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The importance of intrusive advising atrisk college and university students (i.e., students who: are ethnic
minorities, are academically disadvantaged, have disabilities, are of low socioeconomic status, and are
probationary students) has been repeatedly emphasized in the professional literature. Intrusive advising
strategies are typically used with atrisk students, and are special techniques based on prescriptive,
developmental, and integrated advising models. Numerous benefits to using intrusive advising are noted,
along with examples of strategies used with five atrisk groups. Recommendations for college and
university advisors include the need for a comprehensive plan that addresses intrusive advising, adequate
faculty and advisor training, web supports for targeted students, development of comprehensive
databases for managing student data, and ongoing research to evaluate intervention effectiveness.
Research literature on student retention and attrition suggests that contact with a significant person within
an institution of higher education is a crucial factor in a student's decision to remain in college (Chickering
& Gamson, 1987; Glennen, Farren, & Vowell, 1996). In the past few decades, many claims have been
made with regard to the important role that quality academic advising programs play in the successful
recruitment and retention of students (see e.g., Glennen et al., 1996; Habley, 1986; Habley & Crockett,
1988; Metzner, 1989; Trombley & Holmes, 1981). Higher education professionals who come in direct
contact with students and understand the challenges they face are primary candidates for advisor/mentor
roles. While faculty, administrators, and student affairs professionals all serve as student advocates and
play an integral part in student retention and attrition, advisors are typically in the best positions to assist
students in making quality academic decisions.
Of particular importance to academic advisors in college and university settings are students who are
deemed to be atrisk (Jones & Watson, 1990; Kobrak, 1992). For purposes of this discussion, the term at
risk students will refer to several groups of individuals: students who are (a) ethnic minorities, (b)
academically disadvantaged, (c) disabled, (d) of low socioeconomic status, and (e) probationary students.
Impact off AtRisk Students on Colleges and Universities
Jones and Watson (1990) have noted that atrisk students and their retention have a substantial impact
on both institutions of higher education and society in general. Specifically, retention affects (a) funding
patterns, (b) facilities planning, and (c) academic curricula offered. Retention also affects the future labor
market, because students who do not have proper training for the workforce are generally unprepared to
meet the expected roles and responsibilities associated with particular vocations.
Nationally, high student attrition (50%) among first year college students continues to be a trend
(Arendale, 1993). Many authorities have discussed the reasons for academic attrition among atrisk
students. For example, inequitable resource allocations across school districts and in home settings (i.e.,
low income vs. high income) result in fewer educational learning materials and experiences for some
students (Jones & Watson, 1990; Lockard, Abrams, & Many, 1997; Piller, 1992; Resta, 1992).
Other authorities have described the effects of lowered expectations on the selfesteem of students in the
early public school years, resulting in diminished selfconfidence in academic potential and performance
on entering college (Bandura, 1977; Higher Education Extension Service, 2000). Once students are
enrolled in the college or university setting, they may not feel that they are a part of the campus
community. They may become particularly vulnerable to feelings that they don't belong, feel rejected, and
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may not adjust to normal academic challenges associated with college life. They may also be undecided
about an area of study, or feel they do not ‘fit’ their chosen major (Grites, 1982; Mash, 1978), resulting in a
greater likelihood that they may dropout or demonstrate poor academic performance. Many highrisk and
underrepresented groups in the campus community may not enter the university with an already well
established commitment to it, or even to higher education.
Given the importance of increasing student retention, colleges and universities have focused considerable
attention on developing appropriate strategies to increase the retention rates of these students (see e.g.,
National Academic Advising Association, 2000). Generally, successful strategies have emerged from the
various academic advising models reported in the literature.
Models of Advising
In order to understand the importance of specific counseling skills in the advising process, models that
provide the foundation for academic advising must be described. Three models have been frequently
advocated in the professional literature. These include the prescriptive, developmental, and integrated
advising approaches.
Prescriptive advising. First described by Crookston (1972), a prescriptive advising approach is
characterized by an authoritarian relationship in which the advisor makes a “diagnosis”, prescribes a
specific treatment for the student, and the student follows the prescriptive regimen. The student assumes
no responsibility for decisionmaking, and relies totally on the advisor's recommendations. Specific
prescriptions typically focus on course selection, degree requirements, and registration (Crookston, 1972).
While Crookston (1972) reported negative aspects of this advising model, particularly the lack of student
involvement in the decisionmaking process, other researchers have noted advantages to the model. For
example, Fielstein (1989) found that over 50% of students rated six prescriptive activities as high priority:
(a) explaining graduation requirements, (b) discussing course selection, (c) planning a course of study, (d)
discussing education goals, (e) exploring career options, and (f) explaining registration procedures.
Pardee (1994) noted that many students are conditioned to expect prescriptive advising, as they have not
been exposed to other approaches. Interestingly, minority students often show a preference for
prescriptive approaches (Brown & Rivas, 1994). When an advisor is directive and informs students about
the nuances of college life, many minority students may have a tendency to perceive the advisor as
competent, listen more intently, and assume more responsibility for their own actions (Chando, 1997).
Developmental advising. The term developmental advising, first coined by Crookston (1972), refers to a
shared responsibility between the student and advisor that promotes initiative and growth in the student.
Instead of simply routinely answering questions relevant to a student's needs, the advisor directs the
student to proper resources, thus facilitating the development of greater independence, decisionmaking,
and problemsolving (Chando, 1997).
Support for the positive aspects of and student preferences for developmental advising have frequently
been reported in the literature (e.g., Winston & Sandor, 1984; Ender, 1994; Gordon, 1994; Pardee,
1994). However, weaknesses have also been noted. For example, Gordon (1994) listed shortcomings
including (a) time, (b) large caseloads, (c) lack of advisor training, (d) lack of consistency in advisor
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contacts, (e) autonomous advising units, (f) poor integration between student and academic services, (g)
lack of training and working with a diverse student body, and (h) lack of effective evaluation strategies.
Ender (1994) suggested that ineffective developmental advising tended to be associated with faculty
advisors who experience increased outofclass expectations, lack of institutional reward incentive for
performing developmental advising, and a tendency of institutions to rely more heavily on parttime faculty.
Integrated advising. Despite the shortcomings of both prescriptive and developmental advising models,
strengths have been noted in both approaches, suggesting that elements of the two be implemented in
higher education settings (Fielstein, 1994). Numerous authorities have proposed a comprehensive
approach to advising that emphasizes informational and counseling roles (see e.g., Andrews, Andrews,
Long, & Henton, 1987; Frost, 1993; Trombley, 1984).
Skills and Competencies Essential for Academic Advisors
Many of the studies reviewed in the literature described characteristics of atrisk students and effective
strategies for working with these populations. Numerous skills have been described in the professional
literature as being critical for successful academic advising (see e.g., Gordon & Habley, 2000; Peterson &
Nisenholz, 1999; Winston, Miller, Ender, & Grites, 1984). Presented in Table 1 are categories of atrisk
students and intrusive advising approaches that have been documented as being effective.
A number of authorities have indicated that regular facultystudent contact is the most important factor in
student involvement and motivation and can provide students with the needed support to get through the
tough times and keep working toward academic success (Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Glennen &
Vowell, 1995). Of particular importance is the onetoone relationship that is typically present between the
student and advisor that provides an opportunity for the student to build a personal link with the institution
(Nutt, 2000). Often the academic advisor is the only link the student has with the institution, having a
profound effect on the student's academic career and the student's level of satisfaction with his/her
college choice (Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Glennen & Vowell, 1995; Nutt, 2000).
In addition to being knowledgeable about academic programs and curricula requirements within the
institution, the advisor's ability to give accurate and correct academic guidance is often the most
commonly stated expectation of students receiving advising services (Creamer & Scott, 2000).
Unfortunately, most advisors focus primarily on the academic information they need to deliver to the
student, acting as the “teller” or the “expert” in the relationship, and ignore or overlook other important
student needs (Frost, 1991).
In addition to the aforementioned competencies, three specific skills appear to be associated with effective
onetoone advising. These include communication, questioning, and referral skills (Nutt, 2000).
Communication skills. Six basic communication skills are necessary for establishing rapport in the atrisk
advising relationship. These include (a) establishing and maintaining eye contact (Peterson & Nisenholz,
1999), (b) allowing students the opportunity to fully explain their ideas or problems (Egan, 1994), (c) being
sensitive to body language (Carkhuff, 1987; Peterson & Nisenholz, 1999), (d) focusing on the content and
tone of the student's words (Peterson & Nisenholz, 1999), (e) acknowledging what the student is saying
through verbal and nonverbal feedback (Peterson & Nisenholz, 1999), and (f) reflecting on or
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paraphrasing what the student has said (Nutt, 2000).
Questioning skills. Advisors working with atrisk students must be adept at using questioning skills (Nutt,
2000). The key to effective questioning is to focus on student concerns versus issues/topics deemed
important by the advisor. Generally, advisors rely on two types of questions during the advising process:
(a) openended (i.e., those allowing students to select subject matter of interest to them, thus providing
their own structure to the session) (Ivy, 1971); and (b) closedended (i.e., shortanswer, thus facilitating
the gathering of factual information) (Nutt, 2000). Use of both types of questions are important in the at
risk advising process, as each provides different types of information and communicates different things to
students (e.g., openended questions communicate interest in the student whereas closedended
questions communicate interest in facts).
Referral skills. Successful atrisk advising relationships typically are not established unless the advisor
moves beyond simply asking a student questions to making referrals based on the information gained
through the questioning process. Once student issues are identified using appropriate questions, the
advisor has an obligation to make judgments regarding how best to serve the student. As Nutt (2000)
noted, making referrals should not be perceived as “only a method of getting them out of the advisor's
office instead of as a genuine desire to assist students in the best way possible” (p. 223), Advisors should
clearly and openly communicate why the student should seek outside assistance (i.e., from another
source). The advisor and student should jointly determine the nature of the problem for which student
assistance is needed, followed by development of a plan of action that includes the referral. Such a
collaborative process requires an extensive knowledge base on the part of the advisor regarding the array
of services available on campus and in the community.
Effects of Academic Advising on Student Retention/Persistence
Student persistence is critical in obtaining a college degree and it is an important criterion by which
success in college is measured (Passarcella & Terenzini, 1991). College and university student
persistence and attrition has been examined closely in the professional literature during the past 20 years.
As noted by Cuseo (1991), nearly 40% of all students leave institutions of higher education without
receiving their fouryear degrees. According to Tinto (1993), more students leave higher education
settings prior to degree completion than stay. About onehalf of all students who drop out of college do so
during their freshman year; many leave during the first six to eight weeks (Noel, Levitz, & Saluri, 1985).
Studies have shown that a student's sense of belonging is directly related to their persistence, or
decisions made to remain in school (Tinto, 1993). This sense of belonging is increased or decreased
through interactions with the academic and social environments of the university.
Student persistence and degree attainment significantly impact the economic success for colleges and
universities. Attrition (i.e., student dropout) has farreaching consequences not only for students who
depart prior to degree attainment, but also for the institutions from which they depart (Productivity, Quality
and Outcomes Task Force on Advising, 1998). Student attrition directly impacts institutions of higher
education by the loss of tuition income and with the additional costs of recruiting new students (Holbrook,
1981).
Research has shown that the only variable that has a direct effect on student persistence is the quality of
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a relationship with significant member(s) of the college community (cf. Losser, 1985; Noel, 1976; National
Academic Advising Association, 1994). The sense of student belonging in the academic community that
was reported by Tinto (1993) is increased or decreased through interactions with the academic and social
environments of the university. Tinto's findings have been extended to include student expectations (see
Braxton, Vesper, & Hossler, 1995). In synthesizing the volume of studies conducted in this area, Wyckoff
(1999) reported that the primary negative characteristic linked to student attrition was inadequate
academic advising.
Tinto (1990) stated that institutions of higher learning provide adequate resources and effectively utilize
faculty advisors to encourage student retention. Other studies have found that an array of services,
including advising, testing, and developmental education, coupled with the involvement of many
institutional professionals, resulted in greater student retention at the undergraduate level (Dinoto, 1991;
Glennen & Baxley, 1985; Glennen et al., 1989).
The Intrusive Advising Model and AtRisk Students
One approach that has gained increased attention in the literature is intrusive advising with atrisk
students. Earl (1988) suggested that intrusive advising is “deliberate intervention…to enhance student
motivation” (p. 27). Generally, intrusive advising approaches include a range of intervention strategies that
connote interest in and involve the advisor in the affairs of the student (Glennen, 1995), and which
culminate in increased motivation on the part of the student (Earl, 1988). For this discussion, intrusive
advising is defined as “intensive advising intervention with an atrisk student that is designed to (a)
facilitateinformed,responsible decisionmaking, (b) increase student motivation toward activities in his/her
social/academic community, and (c) ensure the probability of the student's academic success.” Earl
(1988) suggested that intrusive advising is “deliberate intervention…to enhance student motivation” (p.
27).
Intrusive advising has many advantages. Of particular importance is the positive effect the use of such
advising approaches has on retention rates and increased number of credit hours completed (Bray, 1985;
Brophy, 1984; Nichols, 1986); increased gpa demonstrated by students (Schultz, 1989; Spears, 1990);
and use of study skills, time management strategies, and classroom attendance (Spears, 1990).
Holmes (2000) summarized a range of reports and noted that the benefits were fourfold: students (a) are
more inclined to keep up with their work if they know an academic advisor will contact them; (b) have
fewer financial worries; (c) receive necessary connections to university retention services; and (d) are
referred to needed support services, thus communicating that someone at the institution cares about
them.
Recent studies have also supported the use of intrusive advising strategies with special populations of
students, including those exhibiting classroom behavioral problems (Chandler, 1999), transfer students on
academic probation (Cooper & Franke, 1992), minority students (Walton, 1979), and disadvantaged
students (Wagner & McKenzie, 1980). Intrusive advising has also produced positive results in graduation
rates and time to graduation among targeted groups of student (Glennen et al., 1996). From an
administrative perspective, Glennen and Farren (1990) found that an intrusive advising program increased
retention and resulted in substantial increased state funding over a 5year period.
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Such studies regarding effectiveness have led to innovative approaches for advising on college and
university campuses. Kroll (1990) described a model consisting of five key service components that were
perceived favorably by both students and advisors: (a) preservice and inservice advisor training, (b)
intrusive student advising, (c) dissemination of profile data on new students to advisers, (d) streamlined
registration and group advising, and (e) development of advising support materials. Sayrs (1999)
described an intrusive advising program, A Proactive Advising System for Students (PASS), with
undergraduate psychology majors. The program consisted of a triweekly course progress system,
periodic telephone calls to students, informational newsletters, and a Psychology Career Information
Compendium. Students who participated in PASS initiated more contact with their academic advisor,
reported significant increases in overall satisfaction with the advising system, reported significant
increases in satisfaction with the efficiency and structure of the advising system, earned significantly
higher final percentages in psychology courses than control subjects, and earned higher grades in
psychology courses than control subjects.
Conclusions and Discussion
The increasing number of students who are atrisk for academic failure, coupled with effective intervention
approaches reported in the literature, suggests that academic advisors should strive to be more intrusive
in their interactions with student advisees. While both prescriptive and developmental strategies have
been proven useful across varying target populations of students, institutions of higher learning have
recognized the importance of integrated intrusive strategies. For example, Reiff (1997) described a range
of approaches that have been used with adults having learning disabilities, and suggested that such
integrated approaches are useful with atrisk students in college settings (e.g., strategic goal planning;
interactive learning; promotion of selfawareness, selfdetermination, and selfreliance). Use of these
approaches will result in greater student retention among atrisk students, enhanced feelings of
“belongingness” within the institution, and greater connectedness with their programs of study and the
faculty delivering those programs. From an administrative perspective, greater retention rates have far
reaching financial implications given the increased student revenues that are generated, which in turn
often equates with a greater array of resources that are made available on campuses.
The literature clearly suggests that the single most important factor in advising students who are atrisk is
helping them to feel that they are cared for by the institution (Bray, 1985; Braxton et al., 1995; Holmes,
2000; Tinto, 1993; Wyckoff, 1999). Helping students to feel valued requires a developmental approach in
which the advisor expresses interest in the student, and uses effective communication, questioning, and
referral techniques. However, as noted by some minority students (Brown & Rivas, 1994) prescriptive
strategies used in the context of the developmental model also communicate a sense of caring to
students. This supports the use of integrated advising approaches in which advisors use a wide range of
techniques with atrisk students.
Most advisors have not been adequately trained to use integrated advising models with atrisk student
populations, suggesting a need for greater training. Similarly, most faculty advisors who work with these
students are not trained to address the unique needs of these students, nor are they rewarded (e.g., merit
increases, credit toward tenure/promotion) for their efforts. This is particularly interesting in light of the
consistent finding in the literature that regular facultystudent contact is perhaps the single most important
factor in helping atrisk students feel a sense of belonging.
http://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/delivery?sid=91b24cb2ab434e8b88abe61c26209d71%40sessionmgr4001&vid=4&hid=4207&ReturnUrl=http%3a%2f%2f…

7/17

2/1/2016

EBSCOhost

Integral to any contact made is to ensure that the student's needs are addressed effectively (Frost, 1991)
using effective communication, questioning, and referral techniques. The latter skill of referral assumes
that advisors have an extensive knowledge base regarding campus and community resources that might
potentially benefit these students.
Advisors must also give accurate and correct academic guidance during their contacts with students, as
this has been expressed as a high priority need by atrisk students (Creamer & Scott, 2000). This
reinforces the importance of advisors being trained in their respective academic disciplines to ensure that
timely and accurate information is conveyed.
Models for effective intrusive advising have been described with increasing frequency at websites around
the country (see e.g., California State UniversityChico, 2000; Steele & McDonald, 1997; Virginia
Polytechnic Institute and State University, 1999) and in the professional literature (e.g., Backhus, 1989;
Kobrak, 1992; Romero, 1986). Many colleges and universities can potentially benefit from the work that
has been described by these and other resources.
Recommendations that are offered for consideration by college and university personnel include the
following:
1. Personnel should make a concerted and coordinated effort to develop a comprehensive plan targeting
atrisk students, specifically students on academic probation. A component of this plan (at the
advisor/student level) would be to have the student sign a contract/study plan, developed both at the
beginning and at the midterm of the semester, clearly articulating the student's obligations and efforts
to successfully be removed from academic probation.
2. Integral to the comprehensive plan is the need for adequate faculty and advisor training related to at
risk students. Both faculty and advisors should participate in a comprehensive needs assessment
designed to identify deficits in the existing knowledge bases of advisors on campus. This would result
in specific topics being identified and workshops being provided that would enhance the academic
advising of atrisk students.
3. Another part of the comprehensive plan would include development of a website on the college or
university homepage devoted specifically to atrisk students. This site might include a range of online
information, services, and interactive elements (e.g., discussion groups, chat rooms, email) that would
be useful to specific groups of students. While some efforts have already been made to develop such
resources, there should be a more comprehensive approach to ensure that tracking, communication,
and support components are a part of the website.
4. The college or university should compile information from incoming freshmen and other atrisk groups
to ensure that a comprehensive database is maintained regarding these students. Such a database is
beneficial for a variety of institutional planning purposes, and facilitates longrange planning and
decisionmaking about student needs/services. One important component of this informationgathering
approach would be to develop sensitive questionnaires designed to capture a range of relevant
concerns (e.g., time management strategies, career goals, potential problems anticipated). A sample
of such a questionnaire is included in Figure 2.
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5. Personnel should conduct longitudinal research related to the impact of its plan on student retention
and student perception/satisfaction with strategies that are provided.
Table 1 AtRisk Populations: Summary of Characteristics and Techniques for Intrusive Advising
Legend for Chart:
A ‐ At‐Risk Group
B ‐ Indicators Important to Advisors
C ‐ Intrusive Advising Strategies
A
B
C
Minorities
• Declining enrollment
• Presence of low self‐concept; few positive
expectations
• Academic performance related to college satisfaction
• Achievement related to preparation; not a racial
problem
• Lack of role models on campus
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Enhance the college‐student fit
Encourage campus involvement
Suggest campus resources
Encourage positive self‐concept
Avoid stereotypical attitudes/expectations
Suggest proven academic experiences
Acknowledge importance of role models

Academically Disadvantaged
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Increasing participation in higher education settings
May be dependent learners
May have low self‐concept
May be deficient in basic skills
May need to experience academic success
May be hesitant to seek needed support services
Establish trusting advising relationship
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•
•
•
•

Begin with intrusive advising techniques
Discuss purposes of college early in relationship
Encourage basic skill development first
Recommend intervention programs and campus resources
when needed

Students with Disabilities
• Increasing participation in higher education
• One or more major life activities may be limited
• May prefer to see themselves as
“able” rather than “disabled”
• Express need for barrier removal for full
participation
• Need support from peers and others
• Declining enrollment
• Presence of low self‐concept; few positive
expectations
• Academic performance related to college satisfaction
• Achievement related to preparation; not a racial
problem
• Lack of role models on campus
• Understand students' abilities and environmental
barriers
• Display positive attitudes about integration of
students into higher education community
• Encourage full participation in college
• Recommend support services when needed
• Act as advocate for special and campus resources
Low SES Students
•
•
•
•
•

Poor self‐concept
History of academic failure
Limited educational experiences
Cross‐cultural limitations
Family commitments

•
•
•
•

Teach time management skills
Provide range of academic supports
Encourage use of study groups
Employ flexibility in student‐centered strategies
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Probationary Students
•
•
•
•

Poor study skills
Difficulty completing assignments
Lack of self‐confidence in abilities
Place great importance on work

• Provide accurate, accessible, consistent information
regarding progress in curriculum
• Develop coping skills for problem‐solving
• Emphasis on career advising
• Quality student‐faculty advising experiences
Figure 1 Sample atrisk student advising questionnaire. Advising Questionnaire
Name ‐‐‐‐‐

Grade Level ‐‐‐‐‐

A ‐ 1. List the courses in which you are currently enrolled.
B ‐ List your goal grade for each:
A
‐‐‐‐‐
‐‐‐‐‐
‐‐‐‐‐
‐‐‐‐‐
‐‐‐‐‐

B
‐‐‐‐‐
‐‐‐‐‐
‐‐‐‐‐
‐‐‐‐‐
‐‐‐‐‐

2. Do you see potential problem areas in any of these courses. If so, please list the course(s) and
describe your concerns?
3. Of all my courses I am most worried about .
I am least worried about .
4. How academically prepared do you feel?
5. Have you had transitional difficulties since you began college? If so, please describe.
6. What are your career goals?
7. Aside from coursework, what other activities (i.e., athletics, social activities, family responsibilities, or
a job)occupy your time ?
8. How well do you manage your time? How can this be improved?
9. What are your personal strengths?
10. What brought you to college at this institution?
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11. What do you want to gain from your college experience?
Source: Heisserer, D. L. (1999). Advising questionnaire. Cape Girardeau, MO: Southeast Missouri State
University. Reprinted with permission.
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