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Abstract 
The role of student support including academic advising in 
enabling successful student outcomes is widely acknowledged. 
However, student support functions and the structures within 
which they reside often emerge independently at universities, 
and are seldom designed with integration in mind, leading to 
systemic inefficiencies.  This paper draws on systems thinking to 
develop a framework to guide the assessment and improvement 
of student support. Following an exploratory case study design, 
we collected data on staff and student perceptions of student 

support by conducting semi-structured interviews and a focus 
group in a single Faculty within a South African university. These 
data are analyzed alongside several documents produced by the 
Faculty that refer to, and are part of, student support. We map 
four student support functions used by students within the 
Faculty. These are: orientation, student advising, peer 
mentoring, and career advising. The analyses reveal that student 
support in the Faculty does not constitute an integrated system 
and that this creates challenges in communication, continuity 
and efficiency of student support within the Faculty. This paper 
argues that by adapting existing support structures to closer 
approximate an integrated system we can increase the efficiency 
of student support without the need for complete redesign or a 
significant increase in resources or staff capacity. 
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Applying systems principles to achieve greater integration of 
student support and academic advising at a decentralised 
institution
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Abstract

Socio-economic and academic challenges can contribute to 

underperformance of students at university. Students who seek 

academic advising at university may also present with socio-

economic challenges. Advisors contribute to student success as 

they form strong relational bonds with students and harness 

factors that influence their transition from school into and through 

university. Student advising, which is a process where advisors 

exchange information, is intended to help a student reach their 

education and career goals, and can holistically address both 

academic and socio-economic challenges. The incorporation of 

motivation in advising can enrich students advising experiences

and enhance student success at university. Moreover, 

incorporating intrusive advising into the conventional

prescriptive and developmental advising method could enhance 

a holistic approach to advising. The aim of this reflective account 

is to foreground the importance of motivation in advising and to 

share how advisors could capitalise on advising practices that 

incorporate intrusive forms of advising into the prescriptive and 

developmental advising approach. Advising university students 

from 'less-privileged' communities forms the basis for sharing 

how motivation adds value to advising. Through reflection of the 

outcomes of advising at a South African University, advisors 

share how to motivate students by understanding both their 

socio-economic and academic contexts. Quantifying the effects 

of motivation on student's success in this study is limited as 

motivation is considered a 'second order' variable that depends 

on factors such as attitude, needs, values and perceived goals. 

This study further highlights how holistic advising can positively 

influence students to enhance their academic performance and 

success.
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Motivation in Advising: Enriching Advising Experiences for Students
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Academic advising at the UFS is defined and practiced as an 
ongoing and intentional teaching and learning process to support 
and encourage advisees in aligning and fulfilling their personal, 
academic and career goals. Also defined as a high-impact 
practice directed at connecting, empowering, and supporting 
students to achieve academic success, it has been found to have 
an impact on student retention and ultimately time to graduation 
(Drake, 2011). 

The 2021 continued disruption of traditional learning, teaching 
and student support services caused initial concern with pivoting 
from in-person interactions to entirely online. The Central 
Advising office pivoted its service offering. In offering the support, 
online–synchronous support was offered through specific 
communication technologies. Synchronous advising refers to 
student and advisor interactions that happen live, in real time and 
is the most traditional learning format. It is what most of us think of 
when we think of a “class”, a live lesson with an instructor and 
peers. Live webinars and videoconferences are examples of 
synchronous learning for virtual learners (Wind, 2020). 

Initiatives offered under the Synchronous advising project were 
inclusive of group workshops, telephonic conversations with 
advising (Q and A sessions), as well as student advising 
dialogues. While the project was delivered to offer online low-
tech, synchronous support to students, various platforms were 
utilised.

Despite having low-tech strategies to support students and 
ensure that advising happens in real time, synchronous advising 
did experience some challenges, especially with attendance and 
accessibility. While literature (NACADA, 2021) also recommends 
that a focus on advisor competencies with synchronous 
technology is vital and for advisors to always have a “plan B” in 
case of technology breakdown. A lesson learnt herein is that 
advisors also need to have a holistic understanding of the 
student they serve and the ability of students to effectively 
engage in e-advising (access and resources). 

By: Keitumetse Rose Poen 
University of the Free State
Academic Advisor: Centre for Teaching and Learning

The Role of online synchronous Advising support for success: 
UFS experience
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Abstract

Academic advising addresses various aspects of student life in 

order to support students in achieving access and success in 

their university careers and beyond. One of the main aspects 

addressed through advising is the development of academic 

behaviours that lead to academic success such as persistence, 

engagement with others, positive study habits, organizational 

skills, social skills and self-regulation. These are all integral parts 

of becoming a successful university student. In this seminar we 

argue for the need to also incorporate implicit aspects of 

academic culture into advising to induct students into the 

university community. Many practices at university level feel 

foreign to students, a minefield of “thou shalt not” that they must 

navigate in order to achieve their degree. For this seminar we will 

look at the need to demystify the concept of academic integrity as 

a way to make students part of the academic community of their 

institution. We will share our experiences and interventions 

linked to academic integrity, and conclude the session with some 

pertinent questions to ask ourselves in the advising spaces we 

occupy when it comes to the responsibility of academic integrity 

within our institutions. 
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Her advising philosophy includes a developmental process 
where students learn to create their futures, apply success 
strategies in their studies, and become employable 
responsible citizens who can add lasting value to their 
profession.
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Whether formal or informal, students will advise each other.  
Research has indicated that students prefer learning from one 
another, and institutions should capitalise on this to enlarge their 
student's advising reach. Formal peer advising programmes help 
direct peer advising efforts to ensure that students are advised by 
peers trained to impart accurate information and make accurate 
referrals (Koring, 2005). Furthermore, they add an advantage to 
the institution in that they offer versatility, compatibility with 
existing advising programmes, and enable advisors to extend 
their scope of practice and reach while attending to student-
specific needs (Koring, 2005; Zabel & Rothberger, 2012). 

In this reflective case study, the UFS will share how the function 
of peer advising has developed in this institution from a once-off 
standardized engagement in 2016 to a tailor-made programme 
for each peer advising group to ensure they can best perform 
their appointed role. Lessons learned through face-to-face, 
virtual, and blended approaches will be shared, as well as ideas 
around how this institutional network for developing peer 
advisors emerged. 

The UFS adopts their advisor developmental framework from the 
advisor competencies identified by Habley (Gordon, Habley & 
Thomas, 2008), namely: conceptual-, information-, and 

relational-, whilst the UFS added competencies related to 
technology and professional development of advisors. Training 
and development pathways for peer advisors have adopted the 
same structure at the UFS, only contextualised for the roles and 
responsibilities of peer advisors. Student learning outcomes and 
professional learning pathways will be shared with various 
groups of UFS peer advisors.  

Reflections of tutors, teaching assistants, and Graduate 
Positioning System (GPS) call agents have been collated and 
will be shared in this paper. Some of these findings include the 
need for face-to-face interactions and continuous support for 
peer advisors.  Findings furthermore reflect on the constructive 
alignment between peer advisor learning outcomes and how 
prepared they are for fulfilling their roles as peer advisors at the 
UFS after training and development interactions. Some needs 
identified for the professional development of peer advisors will 
also be shared. Lastly, this study will also provide a reflective 
overview of lessons learned by academic advisors involved in 
training and developing peer advisors at the UFS. 
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Growing your Timber: Creating learning pathways for Peer Advisors
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