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In his Spring 2011 Developments article, Educating the Whole Student: Our Heritage and Future 

Challenges, Brown calls for our profession “to re-examine what we mean when we say, the 

'whole student.'” He further states: 

The whole student is more than a combination of cognitive-emotional dimensions. The 

whole student is more than the dimensions of student life that are reflected in the 

departments and programs that make up student affairs. The whole student is more than a 

schema that intertwines these dimensions like DNA. The whole student is much deeper 

and richer than the sum of his or her parts (para. 15). 

After reading his article and considering his charge, a group of colleagues got together to discuss 

what this means for the future of student affairs. Amongst this group were early career faculty 

members, doctoral students, and administrators who are entering mid-level career positions. 

Although we come from institutions across the country and have a range of research and 

professional interests, we are all committed to being scholar-practitioners. Thus we took time to 

reflect upon the ideas Brown shared and posed the following questions: 

 What does the phrase “the whole student" mean when it is used in our field?  

 What do we believe the phrase "whole student" should mean? 

Seven of us would like to take this opportunity to share our responses to these questions. We 

hope that readers will also think about how they may respond to these questions and consider 

what that means for their daily work.  



After reading the responses below, reflect upon with which ideas you agree or disagree? Why? 

What resonates with you? To help readers spur further dialogue in their classroom and/or 

workplace, we also offer the following discussion questions: 

 What experiences and/or readings shape your own perspective about the “whole student”?  

 What is your division’s philosophy about educating the whole student? Does that affect daily 

practice? If so, how? If not, why not? 

 What are you teaching new professionals—directly or indirectly—about what it means to 

educate the whole student? 

We encourage you to share your thoughts with us and your peers. 

Tricia Seifert  

Over the last year, I’ve asked over 250 student affairs and services staff in Ontario’s publicly-

funded colleges and universities to describe student success.  Often the conversation begins with 

a narrow focus on academic success but then moves to a broader notion of self-discovery and 

students achieving their goals.  It is not uncommon for someone to talk about helping students 

develop a sense of global citizenship and the ability to contribute to Canada’s multicultural 

communities.  Respondents have shared the importance of students learning to navigate complex 

administrative procedures and advocate for themselves responsibly and respectfully.  Each 

example intertwines knowledge with personal commitment within a community –the hallmark of 

self-authorship.  These responses demonstrate steadfastness in educating the whole student as 

our foundational documents have called us to do.  

Kyle Oldham 

The whole student should mean the experiences, thoughts, feelings, and opinions of an individual 

entering college.  Recognizing the changes that occur, the decisions and sacrifices that were 

made (or could have been made) to get that student to college and the fact that 

his/her/hir personal experience all impact how the student will learn, grow, and develop at 

school.  The “whole student” should be more than emotions and thoughts.  I believe the focus 

needs to be put on students’ lived experience, and EVEN how their perceived and 

actual identities impact how people and communities interact with them and how they show up 

at an institutional setting. 

Kristan Cilente  

In considering Brown’s (2011) commentary on educating the whole student, my reaction lies not 

in who is the whole student, but on what comprises the concept of education.  Brown calls 

student affairs educators to rethink what “whole student” means; while I agree, I think it is more 

important to consider the what we mean by “education.”  Is merely being in a classroom or 



engaging in co-curricular experiences education?  The networked era of instant “knowledge” is a 

tenuous time; it is far too easy to find answers without thinking about the meaning behind them.  

I encourage us to consider critical thinking, meaning-making, and educative experiences as we 

reconsider education of the whole student. 

Paige Haber 

When I reflect on my college experiences, a variety of memories, emotions, and images come 

up.  I get flashbacks of hanging out in my residence hallway playing cards with friends, meeting 

in a professor’s office in the mathematics building, or anxiously answering interview questions 

to be a campus ambassador.  I also inexplicably get feelings that move through me, which leave 

me happy, nervous, or excited, and while I don’t know exactly why, I know they’re connected to 

my college experience.  We are complex beings with many interconnected dimensions.  While 

our universities are often segmented and siloed to narrowly focus on one dimension, our students 

are not.  Looking into ourselves and our experiences of being a whole human being can help us 

better serve our whole students.      

Georgiana Martin  

Beyond our understanding that the whole student is comprised of many dimensions of identity 

(e.g., social class, gender, racial, ethnic, religious, and sexual), I am most fascinated by the 

complexity of attending to the whole student.  Today, it should no longer be enough in student 

affairs to think critically about what particular stage of a given linear theoretical model XYZ 

student exhibits.  Rather, we should stretch ourselves to think about concepts that have appeared 

more recently in the higher education and student affairs literature related to understanding the 

whole student—concepts such as identity salience, identity performance, and intersectionality.  

Sure I can identify what a student might look like in the various phases of Helms’ Model of 

White Racial Identity, for example.  What does this knowledge, in isolation, tell me about that 

student’s gender or sexual identity?  What about the meaning they attribute to their social class?  

This compartmentalization of identities is how many of us learned to think about student 

development.  How are we challenging ourselves to incorporate into practice newer 

understandings of how college students experience their world?  Understanding the whole 

student means recognizing and attending to the complex and dynamic nature of the human 

experience.   

RJ Holmes-Leopold 

To engage the “whole student” we must treat each student equitably.  Not equally, but equitably.  

What’s the distinction between the two?  To use an analogy from a wise colleague, treating 

students equally is to give every student a pair of shoes, but treating students equitably is to give 

every student a pair of shoes that fit.  Each student we encounter has a unique set of needs based 

on their interests, skills, identities, and the environmental presses that influence the ways they 

think, feel, and act in the world.  Instead of helping a student move from one generalized 



developmental stage to the next, we must also take into account the life conditions and 

intersections of identity that influence the ways a student has and will develop.  Understanding 

the nuances of each student’s life experiences allows student affairs professionals to tailor their 

practice with every student they encounter and doing so can help students move closer towards a 

fully authentic voice and the right pair of shoes. 

Amanda Suniti Niskodé-Dossett 

As I reflected upon these questions, I realized that I am not exactly sure what “educating the 

whole student” means when it is used in our field; I know what organizations and institutions 

claim this means—what they espouse—but how the commitment to educating the whole is 

enacted in day-to-day work is unclear. I do not doubt that people do it; in fact I imagine that 

nearly everyone who enters this field has a genuine interest in fostering all aspects of students’ 

identity. Yet I think it is equally important that we are intentional in identifying exactly how this 

interest translates into action. I realize this is easier said than done, but I do believe being more 

effective in our practice requires this type of intentionality and reflection. What does “the whole 

student” mean to me? This is something that I continue to grapple with, however, I agree with 

Brown’s (2011) assertion that “the whole student is much deeper and richer than the sum of his 

or her parts.”  

References 

Brown, R.D. (2011, Spring). Educating the whole student: Our heritage and future challenges. Developments, 9(1). 

Retrieved from http://www2.myacpa.org/developments/summer-2011/commentary-a-response-to-brown 

 

The opinions expressed by the author(s) are not necessarily those of the Developments editorial board or those of 

ACPA members, Governing Board, Leadership, or International Office Staff. 

 

 

 


