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MA CERTIFYING EXAMINATION FOR  
STUDENT AFFAIRS ADMINISTRATION 

Updated as of 9/1/2021 
 
Purpose of the Exam 
 
The purpose of the certifying examination is to provide an opportunity for students in the Student 
Affairs Administration Program to articulate their knowledge about information and issues in the field 
of student affairs and higher education. Students are challenged to integrate information from various 
sources and apply this information to situations that relate to student affairs. Thoughtful reflection, 
integration of knowledge, and clear communication are criteria for evaluating responses to certifying 
examination questions. 

 
Nature of the Examination 
 
The exam is a 72-hour written exam taken in a location at the discretion of the exam taker. 
The spring exam is given the weekend before the start of spring semester and the fall exam is 
given the weekend before the start of fall semester. 

 
Each student will answer two essay questions, with each essay response being 5–6 pages. All exams 
must conform to the current edition of the APA Style Guide. The student will be given four essay 
questions developed by the SAA faculty. The student will respond to one designated common question 
and then pick one question from the remaining three questions. The bank of questions developed by 
the SAA faculty will be representative of concepts taught in the program including: (a) student 
development and program design, (b) the history and role of student affairs in postsecondary 
education, (c) organization and administration in educational settings, and (d) approaches to research 
and assessment in the administration of student affairs. 

 
Preparing for the Examination 
 
There are many ways for students to prepare for the certifying examination. Students may work 
together and on their own prior to the start of the exam period. However, during the exam period all 
work must be done individually. During the preparation process, students may choose to share class 
notes, summarize key readings, and practice writing responses to sample questions. It is recommended 
that students compile a reference list of sources prior to taking the exam. During the exam period all 
work must be done individually and in accordance with MSU’s Academic Honesty and Integrity 
Policy. Uploading your exam to D2L certifies that you attest to the following statement:  
 

“All work on my Certifying Examination was done only by me, with no assistance or 
consultation during the Exam period regarding content or editing.” 

 
Administration and Exam Procedures 
 
Eligibility 
A student must successfully complete the SAA core classes (EAD 805, 870, 871, 873, 874, 875, 889) and 
be making successful progress to degree to be eligible to sit for the certifying exam. Decisions regarding 
when students take the certifying exam (spring or fall) should be made in consultation with the student’s 
faculty advisor. 
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Academic Standing Policies 
A student is considered eligible to sit for the certifying exam when they are successfully making progress 
to degree and: (a) have completed the 7 required core courses, (b) have completed 1 practicum (including 
submission of all required paperwork), and (c) have a cumulative grade point average of 3.0 or higher. 
The student’s faculty advisor verifies if the student is making successful progress to degree and can 
register for the certifying exam. Students are ineligible to register for the exam if their academic record 
includes any incomplete courses or deferred grades. 
 
Exam Registration and Scheduling 
Registration for the exam requires the permission of the student’s advisor in writing (via e-mail) to 
the SAA Program Coordinator. Advisors will provide permission once students have discussed with 
them their understanding of exam policies and procedures and their plans for preparation. To provide 
anonymity in exam submission, students will be assigned an exam number following registration and 
before the exam is posted. The SAA Program Coordinator will oversee this process if an 
Administrative Assistant is not available. 

 
The examination is offered on established dates each January and September. Registration for the 
January exam occurs in December and registration for the September exam occurs in August. 
 
Duration 
Students will have 72 hours to complete the exam. 

 
Students who wish to request additional exam time must petition the HALE faculty. The faculty 
will consider requests for accommodations from: (a) students who are non-native speakers of 
English; or (b) students who are registered with MSU’s Resource Center for Persons with 
Disabilities (RCPD). Students should email requests at least one month before the exam start date 
to the SAA Program Coordinator and include a brief explanation of the reason additional time is 
needed.  

 
Evaluation 
 
Two HALE faculty members, known as faculty reviewers, will evaluate each essay on a Pass-
Revision-Fail basis. The combined results of the two essays determine the outcome of the exam.  
Thoughtful reflection, integration of knowledge, and clear communication are criteria for evaluating 
responses to certifying examination questions.  
 
The SAA Program Coordinator will notify the student of their results in writing (via email). The 
potential outcomes of the evaluation process are described below. 

 
Pass: Both questions are completed in a manner demonstrating competency outlined in the criteria 
listed above. Upon notification of a “pass” on the exam, the SAA Program Coordinator will submit the 
results to the Office of Student Affairs for the College of Education as verification of satisfactory 
completion. 

 
Revision: One question is completed in a manner demonstrating competency outlined in the criteria and 
receives a “pass.” The other question is judged as a “revision” due to deficiencies noted in the evaluation 
of the exam and will need to be revised by the student. 
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The faculty reviewers will determine the nature of the required revision and the SAA Program 
Coordinator will communicate the specifications for revision to the student. Students will meet with the 
SAA Program Coordinator about the required revisions. Specified revisions must be submitted to the 
SAA Program Coordinator by the agreed upon date. 
 
After the revisions are reviewed by the faculty reviewers, the SAA Program Coordinator will notify the 
student of the exam status. Upon notification of a “pass” on the exam, the SAA Program Coordinator 
will submit the results to the Office of Student Affairs for the College of Education as verification of 
satisfactory completion. If the student is required to submit a second set of revisions, the SAA Program 
Coordinator will communicate additional specifications for revisions to the student. The revised exam 
must be submitted to the SAA Program Coordinator by the agreed upon date. 

 
Fail: One or both questions have serious deficiencies in meeting the criteria outlined above. An exam is also 
designated a “fail” if both questions are judged as a “revision.” The faculty reviewers will determine the 
nature of the deficiencies and the SAA Program Coordinator will communicate the reason(s) for the failure to 
the student. A student who fails the exam may retake the exam the following semester or later with the 
agreement of the student’s faculty advisor. A student who fails the exam the semester of intended graduation 
may petition the HALE faculty, via their faculty advisor, for permission to retake the exam the same semester. 
The HALE faculty will determine a date of the retake prior to the end of the semester. 

 
The above exam procedures also apply during exam retakes. For students who only need to retake one 
question of the exam, the exam period will consist of 36 hours for completion. 
 
Student Petition 
A student may petition the HALE faculty under the following circumstances: 
• Fail: The outcome requires revision of two essays. Student may petition to revise both. 
• Fail: The outcome is one passing essay and one failing essay. Student may petition to retake just 

the failed essay. 
• Fail: The outcome is one required revision and one failed essay. Student may petition to revise 

one essay and retake one essay. 
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