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Abstract: In cohort advising, students who require specialized professional advising are grouped on the basis of need and receive cohort-specific, tailored interventions designed to address those needs.  Trinity has targeted students in emergency situations, such as family crisis or a serious illness, as particularly vulnerable to attrition and designed a cohort advising program for them called “Triage.”  The program is achieving measurable improvements in persistence and retention of enrolled students.  
Contributors to this paper include Patricia McGuire, Elizabeth Child, Carlota Ocampo, Michele Mackie, Joseph Sheridan, Angela Lanier, Rewa Burnham, Jennifer Rivers, Katy D’Angelo, Tiara Lowe, and Stephanie McKissic.  
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Description of the promising practice:

Trinity’s College of Arts and Sciences (CAS) has developed a cohort advising model that supplements its traditional academic advising.  In cohort advising, students who require specialized professional advising are grouped on the basis of need and receive cohort-specific, tailored interventions designed to address those needs.  Each identified cohort is assigned a professional advisor who oversees the advising processes and outcomes analysis for that group.  The strategic goal of the cohort advising model is persistence and retention from the first year through graduation.

Trinity has identified the following cohorts for specialized, need-specific advising:  “Triage” (students out of class for extended time due to medical or other emergencies); “Probation” (students at risk of losing their academic standing); Transfers; “Pre-nursing” (students completing the pre-requirements to apply to the nursing program); “Pre-education” (students completing the pre-requirements to apply to the education program); “Scholarships and grants” (students on particular grant programs, such as the D.C. College Achievers); and Dean’s list students (who may be a retention risk if they feel their needs for growth and development are not being met).  

Each of these cohort groups requires different advising and intervention expertise, which is provided by the professional advisor trained to track that cohort.  In addition, this model allows for streamlined data collection and outcomes assessment for each group of at-risk students. 

The Challenge:
The cohort model developed as CAS began to track patterns of need among students with narratives in common.  While each student did present with a unique constellation of issues, many of those issues could be categorized and assigned a set of general solutions that could then be individually tailored to the student.  So, for example, the student planning to apply to the nursing program who must take a certain set of difficult science pre-requisites, in a certain order, to achieve a certain grade, needed a different set of solutions than the student with a medical emergency who would be out of class for a month due to a hospitalization.  Another set of solutions was needed for students at risk of not making satisfactory academic progress and losing financial aid.  Yet another set was needed for the straight-A, Dean’s list cohort students who felt they were not being challenged and sought guidance on fields of study.    

CAS began to assign these students in cohorts to specific professional advisors, who could develop and deliver the solutions sets for students in their particular cohorts.  The advisors could form the bonds with particular program faculty and other campus offices and refer students more specifically to academic meetings and services.  They could develop activities, interventions and workshops for their specific groups.  Finally, they could be responsible for targeted data collection on each group, enabling more effective tracking of risk factors for attrition and intervention outcomes.
One great boon of targeted, cohort advising is that each advisor can track selected data on that cohort, which gives us additional information not only on advising effectiveness, but also about students in various risk categories.  Each advisor keeps a spreadsheet where student data, recommendations, and intervention outcomes are tracked.  The advisors are responsible for preparing their portions of the CAS annual advising report by identifying goals and measureable objectives for each cohort factor; success rates are analyzed and program changes implemented on the basis of the evaluations.  Specific outcomes for one of Trinity’s cohort advising initiatives, the Triage Program, are described below.
The Triage Cohort:
Triage was developed to provide extended advising support to students in times of personal emergency or crisis.  These emergencies are further categorized as medical, family, personal or other.  Triage services are requested most often by freshmen in that all-important first year.  The commonality is extended time out of class, and the role of the Triage advisor is to assist the student in communicating with faculty members and other offices regarding the student’s best solution, whether that be continuing in the class with make-up work, taking an incomplete, or withdrawing from some or all classes.  
Measurable objective:  That students enrolled in Triage remain in good academic standing and either complete the semester or return to Trinity in subsequent semesters.   
Outcomes (Fall 2011-Spring 2012): 
Only 19% of students registered in Triage for Fall 2011 were placed on Academic Watch, Probation 1 or Probation 2 for Spring 2012.  Seventy-six percent either returned to campus and completed the semester or re-enrolled in a subsequent semester.
Problems Encountered: 

Problems encountered with cohort advising can be grouped into three general categories:

· Advising hiring and turnover:  Cohort advising depends on the effectiveness of committed advising professionals who are knowledgeable about their student cohorts.  Recruiting talent, matching to cohorts, and advisor retention and continuity are all challenges for cohort advising.

· Communication with faculty, including adjunct faculty, about students in cohorts.  For example, the Triage program experienced difficulties communicating program guidelines and responsibilities to adjunct faculty and to faculty in programs outside of CAS.  Advisors must be prepared to be persistent in their dealings with faculty who did not understand the program or who were unresponsive.

· Student outreach issues:  proactive advising models require advisors to reach out to students who may be in academic avoidance mode.  Again, persistence and an ability to think outside the box to communicate with students, especially commuter students, who changed phone numbers or did not respond to emails was a necessity.

Suggestions for Replication: 

Replication potential for this model is high, as it does not require specific new resources, but instead better deployment of existing resources, particularly human resources.  Institutions without professional advisors (ie, those relying on faculty advisors) would be required to establish a professional advising office.  CAS currently employs two professional advisors in an office which serves about 1,000 undergraduate students; most of these students also have an assigned faculty advisor in their major discipline or area of interest.  Replication of this model would require institutions to identify which student cohorts are most salient for them as retention risks; advisors would have to be trained on how to deliver proactive, targeted solutions and outcome analysis for that population of students.
