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ABSTRACT 

Student advising is gaining prominence with senior university staff in UK Higher Education, 

driven by the need to retain students and support successful outcomes across diverse 

groups. Drawing on initial findings from a cross-institutional experiential project, the paper 

explores institutional enhancement activities related to student advising through a data-

people-theory model. Using purposive sampling, participants were invited to join the 

research because the first and second authors were aware that their institutions were in the 

process of or about to undergo, institution-wide projects to enhance advising.  

The project initially sought to explore whether McVitty and Maxwell’s (2024) data-people-

theory model could provide a consistent framework for better understanding varied 

approaches to advising activity. An in-depth overview of the model and its constituent parts 

is provided, enabling readers to consider how they might use this same lens at their own 

institutions. Typical use cases include benchmarking existing advising systems and 

practices to better understand how their input components interact. Gaps in provision can 

be surfaced through an intentional consideration of the components and their interplay. The 

model can also be used to articulate a future desired state for advising that enhances 

student success.  

Project findings offer institutions a flexible framework for reviewing and enhancing student 

advising, drawing conclusions that can help other institutions consider how to proceed. A 

revised version of the data-people-theory model is also presented. 
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Introduction 

In his pre-appointment hearing for the position of Chair of the Office for Students (OfS), 
Professor Edward Peck, then VC at Nottingham Trent University and Higher Education 
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Student Support Champion, noted that ‘student support is as important to many students 
as the academic input they receive’ (House of Commons Education Committee, 2025). 

Effective student support is increasingly at the top of the student experience agenda 
(McGill et al., 2020). However, it is challenging to identify a single consistent approach as 
support varies within and between institutions and by regulatory approach.  

In England, the regulatory and legal burdens around advising are increasing. The proposed 
Integrated Quality Model from the OfS will reshape both the Teaching Excellence 
Framework and Regulatory Condition B3 - the minimum quality threshold designed to 
prevent poor student outcomes in England. Alongside this is the drive for universities to 
comprehensively adopt the University Mental Health Charter. In Scotland, supporting 
student success is a core pillar of the Tertiary Quality Enhancement Framework. 

Within an institution, staff undertake different roles to fulfil different support functions or a 
mix of functions: academic, personal, pastoral, professional and specialist – the latter 
including employability, finance, disability support etc. While approaches to student 
support legitimately vary according to an institution’s purpose and mission (van Pletzen et 
al., 2021), inconsistent delivery within an institution often means inequity for individual 
students, particularly those from marginalised groups.  

Inconsistencies and inequities can arise from different priorities and practices at a local 
level. These reflect variances in staff skills, confidence and ability in the role and with the 
support available. Concerns that academic staff may not be best equipped to advise 
students on non-academic matters, or feel unprepared to provide specialist advice (e.g. 
disability, mental health), are not new (Lloyd-Jones and Smith 1954, cited in Habley 1994). 
However, current financial challenges across the sector are prompting institutions to 
consider how they respond whilst simultaneously ensuring the student experience is not 
eroded and remains a strategic priority. Against this backdrop, the need to improve student 
advising and ensure it works for students becomes unarguable. 

Background to the Student Advising Project 

In 2024, Wonkhe (a UK HE policy analysis platform), Solutionpath (the edtech company 
that created what is now the Kortext stream engagement analytics platform) and Kortext 
(edtech provider of data, content and AI solutions for HE) co-published a whitepaper 
outlining the findings from research with seven higher education institutions in the process 
of developing their academic support system. The whitepaper concluded that ‘there is no 
perfect or “best practice” model of academic support’ and that it is the ‘capability [of 
institutions] to describe, evaluate and enhance their academic support system’ that matters 
most (McVitty & Maxwell, 2024). 

The whitepaper proposed that academic support systems typically comprise three 
elements: (1) the people who undertake academic support activity; (2) relevant data; and 
(3) the institutional ‘theory’ that underpins how the academic support system is intended 
to function. The resulting model for student advising has, at its core, student success, 

https://hub.studentminds.org.uk/university-mental-health-charter/
https://wonkhe.com/
https://kortext.com/stream/
https://kortext.com/
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reflecting the authors’ conclusions that for an advising system to be impactful, it needs to 
intentionally comprise all three elements: 

 Without any one of these elements the system is unlikely to be impactful 
because it will lack either personal interactions, a framework to orient those 

relationships or data to inform and enhance them (McVitty & Maxwell, 2024). 

Having commissioned the academic support whitepaper, Kortext were keen to better 
understand what works in student advising. The Student Advising Project (SAP) was 
established to test whether the theoretical Data-People-Theory (DPT) model has value in 
helping institutions articulate their approach to student advising. Secondary project aims 
included exploring whether the model brings consistency to the learner experience across 
academic, support and welfare structures within an institution and reduces structural 
barriers to success, such as pressures on staff time, inadequate training and underfunding 
(Kyte et al., 2023). This article seeks to address the first of these questions: does the DPT 
model provide a useful lens for cross-institutional comparisons of student advising? 

Participant overview 

Based on the first and second authors’ experiences of working with multiple UK higher 
education institutions, a purposive sampling approach was adopted when inviting 
institutional participation. Senior colleagues (the remaining co-authors) from ten UK higher 
education institutions were invited to collaborate, based on their roles in driving recent or 
in-progress institutional revisions to student advising. We sought to draw on these 
participants’ strategic and holistic understanding of recent institution-wide revisions to 
student advising, while capturing insights from universities that employed different 
approaches to using student engagement data in advising. It was expected that their 
experiences overseeing these university-wide enhancements would provide a holistic 
understanding and strategic relevance to the project. Collaborative meetings were held 
monthly over an 8-month period during the initial project phase reported in this paper. 
While a mix of institution types were represented (Table 1), we intentionally selected 
institutions known to employ different approaches to using student engagement data in the 
advising sphere (Table 2). 
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Table 1: Overview of participant university characteristics 
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Who undertakes 
this role? 

Terminology for advisors Approach Relationship with 
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a  ‘n’ or ‘o’ is used where a university is transitioning from one model to another: o = old model, n = new 

model 

b  at one institution, Student Advisors are a Professional Services role providing pastoral support and are 

supplemented by (academic) Cohort Leads. 

Table 2: Overview of advising within participant institutions and commercial relationship to Kortext 

A data-people-theory model for student advising 

McVitty and Maxwell’s DPT model surfaced three aspects of a student advising system 
(Figure 1), while recognising that the specific details of how an institution arranges, defines 
and structures those aspects will vary significantly. Influences shaping the system include, 
but are not limited to, the institutional vision and mission, the size and composition of the 
student body, allocated resources for advising, the structure and location of advising 
personnel, and the use of any associated analytics or other technologies designed to 
support student success. 

Establishing these foundational ‘inputs’ further makes it easier for users to understand the 
practical implications of how these component parts interact and to identify any gaps.  

Data 

The types of data available to institutions to support student advising include information 
about the students themselves. Both structural information about how the student is 
defined in respect to university structures (course, study mode, year of study, etc.) and 
specific details about who the students are (age, ethnicity, first-generation, international) 
are useful in this regard. Other relevant data sources include data on student touchpoints 
with their learning, e.g., attendance, use of library and online resources, VLE access, etc. 

Often this information is combined and surfaced within analytics software that captures 
‘educationally purposeful activity’ (Kuh et al., 2008). Learner analytics are effective at 
identifying students at risk of underperforming in their studies (Foster & Siddle, 2019; 
Rimmington, 2024; Summers, 2024), enabling institutions to act early to support student 
retention. Learner analytics impact institutional continuation and completion metrics and 
identify a positive relationship between student engagement and attainment. 
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Figure 1: Data-People-Theory model (McVitty & Maxwell, 2024). 

 Student advising technologies exist in multiple forms, from ‘home-made’ spreadsheets 
that track student interactions through to in-house web-based tools (Feghali et al., 2011) 
and commercial off-the-shelf products, including Kortext stream, Jisc’s learning analytics 
service, Civitas Learning, and IntelliBoard. 

People 

Multiple people are involved in student advising across an institution. The most obvious 
stakeholders are the individual student beneficiaries of an advising system. Students also 
serve as one of the groups providing advising support, e.g., as peer mentors, supporters, 
or student callers. 

Staff who undertake student advising range from educators providing academic input as 
discipline educators to the traditional Personal (Academic) Tutoring model, where the same 
staff wear a different hat and are responsible for a subset of students on their course. 

As this article shows, academic advising is being increasingly professionalised, with 
institutions recruiting specialist staff to undertake the advising role. These staff may be 
located within and funded by academic units such as faculties or schools, or centrally 
managed and funded. 

Theory 

When articulating the findings of their research, McVitty and Maxwell (2024) defined 
‘theory’ in this context as those operational documents, policies, frameworks and activities 
that underpin how the system is intended to work. They go on to say that  

https://kortext.com/stream/
https://www.jisc.ac.uk/learning-analytics
https://www.jisc.ac.uk/learning-analytics
https://www.civitaslearning.com/
https://intelliboard.net/
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‘These “theories” might be tacit and held by lots of different individuals, or they 
might be explicitly articulated as strategy, policy and a common framework 
and language for student development. The latter, needless to say, is more 

likely to drive a functional system!’ (p. 4) 

For the purposes of this paper, therefore, ‘theory’ should be interpreted as comprising 
everything that articulates how the university is intentionally building a system around 
student advising. More broadly, as Figure 2 shows, the conceptual framework for advising 
informs all three inputs. Making this context explicit helps those leading advising 
enhancement activities better frame their institutional context for advising, within a clear 
understanding of the institutional mission and goals for student advising more broadly 
(Habley, 2005). 

 

 

Figure 2: Revised version of the Data-People-Theory model 

Student success at the heart of the model 

‘Student success’ sits at the heart of the DPT model for a simple reason. If, as Peck suggests, 
students are as interested in the academic support on offer as in the disciplinary input, then 
academic support has a key part to play in student outcomes. ‘Student success’, viewed 
both as the quality of the student experience and the end goal of a successful advising 
system, for the purposes of the project would ultimately be evidenced through measurable 
improvements in sector-level metrics around student continuation and satisfaction. 

Of relevance here are the National Student Survey indicators associated with the relevant 
provisions of the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) assessment, run by the OfS, the 
regulator for higher education in England. Feature 5 of the TEF covers the learning 
environment and the provision of academic support, with the latter measured by 
responses to the academic support questions in the National Student Survey (NSS) of final-
year undergraduate students (Office for Students 2022). 
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The implication of situating student success as the goal of any student advising system is, 
as McVitty and Maxwell (2024) point out, that ‘academic support strategies … need to be 
intentional about positioning student success as the core purpose of academic support’. 
They continue: 

without any one of these elements [date, people or theory], the system is 
unlikely to be impactful because it will lack either personal interactions, a 

framework to orient those relationships, or data to inform and enhance them. 
(p.4) 

Understanding the DPT overlaps 

In addition to concluding that each element of the DPT model is essential to the functional 
effectiveness of an institution’s academic support system, McVitty and Maxwell (2024)  
identified that 

it is also the interactions between the different elements of the system that 
generate knowledge about the system and create space for targeted 

enhancement activity (p.4). 

Explanations for, and examples of, activities that might sit in each of the overlaps are 
provided in McVitty and Maxwell’s original research and shown in Figure 1.  

The three core aspects of the DPT model function as inputs into any student advising 
system. However, unless those inputs interact, they are siloed, operationally divorced from 
the rest of the system, and act independently rather than being aligned around the purpose 
of enhancing student success. 

It is therefore the overlaps that bring the model to life and create meaning within the 
system. The overlaps also identify the implications for practice within an institution: 

• Does the data help the people know which students might need a supportive 
conversation? 

• Do the people know what is expected of them (the institutional ‘theory’ for student 

advising) and understand how their actions contribute to operationalising that 
theory? 

• Are institutions collecting the right data to support the institution to understand 

whether the theory is working? 

• Collectively, is the system as a whole working effectively for the individual students 
it seeks to serve and supporting their academic and personal success? 

As a practical example, data is seen as essential for institutions to make evidence-informed 
decisions about what action to take. However, data only derives meaning and value when 
it is situated and contextualised within a wider theoretical or strategic understanding of 
academic support, and when staff involved in student advising have access to the ‘right’ 
data to help them undertake advising activity aligned with their strategic theory of advising 
and support. These connections are recognised in research from TASO (Transforming 
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Access and Student Outcomes in Higher Education) that concluded that even where 
relevant data drive wellbeing support for students, it is no match for the human connection: 

While learning analytics offer opportunities to reach  
more students, the data underpinning these systems must be meaningful, 

monitored and accompanied by relationship building activities between staff 
and the students who need the most help (emphasis added)  

(Khan, 2026)  and see further (Kozman et al., 2026). 

Applying the data-people-theory model in practice 

Prior to the student advising project, the DPT model had been presented in the original 
whitepaper. Two of the authors had utilised it during a conference workshop, presenting 
an example of how the model works at one English university. Workshop participants were 
then invited to explore what the model would highlight in their own advising contexts 
(Maxwell & Gilani, 2025). 

When planning the student advising project, it was anticipated that the DPT model could 
provide a consistent and structured opportunity at the macro-level for participants to 
articulate their institutional approaches to student advising (our preferred term) given the 
complex and multi-faceted nature of staff-student interactions that support student 
learning (Grey & Osborne, 2018). 

To test this assumption and, by way of introducing the project and participants to each 
other, colleagues created an institution-specific slide of the DPT model to reflect on the 
different components of their student advising ecosystem and to present this contextual 
overview to the rest of the project team.  

No additional guidance beyond that in the original whitepaper was provided to participants 
on how to complete the model, although the completed conference version was presented 
as an example. Participants were invited to complete the model in a way appropriate to 
their institutional advising ecosystem and reflective of any enhancement activity 
underway.  

As institutional leaders of student advising enhancement activities, participants 
descriptively populated the model by reflecting on and assessing the effectiveness of 
current practice, sourcing additional information from colleagues where required. For 
some institutions, the model was applied retrospectively to a newly revised approach to 
student advising, whereas for others, it helped them situate and explain planned activities 
across the three elements. Participants also reported that the model helped inform some 
formal processes or provoke different ways of thinking. 

Examples of the information placed in each of the circles and in the overlaps, drawn from 
all participant institutions, are shown in Table 3: 
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Table 3: Examples of information placed in the DPT circles and overlaps by project participants 

Data People Theory 

Learner analytics 
dashboards using 
engagement data e.g. 
attendance, VLE 
engagement, 
submissions, alongside 
survey data (e.g. pre-
arrival) 

Differentiated 
dashboards – 
engagement, 
apprenticeships 

Formative and 
summative assessment 
data including extension 
requests, resit info, 
MCs/ECs and adjustment 
requirements 

Individual digital advising 
record/learning plan 

Staff / self-referrals 

Students: Student 
beneficiaries, peer 
mentors, callers 

Academic: personal 
(academic) tutors, 
apprenticeship coaches, 
cohort leads, advisors, 
teaching teams 

Student Lifecycle 
Management Group 

Specialised roles: 
Success Coaches, 
Student Journey 
Advisors, Pastoral 
Mentors, Wellbeing 
Advisors, academic 
skills tutors, academic 
librarians 

Student Union: advice 
centre 

 

Coaching approaches +/- nudge theory 

Belonging and mattering prominent in 
induction and transition 

Comprehensive policy suite 
(engagement, advising, interventions & 
outreach)  

Compassionate and transformative 
pedagogies 

Prior evaluations (support to progress, 
support to succeed) 

Data-informed approach - early 
identification of risk supports retention 
/ early intervention 

Learning from schools/FE 

Often captured in an institutional theory 
of change that frames student advising 
at the institution 
 

Data and People 

Data-triggered outreach using analytics dashboards or staff/student referrals aligned to policies 
and routine schedules to flag concerns, initiate (early) contact and pre-empt issues through 
proactive risk-based escalation using identified and structured referral routes 

Appropriate de-escalation without removing all support 

Automated communications enabling multiple, personalised interventions where risk is greatest 

Senior leaders and teams review dashboards to track in-year metrics and impact 

Survey data shared with relevant people at the start of the year, with overviews for students 

Early engagement with support interventions 

Personalised goal setting 
 

People and Theory 

Training/framing to ensure compassionate, inclusive conversations, strengthen practice and 
provide layered support for students based on clear referral routes and pathways 

Enhanced consistency from role specialisation (role descriptors and defined outreach 
expectations) clarifies responsibilities and approach, provides support to staff, and facilitates 
agile deployment to meet demand 

Professionalisation of academic support frees up academic time and removes barriers for 
academics 

Duty of care training and scaffolded wellbeing interventions 

Clear messaging and documentation to support practice 
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Embedded peer support: communities of practice, tutor networks supported by professional 
accreditation (e.g. UKAT) 

Single entry point for student information and advice 

Embedded learning enhancement within library 

Aim for meaningful PT: students understand it, stakeholders see benefit 

Relevant data used to enable better decisions about student support needs and prevent 
students getting lost in the system 

 

Theory and Data 

Evaluation frameworks combine quantitative dashboards and qualitative feedback 

Piloting across faculties with inbuilt feedback loops 

Oversight groups review use of analytics and analysis of impact of activity on associated KPIs. 

Oversight groups also use evidence loops to identify gaps and iterate models accordingly 

Governance routes used to monitor trends and initiate enhancement activity and projects (QA, 
Teaching Committees, Senate) 

Plan for engagement analytics 

Timely response to changing patterns of engagement 
 

Table 4: Examples of information placed in the DPT circles and overlaps by project participants 

Learning along the way 

As an exploratory project, participants agreed in the early discussions that it would be 
valuable to adopt an experiential approach, capturing learning during the project meetings. 
Initial reflections following all DPT presentations were sought in response to four prompts, 
selected in advance by the first two authors, to help structure the responses. Responses 
were captured anonymously in a collaborative, open online space using Lucidchart and are 
summarised in Table 4. 

Further discussion on the themes that emerged from project meetings will be explored in 
a future article. 

Identified value in using the data-people-theory model 

The DPT model was initially envisaged by the first two authors as a useful means for 
participants to articulate institutional approaches to student advising. In practice, however, 
the utilisation of the DPT model went beyond simply providing a means by which 
institutions could factually articulate their individual approaches to student advising. 
Rather, the model provided both a useful lens through which participants could consider 
and reflect upon work to enhance student advising within their institution, and enabled 
meaningful and consistent discussions between institutions that deploy different 

https://www.lucidchart.com/pages
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approaches to each of the three core elements – data, people and theory. Adoption of the 
DPT approach enabled these different perspectives to come together and ensured multiple  

Focus Key themes 

Principles of 
student advising 

Student advising should be: student-centred and outcome-focused; co-

created with students and stakeholders; have a clear structure and role 

clarity; be proactive, provide expert support with dedicated time and 

CPD; be grounded in transformative education (inclusive, authentic, 

compassionate); deliver inclusive practice for diverse communities; 

operate a tiered model with clear first contact and specialist escalation; 

be fully and realistically costed. 

Challenges and 
pitfalls to 
consider when 
revising advising 

Fragmented or insufficient technology (no integrated dashboards); an 

inconsistent student experience in devolved models due to competing 

staff demands, change-management challenges, and poor service 

awareness; where students are unclear on advising purpose/scope; 

where there is growth in complex student needs increasing workload or 

the wider support ecosystem is difficult to navigate. 

What defines a 
good advising 
experience? 

Trusted relationships; timely, responsive support; personalised and 

proactive/reactive advising; availability of local and contextual expertise; 

continuity of care (handover not handoff, with follow-up); clear purpose 

and specificity in outreach; clarity of expectations for both advisor and 

student. 

Redesign 
recommendations 
– what would 
you do 
differently? 

Co-create the advising model with students (starting from a blank page 

where helpful); ensure role clarity and boundaries across academic, peer, 

and professional services; simplify institutional signposting; design for 

flexibility with a minimum entitlement/expectation; fully cost and align 

the model to available resources; reduce complexity and reliance on 

individual capacity; implement simpler, integrated dashboards for triage 

and follow-up; ensure broad cross-service coordination (“many voices in 

the room”). 

Table 5: Summary of experiential findings recorded in Lucidchart 

 

voices could be heard. Consequently, we posit that the model can facilitate shared 
understanding and transfer of learning across the sector.  

As a mechanism for baselining the status quo before identifying areas for future 
enhancement, the DPT model was found to be a valuable way for institutional leaders to 
intentionally consider the component parts of an effective advising system. In particular, 
the individual data, people, and theory ‘circles’ help capture what exists and prompt 
institutions to identify what might be missing from the current approach. As an example, 
one participant reported via the Data-People overlap that the activity surfaced gaps in 
relevant data and identified that there was no shared or agreed way of storing PAT records 
or monitoring PAT engagement with tutees. 
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Another participant explained how the model has directly led to enhancement activity 
within their institution after recognising how separated the data was from the people who 
need to use it: 

… it seems to me that we have failed to factor in the importance of gleaning 
insights from the data to enable action in a timely way. … [T]he model showed 

me one of the main weaknesses in our system – that we provide academic 
staff with a wealth of data, but with minimal insights from / analysis of that 
data that could help them identify which students need additional support, 

when and why. For this reason, the data – people – theory model was 
instrumental in helping us identify where we could improve our systems. 

Some challenges with the process were identified in discussions with participants following 
work to explore the emergent themes from the different DPT presentations. When asked 
whether the summary resonated, one participant observed that 

Different institutions are at different levels or stages of implementation. So for 
some people, what you’ve just laid out is the operational reality and for some 

institutions it is the objective and that perhaps is a spectrum we want to 
articulate as well in terms of the current progress of the implementation. 

AI was also used to provide a first-pass review of the differences between the 
presentations. Raw counts and normalised heat maps of the number of times a participant 
referenced a particular theme were generated and shared with participants for discussion. 
Unlike the high level of agreement among participants with identified themes, heat maps 
based on differences arising from how the DPT model was used to articulate approaches 
to student advising were perceived to be problematic and thus rejected: 

The question that occurs to me is whether this really reflects the state of  
play in those institutions or whether it reflects the way that we happened  

to capture and present on this occasion. And whether we could have  
presented the same underlying facts using slightly different vocabulary,  

a different set of keywords and then would have got more mentions  
in these categories for the same underlying story. So I wonder if this is  

capturing a quirk of presentation, rather than it being a reflection of the 
absolute state of play in these universities in a deep way. 

Ultimately, project participants concluded that the DPT model is useful in providing a 
shared framework for different types of advising conversations between and within 
institutions, for intentionally baselining existing activity before identifying areas for 
enhancement, and for articulating an intended future state. It should be recognised that 
articulating the model through this lens may require presenting a system in a slightly 
different way than any individual institution might have chosen, to enable consistent 
comparisons between systems.  

Conclusions 

Fundamentally, student advising is designed to further academic success for all students, 
whether by maximising ‘good’ degree outcomes or by identifying risks to continuation and 
completion at the point when students first start disengaging from their studies or when 
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they take longer than expected to develop productive learning behaviours. Data on student 
participation in their learning has an important role to play in supporting an effective and 
efficient approach to advising, enabling staff at the frontline of advising to understand better 
how their work supports institutional objectives for student success.  

Through an experiential approach, the DPT model has been shown to offer a valuable lens 
for institutions to articulate their approach to student advising, providing meaningful points 
of comparison across the sector. However, any enhancement of advising activities would 
benefit from being situated within a broader understanding of the institutional aims and 
purposes of academic advising. 

Returning to our starting point, if Peck’s statement that advising is becoming as important 
to students as academic input is to be realised in practice, then a fundamental shift in how 
advising activity is delivered within universities is required. Up to this point, advising has 
been seen as supplementary, less structured and often less visible within an institution. An 
evolution in how student advising is viewed is needed to enhance visibility and prominence 
internally. Support initiatives should become further integrated as an equal aspect of the 
holistic student experience rather than simply existing as fallback options. This means 
institutions must make support more accessible, more conspicuous, and more actively 
embedded within the fabric of everyday academic life.  

Having a student advising system that is fit for purpose needs to be on the agenda of all 
institutions. In a time when notions of ‘the student experience’ are now seen to be more 
about ‘student experiences’ plural, when there are valid questions about the use of the 
terms ‘traditional’ and ‘non-traditional’ student (Briggs, 2025) and when the ways in which 
technology supports student advising are transforming, it is timely to take stock and ask 
some serious questions about the appropriateness of universities’ approach to advising. 
The institutions participating in our project have intentionally asked or are in the process of 
asking themselves these very questions. We strongly endorse Professor Peck’s view that 
the need for student support has never been greater, but that institutions need to be clearer 
on the purpose of student support, its design and delivery. 
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