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Student-Advisor Interaction in Undergraduate Online Degree 
Programs: A Factor in Student Retention
Carol A. Gravel, Franklin Pierce University

Higher education institutions struggle in 
determining the best ways to provide effective 
academic advising for students in online degree 
programs. In addition, the dropout rate among 
online students reaches to 50%. Research on 
student retention reveals that lack of interaction 
is a key factor in a student’s decision to drop out. I 
used a mixed-methods research design based on the 
prescriptive-developmental advising framework 
to investigate advisor interactions with students 
in online undergraduate-degree programs. The 
results indicate the need to establish practices 
and tools that create a more personalized and 
collaborative student-advisor interaction where 
advisors focus on providing cognitive, affective, 
and systemic support.
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advisor role, communcation, develomental advis-
ing, Internet, prescriptive advising

Higher educational institutions have experi-
enced a dramatic growth in online enrollment, 
especially at the undergraduate level. The num-
ber of students who enroll in at least one online 
course has increased 250%, from 1.6 million in 
2002 to over 5.6 million in 2009 (Allen & Seaman, 
2010). Those enrolled in entire degree-programs 
online increased 335%, from .48 million in 2002 
to more than 2.1 million in 2009 (Garrett, 2009). 
This growth in online enrollments is expected to 
continue (Allen & Seaman, 2010): The National 
Center of Educational Statistics (2006) estimated 
that by 2015 over 8.0 million students will be tak-
ing college courses online.

While more students currently enroll in online 
courses and degree programs than in the past, 
several studies indicate that they drop out at a 
significantly higher rate than do traditional on-
campus students (Bocchi, Eastman, & Swift, 2004; 
Carr, 2000; Chyung, 2001; Diaz, 2002; Herbert, 
2006; Liu, Gomez, Khan, & Yen, 2007; Rust, 2006; 
Terry, 2001). Some studies (Berge & Huang, 2004; 
Lorenzetti, 2002; Rovai, 2003; Tyler-Smith, 2006) 
indicate that the dropout rate for online students 
reaches as high as 50%, presumably 10 to 20% 
higher than for those in traditional on-campus pro-
grams (Rovai, 2003; Tyler-Smith, 2006).

Over the past three decades, extensive research 
on student attrition revealed that the lack of effec-
tive student support services is a key factor in a 
student’s decision to drop out of college (Dahl, 
2004; Gibson & Gibson, 1997; Ruth, 2005; Scholl, 
1999; Simpson, 2002; Tait, 2000; Tinto, 1987). In 
fact, the Noel-Levitz (2009) National Student Sat-
isfaction and Priorities Report, based on responses 
from approximately 800 higher education institu-
tions, reaffirmed the link between effective student-
support services and student retention. In addition, 
recent research (Axelson, 2007; Klukas, 2006; 
Lokken, 2009; Morris & Miller, 2007; Raphael, 
2006; Ruth, 2005) regarding student-support ser-
vices for online students shows that hundreds of 
colleges and universities still struggle with the best 
ways to provide effective student-support services 
for online students. La Padula (2003) stated online 
students lack support, creating “isolation that can 
be discouraging and lead to failure” (p. 120).

A review of the literature on student retention 
reveals that Tinto’s model of student retention is the 
most cited and supported by empirical data (Nash, 
2005). Tinto (1987) proposed that the desire to 
drop out results from student feelings of isolation, 
caused by lack of interaction within the academic 
environment that results in unmet personal needs 
and unattended interests. Administrators, practitio-
ners, and scholars have used Tinto’s (1987) work 
to analyze attrition for both traditional and nontra-
ditional students (Ashar & Skenes, 1993).

Published literature dealing with student-advisor 
interaction in online degree programs (Conrad & 
Donaldson, 2004; Diaz & Bontenbal, 2001; Moore, 
Sener, & Fetzner, 2006; Wojciechowski & Palmer, 
2005) offers several strategies for individualizing 
interactions with off-campus students, such as plac-
ing a phone call to the student, providing students 
with an orientation before the start of their course 
work (Wojciechowski & Palmer, 2005), making 
online introductions (Anderson, 2003), and facili-
tating some informal chat sessions (Carnevale, 
2000). In an extensive review of published research 
on student-advisor interaction in online education, 
Curry and Barham (2007) found that “while some 
knowledge of academic advising in distance edu-
cation has been gained … the review of research 
demonstrates that voids in the literature exist” (p. 
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189), and they recommended further research in 
advising delivery to online students. Due to the 
limited research on student-advisor interaction in 
online education, I also reviewed empirical studies 
associated with student-advisor interaction among 
undergraduate students earning their degrees on 
campus (Coll, 2009; Eckhardt, 1992; Milburn, 
1994; Moody, 1996; Thiry &Laursen, 2011; Weir, 
2003). The findings from studies of on-campus 
students were consistent, with results showing that 
most students preferred a developmental style of 
interaction, and according to Moody (1996), the 
style of academic advising provided “does have 
a relationship to their feeling of mattering in the 
college setting” (p. 1).

Morris and Miller (2007) looked at student-advi-
sor interaction provided to students seeking their 
undergraduate degree online at 60 private institu-
tions and the students’ overall satisfaction with 
advising. Their results were consistent with results 
of students in an on-campus environment: “Student 
satisfaction was positively related to time spent 
discussing personal values and possible academic 
majors/concentrations” (p. 5).While these results 
add valuable understanding to the problem associ-
ated with online degree programs, academic affairs 
officers, not students, responded to the survey. In 
addition, the response rate was only 40% and only 
11 of the 60 colleges that responded offered online 
degree programs. Morris and Miller concluded by 
suggesting that future research should be targeted 
specifically to private institutions offering online 
degree programs.

A common thread in the cited literature sug-
gests that interaction in education is a fundamental 
component of effective learning and that inter-
action extends beyond the traditional classroom 
(Dewey, 1916). Interaction in online degree pro-
grams, often undertaken by students who live far 
from the college and may feel isolated, may prove 
more important than for on-campus students (Bur-
ham & Walden, 1997). King (1993) suggested that 
academic advising is “the only structured service 
on campus that guarantees students some kind of 
interaction with a concerned representative of the 
institution… (pp. 21), and numerous studies sug-
gest that effective academic advising significantly 
affects student retention (Dahl, 2004; Gibson & 
Gibson, 1997; Ruth, 2005; Scholl, 1999; Simp-
son, 2002; Tait, 2000; Tinto, 1987); therefore, wise 
administrators focus on student-advisor interaction 
as a factor in retaining students in online degree 
programs. Kuhn (2008) stated, “Academic advising 
must be examined for its effectiveness in the lives 

of students. The future history of academic advis-
ing will lie in its ability to create and use theory, 
apply findings in practice, and assess effectiveness 
through research” (p. 14).

Searching for empirical studies on the academic 
advising needs of students in online degree pro-
grams, I identified four comprehensive studies: 
Axelson (2007), Klukas, (2006), Raphael (2006), 
and Waters (2003). Axelson (2007) examined 
students’ use and interest in support services and 
found that “academic advising must be improved 
and offered to undergraduate students enrolled in 
online courses” (p. 108). Furthermore, Axelson 
found that students in online degree programs 
seek individualized student-advisor interaction 
and advocated for future research that defines the 
elements of effective academic advising services 
for students in online degree programs.

Klukas (2006) conducted a quantitative research 
study of undergraduates enrolled in online classes 
at 29 separate 2- and 4-year public colleges and 
universities in Wisconsin, focusing on the need, 
importance, and accessibility of 12 student sup-
port services, including academic advising. Results 
showed that the majority (71%) of the respondents 
from the 4-year institutions perceived academic 
advising to be very important for students in online 
degree programs. However, academic advising was 
one of the “least commonly offered online stu-
dent service ... [and was one of the] least effective 
services offered” (p. 59). While the results of the 
study make an important contribution to the limited 
literature related to academic advising services for 
students in online degree programs, Klukas urged, 
“Further study of academic advising preferences 
[is needed] ... in an effort to promote the creation 
of a multifaceted advising system” (p. 62).

Raphael (2006) investigated students’ percep-
tions of student support services in online degree 
programs at six 4-year colleges and universities 
(five public and one private) in the United States. 
Both undergraduate (72) and graduate (199) stu-
dents were surveyed, with results showing that, 
of all 49 student services, “access to individual 
academic advising” (p. 6) was the fourth most 
important student service needed by students seek-
ing their entire degree online. However, academic 
advising was typically not provided by the respon-
dents’ institutions. Raphael summarized, “This 
study shows that online learners [students in online 
degree programs] are not receiving these services 
to the level that they perceive they need” (p. 77).

Waters (2003) conducted an action research 
study that involved advisors from the California 
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Community College system who advised online 
students. Waters asked, “Are online students using 
academic advising services?” (p. 9). The results 
indicated that online students use advising services, 
and Waters suggested that advisors critically influ-
ence the success of online students because they 
serve as mentors, guides, teachers, and “educa-
tional brokers ... [by addressing] student needs, 
academic planning, learning styles, and student’s 
personal concerns” (Abstract). Waters recom-
mended that others conduct additional research to 
seek information directly from students.

The National Academic Advising Associa-
tion (NACADA), based on input from research-
ers, policy makers, and practitioners, defined 
a set of standards for advising online students. 
The NACADA Standards for Advising Distance 
Education Students (National Academic Advis-
ing Association, 2010) stated that student-advisor 
interaction needs to be “individualized [so that 
students] become more effective in dealing with 
concerns that influence their pursuit of personal 
learning goals at a distance and at the time and 
delivery mode preferred by the learner” (p. 2).The 
findings from empirical studies associated with 
the academic advising needs of students in online 
degree programs support these statements. Student 
support services comprise one of the essential com-
ponents of any successful online degree program, 
and online students find student-advisor interac-
tion a critical element in student retention. More 
specifically, four studies (Axelson, 2007; Conrad 
& Donaldson, 2004; Diaz & Bontenbal, 2001; 
Moore et al., 2006) suggested that an individual-
ized, learner-centered approach to student-advisor 
interaction increases a student’s satisfaction with 
the academic advising services received.

For this study, I determined the perceptions and 
the essential elements associated with effective stu-
dent-advisor interaction among students in online 
undergraduate degree programs. As the theoretical 
framework chosen for examining student-advisor 
interaction, I chose Crookston’s (1972/1994/2009) 
styles of academic advising, which embody aca-
demic advising as a teaching-learning interaction 
of shared responsibility between the student and 
the advisor. Crookston defined styles of student-
advisor interaction using the terms prescriptive and 
developmental to help shape the larger discussion 
on research associated with interaction in academic 
advising. Expanding on the work of individuals 
such as Chickering (1969), Crookston stated that 
student-advisor interaction could be measured 
based on a continuum that ranges from a perspec-

tive style of interaction, which is authority-based 
and advisor-dominated, to a developmental style of 
interaction, which involves shared decision making 
(Weir, 2003). Crookston’s theoretical framework 
of academic advising has long been recognized as 
the established theoretical model of student-advisor 
interaction, and, thus, is an effective framework to 
use in this study.

Three research questions guided this study:

RQ1. �What styles, prescriptive or develop-
mental, of student-advisor interaction 
do students in online undergraduate 
degree programs perceive they currently 
receive?

RQ2. �What topics do undergraduates in online 
degree programs discuss with their aca-
demic advisor?

RQ3. �What do undergraduates in online degree 
programs define as essential elements of 
a student-advisor relationship?

Method
Sample and Participant Selection

To identify perceptions of student-advisor 
interaction among students in online undergradu-
ate degree programs, I conducted the study at a 
nonprofit private university located in New Eng-
land that had been offering online courses since 
1999. Based on responses to a questionnaire, I 
classified student-advisor interaction in online 
undergraduate degree programs using Crookston’s 
(1972/1994/2009) prescriptive-developmental con-
tinuum. Two hundred eighty-three undergradu-
ates seeking to earn their degree entirely through 
an online curriculum received an e-mail from the 
provost that defined the background and benefits of 
the study. The letter also pointed out that the online 
survey was available in their online course for a 
2-week period. The response rate was 83.4% (236).

I employed a two-phase exploratory mixed-
methods study, as defined by Creswell and Planto 
Clark (2007), to answer the research questions. 
Two participants who completed the Academic 
Advising Inventory (AAI) (Winston & Sandor, 
n.d.) subsequently were interviewed for the sec-
ond phase of the study. I chose them based on two 
criteria: First, they agreed to be interviewed, and 
second, the results of Part 1 of the AAI indicated 
they scored among the highest in terms of receiving 
a developmental or a prescriptive style of student-
advisor interaction.

Table 1 reports the demographic characteris-
tics of the respondents. The majority (79.0%) of 
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Online Degree Programs

respondents were female, Caucasian (87.3%), and 
married (55.9%). More than one third (38.6%) 
reported their age between 25 and 30 years. Table 2 
reports the academic status of the respondents. The 
majority (62.3%) of students attended full-time, 
almost two thirds (70.8%) had completed more 
than 7 semesters, and nearly one half (42.2%) had 
earned a current GPA of at least 3.5.

Instruments and Measures
The research design allowed me to investigate 

the central overarching research question (RQ3): 
What do undergraduates in online degree programs 
define as the essential elements of a student-advisor 
relationship? Using the theoretical framework of 
Crookston (1972/1994/2009), I first gathered quan-
titative and demographic data through a nationally 

normalized survey, the AAI, because it is based 
on Crookston’s theoretical continuum framework 
of student-advisor interaction. I used Part 1 of the 
AAI to classify the participants’ responses to RQs 
1 and 2. I added Question 22 to the AAI to ask 
respondents if they would be willing to participate 
in the one-on-one interview that would allow me 
seek to gather data to answer RQ3.

In the second phase, I gathered qualitative data 
through one-on-one interviews and reviewed phys-
ical artifacts that further expanded the understand-
ing of student-advisor interaction. To accommodate 
the geographic distribution of participants and their 
busy schedules, I conducted the interviews by tele-
phone and recorded the conversations. I also solic-
ited and received data from participants in the form 
of e-mail interactions between participants and 
their advisors. Both advisors and advisees agreed 
to make copies of these e-mails available for the 
study.

Physical artifacts included internal communi-
cations sent to the student from the advisor and 
student-advisor e-mails sent during the students’ 
program of study. All qualitative data were entered 
into a database to allow for proper organization, 
coding, and analysis. I coded the qualitative data 
using Crookston’s (1972/1994/2009) theoretical 
framework. I used Creswell’s (2009) qualitative 
data analysis process because it is ideal for align-

Table 1. �Demographic summary of respondents’ 
gender, cultural or racial background, 
age, and martial status (N = 236)

Characteristic	 Frequency	 %
Gender

Female	 186	 79.0
Male	   50	 21.0

Cultural Racial Background
African American or Black	     6	   2.5
Hispanic American	   10	   4.2
White or Caucasian	 206	 87.4
Biracial or Multiracial	     1	   0.4
Designated as other	     1	   0.4

Age in years
23 	     4	   1.7
24 	     1	   0.4
25 to 30	   91	 38.6
31 to 35	   29	 12.3
36-40	   31	 13.1
41.45	   46	 19.5
46-50	   30	 12.7
50 plus	   4	   1.7

Marital status
Single, never married	   53	 22.5
Married	 132	 55.9
Divorced	   37	 15.7
Separated	   10	   4.2
Widowed	     2	   0.8
Preferred not to say	     2	   0.8

Note. �No one responded Asian American or 
Native American to questions on cultural or 
racial background; 12 (5.1%) participants 
chose not to respond to this question. No 
participants were between the ages of 18 
and 22 years.

Table 2. �Demographics of respondents’ enrol-
ment status, academic class standing, 
and current GPA (N = 236)

Characteristic	 Frequency	 %
Enrolment Status

Full-time	 147	 62.3
Part-time	   89	 37.7

Academic Class Standing  
(semester)

1st 	     6	   2.5
2nd 	   24	 10.2
3rd 	     5	   2.1
4th 	   13	   5.5
5th 	     6	   2.5
6th 	   12	   5.1
7th 	     3	   1.3
More than 7 	 167	 70.8

Current GPA
4.0	   47	 19.9
3.5	 102	 43.2
3.0	     3	   1.3
Less than 3.0	   16	   6.8
Don’t know	   68	 28.8
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ing data to a particular theory. Creswell (p. 127) 
suggested a six-step linear, ascending hierarchical 
approach:

1. Organize and prepare the data for analysis.
2. Read through all the data.
3. �Begin detailed analysis with a coding 

process.
4. �Use the coding process to generate a 

description of the setting or people as well 
as categories or themes for analysis.

5. �Define how the description and themes will 
be represented in the qualitative narrative.

6. �Interpret the meaning of the data.

Based on Crookston’s theoretical framework of 
student-advisor interaction for both the qualitative 

and quantitative data collected, the results provide 
a rich and theoretically based examination of online 
students’ perceptions of the essential elements of a 
student-advisor relationship.

Results
Styles of Student-Advisor Interaction

To answer RQ1 of this study (what styles, pre-
scriptive or developmental, of student-advisor 
interaction do students in online undergraduate 
degree programs perceive they currently receive?), 
I used the mean and standard deviations of partici-
pants’ answers to the questions from Part 1 of the 
AAI. See Figure 1 and Table 3.

According to the standards defined in the AAI 
manual (Winston & Sandor, 2002), a final score of 
14 to 56 indicates a prescriptive style of interaction, 

Carol A. Gravel

Figure 1. Topics students discuss with their advisors.

Note. Based on Winston and Sandor (2002) as used by permission from NACADA.

Personalizing Education
Focus on the total 
educational experience.

Personalizing Education: 
Focus only on academic 
matters.

Selecting Courses:
Advisor chooses courses 
and plans the schedule. 
Grades and test scores are 
the primary focus.

Selecting Courses:
Advisor collaborates with 
student regarding courses 
and plans the schedule.

Academic Decision Making:
The advisor diagnoses the 
students’ problems, 
prescribes remedies, and 
gives detailed instructions.

Academic Decision 
Making: The advisor
discusses the students’ 
problems, collectively 
identifies remedies, and 
collaboratively implements 
solutions.

8 to 32 Low level of interaction 33 to 64 High level of interaction

4 to 16 Low level of interaction 17 to 32 High level of interaction

2 to 8 Low level of interaction 9 to 16 High level of interaction
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while a score of 57 to 122 indicates a develop-
mental style of interaction. The majority (146) of 
respondents perceived they received a develop-
mental style of interaction (see Table 3). However, 
the mean score (M = 60) indicated that of those 
receiving a developmental style, on average, were 
on the low end of the Winston and Sandor’s (2002) 
developmental advising scale.

Topics of Advisor-Advisee Session
To answer RQ2 of this study (what topics do 

undergraduates in online degree programs discuss 
with their academic advisor?), I used a two-step 
process. First, based on the standards defined in 
the AAI manual (Winston & Sandor, 2002), each 
response to questions from Part 1 of the AAI was 
categorized by type: a) personalizing advising, b) 
academic decision making, or c) selecting courses. 
Second, I calculated the mean and standard devia-
tion for each type (see Table 4).

The data outlined in Table 4 indicate that all 
respondents communicated with their advisors 
regarding all three types of matters: a) person-
alizing education, b) academic decisions, and c) 
selection of courses. The topic most often discussed 
with the advisors related to academic decision 
making. Selecting courses was the second most 
frequently discussed topic, followed by personal-
izing education.

Although the frequency levels show differences, 
the level of student-advisor interaction associated 
with each type proved less clear-cut. With regard 
to personalizing education, the wide range (SD = 
31.1) of responses suggests diversity among the 
respondents. However, the mean (M = 29) indicates 
that the majority of respondents received a moder-
ately low level of interaction. This finding suggests 

that the student-advisor interaction associated with 
personalizing education typically focused only on 
academic matters (Winston & Sandor, 2002).

Little deviation (SD = 3.5) characterized the 
level of student-advisor interaction regarding dis-
cussions associated with academic decisions. The 
mean of 22 suggests that the advisor and student 
discussed the student’s problems collectively and 
then they collaboratively implemented solutions 
(Winston & Sandor, 2002).

When addressing topics associated with select-
ing courses, the data indicated that a wide varia-
tion (SD = 9.9) among the levels of interaction 
experienced by students. This suggests that not 
every student has a need to interact with his or her 
advisor regarding the courses to take. However, 
the mean (M = 11) indicated that when students 
do contact their advisors about course selection 
there is a moderately high level of student-advisor 
interaction (Winston & Sandor, 2002).

Essential Elements of a Student-Advisor 
Relationship

I collected and analyzed qualitative data from 
interviews and physical artifacts to answer RQ3: 
What do undergraduates in online degree programs 
define as essential elements of a student-advisor 
relationship? I created a detailed summary of the 
data related to each interview participant to estab-
lish thick descriptions of student-advisor interac-
tion (as per Stake, 1995). Using Crookston’s theory 
(1972/1994/2009), I categorize the quantitative 
data from the AAI.

Interview Data
Participant 1. Participant 1 was a divorced, 

unemployed, 50-year-old, African American 
female, who was recently diagnosed with cancer 
and moved frequently. In the fall of 1983, after 
graduating from high school, she first attended the 
university campus full-time to major in elementary 
education. She left the university as a freshman 
in the spring of 1985 for financial and personal 
reasons. In fall of 2008, she returned to the univer-
sity, again as a freshman, to study human services 
online. At the time of the interview she was in the 
5th semester and had earned a GPA of 2.0.

When asked RQ3 (what do you, as an under-
graduate in an online degree program, define as 
essential elements of a student-advisor relation-
ship?), Participant 1 responded:

Having a sense of personal attention. When he 
responds he knows me. He knows what I need. 

Online Degree Programs

Table 3. �Descriptive statistics for styles of 
student-advisor interaction currently 
provided (N = 236)

Style of Interaction	Min.	Max.	 M	 SD	 n
Prescriptive	 21	 56	 52	   5.1	   90
Developmental	 57	 98	 60	 11.7	 146

Table 4. �Descriptive statistics for topics students 
discuss with their advisor (N = 236)

Topics Students Discuss	 Min.	Max.	 M	 SD
Personalizing Education	 8	 52	 29	 31.1
Academic Decision Making	 8	 32	 22	   3.5
Selecting Courses	 2	 16	 11	   9.9
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He continues the conversation from where we 
last left off. He remembers me. I never felt 
like a number. I am a people person. I do not 
like feeling left out ... like a number. Being 
online with The university doesn’t give you 
the feeling of being just another number, but 
you feel like a person. My advisor answers 
my questions in a relevant manner, not simply 
answering a question, but answer a need.

The main things I talk about with my advisor 
is how I am doing and where I am going. For 
example, I enrolled in an Excel [software] 
course and my advisor asked why I was taking 
that course, as it was not part of my degree 
program. I appreciated someone was looking 
at this for me. I explained that I chose to take 
this course because I know I would need some 
computer experience when I did get a job. It is 
good when someone is watching. I know when 
I send [him] an e-mail I would get an e-mail 
right back within a day.

Another item I talked with my advisor about 
was my GPA. Initially he had all my courses 
planned, but my GPA dropped. [He] defined 
what classes I should take this year. [He] has 
sent me e-mails to help me state what they 
were looking for to show how I would improve 
my grades. [He] walked me through the steps 
I needed to take.

Artifact data consisted of 7 e-mail interactions 
between Participant 1 and her advisor from May 
2009 to November of 2010. I coded the data as 
indicative of either prescriptive or developmental 
advising based on a key word search. Participant 1 
initiated the interaction with the advisor 6 times in 
which she asked a question or described a problem 
that she could not address individually. Five of the 
7 interactions were deemed prescriptive in nature, 
suggesting that the advisor typically dominated the 
session (Winston & Sandor, 2002).

Participant 2. A 26-year-old, married female 
employed part-time at a large cellular phone com-
pany, Participant 2 enrolled at another university 
full-time in Fall 2002 as a pre-med major. In the 
spring of 2003, as a freshman, she left that college 
citing that a degree in medicine was not a good 
fit for her. She then began to work at the cellular 
phone company to earn a salary and determine 
a career path. In May of 2010, she started at the 
university as a freshman to study business manage-
ment online. At the time of the interview, she was 

in the second semester in the online undergradu-
ate degree program and had achieved a GPA of 
3.5. Because the focus of this study is interaction, 
I noted that Participant 2 worked with four col-
leagues at the cellular phone company who were 
also obtaining their degree online at the university, 
and she indicated interacting occasionally with 
these colleagues regarding class content, schedules, 
and faculty expectations.

When asked RQ3 (what do you, as an under-
graduate in online an degree program, define as 
essential elements of a student-advisor relation-
ship?), Participant 2 responded:

The important element of a student-advisor 
relationship to me is having a quick response 
(i.e., within 24 hours). [My advisor] is great 
at getting back to me quickly. Also, I think it 
is important that the advisor is friendly, open 
and honest. The advisor needs to be that cheer-
leader in the background, the parent sitting in 
the stands saying, “You can do this!”

The main things I talk about with my advisor 
is class structure: for example, any outside 
requirements, such as attending a session or 
workload for the class. Lots of classes I have 
taken I have found that I can sit down at a 
computer three times a week and I am done 
for the week. However, other classes, such as 
College English, require more time. The class 
structure was not as friendly so I required feed-
back from other students to understand what 
was expected from the professor. I want to 
have a sense of the structure of the class so that 
I can properly prepare and plan. I was scared 
at first to take an online class, but after a few 
weeks, I was all set. I rely on myself to get an 
overview of the class, as I am self-managed.

Another thing I have discussed with my advi-
sor is transfer credits from another college 
because it was important to understand what 
courses would transfer. [He] gave me an out-
line of what classes to take for the first 6 terms. 
We had to change it a bit, but he was very 
helpful in providing suggestions. It is good 
that each term he registers me for the classes 
I need to take. I do not talk with my advisor 
about vocational or job-related topics because 
the career image and management class helped 
me to define a long-range plan. My expecta-
tion is that I have what I want and my advisor 
is a tool for setting up for the next class. What 
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may be helpful is to have a mid-term check 
in to see where my grades are and how I am 
dong. In summary, I get what I need to be 
successful and then I get the job done. I am 
very self-directed.

Artifact data for Participant 2 consisted of 3 
e-mail interactions between the participant and 
the advisor from May 2010 to November of 
2010. I coded the artifact data using Crookston’s 
(1972/1994/2009) theory as a framework. As for 
the data, from Participant 2, I used a key word 
search to code for prescriptive or developmental 
advising. The results indicated that 2 of the 3 inter-
actions were prescriptive in nature, suggesting that 
the advisor typically dominated the session (Win-
ston & Sandor, 2002). In 1 of the 3 interactions, 
Participant 2’s main purpose for contact involved 
verification that the advisor received the course 
registrations.

Discussion
The responses to the items on the AAI regard-

ing RQ1 indicated that the majority (n = 146) of 
respondents perceived a developmental style of 
student-advisor interaction. However, the mean 
score (M = 60) for these participants indicated that 
they rated the developmental interaction on the 
very low end of the Winston and Sandor’s (2002) 
developmental advising scale. Therefore, I suggest 
that changes need to be made to create a higher 
level of developmental style of student-advisor 
interaction to address the needs of this population.

Responses to the AAI items relevant to RQ2 
revealed three topics discussed by advisors and 
advisees: personalizing advisees education, advi-
sees’ academic decision making, and selection of 
courses. The personalizing education subscale 
“reflects a concern for the student’s total education, 
including career/vocational planning, extracurricu-
lar activities, personal concerns, goal setting, and 
identification and utilization of resources on the 
campus” (Winston & Sandor, 1984, p. 11). The 
AAI results indicated that the majority felt they 
received a moderately low level of personalization 
in their education and that the interactions were 
more prescriptive than developmental (Crookston, 
1972/1994/2009). Based on the results, one can see 
that student-advisor interaction relating to person-
alizing a student education needs improvement at 
the university under study.

The academic decision-making subscale allows 
researchers to focus “on the process of academic 
decision-making and the responsibilities for mak-

ing and implementing those decisions” (Winston 
& Sandor, 1984, p. 11), such as assessing academic 
progress. The results indicate that the majority 
of respondents received a relatively high level of 
interaction with regard to academic decision mak-
ing, suggesting that they participated in develop-
mental student-advisor interactions (per Crookston, 
1972/1994/2009). However, because students were 
required to contact their academic advisor to obtain 
information regarding their academic standing, 
current GPA, and course history, their experiences 
were likely more prescriptive than developmental. 
Results from the selecting courses subscale of the 
AAI indicated that advisors were heavily involved 
in selecting courses as the participants indicated 
experiencing a relatively high level of interaction 
with their advisors.

To answer RQ3 (what do undergraduates in 
online degree programs define as essential elements 
of a student-advisor relationship?), I analyzed data 
from one-on-one interviews. Results indicated that 
an essential element of the student-advisor rela-
tionship was a prompt, but also personalized, type 
of interaction. This study reaffirmed the advising 
needs of students in online degree programs: Par-
ticipants in this study, much like participants in 
similar studies (Axelson, 2007; Raphael, 2006), 
sought “access to individual academic advising” 
(Raphael, 2006, p. 6).

Implications for Practice and Theory
Colleges and universities continue to struggle 

with effective provisions of academic advising for 
students in online degree programs. In addition, 
the dropout rate among online students is signifi-
cantly higher than that of traditional on-campus 
students. The results of this study indicate the need 
to establish practices and tools that would make 
student-advisor interaction more developmental. 
Crookston stated that developmental advising is 
“concerned not only with a specific personal or 
vocational decision but also with facilitating the 
student’s rational processes, environmental and 
interpersonal interactions, behavior awareness, and 
problem-solving, decision-making, and evaluation 
skills” (1994, p. 5).

O’Banion emphasized that advisors need to 
focus on student’s goals and values rather than 
simply course selection and registration. O’Banion 
(1972/1994/2009) provided a five-step approach 
to developmental advising where the advisor 
serves as a teacher or guide. While O’Banion’s 
five-step model continued to influence advising 
practices, changes such as an increase in the num-
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ber of students taking online degree programs 
require a revision to his model. Burton and Wel-
lington (1998) recommended an enhancement to 
O’Banion’s model that integrates the five aspects 
of the framework to provide a developmental style 
of advising to online students; it might improve 
student-advisor interactions for those in online 
degree programs.

Klukas (2006) similarly suggested that a multi-
faceted advising system may help address the needs 
of online students. Such a system would likely 
involve organizational changes. For example, in an 
effort to provide a more personalized, but prompt, 
student-advisor interaction, both asynchronous 
and synchronous electronic communication tech-
nologies, should as e-mail, instant messaging, and 
Facebook could be used to support interactions 
associated with Burton and Wellington’s (1998) 
model. Synchronous technologies, such a video 
conferencing, provide for real-time conversations 
(Lipshultz & Musser, 2007) and one-on-one per-
sonal interaction for advisors and students, also 
may prove valuable for implementing Burton and 
Wellington’s (1998) model.

An online advising portal may be helpful for 
accessing administrative types of information, such 
as current GPA, course registration, unofficial tran-
scripts, and educational policies and procedures. 
The portal may allow students to obtain answers to 
questions that do not require dialogue and thus free 
time in appointments for advisor-advisee develop-
mental engagement. An online portal could also 
include a greater integration of online support for 
activities associated with admissions, orientation, 
course registration, financial aid, career services, 
and student tutoring support.

Limitations of This Study
The primary limitation of this study was the 

small surveyed population of students compared to 
the number represented in national statistics, which 
indicate that over 2.1 million students enrolled in 
online degree programs in 2009 (Garrett, 2009). 
Future research should include larger institutions 
or several smaller institutions to provide a broader 
view involving a larger sample.

Recommendations for Future Research
Research conducted over decades reveals 

that interaction is a key factor in student reten-
tion. Within online education, the vast majority 
of the studies associated with interaction focused 
on online courses, not degree programs. Because 
“academic advising is the only structured activity 

on the campus in which all students have the oppor-
tunity for one-to-one interaction with a concerned 
representative of the institution” (Habley, 1994, p. 
10) and the link between effective student-support 
services and student retention is well documented, 
further research on student-advisor interaction in 
online education is needed.

In this study, I employed Crookston’s 
(1972/1994/2009) framework as a model and the 
AAI (which supported Crookston’s model) to ana-
lyze student-advisor interaction. Further research 
using Crookston’s framework and the AAI would 
provide a larger source of data that can be used to 
enhance the findings of this study and provide a 
broader perspective on effective academic-advising 
practices for students in online degree programs.

Furthermore, because academic advising is 
grounded in teaching and learning (National Aca-
demic Advising Association, 2004; Ryan, 1992), 
an investigation of prior research studies associ-
ated with student-teacher interaction could be con-
ducted and used as a guide in identifying practices 
and techniques for advising online students. In 
addition, as advising also focuses on human cog-
nition, future research associated with Vygotsky’s 
(1978) teaching model of scaffolding might prove 
a valuable model for academic advising. I welcome 
the opportunity to collaborate with others on future 
research associated with student-advisor or stu-
dent-teacher interaction in online degree programs.
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