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Introduction 
Academic decline is one of the major challenges in higher education systems, which can lead to consequences such as reduced academic performance, psychological problems, and ultimately student dropout (Barnett et al., 2023; Zhang & Li, 2024). Research shows that various factors, including individual, family, social, and educational variables, play a role in the occurrence of this phenomenon (Afzaligoroh et al., 2024; Taklubigeishi et al., 2024). In recent years, some studies have emphasized the role of educational and psychological interventions, including strengthening academic motivation, teaching learning skills, and providing counseling services in preventing academic decline (Cohen et al, 2022; Williams & Brown, 2023). In this context, university counseling centers, as one of the support structures in universities, can play an effective role in preventing academic decline by identifying students' needs and problems and providing appropriate interventions. However, the systematic role of these centers and the factors affecting students' utilization of counseling services have been less comprehensively examined. Therefore, the present study was conducted with the aim of investigating the role of university counseling centers in preventing students' academic decline and identifying effective interventions in this area.
Methodology
The present study was conducted using a qualitative approach and descriptive phenomenological method (Neubauer et al., 2019). The research population included students with academic decline from the Faculty of Social Sciences at Allameh Tabataba'i University in the academic year 2024-2025, as well as counselors and supervisors of university counseling centers. Sampling was conducted purposefully until theoretical saturation was reached. Participants included 13 students (7 women and 6 men) and 11 counseling center counselors (6 women and 5 men) from various universities. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The content validity of the interview guide was confirmed by three experts in the field of educational psychology and counseling. Interviews were conducted in person or by telephone and, after recording, were fully transcribed. Data were analyzed using Colaizzi's (1978) thematic analysis method. To ensure the credibility and reliability of the research, Lincoln and Guba's (1985) criteria including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability were used. Additionally, all ethical considerations including informed consent, confidentiality of information, and the right to withdraw from the research were observed.
Findings
The research findings revealed that from the perspective of counseling center professionals, these centers play a pivotal role in preventing students' academic decline, but the effectiveness of this role is largely dependent on the cooperation of the university, academic departments, and faculty members. Analysis of the interviews revealed several main themes. First, challenges facing counseling centers, which included issues such as shortage and instability of human resources, difficulty in recruiting students, discrepancy in some faculty members' attitudes toward student issues, failure to receive timely information and statistics from university departments, and lack of basic facilities. Second, requirements for implementing academic decline prevention programs, which were raised in three areas: financial, spatial, and human resources, as well as operational needs. Third, components necessary for the effective functioning of the central office, which include supervisory and supportive roles in guiding and strengthening counseling center activities.
In addition, professionals referred to a set of specialized activities of counseling centers for managing and preventing academic decline, including providing incentives, attending to students' diverse needs, securing university cooperation, and strengthening the center's professional capacities. In this context, the supportive role of counseling centers was also emphasized, which includes covering diverse programs, accompanying students to create renewed growth opportunities, providing therapeutic services and promoting mental health especially for freshmen, as well as training specialized and committed human resources. The follow-up role of the counseling center was also highlighted through periodic monitoring of students' status and referral of at-risk students by academic departments. Finally, the educational role of counseling centers was also addressed in the form of holding workshops on teaching methods and effective communication for faculty members and strengthening students' life skills.
On the other hand, findings from interviews with students showed that their evaluation of the counseling center's role was largely dependent on their individual experiences. Some students evaluated these centers' services as effective and supportive, while others had limited or ineffective experiences with these services. Based on data analysis, factors affecting the effectiveness of counseling center services included providing individual counseling along with initial screening, holding educational and psychological workshops for freshmen, easy access to the counseling center, creating a culture for expressing psychological problems, familiarizing students with the new academic environment and level, and establishing counseling centers in the university, faculties, and dormitories.
Conversely, factors were also raised as barriers to the effectiveness of counseling center services. These factors included non-compliance with some counseling session requirements, distrust of some students toward the counseling center due to its affiliation with the university, insufficient awareness of the center's capabilities and services, occurrence of some academic problems arising from university structures, and reluctance of some students to receive counseling services. Overall, the findings indicate that the effectiveness of counseling centers in preventing academic decline requires strengthening infrastructure, increasing interaction with faculty members and academic departments, and enhancing students' awareness and trust in these centers' services.
Conclusion
The findings of this research showed that university counseling centers can play an important role in preventing academic decline, but the realization of this role requires the existence of appropriate infrastructure, cooperation between different university departments, and gaining students’ trust. Based on the results of the interviews, challenges such as shortage of human resources, limited facilities, failure to receive timely information from university departments, and differences in some faculty members’ attitudes toward student issues are among the most important barriers to the effective functioning of counseling centers. At the same time, providing supportive, educational, and therapeutic services, implementing screening programs and life skills workshops, as well as effective interaction with faculty members and academic departments can help improve the effectiveness of these centers in preventing academic decline.
The research findings also showed that students’ experiences and evaluations of counseling center services vary, and factors such as easy access to services, provision of individual counseling, creating a culture for expressing psychological problems, and familiarizing students with the university environment can lead to increased effectiveness of counseling services. Conversely, factors such as distrust of some students toward counseling centers, lack of awareness of the services provided, and non-compliance with some professional principles in counseling sessions can reduce the effectiveness of these services. Overall, the results of this research indicate that preventing academic decline requires a multidimensional approach in which educational, psychological, and organizational factors are simultaneously considered, and counseling centers, in interaction with other university departments, provide comprehensive and preventive services.
Among the limitations of this research are conducting interviews online and focusing the study on students from one faculty at Allameh Tabataba’i University; therefore, generalization of the results to other universities should be done with caution.
Based on the research findings, the following recommendations are proposed:
• Conducting similar studies in different universities and academic disciplines to examine the role of cultural and organizational contexts in the occurrence of academic decline.
• Examining the experiences of students who have been able to overcome academic decline, in order to identify supportive factors and effective strategies for improving academic performance.
References
Barnett, M. D., Martin, K. J., & Garza, C. J. (2023). Academic burnout, self-efficacy, and academic performance among college students during the post-pandemic transition. Journal of American College Health, 71(8), 2456-2463. https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2021.1987919
Zhang, Y., & Li, H. (2024). The relationship between mental health, academic motivation, and academic achievement in university students: A longitudinal study. Higher Education Research & Development, 43(1), 145-160. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2023.2189456
Afzali Goruh, M., Afzali Goruh, M., Khanamani, F., Afzali Goruh, Z. (2024). Investigating the reasons and factors affecting academic decline and academic achievement of elementary students. Fourth International Conference on Educational Sciences, Counseling, Psychology and Social Sciences. https://civilica.com/doc/2148337
Taklubeighshi, F., Gholami, B., Ansari, S., Safari, S. (2024). Investigating the reasons and influential factors in academic decline and academic frustration among students. First International Conference on Education with an Approach to Smart Schools, Creative Teachers and Thoughtful Students in the Horizon of 2025. https://civilica.com/doc/2101046
Williams, P., & Brown, L. (2023). Effectiveness of university counseling interventions on academic performance and student well-being: A systematic review. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 70(4), 445-462. https://doi.org/10.1037/cou0000678
[bookmark: _Hlk181153944]Cohen, K. A., Graham, A. K., & Lattie, E. G. (2022). Aligning students and counseling centers on student mental health needs and treatment resources. Journal of American College Health, 70(3), 724–732. https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2020.1762611

image3.jpeg




image1.png




image2.png




