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The Impact of an Academic
Advising Program: A Case Study

SHELDON APPLETON, Professor of Political Scienceand Associate Dean, College d
A N and Sciences, Oakland University.

The relationship between advising and retention was one of thé highest research
priorities expressed by the NACADA membership survey takenin the spring of 1980. In
response to the open-ended hem: **Please indicate one or more questions about advising

which you would like to see studied,"” forty-eight of the 350 persons responding *‘focused i"
on relationships between advising and retention, especially whether improved advising

"

would increase student retention.

The literature on retention iSextensive and has been summarized in nUMerous works
(including Grites’s widely read report: Academic Advising: Getting & Through the
Eightles) but specific evidence of improvement in retention r esulting from an academicad-
vising program israre. This report is an effort to provide such evidencein the tase ofan
advising program undertaken in the College of Asts and Sciences at Oakland University.
beginning in the 1979-80 academic year.*

AN ADVISING STUDY

INn response to anumber of problems encountered with Oakland University's advising
system. the President commissioned a year-long study o advising. Questionnaires were
distributed to &l undergraduate students (except new students), and to all faculty
members. in the College of Arts and Sdences. A majority of each group responded — 1799
students and 82 faculty. Interviews were conducted with twenty-five students who had
recenuly left the University without graduating and with key members of University

sonnel committees. L
The study showed:
= that students and faculty believed the advising system did not properly serve student
needs.

“Chevpl J. Pokon sad ‘Wilkam E. Caghls, *Resemsch Prrities for Aomdrmic Advising: Results of Survey of
NACADA Membership,” NACADA Jowmnal, | i 9811, &L

"Theenas J. Gellen, Ansiemic Advising; Gesting Us Through the Eighies (Wahingion, D.C.: American Aswsdi=

tion [ Higher Fduestion, 1979, |OU. ‘

See also Philip E. Beal sl Lew Noel, Bk Worky b Student Retevisns (owa ‘T Ammirican Coliope Testing,
19860); Lz Mheed aned Lois Resict, **College Student: Retentions: A Selected and Annotated Bibliograsfix ~ Lineritin
College Testing tear sheel, 1.8, Alexandes AStin, Prewafing Snugimes froes Sropans Out rian Francisco; feiey-
Bai, 1975}, and Leonard Ramist, *'College Student Attrition and Retention,” Findiegs, 6 (19861, 14.

A riview of the reténtion Rurmay il specific pef g the problems of Oakland University is David C.
Beaidyes, *~Thinking Abow( Retention le Thinking About Fropls,” Ozkiand University Office of Institwional
[Ee—y hum 112, Supp ¥, Lhe 21, 1979).
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= that approximately three-fourthsof Oakland’s students were commuters, with speciat
needs,

¢ that advising was largely ignored when facufty were evaluated for promotion or
tenure.

® that many faculty gave advisinga low priority among their professional activities.

A key recommendation of the study was that a small office be established reporting
directly to the dean of the College of Arts and Sciences, This office would s#ek to coordi-
nate and improve faculty advising. It would be consulted when personnel decisions were
made about faculty engaged in academic advising. In addition, it would provide some
assistance with generat education advising, especially to departments with {arge n,umbers
of majors®* Thi office was created in the summer of 1979, under the direction of a senior
faculty member who continued to teachaclass each semester. During the next two years its
staff built up slowly to include one full-time and one half-time academic advisor and a
half-time secretary, The staff was also assigned the responsibility for evaluating courses
taken by studentsat other institutions that would be creditedtoward the College's general
education requirements.

The advising office adopted a two-pronged approach to improving advising. Ii utilized
“'intrusive’* techniques to reach students and encaurage them to see their advisors and/or
theadvisingoffice staff, andit took steps toimprove the level of service the studentswould
receive when they requested assistance.

"INTRUSIVE" ADVISING

To reach students, a member of the advising staff spoke to al freshman and transfer
orientation students over the summer. The office set up a table on site during registration
periods to assist students over those hectic days. Signsannouncing the new advising service
were posted in many locations on campus. With the permission o f faculty, most largein-
troductory classes were visited by an advisor, who gave a presentation urging students to
see their advisors and/or visit the advising office. {This helped also to acquaint faculty
with the program, since they also heard the presentation.)

Two evenings each week, a select group of student employees phoned College of Auris
and Sciences students and undecidedstudetits at thar homes. These stidents were asked-
how they were progressingin their studies, encouragedto see their academic advisors, and
offered help with any schoof-refated problems they had experienced, The calling began
with freshmen and, by the end of the academicyear, a majority o f the students in the Col-
lege'had been contacted, and one-fourth of those called requested assistance of some kind.

'While this study was being eomtiacied, a reglonal accreditation team from the North Central Assiniiion of Col-
teges wmil Schools Wl Onkhnd, Adthough it hed the (el of students and tracklig ® the university, # o=
il that it had edmay whets (el that scadheryic advising was pan. and remarked on 1
absence of mdviting wrvices 1a thar College of AN and Scieree,
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Call For Proposals

7th Natlenal Conference on Academic Advising
October 23-26, 1983 * St. Loufs, Missourl

Sponsored by: National Academic Advistng Association
Hosted by- Kansas State University, Division of Continuing Education

"Beyond Change =
Managing the Multifaceted Role of the Academic Advfsar"

Plans are well underway for the 7th Natlonal Conference on Academic Advising to
be held in St. Louis on October 23-26. 1983. Coma [uiri ys!

The conference will feature Key Speakers:

e Patricla Cross. author of Accent gn Learning, Beyond the Open Door, T.
Junior College Student. Distinguished Educator, Editer, and Scholar of Higher
Education at e Harvard Graduate School 8t Education

¢ Sitas Purnell, Ada S. McKinley Educational Foundation (Chicago), Educator
and tnnovator in developing career and educational opportunities lor Blacks in
higher education

e Lee Nodl. Educator and Developer of Research gn educational backgroundand
advising as factors in the retentionof studentsin higher educatiort, American Col-
lege Testing Program

Program Proposals are Sought

Program proposals are being sought far oral presentation/discussion sessions, as
well as in-conference workshops, topical seminars and the idea Exchange (infor-
mal. open arena for display and discussion nf ideas utiizing handbooks. guldes.
handouts and ether tools lor the advisor).

Suggested topics include (but are not limited to}:
o Advising the Student Athlele . FWShN" Year Programs
o Advising s Teaching/Learning mental Theory [n Advising
o Advising the Adult Leasner o Camp uler as tool Iu: Advisors
¢ legal Aspects of Advising "“Bpecial Sieaenl” Populations
o Advisor Stress/Coping . Advlsor Seiection, Training. Evalualumi:

o Sexual Bias n Advising o iinaging e Central (& Decentral)

o The Advisor and Academic Integrily ~ Advising System .
¢ Planning and implementing o Institutional Altitude Toward Asvising

Change in Advisieg e Time Management
A Program Abstract of 50 words must accompany the full proposal. Send B {5)
copies of the proposal. and the abstract postmarked 6 later Ihan May 2. 1983 b
Charles W. Connell, NACADA Program Chair 1983
201 Woadburn Hall. Cotlege of Arts & Sciences. West Virginia University
Morgantown, Wes) Virginia 26506 / Fhane: (304) 29034611
Deadline for submitting proposals: May 2, 1983
Selections will be made and chairperson notified by May 31, 1983

‘Howard C. Kramer and Robert E. Gardner, Hamaphar Facwll s 4fvigng (lihaca, Mes Vork: feivaiely g,
1978) (this Femineee is in reference t0 ° 77 on pags 80
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| MPROVI NGFACULTY ADVISING

To help improve faculty advising. a variety of activities were undertaken. The director
of the program visited each department to discuss how the new office could be of
assistancein improving that department's academic advising. Although ro one would be
promoted or awarded tenure primarily on the bagsof contributionsas an advisor. faculty
were promized that academic advising would be recognized as an important service to the
University and brought to the attention of committees and administrative officers in-
volved in retention. promotion and tenure decisions. | n accordance with this promise, the
director also met with the elecied College and University personnel committees. before
they began their defiberations, to emphasize the importance of gad advising to the Col-
lege and to urge them to afford it due consideration in their decisions.

The small advising office kept an advisor on duty during university business ks
throughout the year. Students could visit forimmediate advising, call for appointmentsar,
if they preferred, have advising questions answeredon the phone. Each visit or call was,
written up immediately on the half-page*‘transaction form'* adoptedby theoffice. In the
past. students had complained that they sometimes received bad advice which was not
always remembered by the advisor. Now arecord was available to protect both sudent
and advisor in such cases. In addition. members of the advising staff could review each
other's transactions.

Faculty members were alinvited to phone the office with any informatiori or interpre-
tations they might need when advisingstudents, because they were not expected to ke ad-
vising "'experts.’” In effect, a ‘*hot-line’’ information service was available to faculty at all
times to help them bemore effective advisors. Faculty requests for assistance alsq madeit
possible lor the advisingeffice to implement a key element in the Kramer-Gardner model
put forthin Managing Faculry Advising! The office sought to provide to faculty callers the
kind of service it hopedthey would provide students. thus providing iherr with amodd.

A series of luncheon meetings was arranged between the college advisingstaff and the
*'chief advisors" of each department and major program in the college. Deparimental
secretaries al SO were invited to funch in several groupingseach year to disciiss the new ad-
vising program, and were asked to help inform bot h students and facuity about the ser-
vices offered,

RESULTS

Despite the departure of the President soon after hehad establishedthe new advising of-
fice, the program appears to have been highly successful. Qualitatively ifs conclusion
seems warranted from the extensive positive fesdback the programhas received from both
students and faculty. Quantitatively the indicators point to only small parts of the pro-
Y'simpact. The mast persuasive of these indicatorsis the startling demand for services
visited upon the new office, | nits first aine months of operation (in a college with am ap-
proximate undergraduate enrofiment o f 232N} the office received over 100 requests for

tin the Fall. 1979 term, EIEF students wmwe ensolled in maioes O programa in ihe Colloge Of Asms and Sciences,

rn
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assistance from students and almost 100 from faculty members. Duringthe program’s se-
cond year, thae were 3000 student requests for assistance and more than 200 from faculty
members. Both student and Faculty requests continued to rise during the third year. (See
Takle 1_)n addition, the office dealt with more than 100 prospective students referred by
the Admissions Office. The kinds of assistance provided by the affiee areshowninTable 1.

TABLEI

ARTS AND SCIENCES ADVISING OFFICE
TRANSACTIONS. 1979-82

% Change %Change
1979-80 ia 198041 to
1979-80  1980-81  198Q-81 1981-62  1981.82
(9 months) |L
Talal Advising
Transactians 1104 X286 +215% A1 + 3%
Student initlated 1086 013 +JT% 3536 +i0%
Faculty/
Staff-initiated 108 374 +253% 491 +80%
Most Frequent Kinds of 1978-40
Faculty/Staff {3 mos) 1360-01 168182
Transactions
Information on college or
university procedures 29 45 74
Assistance in evaluating
transfer credits - 68 73
Interpretations of cotlege or
university requirements 47 54 72
Sending a student to us far
additional help 6 8 50
Petitlons of exception 7 3 42
Referrals—whereto send a og
student for additionat help 9 10 (
Most Frequent Kinds o] Student
Transactions
General education advising 204 707 %
Referrals 407 686
Ald In evaluating transfer credits 55 478 58
University or college procedures
(how to, whom to, where lo, &
what If. ..) 4 184 o -
Choicelchanges/additions of
major ¢ B3 17 ;
Helpin course selection 154 e67
Questions about advisors
(names, office and phone
numbers, office hours) 62 143 2
Pelitions of exception 8o 212 2
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Only agH| fraction of these transactions appear to have had an impact on student
retention; however, statistics collected by the Registrar's Office and the Office of Student
Services suggest that the program did have a significant impact onretentionin the Coltege,
Table 1 shows that the rate o f withdrawals during fall and winter semesters dropped co-
siderably below the previous rate for Arts and Sdences and undecided students in each of
the two academic years after the new advising program was established ##At the same
time, the withdrawal rate for students in other units of the Univessity rose. Enrolimentin
the College had been falling each year by nearly 300 students (around $% of the total
undergraduateenroliments), but in the fall of 1981 enrollments actuatly increased slightly
in both absalute and relative terms, though fewer new students were enrolling in the Cod-
lege thanin previous years. (See Tabde I3

TABLE Ut
UNDERGRADUATEWITHDRAWALS OLIAMG FALL
AND WINTER SEMESTERS
1978-79 1a7r9-80 1980-81

College of Arts and Sciences

Enrolled 4737 4302 4058

Withdrew 261 185 193

Rate 5.5% 4.3% 4.8%
Undecided

Enrolled 1941 241T 2arz

Withdrew b B2 94

Rate N T4% 4.0%
All Others

Enrolled DoED 10,225 10,929

Withdrew ars 430 478

Rate 19% 4.2% 4 4%

Source: Regular Withdrawal Reﬁorts; Withdrawals Office; Student Services; and
Enroliment Reports, Offlce of the Reglstrar, Oakland University.

Itm-ﬁ-FMHnuHﬁmmmMmhmuﬁq_mm
H:!H“ﬂ-ﬂﬂﬂr—-LHﬂlﬂhihlufihlm*ih.er“mqﬂnl-ﬂ
winhclrgwnl. Fall ifal wieier i e ensolivmrt i wichetrgssady (o0 sk fcadh i ym Pt by nekded wope b, el
z*r:mnmnmhhumdd-—ﬂmmmnuhmmu-hmm
ﬂ-inmnmlmrul'-ilﬁ-vi:hmlmmﬂ“iudm.udﬂlﬁiﬂdlml
m_-ﬂ-H—-Iﬂ:m.ﬁ-uhﬁumdlhmﬂﬂwnmﬁ.mmwhﬂuma
H'nu-lu:nm..ﬁ.lq-rlh:ir:r:hnookpﬁ:duﬁnclhewﬁun—m.-lnlhmrm&nmﬂ.

!Whniﬁbkllhqh&dhﬂfﬁﬂ&ﬂﬁ%k Pl oy | bR
axwolled in progiems of music il theaire @t the e ata '
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TABLE Il
FALL TERM ARTS AND SCIENCES ENROLLMENTS
1978 TO 1381
Arts; (05 Totates
% Change From

Asts & Sclences Mew Students Undergraduate Previous
Year Enrollment Past Year Emvollment Falt Term
1978 2858 W00 318 51
1979 2528 852 271 4.7
1980 2193 729 231 -4.0
1981 2248 708 237 +06

Source: Enroliment Reports of the Office of the Registrar. Oakland University. (

Moreover, inspection of petitions Of exceptiont submitted to the Committeeon Instruc-
tionaf the College revealed a sharp reduction in the percentage of students citing poor ad-
vising as a reason for needing to have a rule or requirement waived. Within the five year
period prior to the new advising program. 23% afl the 500 or more petitions submitted
cited poor advising; however, in the first three yeass of the new advising program, this
percentage went down to 9%. In addition, a memorandum from the University Records
Office reported " marked decrease in problemsrelating to poor advising when reviewing
the College's graduating students.” The results of a student survey conductedearly in 1982
were al SO consistent with these and other indications of improved advising in the College.

COMCLUSHOMN

The documentation provided offers support for the consention thas improved advising
nod only incresses retention but may also causse ather impartant changes of which m-
proved retention it nutrely an indicator. Fisally, b study demonstrates that good advising
may meake life easher amd bewming more scoessible for @ significam poatbon of the sudenis
served by our colleges and universities.

b

waly esponars 1o L survey conducted in 1978 T it il g iselly (vl
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