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WHY DO WE CARE (FOR OUR STUDENTS)?

Create rapport and build academic 
advising relationships. 

Plan and conduct successful advising 
interactions.

Engage in on-going assessment and 
development of the advising practice.

https://www.nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Pillars/CoreCompetencies.aspx

Academic advisors respond to and are accessible to others 
in ways that challenge, support, nurture, and teach. 
Advisors build relationships through empathic listening 
and compassion for students, colleagues, and others. 

NACADA Core Value

https://www.nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Pillars/CoreValues.aspx



 “College personnel have the responsibility of giving…outstanding academic 

 advising and a genuine caring attitude toward the student—inseparable 

 partners in higher education.” (Ford & Ford, 2009)

 “Students perceive the developmental approach to advising, as described by 
establishing rapport and demonstrating care for and support of the student, more 
favorably regardless of any additional advising approaches utilized…” (Walker et al., 2017)

 “Students…are more apt to engage in a partnership with someone on campus who 
exemplifies genuine care and concern.” (Gordon-Starks, 2015)

 “Rapport building represents an essential component of all advising interaction and is a 
critical element of trust building.” (McLellan, 2014)

 Building rapport and trust with your students is particularly important in the initial 
“Disarm” phase of appreciative advising (Bloom et al., 2014)

Why Do We Care (For Our Students)?



WHERE WE ADVISE:

■ Public, land-grant, research university with 97,136 students across 16 campuses

■ University Park is the largest campus, with 46,810 students

Department of Biology

*About ~1000 undergraduate students, most 

pre-health 

*Three professional advisers, two faculty 

advisers

*Still working to instill an advising culture

College of Engineering

*About ~8000 undergraduate students, ~3,400 
Pre-major students

*I see Pre-Major students in 1st & 2nd years, 
transition to faculty adviser

*Doubled in Pre-Major advisers over last few 
years, 8 professional advisers



ADVISING WOULD BE SO MUCH EASIER IF 
NOT FOR ALL THE STUDENTS…

Penn State’s student population has increased 10% over the last decade

How do we build rapport, trusting relationships, and demonstrate care for 
each student when there are so many of them?

Facing this challenge, we are forced to think critically about student 
engagement 



STUDENTS FEELING DESERTED? 
STEPS TOWARD RECONNECTING:

 Communicate
 Invite students to advising events each semester
 Limit mass emails
 Keep website updated and useful
 Make adviseradvisee communication as efficient as possible

 Advise large groups

 Show that each student is a priority, that each deserves your attention.
 Prepare a personalized advising approach for each appointment
 Respond to all student emails quickly

 How do you get to advisee satisfaction? Assess, assess, assess.
 Assessments let you know what’s working, what’s not, and generates new ideas



KEEP IN TOUCH – BUT NOT 
TOO MUCH!

 Don’t make it easier for students to ignore your emails
 Only send mass emails when necessary
 Brevity and Levity
 Catchy subject lines 
 Keep emails positive 

 Your advising webpage is only as useful as you make it
 Access to all the critical information students could 

possibly need
 Maintain accuracy and organization
 Upload commonly-needed advising documents



COMMUNICATE 
EFFICIENTLY

 Group Advising 
 Small enough to facilitate discussion, 

big enough for a variety of 
perspectives
 Common topics that students are 

interested in
 Keep in mind FERPA

 Mass Advising/College wide meetings
 Annual meetings with an entire 

year/cohort of students 
 Summary of what that class needs to 

know for the upcoming academic year
 Allows later one-on-one meetings to 

be more personalized



MAKE EVERY STUDENT FEEL VALUED

 Adapt each advising appointment to each student
 The importance of advising notes 
 Have a personalized outline of the appointment ready 

for each student before they walk in the door

 Respond promptly to student emails (decreases once 
start group advising)
 Digital communication is highly valued by this 

generation of college students (Gaines, 2014) 

 Makes students feel like they are your first priority 
(which they are!)



BIOLOGY ASSESSMENT

 Student feedback from adviser evaluations justifies (or 
discredits) our advising practices 

 Feedback from our students over the last three years:
 23% average response rate 
 “My adviser seems genuinely interested in my well-

being” – 98% Agree or Strongly Agree
 “Overall, I am satisfied with my academic adviser” –

97% Agree or Strongly Agree
 Graduate admission rate – 2015-19
 2015: 58%  2016: 76%  2017: 93%  2018: 96% 
 2019: 92% 



STUDENT FEEDBACK VALIDATES 
OUR ADVISING STRATEGIES 

 “Whenever we have meetings, I leave feeling encouraged, excited, and 
ready to take on the next challenge this major has to offer.”

 “Quickly responding to emails does a lot to quell the minor panic attacks 
that may occur during a semester.”

 “I was unaware that you had so many students on your roster at any time 
because you always made time for me. ”

 “My emails to you were always answered almost instantaneously. This 
was tremendously helpful and solved many crises for me.”

 “I never felt like ‘just a number’ in your office, which was great, especially 
being at such a large university.”

 “I felt that when I was in your office, you truly knew me as a student and a 
human being.”



PEER ADVISING: 
ENGINEERING PEER ADVISING LEADERS 
(EPALS)

 First-Year Engagement initiative to connect pre-major 
students to support services/engage with college

 Recognized peer to peer advising occurs no matter what

 Why not train upper-division in major students to serve as 
a peer advising resource?
 Promote academic excellence & student success
 Provide correct information for low-level advising
 Peer to peer connection, relatability, peer advice

 Allows for professional adviser to focus on more in depth 
conversations with advisees
 Engineering has large population of international students & 

sponsored students

 Unpaid, volunteer position

“Peer advising is an educational process in which 
students are intentionally connected with other 

students to support learning and success.”

Swisher, Elizabeth E., “Practical Considerations in Developing Peer Advising 
Programs”, The Pennsylvania State University Division of Undergraduate Studies, 
The Mentor: An Academic Advising Journal (March 18, 2013).



HOW WE GOT STARTED…

August 2018
Graduate Assistant 
hired to spearhead 
program

Fall 2018
GA learns about our office, 
dives into the research, 
talks to key stakeholders in 
the college and university 
to develop the program

Early Spring 2019
Interviews are held 
and offers made to 
upper-class students

End of Fall 2018 
Call for nominations 
for EPALs goes out to 
faculty & staff

Late Spring 2019 
Training sessions are held 
for the first cohort of 
EPALs to start Fall 2019

Summer 2019
Finalized plans for 
Fall implementation, 
website development, 
advertising program to 
all incoming first-year 
students at Orientation

Fall 2019
First cohort of 8 EPALs 
started seeing students, 
private office, continued 
to market program to 
pre-major students

Late Fall 2019-Spring 2020
Continued with recruitment 
process as in first year, 
secured 14 EPALs for 2020-
2021, developed Lead EPAL 
role, approval for new 
adviser position to lead the 
EPALs program!



BENEFITS OF PEER ADVISING

 Pre-major students
 Familiar student face in college
 1-on-1 interaction with trained student
 Gets them in the advising office in a “low-stakes” advising 

meeting
 Seen quicker on a drop-in basis
 Advice from student who has been through process

 EPALs
 Leadership, 1-on-1 communication, teamwork, 

collaboration
 Professional development opportunities
 Professional references



CHALLENGES, THINGS TO CONSIDER

 Private space for EPALs was important to us, allowed students to 
feel comfortable asking questions

 Documentation
 Worked with our advising notes system (Starfish) to create 

unique peer advising role. EPALs can’t see any student details or 
other notes, just record their conversation.

 Recruitment
 In year one we asked for nominations only, this past year we 

expanded to allow students to apply themselves (much higher 
yield, great pool of candidates)

 Peer advising training needs to be well planned, specific, and 
unique to your campus or college.
 FERPA, boundaries (role playing scenarios), referrals
 Due to COVID our training this past spring transitioned to online 

with our course planning tool, Canvas.

 Determine champions of the program across your campus/college 
and use them!
 This was the first of its kind at Penn State



EPAL ASSESSMENT 2019-2020

 Purpose of the study: Assess EPAL program success and make recommendations for improvement

 Surveyed professional advisers and staff, EPALs, and Pre-major students who saw the EPALs

Professional Adviser & Staff Findings:
• “it opens up time for more intensive 

conversations”
• “I can now spend more time with the 

more complicated questions 
involved in advising”

• “greatly reduced our workload”
• “students are asking different types 

of questions”
• “greatly influenced response time”
• “wish they could be here all day”

EPAL Findings:
• “[the EPALs program] is helping to 

bring students into the advising 
center who may otherwise go 
without using this resource”

• “I have encouraged them to... take 
advantage of the many academic 
resources available to them”

• “I believe I have improved my 
ability to communicate with 
people of various backgrounds”

• “the ability to listen actively, to be 
more empathetic”

Pre-major Student Findings:
• 99% said they would rate their overall 

experience as a 4 or 5 (on a 5-pt scale)
• 95% said they would be willing to meet 

with an EPAL again
• 99% said they were satisfied with the 

way the EPAL listened to them
• 95% said they were satisfied with the 

EPAL’s knowledge or expertise
• 98% said they were satisfied with the 

EPAL’s knowledge of campus resources
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WHAT STRATEGIES HAVE YOU USED TO ADVISE A LARGE 
STUDENT ROSTER?

OPEN DISCUSSION

PLEASE SHARE YOUR THOUGHTS WITH US!

JEN SALTSGIVER JLR46@PSU.EDU
JOEL WATERS JOELWATERS@PSU.EDU

HOW HAVE YOU ADVOCATED FOR MORE 



#NACADA20virtual

Please give your valuable feedback to the presenter(s)!
• Access the session evaluation using this link: 

http://bit.ly/nacada20virtual
• Enter the corresponding Session ID; located in the app. 
• Answer the questions and submit your evaluation! 

WE NEED YOUR FEEDBACK!

http://bit.ly/nacada20virtual
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