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 Background: 

 

From 2010-2012, the Academic Planning Task Force Working Group on Academic 

Advising met to review our current advising programs and recommend improvements. The 

final report from this group, submitted to the Provost in May, 2012, is appended to this 

proposal. In the fall of 2013, the University piloted an experimental program for advising 

incoming students which was informed by the APTF recommendations. Instead of the model 

of individual advising (about which, more below), we tried out a hybrid model, a mix of 

group and individual advising. This model focused on heightening students’ connection to a 

particular area of study, increasing contact between students and their academic advisors 

during their first months at the University, and shaping the conversations taking place during 

those inaugural meetings. Based on feedback from students and faculty offered that year, the 

model was revised for fall 2014. 

 The current proposal requests that faculty approve the continuation of the 

hybrid/cohort model for our pre-major advisees until spring 2017, with ongoing faculty 

oversight and modifications built into the assessment process. The Office of Academic 

Advising will submit a report to Faculty Council in January 2017, summarizing our 

findings on the program. The rationale for this advising model, which will be discussed in 

greater detail below, is in part to improve persistence and retention at the University by 

improving students’ experiences with their advisors during the early part of their academic 

careers. Scholarship on student retention consistently notes the value of good advising and 

close student contact with faculty as key to promoting student persistence to graduation.  
 

The model: 

 

During summer orientation, students register for an advisor, along with a day/time, in one 

of five cohorts: 

 

 Business 

 Education 

 Exploratory/General 

 Humanities/Social Sciences 

 STEM 
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In a perfect world, each advising section would be capped at 10 students (on logistical 

realities for Boler, STEM, and special programs like Arrupe and Honors, see below).  Faculty 

will meet their advisees at Fall Convocation for introductions and an initial conversation 

about the roles and responsibilities of advisors and advisees at the University. Three more 

group meetings follow: one during the first week of classes, to discuss the integrative core in 

relation to the overall curriculum (that is, the values and expectations inhering in a liberal arts 

education), and one the fourth week of classes, to discuss academic planning and the breadth 

of University resources available to students (from Career Services to the Writing Center). 

Week Nine, the group will meet again to reflect on the semester, discuss strategies for 

adjusting to the academic demands of the University, and begin the process of vocational 

discernment. Students make individual advising appointments by the beginning of week 6, at 

the latest, to begin discussing academic planning. Individual appointments should continue 

until the student declares his/her major in the spring of sophomore year. Freshmen who need 

a new pre-major advisor because their degree interests have changed are reassigned in the 

spring term to a faculty member who has capacity to take on another FR/SO advisee. 

Similarly, a fall semester sophomore who needs an advisor in a new area of interest will be 

accommodated as quickly as possible, and certainly prior to registration for spring classes. 

 

Rationale: 

 

There are three reasons for faculty to support ongoing institutional investment in and 

improvements to our pre-major advising program: improving student retention, using 

faculty time and institutional resources more efficiently, and enabling assessment. Some 

historical context is important here as a framework for the discussion of these elements. We 

have used some version of our individual advising model since formal academic advising 

was instituted at the University in the 1970s. In that model, faculty could opt to advise 

anywhere from 0-20 freshmen and undeclared transfer students annually by indicating to the 

advising office how many (if any) incoming students they were willing and able to take. 

Although some attention was paid to matching students to faculty in their area of interest, the 

driving force behind the distribution of students was the cap on the faculty member’s 

advising load for that academic year rather than any larger, articulated vision for faculty 

advising.  

 Advising is a teaching responsibility, and like other teaching duties is largely driven by 

department and program needs. Faculty in departments with the largest numbers of graduate 

students and majors to advise have potentially more limited capacity to devote to pre-major 

advising than departments with fewer students. Furthermore, departments vary in their 

expectations concerning advising. Thus pre-major advising, as a University need, has 

historically been a responsibility unevenly shared, with some faculty and departments 

assuming disproportionately heavy loads. (Appendix 2) A related feature of the older 

program, worth mentioning here, was its reliance on faculty willingness to advise students 

intending any major in either CAS or Boler. Though laudable in theory, in practice, this did 

not always serve students in business or the sciences well; in these programs, one or more 

missed prerequisites can add a semester or a year of coursework (and cost) to the student’s 

degree.   

 There were and continue to be other challenges as well to the optimal functioning of the 

pre-major advising program. Until quite recently, there have been only a few intermittent and 
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modest efforts to encourage faculty development as advisors; not coincidently, the 

recognition and reward for individual work in advising (of any kind) has been confined, to 

date, to the brief query on the annual self-evaluation concerning one’s “philosophy of 

advising.” This changed somewhat last year with the introduction of the annual O’Hearn 

Award for advising, but the overall lack of recognition and reward for this important faculty 

role remains a problem. In addition, although some questions concerning advising in general 

are part of many departments’ senior exit interviews, these are not consistent across 

departments and programs. No University-wide assessment plans, no mechanisms for 

feedback, and no clear goals for any of the academic advising programs at the University 

were proposed until 2012, when the Academic Planning Task Force put forward its 

recommendations to the Provost.  Despite these significant challenges,  John Carroll faculty 

have a long track record of demonstrated commitment to our students’ success, and we spend 

countless hours assisting with academic planning,  providing career/professional counseling, 

and tending to students who are struggling.  

Advising first-year students is labor intensive. It can involve non-academic matters, when 

students seem to need counseling on matters of personal adjustment or family circumstances 

rather than on course selection and persistence. It can also entail hard conversations about a 

student’s level of preparation and aptitude for a particular area of study. Given the multiple 

pressures on faculty time and energy, identifying strategies to establish and maintain 

productive contact with all incoming student advisees, without unduly burdening an already 

stretched faculty, is a necessary and important facet of our institutional effort to support 

robust enrollment and graduation rates. Having clearly articulated shared goals for the pre-

major program is a key step in evaluating the best options for achieving the outcomes we 

seek. The rest of this proposal will lay out the pedagogical and logistical pillars of pre-

major/cohort advising at the institution, under the three categories (retention, efficiency, 

assessment) listed above. 

 

 

RETENTION:  
 

 No advising program will be effective if students do not recognize it as something more 

substantive and personally meaningful than an electronic release for registration. Of course 

students have always had the opportunity to meet with their academic advisor prior to the 

registration conversation, but did they consistently avail themselves of this opportunity? Did we 

see them regularly, or at all, in the months between the chaotic scrum over lunch at the start of 

the term and the week (or even the day) of priority registration? If we agree that one-on-one 

meetings between students and their advisors are critical, how, then, to arrange for consistent 

student participation in advising meetings? Although the majority of the relationship building 

between students and faculty will take place in the one-on-one conversations over the course of 

four semesters, the cohort model gives that relationship work some immediate momentum by 

including advising on students’ fall semester schedule, which highlights the value we place on 

academic advising, encourages students to see their advisor as a valuable resource for their 

success, and offers faculty the opportunity to orchestrate conversations introducing students to 

the values and expectations of the University—a win for everyone. The hybrid model proposed, 

in short, relies primarily on the individual contact between students and faculty, but facilitates 

those contacts at the beginning of the fall semester with a series of short group meetings 
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designed to introduce important policy and curricular information, and begin the long process of 

discernment.  In addition, the hybrid model provides a platform for future experimentation with 

the consistent delivery of important curricular and co-curricular programming for first-year 

students—particularly important now that FYS is no longer part of the core.  

 For the past decade, John Carroll has consistently lost between 15-19% of its first-year 

class by the start of sophomore year, and our four year graduation rate has hovered around 65%. 

The scholarly literature on student retention suggests that students decide during the first six 

weeks of the semester whether or not the school is the right fit (Khrin, p. 3). In addition, the 

literature also consistently indicates that academic advising, in the form of regular contact with 

faculty, is a critical retention tool (Kuh 69-71). With the departure of FYS from the curriculum, 

it is more critical than ever for us to ensure that our freshmen are noticed, guided by, and 

connected to our full time faculty, emphatically and visibly, as early as possible in their time 

here. This spring, for example, 53.5% of our freshmen are being taught by non full-time faculty 

in 3 or more courses. The point here is not to knock our very good adjunct faculty, but simply to 

note that if we want our students to make strong connections to full time faculty during their first 

year here, we cannot simply assume that those connections are being formed in the classroom. 

We need to ensure that students have multiple opportunities and incentives to spend time with 

the permanent faculty in their prospective major as soon as possible. Thus, any consideration of 

the content and delivery of our advising program also entails an examination of its place in 

maintaining vibrant enrollment and high rates of degree completion. Strong connections 

between faculty and students lead to better informed conversations about academic 

planning, co-curricular enrichment, troubleshooting, and overall institutional fit. Academic 

advising is a critical venue for these conversations, though of course it is not the only one.  

Closely related to this intensified effort to connect students to faculty is an equally important 

effort to invest students themselves more fully and actively in their own education. The APTF 

recommends as sound pedagogical practice that our advising programs promote student 

“integration and reflection” on their learning, and support more considered and intentional 

course selection and academic planning. The APTF also recommends encouraging students to 

become more active shapers of their own educational destiny.  The mission statement the APTF 

crafted for advising summarizes these goals: “The primary mission of the academic advising 

program is to develop meaningful plans through personal, educational, and vocational 

discernment.” The cohort advising program for 2013-2014 speaks to this agenda, as faculty 

introduced students to the curriculum, discussed the value of the liberal arts, and initiated 

conversations about vocational discernment and academic planning.  The Office of Academic 

Advising has further distilled these recommendations into three Student Learning Outcomes  for 

the pre-major advising program, which we invite faculty to use to guide their work with 

freshmen and sophomores: 

 

1. Responsibility (Knowledge and Action): 

 Be familiar with University curriculum and policies 

 Know how to run a degree audit, and do so regularly 

 Monitor own progress towards degree completion 

 

2. Reflection   

 Align academic plan with interests, goals, talents, values 

 Recover from mistakes; change plans as necessary 
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 Establish an appropriate and realistic plan which leads to on-time declaration of major 

in the spring of sophomore year 

 

3. Engagement (external, social) 

 Build connections with the University community 

 Make full use of University resources 

 

The key benchmark for the success of the pre-major advising program is the number of students 

who declare an appropriate major, with a realistic plan of study, by the end of sophomore year. 

This focus on academic goal-setting as an expression of a student’s vocational discernment and 

realistic self-assessment aligns well with the recently approved University Learning Goals, but 

also has the practical advantage of supporting on-time graduation from the institution. 

 

GREATER EFFICIENCY IN USE OF FACULTY TIME AND UNIVERSITY RESOURCES: 

 

The APTF document suggested that the University “periodically consider alternative 

advising models (such as advising as a seven-week course for all new pre-major students with a 

common syllabus)” as part of an ongoing commitment to improve student outcomes. This 

suggestion appears in the context of concerns about the significantly uneven distribution of the 

advising load, noting the need for advising to be “shared equitably across faculty members,” with 

a method of distribution which will be transparent. The question of how to advise 790+ freshmen 

each year both effectively and efficiently, using the static resources we have available, has no 

single simple answer. Among other factors to consider is the tension between our desire for an 

equitable distribution of the pre-major advising load and the need felt by both students and 

faculty to get the “right” disciplinary match as quickly as possible. The attached charts offer a 

view of the advising loads from 2010-2014, which reflect the particularly heavy burden carried 

by faculty in STEM and Boler. A hugely disproportionate number of incoming students intend 

STEM (especially BL) and business relative to the number of faculty in those areas, leading to 

the disparity among faculty advising loads. On the other hand, the majority of undergraduate 

degrees awarded by the University are Bachelor of Arts, so faculty in the humanities, education, 

and the social sciences do end up counseling the majority of undergraduate majors, though by a 

slim margin. (JCU 2014 Fact Book, pp. 62-63) While the cohort model calls attention to these 

disparities, it can also offer creative opportunities for collaborative support, cross-disciplinary 

training and partnerships. 

Freshmen and sophomore years should involve productive exploration rather than aimless 

wandering. Identifying the right program(s) of study as expeditiously as possible is one of the 

developmental task for students in these years. What the mix of group and individual counseling 

options offers students is an array of both broad conversations concerning potential areas of 

study (along with the personal and professional opportunities available through those areas), and 

targeted, tailored conversations designed to elicit more detailed information about a student’s 

personal strengths, weaknesses, and goals. If we take seriously our obligation to offer our 

students the nuts and bolts conversations about University curricula and policies, as well as the 

deeply personal conversations about how the individual student can make use of what we have 

available, then real value accrues to the group meetings, which are vehicles for conveying 

information consistently to the freshmen class (and, in targeted ways, to students in specific 

disciplinary divisions), and addressing questions which are of general interest. For faculty, 



6 
 

especially those who have 15-20 freshmen to advise, some such vehicle, supported by Canvas 

and other digital forms of outreach, provides the opportunity to reinforce tactical and technical 

information, so protecting time during one-on-one meetings to build a relationship with the 

advisee and to discuss that advisee’s specific needs and concerns. While students and faculty 

agree, in theory, on the need for individual advising meetings, students themselves do not 

become aware of the value and importance of the advising relationship unless it is called to their 

attention loudly and clearly at the outset of their career. The efficiencies gained through 

consistent and reliable advising become apparent over the course of a student’s career here, in 

the form of on-time declaration of the appropriate major, and on-time completion of degree. By 

the same token, academic drift is costly for both students and the institution. What happens 

between freshmen and senior years as students explore the curriculum, acquire some self-

knowledge, and commit to a degree program that is right for them, should be reflected in an 

advising program which supports clear decision making and facilitates four-year degree 

completion.  

 

ENABLING ASSESSMENT: 

 

  No matter how we construct the FR/SO advising program, we need to attend to matters of 

assessment. Assessment will benefit both faculty and students by providing feedback for 

improvements and recognition for excellent work. With the learning goals listed above 

(Responsibility, Reflection, Engagement), the assessment options range from student self-

reporting on annual surveys (.e.g, “Can you run a degree evaluation? Are you familiar with the 

requirements for your intended major?”) to data on major declaration taken from Banner. Todd 

Bruce has reviewed the initial draft of assessment items and plans for advising and is prepared to 

assist with implementation. For faculty, the cohort model offers the opportunity to make visible 

to department and deans the work being done, not only with majors, but also with the undecided 

and the undeclared. The assessment plans will vary somewhat, depending on the outcome of the 

faculty decision on the hybrid model for pre-major advising, but the fundamental goals, 

expressed through the APTF recommendations and restated above, will enable us to establish 

benchmarks and evaluate both direct and indirect measures of student learning. 
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