The following is an account of our recent Honors 302 Rapid Assessment Process (RAP) Project. When we first began under taking this project, we were asked to assess any problem about the learning environment at Buffalo State College (BSC) that could be reasonably researched.  We decided to tackle the topic of advisement at BSC, after multiple, overwhelming responses to essay written about advisement used for an earlier assignment. We approached the topic as a group, assuming that there would be room for, at least, some improvement in advisement at BSC.  We are also all part of the student body at BSC. This means that our biases and opinions were more similar to that of the student body when we first began probing. The few things that we knew for sure were that advisement is meant to guide students through college and that many of our fellow students did not feel that they were having successful advisement experiences. 


From this perspective, we created a problem statement that encompassed our query: What can be done to improve the advisement at BSC in a way that would best benefit the students? Although we knew that advisement is not always a positive experience, we were not sure if this was the case for the majority of students or not. In addition, we were not sure what the root of the problem was, if the problem truly existed. Ultimately, we were hoping to find some clarity about the problem and, hopefully, some solutions as well. In this situation, we recognized a perfect opportunity to use the RAP for research, because as students at BSC we had the ability to not only seek out the environment in which this perceived problem is/was occurring, but also to participate in the environment.


As we learned in class, the RAP model is ideal for situations like exploring advisement on campus, because it is a problem area where issues influencing its effectiveness are not clearly defined. Also, we were researching a problem that was site specific. In addition, this was also a situation where it would take little time to perform and no money to fund our research. Take note, though, throughout our research that this is not only a natural study, but that we are participants in the environment of the study (we are all students at BSC). Of course, we must also point out that, as team members, we are merely students investigating a problem, not researchers in any particular field. 


In order to understand our methodology and findings, the concept of the RAP model must be clearly understood. As for our example of RAP that we present to you today, we started this process, first, by choosing team member to work with and organizing our schedules. Afterwards, we created our problem statement about advisement on BSC. This meant we also created a list of potential questions in order to brainstorm our thoughts about our research idea. We decided to research our questions by interviewing advisors from different backgrounds and a sample group of somewhat randomly assorted students representing the four disciplines at BSC (to be further discussed in the Methodology section of this report). So, we sat down and created an informal list of interview questions. We did this so that we could have some consistency from interview to interview. Once the interviews had been conducted, we followed the next step of RAP by organizing and analyzing our data collection. This was the most time consuming part of the process because it involved a lot of triangulation among the group. In addition, the iteration of certain themes presented itself as we met and discussed our findings between interviews. Once we analyzed the data, we were able to make recommendations regarding the problem, because we understood the problem more clearly.

Methodology:


As discussed in the introduction of the introduction of the RAP process, we began by forming a research team.  Our RAP Team formed as a result of mutual respect for each other’s work ethic and our shared mutual interest in impacting advisement on campus.  After its formation, our group focused on organization, both of materials and schedules.  Since three of the four group members are commuters to and from campus scheduling was a challenge.  Organizing times to plan, execute, discuss, analyze and record our research was a considerably difficult.  Each RAP team member missed a day at work at least once in order to engage in developing this project.  


Andrea headed the typing and distribution of the original paperwork, along with the detail management and organization of the RAP team members’ schedules and the nearly two-dozen meeting times.  The commitment to organization and flexibility of scheduling within the group made the RAP research and analysis progress in a logical fashion.  As a result of this commitment, the only real logistical problem that arose was the tape recording in the first advisor interview.  Because the recorder was placed on a hard surface and not directly in front of the person being interviewed, the background static made for difficult transcription.  Once our mistake was realized, we took extra measures to ensure recording quality in the next set of interviews.  


In this natural environment where advisement occurs, our team both participated in and observed the advisement process.  This allowed for additional perspectives on the topic.  The data collection process was lengthy.  During this process our RAP team met repeatedly to organize our time and recourses, prepare for the interviews, conduct the interviews, analyze the data, reevaluate our interview questions based on the first wave of data collected (iteration) and continue collecting more data through further interviewing.  


The data collection preparation began with the construction of the above problem statement, which was developed and refined during several in-class team meetings early in March.  As a class, we discussed and developed an informed consent/confidentiality form.  After having our research project approved by The Research Foundation of SUNY, our RAP team chose to conduct interviews on a pre-screened sample group of advisors and students from the four main schools of discipline at B.S.C.  We met several times between March 16 and March 27 and decided to conduct individual interviews with one advisor from the school of education, the professions, natural and social sciences, and the arts and humanities.  Our team decided to interview one advisor from each disciple to avoid biased results and to produce balance and validity in our research.  On March 28, we finalized which team members would be conducting which interviews and recorded the names and positions of each of the interviewees.  

Each team member arranged and scheduled one of the four advisor interviews.  Our RAP team members represent each of the four schools of discipline. One team member who shared a discipline with the advisor and another team member from a different discipline conducted the interview together.  This strategy of having team members from different disciplines interviewing at the same time validated our data through the triangulation of multiple viewpoints and field notes.  Our semi-structured interviewing technique was also conducive to deep - conversational interview sessions. This allowed the interviewing team members to keep a graceful ebb and flow in the interview.  This led to more in-depth and informative discussion as a result of probe questions. Also, meeting prior to the interviews to pre-screen the interview candidates.  We chose advisors who would be key informants, knowledgeable not only about their own advisement experiences but were also aware of the attitudes and procedures of advisement outside of their department.  The four advisor interviews were conducted on April 3, 7 (x2), and 10.  

After individually transcribing the recordings from each interview and organizing our field-notes, our RAP team met three times to analyze the data we collected from the advisor interviews using a color-coding system designed by Stephanie and Andrea on April 10 while Heather and Lisa were conducting an interview.   The importance of triangulation during the analysis process is evident in our data collection process.  This can be seen in the structure of the interviews and the fact that the team met several times to discuss and interpret the data collected from each interview.   

In light of the data collected during the advisor interviews, our RAP team reevaluated our interview questions.  We added several open-ended and probe questions to the student interview based on the information attained through the advisor interviews.  This process of iteration produced an informative and insightful student focus-group interview on April 13.  Stephanie offered her dorm living room and bought pizza in order to create a natural environment for an eight-student interview.  The student sample was a representative cross-section from the four schools of discipline.  This balanced group of students gave insights, critiques and recommendations from their diverse backgrounds and experiences with advisement at Buffalo State College.  During the focus-group, each team member was assigned to take field-notes for two specific students, however, each team member also took notes on other students’ comments that were personally interesting, important and or relevant to the furtherance of the RAP process. 

Our RAP team met four times after the completion of the interviews to analyze and code all of the data gathered.  Triangulation played an important role in the interpretation of student and advisor interview data.  There were several instances where, as a team, we discussed which category a specific issue should be organized under.  In this way, our coding and analysis was validated by the struggle we underwent to categorize our data in a consistent and logical fashion. The iterative quality of our interviewing process provided a system of checks and balances in regards to advisement.  It also validated the importance of the variety of issues that were raised in the 5 interviews.  On April 19 out team finished coding the data, made charts further grouping the data, and finally, after much debate and re-analysis, we identified the main themes that were extent throughout the interview process.  The themes were divided into “themes discussed repeatedly” and “themes discussed at length; this process and its content will be further explained in the following Findings section. 

The RAP processed continued with our April 20 meetings to outline our RAP report.  Our team met again April 21 to complete the outline and assign report-writing responsibilities.  The introduction has been written by Andrea and the Methodology section by Heather.  Stephanie and Lisa have communicated the Findings.   Within the Findings section, Stephanie wrote about repeated themes, while themes which were discussed at length have been articulated by Lisa along with the beginning of the conclusion / recommendations section.  Andrea, in collaboration with the rest of the team, has presented our concluding remarks and recommendations.  On April 24 the team met to discuss and proofread the contents of the paper, making changes in accordance with the RAP characteristic of triangulation.  The report was finalized and conclusions were drawn and articulated.  On April 27 we held our final meeting to prepare a presentation on the findings of our RAP to be shared with the class on May 2. 

Findings:

We developed a very effective process for collecting our data, which proved to be helpful in providing insight into the true nature of advising on the Buffalo State College campus. We chose to begin our research and data collection with the advisor interviews. This became a pivotal contribution to our project as a whole because it allowed us to develop an informed perspective that enhanced our student group interview. The informed input that we received during the advisor interviews led to an effective process of iteration. We utilized the concepts and suggestions that we obtained in the advisor interviews as a basis upon which to improve our student interviews. Through our advisor interviews we uncovered several underlying themes that were vital to understanding the function and perception of the advisement process. Through these discoveries we enriched the student focus group with the introduction of new ideas that the students may not have previously considered. The modification of the student interview questions in light of information gained during the advisor interviews provided us with the great advantage of being able to pull themes and concepts from both the perspective of the student and the advisors. The interviews with the faculty advisors afforded us the means to improve our future interviews and truly understand the student mindset involving advisement. The early interviews gave us a basis upon which to build the solid foundation of our project and the knowledge to ask the right questions in order to get the most beneficial data from our interviews.


As one can imagine, the process of conducting effective research is a difficult task, but the true source of difficulty lies in coding the information in an organized and cohesive manner once it has been collected. In order to productively analyze and conceptualize the data we received. Through the interviews, we developed a consistent method of coding. To begin our analysis of the interviews we first highlighted all of the themes as they related to our questions used in the interviews. The themes highlighted were the following: 1.) purpose of advisement, 2.) the responsibilities of all those involved in the advisement process, 3.) the strengths and weaknesses of advisement, and 4.) any changes that the interviewee’s suggested. After highlighting all the information in the interviews we noticed a pattern in the content of the interviews. Our pattern showed that the responsibility of a successful advisement process could be divided amongst three distinct groups: the advisor, the student, and the institution.

 Next, we organized the data by themes that were apparent in many of the interviews. Our data revealed that the advisors and the students shared similar ideas. However, it was through this quest to locate analogous themes that we finally categorized our themes into 3 areas: 1.) concepts that students discussed, 2.) concepts that the advisors discussed, and 3.) concepts that both the student and advisor discussed.  After further organization, we investigated our themes and categorized them, yet again. We chose to separate themes as follows: themes that were talked about often and themes that were spoken of for prolonged periods of time, or “time stressed” as we chose to name them. This process was the most time consuming step of the project, it required a lot of patience and tolerance within the group because of the various interpretations of the information that were presented. However, the analysis of the data was taken on as group in its entirety. Together, our group struggled to categorize and condense the information into definitive themes that were logical and well organized. Our use of triangulation as a checks and balance system within the analysis portion of the project was very beneficial because it allowed everyone to voice their opinions and interpretations of the information. Our analysis of the data was categorized by each person individually and then discussed as a group to locate central themes and ideas. In this manner, all members of the group unanimously agreed upon the themes that were pulled from the interviews. Our commitment to triangulation provided the group with a source of understanding. It also gave our research definitive validity, because of the consistency in which the data was analyzed. Each person brought their own perceptions of the information to the project and due to cooperation, time, and effort the multipart analysis of our research was complete.


After our analysis, there were several resonating themes that we discovered, all of which were spoken of often. One of the most resounding themes that both the advisors and students talked about was the lack of student responsibility. They both argued that this stems from the lack of motivation, goals, purpose, and direction of the student. This lag in personal responsibility has a very negative affect on the advisement process because of the inability for advisors to assist the students, due to the students’ inability to articulate their needs. The lack of direction and the inability of students to set personal goals for themselves leads to a sense of laziness and only hinders the advising. 

Being unprepared for and uninformed about advisement were two complaints that we heard from both the advisors and the students. Students complained that they are uninformed. Advisors complain that students come to advisement unprepared and uninspired. Unwillingness of students to take responsibility for their lives and educations not only harms advisement, it harms the individual student. The advisees, however, are the only ones who can alleviate this problem. 

Another repeated theme that we found was the unwavering desire of students to want to build personal relationships with the individual that is advising them. All of the students that we interviewed agreed that a close relationship with an advisor greatly benefited their development academically, socially, and professionally. This interaction provided them with a support system and made the advising process better. Those students that had a personal relationship made use of the advising facilities readily and received quality advice. Another concern voiced regarding personal relationships was the lack of advisor awareness about individual student needs. When advisors become attuned to individual student needs, the advisors will be more able assist the students to the best of their ability. We found that the failure to build a relationship based on personalized attention and interaction between the student and advisor made the advisement process more difficult. We also found that students were less likely to make use of advisement if they felt they did not receive quality advice and beneficial personal contact. 

A repetitive theme that we found between both the advisors and the students was the students’ desire to be informed of opportunities not only on campus, but also in the professional world beyond college. The advisors also stressed the need for students to use the college-provided resources in order to stay current with changes in the system. Several students spoke of their desire for the college to provide professional input by bringing in people from the professional community to advise the students of real world experiences and opportunities. One final aspect of staying informed in the advisement process was the need for advisors to inform students when advisement periods are approaching. If this is done adequately the students can better prepare themselves before meeting with their advisor.

Another overwhelmingly repeated theme was the issue of time constraints and how they affect the advisement process and education as a whole. Family responsibilities, demanding work schedules, and other daily restrictions have a negative effect on the advisement process. All of the outside pressures on both the students and the advisors make it very difficult to schedule advisement sessions.


The final repetitive theme that emerged through our analysis of the data was the concept of improving advisement by providing incentive for the teachers to advise, and/or hiring additional faculty members to advise. In order to compensate for the overwhelming flood of students, each department would hire additional employees in order to reduce the number of students each faculty member would have to advise. Many individuals felt that if incentives, such as monetary compensation, course release, or grants would provide advisors with more motivation to be trained. However, the overpowering response was that the college campus could never require tenured faculty advisors to attend the training. In response to that difficulty, the students and faculty suggested providing some sort of incentive, however no suggestions were provided as to what would entice advisors to attend the non-mandatory training. The students felt that both the advisor and the student would benefit greatly from the training and it would provide the college with more informed, enthusiastic advisors. This would altogether have a positive effect on the advisement process. Unfortunately, in some cases, advisors can be just as unmotivated as students.


There were many themes that evolved from the content of our interviews. After categorizing the themes that were discussed often, we made note of additional themes. These additional themes were discussed at length. As a team, we agreed that this validated their inclusion in our report.  Students stressed several significant subjects and advisors that our group wanted to include in our research report.


Several students, after sharing that they had a positive relationship with an advisor, expressed the sentiment that this beneficial experience was due to sheer “luck.” This “I was just lucky” mentality caused our research team to contemplate if students enrolled at Buffalo State Colleges expected to have meaningful relationships with advisors. We wondered what the consequences are when students approach and experience advisement given the assumption that receiving actual advisor assistance is due to luck. Should students believe that they are entitled to good guidance? Should students be willing and actively engaged in creating a setting where meaningful advisement can occur? The fact that students shared the sentiment that successful advisement experiences are rare and not indicative of advisement as a whole, imparted overlooked details and key points of inquiry to us regarding advisement at our college. 


Freshman orientation was another subject that several students had strong opinions about. For the students to whom this subject was something they wished to discuss, the feelings that they had about orientation were decidedly negative. To a few students, the introduction to Buffalo State College and the accompanying early advisement experiences were unsatisfying and confusing. Students shared stories that illustrated how when they arrived at their departments to meet their advisors during orientation, the advisor was either not present, unaware that freshman students were coming, or had no real guidance to offer regarding registration or the major. Students found that this experience conveyed something slightly depressing about their worth as new students and about the quality of our college. Some students reacted negatively to the mass advisement session and the undifferentiated orientation they received during their introduction to Buffalo State. This discussion led us to contemplate exactly how effectively orientation accomplishes the task of actually orientating students to our school.  We concluded based on these student accounts that unconstructive advisement experiences early on in higher education have a definite negative impact on the development of a positive and substantial student-advisor relationship. It is difficult to build a meaningful relationship from a sour foundation. 


At times advisors stressed suggestions that our group and the students we interviewed considered excellent possibilities for enhancing advisement as a whole. One advisor in particular introduced an idea she and another faculty member had developed. During the course of the interview, she shared a new addition to her department’s website that allowed interested students to connect with professionals in the community who are working in the field and who are willing to offer students constructive feedback. When we shared this resource with students from a variety of departments at our group interview, all celebrated it as an excellent method of connecting individuals to the work-world in a meaningful. Introducing one advisor’s suggestion of how to better connect individuals to the community is one example of how our group employed iteration to fine-tune our inquiry. Advisors imparted innovative views concerning the importance and purpose of advisement and informed us of advisement alternatives and supplements we had not been fully informed of, such as University College and the Career Development Center. Our group had not anticipated the degree to which engaging in one (advisor)-on-two (team members) interviews before speaking with students would enhance the questions and resolutions we had not previously considered. Our ordered approach and the employment of RAP helped us to bridge what had seemed like the unconnected perspectives and concerns of advisors and students.  


One advisor interviewed had a concise and catchy way of summarizing what is a crucial goal of advisement in higher education. He stated that the advisor exists to give students “roots and wings.” This quote addressed the ideal balance advisors should strive to facilitate for students. Advisors should work to ground students in the college community and assist them with comprehending the complex requirements of college and the logistics involved in fulfilling those requirements. When an advisor accomplishes these prerequisites, the student is afforded the assurance to explore all the college has to offer and to pursue other opportunities in the community and for the future. Advisors can help make students aware of these things as well, and advisors can offer students support and guidance as they progress. 


A few advisors mentioned in passing that some students arrived on the college campus and approached advisement with a similar perspective and set of expectations that they had held while in high school when working with assigned guidance counselors. It is certainly worth considering the repercussions of this. College students stand at the threshold of adulthood. They are investing time and money into their intellectual growth and professional development. This reality makes good advisement an indispensable necessity. Many college students can’t afford to make mistakes or invest time into classes irrelevant to their major. Many students need more than a little assistance determining what professions best suits their goals and abilities. A fair number need help determining what extracurricular activities are available and appropriate. Good advisement in higher education is essential and must be taken seriously by students. It is crucial that enrolled individuals comprehend this and seize the opportunity to receive encouragement, assistance and feedback. For many, the transition from high school to college is an anxiety-driven blur, a fast-forwarding into adulthood and unfamiliar responsibilities that some students are simply unprepared for. Reaching out to an advisor who is knowledgeable in a particular field, familiar with the campus environment and interested in students as individuals, allows students an important point of reference as they take on college

Concluding Thoughts and Recommendations:

When we analyzed our data as a team, we came up with certain obvious problems that we would need to target if this study were ever to be considered for actual use. Given this responsibility, we would recommend two changes on BSC campus. 


First, there was unanimous agreement between our student interviews and our advisor interviews that more advisors are needed at our college. A few of the changes and/or improvements people suggested were to have student advisors or graduate student advisors assisting fellow undergrads. Another idea mentioned was to hire professional advisors at the campus. A dream of one advisor, in particular, was to actually hire more faculty members for each department.  


Our team agreed that more advisors are necessary, because often our current advisors shoulder too much responsibility. We recommend that the college hire people specifically as advisors whose sole responsibility is quality advisement. We suggest advisors people be hired for each department, according to the size of the department. Also, the criteria for hiring advisors would be that the advisors must have experience in the career field of the department in which they are placed. In theory, these advisors would be able to focus their energy on being good at what they do. They would be thoroughly trained in the BSC system, as well as the unique opportunities and resources each department offers. Our hope would be to alleviate some of the pressure on professors to advise more students than they can handle, although they might still have to advise a small number of students. Hiring advisors would allow the opportunity for more personal relationships to develop between students and advisors, as well as provide a more thorough advisement experience. 


A second change that we suggest is a shifting of focus between sophomore and junior year in order to help students transition from a high school “take me by the hand” mindset (advisor in the Arts; student in the Professions) into a responsible, assertive adult mindset. As we interviewed, we also encountered two different academic needs of students: 1) course navigation and 2) professional connection. Students not only want to take the right course, but they need to have professional resources in order to get connected to people in their field. 


As our team discussed the best way for advisors to focus students over four years of undergraduate advisement, we also discovered that student needs correlate to our many HON 302 class discussions. To be more specific, student needs correlate with the need for balance between the humanities mindset and the technical, career-oriented mindset. In class, the humanities mindset was discussed as a mindset more indicative of what college was first intended to be- a place to study and improve one’s greater perspective. We also noticed that certain departments, like English and Philosophy, fall into this category. In contrast, there is a change in college mindsets, as well as in the eyes of students, that college is the road to a lucrative career. This tends to be more typical of departments like Fashion and Textile Technology and Forensic Chemistry. The "aiming for a good job" mindset implies that college is meant to enhance marketable job-skills rather than academic, critical thinking skills and self-awareness. 

We can see obvious evidence of this conflict just by viewing the mottos of Buffalo State’s programs. For instance, the motto for undergraduate students is “Declare Yourself.” This stance implies a time of self-discovery and independence. Ironically, this is followed up by the summer motto, “Catch Up. Get Ahead. Graduate,” which too many students know too well once they realize they have chosen their courses disadvantageously. Suddenly, graduation and the start of a new career is staring them in the face and they feel unprepared. 


Our idea is that college should and can encourage both the humanities and the technologies. This will happen if advisors can help students balance between focusing only on their classes and personal development verses focusing only on their future career and professional growth. Our model would utilize hired advisors for each individual department. The ideal is to make the process of advisement an avenue in which to form potential personal relationships with students. In this way, advisors would be able to mentor students through the balance of studying humanities and technologies. 

In order to achieve this balance, we outlined a model. We specifically recommend that during freshmen year, students be advised about coursework and opportunities for personal development. The transition would take place sophomore year, as advisors begin to focus students in the direction of a career path and professional resources. By junior and senior year, students would be more focused in their career goals. This also requires the advisor to inform students of professional opportunities, resources and connections from which students can glean information and/or experience. This model was created with the hope that facilitating personal relationships between students and advisors will give students the boost they need to begin taking responsibility for their own lives, while also developing professional pursuits. 

Throughout this project, out team has come to the ultimate conclusion that students need to have a personal sense of motivation. This attribute guarantees that BSC students will be good workers, because personal motivation ensures that no matter where a student is headed in the professional realm, he/she will be assertive enough to seek out resources and utilize critical thinking to solve problems. With the opportunity for mentorship available through the advisement experience, the opportunity for developing student motivation and critical thinking skills is in place. Naturally, the next step is to equip students for their career path by getting them connected to professionals. Following our model, we believe students will be able to balance the transition from high school to college (or from one career to another). We also believe that our model addresses a method of bridging the gap between the humanities mindset and the technologies mindset. By hiring advisors with field experience for each department, we could create an incubator that provides potential personal relationships between students and someone directly experienced in their field. According to our RAP research, this is the push students need to develop into personally motivated, assertive individuals capable of excelling in the workforce today. 
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