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Computer-Assisted Advising:
The Next Agenda Item for
Computer Development

ERLEND D. PETERSON, Assistant Dean/Registrar and GARY L. KRAMER, Director
af Academic Advising, Brigham Young University

Computer-assisied advising has for many years becn a popular topic at national con-
ferences on admissions, records and advising. In the pasl, people attending computer-
assisted advising sessions expressed a desire to have computer-assisted advising systems on
their campuses, but had reservations about costs, technological capabilitics, programming
priorities, administrative support, et¢c. Most returned 1o their campuses resigned to continue
with traditional advising practices.

Today, because of ever-present concern to provide students with accurate, up-to<date
academic information, college and university administrators have infensificd their efforts to
make computer-assisied advising a top item on the agenda for computer development. A
number of administralors are in the position to pursue such a development, because they
have met other computer goals that opened the way (o programming a comprehensive siu-
dent record system. For many institutions, the next item in computer development is
computer-assisted advising. :

Before the 1980s only a handful of institutions had developed a compulerized degree audit
system, but in a 1982 survey (by the American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Ad-
missions Oflicers JAACRAO}), 132 institutions had reported operational computer degree
audit sysiems. Because of the Interest in computer-assisied advising during this decade, the
focus of this article is in two parts: (o review the state of arl of computes-assisted advising;
and (o analyze the characteristics of leading programs in the country.

Part 1
A REVIEW OF COMPUTER-ASSISTED ADVISING

The First Agencia Irem for Computer Development

The principal computer-refated academic goal of institutions during the 1970s was 1o
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sysiematize academic records, mainly the transcript. The computer development objective of
the past decade has been to establish registration and records systems. However, instilutions
were defayed in developing computer-assisted advising because of their dependence ont com-
puter stored student record systems. For example, in order to print a comprehensive degree
audit report, a computer program had to reveal the following:

e general student profile information;

¢ peneral education requircmenl#;

e complcicd education courses;

o major requirements;

o complcted major requirements;

o currently enrolled courses;

o (ransler classcs and credits;

o waived or substituted major courses; and,

¢ individual student additional major requirements.

Therelore, institutions that have operationalized computer-assisied academic advising
have effectively solved the problem by establishing and integraling student academic infor-
mation files. The student and advisor should know all the important facts that constitute the
acadeniic record. They should know which completed courses apply toward academic re-
quirciucnts, and also know how current enrollment applies toward academic requirements.

Ihus, the key Lo generating a comprehensive student progress report is to have in place jn-
tegrated registration, records and curricutum files.

The Scconed Agenda ltem for Computer Developiment

At many institutions, student information processing has been automated for several
years. This processing has included current and historical dala about the student. Academic
advising data (curriculum files) are a later addition to the student information system. Cur-

iculum cormpiter files contain catalog and monitoring information necessary for curriculum
sanagement . The curriculum computer files also include information on currently approved

_cousses; historical course information; and basic catalog information (e.g. college, depart-

ment, major, degree requirements). As noted carlier, the success and efficiency of a
computer-assisted advising system depends on carcful system planning and properly
developed computer files. In'its simplest form, computer-assisted advising is a computer pro-
gram that stores and matches the degree requirements with the student’s academic record.
‘The compiter produces an‘evaluation report that shows the graduation requirements and
the student *s progress in completing those requirements. The progress report may be printed
in any format the university or college desires.
Computer-issisicd advising has been involved with a2 number of campus advising prob-
lems. lor example:
¢ (oo much facully time spent on clerical-type functions;
o complexity of degree requirements; .
¢ higher freguency of changes in degree requirements and curriculum;
o increased student major changes and “*stop-outs™;
H October 1984
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o extended time between student entry and graduation;
o greater number of advising errors; and
e petitions for waiver(s)/substitution(s) of requirements
Most computer-assisted systems have met and solved these problems. However, a sum-
mary from follow-up questionnaires sent to institutions that reported having computer-
assisted advising programs (or in the process of developing them) identified several design
objectives that not only addressed the above problems bul others as well (79 out of 132
surveys were received, for a return rate of 59 percent). Those institutions recognized that
identifying objectives was critical (o systemn development. According to questionnaire
responses, those persons designing a computer-assisted advising system should include the
following objectives:
1. Develop a programmatic comparison of a student's academic record and the degree
requirements for that student.
2. Provide an accurate and up-to-date advising information file.
3. Provide a consistent format between catalog, CRT terminal screen, and printed
degree audit report, ' :
4. Include all credit: institutional, transfer, Advanced Placement, CLEP, Mililary, etc.
5. Provide the fNexibility of indexed degree programs, individually modified programs,
and totally individualized degree programs.
6. Include a means (o insert and track waivers and substitutions.
7. Provide capability to track multiple and dual majors.
8. Track universily and general education requirements from date of entry; and track
department major requirements from date of official entry into the major.
9. Provide a mini-transcript on the printed degree audit report.
10. Provide flexibility for narrative information.
11. Show prerequisites and qualifying information.
12. Provide instant update capability.
13. Allow student major shopping.
14. Insure simplified data entry procedures.
15" Provide curriculum management information (o academic departments,

The Third Agenda for Computer Development

Before setting up a computer-assisted advising system, il is necessary to define program
specifications. Fortunately, university and college-personnel who are interested in developing
a degree audit system can profit fromn the study of existing compuler-assisted advising pro-
grams, particularly their ratio of successes and failures.

In addition to studying existing systems, institutions atso should study all degree re-
quirements (regular and irregular) within the university or college. Department heads and
deans can help in this process by identifying special needs and changes thal are not well
known. In fact, the computer-assisted advising concept should be discussed with college and
department leaders 1o gain their support before the project begins. Proper expectalions
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should be identified, and a representative from each college should be assigned 1) to advise
the project team, 2) to critique plans at each stage of development, and 3) to ensure fiill ad-
ministrative and faculty support.

Once an institution is ready to implement a program, it should consider doing so in
phascs. even though all academic programs will eventually be included. Planners should start
with a depaartment where suceess is likely, and rely primarity on students (o debug lhe sysiem,
because they are very effective in identifying problems and errors.

Finally, programming success does not always come from the traditional full-time pro-
grammer on campus, Most universities attribute their programming success 10 a dedicated
and creative person that perseveres, though the computer problems seem insurmountable,
Ofien the key people are intelligent computer science students that are not restricted by tradi-
lionad progromming methods.

“The main concern for institutions should be to make the advising by comiputer program as
wseful at the beginning, and during a student’s acaderic life; as it is at the end. For example,
ment students graduate in the semester they are curtently enrolled; therefore graduation
evaluation can be conducted by automatically evaluating current enrollment and all courses
completed as they apply to graduation requirements, Thus, by incorporating the (irst agenda
for compuster development and by methodically outlining and following design procedures,
institutions can develop a compulerized academic advising report that;

s has the capability (o display graduation requirements;

¢ will match courses completed with those required; ‘

¢ provides a deficiency/completion analysis of requirements;
could be used as a tool to certily graduation requirements; and
¢ automatically generates a posting of the degree to the transcript.

PART 2
CHARACTERISTICS OF LEADING PROGRAMS: A NATIONAL FOCUS

The Muricopa Conference

Evidence of institutional readiness to move (o this ncxt agenda item for compulter develop-
ment was supposted by a strong interest in (wo national conferences (held in 1984) that
fucused on computer-assisted acadentic advising. Early in the year, the Maricopa Communi-
ty College District in Phocnix, Arizona sponsored ‘A Working Conference on Student In-
formation Systems.” The central themes of the conference were review of user needs, ex-
ploration of benefits, costs, and priorities of a comprehensive computerized advising system.
Panticipants at the conference numbered 175, from large and small colleges and universities.
‘The conference’s agenda included presentations by representatives from several institutions

and collective group participation in specifying the design characteristics of an ideal degree

audit sysiem. An interesting result of the conference was the formation of a national task
foree sponsored by the League for:Innovalion, to continue the investigation and design of
compuiterized advising systems. The principal goal of this task force is to develop a nationat
mxlel, wivich will be useful for colleges that are creating a degree audit system.
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The Brigham Young Conference

Later in the year another conferenice on compulter-assisted advising ook place at Brigham
Young University. In attendance were over two hundred and [ifty participants from diverse
areas in the academic communily, representing major universitics and colleges from thirty-
one states and three Canadian provinces. They included academic vice-presidents, deans of
academiic colleges, department chaininen, faculty, directors ol academic advising, and
regisirars, all responsible (o some degree for academic advising. The confercice program
featured six nationally recognized comiputer systems from those institutions that had
pioneered computer-assisted advising. The specific features of each sysiem arc described in
Tables t and 11, An exciting aspect of the conferenice was (o learn about institutions that have
recently developed and are now operaling computerized academic advising systems. They
arc: Tulane University, Miami University of Ohio, Southern Methodist University, Houston
Baptist University, and the Universily of Delaware.

The conference participants heightened thelr awarenéss of the procedures involved in
establishing a computer-assisted advising program, and aller secing what is possible and
wha is beng done clsewhere, many expressed vonlidence in implementing a computerized
advising system on their campuses. A logical result of these (wo national conferences is that
many institutions are now ready for the next slcp in auademu computer develapment:
computer-assisted advising. :

Swmingry

This article has described computer-assisted academic advising, onc of the mast recenl and
useflul ‘advances ‘in compuler technology at the acadentic: institution. By improving ad-
ministrative records; providing timely and accorate data, reporting studenis’ progress toward
graduation, and identifying possible ohslades, lhl'i new made of advmn;_. has greatly improv-
ed the quality.of assistance on many-campuscs; : S ; :

Computer-assisted advising has been successiul where il has been implemented. The
demonstrated benefits are: frecing Taculty from clericaf t1asks; improved advising informa-
tion and accuracy; decreased costs; integrated advising and information systans; and cur-
riculum management inlformation. Compulter-assisted advising is the best solution o the
most fundamental advising problem: getting accurate academic information 1o advisors and
siudents. 1t appears that many instititions have progressed from Iulfilling basic computer
priorities to understanding the potential help an automated degree audit sysiem could be 1o
their students, facutty and university.

.
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