STUDENT PERSONNEL WORK
And Personality Development

As AN INTRODUCTION this paper will
review the current orientation of stu-
dent personnel work. When it reached its
full flowering in the thirties, student per-
sonnel work in higher education was con-
cerned about individual differences. To
a considerable extent “the student per-
sonnel point of view” represented a recog-
nition that educational procedures and
educational goals must take cognizance of
and adapt to the heterogeneity of our school
and college-going population. Our na-
tional ethic of stimulating every member of
our society to the fullest development of his
resources has insured that student popula-
tions will include people with widely vary-
ing ability patterns and purposes. Student
personnel work was oriented to enabling
these varied students to adapt to the de-
mands of the educational process and to
facilitate the adaptation of the educational
process to this variability in students.
However, student personnel work has
passed from the age of individual differ-
ences to the age of personality development.
The recent world upheavals and the corre-
lated awesome advance in our capacities to
control the material world has focused at-
tention upon educational goals beyond
those of the acquisition of knowledge and
skills. Great emphasis is placed upon the
goals of emotional maturity and integra-
tion, the degree to which our young men
and women will be capable of gaining their
satisfactions within a framework which per-
mits satisfaction to their fellow men. Thus,
we can say that where student personnel
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work has always been concerned with indi-
viduality it is now more concerned with
the emotional and motivational life of
the individual, in short, his personality.

This new emphasis means that today’s
personnel worker, whether he is providing
financial aid, acting as a dormitory coun-
selor, a faculty adviser, a reading specialist,
or a student activities adviser, is likely to
be concerned about the degree to which his
relationships with students and his services
to them will contribute to this general edu-
cational goal of personality development.
Most of these student personnel functions
and relationships are not counseling rela-
tionships in the psychotherapeutic sense,
nor are student personnel workers neces-
sarily psychological counsclors and psycho-
therapists. Yet the current orientation of
student personnel work is such as to moti-
vate them to work toward goals essentially
similar to those of therapeutic counselors
and psychotherapists. Consequently, these
student personnel workers face the task of
controlling their relationships with students
in such a way that their unique functions
are preserved and at the same time they are
not necessarily drawn into a therapeutic
relationship for which they are not pre-
pared.

The purpose of this paper is to discuss
the possible contributions of psychothera-
peutic research to this problem of the stu-
dent personnel worker’s utilization of his
unique relationship to students so as to
contribute to their personality development
and his control of that relationship so that
it does not become a purely psychothera-
peutic one,

The first contribution which comes from
therapeutic theory and personality research
is already so well accepted that it hardly
seems necessary to mention it, namely, that
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motivations are not necessarily to be taken
at face value. In these days when the lan-
guage of psychoanalysis has virtually
entered the man-in-the-street’s vocabulary,
one need not look very hard to find ex-
amples of the utilization of this basic con-
cept. In fact, one might be tempted to
sound the alarm, warning of the danger of
over interpretation, of reading into the
behavior of others more complex motiva-
tions than actually exist. Student per-
sonnel workers are becoming increasingly
aware that the student, who comes to them
secking information or advice, may in fact
be seeking something else. One student
may be seeking an affiliation which will
help him temporarily replace the void cre-
ated by his separation from home while he
establishes relationships with his contempo-
raries which enable him to proceed to a
new level of maturity. Another student
may be seeking an externalized control to
help him finish an incomplete process of
establishing internal standards and con-
trols over his emotions and motivations.
The student personnel worker who does not
intend to assume the responsibilities of
the psychotherapist still can contribute to
the personality development of such
youngsters as they try to master these nor-
mal developmental situations. He can do
this by being understanding and interested
enough in people to lend himself to the
kind of relationships these various students
need, while still avoiding any effort, such
as through interpretation, to manipulate
the relationship therapeutically.

No Single Rule of Action

A second theoretical position, which is
beginning to emerge from research and
theory in therapeutic relationships, is that
there is no single rule of action. There is
no one way of relating oneself to other
people, no one technique, no one way of
responding, which is the key to making
relationships therapeutic. Perhaps some
will feel that this statement would not re-
ceive general support, for example, in non-
directive theory. It seems evident that
Rogers would find the above proposition
wholly acceptable. The discussion of the
attitude and orientation of the counselor
in the second chapter of his most recent
book [4] evidences this attitude. On the
other hand, he may not agree, if this prin-
ciple is extended to lead to the conclusion
that there are aspects of relationships which
become therapeutic according to the specific
needs of the person being helped [1]. There
are other theoretical positions which ac-
cept this proposition and there is a little
evidence to support this notion which will
be cited later.

Of what use to the student personnel
worker is the proposition that there is no
rule which will make a relationship thera-
peutic? One of the major applications to
student personnel work is the check that
it offers to an earlier optimism that almost
anyone, without any special training, who
resolved to respect other people’s integrity
and prefaced all of his communications
with the words, “you feel,” could con-
tribute to any individual’s personality de-
velopment. Recent research and theory
points fairly definitely to the alternative
notion that any specific approach to people
from a relationship point of view may be
helpful or not helpful, even harmful, ac-
cording to the needs of the specific person
involved. This leads to the conclusion
that the student personnel worker should

The student personnel worker can make a contribution here
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avoid any active effort to utilize a relation-
ship therapeutically unless he has had spe-
cific therapeutic training.

What is the alternative? Let us cite the
analogy of mothers who today are ex-
tremely conscious of mental health experts
and are continually seeking their advice on
how to be a good mother. Most of us are
aware of the degree to which mothers have
become sensitive to the effects of their
relationships to their children on their
children’s future mental health. These
mothers are in an extremely confusing
situation. They can obtain many dicta
as to how a child should be brought up.
“Keep it on a schedule.” “Do not keep it
on a schedule.” “Give it a lot of love.”
“Discipline begins in the home.” Each
new pronouncement crowds on the heels
of the preceding often contradictory one.
Many of us feel that if the mother is a
reasonably well adjusted person and she
and her husband have an adequate rela-
tionship, it is not necessary to tell her how
to behave in her relationship with her
children. Her natural reactions will prob-
ably be the right ways for bringing up her
child. This of course does not mean that
parents may not be helped by general in-
formation about child development which
will enable them to understand otherwise
puzzling behavior by their children. But
the handing out of rules of behavior prob-
ably interferes with and blocks potentially
good parents from being natural and there-
fore good parents, and simply accentuates
the guilt feelings and anxiety of disturbed
parents who either are unable to follow
these rules or misuse them as expressions
of their own neurotic needs. Similarly, our
answer to the student personnel worker
would be to suggest that he not try to think
about the way he ought to act, but simply
act naturally, using his knowledge of his
job, whatever understanding of students he
brings to the job, and, above all, adopting
the attitude of wanting to understand stu-
dents. In short, the answer would be, “Be
yourself.”

Obviously being yourself will not neces-
sarily be helpful to all the students who
come for help. In some cases the inability
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to be helpful might arise from some lack of
information about individual development
or from some personal inadequacy. In
other cases, the student’s personal problem
may be of such a nature that only a special
carefully controlled therapeutic relation-
ship can be useful to him. It is for these
reasons that it would appear that the ap-
propriate step, where the personnel worker’s
efforts are not met with the normal re-
sponse, is to consult with psychological
counselors, clinical psychologists, psychia-
trists, or equivalent specialists, depending
upon availability.

Natural Relationships

The next section will consider aspects of
the natural relationships of student per-
sonnel workers with students which need to
be avoided in order to prevent an un-
planned therapeutic relationship and, per-
haps, to point to some aspects of the natu-
ral relationships with students which would
seem to make them helpful.

One of the aspects of interpersonal rela-
tionships which seem to make them poten-
tially more involving is their degree of am-
biguity. In frankly therapeutic situations
the client comes to the helper with some
source of dissatisfaction which he has
tended to localize within himself. The
therapist indicates his willingness to be of
assistance but ordinarily does not make very
clear as to what will take place except that
they will talk. The relatively unsophisti-
cated client, striving to formulate a more
specific conception of the relationship, may
define it as “I'll talk and he’ll give me
advice.” But the therapist soon disabuses
him of this misconception. Eventually he
is left with a more general idea, namely,
“I talk, I am not sure about what, and he
may or may not respond. I am not sure
what he will say, whether he will try to
judge or what.” This kind of situation
seems to be an inevitable accompaniment
of any effort to get the client to confide his
emotions and feelings. In fact, it seems to
be a necessary accompaniment to any proc-
ess of having a person experience feelings
in such a way that he can learn to deal
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vith them more constructively. It seems
© be a necessary part of making it possible
or him to have feelings toward a person
vith whom he has hitherto virtually no
ies and who has no realistic relationship
'0 him other than this helping one. It is
wround this situation that the irrational
“haracter of the person’s feelings and of his
sehavior appear more clearly to himself and
.0 the helper from behind the facade of
-ationality. One study by Dibner [2], at
:he University of Michigan, confirmed our
axpectation that ambiguous interpersonal
relationships lead to great anxiety pre-
sumably on the part of those whose struc-
ture of rationality rests on a shaky founda-
tion. In another context, the study of the
personality foundations of prejudice,
Frenkel-Brunswik [3] found that rigid
people were less tolerant of ambiguity.
When people have relatively distinct situ-
ations to react to, when the nature of these
situations is clear-cut and the outcome of
alternative reactions are well known it is
easier for them to be rational and to re-
act realistically. The student personnel
worker, who is not prepared to undertake
therapeutic responsibilities, should avoid
having his legitimate interest and concern
for the personality development of students
lead him into this more ambiguously de-
fined relationship through a process of en-
couraging a kind of open-ended confiding.
This principle is also applicable to stu-
dent discipline and other forms of social
control. Adolescents are already subject
to considerable turbulence in their emo-
tions and motivations. They need to know
the rules in very specific form as an aid to
them in controlling and integrating their
surging impulses and feelings. Therefore,
the student activities administrator does
well to allow students no more freedom
than they are ready to handle and to make
certain that the boundaries are clearly and
consistently communicated. He must
recognize that these youngsters are in a
critical stage of the internal battle be-
tween their dependent and independent
needs. To give them too much freedom
may overwhelm them, to give them too little
freedom may activate unrealistic and ir-
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rational needs to assert independence if
only as a denial of their dependent needs.

Related to the effect of ambiguous situa-
tions is the understanding that it is through
cognition and cognitive processes that we
are able to control and utilize our impulses
and emotions in positive ways. In a
large majority of the cases, one of the
major tasks of the student personnel worker
is to aid the student to acquire the infor-
mation, the skills, the conceptual tools,
which will enable him to gain the ability
to express his emotions and motivations in
a positive and constructive fashion. Too
often our current awareness of the im-
portance of emotions and motivations as
determiners of action has led us to over-
look the importance of cognitive processes.
Because we have become sensitive to the
frequency with which information and con-
cepts are used negatively, purely for the
defense of some particular motivation, we
sometimes fall into the habit of assuming
that all cognitive resources are at all times
media for defensive and regressive expres-
sion. Perhaps it is this error that has
helped to power the current humanistically
oriented revolt in education.

Students Need Information

The suggestion is that the student per-
sonnel worker should not allow his orienta-
tion toward the goals of personality de-
velopment and his awareness that emotions
and motivations may lead to a distorted and
regressive utilization of information, skills,
and conceptual tools to deter him from con-
tinuing to make an important part of his
contribution in this area. The financial
adviser or the faculty counselor must con-
tinue to offer students information about
better, quicker paths to their goals. His
awareness of the effects of emotional and
motivational factors should help him to
avoid a lot of wasted effort by enabling him
to become aware of particular students or
particular times when his efforts in this
direction will not contribute to the student’s
growth. These are the times when referral
to others more therapeutically trained are
the called-for responses.
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Finally, we have begun to be aware that
the emotional tone of relationships need
not be uniform for maximum effectiveness
to each individual person. It is not very
clear just how the student personnel worker
not specially trained for therapeutic work
can make use of this awareness. Earlier
it had been suggested that the best course
of action for the student personnel worker
is to act naturally. Perhaps one applica-
tion of this principle for the student per-
sonnel worker is to avoid the mistake of
unconsciously accepting some stereotype of
the “good” personnel worker. Some might
have the stereotype of the good personnel
worker as a relatively effusive out-going per-
son who meets people easily, smiles readily,
and often is on a first name basis very soon.
Others may visualize the student personnel
worker as a relatively diffident, quiet, non-
expressive person who grows on one. Prob-
ably most of us fall somewhere between in
our usual mode of behavior. However,
through the influence of one of these stereo-
types we might make the mistake of cloth-
ing our behavior with a thin veneer of
such an ideal.

The adolescent’s normal conflicts about
independence and dependence have al-
ready been mentioned. When the adoles-
cent is feeling the pressure and demands of
the adult world and is fearful that the last
vestiges of his childhood are being impa-
tiently torn from him rather than his being
given the opportunity to drop them will-
ingly and gladly, an interaction with an
adult who is naturally warm and giving

rather than demanding may be sufficient
support to allay his fears and enable him to
move more freely toward independence.
Similarly, the youngster who is fearful of
his capacity to be independent, who is
striving hard to control his regressive im-
pulses to reach out for supporting rela-
tionships, will be helped by someone who
naturally keeps a greater distance between
himself and other people.

It behooves each personnel worker to be
aware of his own natural ways of reacting,
when necessary to restrain these natural
ways, and, above all, to refer or consult
when these ways do not fit into the needs
of the students with whom he works.

In this process of urging the student per-
sonnel worker to be himself instead of try-
ing to apply poorly digested therapeutic
concepts, it was difficult to avoid the impres-
sion of setting up still one more array of
rules for therapeutic conduct. Therefore,
it is best to close with the affirmation that
the student personnel worker in the age
of personality development must strive to
be himself rather than a psychotherapist.
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EDUCATING FOR RETIREMENT

Teaching people how to make retirement a happy and satisfying
experience is the goal of a research study which recently received a grant
of nearly $4,000 from the Hartford (Conn.) Heart Association—one of
the first awards to be made by a local Heart Association to support
research in the economic-sociological field. The study, to be conducted
by the University of Connecticut, will seek to establish an educational
program which can be made available through business and industry to
employees who are nearing retirement age.—The American Heart, Fall,

1954.
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