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The Art and Science of Academic 
Advising: A Case Study 

I COLONW. DAVID J. PHILLIPS,Asocia/eDaan, Uniled Staler Millory Amderny, W a f  

This artick offers comfort to persons worricd that academic advising has become a 
science. Lest, howcva, that concern would exclude you, then l a  the article be for anyone in 
advising who thought that he or she might be getting the hang of it. 

At the United States Milirary Academy, we believe we have developed a mature, effective 
advising system. We have capitalizcd on several institutional advanlages that derive from our 
unique mission: to educate. train, and inspire cadets so Lhat each graduate will posxsr the 
charada. leadenhip, and intellectual foundation essential to conlinuing development 
throughout a career of servicc to the nation as an offiar in the Regular Army. 

I INSTlTUTiONAL ADVANTAGES 
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Lei w descri'be some of these advantages. Shm all cadets live in barracks (dorms) and 
must remain on post (campus) dwing thc week, they remain aaxsibl t  to dvisors. Since the 
Corps of Cadets organizes as a military organization of regiments and companies, cadets do 
as told; h a t  is, they will appear at the appom~ed plaa a~ the appointed hour. The same holds 
for f d y  since it, too, is military. Furrha, the f d t y  is young, 85 perant non-tenure, and 
all volunteers. The rotaling faculty fcds no pressure to publish, alrhough resarch is 
encouraged. Only undergradwe courses are taught. 

The Dean administers a decentralized, faculty-bad advising system with two distinct 
oomponcnts. Volun~eer faculty membcrs are o r g a n k t  on the basis of scwn or eight for each 

company and accept responsibility for advising60or so cadets in the F o m h  and Third 
(freshman and sophomore) dasses of that company. This advising ream includes 
representalion from al kart one of Ihe humanities-social sciences departments and one of the 
math-sciencetnginecring departments. 
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The team's primary duties regarding freshmen consist of familinridng cadets with he 
Academy's academic program, facilitia, and key adminisvative procedures; administering 
the Strong-CampbeU Interat Inventory; and hdpingcadcls reach their first majorcunicular 
dairion. viz., a choii of cunicukF "track:" h u m a n i t i e s 4  xienas or math-schce- 
engineering. The team assistp sophomores in the second major arrricuiar decision: choice of 
field of study or major. The company advising team also monitors academic performances 
of cadets in the company and ask& in c o n  enrdlmcnt and scheduling. 

a t e  major a u r a  of information for ampany ad* La  cornputaL4d report for each 
c d r -  thal compares his or ha individual interats to thase ofsua~rsful graduates in each of 
1l1c dcctive concentrations o f f e d  by the Academy. The report, known as the Intercsi 

( Sin~ilatity !kore (ISS) rcpott, L based on the cadet's r a p n u .  to the S(rmgC1RlpbeU 
IrNerea Invmtory. nK reference group consisls of two graduating dasxs that also 
a>rnplcted the Strong Inventory Thane soorcs, gcnaal oocupahnal scores, and individual 
iten1 responses distinguishing between cadeui graduating in the top half of their diripline vs. 
those in the lower half, 8~a)dhg to gradcs in only those mums paculiar to the discipline. 
These cadcb were identifi and equations dtvdoped to indicate the dcgne to which an 
indivdual carla's raponses suggest a general paltern of inlcrcsis W a r  lo succasfd 
gradua~a in each of these c~llcenlrations. 

7hP Curriculum 

The curriculum itvlf contairy; about 75 par;cnc core or req@cd c o w .  In general. 
frcshnun all fobw h e  same program, with exaptions for validaliolu and advanced 
p k r n m t .  The fm e M v e  is normally avaiIa& no earlier than the spring tcnn of 
sophornom year. B g h h g  then, or in junior year. each cadet will complete a package of 
from two to four track coursc~ that pertain to his or h a  track and f& of study or major. 
This discussion Cocuscs on two of these coursa in the math-scienacngineakrg (MSE) track. 

MSE cadets must tompkte, among their package of [our back courses, a second semester 
of dalrical engineering (all cadets comptde at least one m a )  and a third sernesim of ( physics hodem physics) (all LdrU compIete at h s t  two semesws of physics). Thcu 
courses frcquenlly um&utt the MSE student's fist exposure lo advancad, rigomus 
material designed spn;ifically for only those cadets whose inieresb, abilities, and aptitudes 
have led them to opf for the MSE fnxk. 

THE PROBLEM: MSE TRACK F A I L U ~  
n u s  h was that we. as impartial obxrvas in the DcanOs O f k .  were surprixd to sac Lhat 

many c a d ~ s  raiM one or both of these d e d  track a r s e s  in the f n t  term of their junior 
year. Why, we asked. Thtst cadets take coursa pertincat to their chosen disciplines. These 
courses represent really the furt semi-cicaive study offend lhem by the largely core 
curriculum. Supposedly, they are intercrted in this material, posses aptitude for P, havc 
achieved in subjacr matter dated to it during their T i  two ycars at West Point. There m 
be an explanation, probably a simpte one, we hughl .  for, after all, we do havc a proven 
and effativc advising system supported by printed mataials, an automated data bast to 
prtwicle any infomlation an advisor would ever want to know about a student. and, of 
course, Ihe ISS. We should start there, we thought, for surely a cada whose intatst pattern 
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malcha that of succ~ssful MSE graduates would have enough motivation to pass thae 
tracking courses. 

THE PKOBLEMS: CASE SIUDlES 

The fobwing cafe studies reveal intangibles hat  the most sdenlifi advising system wwld 
T I  difficult to handle. 

Coder A - - - -. - - 
Cadet A gave us hope W our suspicions were correct. She was slightly better than a "C" 

student overall, with combined SAT scores of 102.5, induding a 580 SAT-math. who had 
selected computer science as h a  elective conenIralion, She then proaedd lo fa1 the 
modern physics course. A glance at h u  ISS was revealiing. A0 of h a  MSE scores were 
utlremely low (except operations research, for some reason. which was high), including her 
computer science scm. Her simidarily score in the physia discipline was off the scalc in the 
negacive direction! On the other hand, many scores on the humanlies-social scicna scalcs 
identifd her interas as morecompatible with thaK ~plina, parlicularly eamomics and 
management, where she war scaled as "high" to "very high." Using her adnlissions 
composite as a predictor. she was defddy  undaachieving. She's in the wrong track, we 
thought, and must have received bad advia. So we talked to her. She said she chose 
compuler science becaw she's interested in that f&l and h u s e  she is dtfmitely not a 
"words" person ( h m e &  and social scitnoes). She nporled she was under considcrabk 
pressure the previous semesta and worked only two hours a night on h a  studies. attributing 
this to a "motivational problem." Then, the wife of her faculty sponsor (not her advisor) 
died two days before tl~e foal exam, She had quit her positio~~ ar matlager of the swimming 
team early in the term bul couldn't catch up. 

Commenl 

Wd.  we thought. maybe the 15s dos not predid women wen, since there were none in - -  - 
Lhe reference group. After all, she did say she was intaesled in computer scienoe, and there 
were othw complications. 

Turning to Cadet B, we found a cadet weU-suited for his chosen field of study: basic 
scienas. Me was better than a "C+ " studcnt, had combined SATs of IL20. including a 690 
math, and scaled out as "average," "high," or "very high" in comparison to s u a c ~ f u l  
graduates in all MSE fu13E. All 0lh.k humanities-social science slwres were "low" or "very 
low." This cadd was in the "right" eledivc awrmltralh, but failed modan physics 
nonetheless. Like Cadet A, he, too, was underachlving, auwcling to his admissions 
fomposik score. He had OIK previous failkc, in freshman &enustry. Why did he fail a 
course. in which he was bath interested and compdenl? We askcd him. He said he chose 
basic sciences because he war interested in biology, that he usal additional instmdion and 
found it hdpful (a f a u r e  of the USMA wdemic program: cadets may ask for and will 
r d v e a t r a  help on past course material a1 any time), but that he had not W e d  during the 
term whclhtr he wanted to remain ill Wcst Point. He also felt that his schedule of four 
cwrses one day and two thc next was not ideal. 
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Wen, nanc of this sowdad penuasivc to us. We thought inter-, aptitudes, and abilitia 
would fasily prevail o v a  the one maivational issue hc presented and the somewhat minor 
whduling imbalance. 

&I our rcarch began to interst us. 

Cadel C did clarify things. Mak. SAT$ of 720 math and 540 nrbal. W living up to his 
very high admissiom scores, but muddling along between a "C+ " and a "B- ." His 
inteed pattern was even mwe pronounced Lt the MSE dir& than was Cadet B's, and all 
of his scores in che humanities-social sciences scaler were "very low" or lower. He had 
selsled daclrical engincuing as his dative conantration, apparently a good match from 
the stanrlpoint of his ISS tcpon and hk math aptitude. &t Cadet C d v c d  "D's" in both 
~ h c  electrical e n d n a h g  (his c h m  field) and modm physics tracking courses, and failed 
two clcctive courses closdy related to his f& as well1 What explanation could there be? Wc 
ask& him. He, too, d m i  motiMtional problam. H e  failed to futisll a projed in one 
course. He suffered from academic "burnout." He was not sure he even wanted to be at 
West Point, much l a  study. He wnt close to resigning the previous semester; he didn't 
wan1 to serve in the Anny but had made many friends here ~IKI felt parcnd pressure lo  stay. 
I lc o f t m  used the expression "right now" as he spoke. 

11 bokcd Like acase where we could throw out all the computer printouts baause of other 
ovmkling fartors. 

Club D was not quite a "C" student, but was doing about as w d  as his admissions scores 
would prdn~. He had combined SAT scares of 1020 and a SATmath score of 5 4 .  His B S  
report was not well defined; his highat scak soores oaxlrred in certain appIied science f ~ M s ,  ( ~ n a i n ,  management, and mathemah.  His bwar  scores mumd in the humanities. 
p b y h ,  and chiemistry. He selected computer science as his fidd, a choice not inconsistent 
wid1 his ISS, and proceeded to fail the elhd engineaing course. Now, computer science 
and e k l r i r d  engineering are disciplinary bedfellows; succasful computer sdencc students at 
WCSI P d n l  nus( be strong in EE. Cadet D said heclmse computer dena because IK liked it 
and b u w  he did wttl in high school with computers. He said he was doing much better 
m w .  likcrl his new instructor, focused on homework more, and claimed to  k much bctta 
organixd. He had been in the habit of n d  studying until ''taps" {I l :a)  p.m.) each night, 
because there "are roo many dirtwbanog" beforehen. He wouldnormally goto bedat two 
or three a.m. He did n d  like to ask for additional insmaion because instructors were too 
conscious of not "teaching Ihc e m s .  " 

ni s  one seemed more a care of study habib and sdf discipiine than interests and abilities, 
we thought. 
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W E  

Cadd E was clearly an academic underachiever. He had a SAT-math score of 640 and 
SAT-vabd of 550. Yet, he had earned only a "C" avaage. His ISS repon identifd a 
proclivity for applied sciences and engineering, less so for basic sciences, and littlc for 
humanities and social sciences. He chose enginering mechanics. one of hi highest ISS scale 
scora. He lhen failed the eleclrical engbming coursc. Cadcc E cxptained that apparendy he 
simply struggled with electrical cngheerbg as a subjeft from Lhe rust day. He had receivd 
good advice before deaing his f=M. He sought help, but from other studen& rather than 
his instruuof. He fdt the environment for studying in the barracks war not quid enough. In 
the end, he decided to concentrate on his other COW and ignore EE. 

Comment 

We began to believe that aptitudes and intercsls were not the definitive factors in 
disciplinary choice and perfmarace we had thought. 

G7ddF 

Cadet F was well-known to us. He had been the outstanding offensive player on the 
previous season's Army foolbatl team, perhaps the d y  outstanding player. He had stunned 
everybody by announcing that he would not play spring ball in order to raix his grades; he 
stood in danger of not rea~hing the "C" average required for graduation. He had 960 
combined SATs, 540 in math. His admission xore suggested he should do much better, but 
footbail tremendously consumes time, and exerls a big impad a1 West Point. where me 
student-athkres play f w i b d .  His I S  scores skewed to applied sciences, engineering, and 
math - kss to o tha  basic sciences and away from humanities and social sciences. Cadet F 
had chosen the intu-disciphuy field of management and had f d e d  the EE course and 
another required course in thermodpamio, as we\. 

Comment 

After talking to Cada  F, we were convinced that his failures resulted from shortage of 
time availabk to fmbatl  players to study. He did obtain additional instruction and seand 
content with his choke of management as a feld of study. Dropping football has now made 
all the difference; whereas he used to cram to survive, now he studies propcrly and 
niethodirally, one subjecl in the afternoon, when he would formerly be at practice. and two 
at night, when he would have often too exhausled to concentrate on wurscwork. 

Our only misgivings about this int& were what the Army football team would do 
witl~out him the foliowing season. 

Coder G 

Cadet G. the f d  cadet we sludied, presented an enigma. His SAT x o r a  were 670 math, 
580 verbal. He was barely maintaining a "C" average - however, undahieving badly 
according to his admission scores. His interest p rofk  was flat as a pancake. On only two 
scafes did hi scorn suggest that his interests were similar to those of sucossful graduates: 
basiic scienos, interdisciplinary and nuckar engimcring, The b t e r  he chose, yet he failed the 
modem physics course and an elective course in differentia1 equations, as well. 
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W e t  G told us he had not raxivd the necasary ad+ at the end of freshman year when 
h ~ i n g  a u rk .  He belied he would be beuer off in the humanilk-soda1 sciences track, 
considering interats (as mentioned above, his ISS reporf did nut dirriminale belwetn Ihe 
two tracks in his case). Cadet G told us he remained in debt the previous semester and 
worried about it. He had brought poor study habits to West Point from high school and 
always fek pressed for time. Hi roommale also had poor sludy habils, but he now had a 
bctta roammate and they both studied from 7:Dl l  p.m. daily. Cadct G stood cighlh in his 
&LET in physical education (no small acconiplishnlenl; the PE program at USMA is 
conlinuoull and rigorousl and was always on an a1hIet.k team. 

Comnenr 

, To Cadct G, one's roonu not wanled to make an 

( sue aut of study habits with his previous roommate. 

Thw intcrviws would jolt any advisor out of complacency. These seven cadets (end 
rwnmon wnsc tells us there arc dozens of others) simply refused lo behave as predided by 
our slick advising insmments. We came away from h e  project with a heightened 
appreciation for the compWy of the ad*ng challenge. Speci f iy ,  we think we learned 
that: 

I .  An advising system may dererve its chim as effective and mature, but a r ~ d  cases 
will continue lo occur and, if MI recognud, bmmt advising failures. Regarding which, if 
any, of these seven represent advising failures, we Lcave it to the reader lo judge, 

2. Adviron cannot kt t h d v t s  be lulkd by a long series of advisees whase ISS reports, 
transcripts. SAT scores, and interviews kad them to happy and salisfying chokes of fieldsor 
majors. Ln irdividual cases, other factors may g o m ,  faclm sludenlr themselves may no4 
bring up in thar intcrvicws. Some studen&' interests arc not captured by psychomedric 
tcstisg. At Wcsc Point, womnr's interests may not, and p~obably are not, folded accurately 
into thc ISS, since womcn entered the Academy a h  the ISS was scaled. At West Point 
nyway, and idcally elsewhere as well, the advisor cannot close Lhe file on h e  student after B 

"uxrrrt'' curricular dcdsion i9 made. The advisors must slay with the student and monitor 
his or hm subscquenl academic @ormanee. The advisor's interest in llre u&nt musr 
extend far bey& simply a&ving course selections for subscqumt semeslers. . 

3. The environment for learning at any institution plays a powerful role in educational 
outcotnes. At West Point, the cadet unda-lakes an academic Ioad of about 19 credit hours 
per term, participates in intense physicat education and athk3.k programs, and perfarms 
duties as a ntanbn. of a mititaryorganbth. The best of the cadets manage to excel in more 
rl~a~r om of these components; mosl strive to find a balance among compeling programs 
w~th ~triLJt they are comfortable. The environment at the M i  Acarlemy for 
u~YI~qyrd~il(e ~ ~ - S h j p  canno! be said to be better or worse than the environment 
dsewhac; it is simply diflaeru and profoundly influenas whether a cadd d m  well of 
p o d y  aadenrically. 

Three of our m n  aide6 have now departed the Academy. Cadet C failed two mare 
rmur.ses during thc sernesler we conducted inledem, as did Cadet D. (Ironically. one of 
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Cadet C's failures was in lhe second semester EX CQUKC. his own discipline.) Cadet B 
resigned from the Academy. 

The olhet four cadets. at this writing, are now in their final scmsler. Cadet A recently 
completed her best term as a cadet, obtaining dl "B's" and "Cas" in her computer science 
fkld of study. Cadet E still slruggles, managing to pull only "D's" in courm in his fild. 
Cadet F, the f m c c  football player, reantly enjoyed his best tam as a cada also, raising his 
GPA over 2.0 and earning all "B's" and "Cs." Cadet G,  in the term just completed, failed 
Ekarica Engineering I and appears headed for a late gradualion. 

Oh, we think academic advising is still an art. 
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