s programs in student 
affairs, college student personnel, higher education or a related fi eld” (Renn 
& Hodges, 2007, p. 368), no evidence in the research specifi cally indicates 
the origins of entry-level student affairs professionals at community colleges. 
In fact, very little has been written specifi cally about entry-level student 
affairs practitioners at community colleges (Culp, 1995; Simmons, 2012). 
Research on new student affairs professionals may include community col-
leges in studies; however, the data is not disaggregated, information specifi c 
to community colleges is not provided (Kuk, Cobb, & Forrest, 2007), and 
at times the community college sample is very low (Burkard et al., 2005). 
Further research is needed on the early employment paths and education of 
entry-level student affairs community college professionals prior to their fi rst 
full-time professional position. 

Student affairs professionals at community colleges often access an entry-
level position through different avenues, including working their way from 
part-time or clerical positions to a full-time professional role within a specifi c 
student affairs area. An early experience as an undergraduate in a part-time 
position may eventually lead to an entry-level position in student affairs at a 
community college, especially when such a position does not require a mas-
ter’s degree. In this manner, community colleges can grow their own student 
affairs professionals. 
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284  THE FUTURE OF STUDENT AFFAIRS

Even though “the master’s degree from a student affairs graduate prepa-
ration program is recognized within the profession as one of the most criti-
cal sources of professional preparation for entry into the fi eld” (Kuk et al., 
2007, p. 665), and despite the fact that there are over 100 master’s-level 
student affairs graduate programs in the country (Kuk et al., 2007), unlike 
entry-level student affairs professionals at four-year colleges or universities, 
entry-level student affairs professionals at a community college may not have 
a master’s degree. If they do, the degree was most likely not obtained from 
a student affairs or higher education program, but rather in an area related 
to, though not specifi c to, the work of student affairs, including counseling, 
education, social work, and community organizing.

Distinct from many entry-level professionals in student affairs at four-
year colleges and universities, entry-level professionals at community colleges 
may delay completion of a master’s degree, instead working for several years 
in full-time positions while attending graduate school in the evening and on 
weekends. Consequently, they may not have had the opportunity for residen-
tial and other assistantships that lead to greater involvement on the four-year 
college or university campus. Therefore, their “professional socialization,” 
which “occurs through the daily routines in which graduate students engage, 
the people with whom they work, the values endorsed in the campus envi-
ronment, and the rewards they receive from their endeavors” (Hirt, 2006, 
p. 9), will be different from those of graduate students with assistantships 
on a four-year college campus. As a result, the full-time work experience of 
the community college student affairs professional who obtains a graduate 
degree through nontraditional avenues is more likely to have a varied and 
robust experience in diverse settings outside of a college campus. This cir-
cuitous route to the profession of student affairs can enhance the entry-level 
professional’s strengths and contributions to the position at the community 
college. In this manner, one’s educational and work background can be more 
consistent with the experiences of the populations served in comparison to 
the traditional undergraduate student at the four-year college. 

Limited Awareness of the Profession/Limited Awareness of 
Community Colleges

Entry-level student affairs professionals are present at community colleges 
but may not consider their work part of a career fi eld called “student affairs.” 
It is much more common that an entry-level student affairs professional at 
a community college is working in this role with limited awareness of the 
student affairs profession and little recognition of how their current position 
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could lead to a promising career in a highly reputable fi eld. One possible 
reason for the limited awareness is that, historically, “the role of student ser-
vices has not been clear in many community colleges” (Dassance, 1994, p. 
284). In 1983 Eisner and Ames offered that the community college student 
services profession lacked focus, purpose, and clarity and concluded, “No 
general consensus exists about the nature of, need for, or direction of com-
munity college student services programs” (p. 139). The idea that student 
affairs is an esteemed profession consisting of national organizations, pro-
fessional conferences, and empirical research has escaped many community 
college student affairs departments. 

In turn, student affairs professionals from community colleges are less 
represented in national student affairs organizations. Likewise, profession-
als receiving formal education or training in the fi eld of student affairs and 
higher education may have little exposure to information about commu-
nity colleges unless they had personal experience with a community college 
through work or attendance as an undergraduate or had friends or relatives 
who attended or worked at a local community college. Many graduate-level 
and professional preparation programs for student affairs did not include 
substantial information about community colleges in the curriculum until 
recently. Even student affairs professionals at mid-level and beyond within 
community colleges may lack formal training and education about the fi eld 
of student affairs and therefore do not provide information and direction to 
entry-level professionals about the prospects of a career in the fi eld.

During the past decade, several publications have provided guidance 
for the entry-level professional in student affairs (Amey & Ressor, 2002; 
Magolda & Carnighi, 2004; Tull, Hirt, & Saunders, 2009). Other recent 
compositions, while not specifi cally focused on entry-level professionals, 
have looked closer at student affairs work at the community college (Hirt, 
2006). Similarly, Hirt (2009) added a chapter in Tull, Hirt, and Saunders 
(2009) specifi cally addressing how the type of educational institution affects 
the nature of student affairs work for the entry-level professional. 

Another recent publication designed to help novice practitioners in the 
fi eld of student affairs build their decision-making skills incorporated case 
studies, including three cases set in community colleges (Vaccaro, McCoy, 
Champagne, & Siegel, 2013). The framework advanced in this book inten-
tionally corresponds with the ACPA/NASPA (2010) professional competen-
cies (discussed later). In this regard, this resource specifi cally recognized the 
professional development needs of entry-level student affairs professionals 
in community colleges. Nevertheless, despite the previous examples, the 
nuances of work in the community college setting, which are often directly 
connected to the unique composition of students that exist at an open-access 
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286  THE FUTURE OF STUDENT AFFAIRS

institution, remain largely unexplored from the perspective of the entry-level 
professional in student affairs at community colleges. 

Supervision of Entry-Level Student Affairs Professionals

Tull (2006) emphasized the importance of both orientation and socialization 
in assisting entry-level professionals “in adjusting to the work and culture of 
student affairs organizations in higher education” (p. 465), and, similar to 
Cilente, Henning, Skinner Jackson, Kennedy, & Sloan (2006), underscored 
the role of supervisors in ensuring that these factors are addressed. An Ameri-
can College Personnel Association (ACPA) survey of new professionals cited 
lack of supervisory support as a source of attrition (Cilente et al., 2006). 
Likewise, Tull (2006) mentioned several possible reasons for the attrition 
of entry-level student affairs professionals including job dissatisfaction, low 
morale related to limited ongoing training, and poor supervision.

An emphasis on the professional development of entry-level profession-
als is at the heart of a style of supervision referred to as “synergistic super-
vision” (Winston & Creamer, 1998). Synergistic supervision considers the 
goals of the organization as well as the professional development needs of 
the individual staff member. Supervisors utilizing synergistic supervision 
encourage two-way communication with staff, intentionally engage planning 
of professional goals, and work to consider the holistic growth and develop-
ment of the staff member. Synergistic supervisors also actively engage staff in 
the development of organizational goals and build collaboration in achieving 
mutual objectives. 

A recent, albeit limited, study suggested that synergistic supervision 
could be valuable in retaining entry-level student affairs professionals (Shupp 
& Arminio, 2012). In a larger study, Tull (2006) demonstrated an increase 
in job satisfaction for entry-level student affairs professionals related to their 
perceived experience of synergistic supervision and “confi rmed that the qual-
ity of supervision could be a reason for some new professionals to thrive and 
for others to leave the fi eld of student affairs administration” (p. 474).

In conclusion, the role of the entry-level student affairs professional, 
while performing a critical function in advancing the success of students, 
remains largely unexplored in the research on student affairs professionals. 
Early employment paths and education of entry-level student affairs com-
munity college professionals prior to their fi rst full-time professional posi-
tion, competencies earned in these nontraditional routes to the profession, 
and how their preparedness for the role compares to entry-level profession-
als trained through graduate level student affairs programs warrant further 
research. In turn, factors that contribute to the success of entry-level student 
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affairs professionals in community colleges, especially regarding supervision, 
need further investigation in order to effectively address attrition concerns.

Mid-Level Student Affairs Administrators

The study of the mid-level student affairs administrator continues to emerge 
in student affairs research. Mills (2009) defi ned the mid-level student affairs 
administrator as one who manages “people, money, information and pro-
grams” (p. 356), and whose work “bridges that of the entry-level professional 
and the Senior Student Affairs Offi cer” (p. 356). 

Generally, mid-level student affairs administrators do not function as 
part of the university’s executive leadership; however, as part of their primary 
duties they supervise other professional staff and manage various programs 
in a student affairs organization (Penn, 1990). Additionally, mid-level stu-
dent affairs administrators are charged with selecting, training, and devel-
oping staff; implementing policy and programs; ensuring communication 
throughout the hierarchy; and providing leadership and direction to spe-
cifi c functional areas while maintaining broad institutional views on issues 
(Mills, 2000). Often, mid-level administrators in student affairs, depending 
on organizational structure, have assistant or associate vice president (AVP) 
or dean of students (DOS) titles (Hemphill, 2012). Mid-level managers can 
also be directors of programs. A partial list of offi ces where director-level 
positions may be located include, but are not limited to, student life, career 
services, advising centers, international student centers, women’s centers, dis-
ability services, and veterans’ affairs. There are many student affairs director 
positions at community colleges beyond this list of examples.

Lovell and Kosten (2000) synthesized 30 years of research related to suc-
cessful student affairs administration and noted that empirical studies focus-
ing on student affairs mid-level administrator success did not appear until 
the 1980s. Indeed, in 1990 the National Association of Student Personnel 
Administrators (NASPA) commissioned a monograph, The Invisible Leaders: 
Student Affairs Mid-Managers (Young, 1990), to give voice to this important 
constituency within the student affairs profession. The monograph addressed 
many of the challenges and issues of mid-level administrators, including the 
need to effectively train, supervise, and support this important population of 
professionals. 

In 2007 NASPA reexamined issues facing mid-level practitioners in 
The Mid-Level Manager in Student Affairs: Strategies for Success (Ackerman, 
2007), which also highlighted the need to enhance the competencies unique 
to this group. The mid-level administrator’s role in the student affairs organi-
zational structure requires a résumé that demonstrates leadership traits and 
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competencies that will enable them to be effective in today’s community 
college. Mid-level administrators play a critical role in student success, yet 
their important leadership skills in this success are often overlooked. Riggs 
(2009) highlighted one issue concerning the shortage of community college 
leaders is the “unfair and pervasive devaluing of the important contributions 
made by mid-level administrators” (p. 2). Riggs further noted that while 
strong presidential leadership is critical to the long-term success of a college, 
the quality of the academic environment, meaningfulness of services for stu-
dents, and support for faculty “are all driven by dedicated individuals in mid-
level leadership positions and not the president’s offi ce” (Riggs, 2009, p. 2). 

Skills and competencies (Kane, 1982; Roberts, 2003; Semersheim, 
2002; Windle, 1998), morale and intentions to leave (Rosser & Javinar, 
2003), and mobility within the student affairs profession (Sagaria & John-
srud, 1988) are among the most studied areas in the literature on mid-level 
student affairs administrators. Noticeably absent from the literature is a focus 
on the mid-level student affairs administrator at the community college with 
few exceptions (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Hirt, 2006; Kushibab, 2007; Mat-
tox & Creamer, 1998). However, in contrast to the entry-level professionals 
they lead and the senior student affairs offi cer (SSAO) under whom they 
serve, the importance of the role of the mid-level student affairs administra-
tor, fostering divisional synergy as an interlocutor, intermediary, and, when 
needed, intercessor, cannot be underestimated. 

Onboarding, Supervision, and Professional Development

People recruiting and hiring potential mid-level administrators, or promoting 
from within the institution, must pay careful attention to how they are oriented, 
supervised, and prepared for senior leadership positions. There is no one way in 
which community college leaders are trained; some arrive as mid-level admin-
istrators in student affairs and may come from other professional practice areas. 
The student affairs profession has been suggested as “one into which many seem 
to stumble without a clear sense of purpose” (Kimbrough, 2007, p. 275). 

Onboarding, or organizational socialization, is the process of introduc-
ing new employees to an organization through organized activities that pro-
vide them the necessary knowledge, skills, and behaviors to become effective 
organizational members and insiders and can be an important fi rst step in 
developing an effective transition for new leaders (Bauer & Erdogan, 2011). 
Mather, Bryna, and Faulkner (2009) highlighted the lack of professional ori-
entation and institutional introduction for mid-level administrators in stu-
dent affairs when entering new positions. The researchers suggested that an 
orientation of mid-level administrators be an intentional, focused effort that 
deals with, among other things, “Life and work transition, role complexity, 
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leadership demands, and technical skills requirements” (p. 254). Moreover, 
Mather et al. (2009) further noted that institutions can build an effective 
orientation program to meet institutional goals as well as the needs of new 
employees in mid-level administrator positions by “assessing current institu-
tional practices, identifying desired outcomes, developing an action plan and 
measuring success” (p. 254). 

Ensuring the success of the mid-level professional cannot be accom-
plished with onboarding alone. Supervision and professional development 
of this administrative cohort is also important. Schuh and Carlisle (1991) 
defi ned supervision as a “relationship where one person has the responsi-
bility to provide leadership, direction, information, motivation, evaluation, 
and support for one or more persons” (p. 497). Continual communication 
between mid-level administrators and the SSAO is critical. In fact, Mills 
(2009) described the relationship as reciprocal, where mid-level administra-
tors keep supervisors up to date regarding relevant issues impacting the cam-
pus environment and the SSAO keeps mid-level administrators informed 
about issues being discussed in the institution’s executive level so that they 
may share the information with the staff they supervise as appropriate. 

As discussed earlier regarding entry-level professionals, Winston and 
Creamer (1998) introduced the concept of synergistic supervision, which 
suggests synthesizing institutional and individual goals and enhancing com-
munication and cooperation between student affairs professionals and their 
supervisors. The mid-level professional may be called on to stand in for the 
SSAO and must be able to competently represent the division and its senior 
leader. Therefore, the relationship between SSAO and mid-level administra-
tor must be effective and reiterative. Additionally, as synergistic supervision 
suggests, professional development is important not only for the mid-level 
administrator’s growth but also for the SSAO to rely on the quality of the 
support being provided by the professional.

 In short, how mid-level administrators are oriented, supervised, and pre-
pared for senior leadership positions can infl uence the success of the profes-
sional and their subsequent impact on the success of the division. Given the 
high turnover rate at community colleges, it is becoming increasingly important 
to make executive leadership roles more appealing for mid-level professionals 
(Garza Mitchell & Eddy, 2008) and to prepare them for future opportunities. 

Professional Competencies for the Entry- and Mid-Level Student 
Affairs Professional

Prior to the joint publication of the ACPA and NASPA on professional 
competency areas for student affairs practitioners (2010), there was little 
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consensus about core competencies for student affairs practitioners (Lovell 
& Kosten, 2000; Pope & Reynolds, 1997). Agreement did not exist between 
student affairs professionals and faculty in graduate preparation programs 
as to which competencies entry-level professionals should develop and how 
they are to be obtained (Kuk, Cobb, & Forrest, 2007). Likewise, a clear cor-
relation between graduate-level preparation in specifi c competencies and the 
impact of this preparation on the ability to transition successfully to full-time 
work has not been established (Renn & Hodges, 2007). 

Each competency area described in the joint ACPA/NASPA report 
(2010) is defi ned, and lists of knowledge, skills, or attitudes that the student 
affairs practitioner would demonstrate for each competency are provided. 
To date, this joint publication of ACPA and NASPA is the most compre-
hensive and collaborative document that exists in the profession regarding 
the skills, knowledge, and abilities recommended for student affairs profes-
sionals. Entry-level and mid-level professionals are strongly encouraged to 
familiarize themselves with this document and to use it as a guide in creating 
their professional development plan. 

One of the competencies listed in the ACPA/NASPA publication is 
“equity, diversity, and inclusion.” Entry-level and mid-level professionals 
are well positioned to build multicultural and multicontextual competen-
cies, including and extending beyond cultural understanding to address the 
diverse needs of student populations that have increased at community col-
leges over the past decade including students with a growing range of back-
grounds across race and ethnicity, religion, immigration/citizenship status, 
socioeconomic class, gender identity and expression, and military experience, 
and people along a spectrum of disabilities.

“Working with diverse populations” garnered the highest percentage of 
responses (84%) in a NASPA survey of SSAOs at 64 member community 
colleges who were asked to identify the top knowledge and skills sought to 
fi ll management-level positions (Kushibab, 2007). This survey is one of the 
few studies specifi cally addressing the recommended skill sets of community 
college student affairs professionals. In turn, Pope, Reynolds, and Mueller 
(2004) provide concrete examples of “exemplary multicultural awareness, 
knowledge and skills” (p. 17) that student affairs practitioners can develop 
to enhance their competencies. They emphasize there is no exhaustive list 
of these competencies, nor does one set of skills apply to every individual 
and every campus, and most importantly, personal development is continu-
ous in this area. Likewise, Obear (2013) discusses critical competencies for 
social justice educators to advance their individual skills in effectively engag-
ing across difference. Indeed, as Casey and Larsen discuss in chapter 14 of 
this volume, understanding social justice models and developing the critical 
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issues and characteristics to effectively work with the diverse groups of stu-
dents attending community colleges is signifi cant to the delivery of effective 
program support and building institutional capacity to create inclusive learn-
ing environments. 

Additional professional competencies specifi cally for mid-level student 
affairs practitioners are suggested in the literature. For example, Heffernan 
(2012) described the role of the mid-level student affairs professional as being 
an “on-the-ground bridge builder” (p. 12) who is both a strategic thinker and 
tactician able to provide data-based assessments, enact strategic plans and 
goals, manage through the division, and collaborate across the institution. 
Coleman, Hecht, Labanc, and Michael (2012) added that key competen-
cies for mid-level professionals include administrative acumen; the ability to 
research, collect, synthesize, and present information as a voice for the divi-
sion; and leadership capacity, the fl exibility and adaptability to lead and cast 
vision. Other key résumé requirements include high emotional intelligence, 
persuasiveness, the ability to solve problems, knowledge of current best prac-
tices, proven ability to effect change, technological savvy, all while managing 
supervisors’ expectations (Heffernan, 2012). 

There are various ways to prepare community colleges leaders. Riggs 
(2009) suggested that colleges consider

• Creating a yearlong administrator internship program; 
• Developing and implementing a meaningful professional development 

program;
• Providing fi nancial support and releasing time to complete a doctorate 

in educational leadership or comparable program;
• Encouraging and assisting leaders to keep abreast of important trends, 

research, and best practices in community college education;
• Holding regularly scheduled roundtable discussions for all college 

leaders on a wide variety of leadership topics; and
• Providing fi nancial support for memberships in professional 

associations and attendance at regional and state meetings.

Mentoring has also been highlighted in community college leadership 
development research (Hockaday & Puyear, 2000). Described as a forum for 
personal learning and development within organizations (Lankau & Scan-
dura, 2007), mentoring has been noted as an effective method of facilitating 
professional development in student affairs (Carpenter & Stimpson, 2007).

The ability to develop mentoring relationships is critical to the success of 
emerging student affairs professionals, and they need to learn how to identify 
and foster these relationships (Renn & Hodges, 2007; Cilente et al., 2006). 
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Establishing mentoring relationships with several people who share similar 
life experiences is valuable, as are relationships with individuals who have 
different backgrounds and perspectives. Entry-level professionals can mistak-
enly confuse a supervisor with a mentor (Renn & Hodges, 2007). Mentoring 
relationships can also be formed within peer groups as well as with profes-
sionals with more seniority in the fi eld.

The concept of critical refl ection, discussed at length in the literature 
related to leadership, and specifi cally in regard to social justice (Preskill & 
Brookfi eld, 2009), is an important leadership skill and one that entry-level 
and mid-level student affairs professionals should develop early in their 
career. The ability to refl ect on experiences, consider multiple points of view, 
and gather valuable lessons learned are essential skills for a leader. Building 
the capacity for self-refl ection increases self-awareness and expands the abil-
ity to engage across difference, increase dialogues, and develop collaborative 
working relationships. 

Building the skills of presentation and facilitation will greatly enhance 
professional growth in the student affairs fi eld. Likewise, entry- and mid-
level professionals should seek to author or coauthor articles, blog entries, or 
book chapters to enhance their writing skills and advance research acumen. 
Finally, developing high-capacity utilization of social media platforms and 
other dynamic technology will greatly enhance the entry- and mid-level pro-
fessionals’ capacity to both engage students and lead critical communication 
and professional development efforts in student affairs divisions.

Attrition of Entry- and Mid-Level Student Affairs Professionals

The attrition rate of emerging professionals in the student affairs fi eld is 
thought to be between 20% and 40% (Evans, 1988; Tull et al., 2009), and 
50% to 60% within the fi rst fi ve (Renn & Hodges, 2007) or six years (Hirt, 
2006). In contrast, Hirt (2009), referencing an earlier article (Hirt et al., 2003), 
indicated that staff attrition at community colleges is very low, with many stu-
dent affairs professionals working at one institution for their entire career or 
for decades at a time. While some of these estimates are the result of studies 
that included student affairs professionals at community colleges, specifi c data 
regarding staff attrition at community colleges does not appear to be widely 
available. Nor is it completely clear how attrition is distinguished between 
leaving the profession entirely and moving from one institution to another.

As discussed earlier, reasons that could infl uence attrition of entry-level 
and mid-level professionals in student affairs at community colleges could 
include limited awareness and preparation for a career in the fi eld. Addition-
ally, poor socialization into the role and the culture of the institution due to 
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the lack of appropriate orientation or supervision can result in entry-level 
and mid-level professionals feeling a sense of isolation, lack of appreciation, 
and dissatisfaction. Finally, the absence of ongoing professional development 
can create frustration for student affairs professionals if they are encountering 
situations outside of their skill set and have limited opportunities to build 
further competencies.

More research is needed on the factors that infl uence success for the 
entry- and mid-level professional specifi cally at community colleges, which is 
especially important given the possible differences in career paths and gradu-
ate preparation between student affairs professionals in community colleges 
compared to four-year colleges. Research in this area would also be useful to 
identify if attrition for student affairs professionals at community colleges is 
a problem; if so, how can this information guide strategies for improvement, 
and if not, how can it inform possible recommendations to improve attrition 
at four-year colleges?

Conclusion

The fi eld of student affairs combined with the mission of the community 
college can form a dual purpose that surpasses a common calling. The entry- 
and mid-level student affairs professional will undoubtedly have tremendous 
opportunities in the quickly evolving and often innovative community col-
lege environment. The compelling work of supporting student success in 
higher education is one of the most admirable professions. Now, more than 
ever, higher education needs the new thinking and creative energy of entry-
level and mid-level community college student affairs practitioners to be 
involved in the reimaging of the learning enterprise. In turn, senior admin-
istrators need to think intentionally and demonstrate synergistic supervision 
and leadership to effectively engage and retain these important professionals. 
The changing focus of community colleges and growing diversity of student 
needs, coupled with new technological strategies for engagement, offer a wide 
array of professional growth for tomorrow’s student affairs professionals, and 
it will be important to do everything possible to maximize their contribution.
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