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The relationship between student and teacher is central to excellence in education.  While good teaching processes should lead to a flowering of that relationship, a host of factors can interfere.  As a result, students' needs are not always met.  The advising function reinforces other relationships the student should have with teachers, chairs, coordinators, and other college professionals and services.

Advisors can give students a special human link with the college, fulfilling the college's responsibility to integrate individual students into the full spectrum of college life.  A number of studies have shown that a student's sense of belonging, confidence in using services and resources, and feeling that someone cares all enhance his/her chances of success in college.  When Beal and Noel (1980) studied the retention programs of more than 900 post-secondary institutions, administrators surveyed named inadequate academic advising as a major factor leading to attrition. The same administrators ranked "a caring attitude by faculty and staff" (advising being one demonstration) as the most important retention factor on their campuses.

Any program which brings students and advisors together has some positive effect simply because students perceive an element of caring in the allocation of time and energy to a meeting.  The most effective academic advising programs, however, provide training for advisors and are carefully planned so that the content of advisor-student meetings is as timely and as meaningful as possible.  This content includes much more than course scheduling and progress monitoring. 

Academic advising, as proposed in this report, is similar to coaching in that it promotes ongoing student growth and success.  Terry O'Banion (1972) advanced a five-step developmental advising model.  The steps include:

- exploring life goals;

- exploring career goals;

- choosing programs;

- selecting courses; and

- scheduling courses.

O'Banion's model describes a logical process a student might use in making the choices that would lead him/her to be in a particular class at a certain time.  

Using a coaching (developmental) model requires that advisors have detailed knowledge of courses, programs, and careers in their fields.  Advisors understand college services and know when to refer students to them.  Developmental advisors are also able to guide the content of their meetings with students so that students see the relationship between their daily academic pursuits and their long-term goals.  These skill requirements underscore the need for a training program for advisors.

A successful advising program for a large institution such as Algonquin needs some elements of uniformity along with much flexibility.  Acceptance of a degree of uniformity means that concepts about  advising (such as every student having an advisor), recognition of advisors' time, and training of advisors can become part of college policy directives.  More fundamentally, having the same basic model across the college increases the perception of consistency and strengthens commitment to the concept.  

A basic model, however, must also be extremely flexible.  Of prime importance is the adaptation of the advising program to the individuality of each student.  Secondly, any advising system/policy must recognize the diversity of Algonquin's many communities and must take into account their strengths and resources.  For instance, staff in programs which already have academic advising (or which carry out similar services under a different title, such as placement supervisor or program coordinator) must be made to feel their work is supported--not challenged--by any new model.

With the right mix of flexibility and uniformity, the college can formulate an advising program that will be widely accepted by the college community.  When human and financial resources support such a program, the rewards are considerable:

- A direct and obvious benefit in increased student success and retention;

- Faculty become more involved with their students' learning processes and with their programs because of the opportunity to know students individually through advising;

- Advisor-student meetings provide a means for the college to receive (as well as give) information and feedback; this input from students--given in a situation where two-way exchange and clarification are possible--may assist the college to create improvements in many areas of client service;

- A solid academic advising program supports a positive learning environment;

- As a beneficial activity in which so many participate, it improves the sense of community among both staff and students and

- When the internal college community sees itself as participating in and supporting excellent educational activity, such as successful academic advising, it projects that image to the public and raises the credibility of the college.
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