
The Biology Department began the transition from a 
long-standing faculty advisor model to a professional 
advisor model in Summer 2013. Over the course of 
several years and a college level organizational 
change, additional advisors were added until we 
reached an advising staff of six. An unexpected 
consequence for our office was a feeling of isolation 
from the Biology Department since our advisors are 
now supervised by a centralized office. This, along 
with changes to compensation levels, contributed to 
accelerated turnover in advisors from 2017-2019. We 
saw initial improvements in student satisfaction when 
we first transitioned to professional advising, but 
there was a sharp rise in student dissatisfaction 
during the time of accelerated turnover. Additionally, 
since faculty members were not participating in 
formal advising, we lost some student/faculty 
interaction that occurred outside of classes, and a 
faculty disconnection with the role of advising –
especially for new faculty hired after the transition. 
Here we address efforts to recognize advisors as 
integral members of the academic department. We 
also address ways to be purposeful in achieving 
faculty engagement with initiatives.

Student comments (not shown) had consistent 
themes:
• Student comments more positive when

• given advisor choice
• advisor present one year or more
• advisor knowledgeable about all policies, 

curriculum, careers, study abroad etc.
• Student comments more negative when

• advisor turnover high
• advisors inconsistent in response or knowledge 
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Faculty advising remodeled as mentoring has 
multiple benefits
• Reduction in required knowledge about policies
• No need for training in advising software
• Mentoring was often the part of advising that 

faculty members enjoyed
• Opportunity to recruit future graduate students

Initiatives and Events
• Departmental Welcome Week Open House
• Sophomore Transition Meet and Greet
• Transfer Fair
• Coffee Chats
• Graduation – name readers, planning, volunteers
• Undergraduate Research
• Faculty and course features on social media

• Advisors invited to faculty meetings and placed on 
email lists

• Fund professional development opportunities as 
equal members of the department 

• Share biographies and photos of newly hired 
advisors

• Introduce advisors at faculty meetings
• Advisor ownership of events and initiatives they 

design
• Promotion of advisor accomplishments to 

department
• Promote faculty and advisor interactions

• Advisors tour labs/facilities with faculty
• Advisors meet with faculty when faculty have 

questions (recognition as expert)
• Advisors invited to join departmental 

committees (curriculum committee, web 
presence committee etc.)

• Recommended that advisors and faculty 
workspaces are in the same academic building.

• Departmental award nominations
• Invitations to social gatherings and retreats as part 

of department – not guests of the department
• Social media for department maintained by 

advising staff

• Secure an advocate to facilitate changes 
(Department level preferred; Dean’s level and 
above is minimum)

• Director/Assistant Directors of Advising
• Director of Undergraduate Studies
• Associate Chair
• Assistant/Associate Deans

• Goal is to create a culture of mutual respect for a 
shared mission

• Advisors and faculty members must understand 
that student success is a partnership

• Advisors and faculty should work together to create 
and improve upon departmental goals.

• Funding problems yield high turnover 
• Salaries outside of department control
• Professional dev. funds inconsistent across units
• New HR and promotion structure without raises

• Faculty engagement/mentorship is service - and 
not requirement

• Lack of governance representation via voting
• Some steps made at college/university level 

with re-establishment of staff councils and 
modification of some by-laws but still under-
represented

• Advisor voting rights on curricular matters in 
departments given crucial knowledge advisors 
possess due to level of interaction with 
curriculum and students on daily basis

• Faculty underinformed on the roles of professional 
advisors (i.e. how we help students; what we can 
and can’t do)
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Figure 1. Student responses to the question “I was able to obtain helpful 

curricular information from the Biology Advising Team” on the Department of 

Biology Graduation Exit Survey; Neutral responses not included. Students are 

required to fill out the survey to initiate the graduation process for the 

Biology major (survey was optional in 2016-2017).  Number of responses (n) 

varied due to compliance and size of graduating class: n2016-2017=181 n2017-

2018=350 n2018-2019=397 n2019-2020=396 n2020-2021=73  (AY2020-2021 includes 

graduation checkouts received through Sept. 11, 2020)
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