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Willem de Ruijter
In the beautiful month of May about thirty of 

us gathered in Kitchener, Ontario on the Campus 
of Emmanuel Bible College for the annual CACSD 
conference. I was told beforehand the conference 
would not be big or flashy, but I would love it. As a 
newcomer to Student Development I was not going to 
disagree or object and decided to come along. At the 
conference I quickly learned that my colleagues were 
right as the welcome I received was warm and genuine.  
I quickly felt welcomed to the unique community that 
one finds at the CACSD conference. To my relief, it 
became apparent to me that the CACSD conference 
is not about keeping up appearances and trying to 
impress others in the field of Student Development.  
The conference thankfully does the opposite; it seeks 
to build knowledge and grow partnerships.

As the attendees of the conference our brains were 
teased and we were encouraged to grow in knowledge. 
Through the various workshops and learning 
opportunities, we were introduced to challenges we had 
not considered before and were reminded of where the 
focus should be in our work in Student Development. 

The quality and diversity of the speakers and topics  
were exceptional.  Some of the highlights included 
Peter Schuurman who talked about finding Glory in 
the daily grind of Student Development work. Our 
Emmanuel Bible College hosts gave us an interactive 
tour of their campus while stressing the importance of 
collaboration between Student Development and the 
other departments within our institutions. We were 
given insight into the issues of relationship violence, 

Lectio Divina 
A helpful practice for spiritual 
development in emerging adults. Matthew Russell
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“I don’t want to listen to another sermon.” I imagine 
that many of us have heard this phrase or its sentiment 
from many of our students whose brains are overtaxed 
from hearing lectures all week and find sermons to be 
a painful way to usher lectures into their weekends as 
well.  Yet, at the same time, we often know these same 
students yearn for greater growth and depth in their 
spiritual lives.  When intellectual stimulation and chal-
lenge turns to the flogging of students’ mental capaci-
ties, how do they continue to hear words from God and 
grow in greater appreciation of Him? 
     This past year I participated in a directed study at 
Ambrose Seminary entitled Spiritual Theology in Prac-
tice for Young Adults.  This course involved designing 
a project that allowed me to learn more about young 
adult spirituality, as well as experience it first hand.  I 
sought to do this by gaining an understanding of spiri-
tual formation, then by reviewing literature relating to 
young adults ages 18-24, their development and spiri-
tual growth, and, finally, by exploring various spiritual 
practices that could possibly be made use of 
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must admit that it was David Guthrie that challenged 
me to read more, particularly about our profession, 
our students and our faith.  Perhaps for the average 
student life educator  this may not seem very invigo-
rating. Perhaps our default passion is often  ‘relating’ 
with students, not reading and reflecting.  Nonethe-
less, I believe an investment in reading is a good one 
that will help you be a better practitioner. I offer the 
following as suggested readings. Some I have read 
and some I intend to read.

Making the Most of College – Light
Student Affairs Reconsidered – Guthrie
The Fabric of Faithfulness – Garber 
The Outrageous Idea of Academic Faithfulness - Opitz
The Soul of the Christian University  -  Beers
Souls in Transition – Smith 
The Five Dysfunctions of a Team – Lencioni 
Comment: University Edition - Cardus
The Narcissim Epidemic – Twenge and Campbell
Dumbest Generation – Bauerlein 
The First Year Out - Clydesdale
Desiring the Kingdom  - Smith 
Divided by Faith  - Emerson and Smith 

As you read, please consider sharing a book re-
view in the  next addition of the Partner, or leading 
a book discussion at the next CACSD conference, as 
John Krueger (Redeemer University College) did at 
the 2010 CACSD conference  at 
Emmanuel Bible College. 

Blessings, 

Wally 

 
By the time you read these remarks you are likely 

only a few weeks away from the start of a new term. 
You perhaps have mixed feelings about this – “student 
withdrawal” feelings mingling with  “I need more time 
to prepare for the semester” feelings.    

I am currently hunkered down in the library, and as 
I occasionally gaze out the  window onto a lovely green 
space,  the start of a new term seems like an eternity 
away. I am still basking in the wake of some recent pro-
fessional development opportunities and eagerly  an-
ticipating a month long family vacation starting in a 
few short days. 

I had the unique opportunity this year of attending 
both the CACSD and the ACSD conferences. The rich-
ness of both experiences lingers and spurs on more 
plans and opportunities than I will ever have the time 
or resources to implement. My imagination still runs 
wild from the numerous conversations.  The CACSD 
conference was a rich time of connection and learning 
with Canadian colleagues. ACSD was also helpful – I 
was  encouraged and challenged to think deeply about 
our role as student development educators within a 
Christian learning community. There were also many 
excellent workshops focusing on best practices. 

I have learned an important lesson this summer. It 
is beneficial to our professional development to cre-
ate and subject ourselves to  opportunities where we 
engage each other in our work as professional student 
development educators.  The students we serve are too 
important to do otherwise. Conferences seem to be an 
ideal medium for productive engagement and I highly 
recommend you do all you can to attend. For example, 
the next CACSD conference will be hosted  by Crandall 
University on the east coast and will no doubt be a pro-
ductive and enjoyable gathering.  I do realize that at-
tending a conference is not always feasible. What else 
can be done you ask? 

Well, there are many ways of stirring our imagina-
tion and developing professionally. One powerful and 
cost effective  tool is simply reading quality books. I 

Wally Rude



Editor's Note
On a recent roller-blade experience along Lake On-

tario, one of my friends expressed interest in running 
for Hamilton city councillor.  He is a 27 year old ac-
countant who has a great balance of vision and drive 
to follow through with the vision.  As we exercised our 
legs, we also worked out our minds thinking about 
what would be needed to run a successful campaign.  
Even though we could creatively think about platforms, 
new ways to campaign, and possible obstacles, there 
were many unknowns that we couldn’t answer.  Neither 
of us had worked on a campaign before.  I’m excited 
for my friend and hope he takes the leap and runs for 
councillar.  However, I did advise him that the next key 
step would be going for coffee with a current councillor 
to talk to someone who actually knows what it’s like to 
campaign in Hamilton.  

As the summer wraps up, so wraps up our time of 
renewal and rest.  Soon students will be wandering the 
halls of our institutions and there won’t be the time for 
intentional development. Conferences are great con-
structed environments where professional develop-
ment can happen.  Scores of like-minded profession-
als gather and it’s impossible for conversation to stray 
from student development for long.   Institutional poli-
cies and ‘pranking stories’ are exchanged.   Speakers 
are paid to inspire and educate.   

However, many of us were unable to attend confer-
ences this year.  I don’t think this should exclude us 
from experiencing the benefits of professional devel-
opment.   In the president’s report, Wally praised the 
value of reading quality books.  I also think we can take 
a pro-active approach with the connections we make 
in our broader professional community.  We don’t have 
to wait for the conference experience to enjoy a rich 
learning conversation with a colleague.  We can surf 
the web, find an email address, introduce ourselves, 
and grab a coffee with someone we have never met 
before.  

This should be easy to do which raises the question, 
what is holding us back from engaging in dialogue with 
other institutions?  I don’t have all the answers but here 
are a couple of my thoughts.  

Each time I’ve made a request to meet someone, I 
went into the situation slightly nervous and unsure of 
exactly what I was trying to accomplish in the meet-
ing.   I felt vulnerable because I thought I was the one 
requesting information.  I didn’t know how my request 
would be handled.  Some of the people with whom i 
spoke had decades of experience and I assumed they 
were very busy.  In short, why would they want to talk 
and share with me?   If any of these thoughts resonate 

Micah van Dijk
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with you, you’re not alone.   Simple fear of the unknown 
keeps us from initiating conversation.       

I also think that we don’t collaborate or communi-
cate with professionals outside of our school because 
we have the idea that we are in competition.  I think we 
have the erroneous idea that there is only so much suc-
cess pie to share between all our institutions.  It’s a form 
of the  “scarcity model”  which says wealth (success) 
can’t be created or destroyed, it can only be distributed 
so we all must hoard as much as we can.  Perhaps my 
conversations with Tyndale, for example will reveal my 
successes which could reduce Redeemer’s piece of the 
pie.  This theory doesn’t fit a Christian worldview or 
many current business models.   Working with com-
petitors can help each other attain a better quality edu-
cational experience which benefits the final product of 
all involved.  Wealth is created.

So if we can get over those two hurdles of fear of 
vulnerability and our belief that we must hoard our 
knowledge, then I think we’re ready to write the email 
asking to meet for a coffee.  You may be wondering if 
I’m practicing what I’m preaching.  Is Micah going out 
for coffees?   I still get nervous each time a question 
comes up where I know colleagues at different institu-
tions can help.  I procrastinate a bit...I surf the web for 
the answer.   Usually that doesn’t work and eventually I 
make the call or email.  Sometimes I don’t connect with 
whom I would like to talk.  But when I have connected, 
I always walk away with an answer, and a sense that I’ve 
gained enormously from that small exchange.    In the 
past, I’ve connected with the events coordinators at the 
two public higher education institutions near me.  I then 
went for coffee to meet them both in person.  Through 
this experience, I learned a lot about what they do, why 
they do it, what works for them, and what doesn’t.  Our 
contexts aren’t the same but they are similar enough 
for me to apply some of what I learn to my work.  

I know it can be hard to do.  You have to be the 
proactive one.  You have to be the vulnerable one.  You 
have to go into the unknown.  There is risk.  But in the 
end, you will be the one who benefits.  What does a 
large coffee cost at Tim Horton’s nowadays?  That’s the 
cost of Professional Development 
these days.  I have to be honest 
though...I drink tea.        

Micah van Dijk works in the Student 
Life department at Redeemer University 
College and is the editor of the PARTNER.

  

Connections...  



sexual assault, and stalking in our colleges by Jim 
VanderWoerd, a sociology professor from Redeemer 
University College.  On the final day we were challenged 
by Pastor Jeff Strong who gave us a discipleship model 
of “The Four Loves”  which look at our different natural 
tendencies of loving God.  Do we tend towards loving 
God through reflection, community, action, or worship? 
Simply summarizing workshops does not adequately 
reflect the value of the learning and group discussions. 
Those who had been asked to lead the workshops all 
brought their unique gifts to the table; this in turn led 
to fruitful discussion and a desire to further delve into 
specific topics or issues.

The balanced schedule allowed us to form 
partnerships which is another distinctive quality of the 
conference.  It was in the discussion after workshops 
that the knowledge we gained came to life. As we 
shared experiences, challenges, and joys of working in 
Student Development the rubber truly hit the road and 
encouragement and advice were given and received. 
Many of these reflections were had while we were 
treated to yet another wonderful meal or snack. And 
conversations continued while bowling, during walks, 
or later in the evening in the dorm hallways. 

The CACSD conference does not focus on bringing 
in flashy keynote speakers or providing for every luxury. 
Nevertheless the conference does address the needs 
of Christians working in student development. Through 
insightful workshops and opportunities to partner, the 
CACSD conference offers a platform on which we as 
institutions and individuals can build. For a few days 
in May we are given the opportunity to encourage 
each other in the hectic world of Christian Student 
Development – I for one am thankful for those few 
days.

Willem de Ruijter just completed a six month contract at Re-
deemer University College as the Assistant Residence Coordinator.  
(willem.de.ruijter@gmail.com)

 

continued from pg 1
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Conference Review
  A newcomer’s perspective on the CACSD

Renew Refresh Revive
CACSD Conference 2011

Crandall University, Moncton New Brunswick

MAY 17-19
Plan May 16 as a travel date

Visit www.cacsdhome.com and
www.crandallu.ca for more information!



 

Gaedelica perform 
an evening concert 
for the attendees us-
ing a wide variety of 
modern and ancient 
instruments. 

Far left: Dr. Jim Vanderwoerd 
presents his research on Relation-
ship violence on Ontario Christian 
campusses.

Left: Micah van Dijk and Fred Schat 
take time for a picture before dinner.  
The food received rave reviews.  

Below left: The CACSD executive lead the annual gen-
eral meeting.  

Below middle: Peter Schuurman opens the conference 
with a key-note address inspiring CACSD members to 
find the “Glory” of God in Student Development.

Willem de Ruijter prepares a chip 
shot during golfing,one of the con-
ference excursions.  Notice Wally 
Rude and Marlin Reimer in the back-
ground.   

 

CACSD Conference 

Members of the CACSD enjoy a tour of the facilities at Emmanuel Bible College 
which included much discussion about the creative use of space and ways to 
transform physical environments for student development purposes.  
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Book Review
The Soul of a Christian University:
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Stephen Beers currently serves as the VP for Student 
Development at John Brown University and, like the 
majority of the faculty and student development prac-
titioners who contributed to the book, Beers is also a 
practitioner.  Research findings are sprinkled through-
out the book but, make no mistake, this book is primar-
ily an  ‘applied’ work and will serve those best  who are 
directly engaged in teaching, mentoring and leading 
the next generation of Christ followers at Christian in-
stitutions of higher education. 
     Beers is most concerned about the distinctness of 
the  Christian college, with a particular emphasis on 
how new educators are trained, challenged and sup-
ported as they are integrated into 
the culture and unique purpose of 
the  Christian college. He states, 
“the primary purpose of this book 
is to inform the new educators 
about the Christian college dis-
tinctive and to prepare him or her for long-term suc-
cess.” I do not think you need to be  a new educator to 
benefit from the rich experiential based writings from 
the  variety of experienced authors.
     Beers argues that student learning and scholarship, 
the focus of the first part of the book, are the primary 
responsibilities of a Christian college. These themes are 
developed with topics such as vision, mission, Ameri-
can educational history,  faith and learning integration, 
relevant pedagogy, and research and scholarship.
     In Chapter 1,  Tippen suggests  that “secular educa-
tion in America today is under judgement” and that a 
“revolution appears to be underway” where students 
are demanding classes that address the big questions 
in life and where there is a new openness to faith and 
spirituality. The Christian college has an opportunity to 
ensure the ‘soul’ is not lost in the pursuit of academic 
excellence. This should spark the interest of teaching 
faculty and student development educators.  
     Beers challenges the Christian educator to think 
carefully about how the integration of faith and learn-
ing is (or is not) woven into the classroom, highlighting 
many of the common misconceptions such as think-
ing integration is simply “praying before class” but not 
integrating the Christian worldview  with the discipline 
being studied. Several theoretical models of faith and 
learning integration are succinctly covered, coupled with 
practical tools for implementation. Beers then outlines 
“how student development staff and their programs 
become a unique and primary educational tool for in-
tegration”, highlighting the educational significance of 
authentic relationships in “real life situations” between 

staff and students. Student development professionals 
are challenged to integrate a Christian worldview into 
all of the student development programming, even 
though it  primarily takes place outside the classroom. 
     The second part of the book focuses on the prac-
tical issues facing educators working within a distinct 
Christian learning community covering topics such as  
work/life balance, rest, collaboration,  engaging the 
world, and  leadership. Many of the subjects covered 
will not be new to those who work in Christian higher 
education; however, they are powerful reminders of of-
ten counter cultural truths  that should produce sus-
tainable results, healthier workers, and more  faithful 
expressions of the Christian life. 

     For example, Newfellow exhorts 
the Christian labourer to resist the 
current forces of “secularization, 
fragmentation and commercial-
ization”, but rather immerse one-
self in thinking and living that 

recognizes “all components of the created order were 
created, redeemed, and sustained not by our own ef-
forts but by God.” 
     It is true that the book was written by Americans 
working in American Christian higher education; and 
yet I believe many of the concepts presented are trans-
ferable to the Canadian context. A chapter or two writ-
ten by someone working in higher education in Canada 
would have been helpful to illuminate the Canadian 
context.  In addition, the second part of the book dealt 
with a diverse group of topics, and connecting them to 
the larger theme of “Christian distinctness” was a chal-
lenge a times.  
     I highly recommend this book to student develop-
ment professionals and faculty that are committed to 
sustainable and integrated efforts in  promoting  stu-
dent learning and development in Christian learning 
communities. I also recommend using the  discussion 
questions after every chapter to facilitate discussion, 
as we recently did at Ambrose University College with 
the student development team. If you find this to be a 
useful resource, I would recommend you pass the book 
along to one of your faculty colleagues. 

Reviewed by Wally Rude

A Field Guide for Educators.  Stephen T. Beers, Editor.   Abilene Christian University Press – 2008  

“A revolution appears
to be underway” 

- Stephen T. Beers



Book Review 

The Narcissism Epidemic touches a nerve in read-
ers that they would rather ignore. The question is how 
we perceive ourselves. Jean M. Twenge and W. Keith 
Campbell discover through analysis of sociological and 
psychological studies that individuals in our culture 
are more self-absorbed than past generations. The big 
question readers may have is so what? Is it really a bad 
thing if our generation is more focussed on self-esteem 
and self-fulfillment? Twenge and Campbell think that 
our obsession with self-worth will not end well and 
they have compelling evidence for their argument.

 Using well established tests and definitions from 
the psychology field, they first diagnose the problem 
on an individual level. After looking at cultural trends 
which show narcissism on the rise, they look at several 
myths and then ask the question, how did we get here? 
Twenge and Campbell look at the origins of the self 
esteem movement which blossomed in the 1970’s and 
has been growing exponentially since then.

After diagnosing the problem, Twenge and Camp-
bell dig deeper looking for the roots of this epidemic. 
They explore in depth the shift towards parenting styles 
that cater to a child’s wants obsessively. Parents hope to 
be friends with their child rather than authority figures. 
The celebrity culture is identified as one of a few root 
causes with reality-based television shows shining as a 
prime example of narcissism being celebrated. “Reality 
shows are a process of self-selection—narcissists love 
the spotlight so much they seek it out by trying out for 
these shows. (pg 99)”. Another cause is the self-fascina-
tion found and encouraged online. Through facebook 
profiles, youtube, and myspace people are screaming 
for attention. “Web 2.0 and cultural narcissism work as 
a feedback loop, with narcissistic people seeking out 
ways to promote themselves on the Web (107).” And 
finally material entitlement is identified. Twenge and 
Campbell look at the increased credit spending and 
debt that Americans hold as one of the key issues of 
the narcissism epidemic.

So what symptoms do we see from the root causes 
of a narcissistic generation?  Twenge and Campbell 
look at everything from vanity to relationship issues. 
One particularly interesting chapter for our context in 
Christian higher education is a look at Religion and Vol-
unteering. This chapter is titled “God Didn’t Create You 
to Be Average” and looks at how churches cater to the 
narcissistic message of uniqueness and self-gratification 
(247). This chapter also explores the area of volunteer-
ing and how much of it ends up being done to meet 
school requirements or to strengthen a resume or ap-
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plication (250). 
Church and 
volunteering 
have gained 
a very strong 
“what’s in it for 
me” compo-
nent that was 
absent de-
cades ago.

Prognosis 
and Treatment 
are more dif-
ficult to iden-
tify for the is-
sue of societal 
narcissism but 
Twenge and Campbell raise several excellent points. 
Though there are many large hurdles including the 
credit crisis, viral growth of the internet, continued 
westernization and globalization, there is hope.  Each 
of us can practically begin to fight against the narcis-
sism epidemic by recognizing the symptoms and then 
exercise more healthy attitudes and behaviours. Our 
healthy behaviours can affect change on other indi-
viduals and society as a whole.  Higher-education is an 
excellent opportunity for students to realize narcissistic 
symptoms and to work on being healthy.

The Narcissism Epidemic helps the reader see 
trends of society clearer. Perhaps the 3-year old wear-
ing a t-shirt that reads “My mom’s hot” isn’t just a par-
ticipant in a parental joke but is being affected by a 
culture sick with narcissism. Student development pro-
fessionals can gain understanding of oneself as well 
as the up-coming generation. Some insights seem like 
bleak truth. However, truth offers hope, for with truth 
about our cultural disease, society can gain healthier 
views of our self and then help our students identify 
aspects of the narcissism disease and grow humbler 
and stronger in their self-identity and identity in Christ. 
 
About the Authors...

Jean Twenge is Professor of Psychology at San Di-
ego State University and has published numerous sci-
entific articles as well as the best-seller “Generation Me” 
W. Keith Campbell is a Professor of Psychology at the 
University Of Georgia and also has published numerous 
articles as well as the book “When You Love a Man Who 
Loves Himself: How to Deal with a One-Way Relation-

The Narcissism Epidemic:
Living in the Age of Entitlement.  Jean M. Twenge and W. Keith Campbell.  Free Press, New York: 2009.

ship.” Both are leading experts in the field of narcissism 
and have made many TV and radio appearances.     

Reviewed by Micah van Dijk



student in the group a chance to lead the lectio pro-
cess.  They did!  In fact, there were many instances 
where their leadership added to, changed/tweaked the 
lectio process itself or set our group in a new direction 
that was unexpected.  This was a good reminder that 
if you turn over leadership, you may have something 
returned to you that looks unfamiliar.
     In the upcoming school year, the residence program 
at Ambrose is hoping to make broader use of lectio 
divina by incorporating it into our small group lead-
ers program.  We hope that this will facilitate genuine 
personal spiritual experience in this corporate setting, 
teach our small group leaders a practice that can be 
used on their own and in group settings, and show 
them how to wait on the Lord.  As we do this we will 
watch and evaluate to see if our results are similar to 
those in the previous project group.  Next year we will 
have six groups: three groups are male, three are fe-
male. Their connection to each other will vary group to 
group, as will their interest in this program.  It is of keen 
interest to us to evaluate how the original group that 
was all male, already knew each other well, and were 
eager for greater spiritual depth compares to the six 
groups we will be meeting with next year.  
     Overall, I believe lectio divina is an excellent tool 
for emerging young adult spiritual formation.  It has 
many of the desired elements: it is experimental, it fa-
cilitates a personal experience, it has a sensual element  
(in the right setting), it can be done alone or in a group, 
and it allows for young people to minister to each oth-
er.  In the setting of a university, lectio divina has the 
added bonus of appealing to the heart, the spirit, and 
the imagination more than to cognitive understanding.  
Students, particularly those studying the Bible, are of-
ten at their maximum capacity for cognitive learning 
of religious content, but little is done to nurture and 
develop the non-cognitive aspects of their beings.  I 
recommend the use of lectio divina in small groups on 
other campuses.  Moreover, I would recommend that 
as student development professionals, concerned with 
the spiritual development of students, we should be 
seeking to develop programs 
that engage emerging adults; 
programs and disciplines that 
are experimental, sensual, en-
able personal experience, and 
provide opportunities to lead.

Matthew Russell is a Residence Di-
rector at Ambrose University Col-
lege.  (mrussellstaff@ambrose.edu) 
Reference and footnotes printed on 
back page

for the developmental and spiritual needs of young 
adults.  The project involved meeting with young men 
within the above age bracket for six weeks in a row 
for two-hour sessions using specifically designed pro-
gramming.  This research confirmed much of what I 
had read and also brought expanded insight.  
     In searching for the right spiritual discipline or meth-
odology to engage in, I found four characteristics for 
effective emerging adult spirituality.  Effective emerging 
adult spirituality is experimental, sensual, enables per-
sonal experience, and provides opportunities to lead.1 

Emerging adulthood is a time of trying out new roles 
and identities.  This experimentation extends to spiri-
tuality as well.  As a sensual experience, young adults 
want to engage their bodies as well as their minds.  
This can occur through rituals or the use of visual or 
scent stimulants.  The quest for personal experience 
eliminates traditional Christian teaching methods like 
preaching or any other form of information download; 
emerging adults are looking to do, not hear.  Finally, we 
need to move from ministry to young adults to minis-
try by young adults and dismiss the “assumption that 
they are essentially passive receivers of ministry.”  This 
puts the leadership in the hands of young adults.2   
     These characteristics led me to use lectio divina with 
this small group of young men.  For those not famil-
iar with lectio divina it is a form of devotional reading 
that requires a great amount of listening and waiting 
on God; it is a contemplative approach to scripture, not 
a study based approach.3   Traditional lectio practices 
were modified to create a group activity.  The practice 
includes prayer, slow repetitious reading of the text, 
sharing what God is saying and returning to prayer.
     The results were wonderful!  Each one of the six 
young men took away many things from the experi-
ence, but three themes in their feedback jumped out: 
learning a new discipline for both private and corporate 
use, learning to listen and wait on God, and experienc-
ing spiritual enrichment in a group setting.  All six stu-
dents commented on these themes when interviewed 
about their experience.
     Challenges were present to the practice as well.  
Challenges came in two main categories: difficulties 
with others and difficulties with self.  Difficulties with 
others generally involved students feeling that others 
were disruptive or domineering of the conversation. 
Four of six students commented on this.  Difficulties 
with self included distractions, lack of focus and/or not 
hearing from God at times.  Five of six students report-
ed such difficulties.
     Above, I commented that there is a need to move 
from ministry to young adults to ministry by young 
adults.  I tried to take this idea seriously and give each 

Lectio Divina
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A helpful practice for spiritual development in emerging adults. 
continued from pg 1



Developing the Co-curricular  
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Years ago a friend of mine, Cathy Penfold Navarro, a 
Student Life practitioner, gave me a drawing of Chinese 
characters that, according to her, represent the phrase 
“never stop learning.” What a succinct way to describe 
the calling we have in Student Life. If we embrace life 
as learning, we will find the humility, curiosity, courage 
and tenacity required to become who God has called 
us to be - a people of faith, risking and trusting that 
God is with us on this journey. Engaging life in this way 
will give us the robust conviction we need to thrive.

Learning, as we know in Student Life, comes in all 
kinds of ways.  Many colleges and universities distin-
guish between “curricular” and “co-curricular” learn-
ing.  At a recent CACUSS conference, Susan Komives 
commented on this phenomenon and reminded us 
that while we have distinctions in our language, stu-
dents have a better understanding of holistic learning, 
and just call it “college.”    Be that as it may, when we 
talk about “co” and “curricular” learning, it raises many 
questions.  Can a university exist with just curricular or 
just co-curricular learning? Can learning be split apart 
in this way or not?  Who makes decisions about what 
is in the co-curricular or curricular and what is the phi-
losophy underlying those choices?  Essentially we are 
asking about the nature of learning.  What is learning 
and how do we learn?  What is education and how do 
we educate? What is knowledge and how do we know?  
I’ve always been prone to questioning.  Right now I am 
living with even more questions than usual.  Kara, our 
three-year old’s basic orientation towards life is a ques-
tion.  Why? Why can’t I sleep over at Oma and Opa’s?  
Why are you brushing my hair?  Where are we going?  
What day is it?  Is it tomorrow today?  You get the idea.  
As overwhelming as the barrage of questions can be, 
she lives what I aspire to - learning integration.  She is 
my best example of engaged learning. It doesn’t mat-
ter to her if she learns to read in a class, on her dad’s 
knee, in her car seat, at the lunch table or in church.  
She is determined to learn wherever she is.  

Somehow by the time we reach university, many of 
us lose that tenacious determination to learn. I know so 
many students who are after marks, a career or a piece 
of paper instead of learning. I know students who don’t 
turn in assignments, don’t seek to understand, or don’t 
show up - who actively resist and opt out of learning. 
At a presentation at Stirling Mennonite Church, the 
speaker, Pat Pietrick asked “How has life, the education 
system, or whatever it might be drained that engage-
ment with learning from (students)?” We have a lot to 
answer for in this regard. What barriers are there to stu-
dents’ thriving and how can we create opportunities 
that break those barriers down? Pat Pietrick went on to 
say: “Learning with all that it entails- the capacity, the 
desire, the commitment to learn, the love of learning- it 

belongs to those who are engaged, who aren’t afraid to 
take a risk, who don’t give up easily, who embrace curi-
osity and who aren’t afraid to ask questions… Learning, 
by its very nature takes us into risky places. We need to 
be out of our comfortable zone in some way if there is 
anything for us to learn.”

When co-curricular and curricular are intertwined 
well, there is an excellent grounding for risk-taking. The 
possibility for holistic learning is much stronger. B.R. 
Sajah uses the image of a mirror to suggest that cur-
ricular and co-curricular should reflect each other. The 
degree or closeness of the reflection will vary depend-
ing on the specifics of the situation. Ideally, learning 
would flow seamlessly and students would maximize 
opportunities for learning in all kinds of ways. In this 
ideal scenario the institution would have a vision for 
life as learning and would be continuously taking steps 
towards valuing education in all its forms.

 
Co-curricular Programming Definition and Goals
Originally called extra-curricular, co-curricular 

learning is also called co-curricular programming, co-
curricular education, seamless learning or community 
engagement. It may be used interchangeably with stu-
dent life, student affairs or student services. Sometimes 
it is framed as “out-of-class experience” in contrast to 
“in-class learning.” Generally, it is seen as enhancing 
curricular learning. There are many possible goals of 
co-curricular programming and defining the goals can 
assist in ensuring these holistic opportunities further 
the institutional mission.   Examples of goals include: 

1. Social interaction/friendship building
2. Character formation (self-discovery)
3. Leadership development 
4. Healthy living/recreation 
5. Citizenship towards community and country
There is no shortage of goals or specific co-curricu-

lar programs so orienting them around the institutional 

Community service is integral to co-curricular programming. 

Karen Cornies
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mission is critical. 
Impact of Co-curricular Programs on Learning?
Ideally, co-curricular programming has a synerget-

ic, positive impact. Research has borne out that this can 
occur. A survey of more than 8600 students done by 
“Eduventures,” a research and consulting organization, 
analyzed the impact that participation in co-curricular 
programs has on student achievement and learning 
outcomes, looking at aspects like GPA, likelihood to 
persist, and likelihood to graduate as well as key stu-
dent competencies like the development of socially 
responsible leadership and citizenship. While past re-
search focused on tracking participation and student 
satisfaction with these programs, now the focus is on 
what Peter Stokes calls “a greater understanding of the 
impact that the programs have in preparing students 
to be well-rounded and productive citizens.” The report 
found that, in general, students who participate in 3 
or more clubs have GPAs over 3.0, plan to persist and 
plan to graduate from their current institution. It also 
found that the largest gap in co-curricular participation 
among student sub-groups is between on- and off-
campus students, creating a retention risk for students 
living off campus. The report revealed that programs 
in which students act as mentors/ advisors/ counselors 
are the highest impact form of leadership programming 
and finally that participation in community involvement 
programs has the most important impact on students’ 
sense of citizenship.

Cohesion of learning can transform a campus and 
transform individual students who make up that cam-
pus community. Without opportunities to contribute 
that create a sense of belonging and character devel-
opment, without encouragement to live healthy/ ho-
listic lives, and to build capacities that promote excel-
lence, many students don’t find a way through the gate 
of learning. Many of us are not able to pay attention 
in class when the other aspects of our lives are not 
conducive to that.  Without co-curricular involvement 
as part of a holistic approach, the brain may not have 
room to do the work it needs to do in the curricular. 
Co-curricular involvement, as one student in Malaysia 
commented, “boosts the brain.”  We can respond to 
students’ needs through co-curricular programming in 
such a way as to sustain their success - to help them 
thrive.

 
What is the role of Student Life in all of this?
For a student to succeed in university there needs 

to be a focus on educating the “whole” student. There 
needs to be collaboration and partnership between 
the academic program and the student life program. 
These programs need to be in sync with each other and 

thus need to communicate well in order to support the 
institutional mission. Student Life can assess the com-
munity needs and carefully consider the processes re-
quired to meet those needs. It can be what the authors 
of Student Success term “partners in learning in de-
veloping a community of learners.” To be full partners, 
Student Life must participate in campus governance, 
managing enriching educational opportunities for stu-
dents such as learning communities, and meet com-
munity needs through engaging various sub-groups 
of students (particularly those more likely to struggle) 
more effectively, while at the same time strengthening 
those groups that are engaged. Student Life needs to 
believe that their fundamental mission is the intellec-
tual mission of the college or university and student 
life programs and policies must emphasize intellectual 
growth and challenge. To achieve these core elements, 
Student Life must carry a strong sense of mission, col-
laborate with other institutional departments, coordi-
nate appropriate initiatives and support faculty/ staff 
and students in this mission. At its best Student Life 
will serve as a bridge between groups and individuals 
that will bring together the different elements of the 
community. At a Canadian Association of Christians in 
Student Development conference, Gerald Gerbrandt, 
the President of Canadian Mennonite University, com-
pared Student Life to the Holy Spirit: breathing life into 
the community and serving to pull it together. This is a 
brilliant image for Student Life to aspire to with regards 
to the co-curricular.

Students can learn skills and enjoy creation through out-door 
advernture trips and programs.   
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Student Life can find a role in both large and small 
projects.  Smaller scale initiatives that Student Life can 
encourage are things like: leadership awards, budget 
for academic divisions to have funding each year for 
co-curricular programs, financial aid tied to co-curric-
ular programs (i.e. a Fellowship that gives opportunity 
to participate in leadership workshops, interdisciplin-
ary discussions with eminent leaders, field experience, 
and mentorship with graduates), living/ learning expe-
riences, bringing faculty into the residences, providing 
students with financial assistance to initiate co-curricu-
lar programs; and supporting faculty to create and ex-
ecute co-curricular programs (example of Major Out-
ings). Larger projects include ideas like constructing 
collegiums to address commuter student needs (TWU), 
making co-curricular involvement part of a passing 
grade (Malaysia- 10% of grade based on co-curricular 
involvement) or the current trend of developing a co-
curricular transcript/ record which tracks co-curricular 
involvement, systematizes it and provides an official 
record of it from the institution. 

Risks of this Vision: 
When co-curricular and curricular learning form a 

cohesive whole, the potential exists for boundaries to 
be blurred in ways that are unhelpful. Staff and faculty 
may find a lack of clarity regarding who does what. Stu-
dents may end up doing too many activities at once, 
which may result in student burn out and time man-
agement concerns.

Another concern is that there may be increased 
pressure and competition. The concept that it is not 
enough to get good marks any more, that one has to be 
good at everything may overwhelm students. In living/ 
learning communities when the group members are all 
pursuing the same goal, competition can become in-
tense. At the University of Waterloo, a living/ learning 
community called “Velocity” that brings together young 
entrepreneurs has had to deal with that issue. Calling 
itself an “incubator” for ambitious, creative students, 
it’s not surprising that it would lend itself to intensity. In 
all three of the Christian post-secondary institutions in 
which i have served, the term “greenhouse” or “bubble” 
has been used to describe student experience, so this 
issue of intensification and its impact on students is 
one to carefully consider.

Other issues could include students who are strong 
theoretically but not in other ways.  They may be good 
at math but not good at sports and they struggle.  Lo-
gistics may prevent some students from being more in-
volved. Barriers like access-ability issues, transportation 
requirements, fees that a student can’t afford, family life 
that prevents involvement, work demands that don’t 
allow for flexible scheduling need to be addressed.

Lastly, with the vision “never stop learning” there 

is a risk of not ceasing or resting, in other words not 
being true to the Biblical principle of keeping the Sab-
bath. Any institution should weigh carefully the balance 
between programming and creating space where there 
is time to be, to relax and to enjoy each other.

There are always risks involved in the choices we 
make. Living with that reality and working at dealing 
with those risks is crucial in co-curricular program-
ming.

Summary:
The vision is “Never Stop Learning.” Engage life as 

learning. Student Life can focus on understanding the 
identity of the community, working to assess its needs 
and collaborating with its members to sustain vibrancy. 
When curricular and co-curricular are mirrors of each 
other, a seamless integration occurs and the synergy 
that results from that is a community of learners that 
can positively transform the culture of which they are 
a part. Each of us is responsible to live the life we have 
been given. Life is for learning so let’s live it and let’s 
learn it.

Karen Cornies is the Dean of Students at Redeemer Uni-
versity College.  (kcornies@redeemer.ca)

 
 

 

Unique opportunities like radio and television appearances are 
great eye-openers for students and can give exposure of your 
institution to the wider community. 



The members of the CACSD ham it up for the camera.  They 
can be a tricky bunch of people to deal with...
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