Increasing Teachers’ Caring
Potential Through Advising

by Nancy Rappaport

dolescents tend to

have few positive

interactions with

teachers outside of
instruction and feel less secure with
their teachers than younger stu-
dents. Yet studies of social support
demonstrate that perceived support
from teachers is a significant pre-
dictor of young adolescents’ moti-
vation and academic success (Doll
and Lyons 1998).To address these
obstacles, educators
have initiated many
reform efforts to
create more respon-
sive school commu-
nities. It is estimat-
ed that about two-
thirds of U.S.
schools that include
grade 7 use advis-
ing programs as a
way for students to form close
relationships with teachers.

Advising programs usually con-

sist of a structured block of time
during school hours, about 30 min-
utes each day, set aside for groups
of 10 to 15 students to meet with a
staff person, the advisor. The advi-
sors will already know their
advisees because the advisors will
have them as students in their
classes.

Unlike school counselors, who
are in charge of supporting hun-
dreds of students, advisors connect
with individual students to provide
academic and emotional support.

Some schools provide a struc-
tured curriculum for advising time
that covers all or some of these
issues:

+ the personal relationship
between the teacher and student;

* team building, community
service, and consensus building;

» decision-making,
communication skills, constructive
goal planning, and career
development;

+ self-observation, assessment
of behavior, and effective ways of
studying;

« pertinent school
information; and

* ume for students to relax
and socialize in the presence of a
caring adult (Galassi, Gulledge, and
Cox 1998).

It is often acknowledged that of
all the innovations for adolescent
education, advising programs are
the most difficult to implement
and to maintain.

It is often acknowledged that
of all the innovations for adolescent
education, advising programs are
the most difficult to implement and
to maintain. [t is important that
schools regard advising as protected
time for student development and
not as a dumping ground for ambi-
tious agendas without proper atten-
tion to the resources and training
required for success.

Staff: Your First
Resource

The first step in implementing an
advising program is to decide how
staff members will participate in
advising. If advising is voluntary,
there is a greater chance of having
enthusiastic teachers who are excit-
ed about the chance to be with
their students. The disadvantage is
that some of the most dedicated
teachers may not volunteer because
they are conscientious about the

added responsibility and don’t want
to overextend themselves. If the
school compensates advisors with a
reduced workload, some teachers
will resent that they can't partici-
pate. Most schools use all their pro-
fessional staff but face the concern
that those teachers who are reluc-
tant to advise may undermine the
program’s goals.

Schools can use their staff for
advising programs in multple ways.
The school guidance counselors
should be approached early in the
developmental stages, as they will
be more likely to see advising as
complementary to their role.
Counselors can serve as coordina-
tors by providing orientation to
advising, and collecting and gener-
ating curriculum materials. They
also can act as a resource for teach-
ers either by facilitating group
supervision or co-leading advising
groups.

It is also useful to appoint one
person to the program who is the
gatekeeper for advising informa-
tion. This person keeps the advising
schedule from being burdened with
extraneous surveys, visits, and other
activities that can water down a
concerted effort to support stu-
dents. The gatekeeper also coordi-
nates outside resources, such as
police officers, community
employers, guidance counselors,
and representatives from the high
school who may be useful to advis-

Ing groups

Take Time for
Training

The difficulty with sustaining
advising is the individual questions,
needs, and opinions that arise
among teachers. Many teachers are
uncomfortable with being advisors
(Rappaport 2002). The balance
between enough structure and
responsiveness to students’ requests
becomes particularly trying for
teachers who have difficulty with
class management, organization, and
ground rules in their ordinary
classrooms.
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Staff development for advisors
includes training before the pro-
gram begins and subsequent (ideal-
ly monthly) supervision and peri-
odic inservice activities. Staff meet-
ings should focus on achieving
consensus about the objectives of
advising and developing shared
curriculum. Any professional devel-
opment offered should address

these 1ssues:

* encouraging student
reflection;

* changing group dynamics,
especially to benefit marginalized
students;

* making advising time rele-
vant to students;

* supporting different learn-
ing styles; and

* adapting an advising
curriculum.

Pairing teachers with other
advisors also provides an opportu-
nity to build the skills of the less
competent teacher. Providing
forums for staff supervision
through a consulting clinician,
school psychologist, or counselor
allows teachers to reflect on the

group process, share their successes,

and resolve difficult situations. For

respond to problematic group
struggles through exploring how to
Create a positive peer group and
how to redirect the negativity of
certain students.

Currently, few advising pro-
grams evaluate their efforts, making
it difficult to discern their impact.
What little outcome data there is
on advising efforts is largely con-
signed to unpublished reports.
(Galassi, Gulledge and Cox 1998;
Rappaport 1999). Baseline and
follow-up data needs to be collect-
ed to determine how advising pro-
grams are operating and to identi-

* motivating students;

example, advisors can learn how to

fy the range of effects they are

Principal ro Principal

WE Asked:

How do you prepare students for the transi-
tion from elementary to middle school?

YOU S8aid:

In my former district, we planned a sixth-grade
sleep-over. The evening included time for parents
and students to tour the school, ask questions, and
meet the staff. In addition, students participated in
team-building and trust games. Movies and music
were provided until lights-out at midnight. By the
next morning, many of the children had made new
friends and most of the concerns were addressed.
Rachelle Tome, Principal

T. C. Hamlin School

Randolph, Maine

All fifth-grade students are given a planner at the
beginning of the school year to help with their
organization. We also have departmentalized our
fifth-grade teachers, so students are already accus-
tomed to changing classes with each subject.
Candy Bernsen, Principal

Jensen Elementary School

Pasadena, Texas

Here are a couple of strategies we use:

*  Shadow Day: This is a program where fifth
graders shadow sixth graders for half a day to get a
good sense of what life is like in sixth grade.

*  Picnic: During this informal event for
incoming sixth-grade students, faculty and
administration answer questions and do presentations
for parents while students participate in team-building
activities.

* Qand A: During a specified period, sixth-grade
students speak and answer questions from the fifth-
grade class.

Angie Crabtree, Director, Lower School
Webb School
Knoxville, Tennessee

As a former middle school assistant principal, I found
that fifth graders did not have adequate organizational
skills and were not being held accountable for home-
work. When I became an elementary school principal, |
began requiring all students in grades 3 through 5 to
keep an agenda to help build the necessary organiza-
tional skills.

Ginny Kishbauch, Principal

Cottonwood Canyon Elementary School

Lake Elsinore, California

Our guidance counselors visit each elementary school
armed with a set of lockers and a video produced by
students. The video highlights a day at the middle
school and the lockers are left at the school to allow the
fifth graders time to practice working the combinations.
Thomas Ferlick, Principal

Indian Middle School

Harleysville, Pennsylvania

“

Fall 2002




having. The absence of hard data
leads to relying solely on anec-
dotes from students and teachers
alike. With adequate support,
including staffing, training, and
evaluation, advising has the poten-
tial to foster healthy development
and engage students in their learn-
ing communities.
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