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Introduction

All of us have heard or used the phrase "I've already given at the office," which sometimes is used in jest but at other times to indicate that we've given to our institution's foundation or to local charitable organizations.  For this article I would like to explore a different kind of giving - our personal responsibility for contributing to our profession.


Those who have applied for graduate school or who work with graduate school admission applications probably recall seeing an essay question that asks the candidate to describe how he or she will contribute to the body of knowledge in their discipline or profession after graduation.  While we may have glibly offered the "expected" answer at the time, perhaps not even giving it much thought, we should regularly ask ourselves the same question with respect to our professional lives.  Perhaps, though, you may be wondering why this question is even relevant to your work life.  After all, most of us feel that we are already overworked and underpaid!


Despite a heavy workload and all the hours we put in at the desk, we have a responsibility to contribute to our professions on a regular and on-going basis beyond our assigned duties and tasks.  It is important that we strengthen our professions through our contributions, in order to continue to refine and update the policies, practices, and procedures of our profession to better reflect changing society and technological environments.  We should regularly engage in thoughtful collaboration and contribution to those with whom we work on a daily basis as well as those colleagues from other institutions.


If you accept the position that we should indeed be contributing to our profession, the next question may be, "How can I make meaningful contributions to my profession?"


How to make a difference in our profession is a good question to ask and there are as many ways to contribute as there are individuals and the institutions they work for.  So let us begin by looking at ways to give to our profession at the places where we work.  Below I will suggest just a few of the more obvious ways we can contribute on our campuses.




MAKING A DIFFERENCE ON YOUR CAMPUS
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Committee Work

I suspect for some the dreaded C-word, "Committee membership" is something to be avoided at all cost.  After all, committee work can be time-consuming, frustrating, and can result in a lot of extra work.  However, given that much of the work that occurs in higher education outside the classroom happens in committee, it is often a way for individuals to be directly engaged in the work of the campus.  Serving on committees allows us to form and nurture relationships with colleagues from other offices and functions.  It also provides an opportunity to inform campus members about our respective areas of responsibility, policies and procedures we are tasked with enforcing, and important dates and deadlines that might otherwise be ignored.  Committee membership also provides an opportunity for dialogue and feedback.  While potentially an extra assignment, committee work can also be a time saver if the relationships we form result in a better understanding of our area of responsibility among those who would have no other reason to get to know or communicate with us.
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Student Organizations

As educators our first responsibility is to our students - even if our individual role on campus may be far removed from day-to-day contact with students.  One means of 
contributing to our profession is to serve as role models for those students.  Working with or advising student organizations are excellent means of modeling professional 
conduct and ethics to our students.  It also provides students an opportunity to get to know us outside our usual work setting.  Research tells us that students who build relationships with staff and faculty outside the classroom or office are more likely to persist and achieve their educational goals (Tinto, 1994 and 2004; Astin and Erlandson, 1997).  More often than not, this type of work is rewarding in and of itself without the added benefit of being a meaningful part of our students' lives.

Professional Development

Many of our institutions provide opportunities for professional development through seminars, workshops, and lectures.  Have you ever considered being the seminar or workshop leader or the lecturer?  Before you say, "I don't have anything to talk about," consider for a moment how important and critical your work is to the smooth functioning of your institution and/or to your students' lives.  For example, you might be an expert in the provisions of FERPA.  You would be surprised just how many people would be interested in what you would have to tell. 

Here again, research tells us that employees are significantly more likely to be satisfied with their position and role in an organization if they are actively engaged and contributing to their respective organization  -- in other words, making a difference (Johnsrud, 2002;  Johnsrud and Rosser, 1999; Volkwein and Parmley, 2000).  If your institution has an individual in charge of developing staff professional training, talk with that person and volunteer your time and expertise.  It will pay dividends.

COLLABORATING WITH COLLEAGUES FROM OTHER CAMPUSES
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State- or Regional-Committees and Taskforces

Higher education in most states is a collaborative affair, despite the often fierce competition for students between schools, numerous opportunities exist for service on 
taskforces and committees to investigate, evaluate, or design policy, procedures, and services.  If you have shied away from such opportunities, you might want to rethink your position.  Work on these types of committees and taskforces provides opportunities to gain a more global view of the problems and challenges as well as the opportunities that can be so vexing.  

Such service can provide opportunities to learn how other institutions tackle challenges common in many colleges and universities.  And, frankly it is nice to be able to pick up a phone and talk with a colleague who has had similar experiences.

State-, Regional-, and National Professional Organizations

If you have been in your profession a very long time (or not long at all), you have most likely heard about or even been invited to become member of a state, regional or national professional organization.  Such professional organizations offer you many opportunities for professional development and leadership.  Such organizations may also provide you with an outlet for scholarly or creative efforts.  Most definitely, these organizations provide you the opportunity of giving back to your profession.


For a moment I would like to share my experience in one such professional organization - our own Pacific Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers (PACRAO).  If you are reading this article, most likely you already are a member and very likely an active member at that.  However, I would like to share with you the wonderful opportunities and relationships that I have had the privilege of experiencing through my membership in PACRAO.


As a young professional, a few years back (well, who's counting anyway), a good friend from a sister institution invited me along to a PACRAO conference.  At first I was hesitant because I had attended my first AACRAO conference the spring before and had found that experience to be somewhat intimidating.  After all, I worked at a small school in a rural state and didn't know much about the organization or my profession, for that matter.  But away I went and found PACRAO members to be warm and generous.  They enjoyed having fun, lots of fun, and yet the professionalism and quality of the entire conference was top notch.


For the next conference or two I was quite content to enjoy the camaraderie and excellent sessions without contributing much.  Just before the end of the third conference I attended, I was asked to consider doing a session presentation and with much trepidation I agreed.  I'll have to admit that that was the most hashed and rehashed presentation ever, I spent hours making sure every word and transparency--yes, that was B.P (before PowerPoint) was absolutely perfect.  I practiced and rehearsed until even my young son knew the presentation by heart.  The date of the conference finally arrived and with transparencies in hand I set out for the conference.  Well, not too surprising, it was a fantastic experience.  The audience, comprised of my colleagues and friends, was kind and warm, asked great questions, and shared their own challenges.  It was a great experience and a fantastic growth opportunity.


Since that first presentation, I have had the privilege of giving a number of presentations at PACRAO, all of which I have truly enjoyed.  My first leadership 
experience within PACRAO occurred several years ago when I was asked to serve on the Local Arrangements Committee (LAC).  Serving on the LAC is something like planning the biggest event of your life with all the glitz, glamour and hard work of hosting a major event.  All of my fellow committee members were committed to putting on the very best 
conference possible and I believe we succeeded.  I continue to count my fellow LAC-ers as among my very best friends.  That's what committee work will do for you!


My next leadership opportunity followed closely on the heels of the conference our LAC hosted.  I had the great honor of being nominated as PACRAO's treasurer and it has been a most rewarding experience.  As I complete my term, I can say without reservation that this experience has been a major learning experience as a professional.  Not only did I gain knowledge and understanding of the non-profit world but also the organization and functioning of a strong professional association.  It also taught me the value of collegial relationships with a group of people committed to similar purposes and goals.  There were times when the work was difficult.  Unfortunately the Association experienced some financial challenges during my term as treasurer and some very difficult decisions had to be made to ensure the continued fiscal viability of the organization while at the same time losing excellent colleagues and fellow officers to the vagaries of the workplace.


I look forward to new challenges and opportunities in PACRAO.  As I write this article, I am starting a term as the chair of the Writers Team.  The Writers Team is an amazing group of people who have contributed significantly to our organization and to our profession over the past three years through the articles they have written.  These articles have been on topics relevant and timely to all who are practitioners in our student services professions.  The Writers Team has even been recognized by AACRAO with the Elbert W. Ockerman Professional Activity Award as an outstanding example of professionalism.  Additionally, a number of the articles that have been submitted through the Writers Team have been or will be republished in other journals including the AACRAO professional journal, College and University, over the next year.

Any PACRAO member who feels that there is not much going on in this wonderful organization need only look around to find evidence that indeed this organization provides its members with a wealth of opportunity for professional growth and leadership experiences.  


Yes, I've given at the office and I will continue to give to my profession through PACRAO and other opportunities.  I challenge every PACRAO member to find their own unique method of contributing to our great profession of serving students and our institutions.
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