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Innovation in Research and Scholarship Feature

Self-Authorship in Student Affairs: A
Developmental Paradox

Rebecca Shetty, Emory University
Vivechkanand S. Chunoo, Florida State University

Bradley E. Cox, Florida State University

The emerging millennial generation of young professionals in student
affairs, often accused of being shielded from many of life’s developmen-
tally stimulating challenges, may not be sufficiently self-authored to effec-
tively facilitate epistemological, intrapersonal, and interpersonal
development among their students. Contrary to expectations, however,
results from this study suggest current graduate assistants and recent
job-changers have higher levels of self-authorship than their colleagues.
Implications for graduate preparation, professional practice, and future
research are discussed.

The field of student affairs historically emphasizes the holistic development of college

students (American Council on Education, 1937, 1949). Statements by the National

Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) and the American College

Personnel Association (ACPA) (Keeling, 2004) have reaffirmed holistic student development as

a centerpiece of student affairs practice, while theorists have linked such development to key

student success outcomes, including social, academic, psychological, and physical wellness (Hodge,

Baxter Magolda, & Haynes, 2009). Holistic development encompasses growth across multiple

domains of students’ lives, including the epistemological, intrapersonal, and interpersonal domains

specified in Baxter Magolda’s (2001) theory of self-authorship. Baxter Magolda (2002) has argued

part of a student affairs professional’s role includes assisting students along their journey to self-

authorship. The theory of self-authorship, described in more detail in the literature review section,

outlines four phases of personal development, with Phases 3 and 4 considered those at which an

individual is said to be self-authored.

To facilitate self-authorship among their students, Baxter Magolda (2012) noted, “educators
who take up the challenge of helping students become self-authoring must have gone through this

process themselves” (p. 32). Baxter Magolda’s (2001) own longitudinal study, however, found
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individuals generally do not cross the threshold into Phase 3 of self-authorship (becoming the

author of one’s life) until their late 20s or early 30s. Her longitudinal study of 39 traditionally aged

Miami University students demonstrated that not all of them had developed self-authorship even a

decade after leaving college. The field of student affairs faces a developmental paradox: Expecting

entry-level student affairs practitioners, many of whom are charged with promoting the holistic

development of undergraduates while only a few years removed from the undergraduate experience

themselves, to have developed their own self-authorship sufficiently to serve as effective guides for

undergraduate students on their self-authorship journeys might be unreasonable.

This developmental paradox presents an important issue for a variety of constituents. This

paradox should concern undergraduates, whose development while in college relies, in part, upon

the ability of student affairs practitioners to shape the college experience in ways that foster holistic

student development. The paradox should also trouble student affairs graduate programs that

typically serve as the last formal training ground during which entry-level student affairs practi-

tioners could be expected to gain a sense of self-authorship before entering the workforce. These

programs may be graduating young professionals who can eloquently articulate student develop-

ment theories but may not have fully experienced such development themselves.

This study explores the degree to which student affairs professionals enter the field with, or

develop during their professional careers, the cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal dimen-

sions of self-authorship.

Study purpose and hypotheses

This study serves two purposes. First, the authors revised an instrument, originally developed

by Creamer, Baxter Magolda, and Yue (2010), used to measure self-authorship related to career

decision making. The revisions were meant to improve the instrument’s clarity and balance while

ensuring its applicability to student affairs professionals. Second, this study aims to explore factors

related to the levels of self-authorship reported by individuals working in student affairs. Following

a review of relevant literature, two specific hypotheses emerged:

1. Graduate students and professionals in student affairs will report an increase in self-authorship

after an additional year in the field.

2. More senior (in terms of age and/or rank) student affairs professionals will report higher levels

of self-authorship than will their entry-level counterparts.

Context and relevant literature

To place this study into an appropriate context, the authors review literature from two distinct

but interrelated lines of research: (a) the development of self-authorship and (b) the development

of key competencies for student affairs professionals.

Self-Authorship and the Millennial Generation

Self-authorship can be defined as “the internal capacity to define one’s beliefs, identity, and
social relations” (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010, p. 185). This internal capacity

allows an individual to answer questions such as: Who am I? How do I know? How might I

approach building relationships with others? In her seminal work on the topic, Baxter Magolda

(2001) outlined a developmental path that includes four phases: following formulas, crossroads,

becoming the author of one’s life, and internal foundations. In the following formulas phase,

individuals follow plans that are laid out for them by others. At the crossroads phase, individuals
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begin to question the formulas previously laid out before them, begin to feel a sense of dissatisfac-

tion, and begin to realize the need for new formulas. Becoming the author of one’s life requires

individuals to create their own formulas based on their own internal beliefs, values, and guiding

principles. Individuals who reach the internal foundations stage have created their own formulas

and consistently adhere to thoughts and actions guided by their own beliefs and values. Although

individuals typically follow this pattern of development, these phases are not necessarily linear nor

do they directly correspond with age. An individual may achieve self-authorship both earlier and

later than young adulthood, although Baxter Magolda (2001) argued the development of internal

foundations likely occurs during one’s late 20s and early 30s.

Baxter Magolda’s 2001 study followed 39 individuals over a 14-year period beginning in 1986 as

they began college. These students were traditionally aged and attended Miami University of Ohio.

The study began with 101 participants, whom Baxter Magolda followed for many years. By the fifth

year of the study, 70 participants remained; by the tenth year, participation dropped to 39. Findings

from Baxter Magolda’s (1998, 2001) longitudinal study suggest that individuals generally do not

achieve self-authorship until their late 20s or early 30s, when encounters with “real-world” complexities

prompt intellectual, moral, and intrapersonal dissonance. Individuals began to build personal founda-

tions and belief systems in their mid-20s, and in their 30s, they experienced contexts in which their

foundations and beliefs could be used (BaxterMagolda, 2001). In the field of student affairs, these ages

roughly correspond with traditional entry-level and mid-level professionals.

Recent master’s degree programs in student affairs, where many student affairs professionals

receive their formal training, are largely populated by members of the millennial generation. The

millennial generation includes individuals born from the early 1980s to the early 2000s. Scholars

describe this generation as confident, tolerant, civic-minded, yet also entitled and narcissistic (Levine

& Dean, 2012; Twenge, Campbell, & Gentile, 2012; Twenge & Foster, 2010). These students may

feel special and are protected frommany of life’s developmentally critical challenges by their helicopter

parents and technology-dependent social networks (Levine & Dean, 2012; Pizzolato & Hicklen,

2011). For many of these students, graduate school begins a period of emerging adulthood that

continues through their early professional careers (Schwartz, Côté, & Arnett, 2005).While Pizzolato’s
work (2003, 2004) suggests the possibility for people to develop self-authorship relatively early in life,

the current generation of entry-level student affairs professionals may not be sufficiently exposed to the

types of challenging life circumstances likely to accelerate identity development toward self-authorship.

The resulting phenomenon is reminiscent of Baxter Magolda’s (2001) finding that self-authorship

typically occurs in the late 20s onward. Many current entry-level student affairs professionals, as

members of the millennial generation, may lack personal self-authorship that might assist them in

effectively facilitating the development of self-authorship among their students.

Competency Development within Student Affairs

Although self-authorship does not appear in the standards offered by the Council for the

Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (2015) or the NASPA–ACPA core compe-

tencies, self-authorship’s three domains of development (cognitive, intrapersonal, interperso-

nal) relate to many of the key competencies of student affairs professionals. Studies on

professional competencies show that personal qualities, helping and counseling skills, and

human relation skills are among the key competencies for new professionals (Burkard, Cole,

Ott, & Stoflet, 2005; Kuk, Cobb, & Forrest, 2007; Reynolds, 2011). Other competencies

identified as necessary for new professionals include interpersonal interaction, oral and written

communication, problem-solving abilities, critical thinking, assertiveness, collaboration, and

counseling (Burkard et al., 2005). Many of these competencies involve the cognitive,
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intrapersonal, and interpersonal development typical of individuals who have achieved self-

authorship and who are “grounded in their self-determined belief system, in their sense of who

they are, and in the mutuality of their relationships” (Evans et al., 2010, p. 186).

Development of student affairs competencies traditionally begins with master’s degree pro-

grams in higher education, student personnel services, or similarly named graduate programs of

study (Cooper & Miller, 1998; Reynolds, 2011). Graduate programs, however, cannot fully cover

all of the knowledge, skills, and attitudes required of effective student affairs professionals

(Burkard et al., 2005; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Reynolds, 2011). Several key competencies,

likely including those associated with self-authorship, must be developed or enhanced as employ-

ees are socialized into the profession. Roberts (2007) found the influence of one’s graduate training
diminishes as student affairs professionals gain on-the-job experience. Many early-career profes-

sionals develop mentoring relationships with those who support further development (Cooper &

Miller, 1998), while mid- and senior-level administrators look to conferences and publication

opportunities for continued professional development (Roberts, 2007).

Although self-authorship may not be a definitive prerequisite to working in student affairs,

Baxter Magolda (2012) argued professionals should have experienced the process of self-author-

ship before trying to guide college students through the same process. Students working with self-

authored student affairs professionals would benefit from having a mentor who has already

experienced the journey themselves. Professionals benefit from being self-authored by being able

to seek a position that firmly aligns with their values by being able to coach their students through

the self-authorship process.

Methods

To effectively address the dual purposes of this study, the authors used a variety of quantitative

methods to analyze data collected from participants either employed or being prepared for

professional employment in the field of student affairs. To assess the revised self-authorship

instrument, Cronbach’s alpha statistics were computed for responses obtained from participants

and compared to the same indicators from Creamer et al. (2010). Also in accordance with

Creamer et al. (2010), correlations among the phases and dimensions of self-authorship were

calculated. To identify differences in self-authorship among participants between survey admin-

istrations, the authors used a dependent-samples t-test. Because the dependent variable (partici-

pants’ level of self-authorship) was measured during both survey administrations, MANOVAs

were conducted to detect differences in self-authorship between participants with different

demographic characteristics (Abbott, 2011). Greater detail regarding each facet of the methods

employed is included in the following sections.

Sample

The authors used a purposive sampling technique to identify participants for this study. Data

for this study came from individuals who were either working within student affairs or who were

in a graduate preparation program for professionals in the field. In February 2013, roughly 1,000

individuals were invited via email to complete the modified career decision-making assessment

through Qualtrics online survey system. The sampling pool included professional staff of all ranks

within Florida State University Division of Student Affairs and over 500 alumni of Florida State

University master’s degree program in higher education and student affairs. The sample did not

include any international participants. Florida State University is a large, public, primarily White

research institution, enrolling more than 40,000 students. To study participants over time, and to
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determine whether an additional year in the field affected the participants’ self-authorship, the
authors re-administered the assessment in February 2014 to individuals who had completed the

first assessment. Participants received the assessment via email, and data were collected online

through Qualtrics in the same manner as the first round of the study.

The final analytic sample consisted of 109 individuals who completed the instrument in both

2013 and 2014. The authors did not have population data with which to compare the final sample.

The sample was approximately 70% female, 85% White, and more than 60% of participants were

aged 18–35. With respect to fields of degree attainment, 29% of the sample held a bachelor’s
degree in the social sciences, 85% held a master’s degree in education, and approximately 31% held

doctoral degrees in education. Approximately 49% of respondents held Bachelor of Science

degrees, 76% held Master of Science degrees, and 25% held Doctor of Philosophy degrees.

Approximately 63% of participants indicated their employment in student affairs began with a

graduate assistantship; about one in four participants held their first formal position in housing

and/or residence life (26%). Regarding occupational demographics within the sample during the

first survey administration, approximately 40% of participants reported working in mid-level

positions, 14.7% of respondents were employed by housing and/or residence life, and 51.4% of

participants reported having contact with students several times a day. Approximately 15%

experienced an institutional change between survey administrations, and 26.6% of participants

experienced a job change between survey administrations. Full demographic information for the

sample can be located in Table 1.

Table 1

Demographic Characteristics of the Respondents

Demographic Characteristic n (%)

Gender (n = 109)

Male 33 (30.3)

Female 76 (69.7)

Age (n = 109)

18–25 26 (23.9)

26–35 43 (39.4)

36–45 20 (18.3)

46–55 10 (9.2)

56–65 7 (6.4)

≥ 66 3 (2.8)

Race/Ethnicity (n = 109)

White 93 (85.3)

Black or African American 10 (9.2)

Asian or Asian American 1 (0.9)

Latino/a or Hispanic 1 (0.9)

Multiracial 4 (3.7)

Note: Demographics from wave 1 of study

Self-Authorship in Student Affairs

JSARP 2016, 53(2) © 2016 NASPA http://journals.naspa.org/jsarp doi:10.1080/19496591.2016.1121147 135



Measurement

To measure levels of self-authorship among participants, a modified version of the

career decision-making survey used by Creamer et al. (2010) was administered to the

sample; the instrument, although revised and balanced for clarity, is largely comparable to

the original instrument. With the authors’ suggestions and with their permission, the survey

was revised to enhance balance and equity among the three dimensions and first-three

phases of Baxter Magolda’s theory of self-authorship (external formulas, crossroads, and

early self-authorship). The modified version of the survey can be found in Table 2. The

assessment was converted to a formal online instrument using Qualtrics. We added ques-

tions designed to collect data about the participants’ graduate training (e.g., major field of

study, institution type), employment status and history (e.g., first professional position,

Table 2

Questionnaire Items from the Modified Career Decision-Making Survey by Phase and Dimension
of Self-Authorship

Phase and
Dimension Questionnaire Item

Phase 1: External Formulas

Epistemological To make a good career choice, I think that experts are in the best position to advise me about a
good choice.
To make a good career choice, I think that facts are the strongest basis for a good decision.

Interpersonal Colleagues and mentors offering career advice are most helpful when they provide guidance
about a choice that is appropriate to me.
Colleagues and mentors offering career advice are most helpful when they tell me what they
think I should do.

Intrapersonal My primary role in making a career decision is to acquire as much information as possible.
My primary role in making a career decision is to seek direction from informed experts.

Epistemological To make a good career choice, I think that it is largely a matter of personal opinion.
To make a good career choice, I think considering multiple options is the strongest basis for
making a good decision.

Interpersonal Colleagues and mentors offering career advice are most helpful when helping me think through
multiple options.
If a colleague recommended a career in a field that I have never considered before, I would try
to explain my point of view.

Intrapersonal My primary role in making a career decision is to explore as many options as possible.
My primary role in making a career decision is to consider my own views.

Phase 3: Early Self-Authoring

Epistemological To make a good career choice, it is not a matter of facts or expert judgment but match between
my values, interests, and skills and those of the job.
To make a good career choice, I think my own values, attitudes, and beliefs are the strongest
basis for a good decision.

Interpersonal If a colleague recommended a career in a field that I have never considered before, I would try
to understand their point of view and figure out an option that would best fit my needs and
interests.
Colleagues and mentors offering career advice are most helpful when they direct me to
information that will help me make a decision on my own.

Intrapersonal My primary role in making a career decision is to consider how I might defend my decision.
My primary role in making a career decision is to consider my foundational values, interests, and
skills.
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current role, total time at current institution), and demographic characteristics (e.g., gender,

ethnicity, age). Diagnostic and evaluative statistics regarding the instrument’s construct

validity and reliability are presented in the results section of this article.

Analyses

By assessing student affairs professionals at different stages of their careers, at a variety of

institutions, and over a period of time, the authors examined self-authorship acquisition related to

a variety of factors. A dependent-samples t-test was conducted to compare mean early self-

authoring (ESA) scores of participants between the first and second administration of the survey.

Following this analysis, a series of MANOVA analyses were conducted to investigate significant

differences in ESA by variations in the following independent variables: gender (2 genders), age (6

categories), race (5 racial classifications), self-reported level of current position (4 levels), self-

reported frequency of student contact (4 frequency classifications), and job change status (2

statuses; did/did not change). Post-hoc analyses (least squares difference; LSD) were conducted

where MANOVA results indicated a statistically significant result (α ≤ 0.05). For MANOVA

where LSD could not be calculated, independent-samples t-tests were used in a post-hoc fashion.

Limitations

Results from these analyses should be considered in light of their accompanying limitations.

The study is predicated on the assumption of a traditional, linear path into and through the

profession of student affairs. Other limitations relate to the homogeneity of the study’s sample and

instrument used to measure participants’ levels of self-authorship.

Throughout the study, the authors operated on the presumption of a traditional, rather linear

career trajectory for the field of student affairs, one in which aspiring student affairs professionals

are typically young and enter into the profession via graduate degree programs in higher education

or student affairs. This presumption of a linear pathway through the field was born of the authors’
(one beginning professional, one mid-level administrator, and one faculty member in a graduate

preparation program) observations of other practitioners in the field and as regular participants in

the annual meetings of NASPA and ACPA. The traditional pathway into student affairs is

perhaps most clearly on display at NASPA’s The Placement Exchange and ACPA’s Career

Central job placement events. Not all paths through the student affairs profession are linear.

Some professionals enter student affairs after years of other work or life experiences. Some

student affairs professionals do not have formal graduate degrees from professional preparation

programs. Two of this study’s authors have taken somewhat nontraditional paths throughout their

careers in the field. The sample in this study includes several individuals who had also taken

nonlinear or nontraditional pathways through the profession, but the majority of the study’s
participants appear to have followed the more traditional route. Most had (or were in the process

of obtaining) graduate degrees related to the field and those at the beginning stages of their careers

were predominantly in their 20s and early 30s. The authors acknowledge the limitations that

accompany this presumption of a linear pathway through the field and caution readers who might

wish to extrapolate from this study’s findings to other contexts in which that presumption is

tenuous.

The relative homogeneity of the sample also affects results from this study. The sample was

largely White, primarily female, and about two-thirds of participants were ages 18 to 35. The

authors had access to only limited historical records in some cases and did not have direct access to

the academic or employment records of the potential participants, making calculating traditional
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response rates or testing sample representativeness impossible. Although the authors make no

claims regarding the formal generalizability of the sample, they also acknowledge that the sample

may not reflect the composition of the student affairs profession writ large and likely will not

match the composition of professionals within any other specific institutional context.

The sample was generally aligned with the sample Baxter Magolda (1998, 2001) used to

develop the theory of self-authorship. Baxter-Magolda’s sample was largely White, 56% female,

and all were traditionally aged college students at a single institution when the study began. The

majority of participants in the current study were within the age range during which Baxter

Magolda (2001) argued individuals begin to transition into self-authorship and establish their

personal foundations. Expecting that participants in the current study might experience consider-

able development during the year between the first and second survey administration seemed

reasonable. The fact that it took some students in Baxter Magolda’s (2001) study a decade or more

to develop self-authorship, however, suggests that one year might not have been sufficient for

developmental changes to become recognizable. Perhaps a five-year follow-up study would reveal

more substantial change than did the current study.

Results

Results from the study’s statistical analyses are presented in two sections. First, the authors

examine the appropriateness of revisions made to the assessment instrument originally used by

Creamer et al. (2010). The authors then present a series of statistics that address the study’s formal

hypotheses and explore various factors potentially related to the development of self-authorship

within the field of student affairs.

Assessment of Instrument and Measures

Following the suggestions of Creamer et al. (2010), the authors made several revisions to the

original instrument in an effort to balance the number of items corresponding to each of the three

stages and three dimensions of self-authorship. These revisions balanced the distribution of items

(see items in Table 2) and improved the face-validity of the items for this particular sample. The

revisions did not yield substantial improvements to the internal consistency of the items used to

measure the major constructs under study. Cronbach’s alpha statistics for the six scales ranged

from 0.49 to 0.69 (see Table 3), with each scale reflecting six individual items; comparable

statistics from Creamer et al. (2010) ranged from 0.58 to 0.71, though their scales included

anywhere from five to eight items each.

Further evaluation of the instrument required examining correlations between each of the

scales. As Baxter Magolda (2001, 2008) described the theory, the three dimensions of self-

authorship (epistemological, interpersonal, and intrapersonal) ought to overlap substantially, as

their increasing integration is a clear indicator of an individual’s development toward self-

authorship. In the current study, these three dimensions appeared to be interrelated, with

statistically significant correlations (Pearson’s r) ranging from 0.47 to 0.69 (see Table 4). The

three stages of self-authorship referenced within the assessment (external formulas, crossroads,

and early self-authoring), though not rigid or strictly linear, nonetheless represent sequential

phases of development that generally move from external formulas to crossroads to early self-

authoring. Accordingly, “correlations among the phases would, therefore, be expected to be

positive, but not particularly strong” (Creamer et al., 2010, p. 558). As shown in Table 5,

similar to findings from Creamer et al. (2010), correlations between the various phases were all

statistically significant and positive. The magnitude of the correlations, however, differed
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substantially. In this study, regardless of when the data collection occurred (Wave 1 or Wave

2) and which specific phases were considered, correlations among the stages of self-authorship

were all of moderate magnitude (r = 0.40–0.63). In contrast, Creamer et al. (2010) uncovered

correlations ranging from 0.30 to 0.89.

Factors Related to Levels of Self-Authorship

This study explicitly tested two hypotheses and explored several factors potentially related to

participants’ reported levels of self-authorship. The first hypothesis, which posited that the levels

of self-authorship would be higher in the second wave of data collection than in the first, was not

supported by the data. Correlational analyses indicated that ESA scores between waves were

significantly and positively correlated (r = 0.38, p < 0.001), and results from a dependent samples

t-test revealed no significant difference in mean ESA scores among participants between Wave 1

and Wave 2 (t = 0.521, p = 0.603).

Table 3

Mean, Standard Deviation, and Reliability of the Scales Used to Measure the Dimensions and Phases of
Development of Self-Authorship

Wave 1 Wave 2

Scale Mean Standard Deviation Reliability Mean Standard Deviation Reliability

Phases

External Formulas 4.44 0.84 0.66 4.47 0.81 0.69

Crossroads 5.22 0.77 0.65 5.21 0.63 0.51

Early Self-Authoring 5.23 0.73 0.62 5.27 0.64 0.55

Dimensions

Epistemological 5.23 0.71 0.61 5.21 0.62 0.49

Interpersonal 4.93 0.74 0.56 5.05 0.59 0.50

Intrapersonal 4.78 0.82 0.64 4.74 0.80 0.68

Table 4

Correlations Among the Dimensions of Self-Authorship

Correlating Dimensions r

Wave 1

Interpersonal-Intrapersonal 0.58*

Intrapersonal-Epistemological 0.69*

Epistemological-Interpersonal 0.68*

Wave 2

Interpersonal-Intrapersonal 0.47*

Intrapersonal-Epistemological 0.68*

Epistemological-Interpersonal 0.56*

*p < 0.001
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The second hypothesis, which posited that mid- and senior-level student affairs adminis-

trators would report higher levels of self-authorship than their more junior counterparts, received

no statistical support from the analyses. As expected, the MANOVA analyses indicated the

existence of position-level related differences in self-authorship during the second wave of survey

administration (F = 3.204, p = 0.26). The post-hoc LSD test, however, revealed those individuals

currently in graduate assistantships had statistically significant but higher levels of self-authorship

than did mid-level professionals (�xGrad:Asst: � �xMid�Level ¼ 0:493 , p = 0.003). Related comparisons

also showed graduate assistants reported higher ESA scores than did entry-level or senior student

affairs administrators, though the associated test statistic did not reach the 0.05 critical value

threshold.

Because neither of the original hypotheses were confirmed by the data, the authors proceeded

to explore other factors that might help explain variation in participants’ reported level of self-

authorship. Results from subsequent MANOVA analyses did not reveal any differences in self-

authorship attributable to participants’ gender, age, race, or frequency of student contact. As

depicted in Figures 1 and 2, however, individuals who had changed jobs between the first and

second wave of the study reported higher levels of self-authorship in Wave 2 of the study than did

those who stayed in the same job (t = 2.917, p = 0.004).

Discussion

This study served two major purposes. First, the authors hoped to improve upon an instru-

ment used by Creamer et al. (2010) to measure self-authorhip with regard to career planning.

Second, the authors explored demographic, educational, and professional characteristics that might

affect levels of self-authorship among those working in the field of student affairs.

Measurement of Self-Authorship

Efforts to improve the Creamer et al. (2010) instrument were mixed. The revised instrument

effectively balances items across each of the six major constructs being measured. Although the

revisions did not threaten the substantive interpretability of the Creamer et al. (2010) scales, they

did not substantially improve upon the original scales in terms of internal consistency.

Table 5

Correlations Among the Phases of Development of Self-Authorship

Correlating Phases R

Wave 1

External Formulas-Crossroads 0.56*

Crossroads-Early Self-Authoring 0.63*

Early Self-Authoring-External Formulas 0.40*

Wave 2

External Formulas-Crossroads 0.55*

Crossroads-Early Self-Authoring 0.49*

Early Self-Authoring-External Formulas 0.44*

*p < 0.001
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In retrospect, the comparability of the original and the revised instrument ought not be too

surprising. The new items added to the instrument were written in language that paralelled the

original survey items so as to ease comparisons across instruments. The authors received feedback

from two participants that the wording of two questions was slightly confusing. The authors

retained these items for the second wave of the surveys to maintain complete consistency of

meaures across both administrations for this study. Future research on the topic might be wise to

privilege item clarity and internal consistency of scales over comparability to either the Creamer

et al. (2010) instrument or the revised version used in the present study.

Measures of internal consistency reported in this study and the Creamer et al. (2010) study

might be inflated because of the relative homogeny of the samples used in each study. All of the

participants in the Creamer et al. (2010) study expressed interest in the same career field, with the

majority coming from “upper-level IT course classrooms at two universities” (p. 556). In the

current study, participants were also from the same career field (student affairs) and have some

affiliation (i.e., student, alumnae, or employee) with a single institution. A study with a wider

range of participants would likely yield different results related to the internal consistency of the

instrument’s scales.

Self-Authorship in Student Affairs

Analyses with the current participants yield several results that warrant further consideration.

Counter to the researchers’ expectations, participants’ levels of self-authorship did not appear to

change over the course of a calendar year. This finding was especially surprising given the

composition of the sample. Nearly two-thirds of the study’s participants were between the ages

Figure 1. Average Early Self Authoring Scores at Wave 2 by Job Change Status.
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of 18 and 35, precisely the age range during which Baxter Magolda (2001) suggested major life

challenges are likely to prompt advancement toward self-authorship and the establishing of

internal foundations. The incubation period following a developmentally stimulating event, the

time during which individuals use reflection and discussion to make sense of such events, may be

longer than one year. Perhaps it is only in considerable retrospect that individuals can recognize

their own development toward self-authorship. It may be that the participants in our study,

particularly the younger participants, are still not experiencing such developmentally stimulating

events. We wonder if the period of extended adolescence and “emerging adulthood” (Arnett,

2000; Schwartz et al., 2005) or the reach of helicopter parents, has stretched out so far as to

protect even 25- or 30-year-old entry-level professionals from potentially challenging life

circumstances.

For many job changers, the impetus for seeking new employment is a growing dissatisfaction

with their current job status or career path. Such dissatisfaction with existing formulae, pathways,

and structures is the hallmark of the crossroads phase of development (Baxter Magolda, 2001).

Applying for, accepting, and starting a new job seems a particularly potent developmental life

event. During the job search process, individuals must sift through myriad available jobs to find

those that match the individual’s personal and professional needs, wants, and ambitions. Writing

cover letters for applications typically requires applicants to reflect on their past experiences and

articulate the manner in which their personal attributes (e.g., knowledge, skills, attitudes) comple-

ment the responsibilities and cultures inherent to the new position. To accept a new position

requires applicants to draw conclusions and make a major decision based on incomplete informa-

tion and amidst potentially conflicting advice from others. Considered collectively, activities

accompanying a job change likely force individuals to establish (or refine) their own beliefs, values,

and guiding principles.

The differing ESA scores for those at different levels within the field might have a much

simpler explanation. Whereas recent graduate students in student affairs programs likely read and

discussed development theories in their formal coursework, including the theory of self-

Figure 2. Distribution of Early Self Authoring Scores at Wave 2 by Job Change Status.
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authorship, mid- and senior-level professionals are removed from this type of study for a

comparatively longer period of time. Not only do the lessons from graduate school often get

supplanted over time (Roberts, 2007), but for many of the mid-level and senior student affairs

officers in this study, their graduate training likely took place before Baxter Magolda’s seminal

work was published.

The speculative and uncertain nature of this discussion section reflects the tentative nature of

this study’s conclusions. Although it is impossible for this study’s statistical analyses to disprove

null hypotheses, the data do offer reason to reconsider their veracity. Results from these analyses

offer some ambiguity in interpretation. As the authors sought to explain why graduate students or

individuals changing positions may have higher levels of self-authorship, several questions arose

related to the potential directionality of a causal relationship between job searching and ESA. We

wonder if the process of pursuing a new job causes ESA to increase, as the authors suggest in the

preceding paragraphs. The job search itself may affect ESA, as the individual engages in the self-

reflection, decision making, and goal setting required to navigate the process successfully. With

that said, it could be the causal order is actually reversed. It could be those with high levels of self-

authorship are the ones most likely to recognize the need to pursue a new position or make a

confident and strategic decision based on their internal foundations. These propositions warrant

additional consideration in future studies.

Implications for the Student Affairs Profession

The practical implications of this study are threefold. First, the findings should encourage

higher education graduate programs to implement or to continue practices necessary for their

graduate students to develop self-authorship, even if students don’t recognize their own develop-

ment until after they transition into full-time professional positions. Employers hiring entry-level

positions value the cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal maturity of candidates who demon-

strate self-authorship. Professional preparation programs, therefore, ought to require formal

coursework that covers self-authorship theory. Throughout the curriculum, professional prepara-

tion programs should also require reflective experiences and essays that ask students to critically

examine their beliefs, values, and internal foundations. Professional development workshops or

guest lectures by active professionals in the field could also be leveraged to challenge students’ ways
of thinking about the traditional career pathways within student affairs. By introducing students to

a variety of alternate career trajectories, current programs might assist graduate students in

maintaining their sense of occupational self-authorship even after advancing into mid- and

senior-level positions within the profession.

Second, the finding that younger professionals report levels of ESA comparable to or higher

than their more senior counterparts leaves the authors in a state of concern. The role of the mid-

to senior-level position also requires an established sense of self-authorship. Mid- and senior-level

administrators, tasked with making difficult decisions affecting large numbers of students, would

likely serve students better if their decision-making processes were guided by the type of internal

foundation found in self-authored individuals. Ongoing practices can be implemented within

divisions of student affairs across the country to provide an opportunity for staff to explore self-

authorship. Divisional retreats and professional development sessions can build in education

around self-authorship theory and reflective practices. Reflection can also be built into one-on-

one sessions between supervisors and supervisees. All levels of professionals should also be

encouraged by their home institutions to attend national conferences and webinars where further

reflection and conversation among colleagues may spark continued development.
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Third, while the onus for facilitating self-authorship among entry-level student affairs per-

sonnel usually rests within graduate preparation programs (Cooper & Miller, 1998; Reynolds,

2011), the responsibility for continued development among mid- and senior-level administrators is

perhaps best entrusted to professional associations such as NASPA and ACPA (Roberts, 2007).

These groups have an opportunity to work towards resolving the developmental paradox high-

lighted in this study by fostering among their membership that which the field seeks to develop

among the undergraduates they serve. Associations such as NASPA and ACPA might do this in a

number of ways. First, the core competencies jointly published by NASPA and ACPA might

make more explicit mention of self-authorship within an existing competency such as “personal
foundations” or even adding self-authorship and identity development as a new competency.

These associations might make more room at their national conferences for more reflection-

based and self-focused educational sessions or offer webinar, mini-conference, and workshop

opportunities surrounding this topic. The professional associations in student affairs might use

existing commissions and knowledge communities to encourage self-reflective exercises and

conversations about self-authorship. These organizations could also create new groups that

explicitly encourage personal growth and self-reflection among mid-level and senior student affairs

administrators. The NASPA-published The Mid-Level Manager in Student Affairs: Strategies For

Success (Ackerman, 2007) and the ACPA-sponsored Donna M. Bourassa Mid-Level Management

Institute could serve as launching pads for more frequent or widespread professional development

activities of this sort.

Conclusion

The authors first considered this study because their personal observations had suggested most

students in master’s degree programs of student affairs largely appeared to be following formulas

while pursuing entry into the field of student affairs. From that observation grew a concern that

entry-level student affairs professionals might not themselves be adequately developed to effec-

tively facilitate movement toward self-authorship among the students under their charge. Results

from this study, however, suggest such fears may be unwarranted. Not only do graduate assistants

and young professionals report levels of self-authorship comparable to or higher than their more

senior colleagues, exploratory analyses suggest that the very act of moving into a new professional

position might be serving as the catalyst for the development self-authorship among early-career

professionals who are typically charged with facilitating such development among their under-

graduate students.
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