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Experiences with 
Academic Advising:  The 
First Year Student Survey

Summary

UMass Amherst first-year, first-time 
students receive advising through vari-
ous methods and to varying degrees.  As  
a follow-up to a previous study, this 
report explores how first year students 
engage in advising, as well as their satis-
faction with the advising they received.  

•	One	fifth	of	first-year	students	report	
receiving no advising in their first semes-
ter on campus.

•	Undeclared	students	report	meeting	
with an advisor a greater number of 
times than those with a declared major.

•	Students	who	 report	meeting	with	
an advisor two or more times were also 
more likely to report having phone or 
e-mail contact with an advisor than 
were students reporting meeting once 
or never with an advisor.

•	Students	who	 do	 receive	 advising	
report using various types and personnel 
for that advising help.

•	More	than	half	of	students	rate	the	
quality of the advising they receive as 
good or excellent. Those who have not 
met with an advisor since entering the 
University in the fall rate the quality of 
advising lower. 

Academic advising is frequently 
given lower ratings by under-
gradautes than other aspects 

of their UMass Amherst experience. 
Additionally, considered in the national 
context, UMass Amherst students con-
sistently rate academic advising lower 
than students at other research univer-
sities (based on data from the National 
Survey of Student Engagement, NSSE).  
These ratings suggest that a problem with 
students’ experiences with advising ex-
ists, but they do not provide information 
about how different groups might vary in 
their experiences, or identify the contex-
tual issues that could relate to students’ 
advising experiences. The results of two 
surveys (conducted in 2003 and 2007) 
are described here  to offer more insight 
into these low ratings, as well as trace 
the broad contours of students’ advising 
experiences more generally.                            

In spring 2003 the Office of Academic 
Planning and Assessment (OAPA), along 
with the Student Assessment, Research 
and Evaluation Office (SAREO), con-
ducted a survey focusing on UMass 
Amherst students’ advising experiences.  
The results of this survey can be found 
in the April 2005 OAPA Assessment 
Bulletin (http://www.umass.edu/oapa/
oapa/publications/assessment_bulle-
tin/2005/academic_advising.pdf ).  In 
order to obtain a detailed follow-up of 
first year advising, OAPA and SAREO 
administered a web-based survey to all 
first-time, first year students in Decem-
ber 2007 with a reminder notice sent 

in February 2008 to non-respondents.  
Note: any comparisons of results across 
the two surveys must take into account 
that the surveys were administered at dif-
ferent times of the academic year (2003, 
spring semester; 2007, late fall semester).  

In the 2007 survey, a response rate 
of 44% was achieved (N=1635).  Re-
spondent demographics differed sig-
nificantly from those of non-respondents 
by ethnicity (white students are over-
represented) and gender (women are 
over-represented), but not by citizenship 
or state residency. Respondent demo-
graphics are displayed in Table 1. 

This report focuses on three issues that 
are central to understanding students’ 
first year advising experiences:  how often 
students meet with an advisor, who they 
actually meet with, and the quality of the 
advising they receive. 

Table 1: Survey Respondent Demographics

% of Total N

Race/Ethnicity

    Am. Indian
    Asian
    Black/Cape Verdean
    Hispanic
    White

     .5%
10.1%
   4.2%
   3.4%
81.8%

6
133
55
45

1073

Gender

    Male
    Female

35.9%
64.0%

552
983

Residency

    In State
    Out of State

77.4%
22.6%

1153
336

Citizenship

    US
    International

99.2%
      .8%

1147
11

    U.S.
    International

99.2%
.8%

1447
11
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Figure 1:  Since coming to campus this fall, how many times have 
you met with an advisor? 

Not Declared Declared

Frequency and Type of  Advising 

One-fifth of the students surveyed 
in 2007 reported that they did 

not receive any advising during the first 
semester of their first year. For those who 
did meet with an advisor, a significantly 
greater number of students met with an 
advisor once (45%) rather than two or 
more times (34%). 

There was a significant difference in 
the total number of advising meetings  
between students with a declared major 
and those without a declared major 
(Figure 1).  While the overall percentage 
of students receiving advising services 
was similar (78% not declared vs. 
80% declared), those with a declared 
major were more likely to meet with an 
advisor one time, whereas those without 
a declared major were more likely to 
have meetings with an advisor two or 
more times.   

Students reported being in contact with 
an advisor through face-to-face meetings 
as well as through phone and e-mail 
contact.  Overall, students who reported 
more frequent in-person meetings with 
an advisor also had the greatest amount 
of contact with advisors through phone 
or e-email ; students who reported 
meeting with an advisor once, were 
more likely to have no contact or “some” 
contact with an advisor throughphone or 
e-mail.  In other words, as the frequency 
of face to face contact increases, students 
are more likely to also engage in other 

forms of contact with an advisor.

 Sources for Advising 

Students vary in their source(s) for 
advising. When students were asked 

“When you seek academic advice, who 
do you actually see?” their selections were 
varied (see Table 2). As was suggested 
earlier, one-fifth of students said they 
do not seek advice. For those who do 
seek advice, the greatest number of 
both declared and undeclared, reported 
that they met with their assigned 
advisor (both at 34%), but beyond 
that, differences emerge.  As expected, 
students with a declared major were 
more likely to see a member of the 
department advising office staff than 
those without a declared major (16% 
vs. 11%) while undeclared students were 
more likely to seek advice from staff in 
Undergraduate Advising (17% vs. 6%).   
Students also turn to faculty members 
who are not their assigned advisors.

Table 2:  
When Seeking Advice, Who Do You Actually See? 

Advising Source Declared Not 
Declared

My Assigned 
Advisor 34% 34%

Another Faculty 
Member 11% 5%

Department 
Advising Staff 17% 13%

Staff in Academic 
Advising (Goodell) 6% 17%

Other 11% 11%

I don’t go for advice 21% 21%

A review  of students’ responses 
in the “other” category indicate 

that some students rely on parents, 
friends, residential staff, or advisors 
in other programs (e.g., athletics, 
Commonwealth College, etc.).  With 
over 10 percent of students naming 
individuals not generally associated 
with primary advising categories, it is 
clear that advising at UMass Amherst 
is quite varied and occurs in all kinds 
of contexts.  

In ot her  c a mpus  s tud ie s ,  t he 
consistency of advising information 

students receive has been identified as a 
challenge. We asked students the extent 
to which they rely on advice from the 
same individual over time (see Table 3). 
Undeclared students are more likely to 
see the same advisor each time, while 
declared students are more likely to say 
they have accessed advising only once 
during their first semester. Note that 
just over a quarter of both declared 
and undeclared students see different 
advisors when they seek advice more 
than once. 

Though students receive advising 
from various individuals, about 

two-thirds of both undeclared and 
declared  students do appear to seek 
advising from office advising sources 
assumed to be equipped to provide 
reliable information:their assigned 
advisor, advising staff in Undergraduate 
Advising, or staff in their department’s 
advising office. 

Table 3:  
When Seeking Advice, are you generally in contact 
with the same advisor each time?

Type of Experience Declared Not 
Declared

The same advisor 
each time 31% 41%

Different Advisors 30% 26%

I have only been in 
contact with one 
advisor, one time 

39% 33%
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Figure 2:  Student Quality Ratings of Advising Received

No Advising (Since Summer) Met Advisor at Least Once in Fall

Satisfaction with Advising 
Received

Because a primary focus of this study 
was to understand more about 

the quality of students’ experiences 
with advising, we asked about student 
satisfaction with advising in a variety 
of ways. These included asking students 
to rate the helpfulness of individual  
advising units/activities in providing 
advice on specif ic advising topics 
(e.g., choosing a major, understanding 
requirements, learning about support 
options on campus, etc.). Here we focus 
on the more general satisfaction items: 
students’ satisfaction with the advising 
they received from the individual they 
usually see for advice and their overall 
rating of the quality of advising they 
have received at UMass Amherst. 

After identifying their primary source 
for advising assistance, students 

were asked to rate their satisfaction 
with the assistance they received from 
this individual (assigned advisor, other 
faculty member, staff in departmental 
advising office, staff in undergraduate 
advising, or other). Across all types of 
advisors, the majority of students report 
high levels of satisfaction (44% Very 
Satisfied, 42% Somewhat Satisfied). 

All respondents were also asked to 
evaluate the quality of academic 

advising they had recieved at UMass 
Amherst. Figure 2 shows the significant 

differences in responses between those 
students who had gone for advising 
assistance since entering in the fall, and 
those who had not. Those students who 
had met with an advisor in the fall, as a 
whole rated the quality of advising more 
positively than those who had not.  

We also looked to see if ratings 
varied (among those who had 

seen an advisor in the fall) between those 
who have a major and those who do not. 
No statistically significant differences 
in statisfaction emerge for students 
who have actually accessed assistance 
once enrolled. Based on these findings, 
both declared and undeclared first year 
students have similar views about the 
quality of their advising experiences, 
with 60 percent rating their advising 
experience as “good” or “excellent”. 

It is important to note the other side 
of the coin, however, that this also 

means that more than a third of first 
semester students surveyed rated their 
advising experience as “fair” or “poor”. 
This result is consonant with the results 
of the 2007 NSSE survey, in which 
both Freshmen and Seniors gave lower 
ratings for their academic advising in 
comparison with students at other peer 
research universities (in answer to the 
NSSE question: “Overall, how would 
you evaluate the quality of academic 
advising you have received at your 
institution?”) 

Conclusion

These results provide an important 
perspective on the complexity of 

advising at UMass Amherst. While 
too many first year students (one-fifth 
of those responding) report receiving 
no advising assistance in their first 
semester, those who do receive advising 
support gain access to it from a variety 
of sources. The flexibility of the system 
can have its benefits. However, it can 
also cause confusion and provide 
conflicting advice. 

Students who meet with an advisor 
are generally satisfied with the 

assistance they receive. Curiously, 
students’ overall rating of the quality 
of advising received is more mixed 
with those who have not met with an 
advisor in their first semester giving 
more critical ratings.  

Taking Action

The results from this survey 
and the 2003 advising survey 

have been used to inform efforts 
to improve advising on the UMass 
Amherst campus. The First-Year 
Task Force drew from these results 
as a part of its recent examination 
of academic advising practices on 
campus. The campus is currently 
addressing the recommendations 
of the Task Force by taking steps 
to make the advising process more 
coherent, predictable and effective.

 




