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This article traces the professionalization of student affairs assessment 
through the development of the assessment position and the progression 
of operations, functions and responsibilities. Evidence includes a review of 
various publications followed by an empirical examination of data from a 
professional Listserv. Findings identify how assessment in student affairs 
has evolved from a skillset to a professional field as well as consideration of 
the development of the campus professional. Ongoing and future trends are 
described and ways in which the field has developed and contributed evi-
dence about the impact of student affairs by advancing data collection and 
reporting is included.
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S tudent affairs assessment has become 
increasingly easier and simultaneously 
more complex.” (Levy, Hess, & Thom-

as, 2018, p. 16)

Introduction
In the past decade, student affairs as-

sessment has transitioned from a secondary 
job responsibility to a primary professional 
field. While assessment and evaluation in 
higher education has been a fundamental 
function linked to accreditation and more 
recently student learning outcomes move-
ment, the distinct field of student affairs 
assessment is new. This rapid emergence 
might be linked to several different factors 
including a resurgent call for accountability 
in the early 2000s (McArthur, 2016; Schuh, 
2003), a renewed emphasis on college rele-
vancy (Arum & Roska, 2010), and continued 
calls for measurable outputs (Biddix, 2018; 
Henning & Roberts, 2016; Schuh, Biddix, 
Dean, & Kinzie, 2016). As a result, student 
affairs leaders recognized the need to legit-
imize their work and link it to the larger in-
stitutional mission (Elkins, 2015). The past 
two decades have seen a surge in scholar-
ship, professional development, and conse-
quently, development of positions and full 
professional staff on campus with primary 
responsibility for assessment directly relate 
to student affairs. 

Assessment in student affairs has ex-
isted since emergence of the field in the 
1920s, originating in the personnel depart-
ment at Northwestern (Biddix & Schwartz, 
2012). Student affairs assessment emerged 
as a separate community of practice and 
profession in the past three decades, grow-
ing from academic affairs, action research, 
the accountability movement (Erwin, 1991; 
Ewell, 2002; Schuh, 2015; Upcraft & Schuh, 
1996). More recently, the rise in profession-
alism (Malaney, 1999; Henning & Roberts, 
2016) and expanded expectations for stu-
dent affairs assessment data and reporting 
(Kinzie & Kuh, 2017) have emerged. Elkins 
(2015) questioned whether the field had 
“reached the pinnacle” asking if the work 

was done and what might remain.
Student affairs assessment has emerged 

from an ancillary to a critical position in the 
field of student affairs. While the concep-
tual development of the profession can be 
traced from the beginnings of the field a 
century ago, it has only recently emerged in 
the past decade stemming from an empha-
sis in the scholarship, external pressures 
for relevancy and legitimacy, and a need 
for professional support and common stan-
dards. Although there are some accounts 
of this initial development from the schol-
arship (Henning, 2016) and professional 
development, (Elkins, 2015), there has not 
been consideration of the grassroots devel-
opment of the profession from those who 
are doing the work. Understanding this de-
velopment and evolution helps to reveal the 
role of an emergent community of practice 
in the codification of a field. Findings bear 
implications for the development of student 
affairs assessment as well as for other areas 
that develop, as the field evolves to meet 
contemporary needs and external pres-
sures.

The purpose of this article is to identify 
and chronicle the scholarship, professional 
development, and community of practice 
in student affairs assessment. The authors 
identified three complementary trajectories. 
The first trajectory traces the initial devel-
opment and progression of the field through 
published works including scholarly litera-
ture, books, and other writing. The second 
trajectory follows the growth of student af-
fairs assessment from an institutional re-
search-related function and focus on docu-
menting learning through conferences and 
training opportunities. Included are results 
from various surveys chronicling the expan-
sion of the field in terms of individuals doing 
the work, offices, their functions, and needs. 
The third trajectory concerns the contem-
porary emergence of a professional orga-
nization, the Student Affairs Assessment 
Leaders (SAAL) in the past decade serving 
as a community of practice. An empirical 
examination of conversations on the SAAL 
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listserv since its founding in 2008 provides 
a unique view of the continued progression 
and professionalization of the field. The ar-
ticle closes with discussion based on these 
three trajectories about the development of 
the field and how it might be posited in the 
future.

Professionalization through Scholar-
ship

Several authors (Elkins, 2015; Henning, 
2016; Schuh, 1996, 2015) chronicled the 
initial development and progression of stu-
dent affairs assessment. Although similar in 
their opinions, each traces a slightly differ-
ent path, highlighting different major con-
tributions to contemporary practice. Schuh 
(2015) noted this variance results from the 
lack of one specific moment in the devel-
opment of the field. Each seems to share 
his opinion that, “exactly when and why as-
sessment in student affairs began is difficult 
to determine but there are certain historical 
documents that mark developments in the 
assessment movement” (p. 1). 

Henning (2016) referred to student af-
fairs assessment as a “young and emerg-
ing sub-field” of student affairs “The seeds 
for this work were planted almost 50 years 
ago” (p. 2). Henning provided a timeline of 
this development as Appendix II (pp.17-19) 
along with narrative explanations for each 
milestone. According to Henning, student 
affairs assessment began with alumni and 
enrolled student surveys in the 1930s. The 
authors of the 1937 Student Personnel Point 
of View (SPPV; American Council on Edu-
cation) recommended studies designed to 
evaluate programs and services, which was 
reaffirmed in the 1949 statement (American 
Council on Education). Schuh (1996, 2015) 
affirmed this view, chronicling the develop-
ment of assessment from both iterations of 
the SPPV, in which the authors articulated 
the need for evaluation in student affairs 
programs and services through publica-
tion. They recommended specific types of 
assessment to include student and faculty 
satisfaction, student use of services, staff 

development and training, and relationships 
between those who work with students. 
Schuh (2015) further noted that if one takes 
the 1937 statement as the formal beginning 
of the profession: 

It took at least 40 years before discus-
sions of the centrality of assessment to 
professional practice emerged in the 
higher education literature. It took an-
other 10-20 years before techniques 
and strategies emerged in mainstream 
literature and another 10 years before 
mainstream reports and practitioner-ori-
ented literature routinely included an 
emphasis on the importance for student 
affairs educators to include assessment 
as an indispensable element of their 
professional practice. (p. 7)
Prior to the emergence and operation-

alization of student development theory in 
the late 1960s, assessment focused on at-
titudes, interests, and personality charac-
teristics of traditional-aged college students 
(Banta & Associates, 2002). Schuh (2015) 
recognized Aulepp and Delworth’s (1976) 
monograph, Training Manual for an Ecosys-
tem Model, as critical to the advancement of 
student affairs assessment thinking. In the 
work, the authors described the importance 
of the campus environment, a precursor 
to Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt’s (2010) 
influential work on creating environmen-
tal conditions to enhance student success. 
Also beginning in the 1970s and extending 
into the 1990s, Astin’s (1977, 1984, 1993) 
operationalization of student involvement 
as influential to student success affirmed 
through both theory and empirical evidence 
that co-curricular involvement, as devel-
oped, influenced, and facilitated by student 
affairs professionals, was as critical to stu-
dent learning and was important for assess-
ment considerations. Also, beginning in the 
1970s and continuing to the present, was 
the introduction of the Council for the Ad-
vancement of Standards in Higher Educa-
tion (CAS), focusing on quality assurance 
through program review and reflective self-
study (Henning, 2016). 
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In 1991, Erwin called for student affairs 
professionals to take a more active and for-
malized role in assessment. A few years lat-
er, Upcraft and Schuh (1996) provided the 
first comprehensive guide for student affairs 
assessment that encompassed functional ar-
eas, Assessment in Student Affairs: A Guide 
for Practitioners. In 2000, Schuh and Up-
craft added a practical guide, with chapters 
covering over 20 functional areas including 
student conduct and housing. These texts 
became a guide for practitioners interest-
ed in researching the effectiveness of their 
programs. Also during this time, the Amer-
ican College Personnel Association (ACPA) 
released The Student Learning Imperative 
(1996), affirming the need for student af-
fairs to be involved in institutional assess-
ment efforts. 

Sandeen and Barr (2006) noted that 
student affairs professionals had been con-
ducting institutional studies to understand 
student characteristic, learning, diversity, 
needs, and satisfaction to improve their 
practice. However, as the field shifted to 
a student-learning paradigm with the de-
velopment and publication of The Student 
Learning Imperative (ACPA, 1996), then 
Learning Reconsidered 1 (ACPA & NASPA, 
2004) and Learning Reconsidered 2 (Keel-
ing, 2006), a call to for greater alignment 
between programs and services and the ev-
idence to demonstrate student learning in 
the context of institutional mission became 
essential. In short, student affairs was im-
plored to demonstrate its active role and 
responsibility for student learning and de-
velopment (Elkins, 2015). In considering 
the development of field through its pub-
lications, Roper (2015) summarized that 
scholars, “produced compelling scholarship 
describing both the importance of adopt-
ing comprehensive assessment practices in 
student affairs and the value such practic-
es would have for the success, survival and 
growth of student affairs organizations and 
the profession” (p. 2).

Growth through Training and Develop-
ment

In the early 2000s, professionalization 
of student affairs assessment advanced 
with the transition of ACPA’s Commission 
for Research for Student Development to 
the Commission for Assessment and Evalu-
ation in 2006. NASPA’s Assessment, Evalu-
ation, and Research Knowledge Community 
(AERKC) was formally established in 2005. 
Partially to bridge the assessment -focused 
professionals in both groups, the Student 
Affairs Assessment Leaders (SAAL) was 
founded in 2008 (Henning, 2016; Henning, 
Elling, Roberts, & Bentrim, 2013). While the 
Assessment Institute in Indianapolis began 
in 2000 with special sessions for student 
affairs professionals, it has since advanced 
to designate a track in student affairs pro-
grams and services.

The first ACPA-sponsored Student Af-
fairs Assessment Institute was held in 2003 
while NASPA’s Assessment and Retention 
Conference began in 2004. The conference 
has undergone two name changes and is cur-
rently the NASPA Assessment, Persistence, 
and Data Analytics Conference. In 2006, AC-
PA’s Commission for Assessment and Eval-
uation published the Assessment Skills and 
Knowledge (ASK) Standards for profession-
als. Also in this year, CAS published stan-
dards for student affairs assessment offic-
es. In 2008, NASPA’s AERKC published the 
Assessment Education Framework. These 
documents provided standards for practice 
in the field, including recommended assess-
ment skills and knowledge for new and con-
tinuing professionals. In 2015, ACPA and 
NASPA published an updated version of pro-
fessional competencies, including assess-
ment, evaluation, and research (AER). De-
spite these varying opportunities, there was 
not a specific training program or certifica-
tion for assessment professionals in student 
affairs, which shifted the responsibility for 
learning to the individual and/or the institu-
tion for enabling professional development 
(Levy, Hess, & Thomas, 2018).

The beginning of the 21st century saw 
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the emergence of formalized profession-
al development and training opportuni-
ties, first as program track and workshops 
at conferences, then later as tracks with-
in other assessment. Organizations devot-
ed to the assessment of student learning 
emerged, including the Association for the 
Assessment of Learning in Higher Educa-
tion, Association for Higher Education Effec-
tiveness, and National Institute for Learning 
Outcomes Assessment (NILOA); and con-
ferences and institutes designed to expand 
assessment skills proliferated including the 
ACPA Student Affairs Assessment Institute, 
NASPA Assessment and Persistence Con-
ference, Assessment Conference at Indiana 
University - Purdue University Indianapolis, 
and Texas A&M University Assessment Con-
ference. 

The early 2000s saw the development 
of offices and positions dedicated to student 
affairs assessment, staffed by institutional 
researchers or student affairs profession-
als with expertise in assessment, evalua-
tion, and research methods (Elkins, 2015; 
Livingston & Zerulik, 2013). Kinzie and Kuh 
surveyed chief academic officers (CAOs) 
in 2009, 2013, and 2017 about their cam-
pus assessment practices. The results of all 
three surveys were similar, although small 
changes were identified. CAOs reported ac-
creditation as the most significant driver of 
assessment in higher education in all three 
surveys, while institutional commitment to 
improve became more important between 
2009 and 2017 (Kinzie & Kuh, 2017). A 
2013 survey of ACPA and NASPA members 
identified 77 individuals whose position ti-
tles fit the description as student affairs as-
sessment professionals (Elling & Bentrim, 
2013). 

In 2013, Elling and Bentrim also con-
ducted a study of Student Affairs Assess-
ment Leaders (SAAL) members, finding 
233 professionals whose daily work encom-
passed student affairs assessment. Elling 
and Bentrim reported SAAL membership 
had increased its membership from 40 in-
dividuals in 2009 to 322 in 2013. Out of 

86 respondents to their survey, 46 indicat-
ed that 76% - 100% of their role consisted 
of assessment functions (Elling & Bentrim, 
2013). Combs and Rose (2016, June) found 
that external pressure or influence was the 
most common reason for creating or ex-
panding assessment position. Their findings 
revealed that of the 377 respondents, the 
majority worked in centralized offices or 
units (51%), most often in the office of the 
provost or VP for academics (78%). Over 
half, 51.81%, of respondents reported hav-
ing the title of executive director/director. 

In 2014, 166 individuals from the SAAL 
and NASPA Assessment, Evaluation, and 
Research Knowledge Community listservs 
responded to a survey created by The Ohio 
State University’s Center for the Study of 
Student Life addressing the landscape of 
student affairs assessment (2015). Their 
report highlighted a general lack of experi-
ence within student affairs assessment, with 
83.4% of respondents reporting 10 years or 
fewer, 50.3% reporting less than 5 years, 
and only 5.2% reporting working more than 
15 years in student affairs assessment. The 
most common title was director (37.4%). 
Respondents reported that the greatest 
barriers to assessment were lack of staff 
knowledge on ways to assess student learn-
ing (86.7%), amount of time/work needed 
to assess (85.8%), and lack of financial re-
sources to commit to assessment (57.5%). 
Most assessment offices in student affairs 
(52.3%) consisted of one dedicated full-
time staff member, while 15.6% had three 
or more staff members. More than half 
(56.6%) reported their budget was under 
$50,000, with 47.8% reporting their budget 
was under $25,000. 

During this time of expansion of profes-
sional development, some student affairs 
master’s programs also focused on provid-
ing graduate students a strong assessment 
foundation. While not all master’s programs 
have a required course, some include as-
sessment and/or research methods as a 
portion of the curriculum. These new pro-
fessionals bring those skills to their work 
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environment, regardless of their functional 
area, which continues to advance student 
affairs assessment in practice.

Advancement through a Community of 
Practice

In reflecting on the development of the 
field, Roper (2015) noted that the develop-
ment and proliferation of scholarship, com-
bined with a surge in organizational com-
mitment through professional associations 
as well as individual institutions for student 
affairs assessment practice, resulted in the 
instrumental development of a “communi-
ty of practice.” He noted that, this newly 
formed community of practice began to pro-
vide support, guidance and learning oppor-
tunities for its members and in the process 
strengthened the potential for success.

Discussion about SAAL began at the 
2008 NASPA International Assessment and 
Retention Conference (now Assessment, 
Persistence, and Data Analytics Conference). 
Gavin Henning and Erin Bentrim discussed 
the need for professional support and de-
velopment for student affairs assessment. 
During the next few months, continued dis-
cussion led to a conference call in Septem-
ber with interested professionals across the 
country. During the call, the group identified 
needs, considered an organizational struc-
tured, and discussed outcomes. Several of 
those who attended the call met in person 
in December 4-5 and articulated an initial 
goal to “provide the opportunity for full-time 
student affairs assessment professionals to 
discuss issues to improve their work.” Af-
ter brainstorming, everyone agreed on the 
name, Student Affairs Assessment Leaders 
(SAAL). A board of directors was formed 
and information meetings at professional 
conferences were used to recruit members. 
A listserv was created that continues to be 
a primary way new professionals with as-
sessment responsibilities find support in the 
field as well as a means for existing pro-
fessionals to seek and share resources. In 
May of 2009, SAAL started its first formal 
professional development activities called 

“structured conversations,” or conference 
calls structured around a topic of interest 
solicited from members. 

As its first and arguably most influential 
action, the SAAL listserv continues to be a 
place for student affairs assessment profes-
sionals to learn about and understand the 
role as it developed, to discuss emergent 
ideas and trends in the field, and to share 
job opportunities. The listserv initially in-
cluded 73 assessment professionals working 
in various student affairs assessment roles 
ranging from a few professionals whose full-
time job was assessment to a greater ma-
jority whose job responsibilities featured or 
included assessment responsibilities. In the 
subsequent decade, the SAAL listserv has 
expanded to include over 1,000 members 
who have participated in over 5,700 con-
versations. Over time, the membership cri-
teria expanded to include a broader range 
of people, including faculty, graduate stu-
dents, and student affairs professionals in-
terested in assessment.

The SAAL listserv has served a critical 
role in the community of practice that de-
veloped around student affairs assessment. 
Posts, and especially those that evolved into 
conversations chronicle how student affairs 
assessment has evolved in the last decade. 
A review of messages shows how a few full-
time professionals with a small (if any) office 
staff, limited direction, and insufficient pro-
fessional resources developed and continue 
to advance. Curious to trace the develop-
ment of this emergent and evolving field, 
the authors reviewed the listserv archives, 
which serve as an example of how the field 
has developed.

Analysis of SAAL Listserv Conversa-
tions

In January 2019, a decade after the ini-
tial post to the SAAL listserv, the authors 
accessed the archives to analyze electronic 
conversations created through posts and 
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responses. After obtaining permission 
from both the SAAL listserv host and the 
current leadership of the organization, the 
authors gained institutional review board 
(IRB) exempted approval to conduct the 
data review. Although very few of the con-
versations the team reviewed would place 
contributors at more than minimal risk if 
linked to identities or institutions, the au-
thors still chose to de-identify responses for 
data reporting purposes. The authors had 
a discussion and with IRB about including 
representative quotations, since members 
(individuals with approval to post on the 
listserv) could follow the same process to 
identify who posted the comment. Ultimate-
ly, the authors decided on a middle-ground 
approach, by paraphrasing representative 
quotations instead of using direct quota-
tions and not including  posting dates. This 
helped to address credibility while also 
maintaining a commitment to reducing risk 
to participants. 

Procedurally, the authors accessed all 
posts from the listserv from January 2009 to 
January 2019. Next, the authors download-
ed all posts, and organized them by “conver-
sations” or posts with five or more respons-
es, by year. The authors chose five or more 
after considering averages by year. There 
was a noticeable decline in the frequency of 
threads with less than five or more than six 
responses. Figure 1 displays a summary of 
the data by year, total posts, and conver-
sations. Total conversations, conversations 
with five or more responses, and total posts 
steadily increased from 2009 – 2014. How-
ever, from 2015 – 2019 there was a steep 
drop-off in conversations with five or more 
responses, while total posts and conversa-
tions saw less severe decreases. 

The authors used a basic thematic cod-
ing approach (Biddix, 2018) to generate 
codes and then organize these into themes. 
To address concerns for rigor and quality 
(Shenton, 2004), the authors considered 

Figure 1. Summary of SAAL Listserv Data, January 2009 to January 2019 
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dependability (consistency in coding), cred-
ibility (believable from the perspective of 
the participants), and confirmability (veri-
fication by others). The authors addressed 
dependability by coding the results inde-
pendently and then comparing codes and 
themes. This resulted in some minor label 
and wording revisions and the decision to 
group themes chronologically. The authors 
addressed credibility by creating a blog post 
of the initial results and inviting the com-
munity to review the summary results. This 
resulted in some conversation about the 
findings, but not changes. Finally, the au-
thors addressed confirmability by having a 
member of SAAL who has served in various 
leadership roles since the founding of the 
organization review expanded results ap-
pearing in this article. This generated a few 
questions about organization that the au-
thors  found were easily defendable, which 
helped to validate the process and findings.

In addition to possible limitations relat-
ed to coding, there is some potential for se-
lection bias. Not all assessment profession-
als engage in the SAAL listserv and even 
among those who do, fewer post than join. 
It is likely that the authors missed some of 
the trends in the broader field, though the 
authors feel that including scholarship and 
training trends prior to this analysis helps to 
reflect a larger view of the field and address 
this concern. Further, setting a cut-off for 
themes at 5+ posts likely resulted in a lack of 
minor themes or a more diversity of discus-
sion. For example, the listserv has become 
a major source for job postings, but since 
those tend to be single posts, they were not 
reflected in this analysis. The authors intend 
to explore these trends in a future article. 
Following is a summary of findings, with an 
overview of the major conversations orga-
nized by theme and year. Thread titles (ini-
tial posts) are denoted by italics.

Development of the Field, Functions, 
and Tools (2009 to 2010)

Early discussions involved the process 
of developing an assessment office and 

centralizing functions. Robust conversa-
tions included assessment team roles and 
responsibilities, developing research pro-
tocols, managing data requests for outside 
research, and the benefits to incentives in 
assessment. Conversations such as these 
suggest that as higher education institutions 
broadened assessment initiatives to include 
student affairs functions, those tasked with 
coordinating the development of student af-
fairs assessment offices may have benefit-
ted from access to a listserv which allowed 
them to communicate with professionals 
already working in established assessment 
offices. 

For example, in a response to the de-
veloping research protocols listserv thread, 
one director of assessment and planning 
noted that they did not have a formal pro-
cess but had encountered some resistance 
when submitting ideas to a campus-wide 
committee. Others responded similarly, 
stating that their student affairs assessment 
office or team did not have formal process-
es at their institution. However, responses 
from individuals who worked within estab-
lished student affairs assessment offices 
often provided support and direction; their 
responses often included their institutions 
formalized processes and encouraged oth-
ers to contact them to discuss further. 

Another subset of conversations cen-
tered around assessing specific initiatives 
such as campus climate surveys, wellness 
assessment, and evaluations of conduct/
judicial procedure, and methodological con-
versations including surveying pre-college 
factors, and using Twitter in assessment. 
While these conversations were not as prev-
alent as office development, they suggest 
that practitioners from established assess-
ment offices were beginning to consider data 
collection and methodological questions. 

Discussions in these early years paral-
leled larger conversations about assessment 
in student affairs. Although assessment was 
not a new function for practitioners, em-
phasis on the role as a separate field was 
emerging. The SAAL listserv provided a 
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snapshot of the field during this time. New 
offices were established and utilized the list-
serv as an external source for support and 
direction, while other student affairs assess-
ment leaders began to both broaden their 
reach and become more specialized in their 
methods. 

Expanding Scope and Refining Methods 
(2011 to 2012)

Conversations in both 2011 and 2012 
showed assessment in student affairs con-
tinued to evolve and expand in terms of 
scope; specifically, discussion extended to 
what assessment entailed and what could 
be assessed. Prevalent conversations cen-
tered around non-cognitive assessments, 
assessing a students of concern commit-
tee, and assessing campus recreation and 
intramurals. These conversations reflected 
the increased push for student affairs pro-
fessionals to prove their worth on college 
campuses. 

The conversation around non-cognitive 
assessments provides an example of how 
SAAL members were attempting to broaden 
the scope of student affairs work. The initial 
message asked whether anyone knew of or 
used non-cognitive assessments that would 
measure commitment to college, social en-
gagement, metacognition skills, and career 
interests. Responses to the post were am-
ple; an assessment leader at a large uni-
versity suggested using a major strengths 
inventory to target students for various in-
terventions/program/services based on re-
sults, while another shared an article focus-
ing on assisting students in assessing their 
own skills and knowledge. Responders dis-
played both how professionals in the field 
were using more rigorous methods to iden-
tify at risk students and how ideas originally 
situated in academic affairs, such as meta-
cognition, were beginning to be utilized by 
student affairs professionals. 

Data collection tools and recommen-
dations for software and hardware gained 
prominence during this time. The most ro-
bust and continuing conversations involved 

card swipe tracking system, developing a 
social media survey instrument, and qualita-
tive software for assessment. The increased 
focus on technology centered around data 
collection suggests the field was adapting to 
increased technology use by students and 
moving beyond traditional data collection 
and analysis methodology. 

Diversity of Functions, Growth of the 
Field (2013 to 2014)

The 2013 to 2014 years were the most 
active listserv and facilitated the most di-
verse array of conversations. Prevalent 
discussions focused on specific sections 
of student affairs included assessing liv-
ing-learning communities and assess-
ing campus police departments. While the 
scope of student affairs assessment contin-
ued to expand, the importance of the work 
conducted also appeared to grow. For ex-
ample, a response to the assessing campus 
police departments thread from a director 
stated that they had worked with their po-
lice department on an assessment that they 
needed for accreditation. 

Conversations also reflected the in-
creased awareness of social justice in stu-
dent affairs. High reply social justice-related 
posts included assessment/research termi-
nology and inclusive language, campus cli-
mate survey for diversity, approaches to 
asking about gender on surveys, and as-
sessing self-efficacy of student employees 
in working with diverse others. The con-
versation centered on the use of the term 
“sub-population” in assessment work was 
particularly reflective of many conversa-
tions regarding social justice in higher ed-
ucation. The initial question prompted a 
response from a member who cited an arti-
cle and stated that “learning outcomes/evi-
dence based learning” are used as a “tool of 
colonization.” This conversation suggested 
divisive discourse had permeated the SAAL 
listserv. 

An expansion of data collection and 
analysis considerations is also notable. For 
example, there were robust replies to con-
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versations on communicating with students: 
Twitter, big data analytics in student affairs, 
survey apps, adding demographic variables 
to OrgSync, and informed consent for card 
swiping/tracking student participation. Par-
allel conversations during this time, such as 
acceptable responses rates and preventing 
survey/assessment fatigue, suggest a sus-
tained focus on identifying new ways to col-
lect data. 

Assessing Environments and Out-
comes, Methodology, Career Develop-
ment (2015 to 2016)

The 2015 and 2016 years exhibited a 
depth in the level of individual topics; fur-
ther, some discussions were revisited sever-
al times under the same or slightly revised 
topics. Campus climate surveys (EAB Cam-
pus Climate Survey and Campus climate as-
sessment instruments) reflect a continued 
interest in understanding how the college 
environment affects students. Additional 
threads about outcomes and assessment 
for conduct process, campus climate sur-
veys re: sexual assault, and sense of com-
munity and sense of belonging scales fur-
ther demonstrate this emphasis. Interest 
in campus climate surveys extended into 
2016. 

Writing, using, and teaching about learn-
ing outcomes gained prevalence, reflective 
of a shift in the field of assessment from 
transactional and attitudes, values, and be-
liefs to understanding what and how stu-
dents learn through their interactions with 
student affairs. Prominent topics included: 
co-curricular SLOs?, using rubrics in co-cur-
ricular activities to assess students’ skill, 
calling all co-curricular rubrics!, outcomes 
and assessment for conduct process, how 
outcomes are achieved--what do you call 
it?. Rubrics were also an important topic, 
occupying several different discussions for a 
total of 20 posts. 

Continued expansion of methodological 
considerations was a prominent theme as 
well, with discussions about the integrating 
qualitative data collection and specifically 

the impact of qualitative research/assess-
ment, and the use of photo data and focus 
groups and software for qualitative data 
analysis/coding. More specific to quantita-
tive data collection, there were a variety 
of topics on survey response rates, as well 
specific questions such as race/ethnicity, in-
vestigating population segments, response 
scales, and a long discussion on SPSS li-
censes.

The continued increase in assessment 
office scope and functional responsibility is 
reflected in multiple posts during this time. 
Personnel discussions shifted from assess-
ment office staffing, extending resources to 
others through colleges/universities with an 
assessment champion (decentralized struc-
ture). Conversations about professional de-
velopment and training (assessment related 
professional development, keynote recom-
mendation request, assessment skills) also 
emerged along with career-based discus-
sions (other duties as assigned - your story 
wanted!, career question about assessment 
positions, what would YOU recommend 
for someone in a new leading assessment 
role?).

From Learning to Teaching (2017 to 
2018)

The past two years of discussion have 
extended conversation about the reach and 
educational functions assessment profes-
sionals offer including professional devel-
opment/capacity (assessment retreats), 
statistics/research methods course, survey 
design workshop templates, practical stu-
dent affairs projects in graduate courses, 
goal writing worksheet, and logic models. 
While posts solicited advice for training and 
professional development, a key difference 
was the emergence of advice for teaching 
or finding help for others about assessment. 
This trend suggests a shift from learning 
about foundation as part of processional de-
velopment to a teaching function as a job 
responsibility. 

Specifically in 2017, data collection was 
the subject of multiple discussions. Topics 
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included: alcohol and drug assessment, 
athletics and career services, assessment of 
assessment offices, food service quality, as 
well as requests for examples of exit, de-
parture, and graduate/new alumni surveys. 
Two specific prominent discussions focused 
on methods for assessing food insecurity 
on campus and post-judicial assessment. 
In 2018, there were far fewer specific re-
quests, although two areas were promi-
nent: evaluation of weeks of welcome pro-
grams and health promotion assessment. 
The final prominent topic was a request for 
recommendations for a list of student en-
gagement platforms.

In terms of methodological consider-
ations, the most prominent discussion was 
a series of new topics focused on data re-
porting: student success dashboard, using 
Tableau in SA, student affairs annual re-
ports, student organization categories and 
reporting, assessment report samples, divi-
sion-dashboards, infographic software/plat-
forms, and templates for assessment and 
communication division wide. The majority 
of these discussions took place in 2017.

Summary of Minor and Major Trends
A broader of view of listserv discussion 

revealed two minor trends. A consistent 
thread over the past decade has been in 
tracking systems such as card swipe tech-
nologies. In addition, there has been an 
emphasis on assessing campus climate and 
the environment. Neither topic has reached 
major recommendations or conclusions, so 
these will continue to emerge as fiscal ac-
countability and retention/graduation re-
main important topics for student affairs. 
Two major trends, as demonstrated by con-
sistent postings, replies, and solicitations 
for information also emerged: profession-
alization of student affairs assessment and 
advancement in data collection, use, and 
reporting. 

With regard to professionalization, a 
broad view of the listserv conversations 
suggests assessment in student affairs has 
evolved from a skillset to a field since 2009. 

While there are some notable exceptions of 
full-time assessment professionals prior to 
this time, the codification, evolution, and 
expansion of the field in the past decade is 
reflected in much of the listserv discussion. 
The authors identified four major chrono-
logical trends as establishing an office and 
defining the scope of work, followed by pro-
fessional development and skill building, 
then staffing structure/organization and re-
fining the scope and responsibilities, and fi-
nally, extending capacity among staff and 
providing training and workshops. Three 
ongoing considerations included conducting 
program reviews, developing strategic plans 
and working with vendors selecting surveys 
and hardware.

While data reporting, dashboards, and 
formatting have been consistent topics 
throughout nearly a decade of discussion, 
the prior two years (and 2017 in particu-
larly) included the most discussion around 
these topics. The shift in methodological 
discussions in prior years from professional 
development in terms of building capacity, 
skills, and expanding data collection to re-
porting suggests that as a field, data col-
lection methods and requisite skills have 
become more systemized and perhaps codi-
fied across the field. These discussions sug-
gest the next evolution of the field in terms 
of methodology is in data reporting. Assess-
ment in student affairs has also shifted to-
ward learning as primary demonstrable out-
comes of participation in student affairs, as 
reflected in the emphasis on learning met-
rics and rubrics that evolved in listserv dis-
cussions.

Discussion and Implications
The field of student affairs assessment 

has grown exponentially in the past two 
decades, although some student affairs di-
visions are just beginning to focus on any 
assessment efforts. Student affairs assess-
ment professionals used to have extensive 
experience in other functional areas and/
or institutional researchers who focused on 
student affairs divisions. As student affairs 
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assessment services grow on campuses, 
there is more opportunity for younger pro-
fessionals to move into corresponding roles, 
rather than being reserved for more sea-
soned professionals. They gain assessment 
experience in their graduate programs, as 
well as within functional areas who have rec-
ognized the need to assess their programs 
and services. Some student affairs depart-
ments hire full-time assessment profession-
als, rather than having the assessment role 
solely at the division level. 

Over time, as student affairs assess-
ment matures and is ingrained in units, 
student affairs assessment offices and staff 
need to develop processes and plans to be 
able to accomplish the increasing respon-
sibility and workload. This can include se-
lecting and training on survey and statistical 
analysis software; creating templates and 
timeframes for assessment plans, individual 
projects, and annual reports; using project 
management tools and software to manage 
the work; and contributing to the larger as-
sessment work on campus. This develop-
mental time is an opportunity to collaborate 
with others across campus in data sharing, 
answering “big” questions about the student 
experience, and contributing to accredita-
tion efforts. 

Student affairs divisions still face ac-
countability, even more so than in the past. 
Student affairs/services is/should be includ-
ed in accreditation processes, reports, and 
reviews. Budget decisions are being made 
based on assessment because higher edu-
cation funding sources continue to change 
and/or decrease. Stakeholders want to 
know the contribution that student affairs 
is making to the mission of the institution 
and student success. There need to be qual-
ified, well-informed assessment profession-
als who can show accurate contributions to 
student success, as well as consistent use of 
assessment results to create improvements. 

The future will only become more com-
plex as student affairs assessment results 
yield more complex questions, as institutions 
re-envision their futures, and as technolo-

gy expands in ways not yet comprehended. 
This complexity provides opportunities for 
collaboration with academic affairs, institu-
tional effectiveness/research, information 
technology offices, and other campus part-
ners. If not already occurring, assessment, 
evaluation, and research representatives 
need to create shared definitions, processes 
for accessing and analyzing data, and deter-
mining delegation of duties. These conver-
sations can be challenging when staff have 
ownership of their data and processes, but 
creating consistency and partnerships can 
yield valuable results. 

Technology and data will continue to 
drive the field. What data do we currently 
have? What do we need? How can we collect 
it? How do we report it? How do we keep 
data secure? The listserv discussions about 
survey technology and card swipe data indi-
cate that campuses will continue to grapple 
with new technologies, their cost, and their 
functionality. Most institutions have been 
siloed in their data collection and storage. 
Combining data from a multitude of soft-
ware platforms can be a challenge. Stake-
holders expect instant access to data on a 
user-friendly website, but most campuses 
do not have the infrastructure to meet all 
of those demands in a short period of time. 

The need for professional development 
and training still exists. Some preparation 
programs have a semester or year of as-
sessment and research methods, but not all 
do. Some staff get it added as “other du-
ties as assigned” and do not have any foun-
dation in the field. Campuses, professional 
associations, and individuals have respon-
sibility to develop skills and competencies. 
The ACPA/NASPA assessment, evaluation, 
and research competencies, ASK Standards 
and the CAS Standards related to assess-
ment services provide a basic roadmap for 
individuals and units with assessment re-
sponsibilities. Campuses and professional 
organizations can help fill the void with con-
ferences, webinars, and consultant visits.

Over time, the topics of student affairs 
assessment have become more complex. 
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In the early days, student affairs assess-
ment professionals focused on satisfaction 
and needs, then moved to how to assess 
co-curricular learning in a meaningful, man-
ageable way. Today’s student affairs assess-
ment professionals commonly grapple with 
campus climate related to diversity and in-
clusion, sexual misconduct/Title IX, hazing, 
mental health, food and housing insecurity, 
gender identity, and more. While student 
affairs assessment professionals may coor-
dinate the data collection, they may not be 
the people who use the data for improve-
ment. Before data collection, the student 
affairs assessment professional has the re-
sponsibility to talk to the appropriate staff 
about how the data will be collected, used, 
shared, and analyzed. Those can be tough 
conversations, but need to happen early in 
the process to avoid confusion, frustration, 
and harm.

As the field becomes more complex, it 
is important to pay close attention to ethics 
and politics. This can be a revelation to even 
seasoned professionals. This area moves be-
yond the day-to-day assessment work and 
focuses on the broader issues. How are peo-
ple using student affairs assessment data? 
Do student affairs assessment staff operate 
under a code of ethics? How can they de-
cide on and communicate their standards 
to avoid getting into ethical dilemmas? Who 
has power in decision-making? . The value 
of assessment continues to unfold. Division 
and campus leadership need to continue to 
champion assessment in a thoughtful way.
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