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Overview of the First Year Centre
“The success of an institution and the success of its students are inseparable.”
(Noel & Levitz, 2000)
The First Year Centre (FYC) is a unit within Student Engagement and Success, and serves all first year
students at the University of Manitoba. Academic Advising is a central function of the office, and
advisors in the First Year Centre are available to assist any first year undergraduate student, regardless
of faculty or program.
Most University of Manitoba first-year students register in University 1, which allows students curricular
flexibility, and an opportunity to develop academic skills and acquire institutional knowledge. This year
gives first year students the time to explore course and career options and to gain the experience they
may need to make informed choices about their chosen direction at university.
Students and their learning are central to the First Year Centre. The purpose of First Year Centre
personnel and programming is to surround U1 & first year students with the kind of administrative,
advising, and learning support that enhances learning, encourages academic success and provides a
successful transition to further study in a chosen and compatible faculty at the University. Support
structures within the First Year Centre respond to the needs of first-year students with particular
emphasis on meeting the needs of the individual learner.

Core Values (under development; from 2008)






Responsibility: U1 ensures that every decision reflects a joint responsibility to the individual
student and to the University as a whole.
Commitment to Individual Development: U1 understands that a student's ability to chart his or
her own path is a skill that develops over time.
Advocacy: U1 continuously seeks ways to improve and enhance the learning environment of
first-year students through program and support planning.
Professionalism: U1 works within identified University parameters in an informed,
conscientious, and careful manner, to enhance the academic experience of first-year students.
Academic Rigour: U1 understands that advising and teaching practices derive from
demonstrable principles served by on going research and development.
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Core Activities and Mission (from 2008; to be finalized)
The FYC has four main areas of responsibility: Operation of the First Year Centre, Academic Advising,
first year student communication and publications, and Orientation. The administrative support staff is
an essential part of the First Year Centre, providing effective management, human resources, financial
services, and other various administrative functions.
1. The First Year Centre staff and advisors welcome all first year students. Their goal is to
anticipate and solve problems in a positive, constructive and timely manner.
2. Academic Advisors see students on an individual basis and advise them on a variety of issues.
They approach advising as a collaborative teaching and learning activity between the student
and the advisor. Their goal is to empower first year students to first identify and then achieve
their academic and personal goals.
3. New Student Communications and Publications provide a major source of information and
communication for students. The First Year Planning Guide outlines the course selection
process and first year courses for all University of Manitoba undergraduate degree programs.
4. New Student Orientation introduces new students to the academic, physical, and cultural
environment of the University of Manitoba in a welcoming, enthusiastic, and informative
manner.

Advisor Mission
The Mission of the FYC Academic Advisor is to:













Offer a welcoming atmosphere where a student feels comfortable sharing questions and
concerns.
Be available and ensure that students have access to services on a fair and equitable basis.
Focus on providing the information needed to smooth the transition to the University.
Use respect, empathy, active listening and clear communication to develop initiative and growth
in students.
Assist students in developing decision-making skills.
Respond to the needs of individual learners without imposing personal biases.
Share expert knowledge and understanding of University policies, procedures and programs.
Create unique educational plans and positive learning environments for each student.\
Refer students to University resources appropriate to their needs.
Address the needs of diverse student populations.
Advocate for the needs of students.
Assist students in developing their decision-making skills.

Student Engagement & Success
In addition to the First Year Centre, Student Engagement and Success also includes the Academic
Learning Centre, ARTS 1110, Career Services, Community Service-Learning, Student Life, and University
Advising Services.
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Student Development Theory
“A working knowledge of the basic concepts of Student Development Theory gives
Academic Advisors a foundation upon which to understand the maturation and
development of the students with whom they work.”
(University of Texas at Dallas)

Types of Student Development Theories
Development Theories are generally divided into four categories (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005):
1. Psychosocial Theories focus on the personal and interpersonal aspects of students' lives as they
accomplish various developmental tasks or resolve the inevitable crises that arise. Studentspecific psychosocial theories they are typically founded upon Erik Erikson’s Stages of
Psychosocial Development, focussing on more specific aspects of Erikson’s identity vs. role
confusion stage in adolescence and intimacy vs. isolation stage in early adulthood. These
theories, including Chickering’s Theory of Identity Development (applicable throughout student
affairs), and Marcia’s Stages of Identity Development (especially relevant to advising), describe
the “content” of development, including how students define themselves, their relationships
with others, and “what they want to do with their lives.”
2. Cognitive-structural Theories illuminate changes in the way people think and make decisions.
The focus tends to be on the intellectual and moral development of students: how they think,
reason, and make meaning of their lives. Cognitive-structural theories include Perry’s Scheme of
Intellectual and Ethical Development,
3. Person-environment Interaction Theories address how and in what way an individual interacts
with their environment. With a student development lens, these theories also address the
congruence or dissonance between a students’ expectations and reality of their university
experience (i.e. what they expect and believe about their environment, vs the actual
experiences they have / encounter in their environment). Advising a student about the
differences between high school and university expectations can help cross one of these divides.
The theories are also useful when assisting in other transitions and in career planning.
4. Typology Theories focus on the (relatively stable) differences between individuals in how they
view, relate, and adapt to the world. These theories categorize, but do not assign value
judgement to, certain characteristics or preferences that form groups or “types”. Typology
theories are not specifically developmental (i.e. they do not explain growth or change), but they
can add insight and context to a students’ experience (for both students and advisors) – this
awareness can then be used to help foster development. Typology theories include learning
styles, such as in Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory, and personality types, such as the MyersBriggs Type Indicator / MBTI types and the Holland Occupational Themes (RIASEC).
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Chickering’s Theory of Identity Development
Chickering (1969, Chickering & Reisser, 1993) explored the progression that students have in developing
identity, and is one of the most prominent and influential student development theories (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005). It theorizes seven ‘vectors’ (i.e. areas) in which students holistically develop.


Vector 1



Vector 2



Vector 3



Vector 4



Vector 5



Vector 6



Vector 7

Developing Competence (intellectual, physical, interpersonal):
Intellectual competence includes students acquiring knowledge, and developing
critical thinking along with the capacity for analysis, synthesis and evaluation.
Physical competence involves the development and refinement of manual skills (e.g.
athletic, artistic), as well as the ability to maintain wellness and take care of health.
Interpersonal competence refers to establishing the interactive and communication
skills (e.g. listening, cooperating, communicating and working effectively with
others) essential to intellectual participation in groups and with individuals.
Managing Emotions:
Becoming aware of feelings and emotions, understanding and accepting them,
appropriately expressing them, and then learning how to control them
Moving Through Autonomy Toward Interdependence:
Learning to handle responsibility and be more self-sufficient: students become more
emotionally independent and self-directed. In developing and pursing self-identified
goals, students develop greater problem-solving skills, and become aware of their
interconnectedness with others
Developing Mature Interpersonal Relationships:
Developing an increased tolerance, acceptance, and appreciation of differences in
others, as well as the capacity for healthy, lasting, intimate relationships with
partners and close friends that contributes to their sense of self
Establishing Identity:
Developing comfort with their physical and emotional self (in areas such as body
and appearance, lifestyle, gender, sexual orientation, culture), as well as selfacceptance and self-esteem
Developing Purpose:
Defining clear vocational goals, making meaningful commitments to specific
interests and activities, and establishing strong interpersonal commitments;
involves increasing ability to be intentional, assess interests and options, clarify
goals, make plans, and to persist despite opposition
Developing Integrity:
Examining personal values and developing congruence with values and behavior;
includes acknowledging and accepting the beliefs of others

Students develop / move through seven vectors at different rates, and in various orders (or
simultaneously); development in one vector may interact with or influence other vectors.
Chickering’s theory emphasizes the transitional state of first-year students. In their first year or two,
students simultaneously develop in the first three vectors. As students continue through university, they
begin to move out of transition and towards establishing identity as they develop mature relationships,
define purpose, and develop integrity.

6
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Marcia’s Ego Identity Statuses
Marcia identified two critical variables in the formation of individual identity: exploration &
commitment. (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010)



Exploration (or Crisis) involves questioning values and goals and weighing various identity
alternatives and potential repercussions.
Commitment is the degree pf personal investment in taking ownership of individual choices,
values, and goals.

Four identity states exist and can be viewed in a matrix, recognizing whether students have or have not
explored a great deal, and whether they are committed to their choices.

Exploration (Crisis)

Commitment
High

Low

High

Identity
Achievement

Moratorium

Low

Foreclosure

Identity
Diffusion

These statuses are not necessarily permanent, and may not progress linearly. There are healthy and
unhealthy choices within each status


Identity Achievement (high exploration, high commitment)
Students who arrive at commitments via an exploratory process – a ‘constructed’ identity. They
retain some flexibility, but are not easily swayed by external influences and pressures in their
chosen life directions



Moratorium (high exploration, low commitment)
Students who are struggling to reach commitments and are engaged in an exploratory period.
They may be actively attempting to form an identity and are torn between alternatives. Future
directions may exist, but are vaguely defined. Optimally, this stage is a prelude to Identity
Achievement.



Foreclosure (low exploration, high commitment)
Students who (often) take on commitments from significant others, with little or no exploration
– a ‘conferred’ identity.



Identity Diffusion (low exploration, low commitment)
Students who are not committed and have undergone little meaningful exploration. They may
be relatively directionless, unconcerned about their lack of commitment, and easily swayed by
external influences.
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Perry’s Scheme of Intellectual and Ethical Development
Perry’s scheme (1970) examines the stages and positions that represent a students’ intellectual
development; how they think, reason, and make meaning of their lives and experiences.
This theory remains relevant to our understanding of a student’s cognitive, intellectual, and moral
development, and provides insight to the behavior that you may observe from students; most obviously
in traditional first-year students. Students typically progress through Perry's scheme hierarchically,
although some students may stray from straight-line development.
Perry outlines nine developmental positions that come about through cognitive conflict, but this
cognitive development can be simplified into four major stages (Evans et al., 2010):
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Dualism
Students view the world dichotomously, with the certainty that all problems are solvable and
that right and wrong answers exist for everything. Learning is seen as a simple information
exchange, where students need to learn the correct answer from an authority or expert who has
all the answers. Where differences or uncertainty exist, it is assumed that it is an error
committed by a (wrong) authority.



Multiplicity
Students recognize that not all problems are solvable. Especially where knowledge is uncertain
or a problem is unsolvable, multiple alternatives are now acceptable, and all opinions are
equally credible. Peers become a more legitimate source of knowledge.



Relativism
Students recognize that all solutions must have reasons (i.e. opinions need to be supported),
and therefore opinions are no longer equally valid. In evaluating solutions, context is important.



Commitment within Relativism
Students learn to tolerate ambiguity and to make choices in a contextual world. They develop a
personal set of values and are able to make choices and commitments in the absence of
complete information. Continual knowledge and learning becomes important.
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Advising Approaches
He & Hutson (2016) have categorized advising approaches into five major types with consideration of
the major advising components, including the stakeholders (advisors, students, and the institutions), the
content (cognitive, metacognitive, behavioral, and affective), and the process (interactions between
advisors and students). The five major types (and primary advising approach within each type) are
contrasted in the following table (He & Hutson, 2016):
Approach
Information-Based –
Prescriptive Advising

Holistic Development –
Developmental Advising

Focus
Declarative and
procedural knowledge
regarding scheduling,
registration, appealing,
graduation, etc.
Both cognitive and noncognitive aspects in
students’ development

Intervention-Based –
Proactive Advising

Early intervention
Advisor-student
relationship building

Student Learning
Outcome –
Advising as Teaching /
Learning-Centered
Advising
Strength and Asset
Building –
Strengths-Based /
Appreciative Advising

Teaching and learning
processes

Students’ strengths and
assets are the key to
their individual
successes

Process
Advisors share
information with
students

Outcome
Students become
informed of the
process, regulations,
and policies

Advisors engage
students in shared
activities through
advising and support
students’ academic,
moral, and personal
growth.

Students develop
holistically not only in
terms of academic
achievements, but also
non-cognitive skills to
negotiate future
personal and
professional lives.
Advisors build a strong
Students receive
relationship with the
advising at
student to identify
preenrollment and
potential problems and preregistration stage.
offer immediate
Identified at-risk
support
student populations
receive targeted
communication and
support.
Advising follows the
Students develop
good teaching practices. cognitive learning skills
Active and engaged
and become prepared
learning is expected.
to independently fulfill
cognitive tasks.
Advisors engage
Students develop
students in recognizing positive reconstructionand leveraging their
of their past
strengths to achieve
experiences, recognize
their potentials.
alternative ways to
leverage their assets for
success, and establish
positive outlooks to
become resilient in
their future personal
and professional lives.

FIRST YEAR CENTRE ADVISING HANDBOOK

9

He & Hutson (2016) also note that most institutions use a combination of these approaches, and that
individual advisors may alternate the use of these approaches based on students’ needs.
Prescriptive Advising refers to the aspect of advising that concentrates on the rules, guidelines, and
regulations of a student's curricular choices and a student's relationship to University policy. It generally
involves signing off and legitimizing a student's course choices and approving or denying requests for
leniency in the matter of policies such as dropping and adding courses, withdrawals, etc. It tends to be a
gate-keeping activity if separated from the basics of developmental advising.
Developmental Advising offers an expanded role for both the advisor and the student. While it does not
replace the tasks inherent in prescriptive advising, it changes how those tasks are accomplished.
Contrasting dimensions of prescriptive and developmental approaches to advising (Crookston, 1994):
In term of
Abilities
Motivation
Rewards

Prescriptive
Focus on limitations
Students are lazy, need prodding
Grades, credit, income

Maturity

Immature, irresponsible; must be closely
supervised and carefully checked
Advisor takes initiative on fulfilling
requirements; rest up to student
By advisor
By advisor to advise;
By student to act
Primarily in student
By advisor to student
Based on status, strategies, games, low
trust

Initiative
Control
Responsibility
Learning output
Evaluation
Relationship

Developmental
Focus on potentialites
Students are active, striving
Achievement, mastery, acceptance,
status, recognition, fulfillment
Growing, maturing, responsible, capable
of self-direction
Either or both may take initiative
Negotiated
Negotiated
Shared
Collaborative
Based on nature of task, competencies,
situation, high trust

Creamer & Creamer (1994) propose the following goal categories for student growth, drawn broadly
from student development theory (notably Chickering & Perry), to serve as a conceptual frame of
reference for developmental academic advisors:







setting career and life goals
building self-insight and esteem
broadening interests
establishing meaningful interpersonal relationships
clarifying personal values and styles of life
and enhancing critical thinking and reasoning

Rather than simply prescribing, the advisor involves the student in the decision process; this includes
course choice, academic goals, academic supports as well as personal and/or social issues that could
affect academic performance. Collaborative decision-making facilitates a student’s ability to make
judgments and decisions and enhances a student’s development towards competence, autonomy and
emotional maturity.

10
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At its best, developmental advising is a dynamic and interactive conversation between the Advisor and
Student where the rules, guidelines, regulations, course choices, degree and career goals become a
process of continuing clarification leading to a resolution. The Advisor not only provides information, but
also helps the student to discover, set, and achieve academic goals; acquire relevant information and
services; and make responsible decisions consistent with interests, goals, abilities, and degree
requirements. The same process is in place when working through academic and/or other problems a
student may encounter.
Proactive Advising (also known as intrusive advising or intentional advising) combines elements of both
prescriptive and developmental advising. It means seeking out students in order to provide them with
resources before they may realize they need them. It is often used with students at risk of failure or
probation, as carefully planned ‘intrusions’ during the academic term have been shown to increase the
rate of student success and retention. (Greenfield, Keup, & Gardner, 2013).
Appreciative Advising is based on appreciative inquiry with a founding principle that people “generally
respond more favourably to people who are optimistic thinkers and who help us create positive images
of our futures, rather than to people who are negative and disapproving of our plans”. Appreciative
advising uses a multi-stage process – “disarm, discover, dream, design, deliver, don’t settle.” (Greenfield
et al., 2013)

FIRST YEAR CENTRE ADVISING HANDBOOK
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Advising Responsibilities & Procedures
Roles and Responsibilities of the Academic Advisor
FYC Advisors assist first year students in their transition to the University of Manitoba. They help
students to identify and pursue their educational goals and to navigate the challenges and possible
pitfalls of their first year. Academic advising is a system of shared responsibility between the student
and the advisor. Advisors work with students to facilitate their development by helping them to make
informed decisions about how to achieve their personal and academic goals.
Advising Students
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Course Choice: Advisors assist students to select appropriate courses. They emphasize that this
is an exploratory year and help students identify areas of academic interest and ability, explain
program requirements and assist them in creating a realistic course load that reflects a workable
balance between the student’s academic and non-academic life.
Academic Planning: Advisors assist students in both short- and long-term academic planning.
They help students plan their first year of study and then assist them in making decisions about
their longer-term academic direction and the transition to their faculty of choice. They discuss
relevant alternatives with the student, provide them with essential information, and refer them
to the appropriate faculties for advising and information. Advisors also advise students about
the limitations and potential consequences of academic decisions.
University Procedures: Advisors provide students with accurate and complete information
about academic policies, institutional regulations, and University procedures. They assist
students to navigate and access the university system and to interpret and apply university
policies to their particular situation.
Violation of Policies: Advisors deal with students who may have violated University policies
and/or regulations. They must understand how to make fair, equitable judgments consistent
with U1/UM policies and procedures, keeping in mind the unique circumstances of the student
requesting leniency. When the issue is beyond the authority of the Advisor, the student is
referred to the appropriate area for resolution.
Academic Difficulties: Advisors monitor and review academic progress with students. They
assist students to identify issues that may be causing academic difficulties and help them access
the Learning Assistance Centre and other resources and activities appropriate to their individual
learning needs. They discuss with the student how to manage their courses and course loads
and recommend withdrawal if appropriate.
Personal, Social or Emotional Problems: Advisors act as a resource for students not only in
academic matters but also in other matters that may affect their lives. They must know how to
respond and when to make referrals for students who have personal, social or emotional
problems.
Diverse Populations: Advisors need to be familiar with some of the obstacles diverse
populations of students may face when they enter the University, (e.g., adults, international
students, Indigenous students, students with disabilities, etc.)
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Professional Responsibilities







Programming and Communications: Advisors participate actively in U1 publications and
program development. They create and maintain useful and timely publications and
communications (e.g., First Year Planning Guide, First Six Weeks, Early Warning Letters), and
assist in developing and implementing advising programs and advising approaches for the
general and special first year student population.
Ethical Conduct: Advisors advocate ethical and professional conduct in all academic endeavors.
They maintain confidentiality according to established standards. They avoid any personal
conflict of interest as well as the appearance of such a conflict. They refuse to participate in any
form of sexual harassment, racial or other discrimination.
Records: Advisors keep accurate records of their interaction with students and other areas of
the university. They safeguard the confidentiality of student records.
Professional Development: Advisors keep current on all essential information related to
assisting students, on curricular changes, revised program options, changing pedagogical styles,
referral and resource areas and any other areas that could benefit a student.

Knowledge Base








Advising Processes and Concepts: Advisors understand the concepts underlying the advising
process and the concepts of student development theory and follow the developmental
approach when advising students. They recognize that students may be at different stages of
academic readiness and maturity and advise them within this reality.
Curriculum: Advisors have a thorough knowledge of the current curriculum, admission
requirements, course sequences, and the general education requirements for University 1 and
the faculties that admit from U1.
Academic Regulations: Advisors have a thorough knowledge of current academic regulations,
University policies and institutional procedures. Specifically, they must know about how to
schedule courses, navigate the system, utilize the system, and how to interpret and apply
university policies. (e.g., drop/add dates and deadlines, withdrawal dates, probation guidelines
and other rules.)
Referrals: Advisors are familiar with institutional support services, printed materials, special
programs, and co-curricular activities and make accurate and effective referrals when required.

FIRST YEAR CENTRE ADVISING HANDBOOK
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The Advising Year
There is a cycle to the advising year in the First Year Centre. Advising activities start in earnest during the
pre-registration and registration period, beginning in May when advisors assist students to choose
courses and navigate the University registration system. Orientation to the University happens in early
September. With the onset of the academic term, advisors’ activities turn to assisting new students in
becoming familiar with university life and getting through their first year of academic study. Advising
activities will include a variety of matters such as course concerns, examination conflicts, learning and
academic difficulties, personal challenges, and transition issues. Advisors will also be keeping in touch
with returning U1 students to monitor their progress and assist them in making appropriate transitions.

An Overview of Seasonal Events







May to August
Mid-July
August
September / January
Mid-Term
End-Term

Registration planning for new and returning students
Initial Access – New Students
Initial Access – Returning Students
Orientation & Course Revision Period
Preliminary Marks Available / Withdrawal date & decisions
Final Examinations / End-of-Term Assessments / Transitions

May – August Advising Goals








Assist pre-entry students understand the expectations at the University of Manitoba
Establish communication with new students
Help students clarify academic goals and assist them in developing realistic expectations of the
university experience
Assist students in understanding the general requirements and prerequisites for entrance into
certain programs (utilizing the First Year Planning Guide)
Assist with initial registration (if necessary) and with Add/Drop concerns
Assist returning students to prepare for their second year in U1
Be aware of financial aid programs and student services; introduce and remind students of
university resources; refer students to the appropriate offices as needed.

September - December Advising Goals
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Help students to navigate through their first set of courses and university life
Be available for / provide walk-in, telephone, and e-mail assistance, especially during revision
Seek out and monitor students who are required to seek advising (i.e. Limited admission)
Provide individual advising sessions for students with questions and concerns; help student
identify academic, personal, or institutional difficulties, and make referrals to appropriate areas
Remind students of the last day of withdrawal; assist students who request authorized
withdrawals
Provide assistance in re-scheduling (deferring) final examinations when appropriate
Assist with course scheduling for the Winter term
Re-introduce and remind students of such university resources, as necessary.
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January to April Advising Goals










Welcome new entering students; be available for / provide walk-in, telephone and e-mail
assistance, especially during the revision period
Be aware of financial aid and student services, and refer students as necessary
Help returning students who may be ready to move to a faculty
Monitor and advise students
Introduce and remind students of University resources
Engage in early-warning assessments and notification - advisors receive lists of students in
academic jeopardy in early January; aim to see students as soon as possible
Contact students who need to change their course schedules because of failures or changes in
course offerings or requirements
Provide assistance and help with withdrawals
Assist students in understanding the general requirements and prerequisites for entrance into
various faculties; refer them to the appropriate faculties/resources for help with transit issues

Concentrated Periods of Advising
Although advisors see students throughout their first year for a variety of reasons, there are points of
the year when the need for advising increases. These concentrations generally occur during the weeks
leading up to a course registration, during revision periods, around final withdrawal dates, during the
examination period, and when end of term / early warning assessments are made.
Recognizing these periods of concentrated need allows advisors to prepare and design programs and
group and individual advising strategies for students with similar issues and needs.
These periods also provide excellent opportunities for monitoring a student's progress. For example, the
withdrawal period is often a good time to open a discussion with the students about academic
difficulties or other problems they may be having and to find ways, through referrals and advising, that
will help them achieve success in their courses throughout the remainder of the term.
Course Selection and Registration
This is the time to begin a dialogue with a student, to establish rapport and offer continuing services, to
help a student match the kind and number of courses for an exploratory year or towards a defined
career/academic objective, keeping in mind a student’s individual learning style, work and personal
demands. The goal of course choice is always to optimize a student's success and enjoyment in their first
year.
Withdrawal Dates/Adjusting Course Load
Because withdrawal dates are often consistent with mid-term grades, students who seek to revise their
course load by withdrawing from one or more courses are in a position to make some realistic
judgements regarding success in the term. There are various reasons why students withdraw. Some are:



Their progress in a course is not positive. This can mean missed work, low grades, and/or lack of
ability to understand the material.
They do not find the course material enjoyable.

FIRST YEAR CENTRE ADVISING HANDBOOK
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They cannot handle the course load; there is too much work in a particular course or they are
taking too many courses.
They have changed academic direction.
Their work demands are interfering with attending and completing courses.
Illness, disability, or family difficulties are interfering with their ability to carry the course load.

Whatever the reason, a student seeking a withdrawal provides an opportunity for the advisor and the
student to review how he/she is doing in other courses, discuss strengths, weaknesses, problems, and
make appropriate referrals for academic help or other relevant University resources that may meet their
personal needs.
Advisors need to be aware of the possible impact a withdrawal may have on the student's status or
progress at the University.





Limited Access: three terms of limited access may affect a student’s ability to complete a
required course for entry to / progression in a program
Financial: Always investigate what impact a withdrawal may have on student aid (loans /
bursaries), scholarships, sponsorships, etc. where a minimum course load is required
International Students: There is often a minimum course load required for study permits;
withdrawing courses to part-time status may be problematic in later study permit renewal
Transfer to Faculties: Students may require a specific number of credit hours and / or course
load to be eligible to enter a faculty

Structuring the Advising Session
While the nature and content of advising sessions are as varied as each student’s concerns and needs,
there is a basic structure or pattern to a session. What follows are some of the steps to take when
preparing for an advising session and some of the techniques useful for effective communication during
the session.
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Scheduling: Students seeking advising at the First Year Centre check-in at the Front Desk to see
an advisor on a drop in basis. The Registration Advisor asks triage questions and completes a
form with basic information (name, student number, current/target faculty, reason for visit).
This form and the student file are given to the advisor (a student file will be created for U1
students at their first visit to the office). A session usually lasts about 15 to 20 minutes. Some
sessions will be brief, while others may require more preparation and more discussion.
Preparation: Before beginning the interview, the advisor should go through the student's
academic record and read the advising notes in the U1 file. The academic record provides an
overview of the student’s academic activity and progress in courses. Note any discrepancies,
errors or special circumstances and clarify any issues with the last advisor the student has seen.
The Interview/Session: Lay the foundation. Greet the student and if you have not met them
before, introduce yourself. Communicate a willingness to help. Let the student know if you have
previous information from the file and/or the academic record and what it is.
Identify the Issues: Clarify the purpose of the meeting. Is it for scheduling, course choice,
drop/add, academic difficulty, personal difficulties? Focus in on the primary concern and restate
the problem. Identify any secondary concerns.
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Identify Possible Solutions: Help the student assess strengths and challenges and brainstorm
possible solutions and alternatives. Identify needed resources and discuss the implications of
probable solutions.
Design a Plan: Help the student to choose the best alternative and come to a resolution and a
realistic plan of action.
Ending the Session: Ask the student whether there are any further questions or concerns.
Restate the essence of the session and confirm this with the student. If possible, set a time to
check progress and evaluate outcome. End in a realistic and positive note.
Keeping File Notes: Advisor notes are taped to the left side of the student's file. Keeping
accurate, thorough notes will help when students have follow-up questions or when another
advisor needs some background information. Keeping good notes can eliminate potential
problems about who said what, and to whom, and whether the student received accurate
advice. Notes should include the topics discussed and actions taken. Note what the student said
that is relevant to his/her academic program and any recommendations that you have made
(such as course suggestions, referrals, withdrawals, etc.). Indicate any specific forms that are
included in the file itself. Once the file is complete, return it to the Front Desk for further
processing and filing.

Advising Skills & Special Situations
To advise effectively, advisors must have excellent interpersonal communication skills. They need
interviewing skills; problem solving/diagnostic skills; decision-making/ judgment skills and referral skills.

Set the Tone
You want to create a situation where the student feels safe, is willing to communicate with you and
trusts you to understand his/her issue(s). Some ways to do this are the following:








Offer the student a secure, open, respectful environment. Establishing good eye contact and
facing your advisee squarely says that you are available and open to what the student has to
say. Sometimes leaning towards the other person can be another indication of availability and
involvement. Relax and try not to give the impression that you want to jump right in and talk.
Concentrate on the student. Fight off external distractions. Try to leave your own worries, fears,
and problems out of the meeting. Resist distractions such as looking through items on your desk
not related to this particular interview. Take notes during the conversation. This allows you to
concentrate on the main points of the session and shows the student that you are taking
him/her seriously.
Ensure confidentiality and trust. Share whatever pertinent information you have about the
student with the student (e.g., computer transcript, grades, previous notes, etc,). This sets the
tone for working on issues together, not in opposition or secrecy. Try never to ask questions or
make statements in a way that will embarrass or show the student up.
Respond openly and honestly. Never bluff: if you are not sure about an answer to a question or
are uneasy about your grasp of alternatives and/or solutions to a problem, let the student know
this. Tell the student you will find the necessary information and then follow up with the student
as soon as possible.
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Listen Actively
In order to help a student with a problem and/or to make decisions you must get a clear understanding
of the exact nature of the issue. Understanding requires listening in an active and participatory manner.
Listening is both a commitment on your part and a compliment to the student. It says that you are
taking the student seriously and are attempting to see the problem from the student's point of view.
Active listening requires that you:










Listen carefully. Listening is a complex activity and requires your full attention. It requires you to
be open to, and aware of what the student is telling you. Listening carefully requires that you
engage in a number of simultaneous activities including paraphrasing, clarifying, and giving
feedback. (See below.)
Share responsibility for communication. Only part of the responsibility rests with the speaker,
you as the listener, have an important part. Try to understand and if you do not, ask for
clarification. Remember, you cannot listen while you are talking. Do not interrupt the student;
give them time to say what they have to say, and then ask questions.
Recognize non-verbal behaviour. It is important not only to concentrate on what the student is
saying but also to recognize the emotional reactions and attitudes exhibited by the student.
Body movements, gestures, and facial expressions often tell us a lot about the problem or issue
that the student has come to see us about. This is also true of paralinguistic behaviour such as
tone of voice, inflections, spacing of words, emphasis, and pauses.
Empathize with the student. Try to put yourself in his/her place so that you can see what
he/she is trying to communicate. Empathizing is a commitment to understanding how other
people feel and how they see their world.
Recognize your personal biases. Recognize your own prejudices and beliefs, as well as your
anxieties and self-interests and put them aside so that you can see the world from the other
person's point of view. If you are judging and finding fault you will have a hard time listening.

Question Effectively
Questioning is an essential advising tool. Questions can:








Elicit essential information.
Open new areas for discussion.
Help a student explore concerns.
Help identify and clarify the issues in the discussion.
Confirm that the advisor understands what the student is saying.
Involve the student in making decisions and assessing options.
Teach the student decision-making skills.

Below are descriptions of various questioning approaches.
Closed questions usually require only a brief answer or a yes or no response from the student. They are
used to gain specifics information and are often essential to get the background information you need
to make judgments about withdrawals, deferred examinations and/or other policy or procedural areas
of concern. Examples:
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Do you attend class?
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Have you handed in any material?
What was your grade on the essay?
Did you know when the withdrawal date was?
Do you have the prerequisite for entry into the course?
What were the dates of your illness?

Open questions are good questions to use when beginning an advising session because they allow the
student to choose the direction of the discussion and place the advisor in a supporting, not directing
position. Open questions can actively draw the student into discussion and can get the student to
elaborate on needs, objectives, wants, goals and problems. They are very useful when assisting with
course choice, planning for transition to a faculty and in diagnosing and understanding various
problems. Examples:





What would you like to talk about today?
How do you feel about your choice of courses?
What do you think about the demands of your current course load?
How are you enjoying university life and studies so far?

Clarifying /Focusing questions help a student focus in on a particular issue when a number of issues are
raised. Asking questions using “what, where, why and how" can help you and the student to clarify the
issues and get involved in a strategy to reach a solution. Examples:





What do you like about this major and what don't you like?
Where do you think your major difficulty with the course lies?
Why do you think a withdrawal is you best option? Have you thought of the pros and cons of
this choice?
What are some of your ideas about how to resolve the issue?

Paraphrasing means that you take the gist of what the student has said and repeat it back to the
student in your own words. It is an important step in the clarification process because it allows you to
check to see if you are hearing correctly and lets the student know you are paying careful attention.
Paraphrasing is absolutely necessary to good listening because it keeps you busy trying to understand
what the other person means, rather than blocking or having your mind wander to what you will say
next. As well, paraphrasing can sometimes help uncover what is really on the student’s mind. Examples:






What I am hearing you say is this …
Let me understand, you said that …
What was going on for you was …
What happened was …
If I am understanding you correctly …

Continuing (key word) questions invite the student to expand or clarify an idea they have expressed.
Asking clarifying or continuing questions along with paraphrasing allows you to understand the situation
better and demonstrates your involvement. Continuing questions can also reduce assumptions you may
have; it is sometimes easy to hear what you want to hear rather than what the student is actually
saying. Examples:
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I am hearing you say [this …]; can you explain the [key issue] further?
There are issues I think I understand about the situation you are describing and others I do not…
could you expand on…

Feedback and Strategies for Effective Resolutions
Once the issue or issues are clear, the advisor and the student need to come to a resolution about what
to do. The student may have some ideas and may have specific requests; the advisor may have
additional ideas. At this point, the advisor must be clear with the student about what he or she has the
authority and/or expertise to do.
 Clearly state or restate the issue or issues to be dealt with
 Prioritize/itemize the pertinent components of the issue.
 Offer the student your view of the possible or allowable outcomes to the particular issue.
Discuss the risks or issues of these outcomes.
 Discuss which one of the outcomes is the best option for the student.
 Refer the student when appropriate.
 Help the student to create a plan of action to proceed.

Giving Students Difficult News
One of the challenges facing an advisor is giving the student news they do not want to hear. Such news
can include the corroboration that the class they need and want is full and cannot be accessed, a refusal
to approve a late or an authorized withdrawal, or a notification of probation and even suspension.
Challenges that can be particularly difficult are when an advisor must reinterpret bad or wrong
information given to the student by someone else or when dealing with difficult, angry students who
won't accept the information.
Whatever the case, advisors must be both realistic and supportive about the student’s situation. They
should not be afraid to give a student bad news when it their responsibility to do so and it is not in the
student’s interest to “minimize the gravity of the situation or to be unrealistically optimistic about what
the student can do to handle it.” (NACADA, 2004).
Advisors can demonstrate their support for the student by helping to put the issue into proper
perspective and focusing attention on the student and on positive actions to take to resolve the
problem: This has happened, these are the implications, what can we do now? (Morano, 1999)
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Empathize with the student, regardless of your feelings about the situation.
Keep the “I” out of the situation and never be defensive.
Emphasize possible solutions, not what the student should have done.
Help the student find solutions or alternatives.
Refer a student to relevant university supports and resources
Be aware of available university procedures if the student chooses to take actions, such as
appealing a grade, disputing information, late withdrawals etc.
If a student becomes belligerent, calmly let the student know that this behaviour is not
acceptable.
Have a plan with the U1 team in case of a threatening situation.
Don’t make promises you can’t keep.
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Making Referrals
“There is an art to making a good referral. Done well, a referral can enhance your credibility and
usefulness in the student’s eyes. Done poorly, it can convey the impression to a student that you don’t
care, are not helpful, and are merely passing the buck.”
(Trinity College)
(The following material is adapted from Kettering, Trinity College, and Ford's Example Handbook.)

The First Year Centre is often the gateway for a student to access the resources of the university and one
of the advisor’s major responsibilities is to know where, when, and how to make a referral. Students
come to University 1 with all kinds of concerns and questions, some are academic and some are not. A
student’s concerns and questions, whatever their nature, need to be understood and then addressed
seriously, effectively and thoroughly.
Referring a student to seek help in another area of the University can be as simple as giving directions
on how to get to the appropriate building, as essential as guiding them towards tutoring/learning
resources when in academic difficulty, or as critical as walking the student to counselling in the case of
intense emotional trauma.
A referral to another unit or resource of the University is often the outcome of an effective advising
session. It means that the advisor and the student have identified and diagnosed a problem or concern,
have determined alternatives, and have decided on the best options towards a resolution. Some
considerations to keep in mind:








Don’t refer too quickly! Before referring students to another area or person at the University,
be sure that you can't help them. Taking the time to make a quick phone call can often solve a
problem quickly and easily. Or, if you are unsure about what to do, consult with the advising
coordinator, a fellow advisor, the First Year Planning Guide, the Academic Calendar, or the
Policy resources on the shared drive before referring the student to another area.
Recognize the limitations of your position. While it is important not to refer too quickly, don’t
attempt to handle situations for which you lack the lack the knowledge, expertise, or authority
and don’t hesitate to acknowledge this to the student. It is almost always essential to refer
students who are in serious academic or emotional difficulty to areas of expertise to assist in
their learning and/or personal difficulties.
Develop ties with the various areas in the University that assist students. Getting to know the
people you contact, and what they can do, or suggest that you do, allows you to provide the
student with timely, effective, and personalized help.
Provide the student with access to resources. Make sure that the student knows how to access
the area of referral and that the First Year Centre is the place to come back to for follow up.
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When advising students, it is important to encourage them to tell you about concerns that they may
have. Such conversations often open up new possibilities in course choice, program planning, etc. They
can also lead students to bring up issues that are quite personal and/or emotionally charged. While it is
important to remember that academic advisors are not psychologists or counsellors, advisors can and
should do several things to be helpful to students, particularly when a student s wrestling with a serious
issues.
When a student presents a problem or requests information that is outside the advisor’s range of
knowledge find where to refer the student and assist the student in setting up an appointment if
necessary. Consider a referral in the following situations:
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When you are advising a student you feel you have not helped, or whom you have gone as far
as you can go with, but who you think needs help. None of us can help everyone needing help;
this may be due to personality differences, lack of experience, or a variety of other reasons.
When you suspect that you have not been helpful, try to be honest with the student and suggest
a specific person or department/area that could meet the student’s needs.
When there is a lack of objectivity on your part. You may know the student on other than a
professional basis. The student may be a friend, neighbor or relative, you may know the person
the student is talking about, or you may be identifying too closely with the problem that is under
discussion. Any of these may interfere with your ability to be a non-judgmental listener. It may
be better to refer the student to another advisor.
When a student is reluctant to discuss a problem with you. You may sense that the student is
not comfortable talking to you; for example, the student might be more at ease talking with a
male if you are a female, or vice versa. In that case, ask the student if he/she would like to see
another advisor or another resource person, one who may be more experienced. Reassure the
student that the matter under discussion is strictly confidential.
When a student exhibits physical symptoms such as headaches, dizziness, stomach pains, or
insomnia, they can be physical manifestations of psychological states. If students complain
about symptoms they suspect (or you suspect) are related to their problem, it may be
appropriate to suggest they see a professional, school nurse or doctor.
When a student has personal problems and you sense that he/she could use counselling help,
it can be helpful to ask whether the student has a support system and let him/her know about
counselling services at the University. Go slowly except in an emergency, the student should be
aware that he or she has a choice to accept or refuse the referral.
A student contemplating suicide has the potential for being the most severe of all crises you
will deal with. Although there are wide differences in the seriousness of suicidal thoughts, any
time a student is thinking of it seriously enough to discuss it with you, they are probably in need
of help. Although it is important for you to deal with the student’s immediate feelings, a threat
to self or others ethically requires strong intervention. In order to assess the severity of suicidal
thought, contact a counsellor the Student Counselling Centre. It is possible to save a life by
taking quick, effective action. In cases like this, accompany, or have someone accompany the
student to the resource.
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Make a referral after you have discussed the concern(s) with the student, considered the reasons for a
referral, and evaluated possible sources of help. Then assist the student to select a specific department
or person.
Referral skills and guidelines (Vowell, 2004):













Determine what the referral need is: sometimes students won’t ask for help directly, or they
may ask for help in one area but you can see the problem is more basic or in another area.
o Clearly explain what, as the advisor, you are able to do to help in a situation, e.g., if a
student is ill, advisors can look at lessening a course load through withdrawals or
consider deferred examinations in a course.
Talk with the student about the purpose/goal of the referral (cognitive aspect of referral) and
how success will be measured.
o Explain to the student in a clear and open manner why you think it is desirable or
necessary to refer. Take time to explain your interest in the problem at hand, as well as
your concern that you may not be the most appropriate individual to provide the
particular help the student needs.
Reassure the student about his or her right to the service requested and the referral source’s
ability to provide it (affective aspect of referral).
o Fully the services that the resource offers. Reassure the student about the capability and
qualifications of the resource to help meet the student’s particular need.
Help the student outline the process (steps to be taken) and try to keep the referral chain as
simple as possible.
o Be very specific in the referral, and where necessary, assist the student in contacting the
resource. Identify the referral source by name and take the time to jot down directions,
contact names, and if helpful, make a quick call on behalf of a student. Students are far
more likely to follow up on a referral under these conditions, than if they are simply told
to, “Check with department X; someone may be able to answer.”
o If the situation is severe enough, you may want to walk the student to the office of
referral to ensure that the student receives the necessary attention and follows through
with your advice.
Explore with the student crucial questions that they need to ask, or approaches to take, when
meeting with the resource person or area.
Obtain the consent and approval of the student when there is a need to transfer essential
information to the referral source in order to help the student. Agree with the student on a time
frame within which they will contact the referral source.
Note in your advising comments that you have made the referral so that when you next speak
with the student, you can ask whether the referral was productive and can judge what further
action is required. Notes also protect advisors when students fail to follow recommendations
and complain about being ill advised.
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Making Judgements about Institutional Policy
“Advisors must balance the needs of the institution with the needs of the students and make decisions on
the basis of what is fundamentally fair and in the best interest of both.” (Fisher, 2005)
Advisors are always making judgments of one kind or another. In a normal advising session, judgments
can include issues such as, “What kind of a course or courses are most appropriate to recommend to a
student to balance certain goals,” or, “I cannot help a student with this issue so I will have to make an
appropriate referral.”
The more difficult judgments however, are often those that the University has empowered the advisor
to make on its behalf, e.g., late withdrawals, authorized withdrawals, and approving deferrals for late or
missed examinations. The challenge for the advisor is to consider the unique circumstances of the
student while making decisions that are consistent with University policies and procedures. "These
judgments require advisors to demonstrate a high degree of professionalism." (Kettering)
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Understand the scope and the limitations of your authority
Be thorough in your knowledge and interpretation of University policies and procedures.
Be aware of University 1 precedence and practice.
Listen carefully to the unique needs and circumstances of the student.
Come to the decision with a complete knowledge of the problem. Define the problem, ask
questions that will clarify the issue and expose or resolve discrepancies. Ask for appropriate
documentation where required.
Be careful not to pre-judge. Do not make assumptions about what the student is trying to tell
you before you have investigated thoroughly. These assumptions can put students at risk.
Listen carefully, and then check; while it is important to assume the student is giving you all the
correct information, students do not always provide you with all the facts or tell the complete
truth.
Remember that a student’s present situation does not necessarily preclude a productive
outcome. Assist the student in finding alternatives and exploring other options if their request is
denied.
Provide the student with the full range of appeal/grievance procedures when the student finds
the resolution unsatisfactory.
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