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INTRODUCTION
What follows is a discussion guide that can be used to facilitate conversations with staff about their 
experiences with advising students.

To access the full CCCSE Focus Group Toolkit, visit https://cccse.org/resources/focus-groups. Featured 
on this page is the Focus Group Manual, which provides comprehensive guidance around planning 
and conducting focus groups with students, faculty, and staff. This manual contains several appendix 
resources, such as templates for invitation emails and consent forms as well as sample intake survey 
questions and basic focus group opening questions. In addition, the Toolkit includes a variety of 
discussion guides (including this one) devoted to a diverse array of topics important to community 
college student engagement and success.

STAFF DISCUSSION GUIDE
OUTCOME #1
To understand the nature of the advising process—from the college’s earliest connection with students through 
the students’ academic experience at the college.

1.	 Put yourself in the shoes of a prospective student walking into the college for the first time to 
enroll and sign up for classes. Through the eyes of that student, complete the sentence: “This 
college is like a __________.” Please explain your response.

2.	 Walk us through the experience for entering students, including the admissions and registration 
process, assessment, academic and financial aid advising, etc.

a.	 What do you think are the strengths of that process? How do you know?

b.	 What do you think are the areas in need of improvement? How do you know?

c.	 What components of the entering student process are required?

i.	 What happens if a student does not follow the requirements?

d.	 What components are optional?

e.	 At what point in the entering student process do students first make contact with a 
staff member? (During a step on a checklist? Orientation? Other?) How and when does 
that come about?

3.	 Which students are required to see an advisor? All entering students? All first-time-in-college 
students? Part-time students? Students placing into developmental courses? Other criteria?

https://cccse.org/resources/focus-groups
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4.	 How are students and advisors paired? All students meet with a staff academic advisor? 
Students with declared majors meet with specific faculty advisors? Random/next in line? Other?

5.	 What is the setting for the initial advising experience? In a group? Individual meeting?

a.	 Is this the same for all students or are there criteria that determine whether a student 
participates in initial group or individual advising?

b.	 Is the experience the same for full- and part-time students? If not, how is it different?

c.	 For day and evening students?

6.	 What is the nature of the first conversation students have with an advisor?

a.	 How much time is allocated for the initial advising session? How much time is 
allocated thereafter?

b.	 What is the expected outcome from the first advising session?

c.	 What, if anything, is the “product” of the visit? A course schedule? A written plan?

i.	 How do students know during which term they need to take each course?

ii.	 If applicable, how do students know the campus on which they need to take 
each course?

d.	 Is there an online product component?

e.	 Is an academic plan developed? If so, what is included on it and how is it created?

f.	 Is the next advising visit scheduled during this first appointment?

g.	 Is this conversation different for full-time and part-time students? If so, how?

h.	 In general, do you learn much about your students’ lives outside of school (work, children, 
other family responsibilities, extracurricular activities, etc.)? If yes, how do you become 
aware of it? If yes, does having this information about students’ lives outside of school 
impact how you advise them?

7.	 What are the general responsibilities of an advisor?

a.	 Does this include financial advising? If yes, explain.

b.	 Does this include career counseling? If yes, explain.

8.	 Are students assigned to a specific advisor? All entering students? Some entering students?

a.	 If the latter, what determines whether a student will have an assigned advisor?

[Probe about full-time vs. part-time if not specifically mentioned.]

b.	 How many students are typically assigned to each advisor?
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9.	 During the first advising session, is there a discussion around the student’s enrollment status—
whether the student will be a part-time student or a full-time student? If so, what is typically 
discussed? How do students select their enrollment status? How often is enrollment status 
discussed with the student after the initial advising session?

10.	 Describe the advising process for students during their entire time at the college.

a.	 What are the college’s expectations for advising visits during a student’s first term? [If the 
college has not identified expectations, change the questions to advisors’ expectations]

b.	 What are the expectations for advising visits during a student’s first year?

c.	 What are the expectations for advising visits beyond the first year?

d.	 What are the expectations for each visit?

e.	 Are there any expectations for students between visits with an advisor?

f.	 If students do not immediately develop an academic plan, when does that happen? [Ask 
whatever questions you need to ask to uncover the specific design and implementation 
for the advising process at the college—the components, the timetable, the 
products, etc.]

11.	 Discuss how students’ academic goals are incorporated into their advising sessions.

a.	 Do advisors discuss the benefit of having a goal of earning a certificate or degree 
with students?

b.	 How do students know which classes they would need to take in order to reach 
their goals?

i.	 How do students know if a prerequisite is required?

ii.	 What happens if the student has enrolled in a course but has not taken the 
prerequisite?

c.	 How do students know how long it will take for them to reach their goals?

d.	 How do students find out about job or career opportunities based on their 
career interests?

e.	 How do students find out about available career services (e.g., a career center on 
campus, technology that can help them search for jobs, etc.)?

12.	 Are students required to declare a major, program of study, or pathway before registering 
for classes?

a.	 If so, are students required to speak with anyone at this college to select their major, 
program, or pathway choice? If so, what is the title of this person?

b.	 If so, does this discussion take place in person, online, or over the phone/via text?
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c.	 Do advisors use any technology, like a website or computer software, to help students 
with the declaration process?

d.	 If students are not required to meet with anyone at this college before declaring a major, 
program, or pathway, how do students get information about plans and programs 
available at this college?

e.	 If students are not required to declare a major when they register, what advice do staff 
give students about courses to take?

f.	 Are students required to talk to anyone if they want to change their major, program, 
or plan?    

i.	 What is the process for changing a major?

g.	 Are students required to talk to anyone if they want to transfer to another 
college/university?

i.	 How do students know which courses will transfer?

ii.	 How do students know which courses will transfer into their major at the transfer 
institution?

h.	 What is the advisor’s role regarding transfer?

i.	 How do students know when they are eligible to graduate?

OUTCOME #2
To better understand the role of advisors in a college that emphasizes intrusive advising and their perspectives on 
academic planning and advising.

13.	 Are students assigned to an advisor for the entire time they are in college? Is it only until they 
declare a major? Other?

14.	 If you need to talk with a student about enrolling in developmental education courses, 
what do you say?

15.	 Consider the different support services students have the opportunity to interact with both 
before they begin classes and while they are attending the college (e.g., career exploration and 
counseling, transfer advising, financial aid advising). Are any of these services integrated into the 
advising process or do students access those services independently, if desired?

a.	 Do you send students to these services based on your interactions with them?

16.	 Think about advising full-time students and part-time students. Do you see any differences in 
how part-time students are advised compared with full-time students? If yes, how do they differ?

17.	 Think about advising returning students and transfer students. What are the main differences in 
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how these two groups of students are advised compared with entering students.

a.	 What is required for returning students?

b.	 What is required for transfer students?

18.	 Walk me through the advising process from the advisor perspective.

a.	 How do advisors know when a student has been assigned to them?

b.	 How many students do advisors typically see in a day?

i.	 How does this differ by the time of year?

c.	 How often is an advisor expected to communicate with a student before the student 
registers for classes? Each term?

d.	 Is there an expectation about when an advisor contacts a student (e.g., if they are 
struggling in class)?

e.	 Are there expectations for how often an advisor calls a student?

f.	 How many emails per term are typically sent by an advisor to a student?

g.	 What student data do you review on a daily, weekly, and term basis?

i.	 Is this the same for all students?

h.	 What kinds of data does a supervisor use to evaluate the performance of advisors?

19.	 During the beginning of the academic term, does the advisor visit classrooms to inform students 
about the availability of advising?

a.	 If so, in which classes do these visits occur?

b.	 What information is shared with the students?

20.	 During the academic term, does the advisor have a specific role related to students’ progress in 
their classes?

a.	 Is there a mechanism in place for keeping the advisor apprised of student progress? An 
early alert system? Other?

i.	 Describe the process and the advisor’s role in the process.

21.	 What, if anything, is the advisor’s role in intervening with/providing additional support to students 
who are having difficulties in their classes?

a.	 Do advisors at this college monitor or reach out to students about their progress in 
courses? In what way(s) do advisors contact students (e.g., in person, phone/text, email, 
social media, or other ways)?

b.	 What role do advisors play in connecting students to available support services, such as 
supplemental instruction, study groups, tutoring, writing or math labs, and other services?
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22.	 How do faculty and advisors communicate with one another and/or collaborate on issues related 
to students’ progress?

a.	 What role do classroom (face-to-face and online) faculty play in connecting students 
to available support services, such as supplemental instruction, study groups, tutoring, 
writing or math labs, other?

23.	 As an advisor, do you believe the students who did not get advising should have done so?

OUTCOME #3
To understand advisors’ perspectives on which key components of the advising process and specific practices 
within the advising process are most critical for student success—what works and what doesn’t.

24.	 From your perspective, what are the most common challenges students face when they 
begin college?

a.	 In your view, does the advising process currently in place at this college help students 
address those challenges? If so, in what ways?

b.	 If not, are there steps you believe would be important for advisors to take to help students 
overcome those challenges?

25.	 When you think about the advising role with students, what aspects of the process would 
you say are most beneficial to students? Explain why you believe these aspects are helpful 
to students.

a.	 Are there aspects of your process that you would say are not particularly helpful to 
students? If yes, what are they? Why would you say they are not helpful?

OUTCOME #4
To learn, from the perspective of advisors, whether this practice in and of itself is important for students to 
experience, or if certain features within this practice are most significant to student success.

26.	 If you designed advising at this college, what would it look like?

27.	 Why do you think all students aren’t satisfied with advising?

28.	 When you think about students’ experiences before they start college, are there any additional 
steps you believe the college could take to help students transition successfully into the college? 
Would you see any of those steps falling within the advising function?

29.	 When you think about students’ experiences during their first term, first year, and beyond, 
are there any additional steps you believe the college could take to help more students be 
successful? Would you see any of those steps falling within the advising function?
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SUMMARY & CLOSE

30.	 When you think about the components of the advising process in place at the college, what, if 
any, are the most important steps you believe the college could take to strengthen advising for 
entering students?

a.	 For students during their first year?

b.	 For students who have been here longer than one year?

31.	 How has your job changed since you started advising students?

a.	 If so, how have you been trained to meet the change?

32.	 What resources or training do you think could make you more successful in your role as an 
advisor?


