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Abstract
Universities are increasingly turning toward data-driven technologies like data dash-
boards to support advisors’ work in student success, yet little empirical work has explored 
whether these tools help or hinder best practices in advising, which is in many ways a 
relationship-based enterprise. This mixed-methods study analyzed whether and why 
the release of a student success dashboard impacted proactive and/or developmental 
advising at a large public university. After quantitatively demonstrating no measurable 
changes in advising practice following the release of the dashboard, qualitative evidence 
from interviews with advisors was used to interpret and explain the disconnect between 
the tool and the advising community. This study places scholarly attention from a 
practitioner perspective on the largely structural challenges to integrating retention 
software into advisors’ work in supporting their students’ success, with implications 
for the successful implementation of data-driven student success tools more broadly.
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Understanding the Impact of Data-Driven Tools 
on Advising Practice and Student Support

Academic advisors are often characterized as at the front lines of student success efforts, 
tasked with helping students navigate college (Drake, 2011; Troxel et al., 2021). Though 
this is a fundamentally interpersonal enterprise where relationships between advisors 
and students are crucial, advisors often have large caseloads and finite resources for 
serving student populations that are increasingly diverse in their needs (Hughey, 
2011; Thomas & McFarlane, 2018; Vianden, 2016). In response, many universities 
are making substantial investments of funds and staff time in technologies meant to 
help advisors better serve and retain their students (Krumm et al., 2014; Parnell, 2020; 
Phillips, 2013). These include tools that allow advisors to more easily identify students’ 
needs and streamline the most prescriptive aspects of advising, thus “freeing up time 
for advisors to provide more sustained, holistic support” and leading to greater student 
success (Kalamkarian et al., 2018, p. 6; see also Mattei et al., 2014).1 Specifically, data-
driven technologies, like dashboards, that present factors thought to place students 
at risk of stop-out have the potential to facilitate more proactive and developmental 
advising. Proactive advising involves deliberate and early intervention to address stu-
dents’ needs (Varney, 2012), whereas developmental advising takes a holistic approach 
and focuses on students’ academic, extracurricular, and personal development (Gordon 
et al., 2008; Grites, 2013). Yet, little is known about whether data-driven technologies 
related to student risk impact the practices of academic advisors in situ or how, as an 
intended user-base, they view these tools.

To this end, this study examines through a mixed-methods lens whether and how the 
launch of one such student success dashboard impacted advising practice and in turn, 
the support that students receive at a large public university. The advising data dash-
board is a locally developed, interactive webpage that presents information about stu-
dents’ academic performance, behavior, and background (e.g., residency, high school 
achievement) thought to impact student success. Advisors are then able to review the 
number of risk factors identified for each student in their caseload as well as a profile 
of their caseload as a whole. By comparing advisors’ self-reported advising behaviors 
before and after the launch of the tool, this study quantitatively identifies whether 
there was an observable shift in proactive and/or developmental approaches to advising 
following its release. Next, this study draws on interviews with advisors to qualitatively 
understand these potential changes and how advisors view the impact of data tools in 
the context of their work more generally. This blending of quantitative and qualitative 
inquiry offers a deeper understanding of potential changes in practice following the 
introduction of a data-driven advising tool and the meaning of those changes for advi-
sors and the students they serve.

1  For a comprehensive review of advising technologies, see Parnell et al. (2018).
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This study is important because increasing investment in technology and tools, like 
the one at the center of this study, have been redefining the work of student success 
practitioners, like advisors, and their influence is only expected to grow (Calhoun-
Brown, 2023; Parnell, 2020). However, existing research has yet to adequately address 
the impact of retention-focused tools on how practitioners support their students. An 
optimistic reading positions these tools as potentially facilitating both proactive and 
developmental advising among busy advisors, allowing them to better serve individual 
students (Felten & Lambert, 2020; Parnell, 2020; Thomas & McFarlane, 2018). On 
the other hand, it is also possible that something like a new dashboard may have a 
minimal impact on practice within the larger context of advisors’ competing responsi-
bilities or perhaps even undermine the relational aspect of advisors’ work with students 
(Coffin, 2018; Cuseo, 2003a). Therefore, this study examines the impact of a student 
success dashboard on the proactive and developmental aspects of advisors’ work with 
students and draws out their perspective on integrating these tools with practice.

Literature Review

The Rise of Student Success Technology and the Role of Advising
As universities increasingly turn toward data-driven solutions to support student suc-
cess, examples abound of institutions making major gains in persistence and gradua-
tion following the adoption of new technologies (Calhoun-Brown, 2023; Campbell et 
al., 2007; Gardner, 2019). One standout example is that of Georgia State University, 
which received national attention by nearly doubling its graduation rate over a decade 
by using a slew of strategies informed by predictive analytics including providing 
advisors with early alerts about students at risk of stopping out (McMurtrie, 2018; 
PBS NewsHour, 2016). A 2015 study done in collaboration between the National 
Academic Advising Association (NACADA), The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 
the National Association for Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), and others 
found that 44% of surveyed colleges and universities had made recent increases in 
spending on advising technologies (Tyton Partners, 2016). To illustrate, between 2013 
and 2015, the percentage of universities reporting using software to identify students 
at risk rose from 50% to 84% (Pasquini & Steele, 2016; Tyton Partners, 2016). As of a  
2021 update, large advising caseloads continue to be cited by colleges as one of the 
top three barriers to improving advising with more than 80% of institutions adopting 
technological solutions to address caseload management (Shaw et al., 2021, fig.  7).  
At their core, these early-alert technologies, like the dashboard at the center of this 
study, flag students as at risk when they meet certain criteria based on their insti-
tutional data profile. These solutions are often promoted within higher education as 
placing useful information at advisors’ fingertips so that they can spend more time on 
the student-facing activities that advisors are uniquely able to do (Kalamkarian et al., 
2018; Mattei et al., 2014; Phillips, 2013; Steele, 2018). Touting the potential gains of 
these tools, Civitas Learning, a student success software vendor, concludes a recent 



4 Kyte, et al.

report on effective student success strategies by quoting a partner, saying “When those 
[practitioners] have the data and tools they need to do their jobs well, ‘the impact is 
palpable.’” (Civitas Learning, 2019, p. 10).

Despite this potential, we know very little about the adoption of these new technolo-
gies from an advising perspective. This is particularly problematic given advisors’ role 
as front-line professionals tasked with supporting student success (Wallace & Wallace, 
2016). A study from Pasquini and Steele (2016) takes the first steps of considering the 
landscape of technology usage in advising by reporting results from a broad survey of 
NACADA members, arguing “it is also critical to look at the design and delivery of our  
advising models, to best understand how technology impacts our user experiences  
and the barriers to innovating our institutional functions for student support” (pp. 12–13). 
The authors report that new tools are typically brought to advising by campus lead-
ership, suggesting that there could be much to learn from advisors about how new 
technologies impact practice and the factors impacting adoption.

Consistent with the idea of an external impetus for introducing new technologies, much 
of the literature on the emergence or impact of these technologies tends to pay minimal 
attention to advisors as key stakeholders (Goodman & Cole, 2017; Kalamkarian et al., 
2018). A smaller body of empirical literature explores the development or deployment 
of new advising tools from an analytics and innovation perspective (Faulconer et al., 
2013; Krumm et al., 2014; Mattei et al., 2014). Work that does engage with academic 
advising trends toward very general reports of usage and perceptions (Klempin et al., 
2018; Pasquini & Steele, 2016), or is more conceptual in nature, making the case for 
how advising might be reimagined to incorporate new technologies for student success 
(Joslin, 2018; Steele, 2016). Thus, these broader perspectives tend to reinforce the view 
that risk-management technologies, like data dashboards, hold significant promise for 
advisors’ role in supporting student success.

Two studies begin to unpack advisor perspectives of these tools in the context of 
implementation. In 2018, Klempin and colleagues explored the general perceptions 
of college personnel around risk-management software for advising using interviews 
at nine institutions at various stages of implementation. In contrast to the positivity 
noted by the authors with which these technologies are generally regarded in the media 
and most higher education discourse, when they disaggregated practitioner perceptions 
by role (i.e., administrators, development team, advisors), they revealed that academic 
advisors were the most removed from decision-making around the tools and the most 
negative about them (Klempin et al., 2018). Moreover, a 2018 dissertation consid-
ered whether advisors and administrators retrospectively perceived changes in broader 
advising philosophies following the implementation of a risk-management software at 
two institutions (Coffin, 2018). Drawing on interviews with academic advisors and 
administrators, no meaningful changes were reported in advising approaches (Coffin, 
2018). However, both of these studies rely on cross-sectional designs, with interviews 
that are generally focused on implementation at the institutional level rather than 
advising practice. Therefore, we were unable to identify any prior empirical studies 



5Journal of Postsecondary Student Success

examining potential change over time, using behavioral measures, in the work every-
day advisors do to support students.

Centering Advising Within Data-Driven Advising and Student Risk
An advising perspective is sorely needed in this area. As academic advising has evolved as 
a profession, advisors have been typically tasked with large caseloads, limited time, and 
increasing responsibility for student success as front-line professionals (Aiken-Wisniewski 
et al., 2015; Kuh, 2008; Ohrablo, 2018). While new tools could potentially help advi-
sors streamline time-consuming work in identifying students who need support, it is 
also possible that new technologies could face barriers to adoption given the competing 
pressures advisors face and their more general orientations towards their work (Thomas 
& McFarlane, 2018). For example, building strong relationships with students and rec-
ognizing students as unique individuals are central to the core values of advising (Drake, 
2011; Hughey, 2011; Vianden, 2016). Risk-management software, by contrast, aims to 
sift through institutional data in order to flag students as “at risk” of stopping out when 
they share similar characteristics with students who have struggled in the past (Attewell 
et al., 2022). Though some advisors may appreciate these insights, others may find it 
problematic when their students are presented as at risk in this way (He et al., 2020). 
Given advisors’ positionality as “street-level bureaucrats,” they may exercise their discre-
tion with regards to adopting tools that conflict with their beliefs (Howard, 2017; Karp 
& Fletcher, 2014; Lipsky, 2010). Lastly, advising has well established best practices which 
may be impacted, positively or negatively, by new tools. Thus, we see an opportunity to 
explore whether advisors do indeed spend their time differently following the rollout of a 
data-driven advising tool.

Two of the advising approaches that could potentially be most impacted by new 
software for identifying students at risk are proactive and developmental advising. 
Proactive and developmental approaches to advising are not mutually exclusive, yet 
each is potentially facilitated by data-driven tools in distinct ways. In short, proactive 
advising asks advisors to pre-emptively intervene on behalf of students by anticipating 
their challenges or needs and working to educate them on all options before a situation 
develops (Varney, 2012). Tools designed to offer advisors multi-faceted information 
about their students may facilitate proactive advising by highlighting indicators that 
a student may be struggling and making it easier for advisors to intervene on behalf 
of their students (Faulconer et al., 2013). Developmental advising requires a holistic 
approach attentive to the educational, extracurricular, and personal dimensions of 
students’ lives (Gordon et al., 2008; Grites, 2013). Technology and tools that offer 
greater efficiency in handling the most prescriptive aspects of advising would free-up 
time to address a wider range of students’ individual needs. Thus, offering advisors 
actionable information about student challenges may on the one hand enhance proac-
tive advising, and on the other hand, allow more time during advising sessions to focus 
on developmental dimensions of the student experience in higher education. Yet, no 
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studies to date have closely examined the impact of these increasingly popular tools  
on these approaches to advising practice and student support.

Research Questions
The research questions addressed through this study are:

1.	 Do advisors engage in more frequent proactive and/or developmental 
approaches to advising following the release of a student success dashboard?

2.	 How do advisors make sense of the impact of a student success dashboard 
on their work in supporting students?

Context, Data, and Methods

Institutional Setting
The institutional setting of this study adds to its impact in several ways. First, the 
largest percentage of U.S. students attending four-year colleges (39%) enroll in semi-
selective, public universities like the one in which this study takes place; yet, these 
institutions graduate only 59% of new students within six years, according to the latest 
data (Carnevale & Van  Der  Werf, 2017; National Center for Education Statistics, 
2022, table 326.15). Second, advising at the focal university reflects a decentralized 
model where department- and college-based advisors typically serve large caseloads of 
hundreds of students each, a common advising format that has been shown to offer 
advisors less time to work one-on-one with students (Cuseo, 2003a; Fosnacht et al., 
2017). Third, a large proportion of the 40,000 students at this university are the first 
in their families to attend college (28%),2 from a racial or ethnic group minoritized 
within higher education (43%), and receive Pell grants (29%; Institute of Education 
Sciences, 2020). Thus, this setting is in many ways typical and also plays a critical role 
supporting the success and retention of underserved groups within higher education 
more broadly (Tinto, 2012). Therefore, to the extent that new advising technologies 
impact advising practice and in turn, student success, the institutional context for this 
study is a useful one.

Dashboard Development and Implementation
The advising data dashboard was developed primarily in 2017 in partnership between 
staff in academic affairs, advising, and university analytics as a way to offer advisors 
actionable information in support of student success. A small handful of advisors were 

2  Per the university’s assessment and research website.
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asked to provide regular feedback on its design during development. A recent land-
scape analysis showed that most institutions similarly take the “homegrown approach” 
to modeling student success tools and that these are primarily geared toward advisors 
(Parnell et al., 2018). Though many of the data points within the dashboard (e.g., stu-
dent GPA, registration status, residency) are available to advisors in other areas of the 
university analytics platform, the dashboard presented a broader range of indicators, 
as well as some measures newly created for the dashboard (for example, a downward 
trending GPA) in one place that could be filtered to the advisor’s caseload or used to 
look up a single student. To encourage dashboard adoption leading up to and during 
implementation, updates on the dashboard were presented frequently to advising lead-
ers within the colleges, hands-on workshops were offered for the advising community, 
and the new tool was highlighted periodically in the university’s advising newsletter.

Analytical Approach
We addressed our two research questions using a sequential explanatory mixed-methods 
design (Creswell, 2009). In doing so, we took a quantitative approach to answering our 
first question and used surveys of advisors, administered before and after the launch 
of the advising data dashboard, to identify any changes in self-reported proactive and/
or developmental advising practices. We then took a qualitative approach via in-depth 
interviews to answer our second question and understand the impact of this tool on 
advisors’ work supporting students from an advising perspective.

Quantitative Methods
Survey Data Collection
All members of the advising community were invited via email in 2017 and 2018—before 
and after the launch of the dashboard—to participate in a short, online survey in order 
to learn about their work supporting students and the tools and technology they use. 
The focal university had approximately 150 advisors in both years and had a response 
rate of 66% in 2017 and 63% in 2018. Participating advisors were compensated with 
a $10 gift card. In all, 58 advisors—38% of those in the 2018 wave—took both sur-
veys, allowing for individual-level comparisons of advising practice before and after the 
tool’s launch.

Instrument Design and Measures
Embedded within the surveys were a number of items adapted from the extant advis-
ing literature to identify proactive and developmental approaches to advising (Cuseo, 
2003b; Grites, 2013; Szymanska, 2011; Winston & Sandor, 1984). Proactive advis-
ing approaches are measured via a 3-item scale taking the average of three items: the 
extent to which advisors report using student data outside of appointments to identify 
and respond to various student needs (0 = never to 4 = daily) as well as a measure 
indicating the extent to which they agree that “I often reach out to students without 
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them contacting me first” (0 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree). Developmental 
advising approaches are measured in the same way using a series of items asking advisors  
to report how often they cover a range of topics during advising appointments related to  
students’ academic planning and support, extracurriculars, and wellbeing (0 = never 
to 4 = always) and whether they agree that “Academic advising contributes to my stu-
dents’ personal growth and development” (0 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree). 
Statistical details for all scales, including Cronbach’s alpha as a measure of reliability, 
are included in Appendix A. Finally, the fall 2018 survey included a measure of advi-
sors’ self-reported use of the newly released advising data dashboard (0 = never to 4 = 
daily), but was otherwise identical to the 2017 wave.

Data Analysis
The online survey interface used to distribute the survey allowed advisors’ responses  
to the fall 2018 survey (after the release of the dashboard) to be linked to their previous 
responses to the fall 2017 survey (before the release of the dashboard) using a unique 
identifier. A paired-sample t-test of proportions was used to identify whether average 
year-over-year changes in proactive and developmental approaches are statistically dif-
ferent than zero in the analytic sample, i.e., the 58 advisors who completed both sur-
veys. Further, we also disaggregated our data by dashboard usage to examine whether 
changes in practice were concentrated only among those advisors who reported using 
the tool (N = 33, 57% of the analytic sample).

Qualitative Methods
Data Collection
Advisors were invited to participate in interviews using a purposeful selection approach 
(Maxwell, 2012) based on their 2018 survey responses to ensure we had a range of 
colleges from within the focal university, reported familiarity with the dashboard, and 
proactive and developmental advising practices represented among our interviewees. 
A total of 36 advisors were invited, and 27 agreed to be interviewed. Interviews were 
semi-structured with open-ended questions that allowed for focused but conversational 
dialogue. Our protocol included 21 general questions, including 6 about technology 
and the dashboard (see Appendix B), with the interviewer including more specific 
questions arising from the conversation to probe for additional details and allow for a 
more organic conversation around the most relevant issues. The protocol was designed 
by the research team and guided by our research questions, as well as our combined 
institutional knowledge regarding academic advising and the dashboard. The protocol 
inquired about advising roles and philosophies, work with students, the challenges and 
rewards of advising, and advising technologies including the new dashboard. Partici-
pating advisors were compensated with a $20 gift card. Interviews lasted about an hour 
and were then transcribed verbatim and imported into NVivo qualitative software for 
coding and analysis.
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Data Analysis
Our qualitative analytical approach was iterative and based largely on the principles 
of flexible coding proposed by Deterding and Waters (2018), which is particularly 
useful for collaborative coding using qualitative data analysis software. The tran-
scripts were first indexed using broad categories based on the major sections of the 
interview protocol. Next, three members of the research team coded clean versions 
of several transcripts, developing new sub-codes within the pertinent sections of the 
interviews (dashboard reactions and use, advising and job challenges, advising phi-
losophy, advising rewards, advising technology, dashboard challenges, and students’ 
needs and issues). For example, “advising rewards” was divided into student success, 
helping students, and relationships with students. This coding process used first-
cycle coding strategies including concept, emotion, and in vivo coding as well as a 
final layer of overarching themes that were emerging across the interviews (Saldaña, 
2015). The coders met multiple times to compare codes and come to agreement 
around a strategy for using, modifying, and adding to the initial codes. As described 
by Saldaña (2015), following this consensus, the second author took the lead on 
coding the remaining transcripts in frequent consultation with their co-authors. 
Thus, at each point during the coding process and theme development, multiple 
researchers were involved in the process, which enhanced the validity of the findings 
by reducing the impact of any biases or assumptions brought to bear on the data by 
any one researcher (Maxwell, 2012). Finally, we used some of the analytical tools 
within NVivo to explore patterns in the prevalence of our various codes among the 
advisors we interviewed.

Results

Quantifying Change in Advising Practice
Our first research question asks whether the advisors at the focal university engaged 
in more proactive and/or developmental advising following the rollout of the advis-
ing data dashboard. Table 1 presents a pre- and post-launch comparison of advising 
approaches for all 58 advisors taking both surveys (left side of table) and for the 33 
advisors (57% of all advisors in both waves) taking both surveys who also reported at 
least occasional use of the advising data dashboard (right side of table). Neither set of 
comparisons shows any significant differences within any of the measures of proactive 
and developmental advising according to a paired-sample t-test of proportions (p < 
.05). Thus, the quantitative portion of our study suggests both meager adoption of the 
dashboard (i.e., only about half of advisors reported using it at all) and no measurable, 
significant changes in advising practice among the entire advising community or the 
subset of dashboard-adopters.
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Qualitative Explanations for a Lack of Impact
Our second research question asks how advisors make sense of the impact of the advis-
ing data dashboard on their work. We turn to the qualitative data within our mixed-
methods design to help us understand the perhaps surprising finding that the dashboard 
appeared to have no impact on how advisors support students. Of the 27 advisors we 
interviewed, 9 were unfamiliar with it, 13 were familiar with it but did not use it, and 
only 5 reported using it. Yet, when discussing the dashboard, advisors—regardless 
of their level of familiarity with the new tool—repeatedly described a set of barriers 
that undermined its impact on their work with students. These barriers pertain to 
problems with functionality, a reluctance to invest scarce time in learning new—and 
likely to change—technologies, and a disconnect between the tool and the challenges 
and rewards of advising within a decentralized system.

Table 1. Proactive and Developmental Advising Before and After the Release of the 
Advising Data Dashboard Among All Advisors and Those Using the Dashboard

All advisors Advisors using the dashboard

Pre Post Pre Post
Mean SD Mean SD p Mean SD Mean SD p

Proactive advising

“I often reach out to 
students without 
them contacting 
me first”

2.83 (1.08) 2.88 (0.90) 2.94 (1.00) 3.06 (0.70)

Proactive data use 2.29 (1.02) 2.12 (0.97) 2.31 (0.85) 2.21 (0.91)

Developmental 
advising

“Academic advising 
contributes to my 
students’ personal 
growth and 
development”

3.66 (0.51) 3.69 (0.47) 3.70 (0.47) 3.70 (0.47)

Developmental 
advising scales

Academic planning 2.46 (0.50) 2.50 (0.55) 2.54 (0.46) 2.60 (0.54)

Academic support 1.76 (0.51) 1.81 (0.62) 1.78 (0.54) 1.87 (0.58)

Extracurriculars 1.69 (0.61) 1.73 (0.68) 1.68 (0.63) 1.76 (0.62)

Student wellbeing 1.49 (0.58) 1.57 (0.86) 1.60 (0.66) 1.56 (0.73)

Number of advisors 58 33
Note. Tests report whether advisors completing both surveys showed a change in practice  
according to a paired-sample t-test.
*p < .05
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A Work in Progress
The most prevalent theme within advisors’ largely negative reaction to the tool during 
our interviews had to do with its functionality. The majority of the respondents who were 
familiar with the dashboard (10 respondents of 18) viewed the information presented 
as redundant with information they could access through other, more user-friendly 
tools. In that same vein, about half of all of our respondents (13) continued to prefer 
materials they had created or customized—such as reports and spreadsheets—over 
the new system. Seven advisors felt that it was missing key pieces of information  
or functionality needed for their roles. For example, one advisor shared, “[The dash-
board is] okay, because it’s pretty, and it’s visually good. It doesn’t have all the infor-
mation I want or that I use, and so I just continue to use my reports.” Another advisor 
said that many of their peers were holding off on using the tool until it was improved, 
saying, “I think most of us are just waiting for it to get worked out before using it.” 
Dashboard users encountered additional problems with the perceived accuracy of the 
data (N = 4) as well as transparency around the flags used to identify students who 
may be need extra support (N = 2). One advisor discussed their discomfort with the 
dashboard flagging a recent change of major as a risk factor, saying,

Yeah. I understand that as far as graduating in four years. Yes, that’s going to 
be a hindrance, but I think changing your major is part of college. You know 
what I mean? It’s part of exploring what you enjoy, so I personally don’t 
know that, that should be a flag, and am I going to reach out to a student 
who has three flags and one of them is that?

Taken together, dashboard adoption was undermined by advisors’ continued prefer-
ence for their existing systems and lack of confidence in the functionality and validity 
of the dashboard and the data it presented.

Time and Cost of Early Adoption
Going a bit deeper, a second theme that advisors frequently pointed to was a reluc-
tance to invest precious time in new technologies, particularly when there was con-
cern that the dashboard might be replaced by yet another a new tool and therefore 
become obsolete. Throughout our in-depth interviews, time management and large 
caseloads were frequently discussed as major stressors, arising in 16 and 17 of our 
interviews, respectively. Most of the advisors we spoke with had caseloads of a few 
hundred students which they described as undermining both their adoption of the 
tool and their ability to work with students in the ways they would like.

To illustrate, advisors did link their shortage of time and their large caseloads to their 
difficulty in engaging with developmental and proactive advising with students, but 
not in a way that suggested a student success dashboard would be especially relevant. 
One advisor shared their frustrations about not being able to offer more developmental 
opportunities to students:
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I would love to have more time to do things specifically for my students. 
Things like workshops, things like bring in guest speakers from industry . . . 
something that students need, I’ve had them ask personally for it, and it’s 
just like there’s no time in the day for certain things.

Another advisor discussed how this scarcity of time undermines their ability to be pro
active in their role, saying, “I think if I could spend more time checking in with students, 
that would be really nice, but just with the amount of students we have, it’s not possi-
ble.” Therefore, rather than see the tool as opening up time that the advisor could use 
for developmental or proactive engagement with students, advisors saw scarce time as  
limiting both their desired approaches to advising and their adoption of the tool.

A final consideration among the advisors related to their reluctance to invest time in 
learning the new technology was their perception that new technologies were contin-
ually coming and going. Twenty advisors pointed to past experiences of being trained 
or encouraged to adopt new technologies only to have those technologies replaced or 
withdrawn relatively quickly. One advisor summarized their reluctance saying, “That’s 
the other thing, you don’t want to invest your time really becoming proficient in a 
program, and then it being dismantled once you’ve mastered everything.” Overall, 
the approach for most seemed to be a “wait and see” philosophy in which they were 
reluctant to invest time or energy into a program unless they were directly asked to, or 
it had proven to be worthwhile.

A Disconnect Around Supporting Students
Taking a step back, additional clues as to why advisors were reluctant to adopt the 
advising dashboard or see it as a solution surfaced in the wider conversations we had 
with advisors around the rewards and frustrations within their roles. We learned that 
although advisors’ roles and needs varied substantially within the decentralized 
structure of the university, the advisors we spoke with were all primarily motivated 
by serving students within the one-on-one context of the advising relationship. This 
is evidenced by the primary rewards advisors reported from their roles which were 
student success (30 references), helping students (21), and relationships with students 
(20). Further, when advisors reflected on challenges in their roles advising students, 
they identified 16 unique types of challenges and most often pointed to policies  
and procedures within the university (65 references), inconsistency across units (61), and 
caseloads (42) and never to issues related to data availability (0). Thus, the dashboard 
was largely not seen as relevant to the benefits and challenges within advisors’ work 
with students.

Going a bit deeper into the content of our conversations, almost all of the advisors we 
spoke with—22 of 27—spent some time breaking down how their roles and responsi-
bilities were shaped by the department or college in which they worked. One advisor 
explained how this often made it difficult to adopt across-the-board changes within 
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advising, even relatively small changes in business practices. In sharing an anecdote 
related to introducing walk-in times for students, they shared,

Because there was something like, “Oh, we can like have the advising coor-
dinator for each college designate walk-in times,” and this and that. And 
I’m like, “Wait, [our college’s] advising is decentralized.” And I’m by myself,  
but [another major] has two advisors and they work off of the same appoint-
ment and walk in schedule, which is great for them. But what they do is 
different than what I do. So . . . we need to set our own calendars.

Further, when advisors identified challenges in their work, they pointed to policies 
that created persistent roadblocks for students and a lack of power for advisors within 
decision-making. When asked about the biggest frustrations in their role, one advisor 
shared,

It’s related to policies. I just feel like that’s another challenge for advisors in 
general. It’s that most of the time we get no say, we have no votes, we have no 
voting members. We’re not kept in the loop about anything and then we’re 
the final enforcers.

Although advisors described a wide range of roles and challenges, all but two advisors 
we spoke with described engaging with students as their greatest reward in ways which 
could present a barrier to adoption of the new dashboard. For some, it was about being 
able to help students: “Well, I think ultimately helping students  .  .  . [it’s] certainly 
rewarding to really feel like you’ve made a difference in their day.” For others, it was 
about working with a wide variety of students and seeing them succeed,

But I get joy out of the differences and the type of students I get in my 
office. They’re all across the board. Even if I get frustrating ones, I think it’s 
rewarding when you actually break through with them and help them learn.

Several advisors specifically discussed helping students overcome barriers. For example, 
one shared that the best part of their work was, “students being successful, in even 
the tiniest ways. They’re on probation and they get one B and the rest are C’s, it’s still 
success. You celebrate that success with them and congratulate them on it.” Another 
advisor told us, “High performers are great. I like to see them be successful too. But 
there’s something about when a student sort of stumbles but then finishes really strong, 
that I like.” Others distilled the best part of their jobs to graduation, the ultimate 
symbol of student success, “It’s when they graduate. I love to see them graduate. I really 
do.” Another shared that they cry every year at commencement. Once again, advisors 
did not connect their enthusiasm for their role in student success to the advising dash-
board or other data-driven tools.
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Discussion
A growing focus on student success and institutional interest in leveraging student data 
has led to increasing investments in software solutions meant to identify students at 
risk (Attewell et al., 2022). Yet, no longitudinal studies to date have brought a prac-
titioner lens to the open question of whether new technologies fulfil their promise to 
allow advisors to work more efficiently and effectively in supporting student success. 
This mixed-methods study takes a first step towards filling this gap by gathering quan-
titative and qualitative evidence during the rollout of a new data dashboard at a large 
public university. After first quantifying whether advisors were able to engage with 
their students using more proactive or developmental advising approaches following 
the rollout of the advising data dashboard (RQ1), a series of in-depth interviews allowed 
us to make sense of the advising experience with adopting the new technology (RQ2).

We learned that the data dashboard was only minimally adopted by the advising 
community. Moreover, no changes were observed in advisors’ reports of engaging in 
proactive or developmental advising behaviors. Our qualitative findings underscored 
dissatisfaction with the functionality of the tool, a hesitancy to adopt a new tool that 
could soon be phased out,3 and perhaps most importantly, a disconnect between the 
tool and the challenges and rewards of advising. Specifically, advisors saw the dash-
board as largely unrelated to aspects of their work they would like to improve and 
instead, as potentially undermining their ability to work with and support students as 
unique individuals by flagging predetermined risk factors.

In our study, individual advisors’ accounts of their use of the data dashboard pointed to 
a set of barriers to adoption that were largely structural. Some insights from the social 
construction of technology and more recent frameworks from higher education help 
make sense of these findings. Early on, the success of new technologies was thought 
to hinge on the relevant groups of social actors reaching agreement around their own 
flexible interpretations of a new technology (Pinch & Bijker, 1984). Though influen-
tial, this view has been criticized for inadequate attention to asymmetries of power in 
the design and negotiation process and other constraining structural factors (Klein & 
Kleinman, 2002). From this perspective, structures represent the “rules of play” which 
define capacities, opportunities, and dynamics of power (Klein & Kleinman, 2002, 
p.  35). In our case, though the dashboard was developed for advisors with a select 
subset of advisors invited to participate in the process, it ultimately struggled in adop-
tion in large part because of structural barriers pertaining to the larger community of 
advisors’ day-to-day work and orientation towards supporting students.

More practically speaking, the Community College Research Center introduced a 
framework for the adoption of advising technologies, like the one in our study, that 
brings organizational behavior insights to how college and departmental cultures 

3  To date, no significantly modified version of the tool has been developed.



15Journal of Postsecondary Student Success

influence whether individuals adopt new technologies (Karp & Fletcher, 2014). Their 
readiness framework considers the technological and organizational cultural aspects of  
readiness at the institution and project level and also points to some of the barriers 
influencing the lack of adoption we observed. For example, their framework considers 
the motivational readiness of potential adoptees including their perceived need for 
reforms and vision of the benefits of the new technology (Karp & Fletcher, 2014). 
This framework should be of keen interest to others considering adopting similar 
technologies.

Implications for Research and Practice
Our study underscores the value of mixed-methods approaches to studying changes in 
practice and within higher education more generally. Our quantitative finding that the 
launch of the student success dashboard had no measurable impact on advising guided 
our attention towards an analysis of underlying barriers to adoption. Specifically, 
we linked advisors’ lack of engagement with the tool to realities within their day-to-
day work, their needs and challenges, and how advisors think about student risk. A 
recent framework for interpreting null results within educational research argues that 
null results can point towards contextual factors—related to systems, people, and 
policies—that may help or hinder implementation (Jacob et al., 2019). In our case, 
our sequential mixed-methods design allows us to offer larger insights by qualitatively 
addressing the contextual “why not” behind the lack of impact.

It is important to note that as the first longitudinal, empirical study in this area, the 
work presented here does not definitively show that advising technologies like student 
success dashboards or risk-management software are incompatible with supporting 
best practices in advising. Additional work is needed to understand whether and 
why these patterns might vary across contexts with attention to institutional settings, 
implementation strategies, and the design and functionality of new tools. For example, 
it may be the case that significant retention gains are more feasible when institutions 
commit to more complete, centralized redesigns of advising services and the student-
success strategy as a whole (Civitas Learning, 2019; McMurtrie, 2018). Instead, our 
findings are more in line with scholarly findings around practitioner—and especially 
advisor—dissatisfaction that have been highlighted in retrospective work on new 
advising technologies, as was the case here and elsewhere (Coffin, 2018; Klempin et al., 
2018). Given that these tools are very likely to remain a growing trend, this is a pressing 
area for future research. Furthermore, studies should also examine how asymmetries of 
power in a university’s organizational structure impact the advising function more gen-
erally and, in turn, the adoption and impact of new tools and student success strategies.

Growing interest in student success technologies and the challenges to adoption detailed 
here also highlight important considerations for practice. Universities considering 
adoption—and especially tools related to managing risk—would do well to consider 
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any and all barriers to implementation across their campuses like those discussed here 
and within Karp and Fletcher (2014). In doing so, it is critical that university leaders 
create authentic opportunities for a large and diverse group of advisors to contribute 
early and often to these discussions during piloting and afterwards so that there can 
be a shared perspective on how to best equip advisors to support their students. It is 
possible that the structural barriers identified here—including dissatisfaction with the 
functionality of the tool, limited time to learn new technologies, and a disconnect 
around how to best support students—may be surmountable with more authentic 
collaboration between advisors and technology decision-makers.

Finally, scholars, practitioners, and assessment professionals could consider drawing 
on the quantitative measures used here to capture developmental and proactive advis-
ing approaches to learn about existing practices within their institutions and explore 
how these might shift over time as institutions work to address barriers to effective 
advising. Though novel to this paper, the scales presented here are derived from the 
advising scholarship and held together well statistically, in terms of Cronbach’s alpha 
as a measure of internal consistency, across two cross-sections of a large advising pop-
ulation with quite a bit of variability in advising roles and philosophies. Validation 
and refinement of these measures across advising contexts within different institutions 
would be valuable as well.

Conclusion
Given the growing trend of new technologies intended to help advisors identify and 
support at-risk students, empirical research from an advising perspective is sorely 
needed. This paper examined through a mixed-methods lens how a newly introduced 
student success dashboard impacted proactive and developmental advising at a large 
public university. Our findings point to significant structural barriers that undermined 
measurable adoption and change in advising practice. In advancing technologies to 
support student success, universities should carefully partner with advising commu-
nities to understand their needs and priorities in the context of their day-to-day work 
with students. Particularly as engagement with students becomes increasingly digital, 
scholarship that consider structural aspects of technology and adoption are needed for 
the wellbeing and success of practitioners and the students they serve.

Author Note: We have no conflicts of interest to disclose. This work was funded by a 
grant from the National Academic Advising Association (NACADA).
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Appendix A. Proactive and Developmental Advising Scales

PROACTIVE ADVISING BEHAVIORS

How often advisor uses student data outside of appointments to identify students

Proactive Data Use (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85) Correlation with Total
Who had not yet completed something important 0.68

Who may be struggling or need support 0.84

Who are improving or excelling 0.85

DEVELOPMENTAL ADVISING BEHAVIORS

How often advisor typically discusses each topic with students during advising appointments

Academic Planning (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.67) Correlation with Total
Major/minor exploration 0.67

Progress toward their degree 0.63

Academic standing or probation status 0.62

Dropping or adding courses 0.62

Planning courses for future terms 0.62

Content of courses 0.60

Academic Support (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.75) Correlation with Total
Academic performance in class 0.62

Study skills 0.73

Concerns related to instructors 0.69

Academic policies 0.70

Transfer credit and policies 0.75

Extracurriculars (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85) Correlation with Total
Participation in extracurriculars 0.81

Internships or engagement opportunities 0.81

Career goals or alternatives 0.80

Going to graduate school 0.81

Paid work outside of school 0.85
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Student Wellbeing (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.93) Correlation with Total
Family or relationship issues 0.90

Personal concerns or problems 0.89

Physical or emotional health and wellbeing 0.92

Appendix B. Interview Protocol
1.	 Can you begin by telling me what you understand to be your main purpose, 

or function, as an advisor here at this university?
2.	 What is your own personal approach or philosophy about your role as an 

advisor?
a.	 How has this changed over time, if at all?

3.	 Can you walk me through a typical advising meeting and what it would 
entail?

4.	 How would you describe an ideal advisor/student relationship? An ideal 
advisor/student interaction?

5.	 In terms of your job duties, describe your duties and the time you tend to 
spend on each type of task as an advisor.

6.	 Is there anything you do to prepare for your advising meetings with students?
7.	 Can you describe what you do to prepare?
8.	 Is there any way you ever reach out to students and why do you do that?
9.	 What do you see as students’ greatest needs?
10.	 In what ways do you feel capable or not capable to meet those needs?
11.	 Can you talk with me about the challenges you face in your efforts to advise 

students here?
a.	 What types of things have you done in the past in order to address any 

of those challenges?
12.	 What are the greatest rewards you get from your position as an advisor?
13.	 What technologies do you routinely use in working with students?
14.	 Can you talk about your familiarity with or awareness of the advising 

dashboard?
15.	 Can you remember for me how you were initially introduced to the data 

dashboard and what your first thoughts were about it?
16.	 How do you feel about this whole process?

a.	 Changes like this at this university?
b.	 The rolling out of new technologies?
c.	 This dashboard in particular?

17.	 Given your thoughts and feelings on this, to what extent have you tried to 
implement the data dashboard into your advising practices?

18.	 If you could change the data dashboard or how it’s used in any way, what 
would you change?

19.	 If you could change anything about your job, what would that be?
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a.	 In what ways do you feel able to, or unable to, make some of these 
changes?

20.	 If you could imagine a change in how students approach their advising 
meetings, what do you wish could change about students and what they do 
or how they think?

21.	 What could the university do to make the advisor/student relationship more 
effective?




