Getting  to  Know  Advisees  Effectively

By Joseph E. Williams

Getting to know advisees effectively is a very broad but important topic.  Webster defines effective as:  “ready for service or action.”  Effective academic advising, therefore, requires advisors who are ready for service.  From my perspective there are two essential components for effective advising or a state of advising readiness.  The first component is a thorough knowledge of areas in which advisors are called on or are responsible for giving advice.  The second, no less important than the first, is the ability to counsel students effectively and develop a good advisor-advisee relationship.

In most academic institutions, advisors receive very little advisor training or instruction and advising receives low professional priority and recognition.  Although  effective academic advising requires training and study, academic advising is looked upon by some faculty as an “extra duty” which is expected of them.  Yet, advising is one of the most important and often overlooked responsibilities of educators.  Advising can and should be both a  professionally and personally rewarding experience.


The purpose of this paper is to identify those areas where advisor’s need knowledge and to outline methods of improving the knowledge base in counseling students and maintaining a good advisor-advisee relationship.  These procedures complement the role and mission of the academic excellence by students.  The advisor’s knowledge base and counseling skills are important in getting to know advisees effectively.

Major Knowledge Areas:  The knowledgeable advisor must be able to answer questions or refer students to people who can assist in solving the unanswered questions or problems.  Advisor skills are required to answer questions that may range from routine enrollment questions to those which go beyond the advisor’s level of knowledge or competence.  Key subject matter areas where advisors need a solid knowledge base must first be discussed.

Departmental Course and Instructor Familiarity:  Advisors should be familiar with current policies and administrative procedures within the department which relate to advising, academic matters, and course requirements.  Advisors need to be knowledgeable concerning the frequency with which courses are taught, course content, prerequisite(s), and sequencing.  This information is important when deciding which courses can be substituted or are essential in meeting the university, college, and/or departmental requirements for graduation.  Knowledge about course content is valuable when advising students on courses to take in meeting career or personal objectives.

Periodic course reviews can familiarize advisors with the content of department courses.  At Oklahoma State University, we found it very beneficial to have course reviews every two or three years.  The instructor of each course discusses or provides an overview of 

his course including objectives, texts, references, material and concepts taught and advising faculty.  Course reviews are typically accomplished in a one day session scheduled at a place outside the office yet within immediate telephone reach to minimize distractions.  All course outlines have been compiled and are distributed to faculty in the form of a handbook.

One method of improving the knowledge base concerning non-agricultural economics courses is through seminars and written communications with teaching and/or advising faculty of other departments.

University Policies and Procedures:  Two useful methods of educating academic advisors about University policies and procedures are used at Oklahoma State University.  First, a university wide committee developed and distributed an easily updated American Advisor’s Handbook.  The handbook was organized and written so as to be of maximum usefulness to academic advisors.  The handbook provides information on policies, procedures, forms, and routing steps which are not available in the university catalog.  The second method of educating academic advisors in again through department or college level meetings.

University Student Services:   The university community places many expectations and demands on students in the course of identifying., developing, and achieving academic and personal goals.  These expectations and demands may create questions, pressures, problems, and/or needs for the individual student.  It is important that the advisor assist or be able to refer the advisee to the correct place in the university system (or in some cases outside the university system) for assistance or direction.  Areas in addition to academic matters where advisors need basic knowledge include:


1.
available counseling services


2.
financial assistance information


3.
student housing


4.
food services


5.
student health service


6.
information concerning student organizations and student life

Advisors can gain information and wisdom in each of these areas over time as they are forced to deal with problems or questions.  Perhaps a better way to gain knowledge is to provide readily available lists of names and telephone numbers of persons who can assist in solving presented problems.  This listing provides a very efficient means of reference for the academic advisor.

Seminars and discussion sessions where directors of various types of student services discuss the objectives and functions of their respective areas are also a useful way to gain insights into available services.

Career Development and Job Placement:    One of the best ways to recruit and motivate top quality undergraduate students is to have viable job market for 

graduates.  Even with a depressed agricultural economy there are jobs for the “good students.”  Good jobs beget good students, and the advisor is a catalyst in this process.

One of the most important and basic areas in which advisors must be knowledgeable is career development.  Information concerning job opportunities and requirements is essential in developing curriculum, advising, and educating students with respect to career opportunities and course selection.

The advisor needs to be in contact continually with people responsible for recruiting and hiring agricultural economics graduates.  One efficient way to gain insights is to dine with the potential employer or perhaps to invite the interviewer back for a special meeting with advisors or student organizations to discuss a particular profession.  At Oklahoma State University, advisors are often requested to go to lunch with interviewers.   Typically these arrangements are handled through the Dean’s Office.  Another method used to keep abreast of job opportunities and career development is to survey former graduates of your department.  Determine in what areas too much or too little training was received.  Use this information in advising students and designing curriculum.

