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Summary of Discussion at 2011 National Conference for the First-Year Experience

This roundtable discussion focused on the challenges of creative effective first-year advising programs and on strategies for improving advising and creating greater consistency in the advising that students receive. Students’ capacity to forge relationships on campus significantly influences first-to-second year retention; one of the most important relationships is that between students and advisors (Light, 2001). Small, liberal arts colleges place great emphasis on building student-faculty relationships, as classroom instructors, mentors and advisors. In the living-learning campus environment typical of these institutions, it is not feasible to separate the academic experience of first-year students from their social and personal adjustment to campus life (Ishler and Upcraft, 2005). Despite the recognition of the importance of advising to the first year experience and the difficulty in separating the academic and personal/social needs of students, many liberal arts colleges struggle to develop advising systems that address the holistic needs of first-year students. 
While the discussion centered on advising at smaller liberal arts programs, a wide range of advising structures were represented by the discussion attendees. Some colleges have incorporated staff/faculty advising, while most use faculty advisors in conjunction with a first-year experience course or program. The notes below detail some of the main points that were raised during our discussion.
1. How do we create consistency in good advising?
· Training and communication are key components of any advising model
· “Training” must not be identified as such for advisors to embrace it (ie. “training without labeling”) 

· Experienced advisors could lead some training sessions to foster buy-in

· Expose advisors to research about the ‘millenial student;’ broad conversations about student development may prevent advisors from feeling like they are being instructed on how to advise
· Offices and staff on campus (disability services, athletic programs, etc.) should speak with advisors about the ways to help advise about particular concerns and with specific student populations

· Measures and rewards for effective advising are difficulty to identify and create, but can be very helpful!

2. What are some concrete strategies to create more consistently good advising?

· Provide an advising syllabus with goals, expectations for advisor/advisee and recommendations for meeting times

· Provide an academic orientation for first-year students that identifies the difference between high school and college advising; allows them to be greater self-advocates

· Create a designated “advising time” each week for first-year students to meet with their advisors 

· Offer online-chat hours for students (“Chatzy,” an online tool, allows you to create a personalized chat room)
· Give copies of a quick referral sheet for advisors to use in order to help them more easily direct students to campus resources

· Create an ongoing lunch series open to all advisors to discuss timely issues and strategies, or design a “last lecture series”
3. What are some strategies for advisors to help students of concern?

· Create early alert systems, as midterm is often too late to help students of concern
· Promote regular meetings with a group of faculty, advisors, student life staff, and other relevant campus constituents to discuss students of concern

· Use of technological resources (Starfish, eg.) to flag students of concern as early as possible, ensuring that all advisors and staff are aware and can address the student’s needs
Continuing questions:
1. Rewarding good advising: Great advisors are often “punished” for effective advising with an increased advising load. How do we create reward systems that are effective? Why do some faculty members not wish to be rewarded or singled out for good advising? And, finally, how do we measure good advising in order to reward it?

2. How can an institution create a community-wide culture that values good advising, while allowing for autonomy in the way that advising is done on an individual level?
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