
 

The Advising Ecosystem of Boston University: New Demands and New Developments  

 Boston University’s recent implementation of a new general education program offers a 
case study of how one Research I university is leveraging the rollout of a new curriculum to 
advance its goals for holistic undergraduate advising across the university.  The 
innovative design of the BU Hub is part of what makes it a viable change driver in moving 
advising along the spectrum from transactional to holistic.  Unlike many general education 
programs, the Hub is interwoven throughout an undergraduate’s four-year program of study, and 
students meet Hub requirements both within their majors and minors and outside of them.  In 
addition, Hub requirements can be met through cocurricular learning experiences, internships, 
international experiences, and the Hub’s capstone experience, the Cross-College Challenge 
(XCC).  The complexity of the Hub curriculum demands advisor training, and its holistic 
approach to undergraduate education calls for a similarly holistic approach to advising.  
 
 The current push to advance advising practice through the implementation of the BU Hub 
builds on a strong foundation laid over the past decade.  Following the renewed commitment to 
undergraduate education outlined in the University’s 2007 Strategic Plan, in 2010, BU’s Task 
Force on Unlocking the Undergraduate Experience published a report with a series of 
recommendations that included an explicit call for improving undergraduate advising at BU, 
with a particular focus on making advising less transactional and more developmental and 
holistic.  In 2013, the University took a large step in this direction, when the Advising Network 
was established as a standing committee of the Office of the Provost.  The Network is composed 
of at least one faculty advisor and one professional advisor from each of the undergraduate 
colleges, the Senior Assistant Provost for Academic Affairs, an Athletics advisor, and the 
Directors of the Educational Resource Center, the Center for Career Development, Orientation, 
and the University Service Center (a university-wide student services office).  Affiliate members 
include the University Registrar, the Associate Librarian for Undergraduate and Distance 
Learning, and the Directors of Residence Life, Behavioral Medicine, and Student Health 
Services.  The committee is chaired by the Associate Provost for Undergraduate Affairs and a 
faculty or staff advisor.  The mission of the Network is to provide a forum for advisors from 
across campus to come together to advise University senior leadership, to share best practices, 
and to organize professional development opportunities for all advisors.   

 
The Advising Network has been successful in a number of key areas.  It has given a 

formerly siloed advising community a mechanism for thinking of itself as a connected support 
system for students, and it has provided a channel of communication from advisors to the Deans 
of the colleges and to the Provost’s Office. It has enabled the sharing of information through its 
monthly meetings and its website. It hosts an annual Advising Symposium, and it coordinates  
professional development opportunities for advisors through its monthly Brown Bag Lunch 
series.  Of particular note, the Advising Network facilitates the coordination of advising across 
BU’s undergraduate colleges.  While students apply to and enroll directly in one of the colleges, 
30% - 40% of BU undergraduates move from one college to another during their undergraduate 
years.  Many students minor in a college outside their home college, and a small percentage each 
year earn bachelor’s degrees from two of BU’s colleges (a “Dual Degree”).  The Advising 
Network recognizes that while each individual college has its own advising structure and 
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processes, and advisors are located within these college-based structures, students actually move 
among them and would benefit from greater transparency and consistency in advising across the 
colleges.   

 
The regular convening of academic advisors together with representatives from the areas 

of student life and career development has contributed to a cultural shift in advising at BU, as 
Advising Network members begin to approach advising from a more holistic perspective and 
then to share that perspective within their colleges and central units.  Most importantly, working 
collaboratively, the Advising Network articulated a university-wide Mission Statement and 
Learning Outcomes for Undergraduate Advising, which were formally ratified by the University 
Council in May 2016.  The Mission Statement and Learning Outcomes clearly call for holistic 
advising. They emphasize helping students achieve not only academic goals, but also career and 
life goals, and they invite advisors and students to engage in a “collaborative process” through 
which students will “craft, execute and continually assess a coherent educational plan, including 
post graduate options, based on assessment of abilities, aspirations, interests, and values.”  A 
two-phased approach to realizing the mission and outcomes was established in March 2017:  
each college submitted a gap analysis in June of that year, followed by a plan and request for 
resources to implement the plan submitted in December 2017. 

 
While the Advising Network has had its successes in advancing advising, it has also 

faced ongoing challenges.  Colleges make decisions about network membership based on 
different criteria. Representatives who are less engaged weaken the critical link between the 
Network and the colleges.  In addition, colleges have different approaches to disseminating the 
information that comes out of the Network, and some are more effective than others.  Some 
colleges send representatives who are not involved in policy development and program 
implementation at the highest level, which limits the ability of those representatives to make 
progress within their colleges, even when good ideas emerge from the Network.  Despite these 
limitations, the establishment of the Advising Network clearly created a critical mechanism for 
change.    

 
At the same time that the Network was being developed, the University was engaged in 

the project of creating a new general education program.   Pacing the development of each of 
these initiatives, and streaming the efforts together, allowed the BU Hub to serve as a lever in 
advancing change in advising.  As it came together, the Hub provided both a widespread sense of 
urgency about the need for change, and a unifying force that galvanized the colleges to act in 
coordination.   

 
In May of 2016, the University Council approved the Final Report of the Task Force on 

General Education, which recommended establishing Boston University’s first university-wide 
general education program.  An Implementation Task Force was established, along with ten 
“Satellite Committees,” and faculty from all ten undergraduate colleges began developing the 
curriculum that would be rolled out to incoming first-year students in Fall 2018.  Advisors across 
campus suddenly anticipated needing to advise students on a new curriculum in which 
requirements could be met through hundreds of courses across ten colleges as well as through 
preapproved cocurricular opportunities.  New program planning materials would need to be 
developed, the academic portion of Summer Orientation would need to be revised, and all 
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academic advisors would need to be oriented to the new curriculum.  The Advising Satellite 
Committee recommended the creation of a new position (the BU Director of Advising) to 
coordinate these efforts.  There was both excitement and anxiety in the air.  The prospect of the 
BU Hub gave the colleges the sense of urgency necessary to drive rapid change.  

 
The Director of Advising was hired in September 2017 and got to work addressing the 

immediate need to develop academic advising for the Hub within the context of the Advising 
Network initiative.  Because the BU Hub would pertain only to incoming first-year students in its 
inaugural year, and because of the significance attributed to first-year advising in overall student 
success, the advising community turned its attention first to the new advising needs of entering 
students.  In Fall 2017, the Advising Network agreed upon a Roadmap for Hub Advising in the 
First-Year that articulated the holistic nature of Hub advising, identified essential topics to be 
covered in first-year advising at a Research I university, and outlined four advising conversations 
that should happen over the course of a student’s first year (see Appendix A).  The Roadmap is a 
critical step toward consistency in advising practices across the university.  While it does not 
mandate what form advising conversations should take (leaving it up to each college to 
determine the balance between faculty and professional advising, between individual and group 
meetings, etc.), it does articulate a set of expectations that should be met for every first-year 
student at BU, regardless of their college of enrollment. 
 

The Roadmap was folded into the specific requirements for the plan for advising that the 
Dean of each undergraduate college was asked to submit by December 2017.  While some 
colleges were able to readily integrate the Roadmap into existing practices, others needed to 
reimagine their advising models in order to accomplish the Roadmap’s goals.  For instance, the 
College of Arts and Sciences (CAS), BU’s largest college, decided to hire three new professional 
advisors, funded by the provost, and move to a model where all CAS students, even those who 
have declared a major and been assigned a faculty advisor, will have an assigned professional 
advisor in the first year.  This professional advisor will ensure that Hub advising is integrated 
with major advising and that students are approaching their planning from a holistic perspective.  
Conversely, the School of Hospitality Management is asking more of its faculty advisors in this 
new landscape.  Now, in addition to providing professional mentoring, faculty advisors (along 
with professional staff) will be expected to advise on general education requirements and to 
engage actively with students in developing the personalized academic pathways made possible 
by the Hub. 

To synchronize the work being done to advance advising in the individual colleges, the 
Director of Advising formed the Hub Advising Steering Committee (HASC) in Fall 2017.  The 
HASC is comprised of advising leadership from each college, as well as the University Registrar, 
and it is chaired by the BU Director of Advising.  The HASC is charged with collaborating to 
promote excellent general education advising in the colleges in the context of, and concurrently 
with, the current initiative to realize the university-wide Mission Statement and Learning 
Outcomes for Undergraduate Advising.   

In 2017-18, the HASC undertook a variety of initiatives to advance advising, using the 
Hub as a driver.  The committee created ecomaps of the advising system within each college, so 
that students would know where to seek advising on a broad range of advising questions, 
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including questions about the Hub.  These maps also serve students who transfer colleges within 
BU, as they identify how similar services are delivered differently within each college, enabling 
students admitted and oriented to one college to navigate the advising systems of the others. The 
HASC created a timeline and content for college-specific and university-wide trainings for 
advisors and other stakeholders on campus, including student leaders.  These ongoing trainings 
provide opportunities to talk both about the new curriculum and about how holistic advising 
practices in general can support student success.  The committee advised the BU Hub Office on 
the development of its new website, which includes a section for students and advisors (Advising 
& the Hub) and a password-protected section for advisors.  This site is the first university-wide 
advising site for undergraduate students.  Again, it offers an opportunity to convey curricular 
information and also to provide more general advising resources, such as a four-year planning 
document and instructions for preparing for an advising appointment.  In discussing how to 
present the Hub effectively to students, the HASC spent considerable time in sharing best 
practices around advising incoming students – work it will continue to build upon in 2018-19. 

The particulars of the charge to the HASC for 2018-19 further demonstrate the ways in 
which the implementation of the BU Hub is impacting advising practices more generally.  The 
committee has been asked to focus on the following for the 2018-19 academic year: 

• Crafting summer materials and experiences that will prepare students to register for fall 
classes before Orientation and then to have more substantive advising interactions at 
Orientation  

• Exploring the possibility of a summer Advising Questionnaire for incoming students  
• Enhancing the academic experiences students have within the schools and colleges 

during Orientation  
• Continuing to identify Hub advising materials that would be helpful to all of the schools 

and colleges that could be centrally developed  
• Exploring the opportunities (and possible limitations) for peer advising on the Hub  
• Thinking about ways our current first-year experiences could strengthen students’ 

engagement with the Hub  
• Creating and managing our Hub Exceptions process  

As this charge demonstrates, the need to advise students on a university-wide, flexible general 
education program that offers significant student choice is propelling BU to change the way it 
prepares students to enter the university and to refine the ways it supports them academically 
through the first year.   
 
 Finally, implementation of a university-wide general education curriculum provided 
further impetus for a university-wide assessment of advising programs that is now in 
development.  NSSE data from recent years reveals variable advising outcomes across the 
different colleges.  Now, an Assessment Subcommittee of the Advising Network will suggest 
ways to drill down in our evaluation of these differences so that we can leverage the best 
practices in each college to improve advising university wide.  The subcommittee’s work will be 
rolled out in two phases, “Defining and Designing” and “Implementing and Monitoring.”  The 
committee’s charge situates its work within the holistic approach to advising outlined in the 
Mission Statement and Learning Outcomes for Undergraduate Advising (see Appendix B).  The 
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assessment methods developed by the subcommittee, combined with continued administration of 
the NSSE Advising Module, will allow BU to explore how well it has been able to leverage 
implementation of its new general education program to improve advising outcomes for 
undergraduates overall.   
  



 
Appendix A   
 

Roadmap for Hub Advising in the First Year 
 
Hub Advising at Boston University 
 
Because students will fulfill Hub requirements through individualized pathways that may include 
courses in their major, courses in their minor, research experiences, international experiences, 
capstone experiences, and co-curricular activities, Hub advising must address all of these 
elements of a student’s BU experience.   
 
In order to make the most of the Hub, all students should have a sense of the rich array of 
opportunities available to them at Boston University, they should understand that they will need 
to plan carefully in order to make the most of their time at BU, and they should know how to 
access the appropriate advising resources to pursue their interests.  In particular, 
 
by the end of their first year, all students should know how to access resources about… 
 

o Degree requirements 
o Hub requirements 
o Major requirements 
o Additional Academic Opportunities (Minor, Dual Degree, etc.) 
o Study Abroad 
o Research Opportunities 
o Career Development and Internships 

 
In order to engage with these advising topics in a timely manner, students should engage in four 
advising conversations over the course of their first year.   Depending on how a School or 
College is structured, a student might have these conversations with faculty advisors, 
professional advisors, and/or peer advisors, and the conversations might occur in one-on-one 
advising meetings, group advising sessions, and/or the classroom.  Below is a suggested timeline 
for these conversations.   
 
Roadmap for Hub Advising in the First Year 
 

• Advising Conversation #1 (summer/early September) Topics: 
o the role of the Hub in their BU education and selection of first-term Hub course(s) 
o selection of courses in light of possible or declared major 

 
• Advising Conversation #2 (late October/early November) Topics:  

o academic progress and evolution of student’s interests  
o student’s exploration of co-curricular activities, and their relationship to 

academic, career, and personal interests 
o Spring course selection, taking into account how Hub courses might relate to 

major requirements, if applicable 



 
• Advising Conversation #3 (February) Topics: 

o academic progress and evolution of student’s interests  
o role of study abroad in meeting Hub requirements and in their four-year plan of 

study (and resources for further exploration) 
o ways research or other academic opportunities might meet Hub requirements and 

fit into their four-year plan (and resources for further exploration) 
o role of co-curricular activities in supporting academic and career interests and in 

meeting Hub requirements (and resources for further exploration) 
 

• Advising Conversation #4 (April) Topics:  
o academic progress and evolution of student’s interests  
o course selection, including Hub course selection, for Fall 
o progress toward or affirmation of major choice 
o additional academic opportunities and their place in four-year plan 

  
  



APPENDIX B 
 

Draft Charge to Subcommittee on Assessing Academic Advising 
2-28-18 

 
 Academic Advising is integral to the teaching mission of Boston University and engages 
students in a collaborative process to explore academic and co-curricular opportunities as part of 
a plan to realize academic, career, and life goals.  Helping students achieve success in 
articulating the intent of general education, school/college, and program requirements, crafting 
and executing coherent educational plans, demonstrating an understanding of policies and 
procedures that guide progress to the degree, and identifying campus resources and co-curricular 
opportunities to help them reach their educational, career, and life goals, are a shared 
responsibility in each school and college.   
 

In order to assess how well these outcomes are being met by the advising program and to 
identify necessary resources to support the advising mission of the University, the Assessment 
Subcommittee of the Advising Network will take on the following responsibilities, identified in 
phases that include identifying existing sources of information, mapping assessment measures to 
the learning outcomes for advising, designing and implementing an assessment plan, and 
reviewing and responding to results.  The group will work in close consultation with the 
Advising Network members during each phase. 

 
Phase One:  Defining and Designing 
 
1. Conduct a scan of existing assessment information and processes across the schools 

and colleges, such as current surveys, student assignments, and NSSE data, and 
review this data to identify patterns and areas of strength and weakness. 

2. Consider available outside tools (such as EAB Advising Program Diagnostics) to 
determine their suitability for Boston University. 

3. Working from the learning outcomes for advising identified by the Advising 
Network, identify appropriate measures for assessing each outcome and a schedule 
for doing so over time. 

4. Consider the place of the evaluation of individual advisors in the broader assessment 
of the advising program. 

5. Gather information about the different needs and strengths of faculty and professional 
advisors in order to improve the advising program overall. 

6. Make advisors aware of the student-centered focus of the learning outcomes for 
advising. 

 
Phase Two:  Implementing and Monitoring 
 
1. Consult with the Advising Network on the specific design of assignments, survey 

questions, rubrics, and other assessment tools. 
2. Coordinate with the schools and colleges and relevant University offices (such as 

Institutional Research) to conduct assessments according to the schedule devised in 
Phase One. 



3. Collect and review assessment results and share key findings for collective discussion 
that will lead to a decision about necessary actions. 

  
 
 


