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The practical, academic and 
multidimensional educational offerings 

available to further your career

YOU ARE NEVER TOO OLD OR TOO YOUNG TO LEARN, 
and fundraisers are no exception. According to the 2011 AFP Compensation and Benefits 
Study, 48.4 percent of U.S. respondents have taken or will take a continuing education 
program in fundraising, nonprofit management or philanthropy at a college or university. 
Forty-three percent of CEO respondents, 42 percent of chief development officers and 48 
percent of consultants/principals said they had taken a certificate, master’s or Ph.D. program 
at a college or university.

In Canada, 53 percent of respondents said that they have taken a continuing education 
program or will take such a program. Fifty-one percent of CEO respondents, 45 percent 
of chief development officers and 53 percent of consultants/principals said they had taken 
a certificate, master’s or Ph.D. program at a college or university.

However, learning can take many different forms—there is almost no limit to how you 
can advance both professionally and personally.

Back to School!
 BY RENEE C. HERRELL, M.A., CFRE

If you are looking to improve your current skills as a fundraiser or make yourself more 
attractive for a new position, additional education may be the solution. Your choices 
are almost limitless.
There has been a proliferation of nonprofit master’s degree programs that teach best 

practices and inspire students to implement them in helping nonprofits discharge their mis-
sions. Students want additional knowledge on how to work more effectively and acquire 
the skills to advance their careers. Some of this is driven by the new requirements for job 
applicants. Often fundraising job descriptions require that the applicant have a bachelor’s 
degree but prefer a master’s with a focus on nonprofit management.

Today there are almost 300 colleges that offer courses on the management of nonprofit 
organizations, and 168 of these programs offer a graduate degree with a concentration 
(three or more courses) in the management of nonprofit orga-
nizations. This is a huge increase from the only 17 universities 
that offered a graduate concentration (three or more courses) in 
the management of nonprofit organizations in 1990 (Nonprofit 
Management Education: Current Offerings and Practices in 
University-Based Programs by Roseanne Mirabella, Ph.D., 
http://academic.shu.edu/npo/). Not surprisingly, the growth of 
nonprofit academic programs corresponds to the rapid growth 
of nonprofit organizations in the last 40 years. Currently, there 
are more than 1.5 million nonprofits in the United States (Na-
tional Center for Charitable Statistics, 2009). With an increasing 
number of nonprofits, there is a need to educate the professionals 
who operate these organizations day-to-day. Ab
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Education

The required coursework for these graduate programs 
often includes strategic planning, organizational develop-
ment, nonprofit finance, fundraising, ethics, program evalu-
ation, human resource development, volunteer management 
and nonprofit law. Many of the classes are project-based, 
providing an opportunity for students to work directly with 
a nonprofit organization and allowing students to gain real-
life experience.

Anne Farrell, vice president of development for Voices for 
Children, a San Diego program that provides court advocates 
for abused children, teaches a fundraising course in the non-
profit master’s program at the University of San Diego. She 
has found that the fundraising courses within the program 
provide a general understanding of the sector, but more im-
portantly these classes teach by doing. “I am not a big believer 
that fundraising is something you learn out of a book,” she 

Learning From Peers
“Some of my best ‘ah-ha!’ moments have 
been with my peers from other institu-
tions,” says Sarah Johnston, campus de-
velopment officer, Georgia Health Scienc-
es University in Augusta, Ga. She has had 
ample opportunities for such moments 
through Nursing Advancement Profes-
sionals (NAP), a group dedicated to those 
who fundraise specifically for university 
nursing schools.

With the American Association of  
Colleges of Nursing (AACN) as its par-
ent organization, NAP was established in 
1998. It started when the deans of nurs-
ing schools got together, and those 
who raise funds for nursing schools 
decided that they could do the 
same. Today NAP has more than 
100 members throughout the 
United States. 

“Every healthcare specialty 
is unique,” says Samantha Zipp 
Dowd, associate director of 
development at the Johns 
Hopkins University School of 
Nursing in Baltimore, Md., and 
current chair of NAP. “People 
thought it would be great if we 
could bounce around ideas with 
others who are in the same field, 
use the same terminology and 
face the same challenges.”

One of the best things about 
NAP is that it is a self-directed 
organization, Dowd adds, 
and it plans its own annual 
conference. “We have a 
planning committee that 
sets the speakers for our 
conference. Every year we 
have program chairs who 
poll our members to find 
out what they want to see 

more of or what the ‘hot topics’ are they 
want to discuss,” she says. “What are 
some issues that are especially relevant 
to you right now? You could come to the 
conference each year and have complete-
ly new speakers or completely different 
breakouts. It is really member-driven. 
The program chairs do a really good job 
of reaching out to our members and get-
ting as much input as possible for the 

planning committee. 
If we don’t put on 
a conference that 
people want to see, 

they won’t come.”

This year Johnston was part of the con-
ference planning committee, which fits 
with the group’s goal of getting newer fund- 
raisers involved. As Dowd explains, about 
three or four years ago NAP started a 
group for “newbies,” or first-time attend-
ees, to the conference. “We ask veterans 
to volunteer and then we pair them with 
the newbies,” she says. “The veterans’ 
role is to reach out before the conference 
by phone or e-mail and officially welcome 
them to the network and let them know 
that ‘I’m the friendly face you can look for 
in the room.’ Also, they can ask newcom-
ers if they have any questions. We started 
a newbie reception the night before the 
conference to give those who are first-
time attendees the chance to meet and 
talk with their veteran and also to network 
with the other people who are there.”

Dowd notes that this has generated 
very good feedback and allowed veter-
ans to reach out to new people. “I have 
learned so much from my mentor,” John-
ston says. “My mentor is more seasoned, 
and her institution has a lot of similarities 
to mine. Because of these similarities I’ve 
received strategic advice that has truly 
helped me avoid mistakes.”

In addition, NAP has an active List-
serv. “By making some of these connec-
tions, you begin to put names with faces,” 
Dowd says, “and when people ask ques-
tions, you know who’s talking and you 
know who’s asking which questions.”

Several members even have monthly 
phone conversations in which they dis-
cuss problems and get new ideas.

Dowd has been in nursing and involved 
with NAP for five years. “It has been in-
valuable,” she says. “Some of my clos-
est professional colleagues have come 
from NAP. No matter where you are in 
the country, you have someone you can 
go to.” 
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Demystifying 
the ACFRE 
Process
 BY LINDA LYSAKOWSKI, ACFRE, 
 AND ALICE FERRIS, ACFRE

Every year at the AFP international 
conference, one or more fund-
raising professionals are 

recognized for becoming the 
latest to attain the coveted 
ACFRE designation, an 
achievement held by fewer 
than 100 people worldwide. 
Many in the audience may be 
wondering, “AC … what?” Or, 
“What’s the difference between this 
and the CFRE?” A few who may be 
involved in the process themselves 
may think, “Oh wow! It is achiev-
able!” And those seated in the 
front of the audience, the rest 
of the ACFREs, wearing their 
medallions proudly, are cheering on a 
colleague who is now among their ranks.

To the general public it is even more confusing. They 
ask, “What is an ACK-FREE?” Like the charity that Linda 
stopped contributing to when it began addressing her as 
“Ms. Lysakowskacfre,” most people are clueless about 
what the initials mean.

So what is the ACFRE and is it worth all the trouble to 
gain the designation? The Advanced Certifi ed Fund Rais-
ing Executive designation is awarded to those who have 
submitted an approved application listing their accom-
plishments over at least 10 years in the profession, passed 
a rigorous written exam, prepared an extensive portfolio 
and, fi nally, engaged in an even more rigorous oral review 
process. In many respects, the process echoes the stages of 
obtaining a Ph.D., with the portfolio taking the place of 
the dissertation and professional and life experience taking 
the place of years of academic study. Sometimes to help a 
lay person understand, you can use an analogy from the 
accounting profession: A CFRE is like a CPA, in that it is 
a certifi cation based on current professional practice, while 
the ACFRE is like a Ph.D. in accountancy, determined by 
a person’s overall body of knowledge in the fi eld.

Is it worth it? The answer is a resounding “yes!” For 
some, it opens the doors to a promotion and a higher 
paying position. For others, it means the respect of their 
peers. However, at the core it is truly a sense of individ-
ual accomplishment that drives most people to attain the 

says. “It is something you learn by doing and by watching 
others do, both well and badly. You can learn from both.”

Students engage in hands-on projects, such as fundrais-
ing assessments for community nonprofi ts, writing letters 
of intent for grants and creating nonprofi t fundraising 
media spots. Final projects often include writing a grant 
proposal for a nonprofi t, preparing a fundraising plan or 
planning a special event. These hands-on projects provide 
a better teaching tool than only reading textbooks and 
learning theoretical fundraising would.

A vast majority of the nonprofi t master’s alumni sur-
veyed through the University of San Diego’s Nonprofi t 
Leadership and Management Program in 2008 experi-
enced some type of career change since attending the pro-
gram. Fifty-nine percent received an increase in income 
since graduation, 33 percent applied for a position at a 
different type of nonprofi t organization and 15 percent 
assumed a leadership role within the nonprofi t sector. 
Often nonprofi t management programs offer discounted 
tuition to help more nonprofi t employees gain a graduate 
degree. While the results of a master’s program are very 
valuable, be prepared to assume the extra work and time 
commitment. 

Also, to gain specifi c fundraising skills, many devel-
opment offi cers pursue a fundraising certifi cate. There 
are 91 programs that offer noncredit courses, such as 
fundraising, governance and managing your nonprofi t 
organization. Many of the 73 programs with courses of-
fered through continuing education have similar courses 
designed for the nonprofi t manager, including strategic 
planning, human resource management and fi nancial 
management (Nonprofi t Management Education: Cur-
rent Offerings in University-Based Programs). 

As a development offi cer, Julie Denman entered the 
fundraising certifi cate program because she felt she lacked 
mastery of some of the fundamental principles of fundrais-
ing. She wanted to gain a better understanding of philan-
thropy and refi ne her skill set. The program exposed her 
to areas of fundraising with which she was less familiar, 
such as estate planning and grant writing, ultimately mak-
ing her a more well-rounded development professional. 
In addition, she felt that completing the certifi cate would 
strengthen her résumé and make her more marketable. 
Not surprisingly, Denman recently accepted a position 
as the director of philanthropy of the western region for 
the American Heart Association—a promotion in title, 
responsibilities and salary from her previous position.

Professional development skills and opportunities are 
helpful in strengthening a development offi cer’s leadership 
capabilities. Whether it is a master’s degree, certifi cate, 
CFRE or additional fundraising workshops and conferences, 
every fundraiser can benefi t from continued education. 

Renee C. Herrell, M.A., CFRE, is a consultant with RCH 
Consulting in San Diego (www.reneeherrell.com).He
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