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Preface

Erin M. Bentrim
Gavin W. Henning 
Kimberly Yousey-Elsener

IN 1903, 18 DEANS of women (Conference of the Deans of Women 
of the Midwest; see www.personal.kent.edu/~jgerda/1903ConfTyped
.pdf) gathered to discuss how to structure their work on their own 
campuses and to share ideas for meeting the challenges of a newly 
created and undefined position. None were officially trained in 
what was now their professional work, and all felt they could use a 
 connection with colleagues who were also making their way through 
the burgeoning field. Assessment coordinators frequently discover 
themselves in a situation much like the early deans, who, with  little 
personal experience, found themselves wearing many hats and taking 
responsiblity for a multitude of activities loosely grouped together. 
For many professionals, assessment falls under “other duties as 
assigned,” but a growing trend is for divisions of student affairs to 
employ a full-time assessment coordinator. 

Coordinating Student Affairs Divisional Assessment stems from that 
growing trend and more specifically from a number of requests on 
the Student Affairs Assessment Leaders (SAAL) electronic mailing list 
( studentaffairsassessment.org) related to starting an assessment position 
in student affairs, creating an office, and developing a culture of assess-
ment for divisions of student affairs. Before looking at current trends, it 
is important to look at a brief history of two movements coming together. 
The first movement, the student affairs profession, had its roots in the 
early twentieth century, while the second movement, assessment in 
higher education, started to take shape in the 1980s. It is important to 
understand the context of both of these movements to operationalize 
these frameworks in student affairs assessment work today.
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Student Affairs Profession

The student affairs profession has a rich, diverse heritage. Although 
the titles, responsibilities, and organizational structures may have 
changed, many overarching principles have endured. As LeBaron 
Russell Briggs at Harvard and Alice Freeman Palmer at the Univer-
sity of Chicago approached uncharted territory as two of the earliest 
deans, their focus was on assisting student populations in a manner 
not previously seen on campuses. Granted, the initial impetus for 
creating such positions was out of administrative necessity as faculty 
were no longer willing to engage in administrative duties such as stu-
dent conduct and residential oversight. Yet the value of these early 
positions was becoming increasingly apparent, and the rationale for 
providing students with these types of support services began to shift. 
What emerged eventually became and remains today the significant 
philosophical underpinning that guides the student affairs profession. 

The major philosophical construct that shaped the work of student 
affairs, even prior to the American Council on Education’s (1973) 
Student Personnel Point of View, is the stance that students are not 
purely academic creatures consisting of an array of purely cognitive 
functions. Rather, each student should be recognized as unique and 
complex, and his or her development should be considered holis-
tically (American Council on Education, 1937). This idea of the 
“whole student” is clearly visible in other noteworthy documents, 
including The Future of Student Affairs (Miller & Prince, 1976) and 
Learning Reconsidered (Keeling, 2004). 

Historically, the idea that student affairs services should explic-
itly champion the academic mission of the institution has been 
somewhat controversial. However, recent discussions on redefining 
the role of student affairs on college campuses reveal a clear trend 
toward additional emphasis on an academic model. The concept of 
partnerships is a significant focal point of several of the profession’s 
more recent foundational documents, such as Powerful Partnerships 
(American Association for Higher Education, College Student Edu-
cators International, & National Association of Student Personnel 
Administrators, 1998), Learning Reconsidered (Keeling, 2004), and 
Learning Reconsidered 2 (Keeling, 2006). Student affairs and aca-
demic affairs should be in an integrated, collaborative partnership 
within the framework of institutional mission and strategic planning. 
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In other words, the curricular and cocurricular (formerly extracur-
ricular) become a single lens through which to view the education 
of students, or student learning. This theoretical paradigm has tre-
mendous implications for higher education and student learning. 
If we are to form successful alliances and collaborations with aca-
demic affairs, then it is imperative that we can speak competently as 
educators and easily show the effectiveness and impact of our pres-
ence within the partnership on a range of measures such as student 
academic success, retention, persistence, and graduation rates. To 
understand the rise of assessment in student affairs, the discussion 
must begin with assessment in higher education in general. 

Assessment in Higher Education

Although using assessment for understanding an individual’s level of 
achievement or growth has been a practice as long as there has been 
teaching and learning, assessment as a movement in higher educa-
tion can be traced to the early 1980s when the First National Con-
ference on Assessment in Higher Education was held (Ewell, 2002). 
At that time, assessment was beginning to build on the foundation 
created by researchers in the areas of student learning, retention and 
student behaviors, program evaluations, and curriculum approaches 
related to mastery learning (Ewell, 2002). 

Momentum for the movement picked up in the 1980s as calls for 
accountability in higher education grew louder from state govern-
ments (National Governors Association, 1986) and the federal gov-
ernment (National Commission of Excellence in Education, 1983). 
In the 1990s regional accreditation agencies gained more influence 
and began driving many institutional assessment efforts (Bresciani, 
Moore Gardner, & Hickmott, 2009).

During these decades one of the many debates was around the 
definition of assessment. While a definitive definition that fits all 
needs and disciplines has still not quite been realized, Ewell (2002) 
described three broad categories (or camps) that most assessment 
falls within:

1. Individual assessment is used to determine an individual’s pro-
gress and provide feedback so that goals can be reached. This 
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is familiar to most of us through classroom assessment such as 
tests, papers, essays, projects, and so on, which are typically used 
for grading purposes as well as outside the classroom in things 
such as student staff evaluation feedback or diagnostic tests used 
in career services.

2. Large-scale assessment is used to benchmark or track a university 
or unit’s performance, usually in the name of accountability. 

3. Program assessment is used to gather evidence in order to 
improve student learning, programs, or services.

The focus of assessment in the 1990s shifted to establishing and 
measuring learning outcomes as outcomes became the emphasis of 
regional accreditation (Bresciani et al., 2009). When compliance 
was separated from the self-study process in regional accreditation 
process in the 2000s, focus shifted largely to teaching and learn-
ing. The focus of assessment had been in the academic areas where 
learning was taking place, but as higher education administrators 
realized that learning also happens outside the classroom, the pro-
fession of student affairs evolved and gathered speed around the call 
to facilitate student learning, assess quality, and use assessment to 
help define and improve the work being done with students outside 
the classroom. 

Student Affairs Assessment

The merging of these two movements—the emergence of assess-
ment in higher education and the evolution of the student affairs 
profession—have combined to create a submovement of student 
affairs assessment practice. During the past decade this profes-
sional practice has grown to adapt to internal priorities for data and 
information as well as external pressures, such as the demand from 
students, parents, and legislators for proof of outcomes and value in 
addition to accountability measures that show students are learn-
ing what they should be learning. Regional accrediting agencies 
continue to add to external pressures as they expand their scope of 
assessing student learning and institutional effectiveness beyond the 
classroom to the institution as a whole. A result of higher education 
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recognizing the importance of these growing demands is the impe-
tus to create assessment units within divisions of student affairs 
with the specific responsibility to measure and evaluate the impact 
of programs and services on students and their contribution to stu-
dent success.

The history of student affairs assessment is perhaps the shortest 
and briefest of all these movements. The Council for the Advance-
ment of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) was formed in 1979 
(CAS, 2012). It created a set of national standards that are used 
to assess the quality of and guide practice in the student affairs 
profession. The first set of standards was published in 1986 and 
standards have been revised and created since (CAS, 2014). In 
the mid-1990s, publications such as Upcraft and Schuh’s (1996) 
Assessment in Student Affairs: A Guide for Practitioners first acknowl-
edged and addressed the specific needs of practitioners conduct-
ing assessment in student affairs. In 1999, Gary Malaney edited a 
New Directions in Student Services issue entitled “Student Affairs 
Research,  Evaluation, and Assessment: Structure and Practice in 
an Era of Change,” which identified the types of assessment work 
being done by student affairs assessment offices. As the movement 
continued to expand, by the mid-2000s there was a growing demand 
on student affairs  professional organizations to provide some frame-
works around  professional development related to student affairs 
assessment. These frameworks—ACPA’s ASK Standards (College 
Student  Educators International [ACPA], 2006) and NASPA’s 
Assessment Education Framework (Student Affairs Administrators 
in Higher Education [NASPA], 2009)—became foundational docu-
ments that were used to create specific professional development 
offerings at the national and local levels.

These foundational publications met the initial need for wide-
spread professional development and learning opportunities for 
student affairs professionals conducting assessment at the program 
or departmental levels. But as demand for data and information 
increased and the sophistication needed to coordinate efforts grew, 
more campuses began to see the value in appointing assessment coor-
dinators to guide and support assessment practice within an entire 
division. These positions take many different shapes and forms: some 
are full-time positions with individual or multiperson offices; others 
are part of a multifaceted leadership role (often at the association 
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vice president level); and still others are part-time efforts being led 
by doctoral students, higher education faculty, or other profession-
als. No matter what the position may “look like” on any particular 
campus, for the purposes of this publication they are defined as the 
assessment coordinators for the division of student affairs.

The creation of this role is new to student affairs with few examples, 
and individuals filling them frequently find themselves in an in-between 
world. They are often not considered “student affairs practitioners” in 
the traditional sense of the phrase, while at the same time they are usu-
ally viewed as coming from the “outside” by colleagues doing similar 
work in institutional research and academic assessment offices. Like 
those who pioneered the higher education assessment movement and 
student affairs profession movements, these practitioners often have to 
pave a path on a campus where they are the only person doing this 
type of assessment work. This new and unique role within the field of 
student affairs created an additional need for professional support that 
is currently being served by SAAL (studentaffairsassessment.org), the 
NASPA Assessment, Evaluation, and Research Knowledge Commu-
nity (www.naspa.org/constituent-groups/kcs/assessment-evaluation-and
-research), and the ACPA Commission for Assessment and Evaluation 
(www.myacpa.org/commae). Each of these groups continues to develop 
resources, programming, and networking opportunities for  professionals 
seeking to lead assessment efforts. 

As more institutions create these positions, there is a greater 
demand for resources created specifically for student affairs assess-
ment coordinators that address common challenges and issues 
related to creating assessment systems, cultures, and structures. It 
is with this demand in mind that the editors set out to create this 
publication. This book is framed with the understanding that anyone 
entering a student affairs assessment coordinator position already 
has the following foundational skill sets: 

1. Knowledge in student development theory and the application of 
such theory

2. A strong background in “data literacy,” meaning assessment skills 
such as writing outcomes; the ability to design data collection 
instruments; and the skills to interpret, analyze, and present data 
to statistical and nonstatistical audiences
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If a new coordinator finds either of these skill sets challenging, he 
or she should work first to hone and build these proficiencies before 
taking on some of the larger concepts included in this book. 

Having established these skill sets, the task of leading assessment 
efforts can begin. Keep in mind that unless the coordinator is fortu-
nate enough to have a multiperson office where some of the day-to-
day assessment tasks, such as data analysis and interpretation, can 
be done by someone else, one of the consistent challenges for coordi-
nators is serving a multitude of constituencies, often with competing 
priorities, while shifting between thinking “big picture” and “small 
picture.” The chapters in this book serve as a guide to creating sys-
tems and structures that help balance these challenges, while also 
moving a division forward in assessment practice.

Book Overview

Chapter 1, “Tenet One: Building Capacity in Student Affairs Assess-
ment: Roles of Student Affairs Assessment Coordinators ,” illumi-
nates the different functions required of an assessment coordinator 
through the lens of capacity building. It defines these roles through 
six key tasks: 

1. Creating an evidence-based culture and attitude 
2. Developing talent and managing knowledge
3. Generating and disseminating knowledge
4. Planning strategically 
5. Engaging and collaborating with stakeholders 
6. Administrating technology

The remainder of this publication seeks to explore each of these 
elements in detail as well as overarching areas such as ethics and 
politics.

Chapter 2, “Tenet Two: Cultivating a Culture of Assessment,” 
examines what it means to develop and create a culture of assess-
ment and then provides several strategies one can use in the role of 
assessment coordinator in order to establish, enhance, and build a 
culture within the organization.
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Chapter 3, “Tenet Three: Developing Infrastructure for Student 
Affairs Assessment Practices,” discusses the importance of building 
infrastructure within the assessment coordinator’s office and organi-
zation. Whether or not the office is made up of one or many peo-
ple, taking time to strategically plan and position assessment efforts 
helps ensure the office’s overall success. This chapter explores how 
assessment can both fit into and enhance the overall infrastructure 
of the division of student affairs and discusses how to increase inten-
tionality and support divisional goals.

Chapter 4, “Tenet Four: Leading Logistical and Administra-
tive Tasks in Student Affairs,” considers elements such as where 
an assessment office falls in the organizational structure, how it is 
funded, and other logistical matters. The chapter focuses on three 
key areas—organizational structure, strategic resource planning, and 
project planning—and discusses techniques and resources related to 
establishing a strong administrative function to support assessment 
efforts.

Technology is used to help advance assessment efforts while also 
creating effective and efficient systems for collecting, analyzing, and 
reporting data. Chapter 5, “Tenet Five: Using Technology to Advance 
Assessment,” focuses solely on using technology to assist in assess-
ment efforts, provides an overview of the role of technology, describes 
the different types of technology available for use in an assessment 
office, and presents information on how to select technology based 
on the various options available.

Chapter 6, “Tenet Six: Building Talent and Increasing Assessment 
Knowledge,” explores the significant role of building assessment skills 
and talent throughout the organization. This chapter provides links to 
resources from campuses throughout the United States that have cre-
ated formal mechanisms such as assessment glossaries and toolboxes 
as well as informal mechanisms such as workshops and boot camps. 
It also discusses the importance of informal educational moments to 
develop the skills and abilities throughout all levels of an organization.

Most divisions of student affairs build their infrastructure around 
key elements such as resource allocation and decision making. Chap-
ter 7, “Tenet Seven: Connecting Assessment to Planning, Decision 
Making, and Resource Allocation,” focuses on incorporating assess-
ment into these foundational efforts through the creation of an inte-
grated assessment model. In addition, the chapter provides resources 
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on how to use this integrated model in measuring progress toward 
strategic planning goals and in processes related to decision making 
and resource allocation.

The volume concludes with three chapters that examine overarch-
ing topics that are essential to the role of assessment coordinator. 
Chapter 8, “Tenet Eight: Cultivating Ethical Assessment Practice,” 
examines the role of the assessment coordinator in leading and 
maintaining ethical standards related to data collection, storage, and 
sharing for the division. 

Added to ethical considerations is the reality that the assessment 
coordinator functions in a dynamic political environment where data 
and information can be powerful tools. Chapter 9, “Tenet Nine: Nav-
igating Politics,” examines political situations often encountered by 
assessment professionals. 

And, finally, Chapter 10, “Tenet Ten: ‘Other Duties as Assigned,’” 
adds a little humor while discussing some “other duties” that many 
assessment coordinators find themselves doing as part of their role. 
Through sharing examples contributed by many different assessment 
coordinators, this chapter discusses the benefits of taking on addi-
tional responsibilities while also providing advice on how to ensure 
that these additional duties do not overshadow the meaningful 
assessment work that needs to be completed.

The goal of this publication is to provide a resource for those start-
ing assessment offices or those newly appointed to student affairs 
assessment coordinator positions. Each chapter is designed to 
explain key concepts and discuss important considerations, as well 
as provide tools and resources to get started.
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