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A Case Study: Examining an Academic Advising System at a Large Institution Using Systems Theory Constructs

Abstract

The purpose of this research is to examine and describe an academic advising system at a large institution using the constructs of systems theory. The XX University’s advising system will be the subject for this study. Systems theory will inform the research by providing a framework for viewing how one system is nested within many systems in the university and how these systems interact with and depend upon each other. The result of this research will be a rich description and model of how an advising system relates to and depends upon other systems within the context of a university. This research is potentially beneficial to the entire advising community as a way to improve evaluation of advising programs and as a tool for making decisions about new advising initiatives. This study will be a case study and will utilize interview and observation research methods, as well as focus group interviews and the nominal group process, to gather data. The principal investigator will spend two days, every other week for one academic school year, at XX University to interview and observe representatives of all stakeholders associated with academic advising. Interviews will be audio taped and transcribed for review. The final analysis will include a summary of the common themes and ideas that represent all stakeholder populations as well as a systems diagram or picture of the complex set of sub-systems within the supra-system known as XX University (XXU).

Introduction

There seems to be a growing awareness that many world problems must be addressed from a systemic point of view. World peace, global warming, pollution and habitat depletion are all problems that we recognize as large and very complex, and there are multiple causes for each of these global problems. Addressing just one of the causes of these problems and ignoring the rest often does not produce a plausible solution. We are all too aware in the scientific arena that a solution applied to a problem in one system may create a new problem in another system. Examples of these types of problems can be seen everyday. Introducing a natural predator into an ecosystem to control the over-population of another animal may lead to the overabundance of the predator. It is easy to view nature and science as complex systems that not only interact with each other but also depend upon each other. It is much more difficult, however, to recognize and understand the idea that messy social systems can be described systemically as well.

Every social group functions as a system within a larger system, from the smallest human organization to the largest corporation. Examining these institutions from a systemic perspective allows us to understand how they operate internally, but more importantly, how they operate as a subsystem within larger systems. Understanding how a system is interconnected to all of its surrounding systems helps in making more appropriate decisions about changing any system. 

Academic advising at every institution can be viewed as a system within a complex set of systems. Other common systems at most universities include admissions, registration, faculty, administration, graduate and undergraduate students, physical plant and staff support. Regardless of the quantity of systems operating within an institution, there is a great dependence on each system to function properly in order that the super-system can maintain itself. Understanding how an advising system is connected to other systems within the university allows us to understand how changes in policies and procedures to any of these systems ultimately affect academic advising.

The Systems Approach

According to Hutchins (1996), there are some basic principles about how social systems operate that contribute to an understanding of systemic thinking.

1. Systemic problems can never be solved with simple solutions. Oftentimes, the solution to a systemic problem is counterintuitive. 

2. Systemic thinking is not just related to these huge societal problems. It can be applied to everyday problems as well. A new road built around a community to shorten travel time may ultimately affect the stability of local businesses or raise crime rates in that area. Systemic thinking gives us insight into these kinds of daily problems and helps us find new solutions to deal with them.

3. All problems can be solved systemically. Most problems are “messy”, with no easy solution. Looking at the problem holistically helps us to understand its many causes and possible solutions before we begin to apply one single solution. 

Other authors have contributed to the body of knowledge related to systems theory and they also provide much of the same type of thinking as Hutchins. Checkland (1981) defines human systems as a collection of structured sets of activities such as information processing, planning, performing and performance monitoring. Ackoff and Emery (1972) characterize human systems as social organizations in which the change that occurs in one part can only be mediated by changes in the state as a whole. Argyris and Schon (1978) believe that a social group becomes an organization when it devises procedures for individuals to make decisions on behalf of the collective. 

Hutchins (1996) describes ten basic premises about systems that must be understood in order to accept the notion of systemic thinking.

1. Each system must be considered in its wholeness, not its parts. A plant is a system unto itself, although it has parts or components such as roots, leaves, and flowers, which can also be broken into smaller parts like stigmas, styles, and veins. To understand the concept “plant”, one must consider how the parts of a plant function together. Social systems such as families, businesses, congregations, and governments also have components, but can only be understood when one examines how the system interacts as a whole. 

2. There is interconnectedness among all systems within a system. In other words, most complex systems are made up of sub-systems. There is often a hierarchical structure of sub-systems included in that system. For example, a student is a system just like one single plant is a system, however, one must also consider the population of students to understand the system known as “student”.

3. A system is more than the sum of its parts. A system’s identity emerges only as it is seen within the context of the systems that surround it. In the university, one cannot understand the advising system unless one understands how it relates to the admissions system, the financial system, or any other system that it interacts with.

4. Assigning a single purpose to a complex social system is not possible. We each view a system’s purpose with our own blinders on. A student might think of advising’s purpose as helping the student complete a degree in four years while another student might see advising as instruction. Yet another student might want advising to help him/her obtain a specific career. A university might see advising as a retention tool while an adviser might see advising as a profession. 

5. A system cannot be understood until one understands the multiple functions of the system. Every living system takes in products and/or information, processes it or changes it so it is useful to that system, then releases some product back into its environment. Examples of functional subsystems within a living system are information gathering, decision-making, maintenance, planning and evaluation. 

6. A system’s structure determines how it functions. A system that is not functioning well may actually need to change at the structural level. Academic advising systems can be organized in various ways, i.e. centralized or decentralized, student-centered or adviser-centered, or staffed by faculty advisers vs. professional advisers. Changing the basic structure of the system means not only changing the parts and their relationships to each other but also changing the functional nature of the structure as a whole. 

7. The boundaries of a system must be defined. There are many types of boundaries possible in living systems. Physical boundaries are obvious for a country or state, however psychological or economic boundaries are much more difficult to discern.

8. The term “self-regulation” describes how a system achieves its purpose(s). A system must carry out certain functions in order to survive. Systems constantly reorganize themselves into formal and informal groups to self-regulate. Task forces, committees, and evaluation teams are just some examples of how social systems may organize themselves to achieve a goal or purpose. The concept of reproduction is sometimes more difficult to grasp when looking at social systems. An advising unit may offer training to faculty advisers or present a workshop on a particular advising process as a way to “reproduce” itself.

9. All systems must adapt to their environment if they are to survive. Learning is the mechanism by which a system alters its structure and adapts to an ever-changing environment. A system must learn from the environment in order to adjust to these changes. 

10. Systems are always changing. A system that resists change and tries to maintain equilibrium will ultimately collapse. A system that embraces change and seeks ways to adapt to change will thrive. There may be ranges or levels in the amount of change that an organization is trying to manage. Small, incremental changes may be occurring all of the time, however, occasionally there are changes so monumental that they nearly cause a system to fail. 

The purpose of this research is to examine and describe an advising system using these ten basic principles of systems theory. No previous research has been conducted that looks at advising through the systems lenses. The potential impact that this research may have on the field of advising is the introduction to the advising community of the importance of solving problems and making decisions based on a holistic view of the entire system rather than by looking at a single cause or symptom of a problem or design attempt. 

Implications

The intent of this study is to examine the academic advising system at a large institution so that a basic understanding of how systems function can inform future decision-making and design initiatives for advising units elsewhere. The result of this research will be a rich description of the advising system at one university and how it relates to all other systems within the university system and how changes to one system affect all related systems. The model or diagram that will be drawn and the detailed description that will show the interconnectedness of all systems may not actually have as much impact on the advising profession as will a deeper understanding of the potential for systemic thinking in higher education. The description of the academic advising system will be couched in common systemic terms to bring an understanding of systemic thinking to the researcher and ultimately to the reader. It is also possible that recent changes to the advising system at this institution could be examined to illustrate the systemic nature of change within a larger set of systems. The implications reach much farther than academic advising and into higher education in general.

Looking at academic advising systemically ultimately may assist in planning and evaluation initiatives. Administrators who attempt to make changes in the university, and specifically to advising, seldom examine all of the potential “ripple effects” to all those affected by the change. This research may enlighten those with the power to make change about how to think through all of the possible result scenarios before initiating the change. If nothing else, this research will help academic advisers, and perhaps other staff in higher education, approach complex problems and solutions from a more holistic view.

Banathy (1996) summarizes the higher purpose of systems inquiry for all disciplines in the following manner:

“We design systems that value and serve people. We design systems that build and nurture human qualities. We believe that it is our destiny -- and it is within our power -- to guide our evolution and the evolution of our systems and to shape our individual and collective future by design. Therefore, we should embrace systems design as an essential part of our professional repertoire. We can attain this by developing organizational capacity and individual and collective capability in systems design.”

Procedures

This research will answer the question, “What are the perceptions of academic advisors at a major university as they relate to the theoretical constructs of systems theories.” The researcher will travel to this institution for two days every other week throughout an academic school year (September through May) to conduct a qualitative study that ultimately will describe academic advising from a systems view. Interviewing, observation and group techniques such as focus group interviews and the nominal group process will be the primary research methods used and stakeholders who are affected by academic advising at XXU will be included in the study. Undergraduate students will not be included in this study because of IRB restrictions in place at XXU. Potential participants include professional advisers, faculty advisers, advising administration, staff support personnel, university administrators, and representatives from other systems such as admissions and registration.

The study will be conducted in three phases: the initial fact-finding stage, the interview stage, and the conclusions stage. The fact-finding stage should take approximately one month and will consist of a gathering of data and artifacts by the investigator. Information such as the University administrative structure and mission will be gathered to gain a better understanding of the context in which the study will take place. In this first stage, it will also be important to inform the participants via group meetings about the research and gather ideas about who should be included in the study. These initial meetings or contacts with personnel at the institution will serve to allow participants to feel comfortable with the researcher and the interviewing techniques. The first stage will culminate in a focus group interview with the advising staff and administrators to answer the questions “What systems, besides advising, do you interact with to perform your duties” and “What systems at XXU have little or no interaction with the academic advising system?”

In stage two, individual interviews will be conducted to gain insight into how each participant describes their advising system, or other system as the case may be. Questions that relate to the ten principles described in the literature review above will be asked of appropriate participants. As is always the case in qualitative research, time in the field will be necessary to develop rapport with potential subjects. Interviews will be tape recorded and transcribed. The following matrix provides specific questions to be asked of specific participants. These questions are framed based on Hutchins’s and Checkland’s recommendations for systems inquiry.

	Type of question to be asked
	Advising Administration
	Advising Staff
	Other unit administration
	Other unit staff/faculty

	Contextual/

historical
	What is the historical context of academic advising at XXU?
	What is your particular history with advising at XXU?
	What is the historical context of your unit at XXU?
	What is your particular history with this unit at XXU?

	Job responsibilities/

description
	What are your specific responsibilities at XXU?
	What are your specific responsibilities at XXU?
	What are your specific responsibilities at XXU?
	What are your specific responsibilities at XXU?

	Mission/goals
	What are the mission, goals and objectives of the advising system at XXU?
	What are your own personal goals for serving your client population?
	What are the mission, goals and objectives of your unit at XXU?
	What are your own personal goals for serving your client population?

	Political Context
	What is the political structure of your unit and of the University? Who makes the financial decisions and the academic decisions that affect your unit at XXU?
	Who has the power here to initiate, develop and implement new programs and ideas?
	What is the political structure of your unit? Who makes the financial decisions and the academic decisions that affect your unit at XXU?
	Who has the power here to initiate, develop and implement new programs and ideas?

	Services/clients
	What services does the advising system provide and who receives those services?
	What populations do you serve and what services do you offer? What populations do you NOT serve?
	What services does your unit provide and who receives those services?
	What populations do you serve and what services do you offer? What populations do you NOT serve?

	Methods/

techniques
	How are these services provided?
	What methods or techniques do you use to provide these services?
	How are these services provided?
	What methods or techniques do you use to provide these services?

	Communication
	How is advising information communicated to your staff? How is advising information communicated to other units?
	What methods of communication do you use to disseminate information to your clientele?
	How is information about your unit communicated to your staff? How is information about your unit communicated to other units?
	What methods of communication do you use to disseminate information to your clientele?

	Professional Development
	How do you train new staff? How do you update your staff?
	How were you trained for your position and how do you update yourself in this field?
	How do you train new staff? How do you update your staff?
	How were you trained for your position and how do you update yourself in this field?

	Assessment/

evaluation
	How do you evaluate your unit’s effectiveness?
	How do you evaluate your personal effectiveness?
	How do you evaluate your unit’s effectiveness?
	How do you evaluate your personal effectiveness?

	Strategic Planning
	How do you plan the future goals and objectives for this unit?
	How do you plan the future goals and objectives for yourself?
	How do you plan the future goals and objectives for this unit?
	How do you plan the future goals and objectives for yourself?


In the third and final stage, the investigator will conduct focus group interviews to summarize and validate the descriptions of the systems at XXU. These interviews will be conducted with the staff and administrators of the advising system. The researcher will give staff a summary of the findings of the study and ask staff to discuss the results and make suggestions for clarity and improvement.

When conducting qualitative research, many questions emerge as the researcher probes into the phenomenon. It is anticipated that analysis of the data collected will be necessary throughout the entire study to inform the researcher of emerging issues and patterns that must ultimately be addressed. All recorded interviews will be transcribed and codified. The researcher will be looking for common themes and patterns to triangulate or corroborate findings. Periodically throughout the study, the researcher will present preliminary analyses and assumptions to subjects to assure that conclusions being drawn represent the intent of the subject’s communication. The final product will be a detailed diagram of the advising system and all of its connected systems as well as a rich description of the advising system. Systems terminology, as identified by Hutchins and others, will be used to describe the advising system. Recommendations for future research and for how advisors can use this theory to address problems or design issues at their own institutions will be presented.

Because the investigator has nearly twelve years of academic advising experience at a large university, it will be possible for the conclusions and discussion to draw on the experiences of the researcher to make comparisons and help clarify questions and responses.

Outcomes

By spending a great deal of time at the research site and questioning a broad range of subjects, the results of this research will be a thorough, detailed, rich description of a very complex university and all of its systems and how they interrelate and connect to each other. Because this type of research has not been done in the past, the outcome will present the advising community a new angle to look at the profession and how it is intricately woven into the overall tapestry of higher education. The investigator will also be able improve personal qualitative research techniques and gain a deeper understanding of systems theory. 

 It is anticipated that at least one article for the NACADA Journal will be produced as soon as the data are summarized and that a presentation of the results will be given at one or more NACADA conferences. 

Limitations

There are five main limitations to this study that are apparent:

· In all qualitative research, the researcher has biases that are inevitable and undeniable. In the case of this particular study, the investigator’s experience advising at a large university may both help and hinder the progress of the study. Biases include a deep knowledge of how one system operates and functions and even the strengths and weaknesses of advising at the home institution. 

· The researcher may have already formulated some ideas about the successes and failures of historical changes that have occurred in the institution being investigated.

· The researcher may already have ideas about the quality of advising at the institution, though the quality of advising is not being investigated in this particular study.

· Qualitative research is not intended to be used for generalizing results. This is essentially a case study; therefore, the findings from this study may not apply to any other institution or advising system.

· Because of research restrictions at XXU, undergraduate students will not be included in this study. It is felt that advisers should be experienced enough to be able to describe the advising system at XXU. The intention of this study is not to evaluate or assess the quality of academic advising at XXU, so the student perspective is not necessary.

Timeline

All necessary arrangements with the host institution will be made by September 1, 2003. Human subjects approval has been obtained from both participating universities (see attachment). Along with that agreement, approval from the director of advising at XXU has been granted. The investigator may begin to travel to the host institution to introduce the study to participants as early as September 2003. Interviews and observations will then be conducted for two days every other week throughout the fall and spring semesters. A total of at least 17 visits will be made to the host institution. By the end of May 2004, it is anticipated that all necessary data would be collected. The final report would be submitted to NACADA by December 1, 2004.

Timeline Summary

	Activity
	Completed by

	Make initial contact with host institution
	March 31, 2003

	Secure human subjects approval from both institutions
	June 6, 2003

	Make initial visit to host institution
	September 2003

	Travel to host institution to conduct study
	September 2003 – May 2004

	Preliminary report to NACADA
	September 1, 2004

	Final report to NACADA
	December 1, 2004


Budget

The cost for conducting the study includes travel, transcription of audiotapes, and clerical support. The researcher will be responsible for some expenses incurred for travel and for all clerical support. The researcher’s home institution will provide audio equipment, computer, printing, the researcher’s regular salary and any other overhead costs. This is the only funding source being pursued for this research. 

The researcher is requesting funds to cover the following expenses:

Budget Summary

	Expense item
	Calculation
	Total

	Travel from State College, PA to XXU
	366 miles roundtrip @ $.35/mile x 17 trips
	$2,177.70

	Overnight lodging in XX
	$70.00/night x 17 nights
	$1,190.00

	Meals
	$35.00/day x 34 days
	$1,190.00

	Transcription of audiotapes
	Approximately 200 hours of transcription @ $10.00/hour
	$2,000.00

	
	Total Needed
	$6,557.70

	
	Total Requested
	$5,000.00


Bibliography

Ackoff, R.L., and Emery, F.G. (1972). On Purposeful Systems.Aldine-Atherton, Chicago.

Argyris, C., and Schon, D. (1978). Organizational Learning.Addison-Wesley, Reading.

Banathy, B.H. (1996). “The Evolution of Systems Inquiry.” From The First International Electronic Seminar on Wholeness. http://www.isss.org/primer/evolve1.htm
Checkland, P. (1981). Systems Thinking, Systems Practice. Wiley, New York.

Hutchins, C. L. (1996). Systemic Thinking: Solving Complex Problems. Professional Development Systems, St. Louis, MO.

