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k 1 develops INTERPRETIVE SUMMARIES, literature reviews,
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such as AAHE-ERIC/Higher Education Research Reports,
Research Currents, and AAUA-ERIC/Higher Education Ad-
ministra tor's Update.
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scholars, resource specialists and policy- and decision-makers
in the field of higher education through publications,
workshops, conferences, and individual contacts.
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Peer Advisors: Agents of Change for

High-Risk Students

BEVERLY B. DAVIS and MARK R. BALLARD, College of Sciences and Husanities,
lowa State University '

Entering freshmen often find it difficult to adjust to the new and somctimes impersonal
environment of a large university. They may be overwhelmied by the size, and by the number
of options facing them. They may also feel lonely, isolated, frightened, and homesick . Peer
advisors, who are spevially trained undergraduates, often can help these students adjust by
serving as experienced guides, advisors, confilants, or friends, (0 whom the new students
can easily relate. This paper describes the Peer Advising Program at [owa State University
and discusses its elfectiveness, especially with freshmen in academic ditficulty.

SELECTION OF PEER ADVISORS

Peer advisors are sclected from a pool of upperclass students (Cyclone Aides) who are
trained to work during summer orientation of new freshmen. Selection takes place at the
close of summer orientation and is based on performance as a Cyclone Aide and on criteria
important to individual counseling. These criteria include:

1. Well developed communications skills,

2. Experience in working with people,

3. Scholarship,

4. Involvement in relevant extracurricular activities, and

5. Acceptance of varied life styles, and empathy for student concerns.

When selecting peer advisors, an effort is made o maintain a broad representation of ma-
jors, interests, backgrounds, and living conditions.

TRAINING

Peer advisors who have participated in the intensive Cyclone Aide training program are re-
quired lo serve as Cyclone Aides during summer orienlation. The training, provided by the
Office of Student Life, is designed to provide information about campus life; c.g. course
scheduling; financial aid; housing options; the Honors Prograim; health scrvices; alcohol and
drug education; and administration and funding of the University. Pasticipants spend ap-
proximately 100 hours in the program.

In September, peer advisors, old and new, attend an all-day workshop. The morning ses-

sion involves (raining in two areas: interpersonal communications skills and working with
students on time management and study skills. StafT from the Student Counseling Service
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are responsible for this portion of the workshop. The afternoon session is devoted to leam
huikding and various coinmanications activities such as role playmg mponses o sxmuhlcd
slent conceny.

throughowt: the year, peer advisors mieet weekly for in-service (raining, which includes
seviewing information on university rules, regulations, and procedures; services available to
stadenis;anad carcer plangiing resources. Alsa, exercises are developed to help peer advisors
shaipen thesr istening and communications skills: Finally, time is allotted in the miecting for
discussion ol problems that the peer advisors are facing. Peer advisors describe their interac-
tions with stodents and indicate arcas in which they. need assistance. The coordinator and
senior peer advisors ofler suggestions and help plan strategics to cope with these problems.

1]
( OMPENSATION
During the Jirst year of the Program, peer advisors were gwcn o academic credit for

their serviees. Evaluation of the Program disclosed important reasons for monetary rather
than ucdll FemMUICTEtion;

1. .Peer advisors:are pnmdmg a para-profcssu)nal service; -
2. Peer advisors are involved in many activities and must give up some or (hcse to per-
Torm duties of peer advisor;
» 30 Uredit is anunreasonable reward, Peer advisors are provndmg a service; lhcy are not
achicving i academics;
4. Monctary seward iy one of the best incentives in allrm.lmg oulsl.mdmg students
duritsg these times of budget constraint.

A pmpusdl based on these reasons, was submitted 10.the Parcms Ammuon in May,
1980 reguiesting linancial support of $100 per quarter for each peer advisor. The proposat
was approved. Alier a change was made to the semester syslcm the sum paid to peer ad-
visns wis isicreased 10-$150 per semester. -

Obviously, the miobetary reward is not the only factor motivating students to become peer

visors. These students believe that they will grow personalfy as a result of their assistance to

" wther studerns; they are interested in gaining and practicing the communications skills which

are partof such 4 program; and they enjoy being a part of a closely knit tcam withisimilar
poitls and dircetions.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE PROGRAM

State’s PPeer Advising Program was initiated during the l9'79—8()acadcmlc year. During the
pas o vers; e program has been evaluated, modified, and refined 10 provide the most
criauin e insetance 10 the students it is designed (o serve:

e Firse vear, Uhe sirategy wis (o establish a peer advising office in the Open Option Ad-
uising Center ¢ center lor advising students without majors) of the College of Sciences ad
Dunsmities, and have the peer advisors available in the office during periods of peak student
wadlic in the Center, To increase the visibility ol peer advising service, a pamphilet was pro-
thced osthning the Program: advertisements were placed in the student newspaper; and
vontls wee e esablishod with residence halls, the Greek systemn, amd departmental clubs,
Despite these efforts, few students made use of the service during that (irs) year. To remedy
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this situa_l__ior'iv.‘ii was decided lhaf_ the roles of the peer advisors should be expanded and they
should take their services to the students rather than waiting for the students to come to
them. : : ‘ ' i

in the second year (1980-81), peer advisors

1} assisted in teaching a career planning course for open option students (students
williout majorsy;-
2) planned and organized programs for the Open Option Cluty;
3) worked with the Office of Student Life (o prepare a pamphlet on **Sevial Lifc at lowa
Siate,” (o be given to prospective students; and
4) spoke 1o these prospective students during Cyclone Days (special days for high school
students (o visit.the campus).
Pecr advisors also worked with academic advisors preparing freshinen for preregistration for
spring semesler classes. While these students waited (o see their academic idvisors, peer ad-
visors demonstrated the use of Schedule of Classes and answered questions about specific
courses and requirements. By assisting with the mechanical aspects of preregistration, the
peer advisors freed academic advisors Lo spend time getting to know (hCll‘ advisees, and pro-
vide in-depth advising on academic maiters. While assuming ‘these niew responsibilitics, the
peer advisors continued to maintain regufar office hours in thie Open Option Center.

In the fall of 1981, the peer advisors expressed a desire (o approach new freshinen on an
individual basis. To accomplish this they met with all freshmen oper option students who
were participating in an orientation course. They explained the peer advising services that
were available and invited these students to sign up for peer advisors. Ninety (90} students did
s0. Each was assigned 10 onc of the ten peer advisors who worked with the student
thvoughout (he fall semester. The individualized system was very successiul. Evaluations
compieted by the advisecs included such comments as: **1 woukdn't have remained al lowa
State if it hadn't been for my peer advisor’’; “‘She was always there; ready 1o listen and
help™; *My peer advisor helped me through the rough times ' witl my roommates™; and **I
was homesick, and my peer advisor understood and becaine a good friend.”” These evalua-
tions reinforded the belief that peer advisors are most cffecuvc i they reach out 10 students
and are available (0 them when' needed.

PEER ADVISORS AND THE HIGH-RISK STUDENT

Studies of student progress have shown that freshmen who perform poorly their firse
semester in colicge may become high-risk in terms of future academic success and have a
tendency 1 drop out of school, compared with students who do well in their first semester.
in the spring ol 1982, & study was made of the iispact of peer advisors on high-risk students.

PROCEDURE

A list of freshmen, who bad declared majors and received a Tall semester grade point
average of less than 2.00, was obtained from the College of Sciences and Humanitics. From
the list of 280 students, 50 were randomly selected as a treatinent group, and 50 were ran-
domly sclected as a control group. Students in the treatment group were assigied (o ten peer
advisors, five per advisor. The peer advisors sent cach of their students the following letter:
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Number of Meelings Number of Students

Dear Mary Smith; ]

I am a peer advisor. Part of my job is 1o help other students with whatcver"
concerns and questions they mlghl have while at lowa State University. Also, |
hyve had: many hours of lrammg in rules, regulations and policies of thew
University; academic support services; career planning information; and sludy s
skilts techiziques. | am prepared to help you in these arcas. - L

I understand the difficultics in adjusting to a large university, bccause 1 had
to da i, too. | would like the opportunity to work with you in whalever way
uecded —~ c\'cu Just being a fricnd who knows the ropes and is there o listen;

IF you wouhd like 1o meet with me, please call 294-8300 and leave your name
with-thie secretary, 1 will return your call. fn order that | may give alf the time.
nevessiry Lo cacliperson, ll is |mporlanl that 1 Ium( the numbcr of sludcnts z;‘ ‘

g L
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At their initial mecting with each advisee, the peer advisors recorded the factors identified
by the ‘advisees as having contributed to their poor academic perl'ormancc Factors mention-
ed mosl frequcmly were;

= with whan | work. . e B 5 ot Studants Aniswerd
i hupc 1o hear from you by Fnday. January 22nd. _ ‘ ‘A;;;':&:n:t:mg:eéﬂ“:‘?‘ T 7 of Stut 38;. nswerng
Smcercly. . : . g G Poor study habits A g : 5%
' M ' : . ~... - Lack of motivation : , ,30%
I'cer .:dvnurs were gnvcn lhclr sludcms spnng scmaler achedules S0 thcy coukl delcrmme ; - Poor lime management ) 28:/. _
times when they could nieet with their students. Since student schedules are considered con- S g;‘xmxg%:ﬂ?;‘;’l"@ condlﬂons 7 :gé:
fidemial mlormanon, confidentiality slalemenls were filed for each pecr advisor, . e A,,,,ye,,cs ! ; ' 10%  ~
One week alter. the letters were malled peer advisors began to call their s!uden(s For 1 L - Work S : “a):? :
stidents who hdd not yet rcspondcd to the letter; the following script was used: Anxiely SR
- REFERBALS
“Hcllo Mynamels o . and I'ma peer advisor. TheDean : . . . _
suggested that I call and: makean nppmmmcm (0o mect with you to see if l.can : " Relerred fo0 . o _ % of Adviseoes Relerred
be of any assistance during yoursecond semester at State, | have your schedule, - : Q:cagl‘:‘y“:ﬁ:g"bm’?n specrﬁ.c majors ) gg 0//:
and it luuks z}:snw_ i wouldbeagood = - " Tuloring services - : 18%
o lime ll'gﬂ‘l‘,_( her. tha \W‘ k fof you"Goqd l’ll look forward tqsce- e .. Student Counseling Service . 5%,
ing yu'u on at in room 201 g . . i
AT A R : -~ RESOURCES USED WITH OR RECOMMENDED TO ADVISEES
: ' | Resources Used | % of Advisees
\:l': :u::m this script was, modified when calls were made 10 sludenls who had rﬁponded o . Time Management Book : | oo
¢ letter R g i B e e Sludy skilis information . 53%
Out of the 50 sludcnts in lhc (reaiment group, 40 were comactcd. six were femovcd from R Programs al the Student COUHSB"HQ Service : _:.‘5:/0 :
the sainple becawse they had withdrawn from school; three didn't have telephonesand failed = | ﬁ;ﬁ:;ﬁf;gﬁ{gz ;.sibrary S R }3.,5‘,‘
1o'respond 1o'the leiter; and one had his grade point adjusied to above 200 as a result of a £ Catalog: i e 8 8%
prade change, The mimber i in the control group was reduccd tu 43 bcs.ausc scvcn studcnw‘ s Goal- seuing exa,é,s% T 5%
had withdvawn from schiool at the cnd of fall semester, . 0 S L ; SmE A
e stidents contacted (N = 40) met at least once with their peer adwsors The numbcr of Al'ler cach mee(mg. pecr advnsors t’lled Oul advxsee conlacl shee(s noting the following;

mectings with cach: advisee ranged from one (o 12, Lhc nicain bcmg 4 Z) The number o[ :

midtings wiay be broken down as follows: 1. Major concerns discussed,

o 2. Recommendations made;
g 3, Areas 1o be explored further,
. 4. Plans for helping the student at lhe next meetmg
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These points were discussed at the weekly peer advisor meetings. At the end of the study, a
final summary shect was compiled for each advisce. It recorded the history of the peer
advisor-advisee relationship and noted all referrals and recommendations made by the peer
advisor. These shicets revealed the following:

SPECIFIC ASSISTANCE, ACTIONS, or RECOMMENDATIONS MADE 8Y PEER ADVISORS

Assislance, Action or Recommendalion % of Advisees
Improve study skills . 0%
Geneval encouragement 3% .
Imprave time management 3%
Being a friend and listener 23%
. Encouraged to become more involved in the

University 23%
Assis led with career exploration 23%
Helped lo prioritize activities 0%
Develop goal-setting skills 18%
Help raise the level of motivation 15%
Improvement of self-image and rafsing

- self confidence 13%

Consider transferring to a smaller schoo! 8%
Discussed values ) 8%
Make more of an effort to communicate

with instructors 8%

Also mentiosied were spelling and reading labs, math help sessions, and the library.
RESULTS I

The mean grade point averages in the fall semester for the control and treatment groups
were 1.30(SD =0.52)and 1.45 (SD=0.53) respectively. The difference between these values
was not significant at the 0.05 level (P = . 196), indicating that our two sample groups were in-
decd random and equal,

( During the spring semester, five students in the conlroi group withdrew from school. A
- wcalculation of the fall semesier mean GPA for this smaller control group revealed that it
had increased to 1.34 (SD =0.53), i.¢. the (wo groups were closer 1o being equal. No students

in the-treatment group withdrew from school dyring the study.

At the end of the spring semesler, the grade point averages of the two groups were again
mmpdn:d The mean GPA of the control group had increased to.1.63 (SD = 075), but that
of the treatent group had fisen to 1.99 (SD =0.60). The difference between these wo

valites was sinificant at the 0.05 level (P = 022). This indicales that peer advising can havea -

sighilicant pessitive impact on the gradc point ayerages of students i in academic difficulty.

Rcmmun of students in the iwo groups was mmpared by dctcmunmg how many in each
gronp were dropped [rom the Umvcmly at the end of the spring semester because of poor :

grades or decided themselves not te return 10 school in the fall of 1982, The results were as
follows:

Treatment (N =40) Control (N = 43)

Deciding nol 10 retum’ 5 (13%) 12 (28%)
Dropped froms the University 6 (15%) 6 (14%)
Totais " (28%) 18 (42%)
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Two of the five students in the control group who withdrew from school during the spring
semester refumed in the fall and are, therefore, not included in the 12 who did not return. It
is likely that these two students would have been dropped from the University at the end of
spring semester had they not withdrawn on their own. Their grade point averages for fall
semester were 0.46 and 1.28. Had these two students remained in school through the spring
semester and then been dropped, the number dropped rom the control group wouk} have
been 8 insicad of 6, and our final results would have been:

B s Treatment (N = 40) Controf (N =43}
Students being dropped or
not returning 11 (28%) 20 (47%)
CONCLUSIONS

The results of the study carried out during the spring of 1982 indicate that peer advisors
can increase retention and improve the academic progress of high-risk students. Further, the
use of peer advisors is an effective and economical way to assist freshmen in their adjustment
to the university environment,
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