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Abstract

Existing institutional means of encouraging or forcing students intorcertai
academic experiences often fall short of their goals because theg lgnerstudents
make academic decisions. Careful study of how students choose their classsdiate
students arrive at their final course list through a process of drastioadion of fields
of study, followed by careful evaluation based on the reputation of professors and
departments, and then an assessment of the structural limitations placad drotbes.
Because students’ course “choices” are really a series of variousatlon techniques,
traditional means of encouraging certain courses, either through distrilegiarements
or advising, lose their effectiveness. Administrators and faculty needoignize how
and why students choose their courses, and construct their curriculum to accommodate
for and even feed off of the social tendencies and habits of students — a kind ofitsyste

advising” that is built into the curricular choices available to students.

! © Christopher G. Takacs 2007. This paper wasirmily presented, in an earlier form, at the Sixth
Annual Mellon Assessment Conference at Hamiltonleggel on April 14, 2007, entitled “Student
Decision-Making Processes, and Their Consequemmeeadademic Advising.” Continuing thanks to the
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation for their ongoing supipof the Assessment Project at Hamilton College,
without which this paper and supporting researchildianot have been possible. Further thanks to my
colleague, Director of the Assessment Project, mgdormer adviser, Professor, Daniel F. Chambliss o
Hamilton College, who first involved me in the pof five years ago, for his comments on this paper.
Thanks also to Alexandra Sear for her careful &ndghtful review of this paper.



Students’ Academic Decision-Making Processes and Their Conseques for

Curricular Design

One of the primary ways institutions of higher education attempt to order and
shape students’ academic experiences is through distribution requirementsg- forc
students to make certain choices — and advising programs — coercing them.hégaile t
measures are not malicious, they do betray a general suspicion that studeoits are
always the best managers of their own academic paths. Accepting, porploses of
this paper, that this suspicion is frequently enough valid, the question then becomes what
the best form of institutionalized guidance for students is, and how to successfully

implement it.

In this paper | will argue that traditional forms of institutionalized guiga—
advising and distribution requirements — ignore the largely social, ofteomagtand
frequently arbitrary process students go through to actually choose thegs;@ang that
the results of this mistake have been that these measures often faikas&ulycguiding
students towards or away from certain academic paths. While availabbreltta
narrow in scope to suggest tladitadvising and distribution requirements are fatally
flawed in their conception, it does imply that these initiatives and programs fa
significant systemic and social problems that originate from miscoonosptf how
students choose their courses. In an attempt to help overcome these probléms, | wi

detail the steps students go through to choose their courses, and then lay out possible



methods faculty and administrators could apply to fix existing advising pnsgaad/or
distribution requirements. Finally, | will a new type of institutionalized gwda
“systemic advising,” which attempts to take advantage of the decision-makiagidre

of students, instead of simply ignoring it.

Methodology

The data set used in this paper comes from a longitudinal panel study of 100
student$ of the class of 2005 conducted at Hamilton Coftégem 2001 to 2005, in
which the students were interviewed once each academic year durimfguihgears at
college, using a flexible, interview guide of 12 to 15 questions adapted for eath year
Typically, interviews lasted from half an hour to an hour, and were broad in scope —
touching on academic, extracurricular, and social issues. One of the mairstogersts
were asked about each year was how they felt about their advising expeognaf
which a wealth of data on Hamilton’s advising program, as well as data relaiedrse
selection, distribution and major requirements, has emerged. It is from thesesidiss

that the conclusions of this paper derive.

The Effectiveness of Advising and Requirements at a Liberal Arts Coltge

A number of institutions are currently moving towards eliminating or truncating

distribution requirements and instituting advising programs, a move geneqadigted to

2 Response rate was generally 70% per year.
% Hamilton College is a small, residential, eliteyefr liberal arts college of around 1,800 full¢istudents
* Approval for the project’s study of human subjests granted by Hamilton College.



provide students with greater academic liberty, closer student-faeldtionships, and
more individualized and personal academic guidance. Hamilton has in many ways be
self-appointed leader of these schools, eliminating distribution requiremengsyant

2001 for the class of 2005, and enhancing the role of its advising program by which
students are assigned a professor as their adviser and are requiredéctineaei

adviser’s approval of their classes just before they register for théenew shape of
academic guidance at Hamilton is an interesting experiment inngeagurriculum

without boundaries for those interested in higher education assessment — itpaovide
glimpse of how students behave without structural restrictions on their coursesghoic

though, as we will see, various hidden limitations to their choices still exist

The institutional rhetoric surrounding the advising program at Hamilton paints
as a project in which students and advisers “work together to craft a unique, individual
academic plan” that is “based upon each student's strengths, weaknessedsanmigoa
which also will fulfill one of the central goals of a liberal education — bheadthile the
description falls short of laying out distinct goals within the notion of a “bineafdt
study,” it states the general goals that students “undertake courseveovkde variety
of disciplines... explore areas unfamiliar to [them], and to make connections across
courses and disciplines.” Further, it suggests that, through advising, studebtsatle
to develop close student-faculty relationships — professional friendships between

academic colleagues that transcend the typical master-apprentnceafo

® Academics: Advising at Hamilton. Retrieved Aptil2007. http://www.hamilton.edu/academics/info.cfm



Hamilton’s program, however, has been largely unsuccessful at fulfillisg the
goals. Institutional data shows that, since the removal of distribution reqotssme
students drastically decreased the degree to which they took classes afutssite
major, and increased their focus in their concentration. Further, students were not
developing the close student-professor relationships that were supposedge emer
naturally from advising at a markedly increased®raiestead, students generally viewed
their advisers with suspicion and annoyance, and saw advising as a hurdle to overcome,

instead of a way to “craft a unique, individual plan.”

The problem with advising at Hamilton, as well as curricular requirementstis t
it ignores (or unrealistically attempts to supplant) the actual procsssknts
themselves go through to choose their courses. Requiremieatentlyignore how
students make decisions—they force students to daoidedthe limitations of the
requirements. Meanwhile, advising is, for all intents and purposes, the tip of a gety lar
complicated, and layered iceberg of how students make academic choisesotlt i
coincidentally, the only part of the process that most professors and adatonsssee,

and hence is the only part they attempt to manage.

Student Course Selection Process

® Only 13% of students stated that their pre-conme¢ion adviser — the one assigned to them uporiagte
Hamilton — was someone with whom they had a “clpszsonal relationship,” compared to the 40% of
students who said they had this kind of relatiomshith their major adviser (whom they chose). HEygh
one percent of students also stated that they lthoka personal relationship with a member of Houlty
whom was not their adviser — further suggesting tthase close relationships arise in the naturaismof
the student’s academic career, and not becauseathegtentionally programmed into it.



The process students go through, from being handed a course guide with hundreds of
classes, to starting their semester’s classes, is complicated/aretilaThe sequence

laid out here in diagram 1.1 (at the end of the document) is not universal — for some
students the chronology differs, while for others, peer input, for example Jes$ar
important than for others. This sequence represents the most commonly reported

chronology of a liberal selection of steps.

Eliminating Fields of Study

A significant number of students pointed out how, immediately, they eliminated
entire fields of study, often mathematics and sciences. Justifying timg,shalents
make statements such as “I'm just not a math student,” or “I’'m not good at ¢gsgua
This is interesting, as it suggests that students view, or tend to descrdssssinc
guantitative and foreign language studied@sendent on inherent abiljtgnd not just
interest and hard work, as they describe other fields of $tadys initial voluntary
decimation, taken by a majority of students, often immediately eliminptes 20% of
the fields of study available to students. Of course, students need a manageable number
of classes they can consider taking in order to refine their selection, butrthermma
which they go about creating their initial short list is striking, esfiggaven the goal of

academic breadth central to liberal arts.

Peer Advice and General Reputation

" Though the majority of these statements were thitk@t quantitative studies such as mathematics,
statistics, and quantitative (often lab) sciens®sne students also made similar statements inael&d
fine arts.



At various points in their college career, students will seebeert adviceabout
which classes they should and should not take. Notably, this advice is often negative, and
focused on individual professors as opposed to specific classes. As we have found
throughout the study, the quality of professors is more important to students than the
guality of classes — to put this more precisely, students are aware gfrémaeedegree to
which the quality of a class is determined by the professor, and so theyliiime t
discussion of courses in terms of the professors. This extends to studentsiatisanfss
disciplines, where students continue to focus on professors as personifications of the
academic material, the consequences of which ara statent’s opinion of an entire
discipline is largely shaped by their experiences with an individual professor who teaches
it. For new students who have no past experience with any professor, rumor and peer
influence, especially from peers of higher grades, provide the necadgsanyation for
them to further exclude some classes, professors, and departments, and to become

interested in others.

Structural Limitations

Though Hamilton has no distribution requirements, there are still formidable
structural, curricular, and schedule limitatiormdl students face when selecting courses:
pre-requisites, courses closed to certain years, overlapping courses, raegd cou
scheduled at times that conflict with other responsibilities, significanthcate the
available courses students can take. While we might initially think thay&eststudents

face the brunt of the limitations, as they are generally prohibited from taighgr-level



courses and often face closed classes, juniors and seniors are acteadlly diemited in
their spectrum of course selection as well, as they have concentratioemens that
consume their choices, and are frequently prohibited from introductory, 100-level
gateway classes, as these are considered too easy for them. The theg# binitations
is that students in their first semester face an almost exclubiweiontalspectrum of
course selection — they can typically only take a small handful of coursesdobm e

department.

At Hamilton, entering freshmen can choose their first four courses framgfb
in 39 departments — a number that amounts to 21% of all classes at Hamilton in that
semester. While none of this is surprising, applying the same methodologynplexa
of upperclassmen yields interesting resulfgperclassmen are as limited in available
courses as first-yearsA typical fall semester senior, for example, can choose from 86
courses in only 21 departments. However at the same time, as all uppercldsemen a
face internal requirements from their concentration that they must falGladuate with
a major, they rarely have the luxury of being able to choose from four clasdespee
frequently can pick only two or three per semester. Curricularly speakingclassenen
have fewer options than underclassmen, not just in regards to breadth but also in sheer
volume of available courses. Their spectrum of course selectentisal — they can
primarily take courses in fields they have already taken introduct@yedan: 53 of the
86 available courses, in 9 of the 21 available departments, were in deparmvemishi
the student had already taken classes. Students with double majors, and students who

have gone or want to go abroad, face even greater hurdles, as they must arrange their



courses to both fulfill requirements, and avoid conflicts with their other plans. The
spectrum of course selection for double majors is severely limited both beuaiuse t
future class choices must be devoted to their majors, and they tend to have taken far

fewer introductory classes outside their majors than single majors.

At this point in a student’s decision-making process, they have immediately
eliminated anywhere from 70% to 90% of classes based simply on their ingereésts
desire to avoid certain departments, and the selection of courses a studemtggavilli
choose from shrinks even further as friends dissuade them from certain notess
departments. The student’s available course options are further tcutacareund 20%
of all classes, regardless of the student’s class year, due to structitetidns. By this
point, the student has taken a course catalog of 900 classes, and shrunk down their
choices (and found them shrunk down) typically to somewhere between 10 to 25 classes

— all before meeting with their adviser, and even before facing the hurdigisifagon.

Formal Advising

Finally, when we reach the actual advising stage of the process, students have
already made the major decisions with regard to the breadth of their ddiging
meetingscan have a significant effect on a student’s choices, but almost always only
within those choices the student has already made. More often than not, however,
students state that their advising sessions consist of the student tellingvissr ehat

they want to take, and their adviser then signing their pre-registration f6ven if
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formal advising came at a key time in the decision-making processiiikely that it

would have a significant effect on the courses students actually end up enrolling in.

Registration

After advising comes registration — another step in the process that is out of the
student’s hands almost completely. All students will experience beingllockef a
class due to over-registration at least once, and many students will egpehes
numerous times. Some students interviewed complained that they litertaityagnone
of the classes they initially wanted to, and had to scramble through the coalsg cat
while standing in line just to find classes that had open seats. We are probably al
familiar with horror stories of registration at our own institutions, but the absurdity
of the situation is magnified when one considers the existing structuratilimgan

students’ course selection.

Conclusions

Given both the structural limitations on curricular choices and studentsiaelia
on peer advice about the reputation in their academic decision-making it ithekea
advising, as an institution of the college, and regardless of the student’s acgeami
plays too little and too late of a role to be of significance. Further, we havéheee
extent to which internal (students having to take classes to complete their andjor

external (students not being able to sign up for certain classes) strudtrietioas limit
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students of all years, and even more so with upperclassmen. The spectrum of students
course selection is far more limited than is generally accepted, andtstudethods of
choosing classes are significantly different and more self-figntthan we might expect.
Given the ineffectiveness of advising, and restrictiveness of institutingefustructural
limitations on students’ choices, how can faculty and administrators fruidhodly

effectively guide students’ academic paths without compromising theleaca

freedom?

Based on the findings of our study, we can identify a few ways to create a
curriculum and environment that, effectively, directs students along cerths) pat
away from others, without creating unnecessary walls or stationing aicga@ioe along
the way. The important thing to remember here is that a successful prograbemus
implemented with a clear understanding of the students it will effect, andhiére ot

structures it may, in some way, alter.

Improving Formal Advising

Advising programs can be effective, providing their goals are reasonable —
advising will not be able to reliably prevent students from avoiding what teklyedor
fear, without appearing (and, arguably, being) authoritarian. Advising damégebe
useful at preventing weak students from making bad choices, and it can also — in the long
term — construct meaningful goals for students, though within the structuraltiong

present in the school’s curriculum. Such programs, however, must be instituted in a way
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that makes it possible for them to be effective — in Hamilton’s case, advissigrse

must be earlier in the semester, before students have so drasticallydréghicehoices,

and there must be multiple sessions, to develop the student’s short and long-term goals.
Further, it must be instituted in a way that 1) accounts for which professorgdyactual
advise their students, and which simply fulfill their bureaucratic respatistiland 2)
assigns the best advisers to the students who best respond to and most need good

advising.

Improving Distribution Requirements

Distribution requirements can also be effective means to get students to
experience certain material, but colleges must avoid further limiting stud@ices

(which are already so very restricted) while instituting requirednahte

Further, with both core and departmental requirements, we have to remember the
most important thing for student outcomgeod teaching Overwhelmingly, students
agree that a good professor can make any material — even required nteestiatient is
not familiar or particularly interested in — exciting and engaging. |&Vhis has its
limitations at the extremes, good teaching remains the key factor in improvuneats
academic experienad any kind If a school or department wants to require certain
classes imustprovide those classes with the best faculty available. This is not just a
practical issue, where we want studentadtively learnthis material (that is, after all,

theentire pointof requiring the class), but is potentially evemaral one. One could
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make a convincing argument that requiring students to endure dull, mistaught,
unengaging classes is effectively robbing them of their tuition. Studentallyact

regularly make this argument, but typically to deaf ears.

Systemic Advising

Requirements and advising systems, when functioning properly, are not the only
ways to effectively guide student academic choices. We all too often i¢pechact that
liberal arts colleges are, effectivetgtal institutionsfor their students. Students spend
nearly all their time on campus; they have particular regimes, ritugsts, and patterns
of predictable behavior. Whether school officials know it or not, they have immense
power over student habits and everyday behavior: create a new 24-hour coffee shop, and
watch student sleep patterns fluctuate. Add comfortable sofas to an underuseshcomm
space, and watch it grow into a social hub. These same type and scale of hands-on,
micro-adjustments can be applied to a curriculum, guiding students towardie ecge

they should be getting, and away from those they should avoid.

Scheduling is one obvious way to do this. Inquire at any college registrar, and
you will find that students will predictably schedule their classes to aedidic days
and/or times of the day, and, consequently, classes scheduled at popular timesupuill fill
Arrange your best educators to teach at these popular times, and the mass af whalent
have arranged themselves according to scheduling preferences will find thesmsel

taking amazing classes, and will benefit.
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If you want to ensure students get a broad education, havéegsifiaculty, not
your new or junior faculty, teach intro classes. Faculty reputation alonprautipt
many students to enroll in courses outside their field, which they otherwise wouldn’t have

due to their unfamiliarity with the new discipline.

If you want every student to graduate from your institution with a solid grasp on a
certain skill such as writing, you don’t have to create a seminar for eeshniian to
take focusing on developing the skill — just saturate your curriculum witimgyrit
intensive classes as Hamilton has done, with great success. This method not only
prevents you from having to design a new writing course and hire faculty to tdaah it
allows your students to develop their skills within academic contexts and<tass they
choose, which will directly improve their ability to develop these skills. Wgaiyou
want students to experience certain things, create an environment wherenthayazd
it, simply because it is everywhere. Weave it into the very fabric ofutiiewlum, and

students won’t even know it's there.

Systemic advising title that can encompass all the kinds of initiatives | have laid
out here, consists of intentionally guiding students down certain paths by shaping and
managing the curricular system to take advantage of students’ naturaldoeitmali
choice-making tendencies. Of course, the specific forms this will tdkdiffier from

institution to institution (depending on the institution’s goals for students, and kinds of
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students enrolled there), yet there are still some general principles ae siad when

trying to create such a system:

1) These initiatives are necessarily interrelated — if you want toressfuidents to
experience something, you must design and manage that experience on elefydev
example, requiring students to take a certain course is fine, but that course meit be w
taught, must not eliminate a significant number of other opportunities for students, and
must actually provide the intended experience, otherwise the class will pdaibtd

accomplish its goals, but deprive the student of another class opportunity.

2) Providing the intended experience, whatever it is, requires a careful
understanding of students, how they react and behave in a given curricular environment
and what the outcomes of that environment will be for students. In other words, it

requires continuing assessment and institutional research to be effective.

3) To make such an initiative effective, faculty must face some diffiacis,
namely, that some of them are great teachers, and some of them are tearcindes.
Instituting a curriculum that is designed and scheduled to provide the maximum number
of students with the best professors possible, and a minimum number of students with
experiences with the worst, obviously, requires recognition of who the good and bad
professors are. Faculty will be, naturally, resistant to this. Sorhbendlutraged.
However, it isn’'t as if students don’'t know who the good or bad teachers are, and they are

the ones who matter.
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4) This kind of initiative will likely require greater resources, or inseea
organization of existing resources, mainly in the form of hirings, and some in the form of
funding continuing assessment. Hiring good teaching faculty, however, is the key to
much more than just systemic advising. The benefits for students are too numastus to |
here, but suffice it to say that good professors, especially those who are opemrig for
close relationships with students, are the most significant factor in imprduohgns

outcomes.

Creating a curriculum that all students will experience, regardless of
concentration, is part of what determines a college’s academic identitynslitation of
such a curriculum, however, needs to be about creating an academic environment infused
with the important lessons. If you can do this, you can get students to expeietce w
you want, without them having to make difficult or divisive decisions. Students will

learn it without even knowing it.

Further Study

There remains a great deal of work, universally important to assessment, in
methodological design, particularly in sequence analysis of student’s @auaiability —
the diagram presented here is an example of what such work might look likey, Ideall
given input of available courses, course restrictions and sizes, registegfimrements,

pre-requisites, courses necessary for a student’s major, and other suchastiactors,
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such analysis would be able to identify #pectrum of course availabilifgr a given
student at a given time in their academic career. A simulation that #&sdouthe
variables (pre-requisites, class years, etc...) of all a collegeses| could then
guantitatively determinthe degree of a student’s “curricular freedom'the extent to
which a student’s course selection for a semester is pre-determineddny faetors —
and be able to compare students of certain years and majors. Aggregately cenisful
information could even potentially provide department and even college-level data

indicating the true curricular freedom available to their students.
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Decision-Making Step (Chronological) ———=
Starting Initial Peer Advice/ Structural  Formal
Amount Elimination Reputation Limitations Adwising  Registration
Arts 1 1 1 1 1
pr 11 8

Humanities 112 4 1 1
p- ]
2
==
=2
ul
a
i
3
o
O  Social

Sciences

1

Sciences 76

TOTALS 332 33 24 11 8 4
Diagram 1.1

Represented here is the course selection process of a single studentragcount

chronologically, for the various “decisions” in the process, that shrink the spectrum of

courses students can and/or are willing to register for. In this case, thet ssystemarily
interested in social sciences and humanities, having immediately elichalbseience

classes and all but one fine arts class (typical behavior for most “nonescstmdents).
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Peer advice and the reputation of various classes allow the student to furthethentuce
choices to around 24. Confronting the structural limitations on their choices, the student
sees they cannot take 13 of their 24 choices, and their meeting with their adviser lea
them with 8 choices to pick from when they register. The registration procass tile
student three of the classes they initially wanted, but forced them into aescliass they

had no interest in.
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