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ABSTRACT
STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF ACADEMIC ADVISEMENT AT A PUBLIC
SUBURBAN COMMUNITY COLLEGE: A QUALITATIVE CASE STUDY

Amanda Fox

This research study examined student perceptions of advisement experiences with
a primary role advisor in a centralized advising office. The intent was to explore the
connection between academic advising and student connectedness to the institution. This
study utilized Tinto’s theory of student departure to provide an understanding of how
student success can be impacted by institutional relationships, particularly in a
community college environment. Tinto asserted that a student’s decision to stay or depart
from an institution was largely impacted by interactions and relationships between the
student and other members of the institution (Tinto, 1975). This study aimed to explore
students’ perceptions of effective advising strategies and barriers, which may have
contributed to their retention and persistence. This study utilized a qualitative case study
approach, guided by three research questions. Data collected consisted of observations,
interviews, and artifacts. Data analysis explored thematic connections linking student
advising and student support experiences to overall institutional connectedness. The
findings of this study can be used to inform future decision making about the delivery of

advising services, specifically focusing on the needs of community college students.

Keywords: academic advisor, connectedness, student success and academic advising,
student perceptions and academic advising, student success and community college
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CHAPTER 1

Habley (2004) identified academic advising as among the campus interactions
that have the greatest impact on student persistence. Academic advisors serve as guides to
curriculum selection, make referrals to resources and services on campus, provide
support to students, and assist with development and achievement of academic and
professional goals. Advisors are in a position to help students develop a sense of
connection to the institution that can positively influence student persistence (Frost,
1991).

Prior research has established that academic advising is an important component
of student success in higher education (Barker & Mamiseishvili, 2014; Bitz, 2010; Cuseo,
2002; Mottarella et al., 2004; Habley, 1981; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993).
Scholars in the field have focused their research on issues such as the mode of
advisement delivery, the impact of academic advising on student success, and the
perceptions of students about their advising experiences (Bitz, 2010; Cook, 2009; Cuseo,
2002; Habley & McClanahan, 2004; Kuhn, 2008; Thelin, 2004).

A large body of literature indicates that students with a strong sense of
connectedness to the institution have been found to be more likely to complete their
college degree than students who feel less engaged (Goodenow, 1993; Hagerty et al.,
2002; Hausmann et al., 2007; Himes & Schulenberg, 2016; Hoffman et al., 2002; Wilson
& Gore, 2013). Connectedness is the overall fit of a student with the university,
specifically with respect to the students’ perception that their environment makes them
feel accepted, included, and supported (Wilson & Gore, 2013).

Faculty, staff, and academic advisors all support students in the areas of teaching,

development, and counseling (Himes, 2014). However, academic advisors often have the



increased responsibility of assisting students in assimilation to the culture of an academic
institution (Williamson et al., 2014). Although many individuals within an institution can
contribute to the overall connection and success of the student, the key component
appears to be the repetitive interaction by faculty, staff and academic advisors who have
an investment in some aspect of a student’s academic experience (Tinto, 2012).

Quality academic advisement is also integral to the achievement of the teaching
and learning mission of higher education (Harrill et al., 2015). Effective academic
advisors can support students by creating an educational environment where learning and
personal development are encouraged (Vianden & Barlow, 2015). Many students face
academic barriers, particularly at the community college level (Harrill et al., 2015).
Academic advisors can increase a student’s chance of overcoming barriers by providing
them with the additional help to succeed in courses and navigate their way through
college procedures and policies (Dadgar et al., 2014). Paul and Fitzpatrick (2015)
identified how academic advisors’ caring characteristics and behaviors can help build
trust, influence students’ satisfaction, and create a successful holistic academic
experience.

Although academic advising is a long-studied component of student support
services in higher education, analysis of the profession, including how it is conducted,
what the purpose is, and who provides the service, is relatively new (Kuhn, 2008;
Rudolph, 1962; Thelin, 2004). This gap in the research may be attributed to the evolution
of the higher education system in this country. Academic advising as it exists today did
not exist in early U.S. higher education.

Furthermore, most studies come from the context of 4-year institutions where the

student population differs dramatically from that of the community college sector.



Without a more nuanced understanding of advising and its role in fostering students’
sense of connectedness than what the current research provides, community college
practitioners are limited in knowing how and when to most effectively deploy scarce
advising resources (Hatch & Garcia, 2017).
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to explore how students experienced and perceived
their academic advising experience within the context of a primary role advising center at
a 2-year suburban community college. A primary role advisor is also known as a
professional advisor, meaning that their sole purpose and function is to provide academic
advisement to students. This is in contrast to a faculty advisor, who fills this role in
addition to their teaching and research obligations.
Conceptual Framework

Substantial research has demonstrated that students’ perceptions of connectedness
can directly correlate to their persistence or success at an institution (Astin, 1975; Kuh &
Hu, 2001; Tinto, 1993; Wilson & Gore, 2013). If students feel connected to the
institution, an academic department, their faculty, and/or their advisors, they may be
more likely to be academically successful (see Figure 1).
Figure 1

Conceptual Framework: Student Perceptions of Academic Advising

Positive Student

Perception of Supports Feeling Increased Student

of Institutional Success and
Connectedness Persistence

Advising
Experience

College students need support from effective academic advisors to negotiate the



challenging and sometimes confusing process of educational planning and decision
making. As Tinto (1993) stated:
It is part of the educational mandate of institutions of higher education to assist
maturing youth in coming to grips with the important question of future planning
and career choice. The regrettable fact is that some institutions do not see student
uncertainty in this light. They prefer to treat it as a deficiency in student
development rather than as an expected part of that complex process of personal
growth. The implications of such views for policy are not trivial [because]
unresolved intentions over an extended period can lead to departure both from the
institution and from the higher educational enterprise as a whole. When plans
remain unformulated over extended periods of time, students are more likely to
depart without completing their degree programs. (p. 41)
However, much of the established research on student success, including Tinto’s
(1975) student attrition model, has focused on 4-year institution environments. While
many of the same constructs may apply, some clear differences characterize university
and community college populations. For many students, community colleges are the
primary means of entry into the higher education system. Because of their convenient
locations, open-access admission policies, and relatively low costs, community colleges
tend to enroll students who are more academically, economically, and socially
disadvantaged than do other postsecondary institutions.
According to the Community College Research Center (CCRC) in 2018, 55% of
Hispanic undergraduates were enrolled at community colleges, compared with 44% of
Black undergraduates, 45% of Asian undergraduates, and 41% of White undergraduates.

In addition, 37% of dependent students whose families earned less than $20,000 a year



attended public 2-year colleges in 2015-2016. For families earning $100,000 or more, it
was 18% (Chen, 2020).

Despite the open access to education, success for students who attend 2-year
institutions remains low. Among students who started college in fall 2018 at a public 2-
year college, 62% were still enrolled at any institution in fall 2019. Just under 54%
returned to the same college. The one-year persistence rate of students who started full-
time was 70%; for part-time starters, it was 51% (Chen, 2020). These statistics indicate
that community colleges have a lower graduation rate than other sectors, even with
providing a low-cost, high-quality undergraduate education. This lower graduation rate
may be due to the types of students community colleges tend to serve, which are high
school graduates from low-income families or first-generation college students. These
groups have been shown to suffer a higher rate of life circumstances such as financial
constraints, transportation issues, and child care needs, which may stall their educational
progression or derail it completely (Chen, 2020). Although these statistics include some
students who enter the community college with goals other than degree attainment or
transfer, it is clear that many community college students do not persist toward
completion, despite the institutions’ substantial efforts to support student progress.

Community colleges are not the only institutions of higher education that struggle
with unsatisfactory rates of student persistence, though they are perhaps the most
dramatic example. Many researchers have tried to explain why students might not earn a
postsecondary degree, even after indicating a desire to do so and enrolling in college
(Bean, 1980, 1982; Manski, 1989; Pascarella, 1985; Tinto, 1993).

Referencing Tinto’s (1975) student attrition model, Bean and Metzner (1985)

found that nontraditional students are affected more by the external environment and to a
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lesser extent by social integration than are traditional students. There are also differences
between 4-year environments and community colleges in academic advising programs.
According to the CCRC (2013), community college advising is often characterized by (a)
high student—advisor ratios, which results in rushed advising sessions; (b) fragmented
uncomprehensive efforts scattered across the campus; (c) no assigned advisors, resulting
in conflicting information and long waiting periods for advising; and (d) an emphasis on
first-semester students with little follow-up for students after they complete enroliment
(Chen, 2020). Orozco et al. (2010) found that community college students perceived a
relationship with a supportive advisor as important, but few reported developing such a
relationship with an advisor.

Community college students, particularly those who are undecided about their
choice of major, need support from knowledgeable academic advisors to engage in
effective educational planning and decision-making, and if this support is received, they
may be more likely persist to degree completion (Orozco et al., 2010). By examining
students’ feelings about their advising experiences, perceived support from the advising
interaction, and the relationship between advising and their feeling of connectedness to
the institution, this study adds to the body of knowledge about the various approaches to
academic advising and how community college students experience this support service.
Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this study is based on Tinto’s theory of student
departure (Tinto, 2012). Tinto asserted that a student’s decision to stay at or depart from
an institution was largely impacted by interactions and relationships between the student
and other members of the institution (Tinto, 1975). This study aims to explore students’

perceptions of effective advising strategies and barriers, which may have contributed to



their retention and persistence.

Tinto (2012) identified many factors that may contribute to student departure,
such as such as economic, psychological, and societal. The organizational characteristics
of the institution must also be considered when examining causes of attrition (Braxton,
Milem, & Sullivan, 2000). The model of student departure created by Tinto (2012)
acknowledged that students enter college with differences in educational background,
skills, and abilities. A student’s decision to pursue and/or drop out of college is initially
influenced by their attributes, socioeconomic status, and grade performance prior to
enrolling (Natoli et al., 2015). Their purpose for enrollment and the end goals for their
educational journey may also vary. Higher education administrators must be aware of the
reasons behind students departing from an institution, and provide resources for students
to overcome barriers, establish career paths, and achieve their academic goals (Braxton et
al., 2000).

For higher education institutions, student departure not only has a negative impact
on students who withdraw but also is detrimental to the stability of institutional
enrollments, budgets, and public perceptions of institutional quality and effectiveness
(Braxton et al., 2004). If institutions do not graduate their students, perceptions of poor
quality can drive student enrollments down. This is particularly problematic as state
support for higher education declines and institutional budgets become increasingly
dependent on revenue generated from student tuition and fees. Performance-based
funding models for higher education are also being adopted by many states, and retention
and completion rates are emerging as key measures of success (Kelchen, 2018).

With retention and attrition among the greatest problems in higher education,

institutional approaches to improvement must include student success and satisfaction



both in and out of the classroom (Siekpe & Barksdale, 2013). Faculty can serve as
mentors by linking classroom instruction with career planning and student activities. This
can also promote a culture of collaboration designed to promote continued student
success (Dadgar et al., 2014). Most of all, strategies to improve the overall college
experience must start at the beginning of the student’s academic journey (Tinto, 2012).

According to Stuart et al. (2014), a student’s persistence in college aligns with
Tinto’s theory. Students who are well integrated into the college, both socially and
academically, are most likely to participate and persist than students who are not
integrated. Academic and social integration are defined as academic experiences
occurring within an institution, and outside the classroom between students and other
campus individuals (Mertes & Jankoviak, 2016). The level of student integration can be
an indicator as to whether the student will complete requirements for graduation, or
withdraw before earning a degree (Natoli et al., 2015).

Student’s ability and willingness to integrate into the culture of the institution has
been identified as a critical piece of the retention puzzle (Tinto, 2012). Universities are
always searching for new advising strategies to develop connections with students in an
effort to increase engagement (Braxton et al., 2000). Therefore, Tinto’s departure theory
provides an important foundation for current research in student success initiatives.
Higher education institutions should continue to encourage ongoing social integration to
positively influence a student’s goal attainment (Siekpe & Barksdale, 2013). Tinto’s
student departure and retention theories have provided a framework for higher education,
specifying that it is the university’s responsibility to provide support to guide the students
to successful completion (Tinto, 2012).

Tinto’s framework has been applied to numerous studies of student persistence in



postsecondary education. Although there is a large body of literature related to Tinto’s
theory within the 4-year institutional environment, there is less research at the community
college level. This could be attributed to the assumption that community colleges provide
students with fewer opportunities for integration and that the social aspect of
postsecondary education may be less appealing to students attending 2-year commuter
institutions.

One typical institutional response to Tinto’s work has been to implement
structured student support services designed to encourage integration. Community
colleges in particular have taken this approach. The underlying belief is that if colleges
provide enough structured opportunities for students to engage with the institution,
students will become integrated into the college and persist at higher rates. However, as
evidenced by the continuing low levels of persistence at these institutions, it is not clear
that such efforts have been effective, therefore reinforcing the value of this study to the
body of existing literature.

In summary, belonging and connectedness are measures of how successful
institutions are at making students feel welcome as individuals and are at the core of the
research questions for this study. The broad conceptual framework of this study is that
the relationship between advisor and advisee is important because advisors can serve as a
hub of connection for students, and community college students in particular. This
connection served as the foundation for research questions and interview protocols.
Significance of the Study

Academic advising is an essential part of the college student experience and can
have a strong effect on student satisfaction (Mottarella et al., 2004). Light (2001)

concluded that “good advising may be the single most underestimated characteristic of a



successful college experience” (p. 81). For example, according to the 2015-16 National
Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report, satisfaction with an advisor’s knowledge,
approachability, and concern for student success were all rated as highly important
factors for satisfaction to participants (Noel-Levitz, 2016). Additionally, academic
advising outcomes have been linked to student retention and persistence for decades
(Cuseo, 2002; Habley, 1981; Hemwell, 2008; Lowe & Toney, 2000; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993). It is especially important for students to build relationships
with their academic advisors through frequent contact (Barker & Mamiseishvili, 2014;
Bitz, 2010; Mottarella et al., 2004).

There is a great deal of research exploring students’ experiences and perceptions
of academic advising (Barnes et al., 2010; Fielstein et al., 1992; Hsu & Bailey, 2007;
Lowe & Toney, 2000; Mottarella et al., 2004; Propp & Rhodes, 2006; Saving & Keim,
1998). However, little of this research focuses on students who have had a primary role
advisor in a centralized advising center. Therefore, studying the student experience of a
primary role advisor within an advising center is important, as this research will to add to
the body of research of the student experience within this model. Additionally, studying
perspectives of the students is essential in understanding how the students contextualize
their advising experiences within the whole of their academic experience.

Further, studying advising in this context is important, because there is a large
body of research that supports the importance of out of class contact between faculty and
students (Astin, 1975; Kuh & Hu, 2001; Lamport, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1976;
Tinto, 1993). Since a shared advising model places responsibility for academic advising
with primary role advisors only for certain student populations, it is important to address

if students perceive a lack of opportunity to develop meaningful relationships in other

10



campus interactions.
Connection to the Vincentian Mission
Historically, community colleges have served highly diverse student bodies.
Much of the student enrollment comes from underrepresented communities. Many of
these underrepresented students may already face multiple barriers to success. The
Vincentian mission aims to provide education for all, especially those lacking economic,
physical, or social advantages. Understanding this population’s perceptions of academic
advising can foster the connection between the services provided and the mission inspired
by St. Vincent de Paul.
Research Questions
The primary focus of my research is to examine student perceptions of their
academic advising experiences with a primary role advisor at a 2-year suburban
community college. The following research questions were explored:
e What are students’ perceptions of barriers to effective academic advising?
e What are students’ perceptions of effective advising strategies or practices?
e How did students’ interactions with their advisors impact their sense of
connectedness to the college?
Design and Methods
The study utilized a case study approach to understand the lived experiences of
the subjects. Gaining the students’ perspective of their advising experiences allowed for
an in-depth understanding of the institutional and systemic strengths and weaknesses.
This research study employed purposeful sampling to obtain its participants, so that
sufficient data could be gathered in order to respond to the study’s research questions.

This process of purposeful sampling is important in qualitative research. As Maxwell

11



(2013) stated:

In this strategy, particular settings, persons, or activities are selected deliberately

to provide information that is particularly relevant to your questions and goals,

and can’t be gotten as well from other choices. Selecting those times, settings, and

individuals that can provide you with the information that you need to answer

your research question is the most important consideration in qualitative selection

decisions. (p. 98)
Identifying Participants and Sampling

When selecting the study participants, the goal is to identify a group who all had a
similar experience with the phenomenon being researched (Cresswell, 2014a, p. 206).
Therefore, the sample was purposeful, consisting of six individuals. To be eligible to
participate, the six students needed to be enrolled as degree-seeking students and have
completed at least two semesters, following Creswell’s (2014b) suggestion of obtaining a
heterogeneous group as participants. They also must have had at least one prior
experience with a professional academic advisor.

In addition, this study focused only on students who were liberal arts majors with
a GPA ranging from 2.1-3.2. This criterion was set to exclude both lower-performing and
higher-performing students. By interviewing participants who met the above outlined
criteria, many themes became evident in this context. To recruit participants, an email
was sent to all advisees who utilized the services of a full-time professional advisor, at
least once, between April 2020 and April 2021. This email asked these advisees to
indicate their interest in and willingness to participate in a research study by submitting a
Google Form.

After obtaining initial feedback from students who were interested in

12



participating, academic records were reviewed to identify those who meet the pre-
determined criteria. Once the list of interested participants was narrowed down, a
follow-up communication was sent via email to all eligible students who expressed
interest detailing the next steps. Six subjects were selected to participate in the research
study. Prior to the research process beginning, all necessary consent forms were
distributed to the students and signed by all participants.
Data Collection

The use of multiple data sources is important in case study research (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). Each participant met with a different full-time member of the professional
advisement staff at the research site for an advisement meeting. The advising session was
recorded with consent to allow for observation. Following their recorded advising
session, each participant then took part in a semi-structured interview process. The
interviews were also conducted via Zoom, using the transcription feature to support the
coding process. In addition, documents and artifacts such as follow-up emails and notes
made in the students’ degree audits were reviewed and examined for thematic
connections.
Definitions
Academic Advising:

The process of creating a partnership between advisor and advisee with the goal

of teaching students to maximize the benefit of their college experiences (Miller,

2012; O’Banion, 1972).
Centralized Advising Model:

There are three major delivery modes of advising: centralized, decentralized, and

shared (Pardee, 2004). Centralized advising is a delivery mode of advising in
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which all primary role and faculty advisors are housed in a central academic or
administrative unit (Pardee, 2004, para. 3).

Connectedness:
Involves the overall fit of the students with 