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Last fall it was my privilege to serve on the faculty for the NASPA Region IV-East New Professionals Institute. Since my 
experiences as a practitioner for 30 years have been challenging, interesting and, for the most part, fun, serving on the 
Institute faculty was a fascinating endeavor for me. While my goal as a faculty member was to facilitate learning among the 
new professionals with whom I worked (i.e. learning about themselves, about the profession, about leadership, etc.), I 
discovered that I learned more from them than I was able to teach. Although humbling, this was a pleasant surprise. 

A conversation with several participants prompted me to think about insights that would have been useful early in my 
career. While the following is not intended to be all inclusive, I encourage you to use it as a "spring-board" for your 
reflections about your work in student affairs: 

Find your passion and move toward it. Pursuing a passion makes life enjoyable and fun. Being passionate about your 
work is a true blessing—if you don't feel passionate about student affairs, pursue another career direction. 

Take pride in your work but don't take yourself too seriously. Being able to deal effectively with difficult people 
without taking their anger or rudeness personally allows you to survive in student affairs. If you have these skills, continue 
to hone them for they will serve you well. If you don't, make it a priority to acquire them. 

Find a mentor and interact with her/him regularly. While it is ideal if your mentor is your supervisor, it does not always 
happen that way. The important point is to find somebody that you respect who is willing to provide you with advice, 
insight, and honest feedback regarding your professional development. 

Don't be afraid to make mistakes—learn from them and move on. Obviously, nobody tries to make mistakes, yet we all 
make them. Being afraid to act can cause "paralysis" and that is not healthy for any organization. Act boldly with common 
sense and you will go wrong less often. 

Volunteer for new challenges even if they are outside of your role. Problems are solved or new ideas are implemented 
because somebody steps forward to put time and energy into a difficult challenge. Be that somebody! You will learn much 
while earning the respect of colleagues and superiors. 

Enjoy direct work with students—it is where the real action is in student affairs. As you move through the 
administrative ranks, you often become more removed from students. Since your impact on students will be more indirect, 
savor opportunities to work closely with them. 

Trust your instinct—usually, it is better than you think. New professionals sometimes second-guess themselves and 
worry about whether their assessment of a situation is correct. A healthy dose of common sense along with your "gut" 
feelings will lead you in the right direction in most instances. 

Learn institutional culture—it is critical to your success. Each institution has its own values, style, priorities and 
traditions. Understanding these is essential to working effectively with students, faculty, staff, alumni and parents. 
Remember, there are many ways to do things on a campus—don't get "stuck" in the culture of your previous campus. While 
there may be ways to improve things on a new campus, demonstrate that you understand the culture before you try to 
facilitate change. 

Strive to examine issues from multiple perspectives. While it is important to look at an issue from the perspective of your 
role, ask yourself how others on your campus would view the same issue (e.g. your supervisor, your unit head, the senior 
student affairs officer, the provost, the president, a faculty member, an alum, a parent, another student). Striving to view an 
issue through other people's eyes will provide you with valuable, and sometimes surprising, insights that will help improve 
your performance. 
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�mbiguity is uncomfortable yet you can learn to manage it. While you may never escape the frustration of ambiguous 
situations, you can learn to focus on what you can control, to understand what you cannot control, and to invest your 
time/energy in the former rather than the latter. 

�ttitude is everything—choose to be happy. While you cannot control everything that happens to you in life, you can 
choose how to deal with the "ups and downs" that you encounter. Having a positive attitude is a choice that will make both 
your professional and personal lives more successful—strive to see the glass "half-full." 

Try to have fun in your work, to have a good professional challenge and to have a good �uality of life for yourself 
�and those close to you�—life is too short to do otherwise. Maintaining good balance between fun, challenge, and quality 
of life is an important key to success. When these are "in balance" for you, enjoy it! If any one of these goes "out of 
balance" for you, look for opportunities to regain balance in your life. 

In my opinion, this is a wonderful time to be in student affairs. As we strive to provide appropriate "challenge and support" 
to our students, collaboration between academic and student affairs is becoming commonplace on many campuses. Student 
affairs educators, including new professionals, assist students to learn about themselves, to learn about others, to learn about 
various ways of knowing, and to learn that motivation and hard work can transform dreams into reality. As you traverse 
your career path from new to seasoned professional, develop your own list of "insights" and share them with your 
colleagues, your students and, most importantly, your mentees. And if you don't have any mentees at present, vow to find 
some in the near future. 

�uthor �nformation

H. Bart Merkle serves as Vice Provost/Dean of Students at Grand Valley State University in Allendale, MI. 
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