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An increasing phenomenon on many campuses has been theinability of some students to
continue pursuing the undergraduate academic program they initialy selected. While there
have alwayshbeen undecided studentsand students who change their majors becauseof per-
sonal preferences, there are other students who cannot enter the program of their choice
because of increasingly stringent institutional or departmental requirements. Health pro-
grams have traditionally used selective admissions, and this policy has filtered into other
academic areas. Students caught in this dilemma are different from freshman maijor-
changersin that they have made a firm commitment to the programs, haveadvanced hours,
but found their entrance into the desired majors blocked by changing professiona re-
quirements both internal and external to their campus.

Although there has been a great deal of research concerning the undecided student,’ and
some research on major-changers,? few studies have examined the problem of studentswho
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are denied admission (either directly or indirectly) into the major of their choice. Some of
these rgjected students may have set unrealisticgoalsfor themselves because they lack the
background or ability to pursuethe academicwork requiredfor their chosen area(for exam-
ple, math or sciencecourses). Others, however, arefacingincreasingly difficult requirements
established for high demand programs.

Students who cannot perform adequately in their proposed majors may have unrealistic
aspirations.’ This may suggest that their self-perceptionsand academic or vocational objec-
tives are incongruent. Inadequate performance might also indicate a lack of accurate
academic or occupational information. Many students have had limited exposure to the
working world and are unawareof theactua work tasksinvolvedin certaincareer areas. The
lack of information and exposure to work tasks createan unrealisticview of what specific
skills must first be obtained, and students often lack the preparation necessary for successin
agiven major. Other students fed pressured to make choices based on significant other per-
sons' (such as parents) aspiration and desires for them. Other factors such as unredistic
assessment of ahilities, lack of decision making skills, or a need for job security might lead
students into unrealistic, unattainable choices.

Althen and Stott describe students who have unredlistic academic objectives as rigid, in-
flexible, intolerant of ideas, and experiencingdiscomfort with indefiniteanswers." Question-
ing by othersabout these unredlisticideas often stimul atesdefensivenessand greater rigidity.
Althen and Stott claim advisorsare less effectivewith these students because of their own
stereotyping, their use of non-directive approaches, and their lack of involvement with emo-
tional and rational factorsthat led to the unrealisticdecision.

Other students are now facing more stringent requirementsfor entering certain academic
programs. Some students who easily entered business or computer science programs five
yearsago would not beableto do so today, becauseof increasingdemands by students; lack
of physicdl facilities;and, difficultyin retaining faculty in theseareas has caused an overload
that isirresolvable on many campuses. This hasled to a tighteningof entrance requirements
and many capable students have been denied admission. This means that some students
needing alternative advising made redlistic decisionsinitially but supply and demand have
denied them the opportunity to beadmitted to their desired majors. Therefore, they should
be advised into alternative mgjors.

The magnitude of concern surrounding the advising of students who needed to be
redirected in their career choice became apparent throughout the 1983 NACADA Con-
ferencein St. Louis. T o determinethe awarenessand scopeof the problem, aswell asexigting
services for thisstudent population, the NACADA Research Committee decided to conduct
a national survey.
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Procedures

A survey questionnaire wasdevel oped to study the problem of the need for alternativead-
vising, expressed during the St. Louis meeting by the conferees. The instrument used in
gathering the survey information consisted of seven general information questionsand one
open-ended question about the need for alternativeadvisingon campus. It wasmailed toal
(700) NACADA members, an organization whose membership consistsof faculty advisors,
administrators, professional advisors, counselorsand othersin academic and student affairs
concerned with the intellectual, personal and vocational needs of students. Two-hundred
and fifty-one usable responses were returned. The senior author read through al returned
questionnaires in an effort to determine the general categoriesthe respondents outlined for
each answer. These categoriesare used in the enclosed Tables. Responseswere also categor-
ized according tothe type of institution in which the respondent wasemployed. Theinstitu-
tions were categorized by four types: large universities (25,000 or more students); medium-
sized institutions (%024, 555 students); small colleges(500-4,999); and community colleges
which were defined by name. Frequency countswere then performed for those categoriesin
which a number of responsesfell. A chi-squareanalysiswas performed to determine if there
was a relationship between the size of the institution and alternative advising issues and
treatments.

Results

In order to determine the scope of the problem, Question One asked respondents to
estimate the percentage of students needing alternative advising on their campuses. One-
fourth of the community collegesreporting indicated that 50 percent of their students needed
aternative advising while another fourth reported twenty-five percent of their students
needed alternative advising. Thirty-eight percent of the respondents from community col-
legeswere uncertain as to whether their student popul ation needed alternative advising. The
majority of small colleges(sixty percent) reported that lessthan ten percent of their student
population needed alternative advising. Seventy-six percent of the respondents from
medium-sizedinstitutions indicated that twenty-five percent or lessof their enrolees needed
aternative advising. Although one-third of thelarge universitiesreported that less than ten
percent of their students needed aternative advising, other respondents from large univer-
sities(thirty-sevenpercent) indicated that at least twenty-fivepercent of their students needed

this special service. (Results of this question were significant at p-4.02.) How are these
studentsidentified?

Respondents were asked if there wereany established methods by which students needing
aternative advising could be identified. The chi-square analysis performed to identify the
relationship between those who were responsibl efor identifyingthesestudents and the sue of
collegewas not significant. The most significant result was that fifty-two percent of the col-
leges had no office designated to identify students in this situation. The most frequently
named office (seventeen percent) for identifying these students was academic affairs. Faculty
advisors or college faculty committees were usedin twenty-two percent of thesmall colleges.
Lessthan six percent of thelargeinstitutions reported that faculty were their primary source
for identifying studentsin need of alternative advising. Who isadministratively responsible
for ihe=e students?
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Academic affairs was the administrative unit most frequently cited as responsiblefor
students needing alternative advising. Thiswas followed by the student affairs unit or advis-
ing center for al institutional typesexcept community colleges. Most community colleges
(eighty-eight percent) reported student affairs offices were responsible for these students.
While one-third of the respondentsin small and medium-sized collegesindicated student af -
fairsofficeswere responsible for alternative advising, only one-fifth of the largeinstitutions
indicated that student affairs regulated and delivered this service. College advisors and
departmental faculty advisorswereoccasionally responsible for alternativeadvisingin larger
institutions. Other than community colleges, counseling centers and career counseling
centers were rarely designated as responsible for students needing aternative advising.

Which academic majorsare affected?

Table | outlines the academic areasin which alternative advising appears to be the most
critical. The academic area most frequently identified, especidly in medium and largein-
stitutions, was business. Other areasincluded the health professions, pre-professional pro-
grams, and computer science. Students in engineering, education, communications and
journalism also appear to need aternative advising, although to a lesser degree. There
were significant chi squares between certain academic areasand thesize of theinstitution
for business, computer science, engineering and communication/journalism. Medium
and large institutions indicated more students in these majors were in need of alternative
advising.

TABLE!
Academic Areas Needing Alternative Advising
COLLEGES (in percentages)

Comm.
Small Coll. Medium Large
Academic Areas __ (N=60) (N=8 (N=68) (N=85 ' o@F F
Business 48 38 74 70 12.75 3 ng532
Health Professions 47 63 54 41 362 3 3037
Pre-Professional 33 25 46 43 103 3 RBE
Computer Sciences 32 38 56 52 07 3 0264
Engineering 12 25 21 34 B.10 k| 0438
Education 12 - 13 8 208 k! Lt 5
Communication/Journalism 3 —-— 4 14 B.0E 3 0443

What reasonsare given for needing alternative advising?

Although many reasonsweregiven for students needing alternativeadvising, thelargest
number of respondents listed the following:

Poor academic performanceintheir chosenarea. ,................ .88%
Tightening of requirements for entranceintothemajor ............. 54%
Studentswith advanced hourschangingtheirminds ................ 48%
Rejection from traditionally selectiveadmissions .................. 29%

(e.g. nursing, pre-med, pre-law)
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Other reasonsgiven included poor high school preparationand family pressuresto sdlect a
major for which the student wasill-prepared or not interested. Table IT outlines thisin
more detail.

Thetightening of academic program standardswasthe only variablewhich produced a
significant chi-square related to institutional type. Respondentsfrom medium and large
schoolssaw thisasamajor barrier to their students. Changingcareer goalswascited ama-
jor barrier for studentsin community colleges. Rejection by selective admissionswas a
barrier across al types of colleges.

TABLEH
Barriers Preventing Chosen Academic Field
COLLEGES {in percentages)

Comm.
Srel Cell. Medium Large
Barriers M=80 (N=8 MN=8 N=8H X2 OF P

Poor academic performance 97 75 155 87 6.29 3 0982
Tightening requirementsd

academic programs 0 —_ 60 n A3 3 K]
Rejection by selective

admissions programs 2 25 35 29 299 3 .4002
Changed career goals 48 75 53 42 429 3 .2310
Poor high school preparation 3 —_— 4 2 .a 3 8465
Family pressures 2 —_ 3 2 423 9347
Other 8 —_ 18 20 530 3 1510
How are these sudents helped?

It appearsthat themost prevaent mode by which students needing alternativeadvising
are currently served is through individual referral to a preexisting resource such as, an
established major without entrance requirements (e Table III). The significant chi-
square on thisitem wasdue largely to the reluctanceof respondentsat larger institutions
who werelessinclined to useindividual referral. The next most utilized servicewasspecia
academicinformation sessonsdesigned to providean opportunity for studentstoexplore
other career options. Thismethod was frequently used in large colleges and community
collegesand to alesser extent in small and medium Szed instituitions. Twenty-seven per-
cent of the respondents indicated that specia advisors had been identified and trained to
perform alternativeadvising. Such advisors are utilized most frequently by large institu-
tions and were never reported as a source of aternativeadvising by community college
respondents. Credit courses designed for this population were used by approximately
twenty percent of al institutional typesexcept community collegeswherethismethod was
usad twice as much as other institutions.

It isimportant to note that twelve percent reported that no specia servicesexisted on
their campusesfor thesetypesof students. Seven percent of therespondentsindicated they
wereaware of the problemon their campuses and plannedto initiatespecid programsin

the near future. Overall, thirty-seven percent reported they had specia programsfor this
population.
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TABLE
Existing Programs and Services for Students Needing Alternative Advising
COLLEGES (in percentages)

Comm.
Small Coll. Medium Large
Programs and Services (N=60) (N=8) M=0k MN=8& X2 DF P
Individual referral to
preexisting resource 93 88 94 78 11.73 3 .0084

Special advisors assigned and

trained to do alternative

advising 20 - 29 33 5.99 3 .1118
Special academic information

sessions to provide

exploration of other options 22 38 32 40 5.24 3 .1546
Credit course designed for

this student population 17 38 21 19 206 3 .5598
No services exist 10 - 13 14 170 3 .6365
Other 5 13 16 16 4.80 3 .1870

Where are services located?

Table IV exhibits where special programs and/or services designed to assist students
needing alternative advising are located. These special programs appear to be found
predominantlyin Advising Centers or Offices of Academic Advising, exceptin communi-
ty colleges where counseling centers are most frequently cited. Other locations mentioned
by reporting institutions included career service offices, academic affairs, student affairs,
learning assistance centers and continuing education.

TABLE IV
Location of Special Programs and Services for Alternative Advising
COLLEGES (in percentages)
Comm.
Small Coll. Medium Large

Location (N=60) M=H M= N=By X DF P
Advising Center and

Office of Advising a3 13 43 W 187 3 1180
Career Services 17 13 16 20 55 3 R
Student Affairs 8 i3 1 T L] 3 EF3d
Counseling Center 3 25 24 an 123 3 Tasz
Continuing Education 3 - 1 2 ar a a5k
Academic Affairs/Academic

Departments 3 =pm 12 20 185 & 3009
Learning Assistance Center 5 - = | & A1 3 83T
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Descriptionsof special advising services
The typesof programs and services reported by respondents included the following:

— special credit courses;

— group sessions following rejection letters;

— advisors with special training in academic and occupational alternatives;

— notification of students with advanced hours to take part in individual
conferences;

— specia workshops for studentsin academic difficulty in certain selective admis-
sionsareas; and,

— establishing early warning methods to identify these students before they pro-
gress too far in unredlistic majors.

Type of survey respondent

The greatest number of respondents were from large colleges. Many of these
respondents were directors of university advising centers, directors of college advising
units and departmental advising coordinators. Respondents from medium and small in-
stitutions also tended to be responsible for some type of advising unit on their campus.
Many others were in vice-president or academic dean positions. The smallest return was

from community colleges. These respondents were either advising center directors,
counseling center directors, or deans of students.

There were multiple responses from sixteen large institutions. When these were
analyzed for answer consistency among respondents from one institution, there was ma-
jority agreement on the need for such a service. There were differences in program
availability on some campuses, however. Two respondents from one institution did not
know where help wasavailable whiletwo othersdid. Respondents from individual colleges
within large universitiesdefined the need for alternativeadvising in their own terms (for
example, health sciences and business programs dealt with higher numbers of these
students). Specidized programs were not publicized in some large institutions so some
respondents were uninformed about programs on their campus which were described by
their colleagues. Respondents from advising centers had a better grasp of thetotal campus
situation than respondentsin individual departments or colleges.

Discussion
All of the personndl at ingtitutions responding to the alternative advising questionnaire
acknowledged a need for advising students who are being turned away from the majorsof
their choice. Large universitiesseem to be most affected by this problem becauseof their
variety of curricular choices. Respondentsat institutions of dl sizesreported they are see-
ing students who are unableto compl ete certain majorson their campuses. Whilethis pro-

blem is universal, few institutions have established or increased servicesfor this student
population.

Although there appears to be a cluster of majors throughout al typesand sizes of in-
stitutions whose tightened and restricted admissions policies have had an impact on the
flexibility of students' major choices, many are specific to each campus. While business
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seems to be the most critica areaof the majority of ingtitutions responding, other areas
such asarchitecture, journalism, communication, criminal justiceand education wereal so
named by colleges as denying studentsadmission.

Those responsiblefor identifying and assisting these studentsare as varied as the cam-
pusesthemsdlves. Thereseem to be no organized way to identify and servethese students.
A few largeingtitutions have established interventionsat critical pointsin the students
academic progress. Theseinclude trying to intercede before they apply for an unredistic
program or providing programs directed at choosing alternative majors upon being re-
jected from their initial major choice.

Someingtitutionshaveimplemented avariety of specid servicesfor thispopul ation, but
none has established a wdl thought-out, systematic, coordinated plan to approach the
problem at every leve. Studentswho are rejected from high-demand programsmust fend
for themsdvesin many institutions. These studentsare often unidentified and therefore
unserved. However, the health areas have established a variety of interventions, because
they have been faced with this problem for many years.

The increasing numbers of students needing alternative advising may be cydlicd and
may fadeastrendschange. But aslong as thisproblem exists, many institutions\w! even-
tually have to acknowledge the dilemma that the studentsface, and will need to establish
programsto meet the advisng and counseling challenge of this important and growing
group.
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