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Abstract

This study seeks to understand the perceptions of advisors and students about the TRIO
Student Support Services they provide or receive, with particular attention to how their
perceptions relate to best practice theories of developmental and prescriptive advising behaviors.
By comparing the perceptions of stakeholders to the theory behind the services, a better
understanding of the current advising practice of Student Support Services (SSS) is obtained.
Data for this study were derived from the Academic Advising Inventory (AAI), a compilation of
both advisors’ and students’ perceptions of services in SSS. Observations and quantitative data
were used in this study.

Five advisors and 25 students from three institutions participated in this study. Advisors
and students overwhelmingly perceived developmental advising in observed advising sessions;
however, advisors’ and students’ scores widely ranged. Advisors tended to overscore their
advising behavior and students tended to underscore their advisors’ advising behavior.
Inconsistencies were detected of perceptions of topic/activity frequency between advisors,
students and me. Students also reported being “very satisfied” with the advising services they
received in the SSS programs.

Results of this study can be used to: 1) identify optimum advising behaviors in Student Support
Services; 2) raise the importance and recognition level on the differences and similarities of
advisor and student perceptions of services which can and do have an impact on the creation of
advising policies; 3) recognize and understand kinds of discrepancies and homogeneity of
advisor and student perceptions of advising services to assist and support the needs of
disadvantaged students; 4) assess, design or revise advising training programs for SSS advisors

and possibly for campus-wide advisor training programs as well.
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Introduction

As an advisor in a TRIO program, I will never truly understand the impact that my
services have had on my student advisees. Every now and then, students may return to my office
to express their gratitude for the role that I, as an advisor, played in their subsequent academic
success. Such a visit may occur at some milestone in their academic career, such as at
graduation or acceptance into a competitive degree program. Otherwise, and for the most part,
most students come and go, and I, as an advisor, never truly come to understand the part that I
played in helping students achieve their academic goals.

The same holds true for my relationship with at-risk students. Most of the time, at-risk
students receive Student Support Services (SSS) advising and then move on, never to be seen nor
heard from again. Very often, at-risk students themselves do not understand what their academic
journey would have been like without this significant person—their SSS advisor—in their lives.
At-risk students, like all students, need advisement in order to become academically and socially
integrated into post-secondary education (Tinto, 1975). Student Support Services programs
were created, in part, to address the special needs of at-risk students and to offer guidance
directing them to earning a baccalaureate degree (Burd, 1999; Devaries, 2002; Frost, 1993; Laff,
1994; Thayer, 2000). At present, however, research has not fully explored how successful such
services were and whether or not both the advisor and the advisee thought that the support helped
in any way. Apart from some anecdotal evidence, and the occasional feedback offered to
advisors from the individual, there is no consistent record of advisor and student perceptions of
the value of SSS. Finally, there is little awareness, either by advisor or student, concerning the
extent to which the services offered complied with or varied from the developmental and

prescriptive theory that underlies the administration of such services.



Purpose of the Study
In order to address the void in the literature regarding SSS effectiveness, this study
presents the views of advisors and students in SSS, with the specific goal of identifying the kind
and quality of advising practices employed by SSS advisors in their work with at-risk students.
This study also aims to interpret the perceptions of advisors and at-risk students regarding SSS
advising services, and, to measure the extent to which the services reflect developmental and
prescriptive advising theory. The purpose of this study, therefore, is threefold: To understand
how advisors perceive Student Support Services, to understand how student advisees perceive
Student Support Services and to determine, from those responses, the degree to which current
practice in Student Support Services relates to theories regarding developmental and prescriptive
advising.
Significance of the Study
The significance of this study lies in its potential to improve the provision, execution, and
assessment of Student Support Services. These services have already been shown to greatly
impact the retention rate of at-risk and low-income students. It is believed that SSS helps
students persist in education because the advising takes into account a comprehensive view of
the student, covering financial aid, career concerns, personal issues, and transfer and graduate
school counseling as well (Burd, 1999; Devaries, 2002; Frost, 1993; Laff, 1994; Thayer, 2000).
Although student experience in advising has been investigated previously, most of the research
has focused on quantitative reports from students focusing on student satisfaction with advising
services. Until now, specific research on Student Support Services advising has been limited.
Most Student Support Services research has quantitatively studied the program’s general
effectiveness, without focusing on the advising behaviors demonstrated in SSS practice.

Through observation of advising sessions and utilizing an advising survey, this study will



develop a greater understanding of SSS practice (Burd, 1999; Devaries, 2002; Frost, 1993; Laff,
1994; Thayer, 2000). The results of the study can be used for several areas in higher education.
First, the results can be used to identify optimum advising behaviors in the context of Student
Support Services programs. Second, results can help higher educators to recognize and
understand advisor and student perceptions of the advising behaviors found in SSS. Third,
results can aid in understanding how these behaviors and perceptions can impact future policies
on additional services that might be developed to assist and support disadvantaged college
students. Finally, study results can aid in training SSS advisors.
Rationale for the Study

Just as academic advising has gone through great changes in recent years, so has the
overall composition of the average collegiate student body. In recent years, college education in
the United States has evolved to include a diverse population of incoming students, including
women, minority groups, low-income students, first-generation students, and students with
disabilities. With the desire by all students to gain a college education, these changing
populations have also included another category of student, the at-risk student. Studies have
shown that at-risk students carry with them a record of experiences and achievements that leaves
them vulnerable to failure in college. At-risk students tend to have less academic preparation for
college and generally experience less fruitful integration on college campuses (Devarics, 1997,
Fields, 2001; Thayer, 2000). Differences in ethnicity, culture, gender, previous family college
experience, income, and socioeconomic background exacerbate their issues. As a result, at-risk
students may feel like they do not fit in at college, and they are therefore less likely to engage in
behaviors that will improve their sense of belonging to the institution. As such, these students
evidence poor retention in college for both academic and social reasons (Chaney, Muraskin,

Cahalan & Goodwin, 1998).



Today, colleges are trying to assist their new at-risk populations. Some institutions hire
outside professional researchers to study the institution and determine how they can improve
their retention rate among at-risk students. Others have added orientation programs, while others
have sought to understand the process of attrition itself (Tinto, 1999). That said, Tinto (1999)
argues that most current retention programs for at-risk students are merely “add-on” programs
which do not take the problem seriously enough. This is most likely due to an underlying
perception that perhaps at-risk students cannot be helped. A study by Abrams and Jernigan
(1984), however, found that at-risk and disadvantaged students can be just as successful in
college as any other student population. The study confirmed that if students are offered and
seek out advising services, they can be successful in college, which supports offering further
services to at-risk students.

Another reason the attrition rate of at-risk students has not declined is that colleges have
done little to change the overall character of college life. Tinto (1999) argues this is due
primarily to the fact that few colleges have looked at the institutional conditions which promote
student retention, including: information/advice, support, involvement, and learning. If colleges
offer more or all of these benefits, at-risk student retention will improve. The Student Support
Services programs were established specifically to help at-risk students complete their post-
secondary education (Tinto, 1999). The nature and development of the SSS programs has made
it responsive to improvement efforts for these services over the years. A study which determines
still other ways in which SSS can be improved will likely lead to the improved success rate of
Student Support Services. Indeed, an improved Student Support Services may model all other

efforts to improve the retention of at-risk students.



Background of the Study

In order to properly understand the views of advisors and students involved in Student
Support Services, it is necessary to contextualize the current state of practice by providing a short
survey of the history and mission of Student Support programs. The TRIO programs began in
1964 with the establishment of Upward Bound, a program for at-risk students that emerged from
the Educational Opportunity Act in the context of President Lyndon Johnson’s policy
conventionally termed “the war on poverty.” TRIO programming was expanded when, in 1965,
as part of the Higher Education Act, the Educational Talent Search program was added. The
Higher Education Act also soon after yielded the third program to make up TRIO, the Special
Services for Disadvantaged Students, and, as a result, by the late 1960s the combination of these
three programs were generally termed the “TRIO” programs (Wolanin, 1997).

TRIO programs have further expanded in the years since in order to offer a broader range
of services and reach more students who need assistance in their education. A fourth program,
Educational Opportunity Centers, was placed under the TRIO umbrella in 1972 as part of
amendments to the Higher Education Act. Though this program and other programs were added
to TRIO, the TRIO name developed in the late 1960s to describe the original three programs and
continues to be used. When additional educational amendments were added to the Higher
Education Act in 1976, the Training Program for Special Programs Staff and Leadership
Personnel was added to TRIO (McCrimmon, 1998). A sixth program, the Ronald E. McNair
Post Baccalaureate Achievement Program, was created in 1986, with funding first being
appropriated for its implementation in 1989. In 1990, the Upward Bound/Math/Science program
was created by the Department of Education, to address the pressing need for improved
instruction in the fields of mathematics and science. This program was initially an experimental

program, but because of its success has continued to be funded. At the same time, a Veterans



Upward Bound program was created in order to help armed services veterans learn how to secure
proper educational support owed them from a range of available sources including the federal
Veterans’ Administration, veterans’ associations nationwide, and various state and local agencies
that serve veterans (Office of Higher Education Programs, 2001).

Due to the continued success of the TRIO programs, further Higher Education Act
amendments were added in 1998. The amendments authorized the TRIO Dissemination
Partnership Program to encourage the replication of successful TRIO programs in all institutions
and agencies of the government, by providing opportunities and incentives for adapting TRIO
program components, practices, strategies and activities in those institutions and agencies (Office
of Higher Education Programs, 2001).

All of the TRIO programs, in one way or other, are designed to provide advisors with the
capacity to support and motivate at-risk students from disadvantaged backgrounds to achieve
success in their academic life from middle school through college. In sum, “TRIO programs are
designed to identify promising students (Talent Search), prepare them to go to college (Upward
Bound), provide them with information on academic and financial aid opportunities (for getting
into college) (Educational Opportunity Centers), and provide tutoring and support services to
students once they reach campus (Student Support Services)” (Wolanin, 1997, p. 11). The
special focus of this study is the Student Support Services program, the third TRIO program
developed, the main goal of which is to help participants in the program earn a college degree.

In order to do so, SSS provides assists students with the basic requirements of college and helps
motivate students toward the successful completion of college. The special goal of SSS is to
increase college retention, that is, to improve the graduation rate of its participants, by
facilitating the transitions faced by students going into and through the college years. This goal

is achieved by providing a battery of services to participating students, including academic,



financial or personal counseling. Under academic counseling, SSS provides students with
instruction in mathematics through the pre-calculus level, laboratory science, foreign languages,
writing composition, and literature, as well as the basic study skills necessary for success in
academics beyond the high school level. Financial counseling entails advisement on the
opportunities available for financial aid to go to college, as well as direct involvement in helping
students secure admission to college and financial assistance for college, graduate or professional
programs. Personal advisement under SSS may involve anything from providing information
about career options, to providing students opportunities to be exposed to a wider variety of
cultural events (Office of Higher Education Programs, 2001).

In order for a student to be eligible for SSS services, he or she must first be enrolled or
accepted for enrollment in a program of post-secondary education at an institution that offers an
SSS program. The student must also be either from a low-income family, a first-generation
college student, or have a disability. In any given SSS program, regulations stipulate that two-
thirds of the participants in the program must be either first-generation college students from
low-income families or disabled. Of the students with disabilities, at least one-third must also
qualify as low-income (Office of Higher Education Programs, 2001).

Scope of the Study

In order for Student Support Services to be deemed effective by educational researchers,
they must connect in some way to the current theoretical frameworks addressing the problem of
the attrition and retention of students in post-secondary education. To fully understand the
relationship of Student Support Services program to theory, it is necessary to briefly review the
retention theories related to the relevance of advising and various advising models that have
evolved as a result of years of practice, which include interactionalist, developmental,

prescriptive, intrusive, cognitive, and psychosocial orientations of advising.



In particular, this section reviews Tinto’s (1975) interactionalist model describing
attrition and retention of students in colleges. Further, it notes some limitations of Tinto’s theory
as it might be applied to Student Support Services and describes the relationship of Tinto’s
theory to Student Support Services. It then reviews O’Banion’s (1972) theory of retention and
likewise considers its relevance to a study of the effectiveness of a Student Support Services
advisement program, as well as additions to the construct of developmental advising by
Crookston (1972) and by Creamer and Creamer (1994). Prescriptive, cognitive and psychosocial
theories of advising will also be reviewed.

Tinto and Interactionalist Advising

Tinto’s (1975) interactionalist retention theory takes into account how various aspects of
a student’s profile and life impact the likelihood of his or her retention in college. These factors
include: the student’s entry characteristics, the degree of success of the student’s academic and
social integration into the life of the university, and, as a result, the level of commitment and
persistence in desire to graduate develops in the student.

In order to accurately relate advising services to Tinto’s (1975) theory of retention, this
study reviews the literature which has presented empirical studies testing the value of various
itemized propositions summarizing Tinto’s contentions. Braxton, Sullivan, and Johnson (1997)
list 15 propositions that are revealed in Tinto’s 1975 interactionalist theory. The 13 primary and
two additional propositions are as follows:

1. Student entry characteristics affect the level of initial commitment to the institution.

2. Student entry characteristics affect the level of initial commitment to the goal of

graduation from college.

3. Student entry characteristics directly affect the student’s likelihood of persistence in

college.



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Initial commitment to the goal of graduation from college affects the level of
academic integration.

Initial commitment to the goal of graduation from college affects the level of social
integration.

Initial commitment to the institution affects the level of social integration.

Initial commitment to the institution affects the level of academic integration.

The greater the lever of academic integration, the greater the level of subsequent
commitment to the goal of graduation from college.

The greater the level of social integration, the greater the level of subsequent
commitment to the institution.

The initial level of institutional commitment affects the subsequent level of
institutional commitment.

The initial level of commitment to the goal of graduation from college affects the
subsequent level of commitment to the goal of college graduation.

The greater the level of subsequent commitment to the goal of college graduation,
the greater the likelihood of student persistence in college.

The greater the level of subsequent commitment to the institution, the greater the
likelihood of student persistence in college.

A high level of commitment to the goal of graduation from college compensates for
a low level of commitment to the institution, and vice versa, in influencing student
persistence in college.

A high level of academic integration compensates for a low level of social

integration, and vice versa, in influencing student persistence in college (p. 112).



There have been a number of studies examining Tinto’s (1975) model. On the basis of
Tinto’s model and its propositions, a number of studies have attempted to 1) validate the
propositions, 2) empirically study the validity of such propositions in actual student life, and/or
3) propose advising services based on these propositions, that will assist students in either
building upon or counteracting the lack of the stated characteristics believed to lead to success in
post-secondary education.

Some studies have reviewed Tinto’s (1975) propositions, in order to assess the magnitude
of the empirical validation of each proposition and to thereby evaluate the overall internal
empirical consistency of Tinto’s theoretical model as a whole. To this end, Braxton, Sullivan &
Johnson (1997) conducted a review of all of Tinto’s 15 propositions through empirical studies on
the single- and multiple-institutional level and found that the tests strongly supported, on either
the single- or multiple-institution level, only nine of the 15 propositions, including propositions
1,2,9,10, 11, 12, 13, 14 and 15 (as listed above). Of these nine propositions, moreover, only
two — propositions — 10 and 11 — were supported both in the single-university tests and in the
multi-institutional tests. A later study found just as limited a connection between Tinto’s model
and empirical reality. Elkins, Braxton, and James (2000) concluded that only four of the original
13 propositions possessed a strong empirical backing. The four propositions confirmed by their
study were: student entry characteristics affect initial commitments to the institution, initial
commitments to the institution influence subsequent levels of institutional commitment, social
integration positively influences subsequent institutional commitment, which, in turn, positively
affects the likelihood of a student’s persistence in college (Elkins et al., 2000) In other words,
this study only confirmed propositions 1, 9, 11 and 13.

In addition to those studies which test the validity of Tinto’s (1975) model, either in part

or whole, other researchers have extracted certain variables from Tinto in order to study their

10



relevance to student persistence in college. Many more studies have, with a great deal of
attention, focused on further variations that Tinto had not touched upon, related to factors of
ethnicity and environment in college life today. For example, Tinto, Braxton, Vesper and
Hossler (1995) examined six of Tinto’s propositions and then measured them against three
categories of expectations about college, including expectations of academic and intellectual
development, expectations regarding the atmosphere of the college, and expectations of career
development after college. In their study the authors found that one of Tinto’s propositions—
initial commitment to the institution—had a direct positive impact on these expectations.
Moreover, the study also found that if these expectations are met as a student proceeds through
college, they become much more highly integrated into college life, both academically and
socially—a critical Tinto factor for retention. Further, attaining such a level of integration early,
the authors also found, had a direct impact on later levels of institutional commitment. Finally,
all of the above categories of expectations were found to have an additional direct impact on the
forming of goals leading to graduation (Braxton et al., 1995).

Another study, conducted by Pascarella, Duby, and Iverson (1983), also viewed some of
Tinto’s (1975) propositions generally and found that there were significant interactions between
social and academic integration, and also between commitment to the institution and to one’s
goals. Moreover, important variables were found in the interaction of social and academic
integration factors. If a student had low levels of academic integration, then social integration
was very important to that student. If, however, he or she had a high level of academic
integration, social integration was less critical. Moreover, if a student had a high level of
commitment to the goal of graduating, then that commitment tended to compensate for a low

level of commitment to the institution. The importance of this study, with regard to advising, is
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that it indicates that the effects of major components of Tinto’s model on persistence and
commitment may not be independent of each other (Pascarella et al.,1983).

Another area of study to emerge from the use of Tinto’s (1975) model is that of
classroom culture and its impact on persistence toward graduation. Braxton, Milem, and
Sullivan (2000) measured six of Tinto’s factors against four active-learning behaviors by the
faculty. The definition of active-learning used in the study corresponded to measures defined by
Bonwell and Eison (1991) and include class discussion, knowledge-level exam questions, group
work, and higher-order thinking activities. Another study by Elkins et al. (2000) found that class
discussion and higher order thinking activities did prove statistically significant to social
integration. That is, “Class discussions positively influenced persistence... (and) both social
integration and subsequent institutional commitment exert positive effective on student decisions
to remain in their chosen collegiate institution” (p. 580). Class discussion was also found to
yield statistically significant effects on the student’s intent to return to college next year and on
institutional commitment (Elkins et al., 2000), both of which impact their ultimate persistence in
college.

In addition to the above, others studies have used Tinto’s (1975) factors in order to judge
the effectiveness of college orientation programs. In one study, Pascarella, Terenzini, and Wolfe
(1986) found that only three of Tinto’s factors ultimately affected persistence in college,
including social integration, goal commitment and institutional commitment. More pointedly,
the study found that an orientation offered by a college had no effect on ultimate persistence, but
did affect social integration and institutional commitment. The authors also found that initial
goal commitment had an indirect effect on persistence negotiated mainly through social
integration and subsequent goal commitment. Specifically, “The indirect effects of both

academic and social integration were mediated primarily through their positive influence on
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institutional commitment” (p. 167). Pascarella et al. (1986) found that an orientation programs
had a positive effect because the orientation programs was modeled to enhance social integration
and institutional commitment and their effect on persistence. The orientation program had a
positive effect because activities surrounded social integration and heighten institutional
commitment.

More recent studies are based on the recognition the limitations of Tinto’s (1975) model.
Tinto himself noted the limitations of his model, indicating that

First, the model does not give sufficient emphasis to the role of finances in student

decisions concerning higher education persistence. Second, it does not adequately

distinguish between those behaviors that lead to institutional transfer and those that result

in permanent withdrawal from higher education. Third, it fails to highlight the important

differences in education careers that mark the experiences of students of different gender,

race and social status backgrounds. Finally, it is not very sensitive to forms of

disengagement that occur within the two-year college sector (p. 689).

Following from this statement, some studies have looked more closely at variables in
student makeup which may or may not affect their persistence in college. Pascarella et al.,
(1983) found that female students tend to persist in college at a statistically higher rate than male

9 <<

students. The findings also showed that students’ “entering commitment to the institution had a
direct effect on academic integration rather than on social integration; and academic integration,
rather than social integration, had a direct effect on subsequent institutional commitment™ (p.
95). In a study of students at an American Indian college, Tierney (1992) found that such
students have trouble assimilating into the mainstream of college life, and because they are

drawn back to their own culture, experience difficulty in social integration at college. For

cultural reasons as well Native American students have trouble adjusting to the competitive

13



climate of the mainstream university, as they have grown up without competition, a notion
foreign to their culture. For these cultural reasons, Native American students have trouble
gaining social and academic integration and as a result have poor commitment to the institution
and are therefore in danger of dropping out (Tierney, 1992).

Looking more carefully at the mainstream population, other studies have found even
more detailed variables which may or may not invalidate some of Tinto’s (1975) factors. For
example, a study conducted by Pascarella et al. (1983) tested Tinto’s (1975) model in the context
of a non-residential university setting. The study found that, in such a setting, only three of
Tinto’s factors relate to persistence. Background characteristics, intention to graduate, and social
and academic integration in the institutions impacted the persistence of the population of non-
residential students. The most significant variable was background characteristics, with gender
and aptitude weighing in most heavily. In a related study, Newman (1985) researched a group of
students from a two-year non-residential college, all of whom were deemed at-risk. The study
tracked students who graduated from college and then compared their responses to questions
about their experience to similar responses by students who did not graduate. The research
showed that those students who did succeed had consistently made use of the metaphor of having
successfully “made the passage” of transitions in college life and that this phrasing suggested a
commitment to the institution. By contrast, the author of a commuter college study found that
social integration correlated negatively with persistence. This finding indicates that different
kinds of institutions yield different kinds of empirical support for Tinto’s model. That is, social
integration may have a different aspect relative to persistence, when achieved at a commuter as
opposed to a residential college (Pascarella et al., 1983).

All of the cited studies tested Tinto’s (1975) model either directly or indirectly and

studied additional variables that may or may not contribute to persistence. Most importantly, a
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number of these studies looked at how various strategies undertaken by colleges, from
orientation to changing classroom culture, can improve student persistence. For that reason, the
literature on Tinto’s model would seem to serve as a conceptual framework for any topic
regarding efforts by colleges to improve student retention, including Student Support Services.
By using the factors derived from Tinto’s model, it is possible for an advisor in particular to
formulate a plan for a student that will enhance those factors—from social and academic
integration, to commitment to institution and graduation—which have been shown to strengthen
the persistence of students (Braxton et al., 1995; Braxton et al., 1997; Elkins et al., 2000;
Newman, 1985; Pascarella et al., 1983, Tinto, 1975; Tinto, 1982; Tinto, 1988; Tinto, 1999). The
robust empirical support for Tinto’s model in all higher education categories is essential, then, to
the conceptual framework of this study of the effectiveness of all TRIO and SSS programs.
Finally, relative to a study of Student Support Services, it is of critical importance that
Tinto’s (1982) model has acknowledged, “Does not give sufficient emphasis to the role of
finances in student decisions concerning higher educational persistence” (p. 689). Because all
students who received Student Support Services under TRIO have to be of low-income
socioeconomic status, a great deal of time in advisement is spent seeking ways to overcome
financial barriers to college persistence. That is, financial considerations are of paramount
importance in every decision made about college by a low-income student, and a model that does
not take this into consideration has obvious limitations when applied to a body of low-income
students such as those advised in the Student Support Services program. For that reason, other
advising models must be synthesized with Tinto, in order to more properly describe the reality of

persistence in low-income students.
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Developmental Advising

O’Banion and Developmental Advising

In contrast to Tinto (1975), O’Banion (1972) established a more holistic model for
advising, taking into account several elements overlooked by Tinto in his model. O’Banion
identified five elements that he felt were critical to developmental advising, including
exploration of life goals, exploration of vocational goals, program choice, course choice, and
scheduling courses. In his work, O’Banion provides a definition of advising that is quite
different from typical notions of academic advising. He states “The purpose of academic
advising is to help the student choose a program of study which will serve him in the
development of his total potential” (O’Banion, 1972, p. 62). Most advising programs, he argues,
begin with the program choice and proceed, making what O’Banion explains is a damaging
assumption that the student has already chosen his area of vocational interest and program of
study. But more often than not, a student has not adequately explored his or her life and
vocational goals, and these areas must be probed if an advisement program is to be successful
(O’Banion, 1972).

“Developmental advising” is O’Banion’s (1972) term for a course of advising which does
indeed explore the student’s life and vocational goals before choosing a program of study. For
developmental advising, an advisor must develop new skills and knowledge not previously
required in other kinds of advising. For example, in order to help a student explore his or her life
goals, the advisor must obtain knowledge of the student’s characteristics and previous
development, an appreciation of individual differences, a belief in the worth and dignity of all
men and a belief that all students have potential (O’Banion, 1972).

In order to gain these skills, an advisor must not only have studied psychology and

sociology, but have skills in counseling techniques, including a clear understanding of the
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vagaries of the decision-making process (O’Banion, 1972). The advisor’s knowledge of
psychology and sociology will help him or her understand the cognitive stages through which the
student is progressing, as well as any sociological forces that may be impacting the student’s
commitment to his or her goals. The advisor’s understanding of decision-making skills is
important in so far as it is necessary to avoid making quick decisions in counseling and
acknowledge that coming to an important decision is a extensively, prolonged process. Finally,
counseling techniques helps an advisor use reflective and non-judgmental language toward
students’ thoughts and feelings. These skills have also trained an advisor to see all students as
individuals and appreciate their differences. That is, the advisor must be able to appreciate a
student’s life goals even if he or she disagrees with them. Moreover, even if the student is
struggling, or performed poorly on a standardized test, the advisor must have the skills to steer
clear of judgmental language which would derail the advising process (O’Banion, 1972).

When it comes to the advisor helping the student explore his or her vocational goals, the
advisor must bring to the process additional skills and knowledge (O’Banion, 1972). The
advisor must have knowledge of vocational fields, skills in interpreting the results of various
vocational tests, and a clear understanding of the changing nature of work in any vocation in our
society in order to properly advise the student. Acknowledging that it is impossible for an
advisor to know everything about every vocation, O’Banion still holds advisors accountable to
the responsibility of having at least a basic level understanding of the career requirements of
notable fields. This level of knowledge is important if only to allow the advisors to point their
advisees in the direction of more in depth information. It is important for an advisor to be able to
interpret the results of any personality or career test related to vocational fields as outcomes on
these tests shape a student’s decision-making process and offers students an opportunity to

verbalize problems or surprises on the tests (O’Banion, 1972).
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Further, it is important for an advisor to keep abreast of changes in the job market relative
to the variability and cycles of professions and vocations in order to offer his or her advisees
effective advice in any given school year. The supply and demand of teachers, nurses,
information specialists, and others are in constant flux in current business climates, and the
advisor must be aware of these fluctuations in order to advise students properly. Finally, it is
necessary for the advisor to value all fields of work, in order not to be swayed by his or her own
prejudices as to what constitutes a good job, and lead an advisee away from goals that may be
very different from those of the advisor. No matter what the student wishes to explore, the
advisor should be encouraging, so that the student can determine which profession or occupation
is most suited for him- or herself (O’Banion, 1972).

O’Banion (1972) believes an advisor must also be well-grounded in his or her knowledge
of the program choices open to the student. This means that “the advisor must be aware of the
programs available in the college, as well as knowledge of the university requirements to take
such programs, knowledge of how others have performed in such programs, and knowledge of
how those who succeeded in the program did in obtaining their subsequent career goals”
(O’Banion, 1972, p. 64). If the student must transfer to another institution in order to obtain the
training he or she requires for a professional goal, the advisor must be knowledgeable of the
transfer process as well. If an advisor has knowledge of the success rate of those who entered
the program, and what kinds of employment they gained after completing the program, this too
will help the advisee make a sound decision.

On the basis of this knowledge the student will choose a program. It is at that point
where the tasks of more traditional advising come into play. This corresponds to O’Banion’s
(1972) fourth area of advisor expertise, course choice. O’Banion lists seven skills or types of

knowledge or attitudes that an advisor must possess in order to help students. These include
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“knowledge of courses available, knowledge of special information regarding courses, rules and
regulations of the college regarding suspension, knowledge of honors or remedial courses,
knowledge of the instructors at the institutions and their teaching style, knowledge of course
content, and, finally, knowledge of the student’s ability, as measured by test scores and records,
in order to properly match the student with offered courses” (O’Banion, 1972, p. 64). For the
process of course selection to be effective, O’Banion argues that an advisor must be able to
explain what courses are available to a student, how those courses will contribute to their
progress toward a degree, if there is any special information about the course that students need
to know before taking the course, and what are the prerequisites for the course. All of these
factors must be knowledgeably discussed prior to the student enrolling in a course. If a student
happens to be in jeopardy of suspension due to academic difficulties, then the advisor needs to
know how the university’s rules affect student decisions. It is also necessary that the advisor
know about the remedial courses as well as the honors courses offered by the university in order
to help the student navigate the progression toward graduation. Ifa college places students in
honors courses on the basis of standardized tests, as is commonly the case, then the advisor needs
to know this in order to avoid advising a student to sign up for a course for which he or she is
ineligible. An advisor should know the student’s record in order to help him or her make clearer
recommendations as to course enrollment. Finally, it is necessary that an advisor have a firm
grasp of the content of different courses and the teaching styles of different teachers, in order to
properly match the student’s learning style with the teacher’s and thus improve the chances of
success in the course. All of these detailed factors, O’Banion argues, are essential to the
professional conduct of good advising.

Finally, O’Banion (1972) also argues that the advising process should include detailed

discussion regarding the scheduling of courses. For this purpose, an advisor also needs to know
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the current status and any changes in the scheduling of courses, as well as know the work and
commuting requirements of each course. It is important that the advisor knows what kind of
schedule the student desires and how flexible or not the student is with regard to registering for
courses, based on their personal or work commitments. Ifthe student is a commuter, then the
advisor needs to be aware and advise the student to schedule courses around these time restraints
(O’Banion, 1972).

With all of these additional responsibilities, O’Banion (1972) clearly sees advising as a
quite personal process in which the advisor must come to know much about a student’s life in
order to properly advise him or her. Moreover, the advisor must be something of an expert on
the offerings of a college and every aspect of a course from content to schedule in order to advise
a student properly. That said, O’Banion then concludes that it is ultimately the students who
must choose a course of study and make a final decision, that is, advisors are to advise and not
decide. Advisors do not tell students what to think or feel, but are there merely to aid the student
through the process of getting to their life’s goal.

Crookston and Creamer and Creamer’s Developmental Advising Models

In addition to O’Banion (1972), other researchers have extended developmental advising
to include further nuances. Crookston (1972), expanding upon O’Banion’s notion of
developmental advising, claims that advising should not only be concerned with course and
career decisions, but also assist in “facilitating the student’s rational process, environmental and
interpersonal interactions, behavior awareness, problem-solving, decision-making, and
evaluation skills” (p. 13). While the advisor is helping the student decide on what courses to
take, or what career to pursue, he or she should also be making use of advising techniques that
will help the student think rationally about the decisions that need to be made, and improve their

ability in problem-solving and decision-making.
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Creamer and Creamer (1994) also build on O’Banion’s (1972) work but argue that, again,
as advisors help students make decisions about courses and careers, the advisor should also be
helping the student set a life goal, build self-esteem, broaden his or her interests, encourage the
establishment of meaningful interpersonal relationships, clarify issues regarding personal values
and their lifestyle, and, finally, enhance the student’s critical thinking and reasoning skills.
Creamer and Creamer define developmental academic advising as “the use of interactive
teaching, counseling and administrative strategies to assist students to achieve specific learning,
developmental, career and life goals” (p. 19). As such, the authors envision advising as
consisting of practices derived from different theoretical domains. Thus, the advisor makes use
of teaching strategies in order to help the advisees solve their problems and come to decisions,
counseling strategies to uncover their learning styles and help the student gain insight into what
works and does not work for them, and administrative strategies in order to arrange any
involvement of other individuals, groups, departments, or other units of the university in the
student’s decision-making process that may be needed to ensure the student successfully reach
his or her academic goals.

Other Kinds of Advising

In response to these hybrid methodologies, some researchers continue to discuss which
discipline best informs the advising process. Kadar (2001) argues that the advising role is most
effectively served by counselors rather than by faculty members. Faculty members tend to be
primarily concerned with academic matters and focus on making sure that students are meeting
the general educational as well as specific curricular requirements of a department or program.
But faculty advisors are also often less concerned, and not usually equipped to deal with, other
issues important to students. Counselors, on the other hand, have been trained to understand that

students have many more concerns than the purely academic, including personal, career,
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financial, and family concerns, all of which impact academic progress. Along these lines, it is
arguable that both Tinto’s, (1975) and O’Banion’s, (1972) and others’ developmental advising
models are structured by an overriding concern with academic issues. In order to measure the
effectiveness of Student Support Services on theoretical grounds, it is therefore also necessary to
survey advising models, which are not focused necessarily on academic concerns but rather
focused on a question and answer session.

Prescriptive Advising

Another type of advising that has received attention in the literature, albeit increasingly
negative, is prescriptive advising. As described by Herndon, Kaiser, and Creamer (1996)
prescriptive describing involves a uni-directional method designed to answer specific questions
that students may have on such topics as courses, majors, or institutional procedures for dropping
courses. The specificity of prescriptive advising is believed to give structure to students’
thinking about their coursework. Prescriptive advising is also highly goal-oriented, focused on
ensuring that students are doing the work needed to complete the requirements for graduation.
Because this kind of advising is focused on the relationship of the student’s current work to the
requirements needed for graduation, prescriptive advising does not entail teaching the student
new things about him- or herself, but simply, according to Earl (1988), helping ensure that the
student is completing the degree requirements needed for graduation.

However, most traditional advising is of a prescriptive nature. Whereas prescriptive
advising is a specific kind of problem-oriented advising, it is gradually being replaced by a more
holistic, student oriented developmental advising style.

Intrusive Advising

Another, more specific kind of advising is intrusive advising, which in the literature

refers to specific intervention strategies (Appleton, 1983; Glennen, 1975; Tinto, 1975; Voewll &
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Karst, 1987). Earl (1988) defines intrusive advising as advising which “utilizes the systematic
skills of prescriptive advising while helping to solve the major problem of developmental
advising, which is the student’s reluctance to self-reference” (p. 28). Intrusive advisors start
from the premise that most students do not know what they need in order to finish college and
that the advisor must step in to direct them through the diverse offices and services available to
them, to help them along (Earl, 1988). A premise of intrusive advising is that many students do
not self-refer and are therefore not only not aware that they are in need of assistance, but also do
not know of any services that might help them.

Earl (1988) argues that intrusive advising continues the work of different advising models
or programs that have been developed to deal with problems leading to attrition in four different
stages. Different kinds of models and approaches have been developed, related to four stages of
university commitment, in order to decrease attrition. The first stage of attrition policy entails
predictive models to foretell academic difficulties; the second stage of treatment includes
programs that try to actively improve specific skills and include orientation classes, study skill
units, and academic success groups. The third stage of programming encompasses campus-wide
retention efforts, focusing on creating good faculty-student relationships. Finally, the fourth
stage of programming against attrition features the university’s commitment to hiring more and
appropriate personnel to take care of the problem. As a specific methodology, intrusive advising
“is clearly the type of action-oriented response that produced during the second stage” (Earl,
1988, p. 29). That said, it draws elements from programs from other stages in so far as it
provides a diagnostic model to pinpoint problems, places a premium on the importance of a good
student-faculty relationship (if only to better address scheduling needs), and stresses the
importance of having trained professionals with relevant experience in advising in order for

advising to be effective. Though intrusive advising differs organizationally from both
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developmental and prescriptive advising—in so far as the advisor contacts the student intrusively
and actively participates in services—it nonetheless draws values from both the developmental
and prescriptive advising models. Moreover, once the student is called in by intrusive advising,
the advisor may use both the developmental or prescriptive model in the advising process.

Finally, Earl (1988) argues that intrusive advising does increase the retention rate of
students who are in an academic crisis. Intrusive advising is particularly useful in improving
student motivation as its intervention techniques are designed to allow advisors to identify
student weaknesses, so that students may seek out academic assistance early enough to forestall
course failure.
Cognitive and Psychosocial Underpinnings of Academic Advising

A common theme running through Tinto’s (1972, 1982, 1988, 1999) work, as well as
developmental and intrusive advising theory, is that advising is not simply about the academic
concerns of students. Effective advising must also take into consideration personal and social
factors that impact the student’s academic life. As a result, most advising models now call for a
holistic approach to advising. On a theoretical level, such a concern necessitates that the
cognitive and psychosocial development of students be considered in order for advising to be
able to claim that it is dealing with the whole being of the student. In order to fully appreciate
the potential of advising, it is necessary to briefly sketch the outlines of cognitive developmental
theories and psychosocial theories regarding the development of students.

Cognitive Developmental Theory

Cognitive developmental theories are concerned with how students think and reason and
perceive themselves. Cognitive theories recognize a norm of human development and argue that
students have decision-making abilities which do and do not correspond to the norm of cognitive

skill that might be expected of a student of their age and developmental stage (Perry, 1981).

24



Typical of a cognitive theory is the law of human development outlined by Chickering
(1969) in Education and Identity. According to Chickering, “Development occurs through
cycles of differentiation and integration” (p. 292) of experiences. Moreover, the particular
impact of an experience on any given person “depends upon the characteristics of the person
who encounters it” (p. 292). Differentiation into a more complex being occurs in a person in
various ways, including,

When one comes to see the interacting parts of something formerly seen as unitary,

when one distinguishes among concepts formerly seen as similar, when actions are more

finely responsive to purposes or to outside conditions, when interests become more

varied, tastes more diverse, reactions more subtle (Chickering, 1969, p. 292).

With differentiation, results integration, when one makes associations between aspects of
different disciplines. Education occurs when the student experiences increased levels of
differentiation and integration. As Chickering (1969) states, “So differentiation and integration
are what education is about, and such education makes persons different—different from what
they were before and different from each other” (p. 292).

Stanford (1962), in turn, argues that the personality develops through “complexity and
wholeness” (p. 257). That is, the personality is expressed in degrees of differentiation, which
over time become assimilated into “large wholes.” In other words, the whole personality is
formed when “communication among parts is great enough so that the different parts may,
without losing their essential identity, become organized into a larger whole” (Stanford, 1962, p.
257). This process must include a certain degree of disruption and disequilibrium as the student,
for example, grows intellectually only if he or she faces a new challenge that requires a reaction
or response different than one has previously used. As a result, the student is cast into a state of

disequilibrium, and in order to restore balance the student must then find a new and different
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response to the problem. Heath (1968) described the state of disruption and disequilibrium as
being in a potential state of disorganization. He argued that learning occurs when the student
opens up to different points of views and theories, when the student entertains different values,
beliefs and prejudices, and when the student also allows him or herself to explore ideas in a
fantasy mode, where the familiar and unfamiliar can merge into a new reality. By embracing
disequilibrium, the student can adapt him or herself to higher-order thinking skills (Heath, 1968).
Such cognitive theories clearly have relevance in advising and assert a posture of challenger for
the advisor, who is placed in the role of the instigator of creative disequilibrium in the student’s
mind. Finally, different students will have different levels of tolerance for disequilibrium, and in
this too the advisor must act as the challenger.

Psychosocial Theory

Psychosocial theories can serve advising models by applying to them descriptions of the
stages of normal development. For example, Erickson (1959) developed a model that included
eight stages of development. Of those stages, stage five—identity versus identity diffusion—and
stage six—intimacy and distantiation versus self-absorption—seem particularly apt in describing
student experiences. These stages encompass student struggles to define themselves through
their peer groups and “through partners in friendship, sex, competition and cooperation”
(Erikson, 1959, p. 166).

Another example of a psychosocial model that could aid advisement of students,
combining cognitive elements as well, is Chickering’s (1969) model of the seven vectors of
development. According to Chickering, the self develops along seven vectors, including
developing competence, managing emotions, becoming autonomous, establishing identity,
freeing interpersonal relationships, clarifying purposes, and developing integrity. This model of

vectors clearly would support the development of the whole student, both personal and
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academic. By understanding the nature of these vectors, advisors would be able to provide better
advice to accommodate specific student needs.

By outlining the basic characteristics of different models of advising, and the cognitive
and psychosocial theories underpinning them, this section emphasizes that advising has become
a broad concern of the educational community. Moreover, advising itself has expanded from
merely academic advising to holistic advising which takes into consideration the whole person of
the student. An optimum program of advising would ideally include elements of all of the above
models reviewed.

Definition of Terms

* At-risk student: Any student who comes to college with personal or academic factors
found in studies to place them at-risk of not graduating from college. Previous school
record, instances of dropping out, participation in school activities, family background
and characteristics (educational level of parents, if any parent attended college), ethnicity
and race, socioeconomic status and other factors all contribute to the profile of an at-risk
student.

* Developmental advising: A kind of advising typically identified by five elements,
including exploration of life’s goals, exploration of vocational goals, program choice,
course choice and scheduling courses.

* Interactionalist retention theory: Interactionalist retention theory, as developed by Tinto
(1975), takes into account how various aspects of the student’s profile and life impact the
likelihood of his or her retention in college. These factors include the student’s entry
characteristics, the success or not of the student’s academic and social integration into the
life of the university, and, as a result, the level of commitment and persistence in desire to

graduate develops in the student.
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* Intrusive advising: Advising initiated as an intervention by the advisor, to offer advice to
students in special circumstances, or when at extreme risk of dropping-out. This method
is more commonly used today to increase retention rates for at-risk populations of
students.

* Prescriptive advising: A one-directional method of advising designed to answer specific
questions that students may have on such topics as courses, majors, or institutional
procedures for dropping courses.

* Retention: The rate or percentage of students who graduate from college, completing
their post-secondary education.

» Student Support Services: Developed as part of the federal TRIO programs SSS offers
financial, career, personal and academic advising to students who qualify for it, by being
at-risk, from low-income status, or by being the first generation of one’s family to attend
college.

Research Questions
This qualitative study is designed to gain an understanding of the methods TRIO Student
Support Services advisors use in their advising sessions with at-risks students and their and their
advisees’ perceptions of the adequacy of those behaviors in advising sessions. Since the
proposed study is designed to illuminate the perceptions of advisors and students independent of
one another, the research questions guiding this study are:

1. To what extent and in what ways do Student Support Services advisors employ
developmental and prescriptive advising in their work with students?

2. What are Student Support Services advisors’ perceptions of how they advise Student

Support Services students?
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3. What are Student Support Services students’ perceptions of how they are advised by
Student Support Services advisors?
4. What are the consistencies and inconsistencies among perceptions of advising type?
5. How does perception of advising type affect students’ satisfaction?
Methodology
This study makes use of a mixed method research design (see Chapter Three) employing
observations as well as the use of a survey instrument in order to determine the perceptions of
advisors and students about their participation in advising services of the Student Support
Services program. In order to take into account how advisors and students interact during
advising sessions, I observeed advisors and students during a number of such sessions. I then
related the behaviors of students and advisors to the normative behaviors indicated in a noted
advising instrument, the Academic Advising Inventory (AAI). At the conclusion of the advising
sessions, the AAI was distributed to students and advisors to gain their perceptions of the
advising sessions, focusing on how the students felt they were being advised and how advisors
felt they advised. Another focus was on student satisfaction. The developmental and
prescriptive advising items from Part I of the AAI were ranked and compared to the ranked
satisfaction items.
Population and Sample
This study reviews the opinions of two populations, advisors and students. The advisors
currently participate in SSS advising, and typically have backgrounds in either social science or
education, with a Master’s degree, as required by federal law, commonly in student services,
counseling, social work, student personnel, or education. The students are current participants in

TRIO SSS programs. Students participating in the TRIO SSS program must qualify by having
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one of the following characteristics: first-generation college student, low-income, and/or student
with a disability.

The sample of advisors consisted of five Student Support Services advisors at three
public universities in the state of Louisiana. The student sample consisted of a limited number of
students participating in TRIO SSS programs at those universities. I observed five advising
sessions per advisor, totaling 25 different observations of 25 different students.

Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection began with observing the specified advising sessions. During the
advising sessions, I took notes but also made use of a checklist to record behavior. The checklist
was developed by operationalizing behaviors associated with developmental and prescriptive
advising behaviors in the Academic Advising Inventory (AAI).

After the sessions, I distributed the AAI to student participants. Results of the students
completing the AAI aided in revealing student perceptions of advising behaviors and trends that
they encounter in advising sessions. The AAI survey allowed me to gather information from
SSS student participants regarding their actual experience in the SSS advising sessions and their
perceptions of the kinds of behavior that are generally present or absent during the delivery of
these services.

After observing the fifth advising session for each advisor, I distributed the AAI to each
advisor. The results from the advisors filling out the AAI helped reveal advisor perceptions of
the kinds of behavior or trends that occurred in the session. The AAI was distributed to advisors
after the completion of all advising sessions in order to prevent their familiarity with the

instrument causing them to anticipate results by changing their behavior in the advising sessions.
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Limitations of the Study

The limitations of this study derive from the fact that it is focused solely on the TRIO
Student Support Services’ advising and the population and sample are advisors and students who
participate in the SSS program. The literature indicates that the advising of at-risk students may
be quite different from the advising of achieving students in the mainstream of a college student
body. Moreover, at-risk students may respond to their advising in a different manner than
students who are not part of the at-risk population. As a result, this study is focused on
improving Student Support Services and is not generalizable to the advising community at large,
either advisors or students.

Summary

This dissertation proposal is organized into three chapters. Chapter One introduces the
statement of the problem, as well as the purpose and significance of the study. A survey of
relevant background material related to the history of TRIO/SSS, the applicability of
interactionalist retention theory, and various other advising models including developmental,
prescriptive and intrusive advising are also included. The research questions that guide this
study are also included in Chapter One.

Chapter Two presents a Literature Review of the current advising literature and the
empirical evidence on retention and advising models that is relevant and significant to the
research questions.

Chapter Three presents the Methodology. This chapter includes information regarding
the mixed method research design procedure used in the study in order to answer the research
questions. Population, sampling and data analysis techniques are discussed. Issues relevant to

data analysis, such as triangulation and trustworthiness are also discussed.
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Review of Literature

TRIO programs, including Student Support Services, have been extensively studied in the
literature, as have generic programs derived from TRIO, or additional programs currently
competing with TRIO for funding. This literature review will briefly survey the number of
TRIO programs currently in use, as well as program expansion of preexisting programs in recent
years. The Student Support Services program will be placed in the context of a continuum of
TRIO programs designed to help students at every step of the way from beginning to think about
college, to completing post-secondary education. The special problems, populations, and
programs which have been developed to assist at-risk students complete college will be
reviewed. The theoretical grounding of Student Support Services in the literature on
developmental and intrusive advising is also examined. Finally, the current status of the Student
Support Services programs, including new challenges and initiatives, is reviewed.

Introduction

Student Support Services (SSS), one of a group of federally-funded TRIO program
designed to assist low-income and first-generation college students navigate the difficult
transitions of college life, has had a lasting impact on the retention in college of at-risk students.
SSS programs have received considerable support both in real outcomes and by the validation of
the advising models SSS makes use of in the literature (Burd, 1999; Devaries, 2002; Frost, 1993;
Laff, 1994; Thayer, 2000). Student Support Services, along with other TRIO programs, emerged
in the 1960s in response to a gap that emerged between the intentions and outcomes of the
Higher Education Act of 1965 (Schultz, Colton, & Colton, 2001). By providing federal funding
to students who previously did not have access to post-secondary education, especially low-
income and African-American students, the Higher Education Act signified a new era in higher

education in America, but additional programs were deemed necessary in order to fine-tune the
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opportunities which the Act created. The first TRIO program, Upward Bound emerged as part of
the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, while Talent Search was added in 1965, at the passage
of the Higher Education Act itself (Fields, 2001). Student Support Services was not initiated
until the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act in 1968, and it was at this point that the
three programs were grouped together, funded under Title IV, and “earned the moniker TRIO”
(Fields, p. 29). Several other programs have been added to TRIO since then, including Upward
Bound Math Science, The Ronald McNair Post-Baccalaureate Achievement Program, and the
Educational Opportunity Centers program (Fields, 2001).

Each program in TRIO assists students in different stages of the transition from high
school to college and the progression through college to graduation. While the Talent Search
program starts early to inform students about their educational options and opportunities,
Upward Bound actively prepare students for higher education “With instruction in literature,
composition, and math and science on college campuses” (Fields, 2001, p. 31). The special
emphasis and focus of the Student Support Services component of the TRIO continuum is
helping low-income or first-generation students stay in college until they have received a
bachelor degree. Student Support Services accomplishes this task by “tutoring, mentoring and
remedial instruction” (Fields, p. 1). Reauthorized in 1993, SSS is specifically targeted to
students in one of three different groups: low-income, first generation, and disabled students. In
recent years, SSS has clarified its focus, zeroing in on the retention and graduation of all eligible
students. In addition, SSS is currently mandated to increase the transfer rates of eligible students
from two- to four-year institutions and assist colleges in fostering an institutional climate
supportive of the success of transferred students. Student Support Services currently serves

students on 796 campuses nationwide (Fields, 2001).
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TRIO and the Phases of College Retention

Student Support Services, as mentioned, now exists in the context of a continuum of
TRIO programs, each one targeting a different phase in the difficult navigation from high school
through college. In order to obtain a better understanding of exactly what Student Support
Services does for its students it is necessary to briefly discuss related TRIO programs that
concentrate on the different phases of retention and include a review of SSS to move into those
phases as well.

Transition to College and SSS

Bridge Programs

In recent years, funding debates over different programs have caused various TRIO
programs to adjust their offerings, often impacting the structure and offerings of the Student
Support Services programs themselves. For example, the TRIO Talent Search program has
recently been forced by competing educational programs to expand its offerings. Historically,
Talent Search concentrated on high school students, primarily “alerting them to the availability
of federal and state financial aid” (Burd, 1999, p. A45) for college. The program has included
many offerings that would fall under the rubric of a bridge program, as it tutored and prepared
students for college entrance exams, took students on tours of college campuses, and helped
students find scholarships to pay for college (Burd, 1999). In the early 1990s, however, Talent
Search organizers began to realize that their students were “coming to high school without basic
skills” (Burd, 1999, p. A44). Thus, they began to expand their program to help students in
earlier, middle school grades. However, as “Lawmakers never provided the Talent Search
program with a great influx of money to achieve this aim” (Burd, 1999, A45), Talent Search’s

offerings in the sixth grade were limited.
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The expansion of Talent Search into middle school is important, however, both because
other TRIO programs followed suit and have “worked with middle school students for years”
(Fields, 2001, p. 27), but also because a new non-TRIO program — Gaining Early Awareness and
Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) — was signed into public law in 1998 to
target middle school students and has raised complaints by TRIO supporters that GEAR UP
involves a wasteful duplication of services (Fields, 2001). Fundors of GEAR UP claim that “the
initiative added what they considered a critical missing piece to the federal government’s array
of efforts to extend college opportunity to low income students, the middle school piece” (Fields,
p. 26). TRIO supports argue that Talent Search and other TRIO programs had indeed already
extended the bridge to college into the earlier grades.

The tremendous response of the educational community to GEAR UP, with nearly 20
percent of the nation’s college and universities participating, reinforces a growing educational
belief that the bridge to successful transition to college must be built earlier and earlier (Fields,
2001). As such, GEAR UP’s success reaffirms TRIO’s success, as it has “joined TRIO as a
major player in the federal government’s multimillion dollar arsenal of programs aimed at
closing the gap between the haves and the have-nots in education” (Fields, 2001, p. 26).
Nonetheless, TRIO supporters argue that the federal government should simply fund more TRIO
programs, rather than duplicate their services in the creation of another program (Burd, 1999).
Further, the recent debate between GEAR UP and TRIO, while providing evidence of the
success of such programs, indicates that there remains some “uncertainty about how the
government can help low income students prepare for college” (Burd, p. A44). The debate also
presents a picture of unanimity amongst educators that the bridge to college is more important

than ever—an idea first proposed by the TRIO Talent Search program.
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TRIO’s Upward Bound program, targeting students at the undergraduate and high school
levels, has also been involved in the creation of bridges to ease the transition to college. This
program too has begun to expand to middle school, even though most still focus on high school
students and undergraduates (Fields, 2001). Upward Bound includes many instructional courses
designed to assist students in developing critical thinking skills and other coping skills.
Particular programs can be lengthened or shortened and tailored to the needs of a particular
student body (Maxie, 2003). The goal of Upward Bound counseling is “to emphasize the
positive attributes in each student and make sure their input is recognized” (Maxie, p. 2). An
Upward Bound program at Rust College, reviewed in a recent study, was shown to have strong
effects on children (Devarics, 2002, p. 8). While, only two thirds of all students graduated from
high school and went on to college, in the particular college under study, all students enrolled in
Upward Bound graduated from high school and 86 percent of those went on into a post-
secondary program (Devarics, 2002). The growing awareness that “waiting until high school to
begin preparing students college is often too late” (Fields, 2001, p. 27) and that the bridge must
be expanded into middle school, is rooted in TRIO’s documented success.

Also because of the presence of GEAR UP, more and more institutions are offering
bridge programs, which have proven to be successful in transitioning at-risk students from their
previous environment to the college environment. These programs often involve collaboration
between high schools and colleges and often stay with a student until they are firmly established
in a major in college (Richardson & Skinner, 1992; Terenzini, 1995). The most successful
programs “have provided systematic and comprehensive academic support services” (Terenzini,
p. 13). Services offered include assessment, remediation, learning laboratories, tutorial services,
intrusive advising and monitoring of student progress (Terenzini, 1995). Many of these

programs, and numerous newer programs, duplicate programs offered by the Student Support
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Services of TRIO, but their proliferation confirms the conclusion of the literature’s belief that
such programs must be put in place to ensure student success in college.

More and more educators understand that attrition rates in college are high because the
transition between high school and college is so difficult (Carriulo, Rodgers & Stout, 2001).
Researchers call for more colleges to partner with the K-12 educational world, in order to smooth
the transition to college—and TRIO has been involved in this drive. It is now recommended that
student support personnel begin to discuss college with students earlier and earlier. Moreover, it
is believed that advisors must continually reinforce the link between classroom learning and the
out-of-class lives of students in order to ease the transition. Indeed, if advisors draw connections
between the lives students live outside of class and classroom teaching, all such links are
“avenues for increasing the chances of a successful transition [to college]” (Watson, 1993, p. 57).
So important has the issue of transition-smoothing become that some educators call for more
programs that assist the transition from high school to college.

Some summer bridge programs offered by SSS have been instituted specifically with the
at-risk student in mind. In the context of the development of such programs, all such programs
show new thinking about the special needs of at-risk students as well as sensitivity to the fact
that these students need more attention. The latter fact is attested to by the presence of full-time
specialists in advising capacity in many of these bridge programs (Gordon, 1994).

Orientation Programs

In order to respond to the problems students have in making the transition to college
(once they have arrived at college), universities have become more involved in creating
orientation programs for students. New institutional policies are “particularly sensitive to the
separation and transitional difficulties new students face in attempting to make the jump to

college” (Tinto, 1988, p. 451). Colleges are acutely aware that the transition to college is
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difficult as, at present, “about one half of all students who drop out of college do so during their
freshman year, and many leave during the first six to eight weeks” (Heisserer & Parette, 2002, p.
18). Findings that students are greatly helped in surviving if they develop a sense of belonging
on campus and that that sense is most often created by encouraging faculty contact, has further
motivated colleges to implement strong orientation programs (Heisserer & Parette, 2002).

Traditionally, orientation classes are held at the commencement of classes each year.
The goal of such orientation sessions are “typically to acquaint students with the administration
regulations and expected behaviors of the institution, introduce them to student organizations and
activities, acquaint them with available student services, and help them design an academic
program” (Pascarella et al., 1986, p. 156). Studies have shown that orientation programs are
indeed successful in the process of socializing the student. In one study, the authors found that
“exposure to orientation has the third largest total effect on freshman year persistence”
(Pascarella et al., 1986, p. 156). In another study, the authors found that orientation has a
substantial impact on socialization, but a lesser impact on the student’s commitment to the
institution’s values (Pascarella et al., 1986).

Given the growing attrition rate of at-risk students, other researchers argue that many
traditional orientation programs are only partly successful in easing the transition to college
(Tinto, 1988). Research has determined that the transition to college is most disruptive and
difficult for minority students. There are several reasons for this. For one thing, minority
students are often admitted to college “on the basis of an acceptable high school GPA and
standardized test scores” (Lopez, Yanez, Clayton, & Thompson, 1982, p. 198). On the basis of
such numbers, there is no expectation that the student will have trouble in college, but they do.
This is primarily due to the fact that “entrance test scores and high school GPA scores were not

highly correlated with college GPAs for high-risk students” (Chaney, Muraskin, Cahalan, &
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Goodwin, 1998, p. 197), indicating either a standards gap between two systems or that problems
in college derive from non-cognitive areas such as self-confidence (Chaney et al., 1998).

Because of the special needs of at-risk students, traditional orientation programs “fail to
provide the long-term academic and social assistance new students require during the first
months of their college careers” (Tinto, 1988, p. 451). Observing that orientation is most
effective when it involves advising and mentoring contacts, some institutions have expanded
orientation services to cover the entire first year with a structured, intrusive advising regimen.
More orientation programs are involving faculty, counselors, and administrators and consist of
year-long advising (Watson, 1993). Studies have found that the frequency of contact between
the advisor and student improves the outcome of the advising process, with students who met
with advisors nine or more times a semester doing better than those who met the traditional two
times (Frost, 1990). Frequency of meetings also broadens the topics discussed and changes the
very nature of the advising (Frost, 1990). By adjusting orientation to accommodate the needs of
at-risk students, many colleges have “transformed orientation into an important vehicle through
which effective programming can have a positive impact on student persistence” (Pascarella et
al., 1986).

Student Support Services programs have been documented to have originated and
participated in bridge or orientation programs designed to ease the transition from high school to
college for at-risk students. Pre-college programs offered by TRIO under SSS “have proven to
be effective in helping students understand the realities of getting into college and then
negotiating the intricacies of college life” (Carriulo et al., 2001, p. 27). Exam