
Institutional Description 
 
The University of Texas at Austin is an urban public research university and one of the 

largest universities in the United States. The institution has grown from eight faculty 

members and 221 students in 1883 to about 24,000 faculty and staff and nearly 51,000 

students today. There are 12 undergraduate colleges and schools, including the School of 

Undergraduate Studies (UGS), which serves students who are undecided or in transition 

between majors. Of the 7,200 students in each incoming class of new first-time in college 

first-year students, roughly 1,100 students enroll in UGS as undecided about their major. 

Program Development 
 
History 

The School of Undergraduate Studies emerged after discussions by the 2004-2005 Task 

Force on Curricular Reform. The task force believed that core curricular reform required 

an ongoing, dynamic process that could be responsive to the needs of students and 

changing departmental requirements. Accordingly, a task force subcommittee 

recommended the creation of a new school to be led by an academic dean to handle that 

responsibility. In response to feedback from the student leadership on the subcommittee, 

it was also recommended that the new school serve as the academic home for undecided 

students. The student feedback was that the institution needed a place to help students 

who were undecided or in transition between majors. The school’s inaugural dean then 

sought the development of an advising center to assist the undecided students at the 

university, and as a result, the Center for Strategic Advising was created. 

The James W. Vick Center for Strategic Advising and Career Counseling was established 

in the summer of 2009 as the Center for Strategic Advising (CSA). The CSA was 



designed to provide academic advising for students who were undecided about their 

academic major. It reports to the Dean of the School of Undergraduate Studies. An 

assistant dean was hired to develop the center. 

Over time as enrollment grew, additional staffing was added to the CSA, which expanded 

to include 12 advisors and one administrative support staff member. Three years ago, the 

CSA absorbed the Career Exploration Center, which had resided in the Division of 

Student Affairs, and had provided career counseling. Currently, the Vick Center serves 

roughly 2100 students enrolled in UGS each year and offers advising and career 

counseling services to students who are in transition between majors in any college. 

The office was then renamed after a previous Vice President of Student Affairs, Dr. 

James Vick, who is seen by the campus as having made substantial changes for the better 

for the students. The center was structured with the 4 career counselors and 12 advisors 

reorganized into cross-functional teams rather than continuing to maintain separate 

functionally centered teams. Today, there are four cross-functional teams that operate 

with a collection of advisors and career counselors that are assigned to specific student 

populations, for a more student-centered organizational design. Team members are 

located in offices next to each other to increase communication and collaboration. 

Problems encountered 

With our continued growth in enrollment and staffing, finding adequate space has been a 

challenge. Currently, though all the teams are in the same building, two teams are located 

on a different floor from the main reception/center space.  

Additionally, with the absorption of the career counseling into the advising center, there 

were some initial challenges with having two distinct cultures merge into a new one. The 



reorganization of staff into cross-functional teams quickly alleviated that divide and 

helped to create a much more collaborative new culture in the center.  

Budget 

The Vick Center budget relies on a number of types of accounts. The staff salaries are 

covered through either state recurring funding or through funding allocated to our center 

by the Student Services Budget Committee (SSBC). The SSBC is a committee consisting 

of students, staff, and faculty, which determine which areas of campus to allocate funding 

to that serve students across the campus. The career counseling staff members are funded 

through the SSBC funds. The operational funding for the Vick Center comes from an 

endowment established solely for the purpose of the advising center in UGS.  

Goals and objectives 
 
Mission 

To facilitate informed decision-making about academic and career choices by providing 

effective, learning-centered, developmentally based academic advising and career 

counseling to undergraduate students at the University of Texas at Austin. 

Goals 

The goals of the office are listed below; organized by service, focus, and initiative. 

Academic Advising 
• To assist students with academic success through individualized advising with an 

assigned advisor 
• To guide students in the process of academic exploration and in integrating 

information about majors and careers 
• To assist in the development of personal, educational, and career plans 
• To assist in the development of decision-making and critical-thinking skills 
• To support and challenge students to follow-through and enact their personal, 

educational, and career plans 
• To advise students at the University on matters related to the core curriculum 

Career Counseling 



• To assist students with career exploration and decision-making through 
individualized meetings with a career counselor 

• To guide students in the process of career exploration and in integrating 
information about self with career choice 

• To encourage students to develop career goals by connecting academic interests 
to experiential learning and/or training 

• To provide information about careers and career development skills to students 
Student Engagement and Success 

• To provide appropriate and timely referrals to campus and community resources 
• To provide information and referrals to student involvement and leadership 

opportunities 
• To foster within students an interest in undergraduate research and creative 

activity 
Outreach 

• To foster a campus environment that supports academic and career exploration 
• To educate alumni, parents/family, high school counselors, faculty, staff, and 

administrators at the University about undeclared students and the processes of 
academic and career exploration 

Training and Development 
• To engage in research and inquiry about academic advising, major exploration, 

and career exploration and its impact upon college students 
• To improve advisor knowledge and experience 
• To inform the practice of advising 
• To serve as a resource for academic advisors on campus and around the nation 
• To assess and evaluate the effectiveness of the Vick Center 

 
 
Program description 
 
The James W. Vick Center for Strategic Advising & Career Counseling serves students 

across campus who are exploring majors and careers, as well as undeclared students 

enrolled in UGS. Academic advisors and career counselors help students learn more 

about their interests, skills, and values; define short and long term goals; and identify 

suitable major and career options. All UGS students are assigned to both an academic 

advisor and a career counselor so that every student has a dedicated person to assist with 

major exploration and another to assist with career decision-making. 

The Vick Center fosters an environment in which undergraduate students are able to 

explore their educational options in the greater context of their ever-developing life plans 



and goals. Through purposeful and intentional interaction with academic advising 

professionals, students learn about themselves, their capabilities, and their values, on the 

path to determining a choice of major. 

In addition to academic advising and career counseling, the Vick Center also coordinates 

the following programs and services for UGS students: new student orientation, first-year 

interest group learning communities, and core curriculum petition advising. The Vick 

Center offers a number of events throughout the semester, including resume and 

internship search workshops, major exploration workshops, career panels, and Magellan 

Circle speaker events (which bring in successful professionals to speak with students 

interested in exploring those professions). 

Procedures used in program evaluation 
 
There are a number of procedures utilized in programmatic evaluation of the center. We 

developed 12 student-learning outcomes to which we try to map every thing we do in the 

center. Basically, we started first by having the advising staff brainstorm answers to three 

questions: What do we want students to be able to do? What do we want students to 

know/understand? What do we want students to value? From there, we coded responses 

into categories and developed the 12 student learning outcomes. We also double-checked 

that the outcomes were congruent with our office mission as well as the University's 

mission. 

Our assessment plan is primarily based upon the following student learning outcomes: 
 
Student Learning Outcomes:  

Students will be able to: 
• Identify resources and programs to help them to be a successful student; 
• Access and use resources and programs to help them to be a successful student; 



• Connect and communicate with professors, teaching assistants, and other 
professionals; 

• Communicate and develop a partnership with an assigned academic advisor 
and/or assigned career counselor;  

• Schedule regular appointments with an assigned advisor; 
• Set meaningful short and long-term goals; 
• Assume responsibility for their own academic success; 
• Understand and follow policies, procedures, and deadlines; 
• Understand the requirements of the core curriculum; 
• Understand the requirements of the skills and experience flag requirements; 
• Actively participate in the process of major and career exploration; 
• Appreciate the value of having a degree and life-long learning. 

 
We measure the following: 

• The percentage of students who change majors after making an initial declaration 

- this measure tells us a lot of about whether we assisted students in making well-

informed decisions. 

• The percentage of our students who graduate, as well as who graduate in four 

years. 

• Individual appointment survey - via automated electronic survey after emailed 

after each appointment.  

• Frequency of advisor contact each semester. 

• Reasons students on scholastic probation identify as contributing to their poor 

academic performance (so we can adjust services and resources) through a survey 

sent to both students and academic advisors to assess the advising experience for 

students on scholastic probation. 

• Event/Workshop evaluations. 

• Survey to all of our students every other year.  

All of the measures are mapped to one or more of the learning outcomes above. 



Results/outcome (impact on students and/or institution) 

Percentage of students changing majors  

Declared students at the university change majors in significant numbers. Roughly only 

33% to 34% of declared students keep the major they selected upon initial enrollment at 

the institution. In comparison, the percentage of students who are served by the Vick 

Center that keep their major has consistently been above 83% with each cohort of 

incoming students. Table 1 shows information from the first two cohorts of students 

through the Fall 2014 semester. 

Table 1 
 
Comparison of Major Certainty/Changes by Fall 2009 and Fall 2010 Cohorts 
 
Major Changes After Declaring 
           
# of changes   Fall 2009  Fall 2010   
No changes   84.4%   83.7% 
 
1 change   14.4%   15.1% 
 
2 or more changes    1.1%     1.2%    
Note: Data obtained by checking individual student records. Based on data collected 
through Fall 2014. 
 

Percentage of students who graduate  

In comparison to students who start declared in another college and then go on to 

graduate in the same college they started, UGS students graduate at a higher rate in four 

years in most colleges. The following tables show data for the Fall 2009 and Fall 2010 

incoming cohorts of students. 

 
 
 
 



 
 
Table 2 
 
Fall 2009 Cohort (n = 706) Graduation Information – Four-Year 
           
Starting Started/ Started UGS  
College  Graduated and graduated      

Same  in those colleges 
  College in 4 years      
Architecture 17.6%     0.0%       
 
Business 63.2%  66.1%       
 
Comm.  55.7%  77.4%       
 
Education 47.7%  52.3%       
 
Engineering 31.4%  35.7%     
 
Fine Arts 40.9%  25.0%       
 
Geosciences 32.4%  0.0%     
 
Liberal Arts 47.0%  54.3%       
 
Natural Sci. 32.8%  26.7%       
 
Nursing 25.8%  37.5%       
 
Social Work 22.4%  66.7%                   
Note: Data for 4-year graduation information obtained from COGNOS FTIC (First 
Time in College) University Flow Report. Contains data through Summer 2013. 
 
UGS students graduated at a higher rate in four years in 7 of the 11 colleges when 

compared to students who started and graduated in the same college in which they 

were first enrolled. 

 

 

 



 

Table 3 

Fall 2010 Cohort (n = 923) Graduation Information – Four-Year 
           
Starting Started/ Started UGS  
College  Graduated and graduated      

Same  in those colleges 
  College in 4 years      
Architecture   9.1%  0.0%       
 
Business 68.9%  72.3%       
 
Comm.  61.8%  83.1%       
 
Education 48.2%  54.8%       
 
Engineering 38.8%  47.1%     
 
Fine Arts 44.3%  50.0%       
 
Geosciences 15.6%  40.0%     
 
Liberal Arts 50.5%  57.4%       
 
Natural Sci. 37.5%  49.0%       
 
Nursing 22.7%  38.1%       
 
Social Work 26.2%  50.0%             
Note: Data for 4-year graduation information obtained from COGNOS FTIC (First 
Time in College) University Flow Report. Contains data through Fall 2014. 
 
UGS students graduated at a higher rate in four years in 10 of the 11 colleges when 

compared to students who started and graduated in the same college in which they 

were first enrolled. The only college with a better rate was Architecture, which has 

five-year degree programs. 

 

 



Student individual appointment survey  

# Question Strongly 
Agree Agree 

Neither 
Agree 

nor 
Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

Total 
Responses 

1 The advisor treated me 
courteously and professionally. 385 60 3 6 2 456 

2 
The advisor was 
knowledgeable about the 
issue(s) we discussed. 

354 79 13 7 3 456 

3 
Overall, I am satisfied with the 
service during the 
appointment. 

355 64 17 11 9 456 

4 
The advisor seemed interested 
in helping me succeed 
academically. 

360 55 17 13 11 456 

5 

The advisor provided me with 
accurate information regarding 
degree requirements (e.g. 
number of credits, core 
requirements, departmental 
requirements, internal transfer 
requirements, etc.). 

351 67 28 8 2 456 

6 
The advisor helped me clarify 
my academic, career, and/or 
personal goals. 

314 78 43 13 8 456 

7 

As a result of this meeting, I feel 
more confident about my 
ability to carry out my 
academic plans. 

322 78 29 18 9 456 

8 

The advisor was a good source 
for information about campus 
resources (e.g. career centers, 
learning centers, counseling 
services, etc.). 

338 72 27 12 7 456 

9 

The advisor was able to 
provide me with information 
about the University and the 
School of Undergraduate 
Studies' policies and 
procedures. 

315 85 43 11 2 456 

10 The advisor took time to 
become acquainted with me. 331 76 27 10 12 456 

11 

The advisor listened closely to 
my concerns and questions, 
whether they were academic, 
professional, or personal. 

360 68 14 6 8 456 

 



 

See attached for additional student comments about some of the advisors in our 

center and their experience. 

Potential for adaptation for other institutions 
 
Program structure 

For campuses that are large four-year research institutions, a similar organizational 

design that uses cross-functional teams would be very possible to consider as a way to 

integrate academic advising and career counseling services. The substantial number of 

academic degree programs necessitates the specialization of roles. For campuses of much 

smaller size, the services could be offered through staffing that is more generalized where 

each staff member may be responsible for both academic advising and career counseling. 

Offices or centers that offer a variety of student services could also consider the idea of 

organizing individuals into cross-functional teams assigned to a particular population of 

students, with offices located in the same place. 

Assessment and evaluation 

Other institutions could develop learning outcomes through a similar process, and from 

there, develop an assessment and evaluation plan to measure their services and how those 

services affect the progress of their undeclared/exploratory students in finding majors and 

graduating. 

 

 


