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Solution-focused advising integrates solution-
focused therapy with academicadvising. Solution-
focused therapy is apsychother apeutic method that
emphasizes the importance of strengthsand goal
achievement over pathology. The model isbased on
the positive presuppositionsthat changeis always
occurring and that clients can promote change
through small steps from a perceived problem
toward a goal . Academic advisors can apply solu-
tion-focused therapy to students who are unde-
cided about a career major. A definition of an
undecided student is presented as well as case
samples that demonstrate solution-focused tech-
niquesin advising.
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With today's numerous career options, deciding
on amajor field of study in preparation for alife-
long career can be an anxiety-filled endeavor.
undecided students can be overwhelmed with the
decision-making process. To enhance the already
established career guidance models, we introduce
solution-focused therapy to offer encouragement
and a plan of action to the undecided student.
Solution-focused therapy adds a holistic dimen-
sion to the career decision process because the stu-
dent considersinternal and external variableswhen
choosing a major.

Solution-focused therapy is a constructivistic
and collaborative model of change that is goal-ori-
ented. Originally developed by de Shazer (1985,
1990), it is considered a brief method of psy-
chotherapy, requiring alimited number of sessions
to produce change. I nstead of focusing on pathol -
ogy, this model is strength-based and encourages
facilitatorsto focus on exceptionsto the presenting
problem. The advisor builds on these exceptionsto
create change in the here-and-now context of the
student's life.

Because the model encourages students to
change present thinking and behavior, solution-
focused therapy isextremely adaptable. It has been

used with awide variety of issuesincluding school
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counseling (Davis & Osborn, 2000; Sklare &
Kottler, 1997), group therapy (Metcalf, 1998), sub-
stance abuse (Berg & Miller, 1992; Berg & Reuss,
1997; Miller & Berg, 1996), child abuse (Dolan,
1991; O’Hanlon & Bertolino, 2002), child and
adolescent issues (Seiekman, 1993, 1997, 2002),
and eating disorders(McFarland, 1995). Thisadapt-
abilitv also stems from the concrete, concise, and
short--term nature of model implementation.
Building on this strength, Tolman (1990) described
how solution-focused therapy is uniquely quali-
fied for situations in which counselorsonly havea
single session with the student, which is often the
case in academic advising.

Theldeal College Experience

Tommy, a healthy 18-years-old, had always
known he wanted to be an engineer, just like hisdad.
Tommy had earned averageto above-averagegrades
in a public high school and planned to attend one
of the finest engineering schools. He did not need
to apply for financial aid, nor even obtain a part-time
job while on campus, unless he wanted to take a
vehicle to school. After 4 years, Tommy graduated
with abachel or of sciencein engineeringand imme-
diately accepted a high-paying positionwith terrific
benefitsin a company that employed him for life.

No doubt, Tommy's story is a fairy tale. How
many parents plan long-term for their children's col -
legetuition and then actually savethe money? How
many students do not need to work while attending
college? How many students evolve from a stable
homeenvironment? How many young adultsare not
dealing with health issues, chemical imbalances, or
mental health issues?|sthe option of attendingatra
ditional 4-year institution aways feasible? How
many youngsters have unwaivering and long-
standing career plans? Those who do not know (or
are unsure) of the major they wish to pursue are
labeled " undecided.”

The Undecided Student

Three definitions are associated theterm ' unde-
cided" asit refers to a student who has not made a
major or career choice. The most common use of

theterm refersto a student who has not declared a

NACADA Journal Volume22 (1)  Spring 2002

$S800E 98] BIA 0Z-01-GZ0Z 1e /woo Aiojoeignd-pold-swiid - yewssiem-jpd-awiid//:sdiy woll papeojumoc]



major upon entering a college. Another type of
undecided student is one who has declared a major
but is not sure of his or her choice. The third class
of undecided student is defined as someone who
chooses a major, is certain of her or hisdecision,
and then decides to changeit (Boyd 1988).

The latter two definitions of an undecided stu-
dent fulfill a category called "major-changers"
(Steele, 1994, p. 86). The need to conduct self-
exploration and learn about career options in the
world of work is common among the undecided.
Their academic record distinguishes major-chang-
ers from entry-level undecided students (Steele,
1994). The existing grade-point average (GPA) of
amajor changer may be too low and prohibit the stu-
dent from entering a competitive field of study.
Unwise course selections may also make a major
changer academically ineligible for a program of
choice. Compounding these potential problems,
time and money restrictions are constant variables
that the student must negotiate: How much longer
can the student afford to attend college? Most stu-
dents should begin the decision-making process
toward a major as soon as he or sheis ready.

Some compare the positive aspects of being an
entry-level undecided student to window shopping.
New to the college experience, the student has a vast
array of courses from which to learn. However,
the title " undecided many times carries negative
connotations that can stem from impatience. Parents
are eager for their children to decide a major so they
know that the money they are spending iscorrelating
to aspecific goal. Unlike students with a declared
major, undecided students are not given a manda-
tory list of courses that fulfill graduation require-
ments. Students fedl this lack of direction, lack of
belonging, and sometimes perceived parental dis-
appointment. It isto the uncomfortable undecided
student that solution-focusedtherapy can be applied.

Students bring issues to career counseling
appointmentsthat arefar different from the concerns
of students 30 yearsago. "To get a complete descrip-
tion of today's college student, advisors need to
draw a composite developmental picture and con-
sider identity formation and the psycho-social. cog-
nitive, and moral-reasoning development of the
individual" (Beck, 1999, p. 48). The student pop-
ulation continues to diversify with growing per-
centages of returning adults and minorities. As
society has experienced an increase of mental health
concerns (e.g., depression, attention deficit and
hyperactivity disorder), so have college campuses.
Advising and career counselors should keep in

mind all theinternal and external forcesthat affect
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students, look for themesand patterns in the unde-
cided student, and consider their lives as a whole
while helping them make decisions regarding
majors (Beck, 1999).

Components of a Postsecondary Career-
Structured Program

The components of a career decision program
can be illustrated with the description of the pyra-
mid of information processing (Reardon, Lenz,
Sampson, & Peterson, 2000). The base of the pyra-
mid iscomprised of two domains: self-knowledge
and occupational knowledge. The second level con-
tains the domain decision-making skills. The top of
the pyramid is the executive processing domain,
whichevaluatesactionsto be taken based on the sec-
ond level of the pyramid.

Career counseling should bring about self-
understanding and action. Knowledge of self
and its subseguent relationship to the world of
work, education. or training are the aims of
career counseling. Action suggests that the
clearest criterion of counseling successis out-
come, that is, decision making behavior of
appropriate nature (Herr & Cramer, 1996,
p. 593).

How Solution-Focused Therapy Appliesto
Career Indecisiveness

Solution-focused therapy is applicable to the
self-knowledge domain and the executive process-
ing domain of the pyramid of information process-
ing. By encouraging students to explore past
experiences in which they felt accomplishment,
advisors use solution-focused therapy to assist stu-
dents in evaluating interests, identifying strengthsin
character, and discovering abilities. At the executive-
processing level, through sol ution-focused therapy,
advisors encourage students to take a small step
toward a goal made at the decision-making level.

Although this information-pyramid process
appears straightforward students' backgrounds,
immediate circumstances, misguided perceptions,
and anxieties can al form impenetrable barriers
between indecisiveness and a chosen major.
Students with self-doubts about their capabilities
may appreciate the meta-messages, associated with
a solution-focused approach. Meta-messages are
communications that are exchanged through verbal
and nonverbal, conscious and honconscious avenues
to convey trust, enthusiasm, and positive rein-
forcement. Solution-focused interventions empha-

size positive affirmation more consistently than
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do the meta-messages that accompany traditional
problem-focused counseling (Baker & Steiner,
1995).

Solution-focused therapy isaresourceful coun-
selingtool in hel ping studentsrecognizetheir poten-
tia. In its positive form, solution-focused therapy
allows adviseesto approach career indecision ina
simpleway, taking small incremental steps. Advisors
can initiatethefirst small step by ssimply supplying
the student a contact through which to explore
community involvement and subsequent career
options or by encouraging an individual to inves-
tigate a newly found strength. Adding solution-
focused therapy to the established career programs
allows the advisor to assist the student in raising
self-esteem, overcoming perception barriers, defin-
ing agoal, and taking action.

The flow of solution-focused therapy is quite
straightforward; it begins with a search for a spe-
cificand clear goal (Walter & Peller, 1992). In the
case of the undecided student, the need to make
decisions on acareer or at least a path toward find-
ing acareer, often initiatesthe therapy. The primary
method for movingtoward achosen goal isthrough
"exceptions™ (de Shazer, 1985, 1990). Exceptions
are defined asthose past or present experiences in
which the problem was (is) not manifested, but
they may also be expressed as fantasies of the
future in which the problem no longer exists.
Exceptionsdemonstratethat the student has control
over theissueand hasovercomethe obstaclesinthe
past. In the final step of solution-focused therapy,
the advisor encourages the student to exercise
behavior consistent with the excention and then
build on the subsequence success of this change.
While the model itself is very simple, the applica-
tion may be complex. Many techniques are asso-
ciated with solution-focused therapy, but we
introduce five that are particularly important in
advising: scaling questions; the"' miracle question;"
presuppositional questions; cheerleading; and the
task (or homework).

Through scaling questionsstudent define beliefs
about their current enjoyment level of a favored
activity. When an advisor asksthe student the effort
necessary to makethe activity even more enjoyable,
he or she ""moves the scale” and focuses the dis-
cussion on taking action. For example, a student
rates her or hisinterest in an activity on a scale of
1to 10, with 10 indicating the highest interest. If
the student reports the interest in an activity at
level 5, the advisor then inquires what the student
needsto doto increasethe leve of interest to ascore

of 5.5. The advisee can see how a series of small
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steps, instead of an all-or-nothing solution, can
generate positivedecision making (Murphy, 1997).
Through the scale-questions technique, students
begin to feel that they have the ability to promote
change in their lives (Santa Rita, 1996).

The advisor can ask a "miracle question" to
focus students on a future when the problem no
longer exists (Furman & Ahola, 1992; Santa Rita,
1996). A typical format for the miracle question is
"l would like you to imagine for a moment that
when you go to sleep tonight a miracle happens, and
the problem of choosing amajor no longer exigts."
[pause.]"'When you wake up in the morning, you
don't know that a miraclehas happened, but you are
aware that something is different. What will you
noticethat will tell you that something is different
today?" Through the miracle question, the advisor
has presupposed that the student will declare a
major at some point, and the advisee is pushed to
fantasizeabout that time and to be aware of the pos-
itive facets of this future time. The difference
between the undecided present and the decided
future becomes a potential " exception for the stu-
dent to explore.

Presuppositional questionsare similar to leading
guestions: Part of the answer is assumed in the
question. For example, consider the following two
guestions: ""Have you ever felt confident making a
decisioninthepast?”” and ""At what timesin the past
haveyou felt confident making adecision?” The first
guestion easily alows a person with low confi-
denceto say ""no" without much thought. However,
the second question presupposes that confidence
onceexisted and forcesthe student to reflect on those
times. While the student may still reply that he or
she has never been confident, the framing of the
question invites the possibility of confident times
and may increasethe chancesfor finding an excep-
tion to the current situation (Walter & Peller, 1992).

Academic advisors may also use a technique
termed " cheerleading," which emphasizes support
for the positive aspects of the student's current
effortstoward deciding on a career or major (Walter
& Pdlar, 1992). By highlighting a student's strengths
and the strengths she or he has yet to recognize,
advisors help emphasize virtuous behavior upon
which the advisee has already learned to build.
Thispositive feedback, even in small doses, can be
the beginning of larger change. Cheerleading can
beassimple as, ""Wow, that's great!"" to more el ab-
oratereinforcersof success, such as asking how oth-
ers (i.e., friends, parents) perceive the student's
positive change.

Task or homework assignments are used to
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engage the student in activity that will lead to a deci-
sion rather than brooding on the issue (Walter &
Peller, 1992). Tasksmay be simple directives, such
as"'talk to other students” or "'read materials about
various mgjors.”" The advisor may also the ask stu-
dent to pay attention to his or her own behaviors,
such as when the individual makes decisions with
which he or sheisuncomfortable. To set up or pro-
vide arationale for ahomework assignment, advi-
sors may use a bridging statement, which is a
summary of the knowledge shared between the
advisor and student; it supportsthe development of
acontract for action. For instance, an advisor and
student may discover the student is fascinated by
fashion trends. To bridge this interest to other activ-
ities, the advisor encourages the student to explore
other areas related to fashion, which may lead to a
major in fashion merchandising, retail manage-
ment, or design.

The positivestyle and focus on the here-and-how
make sol ution-focused therapy an ideal method for
major or career decision making. By being pres-
ent-oriented, the advisor can focus attention on the
situation at hand and help create the desired change.
The identification of exceptions to a perceived
problem also is a positive means of addressing an
often stressful situation. Once the student recognizes
exceptions, such asan interest in fashion, sheor he
can continue the positive actions that strengthen
efforts toward the decision-making goal, such as
looking at careers related to fashion.

Solution-Focused Therapy with an Undecided
Student

Through Tommy, one can see an example of
how a predetermined career choice led to the direct
pursuit of an education. While Tommy, who now
prefersto be called " Tom," isentering the world of
work, hisyounger brother, Ted, isjust beginning his
college experience. Unlike Tom, Ted has no idea
what he wants to study in college.

Ted was not as studious as Tom and only
achieved average grades in high school. However,
Ted was much more socially involvedthan Tom. His
parents urged him to go to college, and he knew that
a college education might allow him to earn a bet-
ter salary than he could command with only ahigh
school degree.

Because he was so anxious about his inability to
choose a major that Tim decided to attend the local
community college. During the registration process,
Ted learned of a class specifically designed to
assist undecided students in determining a career

choice. Ted signed up, Self-awareness and interest
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inventories were administered as well as assign-
ments to discover the world of work. Although this
fact-finding adventure was interesting, Ted still
felt unsure about which major to pursue.

Ted made an appointment with his advisor, who
wasalso a career counselor. The meeting proceeded
asfollows:

Career Counselor (CC):"Hi, Ted. What can |
do for you today?"

Ted: “1 am still really confused about what to
choose as my magjor.”

CC (defining the goal): "'If you weren't con-
fused about this decision, what would you be
doing instead?"

Ted: "I would be certain about what to study...
what my career goal would be.”

CC (applying presuppositional question):
"When you are certain about your career goal,
what will you be doing differently?"

Ted: "'l would know what classes to take and
| would have a goal to look forward to."

CC (giving positive feedback): "Your grades
aregood in class. From someof the testing we
have done, and the time you have spent using
the DISCOVER program, (presuppositional
question) what conclusions are you coming
up with about your idea of a mgjor?"

Ted: "I'm just not sure."

CC (applying presuppositional question):
""What career choicesdid you find from taking
the Strong Interest Inventory?"

Ted: "There were about a dozen choices. |
guessthetwo | liked the most were human rela-
tions manager and cruise ship director."

CC: "'l see. Thismatcheswell with your Myers-
Briggs results of ENFJ (Extraverting Intuiting
Feeling Judging). Both of these are managing
people and activities. What majors do you
think provide the education needed to become
a human resource manager or cruise ship
director?"

Ted: "Well, for the Cruise Shi.p Director, there
Isa bachelor's degreefor tourism offered here,
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at Purdue, and at Michigan State. I'm not sure
what | would major in to get a degree that
would prepare me to be a human resource
manager."

CC: "A degree in organizational leadership
supervision offers the coursesto learn how to
organize work groups and manage people.
TinaTopper isthe advisor in the OL S depart-
ment. Would you beinterested in meeting with
her?"

Ted: " Sure."

CC (giving Ms. Topper's written phone num-
ber to Ted): " When you meet with her, you will
find out what classes are required to earn the
bachelor's degree in OLS. With the research
you have done about your interests, skills, and
abilities, it soundslike you found some majors
that are good matches for you. What are your
reservations?"

Ted: "Wadll, I'm just not sure."

CC: " Remember Ted, making a career choice
is more of a process than the perfect end-all.
It is okay to not be totally sure right now.
(Asking Tim to search for strengths) " Tel me
about something you do well outside of
school."

Ted: "'l enjoy dealing with people."

CC (asking for specificity): "What is it about
dealing with people that you like?"

Ted: "'l don't know. I guess | like planning fun
thingsto do. In high school, | wasin charge of
the homecoming float and my track coach
chose me as the captain of the track team. So
maybe | am good at leading people."

CC (using cheerleading): "Wow! You were
active!l Do you like it when you can organize
people to accomplish atask?"

Ted: ""Yeeh. It makesmefed good because peo-
ple have fun."

CC (scaling the question): " That isa valuable
skill. On ascaleof 1to 10, 10 being the high-
est, how would you rate yourself capable of
leading people?"
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Ted: "'l guessab.”

CC (cheerleading): "A 6! That isimpressive.
What do you think you could do to go from a
6 to a7 in how confident you feel at leading
people?"

Ted: "I suppose | would get some experience."

CC: "Have you looked into campus activities
where you might be able to use this gift?"

Ted: "Not redly. | just don't know anyone
here. College is not the same as high school."

CC: " Since you enjoyed student organizations
in high school, do you think you might enjoy
the campus government activities here?"

Ted: " I'm not sure. Where would | go to find
out more about it?"

CC.: "Tony Tripper isthe Student Government
President and is always looking for new par-
ticipants. His office is located in the student
union, and you are welcome to tell him that |
referred you to his office."

Ted: " Thanks. That sounds like a good idea."

CC (applyingabridging statement): "'You have
told me about the results of your test taking and
that you have an interest in working with peo-
ple. (Giving atask assignment) Checking out
the OLS program will give you the facts you
need to decide about pursuing that option asa
major. When you visit the student government
office, you will be ableto learn about differ-
ent activities where you can get involved.
Following up on both of these actions may
help you to make some decisions. Does this
sound like a good idea?"

Ted: "Yeah. Thanksfor your help."

CC.: "Fed freeto contact me if you need fur-
ther assistance."

How Solution-FocusedAdvisingWasUsed With
Ted

IntheTed example, theadvisor initiatedsolution-
focused advising by defining aclear pictureof Ted's
goal. Ted wanted to make a decision about a career,
and therefore a major, so that he knew in which
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classesto enroll. The advisor used presuppositional
questionsto direct Ted toward particul ar answersand
to introduce a positive approach to taking action as
espoused by Walter and Pellar (1992). In other indi-
cators of solution-focused advising, the advisor
encouraged Ted to state hisstrengthsand experiences.

Through solution-focused advising, the session
gently moved through goal establishment, exception
identification, and generation of homework tasks.
Successive sessionswould mimic this same format
but the advisor would likely emphasize exceptions
and homework. AsWalter and Peller (1992) noted,
every sessionisessentially likethefirst session, and
every session is conducted as if it were the last
session.

Summary

When a student leaves an advising appointment
in which solution-focused therapy has been applied,
he or she isencouraged to move forward, sometimes
in small steps, in the maze of career and major
options. The encouraging aspect of solution-focused
therapy extendsthe career assessment program by
hel ping students overcome self-esteem issues and
perception barriers. By searching for small past
exceptions to the current indecisiveness situation
and then building on them, the student finds a
pathway toward a specific field of study.
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involvement of diverse
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members representing all 50
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and several other countries.
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network with colleagues with similar specialties or interests.
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Financial support to selected Association memberswho are pursuing
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Research Grants
Financial support for selected individual research contributing to the
field of advising.

The National Clearinghouse For Academic Advising
A repository and distribution center for information about aspects of
academic advising.

Member Career Services
Job search assistance and a listing of current openingsin the field of
advising.

Consultants Bureau
Assistance to colleges and universities interested in enhaneing advising
services on their campuses. Topicsinclude but are not limited to:
Advising Program Review Evduation of Advising
Advising Skills/Techniques Faculty Development
Advising Specia Populations m Orientation
Career and Academic Advisng B Retention
Technology in Advising Training Advisors
Ddlivery System Modds Legd Implications

Active Involvement/Leadership Opportunities
Committees. Commissions, Regions, Task Forces, and the Board of
Directors.

Networking and Professional Identity
Support and professional camaraderie for more than 6,700 advising
colleagues.

ACADV
An electronic mail list for worldwide discussions addressing academic

aovising issucs.
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Develop professional net-
works with nearby colleagues!

Tailor your involvement in NACADA!

Regional Affiliations

In order to ensure full represen-
tation of advising needs and
concerns, each member of
NACADA receives a Regional
affiliation. Active regional in-
volvement is strongly
encouraged.

NACADA Regions

Region | - Northeast

(CT. MA, ME, NH, NY.RI, VT,
Quebec. Atlantic Provinces)

Region 2 - Mid-Atlantic
(DE, MD, NJ, PA, VA, DC)

Region 3 - Mid-South
(KY. NC, SC, TN, WV)

Region 4 - Southeast
(AL, FL, GA, MS, Pucrto Rico)

Region 5 - Great Lakes
(1L, IN, MI, OH, W1, Ontario)

Region 6 - North Central
(IA,MN. NE. ND, SD.
Manitoba. Saskatchewan)

Region 7 - South Central
(AR, KS, LA. MO, OK, TX)

Region 8 - Northwest

(AK, 1D, OR, WA, MT. Alberta,
British Columbia, Y ukon and
NW Territories)

Region 9 - Pacific
(CA, HI,NV)

Region 10 - Rocky Mountain
(AZ, CO, NM, UT. WY)

Region |1 - International
membership other than Canada

NACADA and Kansas State University are
committed to nondiscrimination. Contact the
Director of Affirmative Action, KSU, 214
Anderson Hall, Manhurtan, KS 66506.
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Commissions

A membership includes active affiliation with two commissions.
Commissions are designed to address the specific needs of members
and are formed as sufficient interest is demonstrated among the
members.

Interest Groups

Interest Groups are formed to determine the degree of interest in
areas beyond current Commissions. Members may identify with
two interest groupswhile the interest group considers seeking
Commission status.

Join NACADA!

& |ndividual Membership

Open to all persons professionally involved or personally interested
in the field of academic advising. Membership benefits include the
NACADA Newsletter, The NACADA Journal, commission
affiliation, discounted rates for national and regional conferences
and Academic Advising Summer Institute, discountson
pubtications, eligibility for scholarships and awards and access to
other NACADA services.

Student Membership

Open to either peer advisors or graduate students interested in
academic advising. Students receive full membership privileges.
Certification of student statusis required and the individual may not
be fully employed in an advising related position.

Retiree Membership
Open to retired persons interested in the field of academic advising.

Allied Membership

Allied membership is open to organizations that have purposes
consistent with the National Academic Advising Association. An
officia liaison will receive all member correspondence and benefits.
For alist of requirements, contact the NACADA Executive Office.

Institutional Membership

This option provides an opportunity to extend advising information
to new audiences on your campus. thereby increasing the awareness
of advising and promoting support for academic advising. In
addition, designated "' Official Representatives” receive full member
benefits. For alist of requirements, visit the NACADA web site.

World Wide Web Connection

NACADA services and programs are outlined on our web site. Visit

http://www.nacada.ksu.edu

to obtain information on current conferences and programs, advising
publications, position announcements, and other advising resources.
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