STUDENT DEVELOPMENT SERIES

Advising Student
Organizations

WHAT Is IT THAT WE DO0?

By Han Mi Yoon

Editor’s Note: The conclusions and assertions represented in this article are those of the
author, based upon her professional experience and observations. As presented here, they are not
based upon a research of authoritative sources in the campus actioities field.

hat is the role of a student organization advisor? I believe that it is both

broad and ambiguous. As a result, many in our profession have experienced

disparity between our perceived and actual duties and responsibilities. Our
students and colleagues, too, have perhaps experienced some confusion regarding
our roles. While specific expectations of advisors may vary from institution to institu-
tion, it is my intention here to help clarify the role of the advisor, to offer a job
description of sorts—a training manual and guide for new advisors in particular.

Who Are Advisors?

Advisors are professional staff who are trained and educated to provide support to
the many student organizations on campus that plan activities and services for the
university community. As members of the student affairs profession (or as a member
of the university faculty), the advisor is, in my opinion, primarily concerned with
individual and group development of students. However, it is pointless to address
student development issues before a student/advisor relationship is established.
Relationships and levels of involvement vary, depending upon the particular student
and organization. | believe they should be negotiated with the organization and its
leaders during the establishment of the student/advisor relationship.

The advisor may be expected to meet several institutional expectations, which
include but are not limited to: monitoring funds; disseminating policy and procedur-
al information; processing forms and contracts; and advising on safety and risk man-
agement issues. The advisor also serves in an educational capacity, developing strate-
gies to influence the quality and content of students’ educational experiences outside
the classroom. The advisor is, in my opinion, on the “front lines,” applying student
development and organizational theory to practice, working toward the fundamental
goal of the profession—to develop each student’s total potential.

Advisors are often charged with creating, maintaining and influencing the envi-
ronment where ideas and points of view are openly voiced and challenged. However,
as the title says, the advisor’s role is to ADVISE, not dictate. Advisors counsel indi-
viduals and organizations as they exercise responsibility and suggest alternatives to
actions that might be considered inappropriate. I don’t think advisors should make
decisions for the organizations, lead them or do their work for them. That responsi-
bility and accountability ultimately lies with the students. However, 1 do believe the
advisor is responsible for providing accurate information to ensure that students
understand the consequences of their decisions and actions. Advisors not only pro-
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vide encouragement and guidance, but
also maintain an institutional responsi-
bility to protect the best interests of the
students and the campus as a whole.

I believe that cocurricular activitics
arc designed to help students acquire
valuable leadership skills, learn ethical
and moral decision making principles,
and gain practical experience—there is
much for them to learn from their pro-
gramming successes and failures,
lessons that can later be translated into
after-college work experiences. With
this in mind, T think advisors should
strive to maximize the benefits students
gain from experience and association
with campus organizations.

Establishing Effective
Advisor/Student Leader
Relationships

The role each advisor plays is multi-
faceted, and may include educator/train-
er, resource person, source of continuity,
budget monitor, confidant/counselor,
and conflict mediator. Yer, T don’t
believe an advisor can be effective in
any of these roles if an effective advi-
sor/student leader relationship is not
established and maintained.

How is this accomplished?

1 believe one of the most important
events affecting the nature of the advi-
sorfstudent leader relationship is the
introduction of an advisor to an organi-
zation. Tt is especially critical if the advi-
sor has been assigned to an organization
rather than having been chosen by the
students.

Advisors must be equipped with a
history of the organization, its purpose,
and a description of the type of students
who generally comprise its membership.
At the very least, he/she should be sup-
plied with the organizations’ constitu-
tion and bylaws, a list of executive offi-
cers, and a calendar of events. After the
advisor has assessed the nature of the
organization, he/she and the students
should come to a mutual agreement
defining the roles everyone will play in
the organization. As an organization
develops and leadership changes, the
advisor, his/her supervisor, and the stu-
dents should re-cvaluate the advisor’s
role.
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Attendance at Student
Organization Meetings
and Lvents

The level of involvement the advisor
maintains in an organization is most
likely to depend upon the organization
and its leaders. Attendance at meetings,
for example, may or may not be neces-
sary. While attendance is clearly the best
way for an advisor to stay informed of
the organization’s activities, it is not
unusual for an organization to not want
an “adult” or a member of the “adminis-
tration” present. In such cases, the advi-
sor may make arrangements to meet reg-
ularly with the officers to keep him/her-
self informed. If the advisor’s atten-
dance at meetings is welcomed, then
the advisor may participate in an adviso-
ry capacity. He/she should not run the
meeting. Rather, they should help facil-
itate discussion, offer objective points of
view, present alternative solutions to
problems, and encourage the student
leaders. Through observational partici-
pation, advisors can make suggestions
on how officers can improve their
leadership skills and serve as a sounding
board for plans and ideas.

M any in our profession
may have experienced disparity
between our perceived and
actual duties and
responsibilities.

Lt is important for an advisor to attend
organization events, whether it be in an
official capacity or only to show support.
Occasionally, the advisor’s schedule will
prevent attendance at an event, espe-
cially if it occurs on a weckend.
However, I would caution advisors to
enter their positions with the awareness
that many cxtra hours are spent working
late into the evening. Artendance at
events should not be viewed as chaper-
oning or supervising, but as an opportu-
nity to show support and encourage stu-
dents. Sometimes, the advisor is called
upon to help manage a crisis situation at
an event. Thoughtful pre-planning
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involving student organizers can mini-
mize those occurrences, however.

InfTuence and Control

It is not wise ro underestimate the
extent of an advisor’s influence.
Regardless of whether students accept
or resist an advisor, the advisor’s influ-
ence, 1 believe, is still substantial.
Consequently, it 1s casy to cross the line
that separates influencing student
leader decisions and controlling them.
While an advisor may want to control
decisions or programming, the ultimate
decisions must lie with the students.
Advisors disseminate, articulate, and
enforce the guidelines within which
organizations must operate. These
guidelines include institutional policics,
safery and security measures, and liabil-
ity issues that arc established by the
institution, not the advisor.

- - -

Advising vs. Supervising

While the campus activities advisor
does not take responsibility for program
content, program failure, or a group’s
actions, hefshe should be available in
case emergencies or problems arise dur-
ing an event or program. Student organi-
zation membership and leadership are
self-initiated, self-directed activities.
Therefore, from a developmental point
of view, I don’t believe an advisor can
supervise students in an activity without
infringing on their rights and responsi-
bilities. Nevertheless, in some institu-
tional settings, a supervisory role may be
expected or encouraged. The advisor
may want his/her supervisor to define
advising vs. supervising. If the advisor is
expected to supervise a programming
board, then program content, program
failure, or a student group’s actions
would indeed be a part of the advisor’s
responsibilities.

Authority

All students, student organizations,
and advising stafl’ must abide by insticu-
tional policies and regulations as well as
all local, state, and federal laws and reg-
ulations. Advisors may have the authori-
ty to interpret and enforce policies, but
they may also defer to a higher authoriey




when policies are questioned and/or
challenged. Depending upon the insti-
tution and the manner in which organi-
zations are recognized, advisors may or
may not have authority to discipline an
organization for violation of policy.
Advisors, do, however, have a responsi-
bility to bring violations to the attention
of the proper governing board.

Credibility

An advisor’s credibility may come
from a number of sources, including
position, knowledge, and performance.
Oftentimes, positional power that
comes from an advisor’s title is minimal
due to the institution’s hierarchy.
Therefore, title alone will not give an
advisor credibility. Knowledge power

HYPNOSIS SHOWS AND EDUCATIONAL SEMINARS

Don't gamble with vyour budget

CHUCK MILLIGAN

Chuck I can honestly say that your
show represents a real entertainment
bargain in a market glutted with so
called talent.

Bruce Berkowitz

Sonoma State University

‘Wow, What a show! Students have
been approaching me all day wonder-
ing when you will be back.

Dominic J. Macri

York College

It's rare that I have an opportunity
to work with performers that are so
comfortable with student program-
mers and college audiences and look
forward to seeing you again.

Katie Hanson

University of San Francisco

Chuck Milligan
(619) 4480743

BRUGE MCDONALD

Bruce held a standing room only
audience for more than two hours. The
students are already looking
forward to his next performance.
His personal attitude with the
students was fantastic!

Dana Curlee-Clayton

University of Evansville, Indiana

Dynamic show + powerful educational
seminar = programming at its very bestl!!
Marilyn Lott
Arizona Western College, Arizona

February 8, 199%; The Encore ATT. 500
October 24, 1992,  Banquet Room ATT. 850
August 31, 1993, Berg Gymnasium ATT. 800

Bruce, you give new definition to the
saying, “Back by popular demand!!l”
Greg Diekroeger
University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point

Bruce MDonald

(619) 703-1776

M<Donald-Milligan Hypnotists

CAMPUS ACTIVITIES PROGRAMMING

stemming from the length of tenure and
experience and knowledge of the insti-
tution will add to an advisor’s credibility.
Performance as an advisor or in other
capacities within the institution can also
greatly enhance or diminish credibility
as well.

Other relevant factors that may affect
credibility include age, race and gender.
These factors are important in under-
standing the initial dynamics of the stu-
dent/advisor relationship and how stu-
dents will react or respond to the advi-
sor. Oftentimes, new professionals or
graduate students serve as advisors.
Students may use the age similarity to
their advantage or deny the advisor
credibility by projecting “peer” status
onto him/her. Similarly, race and gender
can be used to discount an advisor’s
credibility. For example, an ethnic orga-
nization may give less credibility to an
advisor who is not of the same ethnic
origin than to one who is. A women’s
rights organization may give less credi-
bility to a male advisor than to a female
advisor. However, I don’t think success-
ful advising is dependent on any of
these factors. I believe credibility can be
gained through development of the stu-
dent/advisor relationship.

Situations may occasionally arise
wherein an advisor’s judgment is chal-
lenged and/or overruled by a higher
authority. Such an event may also
reduce credibility. "To avoid this pitfall,
an advisor may consult with colleagues
and his/her supervisor before making a
decision. When time does not allow
such consultation, an advisor should use
his/her best judgment while remaining
aware of institutional politics and possi-
ble implications of his/her actions. Tt is
important to keep clear, written records
of situations and circumstances, and the
logic used to reach and support deci-
sions that were made.

Even when precautions are taken,
advisors can still be overruled. It is
important to continue building rapport
with students and the organization to re-
establish a strong advisor/student leader
relacionship if this occurs. As the saying
goes, “Never let them see you sweat.”

continued
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Respond
With Confidence

In my opinion. the student leadership
experience should help students devel-
op and refine basic leadership skills,
exercise moral and ethical judgment,
and question and challenge their own
assumptions, as well as those of others.

The expericnce should also help them
develop greater degrees of self-confi-
dence, improve their interpersonal
skills, develop critical thinking skills
and cnhance their awareness of self-
identity.

1 believe the advisor is the primary
educator when it comes to helping stu-
dents achieve these goals. He/she plays

a4 critical role in the day-to-day educa-
tion and development of the student
organization and its leadership. The
next time anyonc asks us, “What is it
that you do?”, I think we should
respond with confidence and pride, “1
am an advisor for student organiza-
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Tivs for Advisors By Han Mi Yoon

Here are tips that I've found to be helpful to advisors:

m Don't take ownership of an organization and its actions. This

Stay informed of an organization’s plans and problems. This can
be accomplished by attending meetings and events, reading the
campus paper and electronic news groups, and talking with stu-
dent leaders.

Be visible and accessible to students. Eat where they eat, walk
where they walk, and maintain an open door palicy.

Arrange regular meetings with student leaders. The meetings
may range from informal conversations about how things are
going to more formal critiques of leadership skills. However, the
form the meetings take is not as important as their frequency
and regularity.

Don't get discouraged when a group rejects you. |f a group is
defensive, the best way to get beyond it is to explain, or better
yet, show what the benefits of having an advisor are and what
he/she can do for the group.

Show students your own pre-event excitement. Ask how ticket
sales are going. Comment on the visibility of the advertising. Let
them know of conversations overheard by students who
expressed excitement.

Let go of feelings of responsibility for failures. Attendance does
not equal success. Help the organization learn from failures to
improve on future events. Learn from what you did or didn’t do
as well.

Applaud successes. Congratulate individual students and the
whole organization for a job well done. Recognize individuals
and groups by nominating them for campus awards.

Give feedback. Have informal conversations about programs,
advertising, and the planning process. Give constructive criti-
cism and suggestions of how to improve for the next time
around.

Model good leadership. The same requirements apply 1o the
advisor that apply to students when programming: careful plan-
ning, budgeting, and collaboration. Delegate when necessary
and accept constructive criticism.

Give recommendations and suggestions, not orders. Present
ideas as options rather than requirements. Organizations will be
more willing to accept them if they feel they have a choice in the
matter.

Keep a sense of humor. If advisors are not able to laugh at them-
selves, then they are in the wrong profession.

Don't act surprised by anything and keep records of everything.
Written notes and documentation of problems or complications
are helpful tools when dealing with similar situations in the
future. It is also a good training tool for future advisors.
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