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BACKGROUND / DISCUSSION 

Academic Advising is a critical student service our institutions. Academic advising ensures 

students have the support, information and tools needed for academic success and to 

complete degree programs. There are many elements involved in the advising process, and 

likewise, a variety of ways that universities deploy academic advising. The structure of 

advising varies by campus based on what best serves students at a particular institution. 

The South Dakota Board of Regents sought to better understand the functions of academic 

advisors and the structure of advising at the Regental institutions. The following report 

qualitatively captures the different advising methods currently in use through summaries 

provided by each institution. Faculty advisors and professional advisors were queried about 

their day-to-day functions, promising practices, and issues that they believe impede 

students from staying at Regental institutions.  

 

As the Board continues to work on additional funding opportunities for students with high 

financial need, it is imperative to provide students with advising services that provide 

students with the highest chance for academic success. 

 

IMPACT AND RECOMMENDATION 

The report identifies a number of themes related to advising communication strategies, 

reasons students drop courses, and system-wide success initiatives. The report also 

identifies opportunities for further research and investigation. These include indications by 

students that they drop out of school due to homesickness, mental health issues, and a lack 

of sense of belonging or community at their university. In addition, the report indicates that 

the system should engage in sharing best practices between institutions to maximize 

investments in advising resources. 
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Introduction 
 

Academic Advising is a critical student service at an institution of higher education. Academic advising 

ensures that students have the support, information and tools needed to be successful in their college career. 

There are many elements involved in academic advising, and likewise, there are a variety of ways that 

academic advising in deployed at a university. Advising is typically housed in academic or student affairs, 

and includes a number of individuals that provide resources to students. Ultimately, the structure of an 

advising department is intended to best serve the students at that particular Regental Institution.  

The South Dakota Board of Regents sought to better understand the functions of academic advisors and 

structure of advising at the Regental Institutions, capturing this qualitatively through a survey of advisors, 

and through summaries of advising provided by each institution. Academic advisors of both faculty and 

professional were queried about their day-to-day functions, promising practices, and issues that they believe 

impede students from staying at Regental Institutions.  

A number of themes were identified among professional advisors surrounding communication strategies, 

reasons students drop, and system wide success initiatives.  These themes are illustrative of a few of the 

strategies that advisors utilize in their day-to-day work to ensure student success. As the South Dakota 

Board of Regents continues to work to provide additional funding opportunities to our most economically 

challenged students, it is worthwhile to highlight all of the work that each institution does to ensure the 

success of these and all types of students. The continued efforts to provide the highest quality student 

success initiatives demonstrate a commitment to these students by the Regental Institutions, and to 

constituents responsible for making funding decisions.  

Through the analysis process, opportunities for further research were identified. These include the potential 

to study the theme that students drop due to homesickness, mental health issues, and a lack of sense of 

belonging or community at their university. Another opportunity is further research into faculty advising, 

and offering training for faculty advisors, or consideration that professional advisors may be better suited 

to handle student follow-up, and that faculty advisors may be best equipped to mentor students. A final 

opportunity also includes further cross-institutional communication regarding best practices, being able to 

utilize the expertise and experience at each institution to inform practices at all of them would provide a 

mechanism to make the most of all of the available student advising resources.   
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Themes 
 

Communication: 
Method: (voice phone, email, face-to-face, text) 

Advisors utilize many types of communication to reach out to their students including email, text, phone 

and face-to-face meetings. The form of communication is decided upon by what works best for each student 

and the nature and priority of the message being communicated. Advisors vary their methods of 

communication with students who fail to respond to initial outreach attempts in an effort to connect with 

students who are “waiting to be engaged”. 

 

Frequency:  

Advisors contact students with varied frequency. Among professional advisors, communication of some 

form typically occurs on a bi-weekly basis. Advisors commonly mentioned that being pro-active in 

communication about critical topics is important, but that must be balanced by not over-burdening the 

student with text messages, calls, or email. Faculty advisors may see students on a more frequent face-to-

face basis if the student is taking a course from that faculty member, which allows for impromptu 

conversations and opportunities to set up appointments if needed.  

 

Prioritizing:  

Advisors prioritize their communication strategy to students based on critical junctures in the semester, risk 

status, and student desire. For example, advisors typically initiate communication with students to inform 

them about upcoming processes or deadlines, when they receive information indicating that a student is 

experiencing difficulty or is celebrating a success, or at critical points in the year when students are known 

to leave the institution. Some advisors utilize reports that are run prior to the start of the semester to identify 

their students early. They reach out to their students before they matriculate to ensure that the students are 

adequately prepared. Most SDBOR campuses have an early alert program that also triggers advisor contact 

in the first weeks of the semester. Further, mid-term deficiency report and withdraw deadline require 

advisors to check in with particular students.   

 

Topics:  

Topics of conversation at advising meetings include academic planning, advising policies and strategies, 

opportunities to advocate for students, along with personal, social and emotional needs of the student. 

Advisors are often the first person that a student will express concern to if they are considering dropping 

one or all courses. This function of the advisor position is critical, because they have the ability to assist the 

student with troubleshooting academic, personal or other problems they are experiencing that could impact 

their success. 
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Tracking/Documentation:  

Communication between students and advisors is documented differently depending on advisor and 

institution. These differences are primarily dependent on which technology tool is employed at each 

institution, but also can be impacted by advisor One caveat to this is that the systems are not shared among 

institution. Some advisors utilize a spreadsheet; others use a software system that all advisors have the 

ability to view. One caveat to this is that the systems are not shared among institutions. 

 

 

Drops/Withdraws/Risk/Retention:  
Drop Reasons:  

Reasons for drops varied but the most common factors include mental health concerns, family issues, work, 

finances, federal aid eligibility, mental health issues (anxiety and lack of confidence) and academic support. 

Many advisors indicated that students dropped because they were homesick, or didn’t feel a sense of 

belonging on the campus, not because they were academically underprepared or in warning status. Students 

typically drop after breaks, such as summer, Thanksgiving, or Christmas.  

 

Drop/Withdraw Prevention:  

Advisors anticipate student needs through thorough understanding of academic calendar, and student 

characteristics. They also anticipate student needs and potential drops through understanding and expertise 

in their particular advising area, such as General Studies, Athletics, Distance, etc. Through their explanation 

it appears that a critical feature of a successful advising program includes specialized advisors, or 

minimally, advisors that have a thorough understanding not only of the program in which they advise, but 

the unique student needs that arise in that particular area.  

Regental advisors utilize advising software or advising sheets to ensure consistency, timing, accuracy, and 

frequency of communication. Faculty advisors appear to typically engage with students when it is time to 

register for courses, or when they identify one of their students on a warning list.  

Professional advisors spoke about a genuine sense of commitment to the student and understanding their 

needs. As illustrated below, this finding was not as consistent among faculty advisors:  

“I believe just showing that I’m involved and I care about their education….. They are non-traditional students who 

have families and careers outside of their academics at SDSU. I am able to get to know each student personally and 

really connect with each one.” (Professional Advisor in BGS program) 

“I do very little follow up with students unless they ask for help.  As a teacher with a full load, I do not have time to 

babysit my students.   They are in college, and I feel it is their responsibility to ask for help.   If they do ask, I will try 

my best to find answers for them and get them moving in the right direction.” (faculty member) 
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Matriculation / Success Initiatives:  
Advising to 15 hours:  

Most advisors discussed the importance of placing students in at least 12 – 15 credit hours, and many 

mentioned that they always start discussions at 15 hours (or 30 per year). Nursing advisors encourage their 

students to take 14 – 16 credits per semester.  

I advise them that they need to average 16 credit hours/semester to graduate in 4 years.  If I feel an incoming 

student looks weak, then I may advise them to only take the minimum of 12 hours.  (faculty) 

 

 

Math Pathways:  

Most of the respondents were familiar with Math Pathways, and the initiatives that students be placed in 

credit-bearing math (and English) courses that are mapped to their academic program.  
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Institutional Advising Processes 
 

South Dakota School of Mines and Technology:  

Organization of Advising at South Dakota School of Mines and Technology 

Academic Advising 

 The faculty ‘own’ advising; however, students’ needs spread beyond what falls under the rubric of 

‘academic advising’ as defined in the collective bargaining agreement. SD Mines has worked for 

years to improve advising effectiveness without impinging on department autonomy. Registrar and 

SSC staff co-host comprehensive advising workshops. Data from the Second Year Student 

Assessment and Student Satisfaction Inventory results are segmented by program and sent regularly 

to department heads. A campus-wide advising survey that the heads can segment by academic 

advisor was deployed in spring 2018. 

Student Success Center 

 Our most recent strategic plan included the following: Action Step 1-B-1: “Establish a Student 

Success Center specializing in advising of first-year students while being available to all 

undergraduate students.” Finally, in fall 2016, a Center was created in the heart of the student center 

where it could become a hub for mentoring, student collaboration, studying, participation in team-

based learning, and networking with other students and faculty.   Every semester, Center staff 

participate in orientation and make sure every student receives a digital and hardcopy of a support 

resources crib sheet.  

 The Success Center is staffed by a director, a mentor, and a pre-heath program advisor. The director 

chairs the Early Alert Team and the Retention Planning Group. The Foundation is engaged in 

raising funds to greatly expand the student center such that student support services can be 

broadened and centralized in a welcoming, high-traffic area next to the residence halls. 

Tutoring 

 Tutoring services are provided in many venues across campus. The demand for tutoring is tracked 

closely to identify emerging needs. The Tech Learning Center is the official center for tutoring, but 

it is in the basement of the library. As the Success Center becomes established, the director has 

initiated many creative ways of marketing and providing tutoring when, where, and how students 

want it. 

Services in the Division of Student Development 

 Student Health Services  

 Office of Residence Life and Community Standards  

 University Counseling and ADA services (NOTE: University Counseling staff meet every other 

year with every academic department to discuss interventions, bystander training, and services.) 

 Career and Professional Development Center  

 Ivanhoe International Center  

 Multicultural Affairs (and center)  

 Student Activities and Leadership Center  

 Student Association (i.e., student senate)  

 Veterans Resource Center  

 Newman Center (affiliated)  

 International Student House (affiliated)  

 Muslim Student Association (affiliated)  

 Lutheran Campus Ministries (affiliated)  
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South Dakota State University: 

Organization of Academic Advising at South Dakota State University 

South Dakota State University employs a mixed model of academic advising, using both professional 

academic advisors and faculty advisors. Oversight for academic advising is provided by the Office of 

Academic Affairs.  

Advising for First-Year Students:  All first-year students at SDSU are assigned to a professional academic 

advisor who uses a holistic approach to support students with their transition to college and with building 

a strong academic foundation in their chosen degree program. Most first-year students are assigned to an 

advisor in the First Year Advising Center, with the exception of students in the College of Nursing, College 

of Pharmacy and Allied Health Professions, Human Biology Program, and 2-year Agricultural Sciences 

program. First-year students in these colleges and programs are assigned a professional academic advisor 

employed by and located in their college or department. The First Year Advising Center is located in the 

Wintrode Student Success Center with the campus tutoring and Supplemental Instruction program and the 

Academic Success and Recovery Program.  

Advising Beyond Year One:  Students with a declared major, high credit completion rates, and a 2.0 or 

higher GPA transition from the First Year Advising Center to an advisor in their academic program after 

completing two full semesters at SDSU. First-year students advised in programs outside of the First Year 

Advising Center remain with their assigned advisor through degree completion. Each college has an 

Advising Coordinator who assists with providing leadership to advising initiatives; however, advising 

models and reporting lines vary by college, as indicated below. 

College of Agriculture, Food & Environmental Sciences:   

 The College of Agriculture, Food & Environmental Sciences (CAFES) utilizes a mixed 

advising model, with a combination of professional academic advisors and faculty advisors 

year two and beyond.  

 The Dairy & Food Science department has developed a dedicated faculty advisor model, 

through which one faculty member identified as a premier academic advisor serves as the 

advisor for all students enrolled in Dairy & Food Science majors.  

 Advisors in CAFES report to department leadership, and the Associate Dean for Academic 

Programs provides leadership to advising and student success activities. 

College of Arts, Humanities & Social Sciences:   

 The College of Arts, Humanities & Social Sciences (CAHSS) utilizes a mixed advising 

model, with a combination of professional academic advisors and faculty advisors year two 

and beyond.  

 The English department has developed a dedicated faculty advisor model, through which 

one faculty member identified as a premier academic advisor serves as the advisor for all 

students enrolled in the English major and the Associate’s degree in General Studies.  

 The Economics department, School of Communication & Journalism, School of Design, 

School of Performing Arts, and Bachelor of General Studies program have employed fully 

professional advising models.  

 Advisors in CAHSS report to department leadership, and the Dean of the college provides 

leadership to advising and student success activities. 

College of Education & Human Sciences:   

 The College of Education & Human Sciences (CEHS) employs a fully professional 

advising model year two and beyond.  
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 Advisors in CEHS report to the Dean of the college, who provides leadership to advising 

and student success activities. 

College of Natural Sciences:   

 The College of Natural Sciences (CNS) utilizes a mixed advising model, with a 

combination of professional academic advisors and faculty advisors year two and beyond.  

 The Chemistry & Biochemistry department has developed a dedicated faculty advisor 

model, through which one faculty member identified as a premier academic advisor serves 

as the advisor for all students enrolled in Chemistry & Biochemistry majors.  

 The Biology & Microbiology department has employed fully professional advising model. 

 Advisors in CNS report to department leadership, and the Associate Dean for Academics 

& Student Services provides leadership to advising and student success activities. 

College of Nursing:   

 The College of Nursing (CoN) employs a fully professional advising model year one and 

beyond.  

 Advisors in CoN report to the Director of Nursing Student Services, who provides 

leadership to advising and student success activities. 

College of Pharmacy & Allied Health Professions:   

 The College of Pharmacy & Allied Health Professions (CPAHP) employs a fully 

professional advising model year one and beyond.  

 Advisors in CPAHP report to the Associate Dean for Student Services, who provides 

leadership to advising and student success activities. 

Jerome J. Lohr College of Engineering:   

 The Jerome J. Lohr College of Engineering (CoE) utilizes a mixed advising model.  

 In partnership with the First Year Advising Center, a professional academic advisor advises 

first- and second-year students in Mechanical Engineering and Civil & Environmental 

Engineering. Students transition from the professional advisors in CoE and the First Year 

Advising Center to faculty advisors, with the exception of Agricultural & Biosystems 

Engineering (ABE), which employs a fully professional advising model.  

 The professional advisor in CoE reports to the Assistant Director of the First Year Advising 

Center.  

 The professional advisor in ABE reports to ABE department leadership. 

 Faculty advisors in CoE report to department leadership, and the Associate Dean for 

Academics & Extension provides leadership to advising and student success activities. 

 

Retention Advisors:  In addition to academic advisors, some students at SDSU are assigned to Retention 

Advisors who are charged with improving the retention rate for a select population of students. Reporting 

lines for Retention Advisors vary, with some reporting through Academic Affairs and some reporting 

through Student Affairs. Retention Advisors conduct success coaching activities with students and 

coordinate programs proven to positively affect retention for their identified target population. 
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Northern State University: 

Organization of Academic Advising at Northern State University 

The academic advising program at Northern State University is designed to serve students through 

professional academic advisors who help them with a variety of needs, including course registration, 

transition to college life, early alert notifications, career planning, and a host of other needs that they 

encounter during their college career.  Since NSU used a federal Title III grant to create this new academic 

advising program centered around professional academic advisors, both retention and student satisfaction 

with academic advising has risen dramatically.  The program is essentially the same for all Colleges and 

Schools at NSU, and the professional advisors for each area report to the respective Deans or Directors in 

that area.  The overall program resides in Academic Affairs and is overseen by an Advising Council that 

meets regularly.  A student survey is conducted each spring semester to help evaluate the program.   

NSU’s academic advising program is organized as below: 

 Students with a declared major are assigned a professional academic advisor in the respective 

College or School. 

 Students who have not declared a major are assigned a professional academic advisor in the 

University College until they declare, when they are then transferred to a professional academic 

advisor in that respective College or School. 

 Students who are admitted conditionally are assigned a professional academic advisor in the 

University College until they can declare a major, when they are then transferred to a professional 

academic advisor in that respective College or School. 

 Students seeking a Bachelor’s degree in General Studies are assigned a professional academic 

advisor in the College of Arts and Sciences. 

 Students seeking an Associate’s degree in General Studies are assigned a professional academic 

advisor in the University College. 

 Students self-identifying as Native American/Alaska Native are assigned to the Director of the 

American Indian Circle Program (AICP), who serves as their academic advisor for their first year, 

or if undeclared until they declare a major.  If a student has a declared major the professional 

academic advisor in that area is listed as a second academic advisor for the student.  The AICP is 

housed in the University College. 

 Students who participate in the federal grant funded TRIO-Student Support Services program are 

assigned a TRIO-SSS academic advisor for their first year, or if undeclared until they declare a 

major.  If a student has a declared major the professional academic advisor in that area is listed as 

a second academic advisor for the student.  TRIO-SSS is housed in the University College. 
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Dakota State University: 

Organization of Academic Advising at Dakota State University 

Information not received.  

 

 

University of South Dakota: 

Organization of Academic Advising at University of South Dakota 

USD employs a mixed model of academic advising, using both professional academic advisors and faculty 

advisors. Oversight for academic advising is provided by the Office of Academic Affairs.  
 

Advising for First-Year Students:  About two-thirds of freshmen both on-campus and online are assigned 

to professional advisors in the Academic and Career Planning Center.  Students interested in degrees within 

the School of Business or Elementary, Physical, or Special Education are advised by the professional 

advisors located in the student services centers within those schools.  Dental Hygiene also has a professional 

advisor assigned to its first-year students. 

Nursing and Addiction Studies have professional advisors responsible for all majors completing their 

degrees online. 

First-year students who major within the College of Fine Arts are assigned faculty advisors by their 

departmental offices. 

Advising after 45 credit hours:  After reaching 45 credit hours (or thereabouts), students assigned to 

professional advisors in the Academic and Career Planning Center (ACPC) and other offices are moved to 

faculty advisors in the College of Arts and Sciences or to professional advisors within their School or 

College.  Students with more than 45 credit hours may remain assigned to professional advisors in the 

Academic and Career Planning Center if they have not declared a major or if the advisor and student 

determine that the student is not fully committed to an academic program.  The Academic and Career 

Planning Center advises very few students who have earned 60 or more credit hours. 

College of Arts and Sciences: 

 Faculty advisors are assigned to students with 45 credit hours or more  

 Students may seek advising advice from professional advisors in the ACPC, but are no 

longer assigned to an advisor in that office. 

School of Education 

 Professional advisors in the School of Education are assigned Secondary and Kinesiology 

majors with 45 credit hours or more 

 Professional advisors in the School of Education maintain advising assignments for 

Elementary Education, Physical Education, and Special Education majors. 

School of Business 

 Professional advisors are assigned to students upon matriculation and remain with those 

students until graduation. 

Division of Health Sciences 
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 Faculty advisors are assigned to on-campus students with 45 credit hours or more in 

Addiction Studies, Dental Hygiene, Social Work, and Medical Lab Science. 

 Nursing and Addiction Studies have professional advisors responsible for all majors 

completing their degree online. 

 Professional advisors are assigned to online and on-campus students with 45 credit hours 

or more in Health Sciences. 

 Professional advisors are assigned to on-campus Nursing students, once they have been 

accepted into the program. 

College of Fine Arts   

 Faculty advisors are assigned to students upon matriculation and remain with those 

students until graduation. 

 

 

Retention Advisors:  In addition to academic advisors, some students at USD are additionally assigned to 

Retention Advisors.  Retention Advisors are assigned to students who have identified themselves as Native 

American; students who are accepted to USD through academic appeals; or students who could benefit 

from an additional guidance, as determined by the director of the Academic and Career Planning Center.  

 

 

Black Hills State University: 

Organization of Academic Advising at Black Hills State University 

Advising 2019 

 

The Recruitment and Retention Specialists (R&Rs) are professional advisors embedded within each 

of our colleges. The R&Rs advise students with a variety of academic and career planning needs.  They are 

assigned as advisors to undecided students, at-risk students, and those admitted conditionally.  They manage 

the Exploratory Studies programs for students coming to BHSU without a declared major.  The R&Rs also 

assist students in understanding general education core requirements, assist students with the development of 

study skills and time/stress management techniques as well as with career readiness.  Dual-Credit students 

are assigned to the Dual-Credit R&R for advising. Advisement services are provided to all degree-seeking 

and dual-credit students regardless of how or where the program is delivered.  

All students are assigned a primary faculty advisor as soon as they declare a major.  Native American 

students are also advised through the Center for American Indian Studies. Athletes are provided advisement 

through the Recruitment and Retention Specialists, their faculty advisors, and the Athletic Department (the 

Compliance Director and the Faculty Athletic Representative). All students with fewer than 60 hours are 

required to meet with an advisor prior to enrollment each semester regardless of the mode of delivery. On-

line programs, including Business Administration – Management, Master of Science in Strategic Leadership, 

Master of Science in Curriculum and Instruction, Master of Education in Reading, Master of Science in 

Secondary Education, and Master of Science in Sustainability have designated faculty advisors. Students at 

the Rapid City location are assigned program advisors (faculty) as well as having access to the R&Rs located 

in Rapid City.  
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Student Support Services (SSS) is a federally funded TRIO program that assists low income, first 

generation students and students with disabilities to succeed in post-secondary education. This program is 

funded to serve 200 students per year. Services provided by SSS include tutoring, counseling, advising, and 

other support needed to achieve satisfactory progress. Students with disabilities receive accommodations 

based on documentation of their disabilities. 

In addition to the assignment of primary and secondary advisors, a number of advising tools are 

available to students and faculty. Faculty have access to advisor training through a program initiated by 

Academic Affairs, training in the use of Starfish Student Success System, program status sheets updated 

regularly by the Registrar’s Office, and plans of study developed by program faculty. 

Until this fall, WebAdvisor was available to students to register for classes, check grades and financial 

aid, and monitor bills. WebAdvisor also allowed faculty members to monitor advisee lists, assign grades, check 

class schedules and rosters, and assist advisees in registration.  We assume that the new Banner Self-Service 

combined with DegreeWorks will function similarly for faculty and students. 

Starfish Student Success System is an early-warning and student-tracking system that makes it possible 

for BHSU to take a more holistic approach to student success. The Starfish system allows faculty to raise 

"tracking items," such as missed assignments, low quiz and test scores, and poor attendance. These tracking 

items automatically notify the faculty advisors--as well as any other relevant faculty or staff member--of a 

student's potential problems. The system allows students to schedule appointments with their professors easily 

and advisors to follow their students' progress. In addition, instructors and advisors can use Starfish to send 

reminders and to commend students for positive performance. 
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Recommendations for BOR consideration:  

System adoption of Education Advisory Board (EAB) student advising software tool may assist faculty 

with scheduling student appointments, reaching out to students, and equip all faculty, and all advisors to 

see student activity and standing regardless of their home institution. This would allow for more fluid 

communication to students. Use of the tool would equip online and on-campus students the ability to easily 

schedule appointments with their advisor.  

Consider further research into the phenomenon of student drops due to homesickness. Specifically, consider 

how this issue can be better addressed at institutions to prevent students from dropping. Consider 

researching communication strategies to work with parents/guardians on how to support students through 

this in order to prevent student drops due to homesickness. One suggestion from advising leadership is to 

consider how to work with students through messaging and other communication to educate them on the 

challenges students face regarding homesickness, in order to prepare them to provide more support to their 

students while they are away from. 

Consider further research on addressing the issue that students drop because they do not feel they fit into 

the campus culture. Explore further if this occurs at a high volume, and work with advisors and other key 

offices that have student contact (faculty and professional) to identify new mechanisms to ensure students 

feel a sense of community at their home campus.  

Another suggestion from campus advising administration would be to provide Appreciative 

Education/customer service training to all offices with high level of student contact. Students should feel 

immediately welcomed when they walk into any office on campus. First-year students often make their 

decision to leave an institution in the few weeks of their first semester of college. If a student has subpar 

interactions with a couple of offices in their first week or two on campus, it may already be too late to retain 

that student.   

Consider further research into affordability as a reason students drop. Many students choose to attend an 

out of state institution because of the cost, as mentioned by advisors.  
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