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INTRODUCTION 
 It’s a warm, humid April afternoon near the end of the spring semester. The AAG 
meeting is over, and there is a lot to do before finals week, which is quickly approaching. 
Returning to your office from lunch, you find an e-mail from Megan, who is a geography 
major finishing her junior year at your university. Megan wants to go to graduate school 
after completing her undergraduate degree next year, and she wants your guidance about 
the application process. As you reply, you hear a knock on your door. You look up to see 
Jose, who is a student in one of your undergraduate classes. Jose has come to tell you that 
his father was laid off from his job, and that he has decided to drop out of college in order 
to go to work to help support his family. A few minutes later, the phone rings. On the line 
is Kelsey, your reliable and normally cheerful graduate assistant. Between sobs, Kelsey 
asks if she can speak with you as soon as possible about an urgent personal issue. 
 Megan, Jose, and Kelsey are among the many students who seek and rely upon 
advice from faculty members every day. For these and other students, “good advising 
may be the single most underestimated characteristic of a successful college experience” 
(Light 2001, p.80). How can you help these students, and at the same time avoid 
increasing the already considerable demands on your time? Faculty members in 
geography and other disciplines must deal with many pressures in their efforts to succeed 
professionally in publication, teaching, and service. These expectations often mean that 
one of the most important aspects of a faculty member’s position—the advising of 
graduate and undergraduate students—is often overlooked or ignored (Hennessy, 2004). 
Yet the advice that you can give Megan, Jose, Kelsey, and other students may make a 
tremendous difference in their professional and personal lives. 
 How can you advise students such as Megan, Jose, and Kelsey effectively, 
responding to their needs, while still maintaining a balance between helping them and 
achieving other professional goals? In this chapter, we discuss the advising process, 
present some principles associated with the effective practice of advising, link these 
principles to the literature on academic advising, and present some advising-related 
scenarios to illustrate these principles. 
 For purposes of this chapter, we distinguish advising from mentoring. This 
chapter focuses on advising, which is geared to helping students complete their 
educational objectives and become successful outside the institutions in which they are 
being advised. Mentoring, on the other hand, involves strategies for success inside one’s 
institution. We mentor junior faculty members or new employees to help them succeed in 
their jobs; in a larger context, more senior geographers mentor more junior ones to 
become successful practitioners of academic or non-academic geography. Principles of 
mentoring are discussed in Hardwick and Shelley’s chapter in the EDGE project, and by 
Hardwick (2005). 
 
THE IMPORTANCE OF THE ADVISING PROCESS 
 Who among your teachers has inspired you, and why? Many professional 
geographers recall professors whose advising made significant differences in their own 
lives as students and beyond. Advising from influential teachers inspired the career 
choices of many geographers. 

Memorials to Presidents of the Association of American Geographers (AAG) and 
other well-known geographers published in the Annals, for example, have frequently 



called attention to the role of advisors in shaping their career choices. For example, E. 
Willard Miller (1915-2002) was chair of the Department of Geography for eighteen years 
at Pennsylvania State University, a department widely regarded as among the best in the 
United States. Former AAG President Larry Brown wrote of Miller, “[I]n our 
undergraduate days there is one professor who has a significant impact on our thinking 
about a career. Clarence L. Dow, a geography professor at Clarion [State Teachers’ 
College], was that person for Will” (Brown 2004, p. 662).  

Will Miller was recalled as someone who always had time to speak with students: 
“A gracious ‘Come in!’ from Will would answer any knock on his door” (Brown 2004, p. 
664). Writing about former AAG President Stephen Jones (1903-1984), Chauncy 
Harris—himself a former AAG President—wrote “Special mention should be made of 
[Jones’] kindness to younger scholars, his encouragement of their research, and of their 
analytical forays, and his tireless efforts in reviewing and editing their writings” (Harris 
1985, p. 273). Andrew Goetz wrote that former AAG President Ned Taaffe (1921-2001) 
“always had the time and willingness to discuss new ideas and concepts with interested 
students. To me, these informal yet profound conversations were the essence of a higher 
education. Making available the time and being engaged is one of Ned’s legacies to 
which I will always aspire” (quoted by Gauthier 2002, p. 581). 

Goetz’s recollection of Taaffe illustrates that effective advising and effective 
teaching are closely related. The psychologist Appleby (2006) recognized this linkage. 
“When I began my academic career, I was certain that teaching and advising were 
different activities. I believed that teaching consisted of giving lectures to groups of 
students in the classroom . . . I believed that advising consisted of meeting individually 
with my psychology major advisees in my office to help them choose classes . . .” With 
experience, Appleby recognized that advising and teaching are inseparable. Both require 
effective preparation, positive attitudes, and genuine concern for students. Both are 
predicated on the underlying objective of helping students succeed not only in mastering 
intellectual material, but also in assimilating this material in planning for their lives and 
careers. 

In today’s fast-paced academic world, we often overlook advising. Why? Faculty 
members face relentless pressure to publish and to obtain external funds to support 
research activities. Ph.D. students who seek tenure-track positions must also demonstrate 
their ability to succeed in publication. Tenure-track faculty members who spend too 
much time with students are sometimes criticized as insufficiently engaged in research 
and the search for external funds.  

Over the years, these pressures along with changes in institutional structure have 
affected the advising process, frequently separating students from professors. “Advising” 
is often reduced to ensuring student compliance with often arbitrary standards and 
requirements imposed by university administrations. These advising efforts are often 
delegated to professional advisors, who may or may not have backgrounds in geography. 
These professional advisors are charged with ensuring student compliance with 
departmental, college and university degree requirements. However, many professional 
advisors have little or no knowledge of disciplinary cultures and many have little time to 
deal with individual students’ needs. The work of professional advisors can complement, 
but cannot replace, the interaction between professors and students that is at the core of 
academic life.  



Wisely, academic institutions are beginning to recognize this important role of the 
advising process. For example, Clemson University recently included effective advising 
as a “significant criterion” for tenure and promotion: “Guidelines shall be developed for 
the inclusion of effective academic advising as a significant criterion for tenure, 
promotion, and other personnel actions for all faculty and staff whose duties include 
advising or the supervision of advising” (Clemson 2001). Pennsylvania State University’s 
promotion standards also refer to the importance of advising. “Promotion and tenure 
decisions shall be based on these three criteria . . . The Scholarship of Teaching and 
Learning—ability to convey subject matter to students; demonstrated competence in 
teaching and capacity for growth and improvement; ability to maintain academic 
standards, and to stimulate the interests of students in the field; effectiveness of 
counseling, advising and service to students [emphasis added] ...” (Penn State 2003). 
Not only is effective advising important in and of itself, but its practice is becoming 
identified as a key component in tenure and promotion decisions. 
 
EFFECTIVE ADVISING PRACTICE 
 Where should Megan go to graduate school? To what extent should you 
discourage Jose from giving up his dream to complete a college education? Why was 
Kelsey crying when she called you? How can you help her resolve her issues? 
Approaches to answering these and other questions involving interaction between faculty 
and students are associated with effective academic advising practice.  

In advising students, it is important for advisors to recognize that many 
undergraduate and graduate students are young adults who are going through numerous 
transitions in their personal and professional lives. Persons in their late teens and twenties 
are making the sometimes uneasy transition from childhood to adulthood. They are 
making important decisions about their futures, establishing new relationships, marrying, 
and having children. Given the transitions associated with young adulthood, the fact that 
students frequently change majors or thesis topics, should come as no surprise.  

Advisors know that today’s fast-paced world is one of rapid change. How will 
terrorism, global warming, environmental degradation, energy shortages, and other social 
and environmental issues impact the world in which today’s students will live and work? 
Studies show that the average American will change careers three or four times over the 
course of their lifetimes. Thus, not only are college students at an age where changes are 
frequent, but the pace of change throughout society continues to accelerate (Friedman 
2006).  

Moreover, the vulnerability of many students is enhanced by other potentially 
negative influences—peer pressure, mass media, drug and alcohol abuse, and so on. 
Especially at large public universities, undergraduates have little contact with the adult, 
professional world. The structure of advising at such institutions can make it difficult for 
them to search for and to secure the assistance that they need to undertake meaningful life 
planning. Advising is intimately related to life planning. Faculty members and graduate 
teaching assistants can and should play a critical role in bridging this gap. As Gregory 
(2002) says, “if we pause once in a while to remember with whom we deal—human 
beings at their own crossroads, both academic and personal—it's not difficult to see that 
academic advising is teaching, personal counseling, and career counseling.” 
 Advising can and should be undertaken in both formal and informal situations. 



Most graduate programs and many undergraduate programs in geography have 
procedures by which formal advising functions are assigned or delegated to individual 
faculty members. At the graduate level, the chair of a student’s thesis or dissertation 
committee is generally referred to as an “advisor” or “research advisor” and is charged 
with directing the student toward completion of the research project. Other faculty 
members serve as members of the student’s thesis or dissertation committee, playing a 
less active, yet still significant, role in the undertaking and completion of the research.  

The direction of a thesis or dissertation project is a very important, but by no 
means complete, aspect of effective advising. Effective advisors not only provide 
guidance about the research projects themselves, but they provide guidance to their 
students about life planning in general. Likewise, effective advising cannot be limited to 
the four walls of academic institutions. Field trips, social events, AAG meetings and 
other conferences, and other settings also provide opportunities for advising. Every 
successful teacher is aware of and takes advantage of “teaching moments” in both formal 
and informal settings. 

 Much has been written about effective academic advising, and we summarize 
some important resources in Appendix A. Perusal of the advising literature, along with 
experience, suggests a few important guidelines. Here, we identify and briefly discuss 
seven principles. We then consider application of these principles to the unique position 
of geography as a discipline. 
 
1. Know the purpose of advising. The National Academic Advising Association 
(NACADA) provides a set of "core values" when it comes to advising. The first value 
states that “advisors are responsible to the individuals they advise.” NACADA explains 
that "advising, as part of the educational process, involves helping students develop a 
realistic self-perception and successfully transition to the postsecondary institution. 
Advisors encourage, respect, and assist students in establishing their goals and 
objectives" (NACADA 2004). In this way, effective advising links quality academic 
performance to life planning. In the short run, the job of the advisor is to facilitate 
successful completion of a degree program. In the long run, the successful completion of 
one’s degree requirements is associated intimately with planning for life itself. 
Completion of the degree represents a beginning, not an end. It is no coincidence that 
ceremonies commemorating the completion of degree requirements are known as 
“commencement” ceremonies—that is, they celebrate the beginning of post-graduate life, 
rather than the end of an education. 
 Effective advising involves two-way communication. Advisors are not dictators. 
The advisor suggests courses of action that he or she feels will be beneficial to helping 
the student achieve particular goals. In many cases, however, good advisors refrain from 
making specific suggestions. It is often a good idea to play a more neutral role, allowing 
the student to talk out his or her problem. For example, suppose a student is undecided 
between graduate school and going into the workforce after graduation. Rather than steer 
the student in one direction or the other, ask the student to articulate what she feels are 
the advantages and disadvantages associated with each alternative. As she spells out these 
advantages and disadvantages, she is more likely to see for herself which alternative is 
more appropriate given her particular circumstances.  

Good advice is given with what you feel is the student’s best interests at heart, 



and it is backed up by sound reasoning, logical thinking, and consideration of 
consequences associated with proposed courses of action. Yet a student may have good 
reasons to decline your advice. For example, you may feel that a student might excel in a 
particular career, but the student decides to move in a different direction. Don’t take 
rejection of your advice personally.  
 
2. Know the system. Effective advisors have a thorough understanding of the 
departmental and University policies regarding degree programs. This does not mean that 
the advisor has to memorize every departmental or University policy or procedure, but 
the advisor should be prepared to refer questions about policies and procedures to those 
who know or can discover the answers.  

It is also important not to promise more than you know you can deliver. For 
example, you may feel that a University-wide general education requirement may be 
inappropriate for a particular advisee and you may advise the student to request a waiver 
of this requirement. Unless you have the authority to waive the requirement yourself, 
don’t promise the student that it will be waived. Rather, explain to the student that you 
will do your best to advocate waiving the requirement, but that the decision as to whether 
or not the requirement is waived is beyond your control. 

Effective advisors also participate in student-oriented activities at the 
departmental and university levels. Doing so helps the advisor get to know more fully the 
"system" of which students are a part. For example, De Sousa (2005) suggests that 
advisors should "fully participate in orientation and first-year programs." Going to 
freshman orientation, for example, will remind the advisor of what it was like to be a 
first-year college student. It will help you to get to know the students and provide an 
opportunity for the students to recognize you as an interested and approachable member 
of the department. Similarly, volunteering to participate in departmental or university 
orientation programs for upperclassmen and graduate students provides insight into the 
issues that these more mature students are facing.  

 
3. Listen effectively. A student’s problem may seem trivial to you, but it is important 
enough for the student to seek your advice about it. Thus, it is important to listen closely 
and effectively to the student.  
 Hennessy (2004) advocates the application of the FISH! principles to academic 
advising. The FISH! principles include choosing the right attitude, playing, being there, 
and making the customer’s day.” This philosophy came about as a result of the former 
working conditions at the Pike Place Fish Market located in Seattle, Washington. 
Implementing these principles turned a seemingly dreary job into the now world-famous 
place where the workers “playfully” throw fish back and forth, engaging the customers 
and passersby. Those who have studied these principles believe that they can be applied 
in any work setting, and the use of these principles in an advising setting is no exception 
(Lundin et al. 2000). Hennessy states that “We make a personal choice every day whether 
we are going to be passionate and energetic or negative and condescending. This FISH! 
principle invites us to advise our students in a positive manner and leave them feeling 
valued and capable of accomplishing their goals.” As she points out, an effective advisor 
can “make a student’s day” by “offering encouragement, praise, honest appreciation, and 
setting high standards. 



 Also, while the student is speaking, minimize distractions. Maintain eye 
contact with the student; don’t look at your computer screen or out the window. Take 
notes as appropriate. After the student finishes describing his or her issues, briefly 
summarize the substance of the student’s concerns to make sure that you understand them 
accurately. Once it is clear that the concerns are understood, summarize the action items 
that you plan to take and the action items that you encourage or expect the advisee to 
take.  
 The delivery of advice can be as important as the advice itself. Effective 
advisors deliver advice in a non-judgmental, sympathetic, and non-threatening manner. 
Sometimes, an advisor must deliver information that the student will not want to hear. 
For example, you may have to tell a student that he or she has been denied admission to a 
graduate program or that he or she will have to take more time than expected to complete 
degree requirements. Be honest as you do so, and take time to explain to the student the 
reasoning underlying this information. A curt “your request has been denied” can be 
devastating to the student; if you take time to explain to the student why the university 
has denied the request, the student is far more likely to understand your reasoning and is 
much more likely to come away from the meeting with a positive feeling.  

Many advisors find it valuable to block off time specifically for advisor-advisee 
relationships. These meetings do not have to take place in your office; for example, 
meeting over coffee, lunch, or ice cream, or while jogging or playing tennis at a 
designated time and place on a regular basis is often an effective way for faculty 
members and students to communicate and exchange ideas with one another in a more 
informal setting. 
 
4. Recognize that each student is an individual. Every student has a unique set of life 
circumstances, a unique personality, and unique needs. Take the time to recognize the 
uniqueness of each student. The more an advisor interacts with the advisees, the more he 
or she will come to realize how different the students really are, regardless of what 
surface qualities may seem to link them together, such as age, gender, and major. This, of 
course, will lead to the giving of more tailored advice, which will help them even more in 
their life planning. 

Experts on education have long recognized that students have different learning 
styles. Each grasps concepts presented in class in a different way. Similarly, each student 
responds to advice, and to the advising process, in a different way. Don’t assume that 
advice given to one student should be the same advice offered to another student with a 
similar set of issues. As an illustration, you may feel strongly that students should get 
some work experience before beginning graduate school, or that every student should 
take GIS to make him or her more marketable. While advice of this sort may be valid as a 
general principle, there may be situations in which it does not fit a specific student. 
 
5. Avoid stereotyping. Corollary to recognizing each student as an individual is the need 
to avoid making assumptions about individuals based on group identities and external 
characteristics. Most academics are aware of the need to avoid stereotypes associated 
with race and gender. Yet we often invoke other stereotypes that are much more subtle 
yet potentially damaging to students. Don’t assume that all scholarship athletes are 
“dumb jocks,” that all students who are active churchgoers are narrow-minded and 



bigoted, or that all students from rural areas are slow to grasp new ideas.  
Along the same lines, don’t expect students to represent groups of which they are 

members. Don’t ask a female student—inside or outside of class—to explain how women 
feel about a certain issue. Similarly, it is not appropriate to expect an African-American 
student to explain how the African-American community feels about a particular event or 
circumstance. Individual students should not be expected to represent their genders, 
ethnic groups, religions, or other groups of people to which they belong. 
 
6. Put yourself in the student’s position. Similarly, it is easy to fall into the trap of 
assuming that what worked for you also works for your advisee. Suppose you took a 
certain sequence of courses in graduate school and found them valuable. Does this mean 
that your student should necessarily take the same courses? You and your partner may 
have worked out an effective balance between your professional activities and other parts 
of your life. Does that mean that your student must achieve the same balance? Advisors 
should draw on their own experiences; however, they need to be careful not to justify 
advice solely on the grounds that “this is what worked best for me.” 
  Since students will be coming to you from all walks of life, it is important to 
be sensitive to individual needs and to anticipate how each student may deal with certain 
situations. Fleming et al. (2005) point out that “Advisers who understand students' 
learning styles and needs and who recognize the influence of the college's physical 
setting, the classroom setting, and peers on the academic and social development of 
advisees can provide the support that students need to reach their goals.” 

Recognize also that students are learning. As part of the learning process they will 
make mistakes. Students benefit from learning from their mistakes, and do what you can 
to help students learn to solve problems on their own.  
 
7. Know university and community resources. Suppose a student came into your office 
complaining of headaches, stomach aches, and other ailments and pains. Would you 
prescribe medical treatment? Or would you advise the student to obtain appropriate 
medical treatment from a physician? 

Effective advisors know their limits, and they recognize that they cannot solve 
every problem themselves. NACADA’s Core Value 2 states that “Advisors are 
responsible for involving others, when appropriate, in the advising process” (NACADA 
2004). In many cases, effective advising includes referring students to resources in the 
university or in the community; in other cases, effective advising involves encouraging 
students to resolve their issues on their own. Few geography faculty members and 
graduate students have formal training in medicine, law, or psychology. Advisors should 
be aware of and able to contact physicians, counseling centers, legal clinics, and other 
resources that can help students with these sorts of problems. 

Occasionally, students exhibit dramatic changes in behavior that could be 
symptomatic of major and even life-threatening problems. Be ready to intervene if 
necessary. If in your interaction with a student you see clear evidence of depression, 
domestic violence, or drug abuse, be proactive. Call a medical professional or a 
counseling center to set up an appointment for the student. If possible, accompany the 
student to make sure that he or she keeps the appointment. Alert university officials to the 
problem, if appropriate.  



 
APPLICATION OF THESE PRINCIPLES TO GEOGRAPHY 
 The principles described above are well-established in the academic advising 
literature and can be applied to students in many disciplines. However, advising students 
in geography involves a unique set of challenges associated with the nature of the 
discipline itself. 
 What makes advising in geography unique? In many disciplines, curricula are 
geared toward preparing students for a fairly narrow range of career opportunities. In 
many cases, this preparation is linked to establishing formal credentials associated with 
entry into a profession. For example, an important component of law school is 
preparation for the bar examination, which a fledgling lawyer must pass in order to be 
allowed to practice law. Prospective physicians must not only complete medical school, 
but must complete internships, residencies, and other activities leading to certification 
before they can practice medicine. Degree programs in accounting are designed to 
prepare students to pass examinations associated with certification as a public accountant. 
The presumption is that students enrolled in these programs are preparing to obtain this 
certification, and curricular requirements and advising are undertaken accordingly. 
 In contrast to education in these and other professions, education in geography is 
relatively independent of formal credentials. As geography professors are well aware, 
geography is a very broad discipline. At all educational levels, students with degrees in 
geography have access to a broad range of professional opportunities. Many students 
decide to major in geography because of its flexibility, breadth, and integrative nature. 
The flexibility and breadth of geography makes it difficult, however, for advisors of 
geography students to make blanket assumptions about students’ educational and life 
goals. Advisors should not assume that each student is in a geography program with the 
intent of preparing for a specific occupational goal. 
 As an example, many geography programs now emphasize training in geographic 
information systems (GIS). While such training is valuable, in some institutions GIS 
education is presented and advocated by advisors as a way to ensure that the student will 
“get a job.” But what types of jobs are such students being prepared for? Some GIS jobs 
are challenging, lucrative positions; unfortunately, some GIS-oriented jobs are technician 
positions that offer low salaries, little intellectual stimulation, and little opportunity for 
advancement. While there is no doubt that GIS is a very useful tool, an advisor should not 
assume that the student’s goal in studying geography is solely to prepare for entry into 
the non-academic job market. This example reinforces the point that each student is an 
individual and that the advisor should not assume that what will work well for many 
students will work well for all of them. 

Historically, the general public has had little awareness of what geography is or 
what geographers do; many continue to associate geography with knowledge of trivial 
information. In recent years, the public has become more and more aware of the 
importance of geography and spatial analysis to understanding and solving critical 
environmental, social, and economic problems facing the contemporary world. Many 
students choose geography as a major because they are big-picture thinkers who see 
geography as a means to improved understanding of environmental and cultural patterns, 
and as a means to making a difference in addressing major problems. Advisors in 
geography need to be especially sensitive to the needs of each student as an individual 



precisely because geography is such a holistic, integrative discipline. 
 
ADVISING SCENARIOS 
 We conclude with several scenarios, each of which deals with situations dealt 
with by students at the undergraduate or graduate levels. These scenarios are presented as 
Appendix B. Questions for discussion are associated with each scenario. It should be 
recognized that these scenarios represent unusual, but challenging circumstances that 
faculty members may deal with in working with their students.  
 For each scenario, the prospective advisor may wish to consider the applicability 
of the advising principles presented in this chapter. How can the advisor maintain a 
positive attitude, recognize the individual characteristics of each student and his or her 
situation, and give advice effectively? In order to reinforce the importance of individual 
context, in each case we consider variations on the individual scenarios. If the initial 
circumstances are changed, how might the advice you give change? 
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APPENDIX A ADVISING RESOURCES 
 
Many articles have been written, and presentations given, on the practices of advising, 
and it is here that we list two of the most comprehensive sources for academic advisors. 
 
1. The National ACademic ADvising Association (NACADA) is an organization that 
serves academic advisors of higher education institutions. NACADA provides many 
publications and opportunities for discussion, all of which can be accessed on the Web at 
http://www.nacada.ksu.edu. Below, we list specific links to certain parts of their Web 
site.  
 
 ---- The NACADA Journal  
  -- A biannual refereed journal  
  -- http://www.nacada.ksu.edu/Journal/ 
 
 ---- Academic Advising Today 
  -- NACADA's quarterly electronic publication 
  -- http://www.nacada.ksu.edu/AAT/ 
 
 ---- Clearinghouse of Academic Advising Resources 
  -- A central collection point within the website for member-suggested 
resources for academic advisors 
  -- http://www.nacada.ksu.edu/Clearinghouse/overview.htm#mission 
 
 
2. The Mentor: An Academic Advising Journal, which is published by Penn State's 
Center for Excellence in Academic Advising, is an electronic publication which supports 
effective academic advising. The editors welcome contributions of all sorts, especially 
short articles concerning "examples of innovative advising programs, summaries of 
conference presentations, descriptions of exemplary practices in advising, letters to the 
editor, and other concise forms of writing related to advising." The journal can be 
accessed at http://www.psu.edu/dus/mentor/, and the web site itself offers many other 
resources, such as a forum which changes topics monthly, and "The Muse," a section of 
the site devoted to poems, short stories, and cartoons as they relate to advising. 
 
  



APPENDIX B: SCENARIOS 
 

MEGAN 
Megan is an undergraduate geography major who asks to talk to you about 

graduate school. She is 21 years old and just finished her junior year at your university, 
and indicates that she wishes to pursue a master’s degree and possibly a Ph.D. in 
geography immediately after finishing her undergraduate degree next spring. Megan is 
highly respected by her peers who elected her to the position of Vice President of GTU. 
She has a 3.5 overall GPA with a 4.0 GPA in geography. She recently took the GRE and 
earned a very good score.  

Megan is a quiet and reserved person who, despite her achievements, often lacks 
self-confidence and appreciates extra attention from her advisors. She is interested in 
your general area of specialization within geography. She is single and willing to live 
anywhere in the U.S., at least through completion of the master’s degree. Megan’s 
parents are well-educated, professional people, and they strongly support her ambition to 
pursue graduate work. 
 
Questions to consider when Megan comes to you for advice: 
  

1. In searching for an appropriate graduate program, what should be the most 
important considerations that Megan should consider in deciding where to 
apply? Why? To what extent should the advising process be a major 
component in leading her to a final decision and why? 

 
2. What characteristics should a professor who becomes Megan’s advisor 

have? Why?  
 
How would the answers to questions (1) and (2) change with the following variations of 
Megan’s scenario? 
  

1. What if Megan were the daughter of illegal immigrants who had no 
education beyond elementary school?  

  
2. What if Megan had been a marginal student early in her career, who only 

started doing well in school after discovering Geography as a junior?  
 

3. What if Megan had an outspoken, assertive personality, with a tendency to 
belittle fellow students who are not as strong in the classroom as she is? 

 
4. What if Megan were a single parent who had joint custody of a child and 

could not leave the local area without the permission of her ex-husband? 
 



JOSE 
Jose is an undergraduate in one of your classes. He is 19 years old and a 

sophomore at the University. He attends class regularly, works hard, participates 
occasionally in discussions, and usually earns high B’s or A’s on his exams and 
assignments.  

One day, Jose comes to your office to say that he will have to drop your class and 
leave the University in order to work full-time. He goes on to say that his father’s 
company was recently sold and downsized. His father, who had worked for the company 
for nearly 20 years, was laid off and is now unemployed. His mother works as a cashier 
at Wal-Mart.  

Jose lives at home with his parents and siblings in the community in which your 
university is located. His brother and two sisters are between the ages of 10 and 15, all 
attending local public schools. Neither of Jose’s parents finished high school and Jose is 
the first member of his family to attend college. Jose’s original goal had been to complete 
his college education and become a high school teacher. Now, in light of his father’s 
unemployment, he feels that it is his responsibility to give up his ambition to complete 
college and to go to work full-time to help support his parents, brother, and sisters. 

 
Questions to consider when Jose comes to you for advice: 

 
1. To what extent, knowing that Jose is a very good student, would you try to 

dissuade Jose from leaving school? How would you do so? 
 
2. What resources might be available on campus or in the community to help 

Jose make this decision? 
 

How would the answers to questions (1) and (2), above, change with the following 
variations of Jose’s scenario? 
  

1. What if Jose’s family was not necessarily in financial trouble, but rather, his 
father owned a business, and they were expecting Jose to return home so that 
he could learn the business and eventually take it over? 

 
2. What if Jose’s parents had finished high school, and it was likely that his 

father would be able to find another job fairly soon? 
 

3. What if Jose did not live at home with his family, but rather in a dorm on-
campus? 

 
4. What if Jose was a foreign national whose intention had been to return to his 

home country after graduation? 
 



KELSEY 
 Kelsey is in the master’s program in your department. She is 23 years old and 
single. She has earned excellent grades in her courses and has done an outstanding job as 
your research assistant. Kelsey’s parents live in a small town several hundred miles from 
your university, making it difficult and expensive for Kelsey to visit her family regularly. 
Her brother is on active duty in the Air Force and is stationed overseas.  
 One day, a few weeks before the end of the spring semester, Kelsey approaches 
you in tears. She has just learned that her mother has been diagnosed with cancer. The 
prognosis is not promising, and Kelsey’s mother will have to undergo several months of 
chemotherapy and other medical treatment if she is to have any hope of recovery. Kelsey 
is thinking about going home for the summer, and perhaps leaving school permanently, to 
be with her family during her mother’s illness. Although her parents have assured her that 
they want her to complete her master’s degree, she feels that she has a responsibility to 
help her father care for her mother. She has learned about a geography-related job 
opening in a community only thirty miles from her hometown. She is highly qualified for 
the job, but worries that the work will be boring with little intellectual stimulation. 
However, taking the job will allow her to live at home and help care for her mother. 
 
Questions to consider when Kelsey comes to you for advice: 
 

1. What would you advise Kelsey to do? On what basis should she decide 
whether to delay or give up finishing graduate school? 

 
2. How would the answers to these questions be affected by the knowledge that 

Kelsey’s skills are critical to the completion of your research project? 
 
 
How would the answers to the questions above change with the following variations of 
Kelsey’s scenario? 
 

1. What if Kelsey’s parents lived within an hour’s drive of your campus? 
 
2. What if Kelsey’s parents had other children or relatives who were able to 

provide primary care for her mother? 
 

3. What if Kelsey was an older male student as opposed to a young woman? 
 



LINDA 
Linda is finishing a master’s program at your university. She is an excellent 

student and is one of the best master’s students in her program. Linda is 30 years old and 
was born and raised in an isolated rural area; the nearest city of more than 100,000 people 
is about 100 miles away. The only colleges within an hour’s drive of her home town are a 
community college and a small, church-affiliated college associated with a denomination 
to which Linda does not belong.  

Linda will be married this summer. Her fiancé, Mike, was born and raised in the 
same rural community. Mike plans to take over his family’s farm from his father when 
his father retires in a few years. Mike and Linda hope to have children before long. Linda 
is an only child. Her father recently passed away and her mother, who still lives in the 
house where Linda lived as a child, is having health problems and may have to move to 
an assisted living center. 

Linda is very much interested in pursuing further education and research 
opportunities in geography, and is highly qualified and able to do so, but because of her 
family situation knows that she will be living in this isolated community for the 
foreseeable future. Linda asks you about whether she should pursue a Ph.D. in 
geography, given the apparent lack of job prospects in and near her home town.  
 
Questions to consider when Linda comes to you for advice: 
  

1. Would you advise Linda to pursue a Ph.D. in geography? Why or why not? If 
not, what alternatives would you advise her to consider, such as distance 
learning, or accelerated programs? 

 
2. What job prospects might she have that will allow her to stay in her home area 

and at the same time pursue her intellectual and professional ambitions? 
 

3. How would her mother’s situation affect her decision? 
 

4. If she decides on a university that was located close enough that she could 
commute to classes a couple of times per week, how would this affect funding 
opportunities, such as becoming a TA or even teaching her own course? 

 
How would the answers to questions 1-4, above, change with the following variations of 
Linda’s scenario? 
 

1. How would this scenario be different if Linda lived in a major metropolitan 
area?  

 
2. What if you get the sense that Linda’s husband feels threatened by the 

prospect of her going for her Ph.D.? 
 

3. What if Linda were already married, with children? 



KERI 
Keri is a student in your class. She is a junior at the university, majoring in 

another discipline, but minoring in Geography. Keri earned a 98 on her first exam (the 
highest grade in your class) but on her second exam she earned only a 73. She 
participated enthusiastically in the class during the first few weeks of the semester, but 
over the last few weeks she has missed several classes and when she is present she seems 
listless and distracted and she no longer volunteers answers to questions.  

One day, Keri asks to talk with you privately. She confides that her now ex-
boyfriend, a law student at the university, date-raped her at a party a few weeks ago. She 
says that she often feels afraid to leave her apartment and sometimes stays in the 
apartment for two or three days at a time. She is afraid to tell her parents about the 
incident, in part because she knows that they like the ex-boyfriend and that they think that 
he would be a good husband for her. Keri indicates that you are the only one of her 
professors that she is comfortable enough to confide in.  
 
Questions to consider when Keri comes to you for advice: 
  

1. What advice would you give Keri? To what resources on your campus or in 
your community would you advise Keri to turn? 

 
2. In light of this situation, what advice would you give Keri to improve her 

grade?  
 

How would the answers to questions (1) and (2), above, change with the following 
variation of Keri’s scenario? 
  

1. What if Keri never came to you to tell her what was wrong? What if you just 
noticed the change in her behavior yourself? Would you approach her about it, 
and, if so, how would you do it? What if you learned about Keri’s experience 
second-hand, for example if you heard about the incident from another 
student? 

 
 
 
 



STEVE 
Steve is a master’s student in your Department, focusing on geomorphology. He 

is hard-working, intelligent, friendly, and outgoing. Steve is 25 years old and single. He 
is athletic and enjoys playing tennis, mountain biking, and playing basketball in his spare 
time.  

Over the past few months you notice that Steve has begun to slur his words in 
conversations, and at a picnic softball game Steve stumbles and falls while trying to catch 
an easy fly ball. A few days after the game, Steve asks to speak with you privately. He 
confides that he has undergone a series of medical tests, and that his doctors have 
diagnosed a rare neurological disease that causes progressive deterioration of various 
motor functions. Within fifteen years, it is likely that he will be confined to a wheelchair 
and will lose much of his ability to speak, although the disease does not affect his other 
mental capabilities. At this point, there is no known cure for Steve’s condition. 

Steve’s father is a machinist and his mother is a bookkeeper. He has two older 
brothers: one is a police officer and the other is a high school teacher and basketball 
coach. His parents and brothers and their families live in a large metropolitan area in 
another state.  

Steve seeks your advice about what to do after he finishes his master’s degree in a 
few months. Since he was an undergraduate, his goal had been to earn a Ph.D. and 
become a professor. Given his medical diagnosis, he is now concerned about how he will 
be able to support himself in ten or fifteen years. In particular, he expresses concern that 
his deteriorating motor skills will make it difficult for him to do field work in rugged 
mountainous terrain. He also wonders if he will be able to lecture or teach classes, given 
the effect of his condition on his ability to speak. Steve also expresses concern that he 
does not want to be a financial burden to his family; by the time he finishes his Ph.D., his 
parents will have retired and his nieces and nephews will be almost old enough for 
college. 
 
Questions to consider when Steve comes to you for advice: 
 

1. What advice would you give Steve? Should he pursue a Ph.D.? Should he 
choose an area of research that involves less physical demanding data 
collection? 

 
How would the answers to the questions above change with the following variation of 
Steve’s scenario? 
 

1. What if the situation were already several years down the line, and Steve had 
decided to enroll in the Ph.D. program, and was already into the program 
when his health had begun to deteriorate? What assistance would he need? 

 
2. What if Steve’s family lived closer to him and could help him more? 
 
3. What if Steve was married and/or had children? 

  



 ALISON 
Alison is a student in one of your classes, majoring in chemistry. She is 20 years 

old and has finished her sophomore year. She has done well in your class, with her final 
average of 92. Her parents live in a medium-sized metropolitan area in an adjacent state. 
 At the end of the semester, Alison comes in to talk with you about her final 
project in your class. In the course of the conversation, Alison mentions that she will 
shortly be leaving the University and to transfer to a small regional state university in her 
parents’ home town. She goes on to say that she has decided that she does not want to 
major in chemistry. Before she enrolled at your university, Alison’s parents had told her 
that if she were to change majors, she must transfer to her home town university and live 
at home in order to save money. It is clear from watching her in the conversation and 
listening to her that Alison is not very happy about this plan and that she would prefer to 
remain at your university.  
 After the conversation, you look at her transcript and learn that Alison has a 2.8 
GPA. She has earned C’s and D’s in all of her mathematics and chemistry courses. She 
has six A’s on her transcript including your class and another course in geography, along 
with courses in anthropology, environmental economics, ecology, and environmental 
philosophy. On the basis of your interaction with Alison, and your observation of her 
transcript, you are persuaded that she would do much better as a geography major than as 
a chemistry major. The university to which she is planning to transfer has only one part-
time geography faculty member and does not offer degrees in geography. 
 
Questions to consider when Alison comes to you for advice: 
 

1. To what extent would you intervene? What arguments would you make to 
encourage her to stay at the University and become a geography major? 

 
2. Not knowing the dynamics (financial or emotional) of the relationship 

between Alison and her parents, how active a role can you take? 
 
How would the answers to the questions above change with the following variation of 
Alison’s scenario? 
 

1. What if Alison’s parents lived closer and the University they wanted her to 
transfer to was a smaller, regional state university less than a half-hour drive 
away from her current University? 

 



SAMANTHA 
Samantha is a senior undergraduate geography major who is in her final semester 

of undergraduate work. She is one of the best undergraduate students you have ever 
taught. She has a 3.9 grade-point average and has taken three of your classes, earning the 
highest grade in the class in all three. About a year before her graduation, Samantha 
meets and begins dating Josh, who is majoring in computer science at a university in 
another state.  

A few weeks before graduating in December, Samantha asks you for a letter of 
recommendation to graduate school in geography. She wants to enter the master’s 
program in geography at the university that Josh is attending. She explains that she and 
Josh have become engaged and are planning a wedding next summer. She has decided to 
move to Josh’s college town so that they will no longer have a long-distance relationship.  
 
Questions to consider when Samantha comes to you for advice: 
 

1. How would you respond to Samantha’s request?  
  
2. Is Samantha making the right decision to attend graduate school right away? 

Or would you persuade her to go into the workforce for a year or two before 
beginning graduate work? 

 
How would the answers to the questions above change with the following variations of 
Samantha’s scenario? 
 

1. What if Samantha were a marginal student, and you knew that based on her 
performance in school, and her personality, that graduate school would not be 
an appropriate choice for her? How would you tell her this? 

 
2. What if you were unaware of her relationship with Josh? How would you 

respond differently if you did not know this about her situation? 
 

3. What if her relationship with Josh was not as serious as an engagement? 
Would this change the way you would respond to her request? 

 



JAMES 
James is finishing the first year of his master’s degree program. He is 24 and 

earned a bachelor’s degree with honors at a small state university near his parents’ home 
in another state several hundred miles away. When he arrived in your Department last 
summer, he was bright-eyed and excited about every aspect of the department. He 
became heavily involved in all professional development and social activities, and did 
very well as a student and teaching assistant. He frequently said that his ambition was to 
complete his master’s degree and get a Ph.D., and become a professor. 

Over the holidays, James visited his parents in their home town. During this 
vacation, he met and started dating Katie. Katie has a three-year-old daughter from a 
previous relationship, owns a small business, and attends college part-time in James’ 
home town. On several occasions during the spring semester, he makes the eight-hour 
drive to visit Katie. Sometimes he leaves on the spur of the moment, without notifying 
the faculty or his fellow students of his plans. In doing so he misses classes and once or 
twice he has failed to show up to proctor exams in the large class for which he is a 
teaching assistant. James no longer participates actively in departmental activities. Before 
meeting Katie, James often socialized with his fellow students. Now he often declines 
invitations from his fellow students to go out for coffee, dinner, or beer. When he does 
go, he ignores his colleagues and spends his time on his cell phone talking to Katie. You 
are concerned that his negative attitude is demoralizing some of the other students in your 
department. 

 
Questions consider when James comes to you for advice: 
  

1. How would you counsel James? How would you react to the observed decline 
in his work and school performance? What steps would you take to deal with 
his attitude issues that have developed? 

 
How would the answers to the questions above change with the following variations of 
James’ scenario? 
  

1. What if James completely stopped showing up to class and doing his work? 
 
2. What if Katie was a local girl? How might this change the situation and the 

advice you would give James? 
 

3. What if you observe the change in James, but don’t know the reasons behind 
it? How would you approach him? 

 
4. What if James was technically not your student (you are not his major 

professor)? Would it still be appropriate for you approach him? Or would you 
go to his advisor to discuss the problem? How would you do so? 

 


