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Abstract

Recent research has shown that student affairs practitioners are characterized as leadership educators by 
experts in their field, but leadership education traditionally is not part of a student affairs preparatory program, 
nor is leadership education a commonly discussed professional competency. Using two simultaneous Delphi 
panels, Group A: Student Affairs Practitioners/Managers (n=17) and Group B: Student Affairs Preparatory 
Program Faculty/Directors (n=20), this study sought to ascertain the competencies required of entry-level 
student affairs leadership educators. Between the two panels, 128 unique competencies were identified. Four 
recommendations are provided to strengthen the professional development of student affairs leadership 
educators.

Introduction

The continued expansion of co-curricular leadership 
initiatives offered through student affairs provides 
diverse opportunities for students interested in their 
growth as leaders. Yet, leadership education is not 
universally defined nor is there a common approach 
for teaching leadership (Brungardt, 1996; Jenkins & 
Owen, 2016). Hence, the leadership development 
of college students is an expanding area of interest 
and research within academic and student affairs 
(Burns, 1995). Much of the current research focuses 
on how individuals gain leadership knowledge rather 
than their development as leaders (Keating et al., 
2014) or the developmental path chosen (Rosch et 
al., 2015). Research is also limited on the preparation 
of collegiate leadership educators (Guthrie & Jenkins, 
2018; Jenkins & Owen, 2016), within either context.

Leadership researchers from both academic and 
student affairs paradigms readily admit that neither 
has exclusive rights to leadership education. Both 
sides recount how leadership learning transcends the 
formal classroom (Guthrie & Jenkins, 2018; Hartman 
et al., 2015;  Jenkins & Owen, 2016), and that the 
leadership learning occurring outside the classroom 
has potential to equal the value of leadership learning 
within the classroom (Buschlen & Guthrie, 2014). 
The varied leadership development opportunities in 
student affairs provide a space wherein students can 
practice and grow their leadership competences in a 
lower-risk environment (Guthrie & Jenkins, 2018).  

Many college students are at a developmental stage 
where they “may form key motives, values, and 
aspects of identity that could shape their future 
actions and behaviors as leaders” (Waldman et al., 
2012, p. 158). College is a time for personal exploration 
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and growth, which includes learning their leadership 
identity (Komives et al., 2006). Just as students can be 
influenced toward professions through interaction 
with their professors or supervisors, students can 
also be influenced by those teaching leadership 
principles (Parks, 2005; Thompson, 2013).

One challenge with examining student affairs 
practitioners as leadership educators is that 
many never engaged in formal leadership studies 
coursework, as leadership education, formal or 
informal, is not a primary learning objective of 
student affairs preparatory programs (Dugan & 
Osteen, 2016). Student affairs practitioners tend 
to have advanced degrees in higher education 
administration or closely related fields and not 
leadership education/studies (Jenkins, 2012; Jenkins 
& Owen, 2016; O’Brien, 2018). Consequently, student 
affairs practitioners desiring to develop the leadership 
competency and capacity in their students must 
seek out professional development opportunities 
to gain the necessary leadership competencies they 
endeavor to teach students. Compounding the issue 
is the lack of a common list of competencies needed 
to be a leadership educator (Jenkins & Owen, 2016). 
Thus, the purpose of this study was to explore the 
leadership educator competencies needed by entry-
level student affairs practitioners. This study was 
guided by the following research questions:

1.	 How do student affairs practitioners/
managers describe competence in 
leadership education for entry-level 
student affairs practitioners? 

2.	 How do student affairs preparatory 
program directors describe 
competence in leadership education 
for entry-level student affairs 
practitioners? 

Literature Review

Leadership education encompasses both academic 
and student affairs (Buschlen & Guthrie, 2014; 
Guthrie & Jenkins, 2018; Hartman et al., 2015; Jenkins 
& Owen, 2016). Gone are the days when leadership 
education was only found in a formal classroom. 
Students now have extensive opportunities for 
leadership development housed within student 
affairs (Brungardt, 1996; Burns, 1995); the co-
curricular context of leadership development. 
Although student affairs practitioners are considered 
leadership educators by experts in their field (Dunn 
et al., 2019), the professional preparation of student 
affairs leadership educators has not been well 
researched (Jenkins, 2012; Jenkins & Owen, 2016). 

Before conducting an examination of leadership 
educators, it is important to distinguish between 
leadership development and leadership education. 
Leadership development is the broad umbrella term 
for an individual’s growth or advancement in their 
leadership capacity and competency throughout 
their life (Day, 2001). Leadership education falls 
under this umbrella and is the means through which 
individuals who are committed to and engaged in 
the leadership process learn, hone, and practice 
these leadership competencies over time (Guthrie & 
Jenkins, 2018; Northouse, 2019). Subsequently, the 
field of student affairs is recognized as an applied 
context for leadership education.

Framing leadership as process rather than position 
implies leadership can be learned as well as taught 
(Northouse, 2019; Roberts, 2007). However, what 
should leadership educators teach; as there is no 
universally accepted definition of leadership, nor 
is there agreement on the developmental process, 
the scaffolding of the curriculum, or where to house 
collegiate leadership programs (Rosch et al., 2017). 
Hartman et al. (2015) commented that unlike other 
disciplines, “there is little agreement on even the the 
basic fundamentals” of leadership education (p.
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455), which is “problematic because a template for 
appropriately scaffolding information does not exist” 
(p.456). Compounding the issue is the considerable 
breadth of what institutions and individuals consider 
a leadership program and the varied objectives 
associated with each (Rosch et al., 2017). Having limited 
experience with academic coursework in leadership 
studies and andragogy, leadership educators within 
student affairs can find it challenging to know which 
leadership competencies are essential and how to 
teach them effectively (Komives et al., 2011).  

The concept of professional competencies is not new 
to student affairs (e.g. Burkard et al., 2005; Herdlein 
et al., 2010; Kuk et al., 2007; O’Brien, 2018), yet there 
is little consensus. Debate has occurred over how 
new professionals are prepared (Herdlein et al., 
2013) and the required competencies for early career 
success (Cuyjet et al., 2009). Nevertheless, student 
affairs preparatory programs use competencies to 
measure a student’s proficiency prior to entering the 
profession (Dickerson et al., 2011; Jones & Voorhees, 
2002; Kuk & Banning, 2009; O’Brien, 2018) and the 
productivity of the preparatory program (Hyman, 

1988; Waple, 2006). Professional competencies 
“promote consistency and effectiveness among 
practitioners, especially those who enter the field 
from a variety of backgrounds” (O’Brien, 2018, p. 274). 

The most commonly recognized set of professional 
guidelines for student affairs comes from the Council 
for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education 
(CAS). However, these are voluntary standards without 
quality control processes to ensure compliance. 
Moreover, the choices given to the programs to meet 
these standards do not ensure all graduates are 
“consistently gaining the knowledge and skills from 
preparation programs that are expected of them 
from student affairs administrators” (Kuk et al., 2007, 
p. 665). While Student Leadership Programs is one 
of the 45 specialty area standards published by CAS, 
the professional preparation, meaning the formal 
education and training as leadership educators, of 
those who direct or teach in such programs is not 
addressed (CAS, 2017). See Figure 1.

Figure 1. “Standards for Student Leadership Programs” suggested competencies for leadership educators (as cited in 
Jenkins & Owen, 2016)
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The quality of preparation entry-level student affairs 
professionals receive in their master’s programs 
has been the focus of multiple studies (e.g. Burkard 
et al., 2005; Dickerson et al., 2011; Herdlein et al., 
2010; Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Kuk & Banning, 2009; 
Kuk et al., 2007) and is vital for the maturation of a 
profession (Cuyjet et al., 2009). However, only limited 
consensus of the competencies needed by entry-
level student affairs professionals has emerged 
(Herdlein et al., 2013; Waple, 2006). Master’s program 
faculty and student affairs practitioners tend to 
have significant differences in their perceptions of 
possession of competencies in entry-level student 
affairs practitioners (Kuk et al., 2007; Miles, 2007), the 
competencies needed to be successful as a student 
affairs practitioner (Hyman, 1985), where these 
competencies should be obtained (Kuk et al., 2007), 
and what should be taught (Herdlein et al., 2013).  

The trend in competency research reached a peak 
in 2015, with the ACPA/NASPA taskforce to identify 
and categorize the competencies student affairs 
practitioners needed to be successful (Eanes et al., 
2015; O’Brien, 2018). The result was a list of ten 
competencies ranging from technology to personal 
and ethical foundations. Leadership, in terms of 
being a positional leader within the organization, 
was included; however, leadership education and 
leadership educator professional preparation were 
not (Eanes et al., 2015).  

Methods

A classic Delphi approach was used. This study, as 
part of a larger study, was conducted to stimulate 
and distill group opinions (Dalkey, 1969a; Delbecq 
et al., 1975; Franklin & Hart, 2007). A diverse group 
of qualified experts from across student affairs were 
purposively chosen as the panel of experts to elicit a 
wide range of opinions (Buriak & Shinn, 1989; Dalkey 
1969a; Delbecq et al., 1975; Rayens & Hahn, 2000; 
Schmidt, 1997). 

Population.  To understand the preparation of entry-
level student affairs leadership educators, one needs 

to consider both the academic and experiential 
perspectives (Herdlein et al., 2013; Kuk et al., 2007). 
Previous research has shown that student affairs 
practitioners and preparatory program faculty 
view the necessary competencies of student affairs 
practitioners differently (Hyman, 1985; Kuk et al., 
2007; Miles, 2007). Consequently, two separate 
Delphi panels were conducted concurrently: Group A 
– Student Affairs Practitioners and Group B – Student 
Affairs Preparatory Program Directors.

For most, their master’s coursework is the first 
scholarly exploration of student affairs as an 
academic field, thus preparatory program faculty are 
responsible for how pre-service practitioners view 
the theoretical and research basis of the profession 
(Herdlein et al.2013; Kuk et al., 2007). However, as 
Burkard et al.  (2005) noted, “no one may be better 
positioned to help us understand the necessary entry-
level competencies of a student affairs professional 
than those individuals who recruit, select, hire, and 
supervise such staff members” (p. 286). While the 
findings of this study are focused on entry-level 
student affairs practitioners, they were excluded 
from the population as they do not always know, 
or may have an inflated sense of, the competencies 
needed to be successful in their chosen profession 
(Cuyjet et al., 2009).

Participants were purposively selected for each 
Delphi panel based on their experience or expertise 
in leadership education within student affairs 
(Delbecq et al., 1975; Linstone & Turoff, 1975; Rayens 
& Hahn, 2000). The depth of their experience was 
such that their opinions are seen as credible and 
representative (Delbecq et al., 1975; Franklin & Hart, 
2007). A sampling frame was used for selection of 
each panel. Panelists needed to have demonstrated 
experience or expertise in (a) student affairs as a 
profession and (b) initiatives to foster the leadership 
development of college students. Expertise was 
determined as meeting at least three of the following 
criteria:

1.	Three or more years of experience as 
a full-time student affairs practitioner or 
researcher
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2.	Three or more years of experience with 
college student leadership development

3.	Three or more years supervising entry-
level student affairs practitioners

4.	Three or more years of experience as 
a preparatory student affairs program 
director/coordinator

5.	Three or more years teaching in a 
preparatory student affairs master’s 
program

Two Samples.  A common belief is larger groups 
provide a more accurate representation of the voice 
or opinion of said group. However, Dalkey (1969b) 
determined that the opinion of large groups could 
accurately be represented with only 13 individuals, 
while also satisfactorily answering questions of 
process reliability. It was anticipated that not all 
participants would complete all rounds of the study, 
thus the target was to recruit a minimum of 17 
participants per panel.  

The search for potential participants began with an 
examination of the Journal of Student Affairs Research 
and Practice and the Journal of College Student 
Development, between the years of 2008 and 2018. 
This search did not produce a large enough pool of 
student affairs professionals to establish a Delphi 
panel for either group. Subsequently, but within 
the aim to uphold the original intent of the study, 
five additional journals were examined (the Journal 
of Leadership Education, College Student Journal, 
NASPA Journal, College Student Affairs Journal, and 
Research and Practice in Assessment).  

The search focused on articles related to necessary 
competencies for student affairs practitioners or 
leadership education in student affairs. Only the 
identified authors who met the participant criteria 
were invited to participate and were asked to 
nominate a student affairs colleague or student 
affairs preparatory program director who met the 
included selection criteria. Once each panel had 17-
20 unique participants, invitations ceased.

Through this process, 32 student affairs practitioners 

were identified (Group A) and 17 agreed to participate. 
All were employed at public institutions and had 
varied experience within student affairs. Attrition in 
Group A occurred (from 17 to 13). Traditionally, a 
student affairs preparatory program is a two-year, 
residential master’s program with a required clinical 
paraprofessional practice. Fifty-seven directors of 
traditional student affairs programs were invited, 
but only 10 agreed to participate (Group B). Thus, the 
online ACPA membership roster was searched for 
additional directors of traditional programs, which 
yielded 10 more names. Both public and private 
institutions were represented. All 20 participants 
held a higher education/student affairs faculty 
appointment at the time of the study. Attrition in 
Group B also occurred (from 20 to 15). Participants are 
described only by the meeting of a pre-determined 
criteria of expertise, not through demographics 
(Dalkey, 1969b).

Instrumentation.  Both panels were asked the 
same open-ended questions to maximize the range 
of responses; thereby increasing the prospect of 
producing the most important items (Schmidt, 1997). 
Three rounds were needed to reach item rating 
stabilization. 

Round 1 – Opinion Collection.  The initial 
survey was sent to both Groups A and 
B via email with a group-specific link to 
the online survey. Using content analysis 
techniques (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), 
responses were analyzed individually 
for each panel. Within each panel, 
similar statements were combined, and 
compound statements were separated 
before all unique statements were added 
to the Round 2 instrument (Linstone 
& Turoff, 1975; Schmidt, 1997). The 
responses were not edited.

Round 2 – Rating the Opinions.  A 
personalized link to the panel-specific 
Round 2 survey was emailed to each 
expert who completed round 1. Using 
a 5-point response scale with 1 = Not at 
all Important to 5 = Extremely Important, 
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participants were asked to rate the level 
of importance they associated with each 
statement (Delbecq et al., 1975; Linstone 
& Turoff, 1975). At the end of each section, 
participants were given the opportunity 
to include other item(s) they believed 
important.  

Round 3 – Developing Consensus.  
Frequency distributions were used to 
extract and hone the responses received 
from round 2 (Buriak & Shinn, 1989). In 
efforts to explore a wide variety of opinions, 
any statement where at least 50% of the 
participants (na  ≥ 8; nb ≥ 7) responded 
‘important’ (rating of 4) or ‘extremely 
important’ (rating of 5) were carried over 
to the group-specific instrument for round 
3 (Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004; Schmidt, 1997). 
The threshold of 50% was set a priori.   

The personalized Round 3 surveys 
included each expert’s round 2 response, 
and the frequency distributions of the 
‘important’ and ‘extremely important’ 
responses from the other panelists for 
each statement. Participants could change 
their response to ‘moderately important,’ 
‘important,’ ‘extremely important,’ or keep 
it as is. Any additional items that emerged 
from round 2 were included at the end of 
the applicable section. Participants were 
asked to rate these new items using the 
same 5-point response scale as in round 
2. A supermajority of 75% or greater (na  ≥ 
10; nb ≥ 12) expert agreement of an item 
being ‘important’ or ‘extremely important’ 
at the end of round 3 was the measure of 
consensus and was set a priori.

Research Approach and Analysis

A constructivist, interpretive, qualitative research 
design was used (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Data were 
gathered from participants and then analyzed to 
identify necessary competencies, using an inductive 

process. Frequencies and counts were used to 
help facilitate consensus within each panel while 
identifying the divergence of opinions between 
panels (Rayens & Hahn, 2000). Stability, or the lack of 
variance in attitudes or opinions of the Delphi experts, 
can be seen as a sign of consensus or congruence on 
an item (Crisp et al., 1997). 

Findings

The research questions driving this study were, 
How do (1) student affairs practitioners and (2) 
preparatory program faculty describe competence 
in leadership education for entry-level student 
affairs practitioners? To address these questions, 
the following query was asked of all panelists: What 
leadership education knowledge, skills, abilities, and 
attributes are required for entry-level student affairs 
practitioners?

Group A: Student Affairs Practitioners/Managers.  
Group A generated 93 unique items in round 1, which 
comprised the Round 2 survey. For readability and to 
reduce participant fatigue, the Round 2 survey was 
divided into component-specific blocks: knowledge 
(26 items), skills (32 items), and abilities/attributes 
(35 items). Twelve of the 13 Group A experts elected 
to change at least one of their round 2 scores. At the 
end of round 3, more than 85% of the responses (n = 
789) were not changed from round 2. This stability in 
the data indicates a certain level of confidence in the 
experts’ responses. Of the 134 responses that were 
changed, 79.85% (n = 107), were changed to a higher 
level of importance; thereby reinforcing the initial 
importance associated with these items. 

Table 1 details the required leadership educator 
knowledge responses for Group A. Items are 
organized in descending order of round 3 frequency 
counts. The summated ‘important’ and ‘extremely 
important’ responses for each item are detailed. Of 
the 26 knowledge items generated from round 1 and 
rated in round 2, 19 met the criteria to be forwarded 
to round 3. The seven items not forwarded are 
included in Table 2. Four ‘other’ knowledge items
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emerged in round 2 and were initially rated in round 
3: knowledge of social justice, knowledge of when to 
be a follower, instructional strategies that expand 
curricular & co-curricular programs, and how students 
learn leadership. Of the 21 knowledge items rated 
in round 3, 17 were considered required for entry-
level student affairs leadership educators, including 
two items generated from the ‘other’ responses. 

While familiarity with leadership theories and the 
leadership competency outlined in the ACPA/NASPA 
professional competencies were initially mentioned 
as necessary, both failed to reach the criteria for 
advancement to the third round of the study, and 
ultimately were not considered required knowledge 
for entry-level student affairs leadership educators.

* Item did not meet the 75% supermajority at the end of round 3 and was not considered in final ranking
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Table 3 details the required leadership educator 
skills for Group A and is organized likewise to Table 
1. Of the 32 skill items generated in round 1, 26 met 
the criteria to advance to round 3. The six items not 
advanced are included in Table 4. No ‘other’ skills were 
identified in round 2. Twenty-one skills items met the 
criteria to be regarded as required for entry-level 
student affairs leadership educators. Considering 
the time entry-level student affairs leadership 

educators spend advising student organizations 
and meeting with students, it was surprising that 
managing meetings and effective supervision did 
not advance beyond round 2 (see Table 4). But it was 
not surprising that practical strategic planning did 
not advance through the Delphi process, as strategic 
planning typically is beyond the job responsibilities of 
entry-level employees.

 
* Item did not meet the 75% supermajority at the end of round 3 and was not considered in final ranking
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Table 5 details the required abilities or attributes of a 
student affairs leadership educator and is organized 
in like manner to Table 1. Thirty-five items were 
identified in round 1 and 26 were advanced to round 

3. The nine items that were not advanced are listed 
in Table 6. Of interest is the stagnation of the item 
‘ability to relate to novice leaders.’ No ‘other’ abilities/
attributes items were identified in round 2.

* Item did not meet the 75% supermajority at the end of round 3 and was not considered in final ranking
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Group B: Student Affairs Preparatory Program 
Directors.  Group B experts generated 116 unique 
items in round 1, which were included in the Round 
2 survey. Like the Round 2 survey for Group A, 
the Round 2 survey for Group B was divided into 
component-specific blocks: knowledge (33 items), 
skills (30 items), and abilities/attributes (53 items).

All but three of the Group B experts elected to 
change at least one of their round 2 scores. At 
the end of round 3, over 86% of the responses 
(n = 1,296) were not changed from round 2. This 
limited change shows a level of confidence in the 
participants’ responses. Of the 204 responses that 
were changed, 89.22% (n = 182) were changed to 

a higher level of importance; reinforcing the initial 
importance the participants associated with these 
items.  

Table 7 details the required leadership educator 
knowledge responses for Group B and is similarly 
organized to Table 1. Of the 33 knowledge items, 
25 met the criteria to be advanced to round 3. The 
eight remaining items are included in Table 8. Four 
‘other’ knowledge items emerged from round 2 and 
were initially rated in round 3. At the end of round 
3, 22 knowledge items were considered required 
for entry-level student affairs leadership educators, 
including one ‘other’ response from round 2.   

* Item did not meet the 75% supermajority at the end of round 3 and was not considered in final ranking
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The required leadership educator skills responses 
for Group B are described in Table 9, again 
formatted to Table 1. All 30 skill items generated 
from round 1 met the advancement criteria for 
round 3. Creativity was identified in round 2 as an 

additional skill and included in round 3 for initial 
rating, but was not considered a required skill. Of 
the 30 skills initially named, 21 met the criteria to be 
considered required for entry-level student affairs 
leadership educators. 

* Item did not meet the 75% supermajority at the end of round 3 and was not considered in final ranking
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Table 10, organized to Table 1, details the required 
abilities or attributes of a student affairs leadership 
educator as identified by Group B. Fifty-three ability/
attribute items were named in round 1 and 45 met 
the criteria to advance to round 3. The eight items 
that did not meet the advancement criteria are 
listed in Table 11. Group B experts did not find the 

possession of strong personal values nor the ability 
to help students become active citizens in their 
community to be required abilities or attributes of 
effective leadership educators. One ‘other’ item, 
incorporation of service-learning, was identified in 
round 2 and rated in round 3 but was not found to 
be a required ability.

* Item did not meet the 75% supermajority at the end of round 3 and was not considered in final ranking
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Conclusions

The lists of the required leadership educator 
competencies for entry-level student affairs 
leadership educators generated by the two 
Delphi panels were fairly distinctive. This finding 
is consistent with previous research that student 
affairs practitioners and student affairs preparatory 
program faculty disagree on the competencies 
needed to be a successful student affairs practitioner 
(Hyman, 1985; Kuk et al., 2007; Miles, 2007). In total, 

141 competencies were identified, 60 for Group 
A and 81 for Group B, but only 13 (9.22%) were 
duplicated between the two panels (Table 12). The 
most duplication came in the skills list, with seven of 
the 42 items (16.7%) repeated. Only one of the 141 
identified competencies, ‘openness towards and 
inclusivity of all identities’ had a consensus rating 
in every round, as Group B experts repeatedly and 
unanimously identified it ‘extremely important.’   

The lack of duplication was also seen within the 
competencies identified by each panel. Only three of 
the 60 competencies (5%) identified by Group A were 
repeated: ‘change process’ (knowledge and abilities/
attributes), ‘self-awareness’, and ‘awareness of others’ 
(both knowledge and skills). For Group B, none of the 
81 competencies identified were repeated.

One potential reason for the divergence between the 
panels is that each appears to have responded with 
items analogous to their respective duties within the 
institution. Student Affairs practitioners tend to work 
with a wide array of students who have an equally 
wide range of leadership experience and competency. 
Thus, it is appropriate that they identified more 
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practical, hands-on competencies and best practices 
applicable, regardless of functional area, to a broad 
audience with varying levels of leadership proficiency. 
Moreover, the lack of familiarity with the theoretical 
or conceptual aspects of leadership education could 
have influenced their responses.

However, the stagnation of the ‘ability to work with 
novice leaders’ raises additional questions. If student 
affairs practitioners routinely work with students 
with varying levels of leadership experience and 
competency, it follows that the ability to relate to 
novice leaders would be important. Thus, it begs 
the question, do practitioners believe novice leaders 
have no place in student affairs leadership initiatives 
or do they believe the students engaging in student 
affairs leadership initiatives should not be considered 
novice leaders?

In contrast, Group B experts identified more 
conceptually focused competencies. A significant 
portion of a faculty member’s job is the dissemination 
of knowledge. Thus, it was expected that the Group 
B experts identified competencies with a more 
conceptual leaning. Likewise, the general applicability 
of the identified competencies to any student affairs 
practitioner was not surprising, as student affairs 
preparatory program faculty are responsible for 
training student affairs generalists, not functional 
area experts. But the lack of leadership theory 
and practice concepts identified by Group B was 
unexpected, especially since preparatory program 
faculty members consider entry-level student affairs 
practitioners to be leadership educators (Dunn et al., 
2019). Only 12 of the 81 competencies (14.8%) can be 
directly connected to leadership education.  

Data reduction is a prominent component of the 
Delphi technique, so the final results are only as 
good as the original data. Subsequently, the lead 
researcher returned to the initial data provided 
by Group B (Tables 7 to 11) to determine if items 
more closely connected to leadership education 
principles were identified initially but were deemed 
less important. In terms of required knowledge 
(Table 8) several items closely related to leadership 

education were proposed but none met the criteria 
for advancement. In fact, the item Group B found 
least important was ‘knowledge of the evolution of 
leadership theory.’ Two of the new items proposed 
in round 2, ‘personal definitions of leadership’ and 
‘relational aspects of leader-follower relationships or 
opportunities,’ were clearly connected to leadership 
education theory and practice. Yet, neither item met 
the criteria to be forwarded to the next round. All 
skill items from round 2 were advanced to round 3 
(Table 9), so the lack of leadership education specific 
skills at the end is a direct result of not having any at 
the beginning. The original abilities/attributes items 
include three closely related to leadership education, 
but again none met the criteria to be advanced to the 
next round (Table 11).

CAS proposed nine professional standards for 
the student affairs practitioners who oversee co-
curricular leadership programs (Figure 1). Five 
standards were identified by both panels, with Group 
A identifying three additional standards for a total of 
eight. However, one professional competency was not 
included in either expert panel list - understanding 
how social identity influences one’s leadership 
(Figure 2). 
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Unexpectedly, Group B experts included just over 
half of the CAS professional standards. These 
individuals are student affairs content and context 
experts, whose primary job is to teach and train 
the next generation of student affairs practitioners 
and researchers, but they did not include many of 
the standards by which the profession is measured. 
The fact that CAS was not mentioned by the student 
affairs faculty panel in any of the rounds of data 
collection (see Tables 7 to 11), and then only half 
of the competencies were identified individually 
without a connection to their association with CAS at 
the end of the study, begs the question: is CAS and 
its professional standards still relevant today when it 
comes to leadership education in the student affairs 
context?

However, student affairs practitioners still find CAS 
relevant. Unlike their counterparts, Group A experts 
listed eight of the nine competencies identified by 
CAS from the very beginning of the study. This result 
shows a disconnect between the two panels. If the 
student affairs faculty experts do not immediately 

think of the professional competencies promoted 
by CAS, then where and how did the practitioners 
become familiar enough with them that eight of the 
nine professional competencies readily came to mind 
when asked the original question? 

Recommendations

This study confirmed previous research that student 
affairs practitioners and faculty members do not 
always agree on what professional competencies are 
needed to be a successful student affairs professional 
and expanded the discussion of professional 
competencies into the area of leadership educator 
professional preparation. While their differences 
are understandable, this disagreement contributes 
to the on-going gap between theory and practice 
within co-curricular leadership education. In efforts 
to help bridge this gap, four recommendations are 
presented. 

First, increased communication is needed. Not only 
between student affairs practitioners who

Figure 2. “Comparisons of Delphi group results to the “Standards for Student Leadership Programs” suggested 
competencies for leadership educators (as cited in Jenkins & Owen, 2016)
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supervise graduate students and preparatory 
program faculty, but also between the graduate 
students and their supervisors and faculty members. 
If learning in and out of the classroom is to be 
reinforced, more meaningful partnerships between 
those whose primary role is to facilitate that learning 
must be created. Moreover, the role student affairs 
practitioners play as leadership educators needs to be 
clearly articulated to those enrolled in the preparatory 
programs, regardless of desired functional area after 
graduation. They need to understand professional 
expectations prior to entering the profession full-
time, in order to take advantage of educational or 
other development opportunities to fill any perceived 
gaps prior to graduation.  

Second, we recommend that leadership studies 
faculty and student affairs practioners work to build 
more intentional partnerships. Having leadership 
education scholars and student affairs practitioners 
working collaboratively, in both research and 
leadership education initiatives, such as formal 
classes, trainings, or other professional development 
offerings, provides opportunities to learn from each 
other and advance both fields. These partnerships can 
also strengthen the leadership education and training 
of pre-service student affairs leadership educators, 
as well as current student affairs practitioners, which 
in turn can strengthen and reinforce the leadership 
education happening in both curricular and co-
curricular spaces. 

Third, while this study examined the leadership 
educator competencies required for entry-level 
student affairs practitioners, expanding the study to 
include student affairs practitioners at multiple career 
levels could be useful. Previous research shows that 
an individual’s role or professional position within 
student affairs influences the perceived relevance 
of and demonstrated proficiency in professional 
competencies in general (Herdlein et al., 2013). It 
could be useful to examine if this trend also holds for 
leadership educator competencies as an individual 
advances within the organization, which could 
inform professional development and continuing 
education programming content for all student 

affairs practitioners.  

Fourth, we recommend exploring the relationship 
between social identities and how leadership is 
both taught and demonstrated. As neither expert 
panel identified an understanding of the relationship 
between social identity and leadership as a required 
competency for entry-level student affairs leadership 
educators, but CAS identified it as one of the nine 
competencies for those who manage/coordinate 
leadership programs, there is a gap that needs to 
be explored.  This gap also raises other questions, 
such as: Do the espoused social identities of the 
leadership educator influence how they teach and 
train others to be effective leaders? And is there a 
professional leadership educator identity for student 
affairs leadership educators? Additional research is 
needed.
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