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While it is true that all Jesuit institutions operate under a similar sense of purpose, looking more 
closely reveals separate entities which operate under unique missions statements guiding education in order to 
support own institutional values. Fostering this relationship between educational practice and religious dogma, 
a foundation of Jesuit belief and identity, requires a solid connection between the practices of the institution 
and the mission statement. The interaction between mission and institutional practice is imperative to student 
success, because it allows students to make connections between the institutional value structure, their 
education, and their own developing value structure. This enacting of the mission means the student 
experience and learning will be shaped both in the classroom and co-curricularly, creating a foundation for 
value driven community leadership. 

A clear mission statement should not only clarify and connect students to the deeper purpose of the 
institution, but should also inform the institution’s leadership, development of community, and its approach 
to student engagement, action, and activism. When a classroom experience is tied closely to the institutional 
mission, students at a Jesuit institution begin to view their education as a way to enact the mission statement. 
The educational community empowers students to be agents of change in the name of social justice. A Jesuit 
education can create the expectation that a community will always work together and support one another in 
order to bring about effective change. Of course, this is not the reality at most institutions and administrators 
must often work more independently to bring life to mission. 

The following essay is an exploration of the importance of mission by three new student affairs 
professionals. Now working at secular schools in different regions of the country, all three were strongly 
influenced by the Jesuit mission of their graduate institution, which still informs—and sometimes 
complicates—their work. 

*** 

An institution’s mission has the potential to inform the relationships between student affairs staff 
and students in powerful ways. The mission statement can provide a common foundation, language, and set 
of goals for the community to work toward together. It can help define the scope and depth of the 
relationships students have with administrators. The mission can also affect and inspire the quality of the staff 
and student interaction. As administrators, we have the responsibility to embrace and promote the missions 
of our institutions. At many institutions, enacting the mission statement can be a common bond between 
departments. But, what about institutions without a clear mission or those with a mission that does not 
include or make room for the collective efforts of student affairs professionals?   

I experienced a jarring “mission culture shock” as I moved from working and learning in a Jesuit 
graduate program to my first professional position at a small, liberal arts college. There is a strong academic 
mission, however, it does not extend to the rest of campus; there is no umbrella statement for the institution. 
Though we, as student services staff members, operate with a common understanding and articulated set of 
goals, upon reflection I find that my interactions with students in graduate school were also colored by 
another set of constants and assumptions—found within the institutional mission. This was great, because 
the mission fit with and complemented my professional mission to educate the whole person.   
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 At my alma mater, students, staff and faculty could summarize the mission of the institution in their 
own words. Terms like “holistic education,” “student empowerment,” and the notion of “educating leaders 
for a just and humane word” were used behind the scenes in staff meetings, and were also a part of the 
student and faculty vocabulary. We presented the students with the challenge of attaining a holistic education; 
this challenge was transparent, and we worked together to take it on. This created a way for students and staff 
to communicate—in and outside the classroom—using a common language.  

This mission also served as a unifying factor—faculty, staff, and students came together to face the 
challenge of attaining a sound education and developing as individuals. Inspiring and enlisting others in a 
shared vision is a vital step in effective leadership (Kouzes & Posner, 2002). The ability to clearly define the 
development and growth of students as members of the campus community requires the help of most, if not 
all, campus members. Naturally, student and staff relationships grow as they work together toward these goals 
supported by the mission of the institution.  

 At my current institution, with its clearly defined academic goals, a similar relationship between 
faculty and students is encouraged. Students refer to faculty on a first name basis, in conversation with each 
other and with me. Faculty and students work together to tackle problem sets, essays, and art projects. 
Students say they come to this school for one reason: to participate in rigorous academic work. On many 
occasion, I have heard students refer to faculty members as gurus, heroes and, sometimes, “gods.” 

Student affairs professionals do not have a clearly defined place in this model where students are 
charged solely with the goal of becoming academics. How do we lay the foundation for our relationship with 
students as student service staff members without positing a clearly holistic or developmental goal for our 
students?  

The notion of student development becomes an elusive goal for student services staff, and is an 
intangible bi-product for students. This also means I must disguise my lessons as an educator. In working 
with and supervising students as a resident hall director, I cannot point to a personal or professional quality 
or trait as presented in the mission—it isn’t there. Instead, I must fold learning objectives for students into 
their administrative tasks and job responsibilities. Our students may not see these lessons as valuable because 
we, en masse as members of an institution, do not deem them so.   

Under this system, goals of student development administrators are given less attention than the 
goals of academia. Students and some staff members are unable to recognize the educational value of our 
departments. I find myself asking, “What can I use? What avenue can I take to create learning moments when 
the students aren’t encouraged to value what I have to teach?” 

Thankfully, my current institution provides me with a saving grace, a tool that I can point to in the 
absence of a student development inclusive mission. That tool is the governing concept of the campus 
community, the highly regarded and respected Honor Principle. All students, faculty and staff subscribe to 
one notion: do what is honorable. Yes, this is undefined, but what wonderful challenges and possibilities 
await when we encounter circumstances or actions that are not yet governed by policy.. When one attaches 
the term ‘honor” to a trait, action, or perspective, everyone is paying attention. This allows for valuable, and 
open-ended, questions and conversations about ethics to take place. At my former institution, it was easy to 
label and define what a graduating student should embody upon commencement; my current institution also 
provides for a variety of definitions and points of buy-in for community members. A broader and 
personalized mission may be developed, both by students and staff members. 

This experience has forced me to further define my own values and hone the direction I take as an 
educator. Student affairs professionals are presented with the task of defining and/or practicing the missions 
of their institutions. The values we endeavor to promote for our students are broad and are shared across the 
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country. As Dalton (1999) posits, “American colleges and universities have traditionally emphasized the 
importance of teaching students… justice, equality, civility, freedom, dignity, and responsible citizenship” (p. 
45). These values may be explicitly presented in a holistic mission statement, or they may be supported by an 
institutional and community commitment to one or two qualities or values. I am certain that even with this 
shared vision students leave our campuses with a specific shared knowledge that is institution-specific. That’s 
an exciting concept for higher education and for student affairs professionals. While I can’t always change or 
develop the mission from where I sit, how I, as a student affairs professional, choose to adopt and promote 
these values makes the difference. We must ask ourselves, whatever the mission, how can I take what the 
institution gives me and make it resonate with students? 

*** 

Despite being a new professional, I have seen a fair share of student activism during the course of 
the academic year. Whether the issue specifically relates to our campus, such as the use of Styrofoam in the 
dining hall, or is a world issue like the genocide in Darfur, it seems that a day does not go by without my 
seeing fliers or students who are mobilized in support of a cause. Some are well thought-out campaigns by 
students who have educated themselves about the issue and who are fully aware of both sides of the 
argument. Other arguments are less strong, presented by students who have passion, but may not always be 
well versed in the complexities of an issue. 

 The disparity should not be a surprise. Any student development theory regarding identity 
development–ethnic, moral, or gender–details the process a student will go through while creating a true 
sense of self (Chickering, 1969; Erikson, 1980). It is not until students have begun to create a clear picture of 
their own value structure that they may begin to use activism as a way to affect change. This movement to 
enact personal values is clearly seen in the Social Change Model of Leadership. This model says that the 
values of an individual will influence the values of a group, and in turn the values of the group will influence 
the community. Influence will not only travel one way, each sphere will push and pull on each other. So, the 
individual is able to have a strong effect on the larger community, just as the smaller group can affect the 
individual (Higher Education Research Institute, 1996). 

 The value spheres of the Individual, Group, and Community begin to interact once an individual 
begins to grasp the seven specific values of the Social Change Model of Leadership1. In talking about the 
importance of an institutional mission, I will highlight four of these seven–consciousness of self, congruence, 
collaboration, and common purpose. As students begin to develop a consciousness of self, they look to see 
where they can find value structures that are congruent with their own, which leads to collaboration with that 
entity. In order for the student to see the university as a viable partner when fighting for change, they must be 
able to see congruence in values and identify a common purpose and/or goal between the self and the 
institution. Our job as student development professionals is not to curb student activism, but rather work 
with students so that their activist efforts are running parallel to the spherical structure established by the 
Social Change Model. 

 During this year, I have seen both negative and positive reactions to student activism. The negative 
reactions stem from the belief that students are acting out in opposition to the administration, and not willing 
to work with the university to make change. However, if we consider student activism as a way for students 
to make meaning out of their newly developed personal value structure, the responsibility lies with the 
student development professional as a representative of the larger community, to make sure the values of the 
institution–as represented by the mission statement–are clearly explained and supported. When students are 

                                                 
1 The seven values of the Social Change Leadership Model are: Consciousness of Self, Commitment, Congruence, 
Collaboration, Controversy with Civility, Common Purpose, and Citizenship (Higher Education Research Institute, 
1996). 

  Volume 1 



29  Bierlein, Larsen, & Ybarra 

cognizant of the institutional mission, they will more easily identify personal values that are congruent with 
institutional values. This recognition, even if subconscious, can lead to collaboration between the student and 
the university, making student activism a vehicle for positive change among the community, rather than a 
struggle between student and administration. 

The learning that can occur at a social justice-focused Jesuit institution can create an imprint on the 
student. Not only are students educated in the classroom, they are educated within the campus community 
more broadly on how to use this knowledge to impact the world for greater good. Students are given the 
space to create their own meaning of social justice and encouraged to act upon their personalized definitions. 
Student affairs professionals can help in creating action by showing their support through funding allocations, 
campus events, or student recognition.  

During my education at a Jesuit university, because professors and student development staff always 
encouraged reflection on the mission of the university, I learned how effective change could be when spurred 
by the institutional mission. While the institutional mission served as a guide, I was able to make these ideas 
and values my own by asking, how do I want to create a more just and humane world? As I learned more 
about social justice values, I allowed the mission of the university to inform my actions, with the give and take 
creating a positive collaboration between myself and the university. When I opened myself up to the mission 
of the university, the community opened itself up to my personal ideas for change and growth. I was 
supported when I spoke up about injustices I saw, and celebrated when I acted to correct these injustices. 
The emphasis was not put on the outcome of my efforts, but rather I was working with professionals who 
wanted me to see how my own actions and beliefs could work toward a greater good. 

In this way, I learned that an institution that has a strong mission enacted by staff and faculty does 
not push to conform, but rather engages students and gives them the questions to ask when developing their 
own moral code. Further, existing in a community where students can see others with similar value structures 
enables students to learn the value and impact of community action. It is not about pushing the values of the 
institution onto the student; instead, it is about supporting the student by showing them how to enact values, 
much like the university enacts institutional values based on the mission statement. When a student sees the 
mission of an institution influencing the actions and decisions that are made, a connection between their 
education, personal values, and the university community will occur.  

In my role as a new professional, I have struggled to find my place at an institution that does not 
openly discuss, or adhere to its mission statement in everyday activities. The mission statement is printed in 
brochures, and stated at the beginning of the year, but few staff and faculty use this mission statement as a 
reference for their daily work. I have listened to many students’ frustrations about an administration they 
believe does not support their vision or ideas. They feel like they are fighting alone, struggling to affect a 
community that is not open to their personal values. I have had my own doubts as I try to find my place in 
the university, in part because I do not know where my own values run congruent to or intersect with the 
values of the institution. I believe that if student affairs administrators made the effort to work together and 
enact the mission of the university, the sphere of the university community would be able to work more 
closely with students on issues of activism and change.  

In an effort to take steps toward effective collaboration, I challenge student affairs professionals—
both new and more experienced—to reexamine the institutional mission of their current universities and find 
their own congruence. It is absolutely necessary that student affairs professionals be able to articulate and 
support the mission of the university. Our job is not to shut down student activism or to fight change led by 
student concerns. Instead, we must work to ensure that students are heard and supported when they 
articulate their own personal mission statement, and celebrate the influence they are able to have within the 
campus community.  
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*** 

 As I developed an argument for this essay, I engaged in a series of conversations with staff and 
faculty at my institution about whether or not there was a difference between the terms “ethics” and 
“morals.” Answers varied, which led to me to conclude that the two terms, particularly in relation to an 
institution’s mission and effective leadership, were inextricably linked when that leadership and mission were 
informed by an investment in the common good and social justice. For the record, according to The American 
Heritage Dictionary (2000), “ethics is a set of principles or right conduct” or “the study of the general nature of 
morals and of the specific moral choices to be made by a person,” while morals are “concerned with the 
judgment of the goodness or badness of human action and character.” 

Initially, I had not planned on needing to distinguish between morals and ethics at all.  I had come to 
share the belief that my co-author shared with me the first quarter during our program: being ethical, having 
ethics, is one thing, but how we as individuals go about leading, how we go about putting our ethics in practice 
can vary extremely and is relative. Individuals can whole heartedly believe they are leading with integrity, 
ethically, on behalf of some cause, while others can believe just as vehemently the same to be true of their 
leadership in an opposite direction. Yet both could be putting promoting a damaging or poor practice that 
others feel is entirely unethical. Therefore, defining ethics, essentially dictating what ethics should be, would 
be unproductive as one surely struggles to define ethics effectively outside of individual practice. One of the 
challenges not only in defining ethical leadership but in enacting and recognizing it is when people judge 
others’ characters as faulty. While an individual makes choices about leadership using a moral frame (is this a 
right or wrong choice, a good or bad decision), complications arise when similar, binary evaluations are 
placed on others’ actions and choices, and when we personalize a judgment of other’s leadership as immoral 
or as a bad faith act. This can be ameliorated by creating a clear, consistent mission statement, which clarifies 
the ethos of an institution, but which should be founded on and informed by the ideals of human character 
and action established as significant and appropriate by the institution. 

Acting ethically, leading ethically, which we in student affairs are often asked to do, can at times seem 
like we’re working to build moral character of not just ourselves, but our students as well. When we start 
talking about issues that are hard to solve around a table, issues like sustainability, diversity, multicultural 
programming, all just and worthy, moral and ethical causes, some leave that conversation questioning the 
judgment of the “goodness” or “badness” of the decision makers; we personalize the decisions. Some leave 
the table, true to their convictions and certain that they’ve made the right choice, an ethical and moral choice. 
Here is where the mission of the institution is so vital. If all of the constituents around the table can operate 
from the framework of the outcomes of the mission statement, then the consensus building will become 
easier and less personalized, and will function as an act of good faith. To create a clear mission for an 
institution is only half of the important equation; university and college staff, faculty and administrators must 
enact ethical leadership that breathes life into the mission statement and puts it into practice. 

If we truly are to be ethical leaders in a diverse community, as our graduate school mission statement 
charged us to be, then I return again to the interstitial space, the space between morals and ethics. In that 
space is where acting with ethical leadership in tandem with the institution’s mission is so important. In that 
space is where we as individuals who are asked to come to a table where decisions are being made on behalf 
of students, is where we must lead. More importantly we have to listen to everyone else at that table, without 
judgment, and get on the path to building consensus. How does that work on a campus where ethics, 
leadership or ethical leadership for that matter, are not engraved in the mission of the college? Whose 
responsibility is it then, to lead ethically? I suggest that each of us as individuals are morally responsible to act 
on behalf of others, and as student affairs professionals, the others in this case is anyone on our campus. 

Yet, that is a perspective that I have been trained in from a Jesuit mission led institution. Although 
there are a lot of benefits of studying and theorizing about ethical leadership and then putting that theory into 
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practice with highly prepared students on a residential campus with predominately affluent students; how do 
those theories work at an open-door community college? How do those theories translate to a campus where 
most students live paycheck to paycheck, work full-time, support families, and struggle to get to class 
everyday? Can we generalize the theories we studied to a campus where the highest increase in enrollment 
may be from the English as a Second Language or Adult Basic Education students who simply want to 
increase their socioeconomic status? Is it even ethical to engage a student in conversation about ethical 
leadership in the classroom, on campus, or in student programming, when quite frankly, it is not on their list 
of priorities?  

At my institution many of my colleagues are extremely cognizant of the college’s mission. We have 
several institutional initiatives that are all directly connected to the mission for the college. Each department 
also has a mission or vision statement that again, is in step with the over all mission of the college and our 
institutional outcomes. The most effective aspect of having a clear sense of mission is having a shared 
framework, a shared outcome. Our shared outcome is to ensure that when our students walk across the stage 
in June, that the campus community embodies diverse makeup of our larger, surrounding community. This is 
a much discussed framework from which we all operate.  

If we approach the mission of the college from this perspective we can have the conversation about 
why is it that so few of our African American or Latino students don’t make it across the stage in June? How 
do we change that? If we lead ethically and share our views on a policy that will impact the campus 
community at the table then we are acting as individuals ethically but on behalf of the common good in our 
immediate and surrounding community.  Whether our actions are on behalf of our colleagues or our students, 
or both, in my mind, leading ethically based on the mission of the college is both individual and social. Our 
job is to lead as ethically as we can to emulate how to navigate through these very important issues, so that we 
have some answers for the students that we advise and mentor, not just when they are on our campus, but 
more importantly when they step into the larger community.   
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