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WIP: Eagle ExCEL-Engineers Connect, Engage, and Learn: An At-Risk Advising
Program

Abstract

Eagle ExCEL is a new at-risk advising program for College of Engineering (CoE) undergraduate
students at Tennessee Technological University implemented by professional academic advisors
in the CoE Student Success Center. Advisors meet with academically at-risk students to set goals
and identify resources. The program was created in fall 2021 to assist the over 10% of CoE
students identified as at-risk (on warning, probation, or return from suspension). This work in
progress (WIP) paper describes the program and reports on an evaluation of the first year of the
program. Program directors have determined that it has had success in helping students return to
good standing, with recommendations for academic support services geared towards
undergraduate engineering majors.

Introduction and Background

Attrition has long been a major concern in engineering education [1]-[2], with much research
conducted to better understand factors impacting retention and persistence [2]-[3]. Student GPA
is continually cited as a factor for attrition: at-risk students, it has been found, may have
difficulties returning to good standing and even graduating [4]-[7]. In fact, historical data from
Tennessee Tech show that College of Engineering undergraduates whose first year GPA is below
the 2.0 required to graduate are at very high risk of not continuing: only 5.7% of students whose
first year GPA was in this category, throughout the years 2003-2013, graduated [8]. Moreover,
retention rates for engineering students of color at this institution have historically been lower
than white students. Clearly, retention efforts are needed to assist at-risk students to be
successful, both at this university and more broadly in engineering education.

At Tennessee Tech, an intervention for these at-risk students has been developed based on
evidence-based practices in academic advising [9]-[10] and the general research that shows
academic advising has a positive effect on student retention [11]-[15]. The intervention described
in this paper, Eagle EXCEL (Engineers Connect, Engage, and Learn), was developed to follow
the NACADA mission to promote and support “quality academic advising in institutions of
higher education to enhance the educational development of students” [16], especially through
“proactive” or “intrusive” advisement, an approach focused on reaching out to students, rather
than waiting for students to reach out to advisors [17].

Eagle ExCEL consists of one-on-one mandatory meetings between students identified as at-risk
via their academic standing (warning, probation, or return from suspension) and their academic
advisors to discuss academic standing, barriers to academic success, resources available to
students at the university (such as tutoring), and goals and strategies for returning to good
standing. During that meeting, another important component of the program is utilized: an
Academic Success Plan, a contract that helps advisors and advisees determine barriers to and
resources for success. In addition to meeting with advisors, advisees are encouraged to seek out
resources for their unique needs, such as tutoring, supplemental instruction, mental health
counseling, and financial aid, in addition to others. Incentives for advisees to meet with the



advisor include placing a hold on the student’s account, and, once they meet with the advisor,
lifting the hold. An academic planner is also offered to students for assistance with time
management. Overall, the approach of this program is to be proactive and to assist students with
problem-solving and trouble-shooting ways to improve their academic standing. This work in
progress paper will provide preliminary results and recommendations from an evaluation of the
program’s first year.

Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to evaluate to what extent the at-risk advisement program has
reached its short, medium, and long-term outcomes. The following questions were addressed:

1. To what extent does student participation in the program increase their understanding of
academic standing, student success skills, and knowledge of student success resources on
campus?

2. To what extent does student participation in the program change their behavior to include
more application of student success skills and usage of academic success resources?

3. To what extent does the at-risk advising program assist students in returning to good
standing at the university?

4. What improvements must be made to retention inputs and processes to improve
outcomes?

Methods
The evaluation of Eagle EXCEL used quantitative and qualitative methods. Following is an
overview of the design and methods.

Participants

Participants for the evaluation include undergraduate engineering students who have participated
in Eagle ExCEL through meetings with advisors and filling out an Academic Success Plan.
These students are categorized as academically at-risk. In addition, participants include academic
advisors for the College of Engineering who are implementing the program.

Procedures

Evaluation data collection took place after academic advising for fall 2022 registration.
Interviews were conducted with academic advisors, and a survey was distributed to students who
filled out an Academic Success Plan. However, Academic Success Plans have been collected
throughout the entirety of the program.

Analyses

Descriptive statistics were used to determine percentages of students’ perceptions of the program
through their survey responses. Interview data from advisees was summarized and analyzed for
common themes. The Academic Success Plans were analyzed using descriptive statistics, again
for commonalities. Finally, institutional data were analyzed to determine changes in GPA scores
between semesters.

Results and Discussion
Preliminary results are as follows:
Question 1: Student knowledge



In a survey, students indicated their familiarity with various campus resources their advisors
discussed with them. In the results, students indicated that they were most familiar with
academic advising and tutoring but lacked familiarity with most other resources. While students
are given specific information about resources during their advisement session, it is possible that
they are familiar with advisement because that is a required service, and they are familiar with
tutoring because tutoring is very visible—it takes place in the College’s Student Success Center.
Other services may be less visible and therefore less utilized.

Question 2: Student application

Students took a survey asking to rate their usage of campus resources; they also filled out a
Student Success Plan with their advisors to identify barriers to their academic success and
resources to help overcome those barriers. Results from the survey indicate that students make
little use of campus resources; however, they practice other student success skills such as setting
goals and joining study groups. A possible explanation for this lack of usage of campus resources
such as tutoring may be due to personal challenges, such as coming to campus at specific times,
or due to the stigma attached to seeking help from peer tutoring or similar services [18].

Question 3: Academic standing

These data are still being analyzed; however, an initial analysis shows that average GPA for at-
risk students who met with academic advisors, as of May 2022, is 2.24, and over half have
returned to Good Standing. However, 20% of these at-risk students have been placed on
suspension. More analyses will be conducted for this work in progress to determine differences
in demographics, as well.

Question 4: Implementation fidelity

Academic advisors were interviewed to determine their processes implementing this program.
Advisors reached out to at-risk students to set up a meeting; during the meeting, they filled out
the Academic Success Plan together, using that document as a springboard for discussing
barriers, resources, and goals. Results indicate that advisors are consistent in their approaches to
work with at-risk students, with additional unique services offered by individuals as a
supplement to the overall approach. Unique services included resources advisors individually
had created or collected over the years, such as GPA calculators and study skills guidelines.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The results from this evaluation of an at-risk advisement program provides important
information helpful not just for building this individual program, but also for more broadly
gaining insight into the barriers faced by academically at-risk students, as well as what resources
are going to help them achieve their goals. While 63% of students from the fall semester returned
to good standing, nearly a fifth were placed on suspension. Recommendations for improving the
program are based on these results as well as the literature that suggests that peer support,
mentoring, and personal counseling can have a positive effect on student retention [2], [6].
Students focused on resources that were more directly under their control, such as study groups
and goal-setting; however, they were less likely to use resources such as tutoring, supplemental
instruction, and counseling services. More research is needed to determine how to overcome
barriers and potential stigmas to using these additional resources.
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