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About the Center for Student Analytics
The Center for Student Analytics functions as a service
entity at Utah State University, providing professional
empowerment and opportunities for enhanced data
literacy to other administrative units on campus.
The core tenets of our mission focus on the
following three premises which relate to
why analytics are an essential feature of the
modern higher education landscape:

collaboration and a greater sense of efficacy
as professionals empower student thriving
through increased learning, discovery, and
engagement.

a. Analytics enhance professional capacities
and highlight professional competency by
making an institution’s data more accessible
and actionable through robust modeling and
dynamic visualizations.

To these ends, the Center for Student
Analytics is committed to the following
activities:

b. When used appropriately and with proper
training, analytics are an invaluable resource
for informed professional decision making
and enhanced deployment of curriculum and
student services.
c. Analytics are most effective when used
in a manner that leads to increased human

ais.usu.edu/analytics
II | Advisor Analytics Report

1.

Data Collection & Access

2.

Data Science & Modeling

3.

Data Visualization & Workflows

4.

Socialization of Analytics Tools

5.

Empowerment of Human Action

6.

Advocacy & Innovation

Advisor Analytics: New Insights in
Advising Best-Practice
This report highlights key findings gleaned during the first year of advising
analytics adoption at Utah State University. With a focus on advisor
effectiveness, innovative advising tools, and administrative oversight, the
report provides a toolkit of strategies to empower 21st-century advising.

KEY FINDING #1: ADVISING MATTERS
During the past year, over two dozen co-curricular initiatives have been assessed to
determine their relative impact on student well-being. Although many services posted
significant and meaningful results, no other co-curricular service demonstrated as high
an impact on student persistence as academic advising. Here are just a sampling of the
findings.
Co-curricular Initiatives

Lift in Student
Persistence

Academic Advising

5.59%

Regional Campus Tutoring

5.09%

Expanded Orientation

4.52%

Writing Center

3.10%

Supplemental Instruction

2.83%

USU 1010 Connections

2.79%

USUSA Student Activities

2.56%

Math Tutoring

2.35%

On-campus Computer Labs

1.70%

Residence Halls

1.35%

Aggie Recreation Facilities

1.07%

TABLE 1. Outside of the classroom experience, academic advising has consistently proven to be the most important resource that the university has for driving student persistence and retention. Advising is not just a standard element of the university experience,
it is a crucial driver of student success.
Advisor Analytics Report | 1

KEY FINDING #2: ADVISING IS MORE POTENT FOR CERTAIN
STUDENTS COMPARED TO OTHERS

Success

While advising is potent for students throughout their academic career, advising
demonstrates the greatest influence on students in lower success quartiles. In fact,
for students in the highest success quartile, participating in academic advising is not
significantly associated with student persistence, likely due to a ceiling effect. In other
words, while students in the top quartile experience less than a 1% (non-significant) lift
in persistence, students in the bottom quartile experience a 13% gain. Advising makes a
tremendous difference for students who struggle the most.

FIGURE 1. Percent increase in student persistence associated with advisor contact at
different quartiles of success.
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KEY FINDING #3: UTILIZATION OF ADVISING IS
DISPROPORTIONATE ACROSS STUDENT QUARTILES
Given that Key Finding #2 reveals that advisor contact is more impactful for students in
the lower success quartiles, the disproportionate level of service provided to less at-risk
students is cause for concern (see Table 2). Perhaps not surprisingly, the college that
posted the highest percent increase in student persistence this past term also posted
the highest level of service to students in the lower two quartiles. Stated succinctly,
advising matters but matters more for students who are at risk. Analytics tools, such as
Argos and Inspire, make it possible for advisors to target outreach to these populations
and support increased retention and our land-grant mission.

% Students
Served During
Sp’18

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

EX

M

TOP QUARTILE

59%

19%

53%

39%

34%

45%

77%

38%

43%

43%

THIRD

61%

26%

50%

43%

29%

42%

79%

33%

45%

42%

SECOND

54%

31%

43%

36%

25%

36%

74%

26%

41%

37%

BOTTOM QUAR.

41%

24%

28%

23%

19%

30%

64%

13%

36%

27%

THE EIGHT COLLEGES AND EXPLORATORY

TABLE 2. Percent of students served in Spring 2018 by advisors in at least one recorded appointment and an active degree plan in Degree Works. Units that are having the
most success use a variety of resources to target student outreach, including peer
advisors, Argos, mature caseload management, and Inspire for Advisors.

COMMONLY REPORTED FACTORS THAT INHIBIT ADVISOR USE
OF ANALYTICS TOOLS FOR TARGETED OUTREACH
CASELOAD SIZES Exceeding 350 students in a caseload dramatically constrains advisors’ ability to innovate their practice using newly available resources.
Peer advisors can help alleviate marginal overloads.

OTHER ASSIGNED DUTIES Advisors often welcome additional duties as
rewarding, but these can interfere with targeted student outreach when not
intentionally balanced considering advisors’ caseloads.

LACK OF ADMINISTRATIVE OVERSIGHT Accountability is, perhaps surprisingly, a basic human desire and need. Advisors suffer when their administrators
exhibit only tacit interest in day-to-day advising practice.

RELIANCE ON ANECDOTAL MEASURES OF SUCCESS As illustrated in
Table 2 above, advisors serve larger proportions of high performing students,
which can give advisors an inflated sense of accomplishment and mask the need
to target outreach to at-risk students who benefit most from advisor contact.
OVERT FOCUS ON PRECLUDING AT-RISK STUDENTS Some advisors see
data as an opportunity to monitor for underperformance and weed students out,
rather than warmly facilitating alternative paths to success.
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KEY FINDING #4: ADVISOR ANALYTICS SUPPORT GROWTH
Fall 2018 was marked by a dramatic increase over historical trends in USU’s Spring-toFall persistence rate. While we have typically seen an average 35 student gain over the
previous year, this term benefited from a 369 student gain in Spring-to-Fall persistence,
which is ten times higher than anticipated.
GAINS IN SPRING-TO-FALL PERSISTENCE
YEAR
% INCREASE

2015
.13%

2016
.45%

2017
.09%

2018
2.34%

# of STUDENTS
TUITION

+20
$84,816

+72
$302,953

+15
$62,379

+369
$1,546,198

TABLE 3. Gains in Spring-to-Fall persistence over previous year.
While this growth in persistence is associated with many pockets of retention-focused,
student-centered work, our analyses have revealed an important connection to the
work of advisors using analytics tools. As noted in the previous pages, academic advising has a critical influence on student well-being and retention, evidently more than any
other service outside of the classroom. This impact is pronounced for students who are
identified by analytics systems as being at-risk for not persisting towards graduation.
This report highlights the fact that targeted outreach and service to at-risk students is
not only possible but, as shown in the following table, leads to significant gains in student retention. Table 4 shows how advisor use of predictive analytics is strongly correlated with recent increases in our Spring-to-Fall persistence rates, college by college (r
= .748, p < .01).
THE EIGHT COLLEGES &
EXPLORATORY
1

MEDIAN LOGINS TO
ANALYTICS PER ADVISOR

INCREASE IN PERSISTENCE

7

0.87%

2
3

8
2

4.05%
1.08%

4

8

0.87%

5

3

2.53%

6

0

*4.13%

7

30

7.77%

8
EXPLORATORY

2.5
14

-0.86%
5.44%

TABLE 4. Use of analytics for targeted outreach was significantly correlated with gains
in persistence from Spring-to-Fall 2018.

*The 4.13% increase for college #6 was associated with a key programmatic change that the college
undertook to make advising more accessible to students; gains were primarily seen for Freshmen.
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A Toolkit of Takeaways
MOVING ANALYTICS-TO-ACTION
Here are a few first-steps that advising administrators can take to leverage these insights towards
innovating advising practice at Utah State University.

1. RECOGNIZE AND CHAMPION THE POWERFUL EFFECT OF ADVISING
With an ever-increasing need to focus on retention, administrators that oversee academic advisors can
confidently look to advisors as a key resource in our arsenal of initiatives that support student success.
Advisors should be regularly commended for their hard work and reminded of the potent impact their
individual, compassionate interaction has on student well-being.

2. WORK TO STABILIZE ADVISING CASELOADS
USU is committed to ensuring that academic advisors are free from constraints that inhibit their ability
to serve students well. The Office of the Provost and University Advising have made caseload stabilization a core aspect of the administrative support they provide to each of the academic colleges. Open,
ongoing communication about caseload sizes will continue to be critical.

3. COLLABORATE WITH ADVISORS TO MEET OUR INSTITUTIONAL MISSION
When students who are most at-risk are given the right supports, they actually slingshot past less-atrisk students in achieving strong academic outcomes. In order to fulfill our land-grant mission, USU
advisors and advising administrators must remain committed to using every available tool to target
outreach to students for whom advising contact makes the biggest difference.

4. ANTICIPATE EXPANDED RESOURCES TO SUSTAIN ACCOUNTABILITY
Given the insights contained in this report, we have increased our awareness about the importance of
aligning expectations about advising throughout the university community. Critical to this alignment
process will be the tuning of advising administrators’ expectations, as they use these insights to craft
enhanced support of advising and a deeper understanding of accountability metrics.

5. ANALYTICS PROVIDE NEW INSIGHTS AND PATHWAYS FOR INNOVATION
The insights contained in this report were not available to university administrators before analytics
tools became available. Since we could not have known of the importance of these critical issues
before now, we encourage advising administrators to weigh these insights with deep consideration.
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