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Abstract
SOCIAL ORGANIZATION ANALYSIS OF THE ROLE OF ACADEMIC ADVISING:
A CASE STUDY AT THE UNIVERSITY OF LIBERIA

Positive educational experiences deliberately sought through advising can lead to
increased academic success, improved college experiences, and long-term benefits as
graduates become contributing citizens in society. However, much of the research on the
role of and advantages related to academic advising has been limited to American
colleges and universities. This ethnographic case study conducted at the University of
Liberia examined the organizational role of advising from student, faculty, and staff
perspectives, and explored the culture, college experiences, and academic progression of
students prior to and after the establishment of the Student Academic Advisement and
Career Counseling Center particularly among freshmen and seniors. The purpose of this
study was to identify the role of advising services in a Liberian higher education setting,
to understand the relationships between social organization and advising interactions, and
to explore applications of advising approaches in non-Western cultural contexts. Nine
faculty, 10 staff, and 20 student participants were interviewed.

The findings suggest that postwar challenges in Liberian higher education and the
University of Liberia’s shifting perspective on student-centeredness have been the
primary elements that have shaped the barriers and opportunities found in the role of
advising and college student experience. Implications of this study have expanded our
knowledge of academic advising in a non-Western, postwar culture, and highlighted the
significance of applying social organization analysis and metaphor to understand

complex structures and processes involved in higher education advising processes. As
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Liberia and other similar developing countries look for ways to improve educational
experiences, inspire social consciousness, contribute to national development and
workforce needs, address remediation and rehabilitation concerns, enhance student
persistence and fetention, and improve academic success, academic advising could be a
key solution in the process.
Keywords: academic advising, social organization, West Africa
JOBILA YASMINE WILLIAMS SY
EDUCATIONAL POLICY, PLANNING, AND LEADERSHIP PROGRAM

THE COLLEGE OF WILLIAM AND MARY IN VIRGINIA
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SOCIAL ORGANIZATION ANALYSIS

Chapter One
Introduction

Sub-Saharan Africa is the poorest region in the world, but is also rich with natural
resources (Alibrandi & Bull, 2005; Morley, Leach, & Lugg, 2009; World Bank, 2008). As the
population continues to expand in this region, methods to improve the current state of sub-
Saharan Africa’s developing countries become critical to discover in order to enhance their
participation in the current and future global economy. For years, scholars have declared that
education is key to economic and social development of countries (Beckloff, 2008; Biao, 2009;
Bloom, Canning & Chan, 2005; Chapman & Austin, 2002; Cogan, 1982; Gordon, 1996;
Jennings-Wray, 1982; Morley et. al, 2009; Neves, 2008; Ojogwu, 2010; Thulstrup, 1998; United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCOY], 2007). Specifically,
higher education provides nations with the ability to address multiple societal and economic
needs. However, heretofore development efforts have focused on primary education and adult
literacy. Although these services are critical to development needs, without higher education,
countries cannot produce skilled teachers and professionals to provide basic education and
economic stimulation.

Development Efforts

Several international organizations and agencies play a significant role in addressing the
diverse barriers and challenges faced by the world’s underdeveloped countries. These agencies
include United Nations Development Program (UNDP), United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), World Bank, United States Agency for International
Development (USAID), International Monetary Fund (IMF), Organization for Economic Co-

Operation and Development (OECD), European Union (EU), and others. At the United Nations
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Millennium Summit in September 2000, many of these groups collaboratively produced a report
entitled the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to address concerns surrounding
international development. These world leaders created development goals that targeted eight
areas of human development: poverty and hunger; primary education; gender equality; child
mortality; maternal health; disease control; environment sustainability and global partnership
(United Nations, 2000; UNDP, n.d.). The MDGs offer a new perspective for development
emphasizing the importance of “lifelong learning as a human development model” (Neves, 2008,
p- 73). The MDGs report identifies quantitative targets for achieving development by 2015
(Ojogwu, 2009; Turrent & Oketch, 2009).

However, although the MDGs provide a framework of success goals and indicators to
achieve international development, the lack of focus and research on the role of higher education
in these endeavors will continue to delay the development process. The main priority outlined in
the MDG:s still focuses on primary education as a means to development and ignores the
potential contributions of higher education to produce professionals and stimulate economic
growth in the development process. The subsequent neglect of tertiary education in the MDGs
priorities has crippled higher education institutions in these countries. Lack of funding and
support from these international organizations and respective governments has left institutions
with weakened infrastructures, little to no research capabilities, and an inability to hire and retain
quality faculty and staff, which has contributed to brain drain (Bloom et. al, 2005; Collins &
Rhoads, 2010; Fields, 2007; Lindow, 2009; Morley et. al, 2009; Sayndee, n.d.; World
Conference on Higher Education, 1998).

Countries in sub-Saharan Africa continue to struggle to improve social and economic

conditions. Education is often associated with the development of economic growth and serves
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as the basis for many strategic plans of developing countries particularly in African nations
(Bloom et. al, 2005). Addressing concerns in higher education is essential to international
development efforts because it can supply citizens with critical workforce skills in order to meet
national development needs (Morley et al., 2009).Thus, improvements in the higher education
sector of this region is vital to its development efforts (Association of Universities and Colleges
of Canada [AUCC], 2004; Collins & Rhoads, 2010; Morley et. al, 2009).
Liberia

Liberia, located in sub-Saharan Africa, has a unique history in that it was established by
African American expatriates. This country provides an example of a developing nation striving
to achieve Millennium Development Goals. It is one of the poorest countries in the world with an
annual per capita income of $160 (U.S. State Department, 2008; World Bank, 2010). Since its
civil war and its aftermath of political instability that lasted from 1989 until 2003, Liberia
continues to struggle to repair the socio-cultural environment and is using education as a major
force in reconstruction (Fields, 2007; Government of Liberia, 2004; International Monetary Fund
[IMF], 2008). Yet, data are only available for primary education participation rates while
secondary and higher education participation rates in Liberia are respectively low in comparison
to regional averages for sub-Saharan Africa or simply unavailable. As of 2011, primary
education had a gross enrollment rate of 96% with a 66% completion rate. However, net
enrollments rates are still low, 41.1% for primary education. Secondary education had a gross
enroliment rate of 44.8%, but a net enrollment of 14%. Figures for tertiary education enrollment
are estimated at 1.5%, but tertiary and secondary education net enrollment and completion rates
are not available (UNESCO, 2011; UNESCO, 2012 United Nations International Children’s

Emergency Fund [UNICEF], 2010; World Bank, 2011).



SOCIAL ORGANIZATION ANALYSIS 4

An educated citizenry capable of leading a developing country to become global partners
is critical. Therefore, improving its higher educational system to produce quality graduates and a
strategic workforce are a priority for Liberia’s redevelopment, specifically in the critical fields of
education, agriculture, and engineering (USAID, 2012). A priority in the redevelopment process,
education is recognized as key to addressing issues of access, equity, literacy, economic
development, health, job training, and overall human development (Government of Liberia,
2004). By creating research opportunities that can positively impact the charge to produce
quality graduates and expand educational opportunities, steps are taken towards reaching
redevelopment goals. Liberia provides a unique opportunity to extend our knowledge of
applications of an American-based education system combined with West African concepts.
The University of Liberia

The University of Liberia (UL) is the leading higher education institution in the country.
UL enrolls approximately 23,800 students, but produced only 2,441 graduates during the 2011-
2012 academic year. Based on an American higher education model, undergraduate students
seeking a bachelor’s degree follow a general education curriculum during the first two years
based upon their college of enrollment; they then may pursue any of the 28 majors offered
through six undergraduate colleges located on two campus locations: Liberia College - College
of Social Sciences and Humanities, College of Business and Public Administration, William R.
Tolbert, Jr. College of Agriculture and Forestry, William V.S. Tubman Teachers College, T.J.R.
Faulkner College of Science and Technology, and College of General Studies. Like many
institutions of higher education in the developing countries in Africa, the University of Liberia
struggles with the lack of resources, inadequate infrastructure, outdated curricula, and brain drain

as a result of the civil war. In spite of these challenges, the university is currently in the process
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of restoration and gradual redevelopment. However, insufficient resources will continue to
impact students’ progression through the higher education system and the institution’s ability to
meet national development and workforce needs. As UL attempts to address components of
redevelopment plans, it is a critical time to examine how the implementation of various student
service programs, such as academic advising, may contribute to academic success resulting in
higher graduation rates, which in turn would add to the country’s stability and effect positive
societal change. Advising literature has shown that advising services can aid with student
success, retention, and graduation rates. Positive educational experiences manifested through
advising can lead to long-term benefits as graduates become contributing citizens in society. For
this reason, UL administrators recognized the institution’s dire need for student services in career
and academic advising and in 2010 established the Student Career and Advisement Center
(SA2C3)(see Appendix A).
Academic Advising

Research has shown that academic advising can improve student academic and social
success, college experience satisfaction, increase GPAs, and improve retention and graduation
rates in the United States (Abdussalam, Chen, & Khan, 2007; Bahr, 2008; Hale, Graham, &
Johnson, 2009; Heisserer & Parette, 2002; Ludwig-Hardman & Dunlap, 2003; Pan, Guo,
Alikonis, & Bai, 2008; Rice et al., 2009; Schwebel et.al, 2008; Smith & Allen, 2006). However,
the role of academic advising outside of the United States has escaped scrutiny. Academic
advising research can provide not only the requisite understanding of its impact on student
success, but also on the role it plays to meet the goals of the university. Through these student
services, the level of college graduates may be improved. In a country that employs the

American education system as a model, research on the program may provide insight into the
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application of similar academic advising strategies, perceptions of advising and its impact on
student success for student populations in non-Western cultures, and the means by which an
advising center can enhance student experiences and thus contribute to graduation and eventually
workforce development.

As the main provider of higher education in the country, UL is the natural venue to
address education development initiatives. As Liberia and other developing sub-Saharan African
countries look for ways to improve their educational experiences, inspire social consciousness,
enhance student persistence and retention, and improve academic success, academic advising
could be central to the process. The information gathered from this study can provide insight into
applications of academic advising from a non-Western cultural perspective and expand current
advising literature.

There are several ways to study academic advising. Most studies emphasize program
effectiveness and application of Western-based theories. As a professional advisor, I am familiar
with the various approaches to advising and theories that pertain to American higher education
institutions. I have a professional interest to expand our knowledge of advising application
beyond Western perspectives. During two prior visits to the University of Liberia in 2009 and
2010, I learned from top administrators that the university is in dire need of student services.
From a review of multiple approaches to research, I have found that using a social organization
lens provides the most appropriate strategy to explore academic advising in Liberia because it
examines various characteristics of interactions that help define aspects of an institution. As
such, advising is an evolution of these characteristics (Council for the Advancement of Standards
in Higher Education [CAS], 2011a). Holistically analyzing the elements of the social

organization provided a clearer definition of advising at the University of Liberia. Exploring the
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role of advising from a social organizational perspective enabled me to understand the various
components that interact with advising in a Liberian higher education organization, and provide a
another perspective of the profession.

Problem Statement

Social organization analysis allows for exploration of various forms of human interaction
within organizations that translate to social action (Ahrne, 1994). Social organization is the
intersection of human behavior and organizational activities within patterned structures (Udy,
1983). According to Géren Ahrne (1994), four features of human interaction define
organizations: affiliation, collective resources, substitutability of individuals, and recorded
control. In order to fully explore beliefs, values, and attitudes behind the social structure of a
university center, I added a fifth feature of human interaction, organizational culture. From my
cultural background as a Sierra Leonean-Liberian—American, I intuitively knew that the Liberian
higher education system would not mirror the images found in the Western perspectives of
higher education.

Using a modified version of Ahrne’s (1994) conceptualization of social organization, the
problem of this ethnographic case study at the University of Liberia was to analyze the
organizational role of advising from student, faculty, and staff perspectives, and to explore the
culture, college experiences, and academic progression of students prior to and after the
establishment of the Student Academic Advisement and Career Counseling Center particularly
among freshmen and seniors. Given this research problem, this study sought to answer the

following research questions:
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1. How does the advisement center and academic policy structure impact the affiliation of
students at UL to address the needs of students, especially with regard to access and
retention of students?

2. How do these innovations in advising impact university human, fiscal, and physical
resources?

a. Do they enable students to understand and move through academic requirements
efficiently?
b. Do the benefits for the students and the degree programs outweigh the cost?

3. How does advising promote the sustainability of the university?

a. Are students more efficiently placed in appropriate courses thereby ensuring
enrollments in departments?

b. Is it likely that majors will be more sustainable and therefore the contingent of
faculty more stable?

c. To what degree is the quality of the college education experience impacted?

4. How does advising contribute to enforcing and promoting university policy as well as
supporting the mission and goals of UL and the country?

5. How does (and possibly will) advising help to shape the UL institutional culture?

a. Is it likely that advising will produce more efficiency and effectiveness for both
students and faculty and therefore increase satisfaction with the organization?
b. In what ways do students, faculty and staff members perceive the cultural climate,

socialization experience, and environment at the university and SA2C3?
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The Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was three-fold: 1) to identify and begin to understand the
integral role academic advising serves in Liberian higher education using ethnographic case
study methods; 2) to understand the intimate relationship between social organization and
interactions that occur from advising; and 3) to investigate applications of advising approaches
and models in a non-Western cultural setting. Researching areas, such as academic advising, can
have the ability to provide insight into strategies to improve college student experiences, campus
services, promote student development and retention, and enhance the quality of graduates and
contributing citizens. Using ethnographic case study methods, social organization analysis and
metaphor, this study sought to gain a better understanding of Liberian culture and higher
education, to identify the organizational role of academic advising at UL from the perspective of
students, faculty and staff, and to explore the college student experience. Situating advising
within the Liberian culture addresses the counsel offered by Burton (2010), “As the field of
academic advising reaches beyond Western borders and into other cultural traditions, the theories
applied to advising must reflect the values, philosophies, and societal norms of each culture” (p.
1).

Therefore, the data demonstrate elements of advising models and approaches that are
unique to this African cultural setting. This study may have significant implications for the
improvement and expansion of advising services for students in Liberian higher education as
well as other similarly-situated universities. This study should inform policy on the use of
advising as a cost-effective education program to improve student success and institutional
alignment with national development needs. In addition, this study will contribute to the limited

body of literature available on international academic advising.



SOCIAL ORGANIZATION ANALYSIS 10

Limitations and Delimitations

I conducted this ethnographic case study from early January to late April 2011 at the
University of Liberia. This limited timeframe did not allow me to observe a complete cycle of
advising services that occur during the course of a full academic semester. However, during this
time, I interviewed students, faculty and staff associated with the SA2C3 advising program and
observed activities associated with UL advising. Thus, I delimited the study to advising only and
did not extend it to other student support services provided by the university that may impact
college student experiences and academic progression. This case study focused on the University
of Liberia, therefore results may not apply to other institutions. The SA2C3 was established Fall
2010, therefore staff participants did not have a full scope of the effectiveness or challenges
associated with the advising program at the time. Also, incomplete information is available on
the UL system. Accurate démographic information and data regarding the student, faculty, and
staff population as well as academic offerings, academic performance, graduation rates, and
enrollments rates were not available.

I intended to conduct a purely qualitative study at UL, however a contingency of the
institutional review board approval at UL included the use of survey to collect initial data from
student participants. The data collected from the survey were used (see Appendix B) to select
participants for in-depth interviews; the survey data are not included in this dissertation because
the survey went beyond the original scope of this study.

Major threats to this study included my own personal characteristics and bias. Although
the official and instructional language in Liberia is English language, cultural and language
differences between the participants and myself may have influenced the results of this study. In

order to begin to overcome these cultural differences, I visited UL from December 2008 to
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January 2009 and in March 2010 to learn about the institution’s curricular requirements and
Liberian culture prior to this investigation. Participant interviews did not begin until March 2011.
The first two months of the investigation were spent immersing myself into the culture of the
institution and fostering relationships with individuals within the community. Further, my
mother is from Liberia and I am a first-generation American. My mother previously served as the
Director of Student and Personnel Services at the Ministry of Education of Liberia, which
included counseling, physical education, health services, and student exchange services for the
national primary and secondary school systems. She served as a peer reviewer to check accuracy
of the interview transcriptions. In addition, I have several relatives who have attended the
University of Liberia. From their experiences, I have had the opportunity to closely familiarize

myself with Liberia’s educational system.
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Chapter Two
Literature Review
Prioritizing higher education initiatives will position Liberia to attain human and
economic growth. Research endeavors on Liberian higher education will help expand the current
knowledge of the tertiary education system and facilitate the improvement of educational
opportunities that contribute to national development. Analysis of the intricacies of Liberian
higher education requires fhe dissection of the various components that make up tertiary schools.
This study explored the role of academic advising at Liberia’s primary higher education
institution, the University of Liberia. Using social organization analysis helped to gain an in-
depth understanding of the role advising plays to shape interactions among students, faculty and
staff. This review of literature provides an overview of the history, the current state of and the
education system in Liberia as well as defines the National Academic Advising Association’s
understanding of the role of advising in tertiary education. Research has not been found that has
explored the functions of academic advising in Liberian higher education. Providing a broad
overview of available literature establishes the foundation and context for this study.
History of Liberia
In 1822, the colony of Liberia, meaning “land of the free,” was established by free
African Americans from the United States under the sponsorship of the American Colonization
Society and other liberated slaves rescued at sea. The capital Monrovia, named after the sitting
U.S. President James Monroe, illustrates the historical relationship that this African country has
with the United States. Liberia eventually declared independence from the U.S. on July 26,
1847. Not surprisingly, the freed slaves (commonly known as Americo-Liberians) who settled in

the new Republic encountered opposition from indigenous Africans as they attempted to acquire
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the territory. A power struggle between the Americo-Liberians and various tribes has been
ongoing since the 1820s. The main goal of the Americo-Liberians was to maintain dominance
and control (Sawyer, 2005). In order to maintain their authority, Americo-Liberians excluded
indigenous Liberians from citizenship until 1904 and denied them the right to vote until 1948
(Ballah & Abrokwaa, 2003; Dunn-Marcos, Kollehlon, Ngovo, & Russ, 2005). Today, Liberian
culture is a mixture of Americo-Liberian influence as well as that of traditional tribes. Sixteen
tribes populate Liberia: the Golas, Kissis, Vais, Belles, Grebos, Krus, Bassas, Krahns, Mendes,
Deys, Lormas, Gbandis, Mandingos, Gios, Manos, and Kpelles (Olukoju, 2006).

Liberia was a one-party state under the True Whig Party governed by Americo-Liberians
until 1980. On April 12, 1980, an indigenous Liberian Master Sergeant named Samuel K. Doe
seized power during a coup d’état. During this time, most top government officials who were of
Americo-Liberian descent were executed or imprisoned and replaced by the People’s
Redemption Council and other members from Doe’s Krahn ethnic group. For nine years, Doe’s
reign perpetuated fraud, violence, and abusive power (U.S. Department of State, 2008). On
December 24, 1989, the National Patriotic Front rebels, headed by Charles Taylor, an Americo-
Liberian descendant, invaded Liberia from Cote d’Ivoire and civil war proceeded until 1996
(Ballah & Abrokwaa, 2003; U.S. Department of State, 2008). More than 300,000 Liberians lost
their lives and millions fled to neighboring countries (Ballah & Abrokwaa, 2003). Following this
violent period and several peace treaties between an interim government group and warring
factions, a special election was held on July 19, 1997. Charles Taylor won the election because
most voters feared the return of war if they did not vote for him as the new leader. Six years

later, conditions had not improved in the country.
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From 1989 to 2003, Liberia suffered through corruption, ethnic tension, civil war, and
political instability under Taylor. Throughout this violent period the economy, government,
education system, and infrastructure deteriorated (Adebajo, 2002; Hoffman, 2007; Pham, 2004,
Teferra & Altbach, 2003; U.S. Department of State, 2008). Unemployment and illiteracy reached
75% and the infrastructure continued to weaken (U.S. Department of State, 2008). On August
11, 2003, after much pressure from the U.S. and other international officials, President Taylor
resigned and fled into exile in Nigeria. The UN took over security of the country in October 2003
until the October 11, 2005 presidential election. Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, the first democratically-
elected female president, was inaugurated in January 2006. The country has remained politically
stable since the 2005 elections. Since then the government of Liberia has focused its efforts on
security sector reform, job creation, donor investment, improving foreign relations, and
providing basic education and other essential human services in an effort to meet their MDGs
(U.S. bepartment of State, 2008).

In a country whose history was once marked by Western hegemony through political
dominance of Americo-Liberians, Liberia reveals the mélange of groups that make up the
country today: traditional tribes of indigenous Africans and Americo-Liberians. Not only must
these groups continue to learn to coexist, but they also have to address the larger issue of
emerging within a modern global society. As the country explores options for development and
growth of the economyj, it is a critical time to examine how educational research in the higher
education sector may contribute to Liberia’s future stability. Education is a priority in the
development process because it is recognized to be the key to addressing the aforementioned
issues in addition to access, equity, literacy, health, job training, and overall human development

(Government of Liberia, 2004). By creating research opportunities that can positively impact the
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charge to produce a skilled citizenry and expand educational opportunities, steps are taken
towards reaching development goals. Liberia will be better equipped to strive towards human
development and economic growth by prioritizing higher education research initiatives.
The Current State of Liberia

Today the average life expectancy of Liberia is 56.7 years. The gross national income per
capita income is $200, and 76% of the population lives below the national poverty line of $1.00
USD per day (World Bank, 2011). Out of a four million estimated population, the CIA reports
an 85% unemployment rate (Central Intelligence Agency, 2010). According to less stringent
international definitions of unemployment, Liberia currently stands at 3.7% unemployment
(World Bank, 2010). However, the Report on the Liberian Labour Force Survey 2010 (Liberian
Institute of Statistics and Geo-Information Services, 2011) emphasizes that vulnerable
employment rates are more relevant than unemployment rates. Vulnerable employment is
defined as individuals who are self-employed or with unsustainable jobs. These types of
employment constitute 77.9% of the 1.1 million individuals aged 15 and above who are
employed. Out of the percentage of those employed 68% of the workforce is employed in the
informal sector, which primarily includes agriculture and wholesale/retail trade. The country
relies heavily on the mining of iron ore and exportation of rubber. In 2008, the country’s foreign
debt stood at $3.4 billion and climbing (U.S. Department of State, 2008). Liberia has one of the
highest debt-to-GDP ratios in the world (International Monetary Fund, 2010). Excessive debt
only expounded other variables, which further strains the current economy.

Following the two Liberian Civil Wars (1989-1996 and 1999-2003), the economy
collapsed. The Liberian Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita had fallen from “$1,269 in

1980 to $163 in 2005 — an 87% decline” (Ministry of Planning and Economic Affairs of Liberia,
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2007, p. 1). UNESCO has outlined several factors that are currently impacting the economy
including the destruction of the infrastructure, industry increasing housing and service prices, the
expansion of immigrant communities acquiring control of the lucrative trades, and the return of
expatriate Liberians. During the wars, many Liberians fled to safety, however, since the wars
have ceased, many refugees have begun to return home and have struggled to find work. Further,
one-third of the population relocated to the capital and abandoned abundant agricultural lands in
the interior (UNESCO, 2007).

In response to dire financial crises, the International Monetary Fund and World Bank’s
International Development Association (IDA) have agreed that Liberia qualifies for debt relief
under the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative (HIPC). In 2010, the World Bank and
International Monetary Fund provided debt relief in the amount of $4.6 billion (International
Monetary Fund, 2010). External debts have been reduced to sustainable levels and financial
support made available to help fund projects (Ministry of Planning and Economic Affairs of
Liberia, 2007; World Bank, 2010). In addition, the country has been able to receive sizable
grants from other international agencies, but without appropriate research there is no assurance
that funds are being appropriately allocated.

Benefits that could be produced by investments in higher education have only been
rhetorically supported. Only recently are efforts to financially back higher education coming to
the forefront of development agendas (Bloom et. al, 2005; Collins & Rhoads, 2010; Fields, 2007,
Lindow, 2009; Morley et. al, 2009; Sayndee, n.d.; World Conference on Higher Education,
1998). The World Conference on Higher Education in 2009 called for more investment in higher
education to expand knowledge and research in society. Research can help address declining

retention and enrollment, lack of technological resources and gender disparities in higher
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education (Biao, 2009). Expanding knowledge of Liberian higher education can help address the
demands to produce an educated citizenry and contribute to national development needs.
Liberian Education System

To better understand the connections between development, societal needs and education
it is important to examine the history and current state of a country’s educational system (Cogan,
1982). As a country established by African Americans, the educational system closely imitates
the American model. Kindergarten/pre-primary education is available to children from age two
to six. Primary education (6-11 years of age), which has been free and compulsory since 1912,
lasts six years and is equivalent to elementary education. However, the literacy rate of 59.1%
among Liberians ages 15 and older and 75% among Liberian youth ages 15 to 24, demonstrate
that the education requirement has not been enforced due to a lack of resources and educational
gaps as a result of the war. Junior secondary education (12-14 years of age), which is equivalent
to junior high school, lasts three years. Senior Secondary (15-17 years of age) or what is
considered senior high school in the American educational system lasts for three years (Mangesi,
2007; UNESCO, 2011). Upon graduation from a senior secondary school students are awarded
the West African Examination Council (WAEC) Certificate. The West African Exams are
required for admission into a Liberian higher education institution.

Types of higher education include universities, colleges, and junior colleges. Upon
graduation from a higher education institution students can earn the following credentials:
Associate’s degree (two-year program), Bachelor’s degree (four-year program or five-year
program in law), Master’s degree (two-year program post-baccalaureate), or Doctorate (seven-
year program post-baccalaureate in medicine).' Higher education is decentralized and each

higher education institution sets its own standards, and degree-granting institutions are chartered

" The Doctor of Medicine is the only doctoral degree offered at the University of Liberia.
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by the National Legislature. Each institution has its own Board of Trustees and all are under the
authority of the Ministry of Education, and the National Commission on Higher Education
(Mangesi, 2007; Seyon, 2003; UNESCO, 2010). Most higher education institutions are found
within the vicinity of Monrovia because of the lack of accessible roads throughout the country.
Prior to the civil war, there were two public higher education institutions, including the
University of Liberia, four private institutions, and two teacher preparatory institutions that
operated under the auspices of the Ministry of Education. Combined enrollments for these
recognized institutions were 6,000 with 4,000 students enrolled at UL (WCHE, 1998).

Although the other institutions do serve the higher education needs of the population, the
University of Liberia (UL), located in Monrovia, provides more than 54% of the country’s higher
education. UL was established in December, 1851 as Liberia College and was incorporated by an
Act of the Legislature of Liberia. In1951, the Legislature of the Republic charted the University
of Liberia. The university was chartered with the merger of Liberia College and the William V.S.
Tubman Teachers College. By 1989, when the war broke out, 7,000 students were enrolled at
UL, and by 1999 enrollment rose to 10,000 students (Seyon, 2003). Currently, UL enrollment
has reached over 23,000 students. UL was one of few higher education institutions able to
withstand the destruction of the war and to increase accessibility even though the quality of
education has been greatly hindered by the declining economy.

UL is one of the largest, most influential and oldest degree-granting institutions in West
Africa and offers undergraduate and graduate degrees in the social sciences, humanities,
agriculture, education, forestry, physical education, mathematics, natural sciences, law, and
medicine (University of Liberia, n.d.). The mission of the university is “to prepare well qualified

men and women for teaching, research, public and private service, and to contribute to the
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achievement of the Millennium Development Goals for sustainable human development”
(University of Liberia Day Presentation, 2007, p. 4). However the university is currently not
meeting workforce needs because student performance has declined during the postwar climate.
Following the civil war, 90% of the universities facilities, computers, and books were
damaged or stolen. In addition, the university has experienced the effects of brain drain and lost
78% of its teaching, research, and administrative staff (Fields, 2007; Sirleaf, 2009; World
Conference on Higher Education, 1998). The fragile education system is due to lack of
resources, weak government commitment, poor infrastructures, and a very frail economy
(Powell, 2007). Unfortunately, the effects of the civil war have hindered the institution’s ability
to produce human resources and contribute to economic development. According to former
university president, Dr. Al-Hassan Conteh, it is imperative to restore the activities of the
university, especially increasing research efforts, in order to spearhead the post-war
reconstruction and rehabilitation efforts (University of Liberia Day Presentation, 2007). Though
the university is also taking steps to strengthen its academic programs and resources it still must
overcome many adversities from the civil war. From its ability to sustain accessibility its role is
critical in the restoration process.
The goals and objectives of the university are to:
generate strategic plans for the five undergraduate colleges, three professional schools,
three graduate programs and all the administrative and support departments of the
University to guide its way forward through the 21* Century; create a framework for
devising new academic programs, centers and institutes in response to the post-war
challenges in Liberia; reexamine the Long Range Plan of the University by comparing it

with realities of the transitional period with the view of updating it to an implementable
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program for relocation of the University to its Fendell Campus by Year 2011; review the
current resource support and input arrangements by identifying sources and means of
supporting the University through workable mechanisms; review the current framework
of administration of the Graduate Programs by reassessing their structures and
relationship to the existing colleges with the goal of organizing new graduate
administrative structure; review the charter of the University and recommend changes in
the purview of the postwar needs of the country; and review the current scope of region
and international cooperation in order to recommend new institutional arrangements, in
context of current global trends and needs of the University (University of Liberia Goals
and Objectives, n.d., para.l).
Of these goals and objectives, the immediate priorities include campus renovations;
rehabilitating faculty, staff and students; supplying water and electricity to critical campus
locations; procuring and replacing equipment and technology, refurbishing the library; settling
salary arrears and faculty health benefits; securing transportation for all campus constituents;
enhance research activity; improving campus security; publishing a university catalog; and
addressing retention rates through accelerated education programs. Long-term goals of the
institution include relocating to Fendell campus; securing laboratory supplies; enhancing
recruitment of distinguished scholars; developing international partnerships for interdisciplinary
curricula; establishing scholarships for medical students, and forming partnerships and exchange
programs with international institutions (University of Liberia Goals and Objectives, n.d., para.
4).
In 1975, UL created the Long-Range Development Plan 1976-1987, a university

development plan that links higher education to national education, economic, and social
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development. When the document was developed, national planning was in a period of “infancy
in Liberia, comprehensive national plans or national development strategies have not yet been
formulated” (University of Liberia, 1975, p. 1). The concerns addressed in the 1975 long range
plan are still appropriate and even more critical today. Major issues addressed include rapid
growth in student enrollment, limited financial resources, insufficient faculty and staff salaries,
limited research capacity, underprepared students, and student attrition. In an effort to contribute
to national development and strengthen the university the need for research and student services
was emphasized. “Research will be accorded a significantly higher priority among the activities
of the University as a means of self-improvement of the faculty and with the objectives of
localization of educational curricula and direct contribution to the solution of the country’s
economic and social problems” (University of Liberia, 1975, p. 24). The plan pushed for locally
developed research efforts to address issues appropriately and within the context of Liberia’s
needs.

The Long-Range Development Plan 1976-1987also prioritized the need for student
services. The long-term plan stated that adequate advisory services were needed to address the
academic and social problems of students. It was proposed to expand an advising system by
appointment of a faculty member to advise students and strengthen the Guidance and Counseling
Office of Student Affairs.

[With an] open-door admissions policy...students were left free to enter the college of

their choice without any measures designed to direct them to programs for which they

were reasonably adequately prepared or to areas of specialization for which national
needs are greatest. Under such a system, the allocation of University resources among

various programs is almost entirely determined by student choices which are not always
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based on proper understanding of the nature and requirements of the studies they wish to

pursue or on a realistic assessment of their own abilities. (University of Liberia, 1975, p.

33)

University issues with poor student support services further led to high dropout and failure rates
among UL students.

As UL revisits the Long Range Development Plan 1976-1987 it must also align previous
goals with their new mission to contribute towards the efforts of the MDGs. The Liberian MDG
report was published in January 2004. In relation to educational policy reform, the goals aim to
achieve the following:

access, equity, relevance and efficiency; universal primary education; special attention

and emphasis on women and girls education, as well as education and training for

disadvantaged groups; adult literacy, on the job training, non-formal education, distance
learning and other forms of out-of-school education; special incentives and support for
science and technology education, and training to meet the man-power needs of Liberia;
professionalized and licensed staff in all categories; reduced private cost of education;

and partnership for education for all. (Government of Liberia, 2004 p. 16)

All of these goals and targets were created to measure human progress within definitive
timeframes (Government of Liberia, 2004). The report emphasizes primary education and fails to
recognize the role of higher education in development. Therefore, the emphasis undermines the
value of research among Liberia’s higher education institutions to address development goals.

According to the Contribution to the Needs of Assessment- Education by the Ministry of
Education of Liberia (2004), the broad categories of infrastructure, access, and updated policy

are viewed as priorities in education in post-conflict Liberia. This working paper was developed
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by the UN, World Bank and the Ministry of Education of Liberia in an effort to address issues in
the post-conflict education system. Recommendations for higher education include support for
accelerated learning programs, non-formal education programs for literacy, equipment and
materials to support vocational and technical training, access, recordkeeping, quality of teaching,
and curricula reform. Student support services, such as academic advising, can help address
many of these critical areas, however, educational and development efforts will be ineffective if
culture appropriateness is not taken into consideration. As most literature forcefully emphasizes,
Western-based approaches to student services, academic advising efforts may be ineffective due
to the lack of cultural consideration.

Higher education in conjunction with academic and career counseling provides
individuals with the requisite skills to connect engaging academics with societal needs that can
help rebuild their communities. Although Liberia is based upon an American educational system,
cultural differences need to be taken into account in order to create an effective educational
system. Only educational research initiatives will allow us to begin to explore these options.
Consideration of the social and cultural aspects of Liberian culture will create an education
system that is more effective and socially just (Beckloff, 2008). These ideals can transcend the
organization and translate to greater social ideologies.

In addition, professionals within higher education institutions must understand the need
to produce qualified educators in demanding fields, improve retention among students,
collaborate with potential employers to meet workforce needs, and work with media to address
attitudes towards work ethic (Jennings-Wray, 1982). Students and alumni need to understand
how their education is connected to national and economic goals of the country. Not only does it

highlight personal purpose and meaning, but it also enhances community involvement and
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commitment, combines academic and an appreciation for physical work, builds work ethic and
community responsibility, and creates community role models (Cogan, 1982; Ojogwu, 2010).
Higher education can mediate national and community needs. Research can aid in the
development of effective educational programs and has the potential to bridge efforts among
primary, secondary and tertiary education. By examining the historical context, the country can
learn from past mistakes and take advantage of exploring strategies to address national
development and provide individuals with meaningful life skills that can re-establish a sense of
purpose. Academic advising should seek to bridge the gap between students’ academic and
career goals as well as contribute to institutional efforts to address MDGs.

The World Conference on Higher Education in 1998 and other scholars documented the
following concerns facing African higher education: shortage of resources, deterioration of staff
conditions and decline in quality of teaching and research as consequence of brain drain,
growing demands for access, funding, pressures of globalization, exclusion of indigenous
education, and the rise of private higher education (Africa-U.S. Higher Education Initiative,
2009; Assié-Lumumba, 2006; Bloom et. al, 2005; Lindow, 2009; Morley et. al, 2009; Teferra &
Altbach, 2003; World Conference on Higher Education, 1998). In Liberia’s postwar climate,
education is already crippled. Oftentimes, where opportunities were already scarce these
structures were completely destroyed by war, particularly in the interior (UNESCO, 2007).
Education research can help address some of higher education’s priorities to strengthen
education quality, increase the availability of trained faculty and staff, update educational policy,
promote collaboration, address retention and success of women in higher education, and explore
ways to integrate new technologies in the curriculum (Ojogwu, 2010; World Conference on

Higher Education, 1998). Since the war ended, student enrollment has increased at all levels of
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education. In the absence of advising research, the effectiveness, (iuality and development of
student success in higher education institutions may remain stagnant.

Research production is the lowest in sub-Saharan Africa (Africa-U.S. Higher Education
Initiative, 2009; Biao, 2009), however it is required if national development concerns are to be
addressed in third world countries such as Liberia. Slowly but surely, higher education has
entered the limelight to establish strategies that will enable societal development. Universities
can help bridge the divide between government demands and community needs (Association of
Universities and Colleges of Canada [AUCC], 2004), particularly through advising services. As
UL attempts to address components of redevelopment plans, it is a critical time to examine how
implementing various student service programs, such as academic advising, positively impacts
Liberian higher education.

Academic Advising

Academic advising is a critical element to student success in higher education and
socializes students to the “institution’s culture, values, and practices” (Council for the
Advancement of Standards in Higher Education [CAS], 2001 1a p. 2). Research has shown that
academic advising can improve college student academic and social success, college experience
satisfaction, increase GPAs, enhance learning, and improve retention and graduation rates in the
United States (Abdussalam, Chen, & Khan, 2007; Bahr, 2008; Gardiner, 1994; Hale, Graham, &
Johnson, 2009; Heisserer & Parette, 2002; Kiker, 2008; Kuh, 2008; Ludwig-Hardman & Dunlap,
2003; Metzner, 1989; Pan, Guo, Alikonis, & Bai, 2008; Rice et al., 2009; Schwebel, Walburn,
Jacobsen, Jerrolds, & Klyce, 2008; Smith & Allen, 2006). These outcomes are only enhanced by
increased frequency and quality of advising services (Gardiner, 1994; Kuh, 2008; Metzner,

1989). Although primarily based in the Western context, there could be similar potential benefits
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in a non-Western culture, but minimal literature exists regarding the veracity of the application in
this context. Academic advising assists students in their curricular and career exploration and
help students develop socially, emotional, and academically in the college environment.
Connecting student interests to academic offerings and career opportunities also helps familiarize
students to college resources and enhances satisfaction with the college student experience
(Metzner, 1989).

Advising services exist in a variety of capacities to meet the needs of diverse structures
and organizations of higher education institutions. The relevant literature pertains to defining the
role of advising according to the National Academic Advising Association: The Global
Community for Academic Advising NACADA). Examining NACADA'’s fundamental
framework for advising served as the foundation upon which I analyzed the structure,
organization, and purpose of the SA2C3. In addition, the role of advising in higher education,
specifically regarding retention, persistence, success, and career development that impact
Ahrne’s organizational structure elements of affiliation, collective resources, substitutability, and
recorded control are pertinent to this study. Pascarella and Terenzini (1995) remind us that
students spend most of their college experience outside of the classroom; therefore it is important
to explore the interactions that contribute to students’ personal and academic development within
informal settings among faculty and administrators as advising is one of the most impactful
interactions that improve college student success. This service oftentimes provides students with
initial and personal exposure to college faculty and staff. Through these interactions institutions
have the opportunity to address the complexities of new student transitions, academic and career

exploration and student cognitive and social development.
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Pillars of Academic Advising

NACADA deems three documents as its Pillars of Academic Advising: Concept of
Academic Advising, Statement of Core Values of Academic Advising, and the Council for the
Advancement of Standards in Higher Education’s (CAS) Standards and Guidelines for Academic
Advising. “These sets of guiding principles affirm the role of academic advising in higher
education...they should be used as starting points and references for a discussion of academic
advising” (NACADA, 2006, Introduction section, para. 2). Because a multitude of Western-
based psychosocial and cognitive theories are applicable to the practice of academic advising, a
discussion of these pillars provides the necessary background to understanding a global
definition of the role of academic advising. The history of Liberia and description of the
educational system provide the context of the study. This section details the nuances of each
pillar to clarify the principles of advising.

Concept of Academic Advising. The Concept of Academic Advising is made of three
components: curriculum (what advising deals with), pedagogy (how advising does what it does),
and learning outcomes (the result of academic advising). According to NACADA (2006),
academic advising engages students in the discussion of a broad understanding and purpose for
their higher educational experience as well as the minutia of academic policies and procedures.
As with a well-thought series of coursework that progresses students’ intellectual development in
a traditional curriculum, the advising curriculum provides students with intentional exposure to
campus resources, institutional culture, academic requirements, goal-setting exercises, the
institution’s mission, development of problem-solving skills, as well as helping students
integrate and make meaning of their curricular and co-curricular experiences. “Through

academic advising, students learn to become members of their higher education community, to
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think critically about their roles and responsibilities as students, and to prepare to be educated
citizens of a democratic society and a global community” (NACADA, 2006 para.7). Each of
these activities constitutes the building blocks in which advising supports students with their
transition and success in higher education.

Figure 2.1 Concept of Academic Advising

Source: National Academic Advising Association (2006).

NACADA (2006) embraces “advising as a teaching and learning process” in which
students develop intellectually, socially, emotionally, as well as acquire new skills (para. 8). The
pedagogy or method by which the curriculum is taught includes wide variety of approaches,
delivery methods and counseling styles. Advisors must have the ability to orient students to the
academic culture, facilitate discussions regarding educational planning, build rapport with
students, as well as document and evaluate these formal and informal interactions. In order to

evaluate these interactions, advising must have specified learning outcomes that articulate goals
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and objectives for these student interactions. In other words, “what students will demonstrate,
know, value, and do as a result of participating in academic advising?” (para. 9). These outcomes
provide a roadmap for the student and advisor as they work towards goals of advising. Learning
outcomes include results that enhance awareness of information, personal development of skills,
as well as cognitive developments (Martin, 2007). Specific examples include: enhancement of
decision-making skills; constructing meaning of educational experiences; ability to identify
appropriate campus resources; familiarity with academic requirements and policies; and ability
to intersect academic, career and personal goals.

For the purposes of this study I define academic advising according to the National
Academic Advising Association’s (NACADA) definition from The Global Community for
Academic Advising.

Academic advising, based in the teaching and learning mission of higher education, is a

series of intentional interactions with a curriculum, pedagogy, and a set of student

learning outcomes. Academic advising synthesizes and contextualizes students’
educational experiences within the frameworks of their aspirations, abilities and lives to
extend learning beyond campus boundaries and timeframe. (NACADA, 2006, Summary

section, para. 6)

Statement of Core Values. NACADA recognizes the various types of advisors
(professional, faculty; and student peers), approaches to advising, and institutional types which
collectively create a diverse field of advising. Therefore, the Statement of Core Values of
Academic Advising reflects these diverse responsibilities and “affirms the importance of advising
within the academy and acknowledges the impact that advising interactions can have on

individuals, institutions and society” (NACADA, 2005 para. 2). The core values outline six
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expectations for the role of the advisor: 1) Advisors are responsible to the individuals they
advise; 2) Advisors are responsible for involving others, when appropriate, in the advising
process; 3) Advisors are responsible to their institutions; 4) Advisors are responsible to higher
education; 5) Advisors are responsible to their educational community;, and 6) Advisors are
responsible for their professional practices and for themselves personally. The Concept of
Academic Advising defines the components of the advising process and these responsibilities
represent underlying philosophies of the profession.

Figure 2.2. Statement of Core Values

to thaoar

cducatioral
commun:ty

to their
institutions

Source: National Academic Advising Association (2005).

Advisors are responsible to the individuals they advise. At the heart of the profession lies
the role of the advisor to interact, guide, and counsel students. This is accomplished through
collaborative development of goals, exploration of student self-awareness and the establishment
of mutual trust and respect. This core value highlights the role of the advisor to communicate

pertinent information and the importance of advisor accessibility and availability to students in
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need. It is grounded in the ontological precepts that the students they serve are diverse in their
identities, beliefs, and social, emotional and educational needs; are motivated to learn and must
take responsibility for their decisions and behaviors; have the ability to succeed when individual
goals are identified and determination applied; and “use a variety of techniques and technologies
to navigate their world” (NACADA, 2005, Declaration section, para. 1). The most important
outcome of this responsibility is that the advising process “fosters individual potential”
(NACADA, 2005, Exposition section, para.l). Advisor’s ability to identify the unique needs and
abilities of students enables him/her to recommend appropriate resources to help students define
their educational plans, appreciate the educational process, and successfully transition into the
postsecondary experience.

Advisors are responsible for involving others, when appropriate, in the advising process.
The nature of advising is collaborative. “Advisors serve as mediators and facilitators... [and]
recognize their limitations and make referrals to qualified persons when appropriate”
(NACADA, 2005, Declaration section, para. 2). This intricate network of student support ensures
that student needs are addressed holistically and exposes students to a plethora of institutional
resources that contribute to their development. Therefore, advisors must gain a broad
understanding of institutional resources and services and serve as the link to build appropriate
connections that address students’ developmental and support needs.

Advisors are responsible to their institutions. As described in the Concept of Academic
Advising, advising is guided by the mission, culture and values of the institution. The advisor is
responsible for familiarizing students with the institution’s academic requirements, policies and
procedures. Advisors serve as the intermediary agents between the institution and students to

ensure that the institutional mission is upheld. In some cases, the in-depth knowledge advisors
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have regarding students’ needs position them to intervene on behalf of students or recommend
institutional change to improve the student experience. Therefore, advisors must also maintain
objectivity in their positions regarding the institution and student opinions.

Advisors are responsible to higher education. More broadly expressed, “advisors honor
academic freedom” (NACADA, 2005, Declaration section, para. 4). Advisors have the
flexibility to apply a variety of theories and advising approaches necessary to support student
success, thus the success of the institution. Advising draws on theories from “student
development, cognitive development, career development, learning, decision-making,
multiculturalism, retention, personality, moral development, adult development...sociological,
organizational, psychosocial and person-environment interaction” (Williams, 2007 p. 1).
However, much of the research exploring these theories is based in a Western-context that limits
its applicability to a global audience.

Advisors are responsible to their educational community. 1t is critical that advisors
familiarize themselves with program opportunities and services that are available in their
surrounding communities beyond campus boundaries. Awareness of these resources position
advisors as the means to promote community engagement among students and integrate the
importance of community values within educational missions. These off-campus co-curricular
offerings include study abroad, community engagement/service learning, transfers between
institutions, as well as a host of volunteer and internship career opportunities. Building these
connections across institution walls allows advisors to help students understand and strengthen
the relevancy of their education to larger societal issues.

Advisors are responsible for their professional practices and for themselves personally. 1t

is imperative that advisors continue to engage in professional development, “establish
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appropriate relationships and boundaries with advisees, and create environment that promote
physical, emotional and spiritual health” (NACADA, 2005, Declaration section, para. 6).
Advising requires continuous training in order to meet the ever-changing needs of students and
technology. In addition, it is the responsibility of the advisor to stay abreast of strategies, theories
and techniques that impact the profession. This expectation for personal and professional
excellence improves an advisor’s effectiveness to positively impact student success; build
extensive collaborative networks with other administrative offices and faculty members; develop
a robust understanding of academic policies and procedures; address student development
programming needs; assess and evaluate service outcomes; and foster enthusiasm for helping
students reach their highest potential, spark their academic interest, and guide them to success on
their academic journey.

CAS: Standards and Guidelines for Academic Advising. The final pillar of academic
advising describes the guidelines necessary to implement and/or assess quality advising
programs. “The goal of CAS is to promote standards for various aspects of the higher education
endeavor that foster student learning and development, quality assurance, and professional
integrity” (White, 2006, para. 1). The CAS Standards address the quality of and establishes
standards for the advising mission; program; organization and leadership; human resources;
ethics; law, policy, and governance; diversity, equity, and access; institutional and external
relations; financial resources; technology; facilities and equipment; and assessment and
evaluation. These standards for program excellence also include Student Learning and
Development Outcome Domains: intellectual growth, effective communication, enhanced self-
esteem, realistic self-appraisal, clarified values, career choices, leadership development, healthy

behavior, meaningful interpersonal relationships, independence, collaboration, social
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responsibility, satisfying and productive lifestyle, appreciating diversity, spiritual awareness,
and personal and educational goals. In a culture of increased accountability and limited
resources, assessing the extent to which outcomes are achieved is essential to ensuring that
advising goals and student needs are met at the highest quality (White, 2006). “Few will doubt
that quality academic advising leads to better educated students and citizens. By using the CAS
Standards and Guidelines, we are demonstrating our commitment to this ideal” (White, 2006,
para.16). The first two pillars emphasized the process of advising and the role of the advisor.
This section outlines an ideal template for developing and improving academic advising
programs.

According to the CAS Standards and Guidelines (2011), academic advising programs
must have a clear mission that aligns with that of the institution, promotes student learning and
development, and meets the unique needs of the student found in that population. Alignment
with the broader institutional mission ensures that the work of advising program is promoting the
values of the institution and assisting students to develop a meaningful experience and reach
their potential. Programs should ensure that it utilizes collaborations with internal and external
constituents, assess and address challenges and opportunities that impact student progress, and
achieve targeted learning outcomes by administering a host of theory-based approaches and
techniques. The organization (organizational structure) of the advising program should be
conducive to the needs and goals of the institution. Leadership should ensure that the programs
goals and objectives are clear along with expectations of the staff, develop a strategic plan that
identifies long and short-term goals to champion the program, use data to guide decision-making
processes and programs, and have the necessary competencies to provide effective management

and supervision. Quality advising must also have sufficient human resources to fulfill the goals
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and mission of the program. This includes professional development needs, appropriate training
and education and staff size to meet the needs of the student population.

E'thics refers to “the attempt to think critically about what is right and what is wrong,
what is good and what is bad, in human conduct....Advisors have the potential to do much good
for their students and also for their institutions, but the potential to do much harm exists as well”
(Lowenstein, 2008, p. 37). Ethical standards address conflicting concerns of the institution, must
be modeled by the staff, and promote a safe environment for all members of the community. In
addition, these policies and procedures should comply with law, policy, and governance of the
institution. These regulations outline the limitations of all institutional agents and protect them
from various liabilities. As such, advising programs should also advocate diversity, equity, and
access. In order to build meaningful relationships with students, advising programs must create
environments that are welcoming and inclusive of all diverse backgrounds and beliefs, as well as
promote activities that celebrate multiculturalism. As with the core values, advising programs
must foster institutional and external relations. Successful advising programs require the
collaborative efforts of the community to engage in student support. In addition to human
resources, advising programs must have sufficient financial resources, responsible budgeting and
allocation practices, adequate technology to perform responsibilities, and facilities and
equipment that are appropriate to facilitate advising services and maintain confidentiality.
Finally, advising programs must articulate a strategy for continuous assessment and evaluation.
Data collected from these reviews provide the necessary information to create cycles of quality
enhancements. Now that the role of advising according to international standard has been

established, the next section will review the limited literature available on advising in Africa.
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Academic Advising in Africa

Wesley Habley (2009) argues that NACADA has made little advances in scholarly
research since 1979. Without the contributions of research to the advising profession, the worth
and contributions of advising in higher education will continue to be under-recognized and
unappreciated. Overlooking academic advising as a fundamental part of the college experience
will promote the ongoing limited support of student services. Not only is more research needed
in the United States, but research examining the need for academic advising outside of the
United States is scarce, particularly in Africa.

In 2002, UNESCO, in collaboration with the International Association of Student Affairs
and Services (IASAS), developed a manual to assist developing countries with the creation,
implementation, and evaluation of student affairs programs and student services. IASAS is
comprised of student affairs and service professionals from around the world who seek to
provide support to countries that aspire to improve their higher education institutions through
student service programming efforts that address learning, retention, access, graduation rates,
career placement, and civic development. This initiative was spearheaded with the intention that
support services improve higher education institutions, which then translates to “the
improvement of the social, cultural, political, economic and environmental aspects of the global
society...Student affairs and services provide a healthy return to national economies as the
investments help to assure students’ success in higher education and their subsequent
contributions to the national welfare” (UNESCO, 2002 p. 1-2). The manual recognizes the
importance for countries to incorporate national and institutional values in their general model;
however their broad international definition of academic advising and career services provides

the template for global initiative in order to prioritize the support of student services. Their
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efforts to promote student services also supports the need for institutional research in student
service programs such as academic advising to contextualize appropriate programming efforts.

A more recent document developed by IASAS in collaboration with UNESCO discussed
the emerging field of student affairs services in post-conflict countries (Shea & Baghirova,
2009). “The primary need for student services such as registration, housing, counseling and
career development has been highlighted as immediate needs in many post-conflict/disaster
countries” (p. 60). They recognized the significant contributions student services could have
towards national development initiatives, however research in these student affairs fields “has
been a missing element in reconstruction efforts to date” (p. 61).

Based on a comprehensive literature review, little research exists that explores academic
advising in Africa. Steven Aagard (1991) examined the effects of academic advising on
perceived relevance of graduate education in agriculture for national development goals in
Tanzania and Malawi. He found that the presence or absence of academic advising did not affect
perceptions of academic relevance in connection to national development goals. Much has
changed in the advising professions in the Western context since Aagard’s study that researched
East African culture. In addition, the cultural context of West Africa greatly differs from its
eastern and southern counterparts. The lack of literature on academic advising in Africa creates
great opportunity to see how the effects of advising translate into other cultural settings that may
greatly benefit from the advantages of academic advising services.

A study in South Africa focused on the benefits of a tutoring and mentoring program to
provide students with academic and psychosocial support in order to enhance student success
(Page, Loots, & du Toit, 2005). Although some literature focuses on the effects of academic

mentoring in South Africa both in higher education and pre-undergraduate programs, it does not
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necessarily encompass all aspects of academic advising. However, mentoring is a major
component to academic advising and some of these studies have supported the need for
academic and career mentoring in educational institutions, especially in tertiary education
(Essack & Juwahm 2007; Maitland, 2008; Page, Loots, & du Toit, 2005).

More recently, a study on the effects of advising on student performance explored the
impact of advising programs at Kenyan Universities (Muola, Maithya, & Mwinzi, 2011). The
researchers concluded that there is a need for more student participation in advising programs in
higher education, and academic and career mentoring need to occur at earlier stages in student
transitions. They recommended further research in the advising arena. Studies in South Africa
and East Africa examine similar goals for advising to address retention concerns and national
development issues that plague many African countries; however more research is necessary to
understand how the role of advising differs in various cultural regions of Africa.

Social Organization

Social organization “describes the collection of values, norms, processes and behavior
patterns within a community that organize, facilitate, and constrain the interactions among
community members” (Mancini, Martin, & Bowen, 2003, p. 319). In other words, social
organization is a network of human interactions connected by common goals, order, and
boundaries of an institution. These institutions include, but are not limited to corporations,
religious groups, communities, societal institutions, social networks, and even family structures.
It entails a broad scope of various group dynamics all defined as organizations. “The sociological
perspective assumes that social factors...are especially useful in explaining the regularities in the
way people act” (Lindsey & Beach, 2000, p. 4). Several theories from sociology and

anthropology compose the concept of social organization including the works of Radcliffe-
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Brown, Levi-Strauss, Weber, Malinowski, Marx, and Durkheim (Firth, 1954, 1955; Lindsey &
Beach, 2000; Smircich, 1983). Applications of this concept were initially examined by Shaw
and McKay (1942) as social disorganization theory which related to the extent at which members
of a community attempted to control crime and social deviance in order to preserve social
harmony (Mancini, Bowen, & Martin, 2005; Small, 2002).

Although all models of social organization integrate multiple perspectives, most
accentuate a particular lens such as culture, structure, or processes. Sociological and
anthropological debates have argued whether social organization concepts are embedded in
cultural elements or structural elements (Brown & Barnett, 1942; Goodenough, 1969).
Goodenough (1969) argued that if the researcher examined a phenomenon that involved familiar
components, then analyzing the details of social processes would provide rich information.
However, if the researcher examined an unexplored and undefined phenomenon, then explaining
the intricacies of the cultural components dominates the investigation. For the purposes of this
study, both are essential to understanding social processes that define organizations.

Vast amounts of literature exist in the field of advising. However, applications of
advising in non-Western contexts are limited. Several researchers support the need to include
cultural examinations and ethnographic methodologies to fully encapsulate components of social
organization, and broaden definitions of social organization beyond social disorganization theory
(Goodenough, 1969; Lindsey & Beach, 2000; Mancini, Bowen, & Martin, 2005; Small, 2002;
Smircich, 1983). “[Another] central theoretical challenge is differentiating social organization
structure from social organization processes. Generally, structure refers to interconnecting parts,
a framework, organization, configuration, and composition; process refers to a course of action,

functions, operations, and methods of work” (Mancini, Bowen, & Martin, 2005, p. 573). Ahrne’s
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(1994) concept of social organization successfully merges multiple theories to describe social
organizations that consider both structures and processes.

According to Udy (1983), various typologies of social organization are more similar
rather than divergent. The many social organization models that exist vary in emphasis on
causation and focal units (Udy, 1983). He defines causation as the outputs of human behavior
produced by an organization. Social organizational models either heavily attribute the cause of
human behavior to psychologicallcultural aspects of the organization or ecologicall
morphological aspects. Focal units refer to the source or focus of human behaviors, “i.e., that
point at which cultural and morphological inputs are converted into behavioral outputs™ (p. 274).
Societies, organizations, aggregates, and groups serve as focal units of human behavior. Udy
(1983) suggests that social organization models should be integrated to help bridge the gap
between cultural and structural elements. Combinations of these concepts can provide
harmonious conceptual analysis of elements found in both sociology and anthropology. The
integration of various aspects of social organizations provides a more comprehensive analysis of
social behavior and interaction.

As a social institution, education provides some of society’s basic needs and is essential
to providing societal socialization. “Socialization is defined as the lifelong process by which we
learn our culture, develop our sense of self, and become functioning members of society”
(Lindsey & Beach, 2000, p. 12). Higher education institutions attempt to socialize individuals
and prepare them to become contributing citizens with the assistance of advising to guide this
process. Social organization analysis provides the holistic perspective of this process and
explores the contributions of advising within an organization. In higher education, Waggoner and

Goldman (2005) used organizational analysis to investigate retention activities sponsored by
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student affairs programs that impact the larger organization or university. They realized that
much of the current literature limits investigation to program effectiveness and literature
exploring the impact of retention activities on the overall educational organization does not exist.
Waggoner and Goldman (2005) argued that, “Retention is an organizational activity designed to
facilitate the dependency-binding of students with the larger university collective” (p. 87). 1
would argue that advising is also an organizational activity fostering student progress and
assisting them to discover meaning in their educational pursuits. Advising services are dictated
by several institutional factors including campus culture and structure (King, 2008). Therefore,
an examination of the role of advising demands a holistic and comprehensive approach. One that
takes into consideration the components of culture, structure and processes to define advising.
Connecting the activities of a university with the social behavior of the people allows the
researcher to take a multi-level approach to understanding the interconnectedness of organization
functions and dynamics. More irﬂportantly, “effective social organization leads to achieving
community results — broad-based shared outcomes desired by community members...the
approach becomes more action oriented, rather than merely representing a way to describe
community activities” (Mancini, Bowen, & Martin, 2005 p. 575). Organizational analysis
clarifies the relationship among activities, people, and policies created in these social structures
and cultural environment. However, various models of organization analysis serve different
purposes due to a diverse selection of foci. In an attempt to capture various cultural and
structural features of social organization, this study uses a modified social organization model to

explore the role of advising in Liberian higher education.
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Summary

Existing research conducted in the United States supports the many contributions of
academic advising to positive college student experiences, and provides a clear definition of the
role of advising in higher education. Therefore, advising research should be expanded to an
international level, especially in developing countries where opportunities for significant positive
impact exist. Based on institutional culture and mission, various advising models and delivery
methods may be more effective on some campuses than others (Lynch, 2004). By better
understanding the institutional needs and cultures of Liberia and its educational system, we can
examine how academic advising can be applied appropriately to improve student experiences in
Liberian and similar international institutions of higher education.

“Academic advising engages students beyond their own world views, while
acknowledging their individual characteristics, values, and motivations as they enter, move
through, and exit the institution” (NACADA, 2006, Preamble section, para.2). A modified
approach to Ahrne’s (1994) conceptualization of social organizations allowed me to investigate
the human interactions shaped by career and academic advising as students enter, move through,
and exit an educational organization. The analysis of organizational structure of advising
enhances our understanding of how advising is integrated into institutional culture and mission,
and allows us to explore a unique perspective of how services are utilized by and impact various
constituents of the university (Pardee, 2004). Research in advising will help clarify and validate
positive claims of the profession, and inform decisions of practitioners to better serve students

(Habley, 2009).
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Chapter Three
Methodology
This chapter details both the conceptual framework that organizes the approach I used in
the field as well as the methods used to research the problem of the study. This study sought to
analyze the organizational role of advising from student, faculty, and staff perspectives, and to
explore the culture, college experiences and academic progression of students prior to and after
the establishment of the Student Academic Advisement and Career Counseling Center
particularly among freshmen and seniors. The review of literature provided the context of this
study. To better understand the importance of advising research to enhance higher education in
Liberia, a discussion of the current perspective in advising literature was provided. Laying the
historical foundation of Liberia allows for contextualization of current educational dilemmas, as
well as the identification of potential educational opportunities. This study fills the gap that
currently exists in the literature on advising in Liberia and in most of Africa. Exploratory
research requires a comprehensive approach to understanding advising in a new cultural setting.
Therefore social organizational theory provides an expanded understanding of the role and
functions of advising in a non-Western setting. I modified an interactional organization analysis
model to capture the diverse components of university structures.
In this chapter, I discuss the conceptual framework, a modified version of Ahrne’s (1994)
social organization analysis that explores the role of advising among the five human and social
interactions that compose the University of Liberia. The tools used in the study follow this

section, and identify and describe methods used for data collection and analysis.
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Conceptual Framework

Social organizational analysis explores the interactions among people, activities, the
environment, communication, culture, and resources. This broad perspective to inquiry can
provide rich data when examining the complexities of an educational organization. “Like other
organizations, school organizations are deeply routinized. Because these routines determine and
direct the behavior of organizational participants, this theoretical perspective holds many
implications for practitioners and researchers” (Greenfield, 2005, p. 122). Organizations not
only influence the human interaction that occurs internally within their walls, but also transform
individual efforts into social action externally in the community (Ahrne, 1994; Greenfield, 2005;
Johnson & Fauske, 2005). The collective power of organizations to initiate societal change
presents an opportunity for research to understand how social processes begin at the micro-level,
especially in educational institutions.

This study used a modified version of Géren Ahrne’s (1994) model of social organization
to explore the operations and impact of the Student Academic Advisement and Career
Counseling Center (SA2C3) on students, faculty and staff at UL. According to Ahrne (1994),
four features of human behavior and interaction define organizations: 1) affiliation, 2) collective
resources, 3) substitutability, and 4) recorded control. 1 argue that a fifth feature also defines an
organization, and that is organizational culture. Using this framework of social organizational
analysis permitted me to explore how career and academic advising shape and impact the
aforementioned features of an educational organization.

Social Organization Analysis
Social organization analysis enables a systematic investigation of people, resources,

sustainable practices, policies and regulations, and culture in order to understand how these
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features of an organization shape human interaction and the formation of social relations (Ahrne,
1994). It permits the exploration of human interaction and social behavior and the structured
patterns of activities that occur within an organization (Udy, 1983). This approach to research
enabled me to identify elements that contribute to or challenge the effectiveness of an
organization and its members. “The most common approach in studies that attempt to capture
social organizational processes is to rely on the individuals as the unit of analysis” (Mancini,
Bowen, & Martin, 2005, p. 575). In academic advising research, social organization analysis
assisted me to focus on the perceptions of advising, the effectiveness of advising and resources,
the need for additional resources, the role of advising in an institution, and its perceived impact
on interactions among students, faculty and staff. Using my modified version of Ahrne’s (1994)
social organization model, I employed five features of interaction to define the organization: /)
affiliation; 2) collective resources; 3) substitutability; 4) recorded control; and 5) organizational
culture. These features captured the multiple complexities that make up a university in order to
explore the role that career and academic advising play in the greater organization.

Affiliation. The first feature of Ahrne’s (1994) model involves the membership of the
organization; the issues involve how individuals gain access, what attracts members, who are the
gatekeepers to membership, and how members are retained. In addition, subcategories define
affiliation further. This element of social organization can be associated to students, faculty and
staff at UL, however, this study focuses primarily on the affiliation of students. The access,
retention, and persistence of students directly impact the retention and persistence of faculty and
staff. Interactions can occur within, between, and outside of the organization, therefore affiliation
must also explore the responsibilities of members as individuals enter, navigate, and exit the

organization.
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Career and academic advisors serve as tertiary influences in student affiliation. Effective
or ineffective advising services can significantly impact a student’s willingness to affiliate and
remain affiliated with an institution. To what extent did career and academic advising address
access, persistence, and retention of students? Advisors who work with prospective students in
addition to currently enrolled students may have the opportunity to explore educational
opportunities with prospective students, serve in a recruitment capacity, and communicate an
organizational vision to attract students.

Students are not only members, but are also the outputs of the university (Waggoner &
Goldman, 2005). Affiliation not only explores dimensions of entry into organizations, but also
explores how members choose to remain with an organization. Therefore, to what extent does
career and academic advising promote or contribute to student persistence? From entry to
navigation within the organization, advisors have the ability assist students with managing the
requirements of a field of study. Properly trained advisors may also have the ability to measure a
student’s aptitude of interest in specific fields.

Another influential factor that impacts affiliation involves resources and interests. To
what extent are majors pursued based on personal interests, public interests, or the availability of
academic resources? The presence or lack of resources dictates the attraction and retention of
student affiliates and limits the advisors ability to effectively obtain desired goals.

Collective Resources. Members continue to affiliate with an organization because
organizations provide critical resources or may require members to contribute towards resources.
Physical, human, and fiscal resources are necessary for the persistence of the organization.
Resource allocation and investments also determine power and indicate organizational priorities.

The establishment of the SA2C3 has already proven to be a critical resource for students, faculty
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and staff that helps maintain affiliation and retention of these stakeholders. Advisors must have
in depth knowledge of the curriculum and academic policies that govern degree attainment. With
the establishment of SA2C3 the responsibility for guiding and advising students is now shared
with staff, and the burden is lifted from faculty and other administrators who provided informal
advising. This shift in responsibility is also a shift in power and resources. “The power of
organizations increases with the degree of people’s dependence on organizational affiliation”
(Ahrne, 1994, p. 78). What does it mean having a new player in the organization? In order to
analyze the collective resources of the SA2C3, it is necessary to explore the rules of resource
allocation. The allocation of resources indicates institutional priorities, such as student success,
retention, graduation rates, and other university efforts contributing to the MDGs. To what extent
do these national development goals and institutional objectives align with student demands?
Resources are not only fiscal, but include human and physical resources involved in the
establishment of the SA2C3. Analysis of resource allocation for advising services may also
reveal power dynamics among students, faculty and staff. Advisors are required to work with
students, faculty and staff from different backgrounds. Therefore, advisors may be able to
provide the link between students’ needs and the limitation or framework of the organization.
Recorded Control. Records are maintained on affiliates as a means to monitor
performance, maintain compliance within the organization rules and policies, and measure
effectiveness of member performance. Control can be maintained by rewarding good behavior
and discouraging resistance. Compliance controls and measures are necessary to ensure proper
student educational development and establish academic credibility. It may be crucial to
incentivize faculty and staff to develop and enforce compliance policy. To be compliant and

successfully navigate through and exit the organization, students must understand the policies
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and academic requirements of the university. Therefore, the university is responsible to publicize
these records and policies. If students do not know the rules, how will they succeed?

Substitutability. To ensure sustainability, organizations must be able to replace members
as they exit and to help entering members transition and thrive in their new environment. This
feature entails the manner by which students navigate their way through and exit an organization.
Academic advising services help the university coordinate and connect students’ academic goals
and desires to an academic discipline and career. The university itself is charged with producing
citizens who can be successors and substitutes in various organizations given the appropriate
skills and education. These individuals will also sustain the existence of the university itself. The
SA2C3 may serve in an outreach capacity to attract new students, understand societal needs and
communicate the merits of the institution. Each of these efforts promotes substitutability of
members within and outside the organization, and therefore promotes sustainability of the
institution.
Organizational Culture

Sociologist Ahrne (1994) argues that “all four [features of interaction] are required. [The]
very combination makes the pattern of interaction into an organization” (p. 26). However, Ahrne
(1994) as a sociologist is concerned with behavior. 1 argue that without a feature of
organizational culture interwoven through the model, organizations cannot be adequately
defined. Ahrne (1994) stated that, “affiliates must share a common knowledge of activities of the
organization” (p. 27). Thus, the affiliates must understand the culture of the organization.
Organizational culture can be defined as the “shared assumptions of individuals participating in
the organization” (Tierney, 1988, p. 4). From these assumptions a cultural ideology of values,

attitudes and beliefs are developed. Integrating Tierney’s (1988) framework of organizational
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culture permited a holistic analysis of UL as a social organization. This study has explored both
the expressed values, attitudes and beliefs of students, faculty and staff, as well as behavioral
outputs that result from values, attitudes and beliefs. The concept of organizational culture
includes the investigation of the following: environment, mission, socialization, information,
strategy, and leadership.

Tierney (1988) argued that organizations are shaped by internal and external factors such
as economic, social, political, and demographic circumstances. All of these conditions influence
how we define the culture of an organization. “An organization’s culture is reflected in what is
done, how it is done, and who is involved in doing it” (Tierney, 1988, p. 3). Culture is socially
constructed, therefore analyzing the shared beliefs, attitudes and values of the constituents at UL
through the component parts of the concept strengthened my exploration of social organization
of the SA2C3 at UL. Developing a sense of organizational culture provides administrators with
the necessary skills to make informed decisions, gauge conflict, enhance effectiveness and
efficiency of tasks, and improve performance (Tierney, 1988).

Environment. The first concept of environment refers to the location of the institution
including the surrounding community, as well as the type of institutional structure. UL recently
opened a new campus outside of Monrovia. The location of the SA2C3 has implications in the
role it plays in the institution. Culture changes if the center is relocated to the new campus in a
rural setting versus the current location on campus in the city.

Lastly, environment also encompasses internal organization environments. Besides the
physical surrounding and description of the campus, environment also involves campus climate.
In other words, how do students, faculty and staff perceive the institutional climate? I further

categorized institutional climate by social, academic, political, and professional conditions.
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SA2C3 represents an internal sub-environment that reflects differently from the larger campus
environment. In order to examine environment we must also understand student, faculty, staff,
and external constituent relationships to the SA2C3 and UL environment. Gaining stakeholders
input helped me to assess perceived strengths and weaknesses of the SA2C3 and UL
environments. Some of these concepts were captured in the features of social organization, but
they helped to guide and specify information regarding institutions, departments, or programs.

Mission. The mission of a college refers to the purpose of the organization that drives
two components: the programs offered and the audience served. Change to either component
will change the culture of the organization because the mission guides practice. In addition to the
components that influence a mission, culture is also shaped in the ways the mission is
communicated. To take this a step further, the quantity and quality of the message shapes culture.
How has the mission of the institution been communicated to campus constituents? How did it
influence decisions of the institution? With regards to quality, what messages were emphasized
in the mission? The MDGs are promoted through UL’s mission statement, which assumes a
sense of national obligation on behalf of the institution.

In my analysis of culture, I explored cultural alignment. In other words, how did national
priorities outlined in the MDGs align with or shape institutional priorities? How did the mission
of the SA2C3 support or conflict with the overall mission of UL? The degree to which cultures
misalign is important to understand because determining the drivers behind these discrepancies
help organizations improve effectiveness. What were the drivers that motivated students’
selection of a major? Were they guided by national priorities or personal interest? Not
understanding cultural alignment may be detrimental to the success of students and effectiveness

of advising.



SOCIAL ORGANIZATION ANALYSIS 51

Alignment also applies to student, faculty and staff perceptions and expectations of UL
and the SA2C3. Did students see the SA2C3 mission as an information clearinghouse and bridge
linking the institution to society? In other words, were students utilizing advising services as an
information outlet or simply complying with institutional requirements? Exploring
organizational culture provided insight into motivations for student academic pursuits.

Socialization. Tierney (1988) defined socialization as the degree of one’s institutional fit.
The goal of academic advising is to help students transition into college, therefore, how did the
SA2C3 socialize students? What were the contributions of other campus resources such as
orientation that help integrate and socialize students into the campus culture. Advising can play
an indirect role in guiding students towards these services. It was also beneficial to understand
how faculty and staff advisors were socialized into the campus culture. Exploring their
integration into the work environment and into the SA2C3 environment helped me to understand
how they perceived their role and responsibility as a campus administrator. An advisor’s
experience with socialization into the campus culture may impact how they socialize students at
UL. How did faculty and staff define socialization in relation to how students perceived the need
for socialization?

Lastly, the concept of alignment is particularly important when investigating the impact
of student services in a postwar climate. Did the ramifications of Liberia’s civil war redefine
socialization for today’s college student? Exploring this cultural concept may create a need for
advising approaches that are idiosyncratic to the socialization of post-conflict college students.
As previously mentioned, advisors must be equipped with skills to work with students from

diverse backgrounds. How did socialization needs change for students with various financial,
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educational, or ethnic backgrounds? Advising can successfully meet the needs of students by
investigating the cultural factors that are unique to the student and institution.

Information. Culture is created by how we create, receive, and disseminate information.
Organizations have multiple ways to communicate with constituents. Some forms of information
sharing occur in formal or informal settings or within venues, such as committees, events, etc.
The culture of information also involves those who are in charge of communication and styles of
communication. The cohesiveness or fragmentation of an institution will heavily impact the
culture of information sharing. Information sharing in advising often involves the dissemination
of academic policies and degree information. Who was involved in advising policy creation and
implementation? Was it a collaborative effort among students, faculty and staff or were there
power struggles involved with policy formation, execution, enforcement and interpretation?
Social organization requires the analysis of human interactions among campus constituents;
therefore I extended information sharing to include verbal, written and non-verbal behaviors for
communication. Were there non-verbal behaviors in academic advising that helped inform
activities?

Strategy. Strategies describe the decision-making processes, who is involved, and how it
is achieved. How were decisions made regarding academic policies and how did those decisions
affect advising? How were these policies enforced? What strategies were used to reward or
punish individuals who complied or resisted policy? Assessing cultural alignment is particularly
important to understand if strategies differed among students, faculty and staff, or between
departments and the larger campus community.

Tierney (1988) also described the use of interpretive strategy. This approach requires the

use of symbolism as a strategy to communicate or influence decisions. Symbols can also include
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physical space. An advisor may situate his or her office to strategically conduct an advising
session. For example, when working with students collaboratively an advisor may strategically
sit beside the student to promote teamwork. On the other hand, if an advisor is disciplining a
student, he or she may sit across a desk from a student to create a physical barrier or emphasize a
level of authority. Lastly, gatekeepers also serve as strategies. In what ways did advisors serve
as gatekeepers to the institution and campus resources?

Leadership. Finally, analyzing leadership styles, communication strategies and values of
campus leaders will close the loop on organizational culture. Leaders have the ability to
positively and negatively influence campus stakeholders, and the positional power to spearhead
initiatives. For this reason it was critical to identify the champions involved in the establishment
of the SA2C3. I also defined students as leaders. Upperclassmen or student workers in the
SA2C3 can influence the decisions of new or undecided students. Students often look to peers
for advice and student leaders provided insight into the culture of UL.

“Once we understand culture’s influence on workplace behaviors, we realize
organizational change is cultural change and that all aspects of corporate [or organizational]
transformation can be approached with this perspective in mind” (Morgan, 1998 p. 111). The
establishment of the SA2C3 at UL impacted the culture of the university and how students,
faculty and staff perceived the environment within and beyond the organization. The SA2C3 has
the potential to serve as the bridge between UL and other social organizations and strengthen the
university’s abilities to meet its objective to produce educated citizens and an essential
workforce.

According to Ahrne (1994), affiliates carry out three different forms of interaction.

Interactions can occur between individuals within an organization, between individuals of
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different organizations, and outside the realm of organizations. For the purposes of this study, I
only considered interactions within the organization, in this instance, UL. The scope of this study
was to understand the role of the SA2C3 within the organization, and the time limitations to
collect data did not allow for an in depth study of interactions outside of the organization.
Advising can help strengthen the cohesion of UL and provide resources that will improve student
retention. Advisors also monitor the sanctions of academic policy and help students commit to
the goals of the university by educating and integrating students into the culture of the institution.

All aspects of an organization shape the college student experience as well as define the
advising process of an institution. Therefore, this study sought to answer the following research
questions:

1. How does the advisement center and academic policy structure impact the affiliation of
students at UL to address the needs of students, especially with regard to access and
retention of students?

2. How do these innovations in advising impact university human, fiscal, and physical
resources?

a. Do they enable students to understand and move through academic requirements
efficiently?
b. Do the benefits for the students and the degree programs outweigh the cost?

3. How does advising promote the sustainability of the university?

a. Are students more efficiently placed in appropriate courses thereby ensuring
enrollments in departments?
b. Is it likely that majors will be more sustainable and therefore the contingent of

faculty more stable?
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c. To what degree is the quality of the college education experience impacted?
4. How does advising contribute to enforcing and promoting university policy as well as
supporting the mission and goals of UL and the country?
5. How does (and possibly will) advising help to shape the UL institutional culture?
a. Is it likely that advising will produce more efficiency and effectiveness for both
students and faculty and therefore increase satisfaction with the organization?
b. In what ways do students, faculty and staff members perceive the cultural climate,
socialization experience, and environment at the university and SA2C3?
The conceptual framework for this study provided the template for inquiry, data collection, and
analysis. However, it is important to note a few assumptions that were made prior to the
collection of data regarding the original research questions. The research questions assumed that
the SA2C3 was established and fully functioning according to the plans outlined in the Center’s
proposal (see Appendix A). However, upon arrival it was evident that although the SA2C3 was
officially launched, it had not implemented its mission to provide institutional-wide advising
services. Because the Center was still in its infancy, these questions are geared more towards
current faculty and peer advising services available to students along with the limited initial
services provided by the Center. In addition, this study did explore how current faculty advising
services, admission processes, orientation, and academic policy impacted student affiliation and
access. Retention data were not available nor did they appear to be systematically monitored by
the institution, therefore this study explored a new aspect of affiliation that emerged during data

collection, the process of sorting as discussed in Chapter Five.
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Methods

Social organizational analysis provided the framework to explore the human interactions
that define organizations. To capture the complexities that exists within higher education
institutions this study looked at interactions among members, resources, policies, sustainable
efforts, and culture. The conceptualization of social organization dictated the manner by which
data were collected and analyzed. This perspective to inquiry required the in depth investigation
within the Liberian higher education environment, therefore ethnographic case study methods
were employed to capture data appropriately. Students, faculty and staff were invited to
participate in order to understand the role of advising from various constituent perspectives.
This section outlines the methods used to gain a better understanding of the UL culture. The
effects of the civil war destroyed the infrastructure of the university, thus accessible information
regarding the institution and its students were not readily available.
Ethnographic Case Study

A case study is “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon
within its real-life context; when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not
clearly evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence are used” (Yin, 2009, p. 18). Its
primary role is to understand an event as it unfolds in real life. In this study, the objective was to
seek and gather information about the operations and interactions involved with the SA2C3
within an educational organization, UL. “Case study allows an investigation to retain the holistic
and meaningful characteristics of real life events” (Yin, 2009, p. 4).

Ethnography is “the art and science of describing a group or culture” (Fetterman 1998, p.
1). Its primary role is to understand culture from the participant’s perspective and reality.

Ethnography seeks to discover and gather information about the day-to-day processes in a
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cultural group. According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), ethnographic research seeks to answer
the following questions: “What social actions take place in this particular setting? What do these
actions mean to the actors involved at the moment the action took place? How are the actions
organized in social patterns? What rules apply? How do these patterns relate to patterns in other
dimensions of the setting and in other settings?” (p. 95).These questions provided the framework
for exploring the culture of Liberian higher education from the faculty, student, and staff
perspective. In addition, ethnographers use theoretical models to guide their research (Fetterman,
1998). In this case, I used organization theory to guide the investigation of the UL culture and
structure. Overall, the ethnography allowed me to “interpret the patterned meaning of
organizational life,” that is the UL (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 96).

Using an ethnographic case study strategy was appropriate for this study, particularly
when advising literature is currently not available for Liberian higher education. This embedded
single-case study served exploratory purposes utilizing multiple sub-units of analysis. Embedded
case study designs involve the analysis of multiple subunits within the larger case (Yin, 2009). In
this study, the case was the SA2C3 at UL while individuals, documents and campus activities
serving as units of analysis. Literature involving advising in international settings is scarce,
therefore, this study explored the role of advising in a non-Western setting and its impact on
interactions among students, faculty and staff. Initiating the study with ethnographic case study
research methods allowed me to enter the environment with an open-mind and the ability to learn
about various aspects of another culture and organization before analyzing the role that academic
advising plays within the educational setting. This approach allowed for the development of

research questions, theories, and knowledge of advising as a part of the educational organization.
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According to Glesne (2006), case study research tends to use ethnographic approaches to
data collection such as extensive observations and interviews. “The strength of case studies is
their detail, their complexity, and their use of multiple sources to obtain multiple perspectives.
The result is the thickness of description that allows the reader to interpret and decide the
applicability of case learnings to other settings” (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 105). This multi-
layered approach to inquiry provided a comprehensive and detailed framework for exploring the
culture of Liberian higher education from the faculty, student, and staff perspective. Thick
descriptions gathered from interviews with faculty, students, and staff, the collection and
analysis of university and advising documents, and observations of everyday campus events
allowed me to formulate further research questions for the organization analysis, as well as
contextualize academic advising and more generally the college experience in the Liberian
culture. “If academic advising is to be a comprehensive and transformational process, not only
for colleges and universities, but for the students themselves, then advising must reflect the
cultural norms of the society and culture where it is delivered” (Burton 2010, p. 1). Overall, case
study strategies enabled me to “understand complex social phenomena” that is the role and of
advising at UL and the college student experience (Yin, 2009, p. 4).

Metaphorical Interpretation

Higher education institutions are complex and multifaceted organizations. Understanding
their role in development strategies requires a holistic approach to analyze the interaction of
processes that occur within the organization that produce the future workforce. Exploring the
various components of organizational processes and the production of an educated citizenry is
vital to sustainable development efforts. Scholars use several approaches to organizational

analysis, however not all Western perspectives are applicable in non-Western settings. The use
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of metaphors to understand an organization allows us to build upon familiar experiences and
push beyond our knowledge base to construct new concepts for understanding the way that
organizations operate.

Metaphors have been found to be powerful tools to help us to understand complex
processes of organizations. Imagery and analogy manifested from our symbolic meanings help
us to build stronger connections to images that may be contextual to our experiences and
perspectives. The acceptance of using metaphors in research is expanding. This
conceptualization allows us to uncover new avenues of analysis and exploration of concepts, and
theoretical discovery that is beyond the scope of some traditional processes of inquiry (Fris &
Lazaridou, 2006; Humphries & Grant, 2005; McCulloch, 2009; Pinder & Bourgeois, 1982;
Smircich, 1983; Taber, 2007; Wayne, 2008).

Gareth Morgan (1998) pioneered the use of images to examine organizations. He argues
that all organization theory uses metaphors to induce a deeper understanding of complex
concepts, and unveil inherent biases that form the lens through which individuals understand,
shape, and lead organizations. Morgan (1998) defined metaphors as “a primal force through
which humans create meaning by using one element of experience to understand another” (p. 4).
Metaphorical logic and interpretation requires the symbolization of familiar elements, and the
application of these images to areas to which there may be vague understanding. Morgan argued
that metaphors encourage the exploration of similarities at the risk of neglecting differences.
However, I argue that this form of reasoning compels us to compare, contrast, and analyze the
components that create the similitude of concepts as well as encourage the discovery of new
meaning. I use the term metaphorical interpretation to define the application of metaphors and

the process of analysis to follow. In other words, the application of metaphors creates the
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opportunity first to develop meaning and connections with familiar experiences through
comparisons, and then to analyze and contrast these experiences to create new perceptions.

Morgan (1998) stated that, “Metaphors lead to new metaphors, creating a mosaic of
competing and complementary insights” (p. 6). Therefore, metaphorical interpretation should be
an ongoing process. The application of multiple metaphors can improve our ability to explain
complex organizations and in some cases cause us to reconsider contradictions found among
metaphors. I would take Morgan’s conceptualization a step further and argue that pairing
metaphors with other conceptual models can extend and strengthen our processes of inquiry.
This study pairs a contextual African metaphor of the palaver hut with a social organization
model to explore a new role and function of academic advising in a West African institution of
higher education. Palaver huts are areas within some rural African communities where
individuals congregate to resolve conflict and partake in discussing disputes.
Site Selection

The University of Liberia served as the embedded-single case for this study. The
University of Liberia as the site for this study presents a critical case for investigation. As the
leading and largest institution of higher education in Liberia, UL is the main producer of college
graduates for the country and essential data was collected among participants at this site. The
institution enrolls more than 54% of all students in higher education in Liberia. I chose the
institution because it hosts the first academic, career, and personal counseling center of its kind
in the country. The researcher’s accessibility to the institution and previous contact with
administrators and faculty members also made the institution a desirable choice. According to
the National Commission on Higher Education of the Ministry of Education of Liberia, UL is

classified as a public Category I institution, that is, it grants Baccalaureate degrees and above. It
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is the only public institution in this category in Liberia. This urban institution is primarily located
in the capital, Monrovia. The commuter campus consists of six undergraduate colleges, three
professional schools, and three graduate programs. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approvals
were granted by both the College of William and Mary and the University of Liberia (see
Appendix C).
Participants

Liberia is made up of approximately four million people. Of this population 44.1% are
aged 0-14, 48.6 % fall between 15 and 54 years, and 7.3% are 54 years of age or older. Only
60.8% of the adult population is literate, and approximately 1.5% of the population is enrolled in
tertiary education (Central Intelligence Agency, 2010; UNESCO, 2012; World Bank, 2011). In
2007, 14,616 undergraduates were enrolled at UL of which 3,512 students were women
(University of Liberia Day Presentation, 2007). Currently, approximately 23,800 students attend
UL, with an average incoming undergraduate class size of approximately 6,000-8,000 students.

A select group of faculty, staff, and undergraduate students at the University of Liberia
(UL) were invited to participate in this study. Participants were sought through purposeful
sampling of undergraduate students and faculty within the six undergraduate colleges (Liberia
College - College of Social Sciences and Humanities, College of Business and Public
Administration, William R. Tolbert, Jr. College of Agriculture and Forestry, William V.S.
Tubman Teachers College, T.J.R. Faulkner College of Science and Technology, and College of
General Studies) and among associated staff.* A contingency of the UL institutional review

board approval included the administration of a student survey. The data collected from the

* Students from the College of General Studies were not identified for this study. The College of General Studies
does not offer academic programs leading to a bachelor’s degree. The college aligns with the curriculum of the other
five undergraduate colleges and offers the flexibility of evening and weekend courses for non-traditional students
(working adults and students with dependent families). However, faculty members from this college were included.
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survey were used (see Appendix B) to select student participants for in-depth interviews; the
survey data were not included in this dissertation because the survey went beyond the original
scope of this study. More specifically, I used criterion sampling in order to capture rich data from
populations that met specific criteria. In criterion sampling the researcher identifies “cases that
meet some predetermined criterion of importance.... Criterion sampling also can be used to
identify cases from standardized questionnaires for in-depth follow-up...This strategy can only
be used where respondents have willingly supplied contact information” (Patton, 2002, p. 238).
The criteria that I used to identify student participants were as follows:

1) Wherever possible one male senior, one male freshman, one female senior and one
female freshman student participant chosen from each undergraduate college. I chose
to focus on freshmen and seniors to capture college student experiences before and
after the establishment of SA2C3 in 2010.

2) Wherever possible equal representation of students who had or had not received
academic advising services while at UL, and those who had and had not used SA2C3
services in particular.

3) Broad representation of majors within five of the undergraduate colleges.

4) Sufficient completion of distributed surveys. Students who provided rich descriptions
of their advising experiences in open-ended responses were considered for
participation.

5) Clarity of responses for open-ended questions on the surveys were taken into
consideration. Language and grammar were included as criteria in order to reduce

potential language barriers during the course of the interview.
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As aresult, 24 students were invited to participate in the study and 20 students actually
completed interviews. Student participants consisted of 12 male and eight female students, as
well as eight freshmen, three juniors, and nine seniors (see Appendix D).

Snowball sampling was employed to identify faculty and staff participants. “This is an
approach for locating information-rich key informants or critical cases. The process begins by
asking well-situated people: “Who knows a lot about ___? Whom should I talk to?’” (Patton,
2002, p. 237). I consulted with the UL’s IRB, on-site research advisor, and key informants in
order to identify individual faculty and staff members who could provide an in-depth
understanding of various student services and academic support functions at the university.
These initial conversations helped me determine the types of faculty and staff participants that
were most appropriate for this study. As a result, 11 staff members were invited to participate in
the study and 10 actually completed interviews (see Appendix D). These staff participants
included a peer advisor from the Office of Student Affairs, the University President, the
University Registrar, the Director of the SA2C3, four staff counselors from the SA2C3, the Vice
President of Student Affairs, and the Vice President of Academic Affairs. Each of these positions
was involved with the transition and socialization of students into the university and worked
closely with the SA2C3. Six faculty deans frpm each undergraduate college were invited to
participate in the study, and nine faculty members were ultimately interviewed (see Appendix E).
Three of the faculty deans invited a professor from their respective colleges to join them during
the interview which resulted in the three additional faculty participants from the College of

General Studies, Teachers College, and College of Agriculture and Forestry.
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Confidentiality and Ethics

Each participant was provided with a pseudonym that will allow only the researcher to
determine identity. At the conclusion of the study, the key linking participants with the
pseudonym was destroyed. All interviews were audio recorded to ensure accuracy of information
presented. These recordings were stored on digital devices that were password protected. The
recordings were erased at the conclusion of the study and will no longer be available for use.

To maintain the integrity of the study I incorporated the following techniques to ensure
trustworthiness and authenticity: triangulation (interviews, observations, and material culture),
peer debriefing with key informants, member checks following interviews for accuracy, and
reflexive journaling to record themes, decisions, questions, and actions. Member checks involve
“sharing interview transcripts, analytic thoughts, and/or drafts of the final report with research
participants to make sure you are representing them and their ideas accurately” (Glesne, 2006, p.
38). Due to time constraints, member checks were conducted via email after my departure from
Liberia (see Appendix F). In order to overcome challenges to technology access and computer
literacy, each participant was provided with a free computer course tutorial and email account
provided by a local internet café within walking distance of campus. Unfortunately, prior to the
completion of member checks the internet café was closed down and other arrangements with on
campus resources were explored. Eight participants responded to member check emails. Peer
debriefing is the “external reflection and input on your work™ (Glesne, 2006, p. 37), while
reflexive journaling involves my personal reflection of biases. These procedures helped
establish trustworthiness and accuracy of collected data. All interviews were transcribed

verbatim, and peer-reviewed for accuracy of Liberian colloquial translations.
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Data Collection

For the purposes of this study, I utilized observations of campus events, such as
admission processes, student registration, and advising sessions (see Appendix G). Interviews
were conducted with staff members, faculty, and students (see Appendix D). Documents relating
to academic, career and personal counseling services were collected and analyzed to explore the
five features of social organization (see Appendix H). I conducted this ethnographic case study
from early January to late April 2011.

Participant interviews did not begin until March 2011. The first two months of the
investigation were spent immersing myself into the culture of the institution, fostering
relationships with individuals within the community, and collecting survey data. These
processes were necessary in order to gain trust within the community and to proceed with
participant selection. A combination approach to interviewing was utilized, that is, a
standardized open-ended interview and an interview guide (see Appendix I). “This combined
strategy offers the interviewer flexibility in probing and in determining when it is appropriate to
explore certain subjects in greater depth, or to pose questions about new areas of inquiry”
(Patton, 2002, p. 347). It was important to conduct interviews through conversational techniques.
Approaches to ethnographic interviews “must be modified to fit cultural situations as well as the
peculiarities of individual informants” (Spradley, 1979, p. 78). One-hour interviews were
conducted for each student, staff and faculty member. Each participant reviewed and signed a
consent form prior to the interview (see Appendix J).

Direct observations provided insight into day-to-day activities of the institution.
“Observations of a neighborhood or of an organizational unit add new dimensions for

understanding either the context or the phenomenon being studied” (Yin, 2009, p. 110).
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According to Patton (2002), “observation data are to describe the setting that was observed, the
activities that took place in that setting, the people who participated in those activities, and the
meanings of what was observed from the perspectives of those observed” (p. 262). The
conceptual framework guided activities and events observed throughout the study (see Appendix
K). The primary strategy for observation was as a participant observer, and data collected
through holistic field notes. “The participant observer employs multiple and overlapping data
collection strategies: being fully engaged in experiencing the setting (participation) while at the
same time observing and talking with other participants about whatever is happening” (Patton,
2002, p. 266). As a temporary staff advisor in the SA2C3, I was able to observe events such as
academic advising appointments, the registration process, and other related advising and
academic activities. Observations of day-to-day student service processes and administrative
functions were conducted throughout the study. These observations helped me to gain a better
understanding of the daily campus functions and institutional culture. From these observations,
questions undoubtedly arose that were then addressed in interviews with appropriate participants.
Document analysis was particularly important yet challenging due to poor record
maintenance and archives which were destroyed during the war. “Documents and other
unobtrusive measures provide both historical and contextual dimensions to your observations
and interviews. They enrich what you see and hear by supporting, expanding, and challenging
your portrayals and perceptions” (Glesne, 2006, p. 68). A document summary form was used to
help summarize and organize material culture (see Appendix L). Handbooks, curriculum guides,
advising and registration forms, newspapers, as well as academic meeting notes and strategic

plans are examples of documents collected. Data triangulation among these three methods
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(interviews, observations and document analysis) strengthened the trustworthiness and
authenticity of results.
Data Analysis

Data analysis was ongoing throughout this study and occurred after various phases of
participant interviews. Documents, interview transcriptions, and observation notes were analyzed
categorically and holistically. Multiple data collection methods were used to strengthen the
results of this study. “Developing some manageable classification or coding scheme is the first
step of analysis” (Patton, 2002, p. 463). Therefore, content analysis began with a review of the
interview transcripts and primary codes were applied. These initial codes were developed using
the categories of the conceptual framework (affiliation, resources, substitutability, control, and
culture). A second review of the data included a cross-interview analysis of interview transcripts
with primary codes (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2009), and content analysis of observation field notes and
material culture to develop secondary codes that emerged from recurring patterns (see Appendix
M). Ethnograph v6, a qualitative data analysis software program, was used to organize data, and
develop frequency outputs of recurrent themes. This initiated the synthesis and interpretation of
the data. It also allowed for analysis of themes grouped by colleges, gender, academic class, and
participant type (student, staff, or faculty).

Summary

Using social organization analysis, ethnographic case study methods, and metaphorical
interpretation yielded data that clarified the social interactions related to advising among
students, faculty and staff in a Liberian higher education institution; presented an understanding
of the aims of advising; provided an in-depth view of Liberian culture in general; explored the

priorities and resources of an institution in a postwar climate and the policies implemented to
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promote the mission and objectives of the institution; and contextualized the culture of Liberian
college students, faculty, and staff. Understanding Liberian culture and the organization of the
higher education system facilitated the analysis of the SA2C3 program and elements of advising
services that are appropriate in a Liberian educational setting. Social organization provides rich
information for practitioners “involved in prevention, intervention, and program development
activities” (Mancini, Bowen, & Martin, 2005, p. 579).This study produced significant

implications for expanding our knowledge of academic advising in other cultures.
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Chapter Four
A Case Study Description

This chapter provides an in-depth description of the case, the University of Liberia (UL).
The purpose of this study was to understand the organizational role of advising from student,
faculty and staff perspectives, and to explore the college experiences and academic progression
of students prior to and after the establishment of the Student Academic Advisement and Career
Counseling Center particularly among freshmen and seniors. Using my conceptual framework to
outline the features of UL as an organization and to understand the lived experiences of students’
academic progression, this chapter describes the current organizational culture of the university.
Advising is shaped by the culture, which determines the structure, resources, policies,
demographics and goals of an institution. Describing the institution using Tierney’s (1988)
cultural framework deepens our understanding of the role of advising and counseling at the
University of Liberia and contextualizes the college student experience of the participants.
Postwar literature on the university is scarce; thus, many of the descriptions of the current state
of the institution are reflections of my observations, interviews, and document analysis. The
university is at a turning point as it rebuilds its system under the vision of new leadership and
continues to overcome the challenges of providing higher education in a postwar, developing
country. This chapter lays the foundation needed to understand the university culture and to
contextualize the findings that are presented in Chapters Five, Six, and Seven.

Organizational Culture

Tierney (1988) described organizational culture as “the shared assumptions of individuals

participating in the organization.... These assumptions can be identified through stories, special

language, norms, institutional ideology and attitudes that emerge from individual and
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organizational behavior” (p. 4). Culture permeates all facets of organizational actions, roles and
functions. In order to understand the role of advising at UL, I must first explain the culture of
higher education in Liberia. Through stories, researchers find ways to connect to the reader and
share knowledge by contextualizing the shared experiences of the participants. From my
interviews, observations and document analyses, I was able to extract a holistic overview and
understanding of advising and university life in the Liberian context. Each section describes the
culture using questions from Tierney’s (1988) framework on organizational culture in higher
education. He argued that an organizational culture framework enables researchers and
practitioners to better analyze the underlying barriers, opportunities and congruencies in the
organization’s culture and subcultures that impact overall performance of the organization.

Figure 4.1. A Framework of Organizational Culture (Tierney, 1988)

Environment: How does the organization define its environment?
What is the attitude toward the environment?
(Hostility? Friendship?)
Mission: How is it defined?
How is it articulated?
Is it used as a basis for decisions?
How much agreement is there?
Socialization: How do new members become socialized?
How is it articulated?
What do we need to know to survive/excel in this organization?

Information: What constitutes information?
Who has it?
How is it disseminated?
Strategy: How are decisions arrived at?

Which strategy is used?
Who makes decisions?
What is the penalty for bad decisions?
Leadership: What does the organization expect from its leaders?
Who are the leaders?
Are there formal and informal leaders?
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The Environment

The concept of the environment not only entails the physical location and structure of the
campus, but also its academic and social climate. The culture of an organization carries
influences from its location, infrastructure and campus climate. Additionally, alignment of the
overall environment of an institution with the environment and climate of its subunits such as the
Student Academic Advisement and Career Counseling Center (SA2C3) capture the degree to
which the internal organizational culture exists harmoniously. Tierney’s (1988) framework of
organizational culture also takes into account attitudes towards the environment, which I define
here as the institution’s “climate.” The overall campus environment described in this section is
the confluence of perceptions of the physical, academic and social climates of the larger campus
as well as the advising center facilities.

The physical environment. Campus culture is partially defined by its physical location
and environmental conditions. These conditions and physical surroundings have the ability to
positively or negatively stimulate students and other constituents of the campus community
(Fleming et al., 2005). As a result, the college environment creates the context of students’
academic and social experiences. The physical environment of UL is characterized by its
multiple campus locations, prewar and postwar infrastructures, overextended facility capacity,
and climatic conditions of sub-Saharan Africa, all of which impact the various undergraduate
campus locations and the subculture unit of the organization’s advising center.

The University of Liberia consists of four campus sites and several schools. 1 conducted
this study primarily on the undergraduate colleges of the main campus, officially known as

Capitol Hill campus, but more informally referred to as Main Campus and the branch campus,
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Fendell campus; the study excludes the Medical College campus as well as the Sinje campus,
which houses a polytechnic junior college under the auspices of UL’s governance. Located in
Monrovia, the nation’s capital, the Main Campus is an urban commuter campus that is situated
within the nation’s important political buildings. It sits across from the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and the Capitol building and near the Temple of Justice, City Hall and the Executive
Mansion. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is the location of the temporary office of the President
of Liberia. The Capitol Building houses the bicameral legislative branch of the government. The
Temple of Justice accommodates the judicial branch of the government. City Hall is the location
of Monrovia City Corporation, the governing body of the capital city. The Executive Mansion is
the formal residence and place of business of the Liberian presidency.

With such proximity to the governmental affairs, the campus is vibrant with student
involvement in politics, debate and representation of various political parties. The Vice President
of Academic Affairs elaborated on the political culture on campus, “Most of the national
political parties have their youth who are students here at the university so they try to see who is
in control of the students here at the university. All of that plays in our student political life on
campus.”

The Fendell campus is located 40 minutes outside of the capital in Fendell, Montesserado
County. It is the location of the College of Science and Technology and the College of
Agriculture and Forestry. This commuter campus is quiet and secluded in comparison to the
Capitol Hill campus. In September 2011, the university will open its doors to a $22 million
(USD), newly-constructed campus provided by the Chinese government and located beside the
old Fendell campus. This new modern construction will reintroduce on-campus housing options

for students and faculty. The new facilities include reliable electricity and pristine tiled floors,
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and will have the feel of an academic environment unscathed by war and the hustle and bustle of
city life found on Main Campus. Oddly, many of the emergency signs throughout the building
are written only in Chinese, a language not spoken in the country.

Prior to the war, UL enrolled approximately 7,000 students. Currently, roughly 23,000
students are enrolled; however, the current campus facilities (Capitol Hill and old Fendell) have
not been expanded to accommodate this growing student body. Many classrooms are
overcrowded and faculty members have an insufficient number of offices. The climate in Liberia
is very hot and humid. The lack of air conditioning in many of the academic buildings makes the
conditions uncomfortable and difficult for work. According to a freshman accounting major,

The [classrooms] are very small. Sometimes, the university, we ask that they should help

open up the [classrooms] because it’s like 75 students in one class. The heat can be too

much. You {are] jammed up. Sometimes you come late. When you come one minute or
two minutes after your time, you stand up to write. No chair sometimes, no sitting place
for you to sit, so we ask the university to help either extend the classes or bring some
chairs. Even if a fan can be in place of air condition, it will be fine to make us
comfortable because some areas you go you aren’t able to sit...the heat.

The Student Academic Advisement and Career Counseling Center (SA2C3) is located on
the Main Campus near the Student Affairs Office. This one-room office is partitioned into three
areas: the director’s office, the counselors’ office with five desks, and the student workers’ table.
The space is unable to accommodate the entire staff, which consists of one director, one faculty
liaison, nine advisement and counseling staff members, and three support staff members. As a
result, the advisors work in the office in rotating shifts. Some stay in the office, while others

patrol the campus to assist students. Within the office, the windows and doors remain open at all
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times to catch the breeze but this feature simultaneously reverberates all of the sounds of
campus. Further adding to the environmental issues, partitions used to create work space do not
allow for any real privacy, which is a problem given the sensitive nature of some student
appointments. Consequently, student advisement oftentimes occurs in hushed tones to provide a
level of confidentiality for students to freely discuss their concerns. The advising process will be
discussed in further detail under Socialization and in Chapter Seven.

The academic climate. The primary purpose of higher education is to engage students in
learning activities that will provide them with the requisite tools and skills for a
profession/occupation to meaningfully contribute to societal needs. In Liberia, these efforts have
been greatly hindered by postwar effects. The devastating results of civil war shape the current
academic climate in terms of the weakened state of the university’s educational system.
However, the timeframe in which I conducted this study captured significant levels of growth,
change and restoration reflected in efforts to improve educational quality.

The academic climate of the university can be described as burgeoning. Several
participants described Liberia overall as a “non-reading” society that emphasizes rote learning
techniques in all sectors of the education system. The de-emphasis on reading is attributed to the
lack of access to books and the breakdown of the educational system during and after the war.
The quality of Liberian higher education is not reflective of that found in the pre-war period, but
this deficit is now mainly due to the lack of available academic resources, brain drain of
qualified professors, limited funding sources, inadequate infrastructure, minimal research
activities, poor preparation at lower levels of the education system, and outdated curricula. The
university however is making strides to improve its educational offerings; recent endeavors

include revisions to the curriculum, the gradual return and recruitment of qualified faculty, the
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reintroduction of research initiatives, and the development of academic and student services
programs. All of these advancements though are based upon available resources, which will be
further discussed in the Resource section of Chapter Five.

The social climate. The conceptual framework of this study emphasizes the patterns of
social interactions that define organizations. Therefore, addressing the social climate of the
institution constitutes a major component of organizational culture. Students’ social interactions
in a college environment mold a student’s role and support network, and integrate a host of
diverse perspectives that influences one’s social identity (Fleming et al., 2005). The university is
represented by its diversity among its student demographics, positive and supportive peer
interactions, and vacillating relationships between students and the institutional actors.

The campus is ethnically diverse. Students from all 16 Liberian tribes are represented on campus,
each with its own student club as well as organizations to represent each county in the country.
The student body ranges broadly in age as well as socioeconomic status. Over 80% of the
students come from a low socioeconomic background. As Liberia’s leading public institution of
higher education, student life presents a collage of cultural experiences, given the diversified
backgrounds of students from rural and urban parts of the country.

Student camaraderie is evident from campus observations. Students rely on one another
for guidance, and support. Friendships form a critical component in the navigation of the
university system. They rally around one another in order to strengthen their voice on campus in
response to issues that impact their population. As products of the postwar educational system,
students have a common bond and unique shared experience that unites them. The social climate
among students is marked by collegiality, as well as a collective approach to student success as

explained by a junior primary education major:
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We have our ups and downs, but we love each other. Yeah, we always...we have this
word “Ayah.” That word all Liberians [know] it and use it. It’s kind of a deep
compassion that you feel for your fellow friend, so with that our social interaction is not
bad at all.

The overall environment is in a constant state of restoration, not only the physical
structure, but the relationships among students, faculty and staff. The institution is a microcosm
of the larger society and displays the concern, destitution, corruption, rehabilitation, development
and resilience found in all sectors of Liberian society, including higher education with students
and faculty at both ends of the spectrum. UL is still in a fragile transition of change and growth.
Tension exists from years of deteriorated relationships between students and the faculty, yet
everyone recognizes the improvements that have occurred over the past three years since the
installation of the university’s current president. Prior to the arrival of the new president, the
campus was known for frequent student demonstrations, faculty strikes, and unpredictable
operating schedules due to these disturbances in campus activity. Today, the institution is stable,
able to keep its doors open, begin semesters on time, and provide faculty to teach its courses.
However, occasional disruptions and demonstrations, bribery in the classroom, and everyday
struggles prompted by limited resources do occur.

Mission

According to Tierney (1988), the mission statement of a university can be used to
describe the alignment between the institution’s academic programs and the audience it serves.
In this case, the mission statement of UL takes it a step further and explicitly aligns with national

development initiatives. However, resource limitations prevent the institution from completely
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fulfilling its objectives institutionally and nationally. The establishment of SA2C3 attempts to
support and strengthen this alignment.

The mission of UL, which is to “prepare well qualified men and women for teaching,
research, public and private service, and to contribute to the achievement of the Millennium
Development Goals for sustainable human development,” closely aligns with national
development goals. The university has assumed the responsibility to provide the country with an
educated citizenry. However, the operationalization of the mission is not yet as effective as UL
plans to be in the future. The lack of formal career advising, outdated curricula, and the need to
examine relevance among academic programs, which have all resulted from limited resources,
serve as the missing links between students’ understanding and their subsequent decision-making
processes regarding their educational pursuits and alignment with the workforce needs of the
nation.

The mission of the institution reflects the priorities of the country, which coincide with
the Millennium Development Goals of Liberia that were created in 2004.° These priorities
included targets such as eliminating poverty and hunger; increasing primary education; gaining
gender equality; reducing child mortality; ameliorating maternal health; controlling disease;
ensuring environment sustainability and initiating global partnership (UNDP, n.d.). The mission
statement is published in the Student Handbook, which is provided to all new students. Although
all academic departments agree and align their work with the mission, the resources are not
available to accomplish these overarching goals. Steps are being taken to strive towards these

ideals including those components of the vision statement and core values. The vision of UL is

* The Millennium Develop Goals were created in 2000, and the first baseline report developed by the Government of
Liberia and UNDP was created in 2004.
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to create and sustain an independent institution of higher education where academic

excellence thrives in the search of truth and knowledge; where research and teaching are

cherished and promoted; where a high premium is placed on academic freedom of
creative thinking *“out of the box” in a scholastic environment where outstanding students
and researchers from Liberia, and around the world are continually challenged and

inspired to do their best possible work (University of Liberia, n.d.).

And UL’s Core Values include: excellence, autonomy, truth and knowledge, discipline,
creditability, transparency and accountability (UL Student Handbook, 2011).*

In addition to the academic departments, the advising center aligns its work with the
university mission and vision. More specifically the mission of SA2C3 is “to facilitate student
learning and development along with nurturing their ambitions for career success, high-quality
advising, and mentoring” (see Appendix A). One of the SA2C3 staff members offered that

The university expects lot of things from the students when they enter. They want to see

them be a productive citizen of this nation. They want to mold their minds so that when

they get [out] they can be able to represent the university.... Our office is a very friendly

office to students. In fact, to anyone for that matter. Whether you are from where, you

from Liberia, you from Australia, you from Japan. As long you meet us, we embrace you,

and then whatever information we need to give you. We give it unto you with gladness.
The faculty and staff perceive the university as a means to meet national needs and the staff of
the advising services as an opportunity to help students thrive in their environment and to
provide them with a sense of direction and purpose in pursuing their chosen careers. The

development of this center was a response to the growing need for student support services

* Information regarding the creation and adoption of the most recent student handbook was unavailable during data
collection of this study.
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focused on student development as well as a means to advance the mission of the institution.
Advising would provide students with the necessary information needed to make appropriate
academic choices that would better meet national development requirements.

Socialization

Socialization is defined by Tierney (1988) as institutional fit and the degree to which the
institution assists with members’ transition into higher education and their acclimation to campus
culture. Socialization in this case study emphasizes student transition and acclimation. In the
United States, the orientation process and the role of advising are generally accepted
characteristics of the socialization phase of the undergraduate experience. This section outlines
the orientation program as well as the current advising system at UL. These programs introduce
students to the services and personnel needed to successfully navigate their college experience.
However, the lack of a formal advising system limits students’ exposure to educational
opportunities and their ability to seamlessly integrate into campus culture. The alignment among
students’ perceived needs and the support services provided through these programs is explored.
In addition, the new SA2C3 represents a subculture in the institution as its presence on campus
creates a new dynamic in student/institutional interactions. For that reason, its role and function
in tandem with the current advising system 1is discussed in depth in Chapter Seven.

Orientation. According to the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher
Education (2011b), orientation programs are often held in conjunction with advising services as
an opportunity to “facilitate the transition of new students into the institution; prepare students
for the institutions educational opportunities and student responsibilities; initiate the integration
of new students into the intellectual, cultural and social climate of the institution; and support

parents, partners, guardians and children of the new student” (p. 5). Student services at UL take
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the same approach to orientation and student transition. Students have the opportunity to
familiarize themselves with academic offerings, campus buildings, meet peers in their cohort,
and finalize the selection of their major within their colleges. The lack of a formal system for
advising during orientation does not permit students to have structured interactions with faculty
and staff to enhance their understanding of curricular offerings, culture, academic requirements,
and their selection of a program of study. All student participants are satisfied with the
orientation program with the exception of one student who ranks her experience as poor. On the
other hand, faculty and staff describe the process as chaotic because it did not meet its intended
purpose to the fullest extent yet.

Upon admission to UL, students are required to attend an orientation program. During
this time, they are introduced to the various faculty members of their college, who discuss a
variety of topics. Though the presentations vary, most cover general rules, college/department
curricular offerings, possible career options, and academic expectations. At the conclusion of the
program, students are divided into smaller groups for campus tours. Informally, orientation
serves as the first opportunity for group advising among new students. However, due to the high
volume of students admitted to the university, many cannot fit into the auditorium to participate
fully in the orientation welcome session. The lack of individual academic advising and guidance
at this critical point in the transition into the university pushes many students to rely on their
peers for advice and support. In addition, the absence of a college catalog makes it difficult for
students to familiarize themselves with the various academic offerings.

Students rally around each other in order to navigate their way through the system. Peer
advisors try to help, but the sheer magnitude of the lack of understanding is overwhelming. One

peer advisor detailed the chasm:
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Yeah [orientation] was hectic because it’s like students entering the University of Liberia
never know their way out. They don’t even know where to start from. You tell the
people...you try to explain about credit hours to them. They don’t know what you call
credit hours. They just feel it’s something so difficult for them. We start to explain to
them what we mean by credit hours; {what] the university life looks like; what we mean
by courses, like [for what] you are going to register. If you are going to register [and] you
don’t pass [your course], it will go against you. They don’t know what you call course,
you know, and we will try to explain that to them. You know, so it was something like
new to them that they felt was just difficult for them to understand. Yeah, so we had all
types of headache with them. You ask them, “What will be your major?” [They respond:]
“What?” “Are you coming to the University of Liberia? You have made a pass in the
placement exam. What will be your major?” [They respond] “I don’t know.”

Peer counselors are not the only ones who are concerned. The Dean of the College of Agriculture

and Forestry finds the existing system lacking:
The students themselves are confused.... I mean more confused because they don’t have

a process during orientation. Everything has to be continuous. It can’t just be one or two

days where people come and talk to 5,000 students in the hall or wherever, so most of the

students really don’t have any idea how to go about even keeping their own records.

The advising system. Advising at UL is decentralized and infonnal. Currently, advising
is primarily the responsibility of each College. Although not required, most students seek the
advice of professors or upperclassmen to select their courses. Due to its informal structure, the
amount and quality of advising varies from individual to individual. As previously mentioned,

tensions still exist between faculty members and students due to remnant postwar behaviors such
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as classroom corruption, and hierarchical cultural clashes. These behaviors conflict within the
organizational effort to institute a system that is trying to integrate a student-centered philosophy.
These strained relationships can sometimes impact the advising dynamic as students often avoid
faculty interactions in preference for peer advice. Although advising is not required, students
must obtain course approval from instructors and designated department staff during the
registration process. Therefore, the current advising system consists of an unstructured faculty
advising system, peer advising system and informal advising networks among students’ friends
and family. The SA2C3 is still in the infancy stage in regards to implementing a new advising
structure. Details of their current role are further discussed in Chapter Seven.

Faculty advice. Faculty advising is prescriptive5 and unstructured. Each college has a
different approach to advising and to faculty training. All departments rely on the experience of
the faculty, while only Teachers College has decided not to allow new faculty to advise until
they learn more about the curriculum and working with students one-on-one. All of the
interviewed faculty members were once undergraduate students at UL; they all pull from their
experiences and institutional knowledge to help guide students through the curriculum. In
addition, each department has a curriculum guide that outlines academic requirements and course
sequences used to advise students. As a result, all faculty participants referred to advising as a
course selection process. When advising, they all review course requirements with students,
while only some focus their discussions around career advising and personal student transitions
to help students acclimate to academics, such as study strategies, time management, and
avoidance of unethical behavior. Most of the student and faculty participants mentioned that they

discussed the importance of taking studies seriously and not following friends’ advice.

3 Prescriptive advising focuses on providing students with institutional guidelines, passive methods of teaching and
learning, course selection with little student participation, and curricular decisions are prescribed for the student.
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Peer advice. The Office of Student Affairs oversees the official peer advising program.
In a traditional sense, a peer advisor is a student who assists their fellow classmates with
academic advising matters. In this case, peer advisors assist students with admissions,
registration, ID cards, and other areas in which the institution needs their assistance. They are
trained by Student Affairs personnel and members of various student service departments. They
are not affiliated with the SA2C3, however, the advising center offers peer counseling services
and has three peer counselors in the office. Peer counselors in the SA2C3, on the other hand, are
upperclassmen juniors and seniors responsible for academic advisement of freshmen. They are
trained by SA2C3 staff members to carry out specific duties that include course planning,
registration, referral services, orientation programs, and peer mentoring.

As SA2C3 continues to establish its identity on campus, there is current overlap in the
responsibilities of the peer advisors and peer counselors. In the absence of an advising center, the
peer advisors often provided academic advice to students especially during orientation, which is
beyond their scope of responsibilities. Students are required to select a major without the
guidance of an academic advisor. It is often the peer advisors who are available to answer
questions during the admission and orientation process, thus, they tend to assist students with
selecting their program of study. The availability of peer advisors and peer counselors are limited
(20 peer advisors and 3 peer counselors), thus students also resort to informal sources for advice.

Friends and family advice. The overwhelmingly large ratio of students to staff makes it
difficult to advise all students individually and thoroughly; further the lack of facilities and
technology makes group advising difficult to coordinate. Therefore, even more informal systems
fill the gap. Most students rely on friends and family members to advise them. Friends

informally serve as peer advisors and counselors, while family members represent quasi-
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advisors. Without appropriate training in place these ancillary advisors can often disseminate
inaccurate information and misadvise students.
Information and Communication

Information and communication are aspects of organizational culture that involve how
organizational knowledge is created and disseminated (Tierney, 1988). AT UL, information is
created hierarchically beginning with senior administration, and then filtered through faculty,
staff and students. The institution is taking progressive steps towards restoring the quality of
education offered to its students, therefore information creation consists of policies that are
undergoing review, revisions of departmental curricula, new streamlined processes that are
being explored, and the implementation of new procedures and services in the best interest of the
students and faculty. In an environment with inadequate and unreliable technology, constant
changes in efforts to improve the system present unique challenges to information dissemination
which include: the coordination of activities on multiple campuses, adequate dispersal of
information to large student enrollments, and communication of these changes to students and
faculty. These challenges force administration to seek alternative methods of bridging the
communication gap through media, open forums and informal networks.

Media. Electronic technology on campus is woefully inadequate and most students are
not computer literate. Therefore email communication cannot be utilized to disseminate
important information. Currently, the institution relies heavily on campus organs, such as radio
announcements, newspapers, bulletin postings, and distributed memos. The President offers a
weekly radio segment to keep the campus community abreast of changes in the system, and a

regular campus newspaper is distributed regularly. In addition, outdoor bulletin boards and
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notices are located throughout campus. However, rain and wind occasionally destroy printed
materials, hampering the fragile information distribution.

Open forums. Town hall meetings with students, started by the President, have also
served as an avenue of communication. These meetings provide an opportunity for dialogue and
a safe, yet appropriate, environment for students to express concern, voice opinions and make
contributions to decisions that impact the institution. The President explained his intent in
holding these meetings as well as their function:

The town hall meetings — what I like about them so much is of course you hear more

complaints than anything else, but to me they are therapeutic. They are really

therapeutic... [students] blasted, they blasted, they blasted, but in the end there wasn’t a

demonstration. There wasn’t disruption. They talked about what they wanted to talk

about.... That opportunity to vent is what they really, really needed and to tell you the
truth whether I did something great about it or not was not the interest anymore because
nobody came back to find out what have I done or did I do anything, but they just wanted
to vent and I don’t blame them. I will continue to do that because once you don’t do it
they think that I'm not accessible and they bottle these things in and it just explodes
beyond control.

Opening the lines of communication to students and providing direct access to senior

administrators has improved the dissemination of accurate information and created an

environment in which students feel as though their concerns are being heard.

Informal networks. Without the help of a centralized communication system,
information dissemination also relies heavily on the assistance of informal networks among

student leaders and advising staff members. Officers of the student groups are respected
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positions among students and they can use their platform as a means to disseminate important
matters. Senior administrators hold weekly meetings with student leaders and some of these
student representatives now hold positions on institutional committees as explained by the Vice
President of Student Affairs

Since the coming of Dr. Dennis we even increased the opportunity where there was a

regular meeting with student leaders every other Friday or Monday. “This is on our plate

for the week. We are thinking about this. What is on your plate? What are you thinking
about?” To see how best we can also share with them and get their input [on] major
decisions of the university. We extended that beyond the ULSU [University of Liberia

Student Union] leadership to political parties, to county association leaders, to discipline

association leaders, and then we went to the president having town hall meetings on

Fendell campus [and] on Capitol Hill campus, and that helped greatly because it gave

[the president] an opportunity to one-on-one directly talk to the students and get their

input so that bridged the gap.

Advisors are also among those who assist with information dissemination. Their unique
position as agents of the institution and advocates of the students allows them to build the bridge
of communication between the institution (faculty/administration) and students. Oftentimes, the
director of the SA2C3 attends student gatherings across campus to learn about student concerns
and bring about awareness on issues to academic affairs and counseling services. He also holds
“Conversational Hour” meetings in the Center, inviting guest speakers to discuss topics of
concern with students and faculty. Guest speakers have included the Director of Planning and
Research, visiting faculty for study skills workshops, the Director General of the National

Commission on Higher Education, and the university’s Registrar.
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Strategy

Traditionally, Liberian culture honors respect for authority. Thus, the strategy or the
decision-making processes within UL has been a top-down organizational characteristic. In other
words, final decisions regarding academic and social affairs of the institution are made among
senior administration and communicated to faculty, then staff and finally students. This model of
hierarchical governance is also found in the classroom. The University is not viewed by most as
community of scholars who equally contribute to the development of knowledge, but rather a
cadre of professors who command the classrooms. Following this Liberian tradition, students
have had no involvement in decisions at the University. However, the new president’s
philosophy on institutional governance and student involvement is slowly changing the culture of
strategy across campus.

According to the University of Liberia Handbook of Rules and Regulations, all annual
reports from administrative officers and standing committee chairmen must be submitted to the
President for final approval. These reports outline the activities and programs of their respective
areas. Standing committees allow facuity and staff an opportunity to actively participate in
administration and the execution of policies. Committees represent the following functions:
testing and evaluation, enrollment management, African studies, alumni affairs, athletics and
sports, plant operation, facilities, academics, library, honors and rewards, programs and
publicity, research and publication, social activities, and student affairs. All official faculty and
staff meetings are presided over by the president. These rules for administration delegate a
substantial amount of authority and final decision-making to the university president. Student
involvement in institutional governance is not found in the handbook, but their input and

participation is valued by the new president.
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Students are now involved on campus committees as the institution creates initiatives to
improve the quality of the university experience. The changes were implemented by the new
administration, and more specifically the new university president. His experience in American
higher education institutions developed his appreciation and value of student involvement. In the
Liberian context, the president has found that such student participation has been therapeutic for
students to voice concerns and feel as though they have been heard. Prior to the president’s
appointment, frequent student strikes and demonstrations were commonplace on campus as a
consequence of not including student input and the lack of student representation on campus
committees. Under the new administration, open lines of communication and student access to
senior administration have diminished the occurrences of strikes and other disruptive activities.
For example, the Vice President of Student Affairs shared his experience during a student strike
when the institution raised tuition rates.

There was strike action. Some of the students resisted, but because we had a lot of

discussion with students this year in advance before it took place a lot of the other

students disagreed with their colleagues. We even did a cost comparison with other
schools so we had that information available and that changed the dynamics because the
students were involved.

The new president’s vision for progress at the University is introducing a new strategy for
community members’ involvement in planning and operations. Thus, student involvement is
rising. However, this change in student participation is not accepted by all faculty and staff as
expressed by the Dean of the College of Science and Technology:

Well, one thing I’ve observed about students here, which I don’t believe in even though

Dr. Dennis claims to be student-centered. Student-centered means the students can
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approach him directly. I don’t believe that. I believe in bureaucracy. I believe in channel.
So, if a student just walks out of that door “Dean, Dean, Dean, I would like to talk to
you.” Ok, yes, from which department? “I’m from Chemistry” Ok, please, go to your
chairman, take your problem to your chairman, and then if you cannot solve it, then you
come to me. Ok, those are some of my rules again. Don’t just come to me because if
2,000 students rush to come to me.... In fact, suppose you come to tell me something and
at the end of the day I make a decision and didn’t get your chairman involved. You know
I will be undermining the chairman. The chairman will not have respect for me, so start
with your chairman.
Overall, the integration of a student-centered philosophy and changes to decision-making
processes has to be made gradually to avoid conflict due to the instability and tension that exists
between the institution and students.
Leadership
In the face of postwar challenges, the university and constituents expect improvements in
academic opportunities, resources and fulfillment of the mission of the institution. In regards to
these expectations, all participants praised the positive changes in university leadership.
Leadership was described by participants in terms of the role of the university president. In
March 2009, the University of Liberia inaugurated its 13" president Dr. Emmet Dennis. He
attended Cuttington University College in Liberia, and earned his master’s and doctoral degrees
in the US. He joined the administration of UL after 12 years at Rutgers University as Dean of
University College and concurrently, his last five years as Vice President of Student Affairs.
Due to his experiences in American higher education, he has brought a student-centered

approach to UL. His approach to governance and student philosophy is a new model for the
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university, which is slowly adopting this new ideology. Each of his initiatives aims to achieve his
long-term vision through curriculum development, fundraising, and changing the culture of the
student experience.
According the president:
The university on a long-term basis must be able to provide the bulk of the human capital
necessary for the socio-economic prosperity of the country as a premiere state university.
That’s the obligation. Long term vision in order to do that, the curriculum of the
university must be relevant to the developmental needs of the country and those
developmental needs are not in silos as our disciplines are in silos. Long term we want to
move the curriculum into an interdisciplinary.
All faculty and staff participants complimented the president’s efforts and appreciate the impact
his initial improvements have made on their work. According to the Dean of the College of
Business and Public Administration:
The coming of Dr. Dennis as president has brought some good ... some improvement.
Increasing the university’s budget has brought improvement. Retooling of faculty to
travel abroad is another activity. Making sure faculty are in class on a regular basis. The
physical expansion of the university to Fendell is another and a few scholarships and
graduate degrees abroad is another.
The Dean of Liberia College concurs:
The current administration [is] trying to be student-centered on this campus, [and] that
has brought about positive change and interaction, opens up the students minds and it
makes both administrators and lecturers to know what [students] think and what they

expect and this makes our job much easier.
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Students also finally feel as though they have a voice, open lines of communication and
access to leadership. Dr. Dennis attributes the decline in student demonstrations to this new
approach leadership style.

Sometimes people think that my student-centeredness means that I'm permissive to

students, but what is missing is that that system of operation is equally torturous for the

staff and the faculty, who are implementing the process because students get frustrated,
the faculty, the staff get frustrated. You have a whole bunch of frustrated people dealing
with each other. The alleviation of this kind of thing leads to a more pleasant
environment on both sides. Then there are the hierarchical attitudes that exist in this
academic environment. The hierarchical attitudes make students the lowest part of the
totem pole, then followed by staff the next lowest, and then faculty, and then of course
administrators rather than an academic community working together for accomplishing
the mission of the university.... Bringing students into the decision-making process is

like we say in Liberia, “cursing somebody’s ma,” so to speak. Students should have a

place down there and the two shall never meet. And so the consultative approach to

administration is something that we introduced and seems to be working well.
Students appreciate the president’s transparency and accessibility. The small changes in
leadership are strengthening trust between students and administration. According to a freshman,
Accounting major:

Maybe sometimes when you [have] problem you go to the staff. Dr. Dennis his number is

not hidden. Sometimes you will use his number to call him, “Oh Dr. Dennis, so and so

instructor giving me problems, so and so thing happening.” When you know you are on

the right point and you call him, he can go there.
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A freshman, Secondary Education major agrees,

The faculty [is] improving because you know I just come in. The reason that I'm saying

that it’s improving the present president of the university really he’s working on things.

He’s trying to change. I can even remember when he told us — it was over air — that he

was going to dismiss two of the professors for accepting bribes from students. That

encouraged me because that had not been really stressed on in the university here. As we

came [upperclassmen] told us, most of the old, old students can tell us we are lucky to

this day because the way [they] suffer[ed] here, we will not suffer like that.
The positive student experience has aided the president in his attempts to make changes in
policies such as increasing tuition, implementing probation, and publicly reprimanding those
involved in corruptive behavior. All of his initiatives have been made to improve the quality of
education and to make it known that fraudulent behavior will not be tolerated. His vision to
improve the student experience and contribute to national needs led to the creation of the Student
Academic Advisement and Career Counseling Center (SA2C3).

Summary

In summary, the University of Liberia can be described as an institution on the verge of
being a thriving organization in spite of the challenges of operating under postwar conditions.
Dissecting each aspect of its organizational culture sheds light on areas of the institution that
impact its effectiveness and performance as an organization. The environment is undergoing
expansion and gradual improvement physically, academically, and socially with the introduction
of new campus facilities and student services. The mission of the institution aligns with national
needs, but the current curriculum prevents UL from making a significant impact toward meeting

relevant workforce demands.
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The new emphasis on student-centeredness has given the institution new direction in the
ways in which students are socialized; information and decisions are created, communicated and
implemented; and the new approach to leadership involves the entire campus community in
order to improve the quality of education and college experience for students, faculty and staff.
However, this framework alone does not address the interactive effects of subcultures nor does it
capture other aspects of organizational behavior that impact performance of the university. These

other features will be presented through an analysis of the institution as a social organization.
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Chapter Five
A Day in the Life

Dekonti is a junior at the University of Liberia. She is a 33 year-old, single mother of one
son. She is determined to make a better life for her and her immediate and extended family with
whom she lives. She wakes up around six in the morning to prepare her son and her younger
siblings for the day. It is another hot and humid day in tropical Liberia. Typical sounds fill the air
as the city awakens — roosters calling, dogs barking, noisy generators buzzing, ocean waves
crashing in the distance, cars honking, and street vendors shouting to attract their next buyer.
Everyday Dekonti walks down the dusty dirt road that leads to the main boulevard to begin her
trek to school. She goes about her daily routine of flagging down a taxi or “pen-pen”
(motorbike). The traffic is congested as usual and what should be a 10-minute drive to campus
takes about 40 minutes, but she is used to the commute. After some time, Dekonti is finally able
to fight for a seat in the taxi. Tightly packed as four people squeeze in and shift their bodies to
make room for one another, she regrets that she cannot afford to pay extra to sit in the front
alone.

Like most days, the weather is hot and sweat is already drenching her blouse. The ride is
long and bumpy as the car dodges and weaves in and out of traffic, avoiding potholes and boys
selling newspaper and gum in the street. As the taxi pulls into campus, she watches the various
street vendors line the entry way selling pens, books, biscuits, fruits, and all the necessities that
might attract the students who pass on their way to class. The campus buildings are etched with
the signs of war. Tattered buildings, crumbled sidewalks, a library stripped of its resources, and
ill-equipped laboratories. In contrast, the newly built Fendell campus showcases pristine tile

floors, freshly painted buildings, and the revival of on-campus residential housing. However, the
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