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Quality academic advising is more than simply meeting the mandates of ABET Criteria #1. 
Andrew Rossi’s documentary movie Ivory Tower (2014) points out the crisis facing today’s 
higher education institutions, specifically the increasing time required for degree completion, 
resulting in increased costs and student loan debt.  In 2010, the average graduation rate at four 
year public universities was 38% with a rate of 58% after six years. Delayed entry into the 
workplace incurs at least two costs to the student. The first is excess tuition and fees. At public 
institutions, this amount can be as much as $20,000. The second cost is in terms of delayed 
earnings. It’s one thing for an engineering student to pay an extra $20,000 in education costs, but 
another when this delay results in $70,000 of lost salary – a net loss of $90,000. Even worse is 
that if this $90,000 were invested at 4% over a 35 year employment period, the loss would 
accumulate to $355,000.  That’s more than what many middle class people have saved for 
retirement! From a program perspective, the increased undergraduate transition time ties up 
valuable academic resources; from a societal point of view, delayed graduation means a loss of 
an intellectual resource.  To be sure, delayed graduation can have some benefits to the student 
such as better preparation, increased maturity, etc.  However, these benefits are the exception 
rather than the rule. 
 
Quality advising or lack thereof, has other costs as well, particularly in the engineering field.  
While the ABET accredited engineering programs meet the ABET’s Criteria #1 – Students; the 
criteria does not necessarily address certain other areas of interest to today’s students.  For 
example, in today’s world, there are numerous opportunities for students to study abroad, or 
participate in other academic exchanges. These activities not only enrich the college experience, 
but provide the student with many of the cross-cultural skills necessary in today’s diverse world. 
While these opportunities are readily available to the non-engineering students, engineers are 
often discouraged from pursuing these “fun activities” due to the obstacles of course scheduling 
and/or course transfer credit.  Many, if not most, academic advisors do not see the benefit of such 
activities and hence are not able or willing help their advisees overcome the various hurdles 
inherent when going to another campus. Thus our engineering students are often short changed 
on activities that are not only enjoyable, but also have life-long career benefits.  Why should only 
the arts majors be able to successfully navigate cultural divides? 
 
This presentation will fully discuss academic advising issues that impede students from 
graduating in a timely manner as well as preventing them from taking advantage of any study 
abroad, student exchange or internship opportunities.  We will then propose some practical 
solutions to these challenges. This presentation is based observations and lessons learned during 
my 10 years as Chief Academic Advisor at the University of Tennessee’s Electrical Engineering 
and Computer Science Department as well as being an ABET Program Evaluator for the past 
seven years.  


