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UNDERSTANDING AND CREATING THE FIRST-YEAR Sli.MINAR.

Understanding and Creating the
First-Year Seminar
By
Dan Gianoutsos, Ph.D.

lthough students in higher education are increasingly
becoming more diverse, one thing that students of all types
ave in common is that they struggle adjusting to college
life (Keup & Petschauer, 2011). These struggles are most prominent
during their first year of college (American College Testing, 2014).
While many co-curricular programs have been deemed valuable in
helping address first-year student challenges, a renewed and surging
interest has emerged in an over-century old practice of providing
face-to-face seminars geared toward helping students transition from
high school to college (Keup & Petschauer, 2011). Today, first-year
seminars are very common and exist in all types of higher education
institutions - small and large, two- and four-year, public and private,
not-for-profit and for-profit - and continue to find great success (e.g..
Keup & Petschauer, 2011; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Drawing
from existing research, practical experience, and relevant examples,
this chapter provides an overview of the first-year seminar while
synchronously serving as a companion for creating and implementing
a first-year seminar program.
Defining the First-Year Seminar

First-year seminars are courses designed to assist first-year
students "in their academic and social development and in their
transition to college" (Hunter & Linder, 2005, p. 275). The term
"seminar" is purposefully used to represent the intimate discussion
based nature of the course, where students and their instructors can
exchange information and ideas, and the increase in academic rigor
(Hunter & Linder, 2005). Most first-year seminars emphasize creatmg
community in the classroom, which can translate into peer support
groups (Barefoot, 1992; Hunter & Linder, 2005). First-year seminars
introduce students to essential skills for college success and to a
50

variety of specific topics (Barefoot, 1992; Jewler, 1989). Common
first-year seminar topics include, but are not limited to, introduction
to college life, academic and behavioral expectations and policies.
institutional history, information on campus resources, study skills,
critical thinking and inquiry, time management, major and career
exploration, self-exploration, diversity, multiculturalism, citizenship,
financial literacy, health and wellness, and improving reading and
writing (Jewler, 1989; National Resource Center for the First-Year
Experience Website, 2014). Many of the aforementioned topics have
been present throughout the history of first-year seminars.
History and Growth of the First-Year Seminars
It is not uncommon to hear a faculty member refer to first-year
seminars as being a new concept or suggest that it is a fad that will
soon cycle out of favor. This, however, could not be further from the
truth, as early American models of the course can be traced to the
late nineteenth century. The origins of American first-year seminars
can be linked to the "creation of a system of faculty advisors at
Johns Hopkins in 1877 and the appointment of a board of freshman
advisers at Harvard in 1889" (Gordon, 1989, p. 183; Rudolph, 1962).
During the following two decades, several non-credit first-year
seminars emerged at Boston University, University of Michigan, and
Oberlin College (Gordon, 1989, p. 183; Rudolph, 1962). Perhaps the
earliest institution credited with a first-year seminar is Lee College
in Kentucky in 1882 (Keup & Petschauer, 2011). The first credit
bearing, required first-year seminar was established by Reed College
in 1911 and was titled, "The College Life Course" (Fitts & Swift,
1928; Gordon, 1989). This course was designed to help "adjust
freshmen to college life and study through" consideration of subjects
that are surprisingly ever-present in today's first-year seminars (Fitts
& Swift, 1928, p. 156). The course's topics included the purpose of
college, the development of higher education, the college curriculum,
college life, individual plan of study, factors of study, student honesty,
health, student involvement (e.g., athletics, student government.
fraternities and sororities), and college spirit (Fitts & Swift, 1928).
The number of institutions offering first-year seminars continued
to grow throughout the twentieth century and into the early twenty51
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first century. The American Association of University Professors
conservatively estimated that forty-one American higher education
institutions offered first-year seminars by 1921 and seventy-nine
by 1925 (Fitts & Swift, 1928). According to a survey of freshmen
orientation techniques, an estimation of 43% of institutions
offered some form of first-year seminars by the mid-twentieth
century (Bookman, 1948; Gordon, 1989). Yet, the popularity of
first-year seminars greatly declined and the seminars were all but
extinct by the 1960s. This decline was an outgrowth of a national
philosophical shift from the in loco parentis era to a more sink or
swim environment where faculty members had increasingly become
uninterested in teaching student success skills (Saunders & Romm,
2008).
It would not be until the 1970s when a renaissance of first-year
seminars would emerge, with the University of South Carolina
being at the forefront. This resurgence can be attn"buted to several
dynamics, including the mass expansion of higher education, which
embodied an increase in college enrollment of a traditional-aged,
post-World War II baby boom generation, coupled with an increase
in college access to previously underrepresented student populations.
Correlated with increased access and enrollments, institutions were
seeking ways to help struggling students (e.g., Cohen & Kisker,
2010; Keup & Petschauer, 2011; Koch & Gardner, 2006; Saunders &
Romm, 2008). The growth of first-year seminars would continue to
snowball and today, as many as 94% of accredited American colleges
and universities offer some form of first-year seminars to students
(Keup & Petschauer, 2011).

greater body of empirical research examines the impact first-year
seminars have on student retention, progression. and completion. as
well as academic performance (e.g., Barefoot, Warnock, Didcson,
Richardson, & Roberts, 1998; Bedford & Durkee. 1989: Cavote &
Kopera-Frye, 2004; Cuseo, 1991; Fiddler, 1991; Fidler & Moore.
1996; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Schnell & Doetkott, 2003; Tinto,
1993; Upcraft, Gardner, & Associates, 1989).
Other studies suggest first-year seminars have positive effects on
student engagement and on-campus involvement te.g., Kuh, 2005:
Starke, Harth, & Sirianni, 2001); interaction with professors (e.g.,
Hopkins, 1988; Keup & Barefoot, 2005; Maistro & Tammi, 1991)
and improvement of students' college success skills such as study
behaviors, reading, writing, and problem-solving (Barefoot et al.•
1998; Tobolowsky, et al., 2005). In addition, no published study has
suggested that the examined first-year seminar had a significantly
negative or adverse effect on the college success of its students
(Cuseo, 2008). For further resources, Pascarella and Terenzini
(2005, pp. 400-405) provide a comprehensive literature review by
synthesizing over 2,600 studies addressing first-year seminars.
With such a large body of research, many student success advocates
insist that there should be a shift in the broader conversations
surrounding first-year seminars. Henscheid (2004) explains, "The
number of positive indicators that these courses improve students'
opportunities for success has shifted arguments from 'should they
be offered' to 'what type should be offered "' (p. 1). The following
section will examine existing first-year seminar commonalities and
typology.

Benefits of Fint-Year Seminan
The benefits of first-year seminars have been well documented.
In filct, first-year seminars are the most researched course in the
undergraduate curriculum throughout the history of American higher
education (e.g., Cuseo, 2008; Koch, 2001; Koch, Foote, Hinkle,
Keup & Pistilli, 2007; Tobolowsky, Cox, & Wagner, 2005). Wtth
a foundation built on research, first-year seminars have emerged
as one of the leading - if not the leading - instructional avenues
for achieving institutional goals for undergraduate students. The

Fint-Year Seminar Commonalities and Typology
The first thing to know about creating first-year seminars is that
there is no universal model or approach. The diversity of first-year
seminars most likely stems from the notion that institutions design
their first-year seminars to embody each individual institution's
mission with the goal to meet the unique needs of their entering
student population. With such great variance, it is useful_for
coordinators to first examine the nation-wide commonalities (e.g.,
characteristics and types) of already established first-year seminars.
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National studies indicate that a vast majority of first-year seminars
share the following structural commonalities (Hunter & Linder, 2005;
Tobolowsky & Associates, 2008):
•

Length of course is one full semester or quarter

•

Size of the course is under 25 students (e.g., 16-24 students)
Course is offered for academic credit toward graduation

•

Grading is letter based

The length allows instructors a substantial time frame to address
the often lofty learning objectives of the course and for the students
to engage in more meaningful, significant learning. The smaller,
more intimate course sizes help promote a learning environment
that should be rich with academic discourse. It also presents a better
opportunity for students to get to know each other and their instructor
with the goal to create a social support structure. Academic credit
allows the students, who successfully pass the class, to receive
academic credit that advances them to graduation. In addition,
providing a letter grade helps prevent students from strategically
doing the bare minimum, which instructors often report is the case for
pass-or-fail (non-letter grade assigned) courses.
A 1996 study by Barefoot and Fidler that examined successful
seminars, defined as seminars that have stood the course of time and
have accumulated substantial support across their campuses, provides
insight for coordinators in terms of best practices. The authors found
that successful seminars:
• Are offered for academic credit

•

Involve upper-level students in seminar delivery

•

Include ways of assessing their effectiveness and
disseminating these assessments to the campus community
(Barefoot & Fidler, 1996, as described in Hunter & Linder, 2005, p. 2'.!7).

Most of the attributes above incorporate collective efforts and
information sharing between instructors, faculty, student affairs
professionals, upper-level peer mentors, and others involved in the
process within the campus community. Since these seven attributes
of first-year seminars demonstrate merit, coordinators should at least
consider each during the planning stages of developing a first-year
seminar.
It is also valuable to examine existing types of first-year seminars.
Data from the 2006 National Survey of First-Year Seminars, which
was administered by the National Resource Center for The First-Year
Experience and Students in Transition, suggests that first-year seminar�
can be generally categorized by six overarching course types (e.g.,
Barefoot, 1992; Griffin, Romm, &Tobolowsky, 2008; Towbolowsky
& Associates, 2008). These course types are Extended Orientation
Seminar, Academic Seminars-Uniform Content, Academic Seminar Variable Content across Sections, Basic Study Skills Course, Pre
Professional Course, and the Hybrid Course (See Table 1 below).

Are centered in the first-year curriculum
Involve both academic faculty and student affairs
professionals in program design and instruction
•

Include instructor training and development as an integral part
of the program

•

Compensate or otherwise reward instructors for teaching the
seminar
54
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Table 1: F"ll'St-YearSeminarTypology
(Barefoot, 1992; Keup & Petschauer, 2011; Towbolowsky & Associates. 2008)
Encoded
Orientation
Seminar:
Emphasis is
primarily placed
on teaching
students
"survival and
success
techniques"
(Hunter&
Linder, 2005, p.
279).

Academic
SeminarsUnifona Conwat:
Emphasis is placed
Mon [an] academic
theme/discipline
but will often
include academic
skills components
such as critical
thinking or
expository writing"
(Saunders&
Romm, 2008, p. 2).
Content is generally
uniform across
sections.

Academic:

Seminar-

Variable

Co1111:Dt �

Sections:

Emphasis
milTOl'S
Academic
Seminars-

Uniform

Content, but the
course
themes/topics
varies by
sections and/or
instructors.

Buie Study
Skills Coone:
Emphasis is
primarily placcd
on taching
fundamental
academic skills
(e.g.,note
taldng,rcading
textbooks).
Often, these
courses are
geared toward
undcrprepared
populations.

Pre-Pror-lonal
Coone:
Empllasiais
placqdon
introducing
students to a
M•pccific majot.
discipline, and/or
development"
(Keup&
Pctsdiaucr,
2011, p. 13).

Popular with

prafcuional
schools and
colleges like
engineering,
business,bcalth
science, and
education.

Hybrid Coone: No common emphasis. Many institutions use hybrid modds that integrate
components of two or more types above to best meet the needs and goals of the program.

Of the types listed above, the Extended Orientation Seminar is the
most common and historically prevalent first-year seminar (Hunter &
Linder, 2005). But, perhaps the most significant seminar to hlgbligbJ
is the "Hybrid Course," which was the latest type to be added to the
original five. First-year seminar coordinators should not. feel confined
to conform to one of the original types of first-year seminar formats.
Despite the commonalities and typology provided, every first-year
program is unique and should embody the diversity of its institution
and student population. In addition, an institution's model, type, and
characteristics of its seminars should also evolve as time progresses
to meet the changing student populations and other changes at the
institutional level.
Centralized and Decentralized Approaches

An early decision point for establishing a first-year seminar
program is to determine if the program will be institutionally
S6

centralized or decentralized. A centralized program, in most cases,
means one overarching first-year seminar program will serve the
entire first-year student population. Centralized programs can be
operated from various locations- often within the Division of
Academic Affairs or the Division of Student Affairs and may be
designated to one specific program such as the Academic Success
Center, Department of English, or Office of Student Life.
The logic behind centralized programs is to address the quality
control of the curriculum and instructors to ensure the students have
a more common, shared experience. The primary challenge with this
model lies with meeting the diverse needs of students representing
different majors and student subpopulations (e.g., first-generation
students, honors students, undeclared students, and commuter
students). Some first-year seminar coordinators, however, argue that
by not grouping students into sections, students are exposed to a
higher level of diversity because their peers are less likely to share w,
many commonalities.
Decentralized programs involve different academic colleges or
departments on campus operating programs independently, although
there may be some standard campus-wide commonalities such as
milestones or hallmarks. Some first-year seminar programs are
so decentralized that sections within a given department possess
substantial variation (i.e., Academic Seminar- Variable Content).
Aforementioned, decentralized programs are better positioned to
represent and serve a specific first-year student subpopulation, which
are often grouped by major. Decentralized programs tend to make
institutional-wide assessment measures/goals a more challenging
process because of the variance from section to section. In addition.
these programs also present a more complicated challenge for
ensuring quality curriculum and delivery of instruction.
Establishing a Leadership Team

All too often, new first-year seminar coordinators attempt too
many hen:ulean tasks alone instead of seeking help from first-year
seminar ambassadors. To establish an effective first-year seminar
leadership team, leaders should represent significant on-campus
stakeholders who are strongly invested in the cause (Keup &
S7
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Petschauer, 2011 ). This leadership team should include at least one
well-respected, tenured full professor who can help obtain buy-in
from faculty who are wavering on the matter. Since the leadership
team will be a working group, it should be a more manageable size of
participants during the early stages {AAHE, ACPA, & NASPA, 1998;
Keup & Petschauer, 2011; Mandel & Evans, 2003; Schroeder, 2003).
Responsibilities of the leadership team can vary and may include
building campus buy-in, establishing learning outcomes, designing.
implementing, and assessing a pilot course, and identifying working
groups for specific tasks.
Course Design

First-year seminar programs should be created to support and
advance the institution's mission, vision, goals, and expectations
(Hunter & Linder, 2005; Keup & Petschauer, 2011 ). Within these
elements, addressing the specific needs and characteristics of the
institution's first-year students should be forefront. This type of
"student-centeredness" is unique to first-year seminars because they
are not bound by tradition or guardians that often limit courses in
traditional academic disciplines. Rather, first-year seminars have
more flexibility to adapt to changing dynamics of the students, the
students' needs, and how the students learn (Cuseo, 2007). First-year
seminar content "originates with, derives from, and focuses on - the
learner - rather than an external corpus of knowledge that reflects the
research interest of discipline-based scholars," explains Cuseo (2007,
p. 7). Yet, before developing content that focuses on the students,
developing an understanding of the first-year students themselves
must be achieved.
An initial and critical step in creating a first-year seminar program
is identifying the institution's student characteristics and needs.
"This understanding of student needs is likely to include in-depth
institutional analysis of data, such as background (e.g., race, ethnicity.
gender, first-generation student status), academir. preparation, first
year challenges, retention rates, use of student services and campus
resources, proportion of students who are undeclared or change
majors in the first year, and courses with the highest failure and
withdrawal rates," explain Keup and Petschauer (2011, p. 17). Quite
58
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often, analyzing the student needs is a task suited for a working
group, rather than for an individual.
After the analysis of the students, coordinators and leadership
teams can then embark on incremental course design. A common
practice when designing first-year seminars is simply creating a list of
desirable topics (e.g., time management, study skills), create a week
to-week schedule, and outline the lesson plans. While this process
is practical and time efficient, it inherently places the focus on the
"organization and delivery of information, usually through many
lectures, and pays little to no attention to the quality and quantity
of student learning" (Fink, 2013, p. 68). Research shows that this
design process tends to promote learning of foundational knowledge.
which refers to learning that is limited to basic remembering and
understanding of topics (Fink, 2010, 2013). First-year seminars
should push their students to more significant types of learning that
move beyond foundational knowledge toward application, integration
(e.g., identifying interactions between realms of knowledge), human
dimension (e.g., identifying one person's effect on society), caring
(e.g., being interested and practicing inquiry). and lastly, learning
how to learn (Fink, 2013).
To design the course geared toward significant learning, first
determine the desired end point (e.g., learning outcomes) and engage
in a backward-design process (Fink, 20 l 0, 2013 ). The question
should be asked, "What do you want students to learn by the end
of the course that will still be with them several years later?" (Fink,
20l 0). The learning outcomes should be attainable and measurable.
When crafting the learning outcomes, have the outcomes correspond
to the following charge: "After completing this first-year seminar,
students should be able to ... " Then, create a list outcomes utilizing
meaningful verbs like apply. demonstrate, compose, formulate,
integrate, compare, illustrate, and so on (Pierce College Faculty
Handbook, 1998). To push your desired learning outcomes
beyond foundational knowledge, avoid verbs like '"understand" or
''memorize." In addition, the course learning outcomes should be
linked to larger outcomes, whether at the unit, department, college, or
institutional level. Below is an example of the learning outcomes fur
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University of Nevada, Las Vegas' (UNLV ) COLA IO0E: First-Year
Seminar for Exploring (undecided) Majors, which is housed in the
Academic Success Center.

more holistic experience. These links may include service learning
and common reader programs, both of which will be addressed
hereafter. Another avenue is linking the first-year seminar to a
discipline-based course to create a learning community. One study
found that students in linked first-year seminars reported higher
self-reported ratings on satisfaction measures and learning outcomes
than stand-alone first-year seminars (Swing & Barefoot, 2002).
Partnerships can be developed through course assignments, such
as creating an assignment that requires the students to meet with an
academic advisor and engage in meaningful discussions about their
college journey.
Lastly, the first-year seminar curriculum should never be
viewed as a finished product. It should be viewed as living and itc;
development should be considered as an on-going, evolutionary
process. Student populations continue to become more diverse and
higher education at-large will continue to face new and most likely
unforeseen challenges. These changes underlie the need for continued
evaluation and development of first-year seminar programs.

Located on the right of each learning outcome is a broader outcome
for which the COLA IO0E learning outcome coincides. "UULO"
stands for UNLV's University Undergraduate Learning Outcomes.
which were established to define what skills and attributes UNLV
students should possess by graduation (UNLV Website, 2014).
After the first-year seminar's learning outcomes are established,
thoroughly examine what the students will have to do to achieve
the learning outcome and how you will help them achieve these
learning outcomes. These will be addressed through the seminar's
teaching and learning activities, which should place an emphasis on
experience and reflection (Fink, 2010). The next step is to examine
how the students will demonstrate that they have achieved the
learning outcomes. Concordantly, determine how you will measure
(i.e., assess) if they have achieved the learning outcomes. This type
of assessment should go beyond using grades as the only type of
measurement for triangulation of data.
During the course design process, consider ways to partner across
campus and link with other programmatic interventions to create a

Instructors and Instructor Training
First-year seminars across the country are taught by a wide-array
of individuals linked to the institution which include, but are not
limited to, part-time instructors, professors of all ranks (although
it is less common for those of higher ranks), academic advisors,
administrators, student personnel staff, or other professional staff
(Gordon, 1989). The overwhelmingly most common instructors of
first-year seminars are faculty (National Survey of First-Year Seminar
Programming, 2000), but almost every campus has more than one
type of educator involved in the first-year seminars (Hunter & Linder,
2005). Further, around one-third of campuses surveyed used teaching
teams to instruct their first-year seminars (National Resource Center,
2002). As demonstrated, there are many options and models for
staffing first-year seminar instructor positions.
Most coordinators will attest that first-year seminar programs
are only as strong as the instructors who teach the seminars. Thus.
the recruitment and training processes are critical. Recruiting and
retaining quality instructors can be challenging, especially when the

After completing COLA HIE, studenta should be able to•••
" Define life-long learning and coostruct a plan for life-long learning and bow to address
learning challenges [University Undergraduate Leaming Outcome (UULO) I]
" Employ basic qwilitalive research methods (UULO 2)
" Define an information need, narrow a topic, ulili;zc appropriate academic information
resources (e.g., Library databases) to access and evaluate scholarly material (UULO 2)
" Prepare and prescsot written and oral communication (UULO 3)
" Articulate their role within their respective communities and greater societies (UULO 4i
o Engage in service learning and evaluate ill effect on themselves, the agency, and
society
" Apply ethical concepts and theories to their academic, pcnonal,and professional life
(UlJLOS)

I.

" Implement pcrsonalil.Cd academic success strategics (FYS Content)
.. Develop an academic and major dirution, while recognizing the need for flexibility
(Exploring Major Specific)
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institution is unable to provide substantial extrinsic perks for teaching
first-year seminars. High turnover tends to be commonplace among
first-year seminar instructors primarily because the contractual
commitments are usually only a semester long. After all, few
campuses provide opportunities for full-time first-year seminar
instructors (Hunter & Linder, 2005). Although recruiting quality
instructors can be challenging, this does not necessarily mean that
there will not be a large quantity of candidates seeking to teach the
seminars. This further supports the need to have a comprehensive
screening and selection process followed by a thorough training
program for the selected instructors.
Coordinators should strive to make their training program as
effective and relevant as possible. The training program should
commence with a mandatory orientation. These orientations can
introduce the purpose, goals, and learning outcomes of the first-year
seminars. Many coordinators also use this time to present the first
year student demographics and retention rates, and integrate some
relevant existing literature ( e.g., student retention, development, and
theory). The orientation also provides opportunities to facilitate.the
sharing of best teaching practices. Materials can also be prQvided,
such as training manuals, sample lesson plans, and teaching tips (see
the following figure on the next page).
All too often, first-year seminar coordinators do not close the
loop for the training process and only offer the initial orientation.
There are other approaches to providing training and resources, such
as consultations for individual instructors, on-going workshops,
intermittent intensive training programs, grants and awards for
individuals and departments, resources and publications, and other
online offerings (Sorcinelli, Austin, Eddy, & Beach, 2006). In
addition, providing avenues for first-year seminars to simply socialm
and potentially mentor each other can be beneficial. For example, cmt
first-year seminar instructor group may meet at the campus coffee
shop every Friday during the semester to discuss a variety of topics
relating to teaching first-year seminars. Whatever the methods of
training, many first-year seminars will maintain that the importance
of instructors training cannot be overstated.
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Tea tips for instructors leaching ftnt-year seminars...
.. Know your smdent&. Get to know your students' backgrowtds, interests. and goal, as
soon as possible. Most importaudy, learn their names and address them b) their names
{Cusco, 2008).
.. Create a seue of commllllity. First-year seminars serve as a support structure for man}
students. Thus, provide opportunities for students to get to know each other. share idea.,
and best practices, and support each other's efforts.
- Tallor,yoar approach. Tailor your teaching approach and topics to each section because
every class is unique in its own way.
- Be cunent and relnant. Be current by using relevant examples (e.g.. pop culture.
technology, contemporary social issues) for which they can relate.
.. Involve your stndentlll. Engage them in active learning, which is an instructional method
that places an cmphaais on engaging students in the learning process (Prince. 2004). Or.
find opportunities to have them to tc:M:h each other (i.e., collaborative learning). After all.
they can better relate to each other than to their instructor.
.. DmnifJ your approach. Students like variety, so utilize multiple methods of teachmg
and learning. Cusco (2008) provides a running list Mini-lectures, whole-class
discussions, small group discussions, paired peer interactions, self-reflection ci1erciscs,
role plays, case studies. guest speakers, panel presentations, open forums, debates, and su
on.
.. Be apliclt. Explain what you arc doing and its purpose. Help them sec how they can
bcnditfrom the assignments, activities, and discussions (Singer, 2014).
.. Be Desible. Be ready to deviate from your lesson plan and syllabus, as needed. Quite
c1tm, students will become engaged io areas that you did not foresee and you do not
want to discourage these developments. In additioo, you may find that your students arc
picking up on concepts faster or slower than anticipated.
• Be aTililable, Be available to your students, whether through office hours or other forms
of cx,mmuuicatiou, to support them in adjusting to college life.
.. Show yoar passion. Passion is contagious. Show them that you are passionate about the
seminar, the topics, and that you arc fully invested in their success and development.

Peer-Mentors
Many first-year seminar programs use peer-mentors, which are
often upper-class students who have displayed academic success
and leadership skills, to bring an additional dynamic to the seminar.
A growing body of research suggests that peer-mentoring provides
the students who are being served, several positive academic and
social outcomes (e.g., Kim, 2009; Latino & Ashcraft, 2012; Lewis &
Lewis, 2005; Smith & Zhang, 2010; Stone & Jacobs, 2008; Switzer
& Thomas, 1998). Peer-mentors bring a new experience to the
classroom; more often than not, they can better relate to class than
the instructor. Students may feel more comfortable speaking to a
63
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peer-mentor about sensitive topics than spealtjng to their instructor.
This relationship can be mutually beneficial, "The freshmen benefit
from being exposed to successful role models, and the peer advisers
or counselors benefit from the leadership experience" (Gordon, 1989.
p. 195). Some programs offer peer-mentors academic credit, wages.
scholarships, or service hour credit for their participation. Peer
mentoring programs should utilize thorough training programs and
should work closely with a faculty mentor.
UNLV's COLA IO0E: First-Year Seminar for Exploring MajOl'li
provides each Fall and Spring section with an undergraduate, upper
class peer-mentor who is conducting peer-service hours for the UNl'f
Hixson-Lied Success Scholarship Program. This scholarship program
is geared towards students who have overcome a substantial obstacle.
whether academic, personal, and/or financial, to demonstrate
resilience and academic aptitude. The Schc;,lars undergo a training
orientation followed by monthly meetings and are consistently
mentored by the section's instructor, faculty mentor, and other leaderi
within the Academic Success Center (e.g., dean, assistant dean,
directors, academic advisors, and academic success coaches). Wtthin
the classroom, the Scholars share personal experiences, present abom
campus resources, facilitate discussion, lead active learning activities.
and other instructional functions.
First-Year Seminar Assigned Books

1\vo types of books are commonplace and used synchronously
in first-year seminars: First-year seminar textbooks and common
readers. Many first-year seminar programs use textbooks that
serve as practical guides to achieving student success. One popular
example includes Gardner and Barefoot's Your College &periencl!.·
Strategies for Success, which is in its tenth edition (2011). There alllJ
are opportunities to create customized textbooks to meet the needs
for a particular institution's students. For instance, Kendall-Hum
Publishing Company Solutions Program offers opportunities to a.
unique first-year seminar textbooks that includes original work andtm
draws from existing work or a combination thereof. The use of eidla'
an existing or a customized first-year seminar textbook provides an
effective resource for the students.
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To supplement the first-year seminar textbook. many coordinators
implement a common reader program. Common reader programs
greatly vary and can range from a campus-wide common reader to
a single course section common reader. Although common reader
programs are a relatively new phenomenon (Goldfine, Mixson
Brookshire, Hoerrner, & Morrissey, 2011), common readers are
becoming a commonplace within first-year seminars. A testament
to its growth is the ever-increasing rows ofpublishers at first-year
seminar conferences promoting potential common readers. Common
readers tend to be novels or narratives that greatly vary from
textbooks, which often consist ofbolded words, definitions, and
diagrams.
Recent common reader titles have been as varied as Hunger
Games (2008) to Nickel and Dimed (2001) to Moby Dick ( 1851 ).
According to a study by the National Association ofScholars (2013 ).
the overwhelmingly most used common reader in the academic
year 2012-2013 was the Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks (2010) by
Rebecca Skloot and the runner-up being The Other Wes Moore: Ont!
Name, 1wo Fates (2011) by Westley Moore. For a running list of
common readers used across the country, visit http://tech.sa.sc.edu/
fye/resources/fyr/summer_books_list.php.
Although the titles may vary, many coordinators pursue common
readers for the same goals. According to Laufgraben (2006), common
goals for common readers are:

•

Encourage reading among students
Create a sense ofcommunity

•
•

Provide a shared intellectual experience
Promote discussion
Set academic expectations for students (p. 6)

Common readers have also been utilized to promote critical thinking
and information literacy (Goldfine, Mixson-Brookshire, Hoerrner. &
Morrissey, 2011; Phillips & Case, 2013). Common readers serve as
an excellent tool for discussion throughout the seminar and it is often
linked to a required course assignment.
6S
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Choosing a common reader can be challenging, and often is
a common occurrence as most common reader programs change
their reader yearly. Before embarking on this process, coordinators
should first consider the goals and desired learning outcomes oftbe
program and the constituents affected by the choice. The next step
is to decide who should be involved in the decision-making process.
Many institutions use committees with diverse representation ( e.g..
faculty members, students, administrators) to collaboratively choose
a common reader. In this format, the chair of the committee must be
prepared to facilitate spirited debate and accept the reality that a table
of independent, critical thinkers may not all agree on one reader. The
goal is to find the best reader that receives the most support from the
committee because there may not be a reader unanimously deemed
perfect for the circumstance.
There are many variables when considering books for a common
reader program. Based on conversations with common reader
coordinators, variables to consider when selecting a common reader
include:
Readability (e.g., How is the length? Is it a "page turner?")
Interest and relevance to the targeted student population
Relevance to one or more program learning outcomes
Current campus, community and political climate
Cost of the book and other associated costs for the program
Author and/or speaker options, if desired
Opportunities to plan co-curricular programs that can link to
the common reader, if desired
As shown above, there are several variables to consider. The third
component listed represents a significant decision-point in the
process. Some coordinators purposefully avoid common readers that
address topics that are controversial, whether within the academic
community or the greater community, to avoid any potential risks of
backlash from students, parents, campus constituents, community

members, or legislators. Examples of worst-case scenarios exist
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that demonstrate potential consequences for choosing controversial
common readers, such as state legislators proposing to retract state
funding because of themes within the common reader (Thome, 2014 ).
Further, some coordinators use relevant, non-controversial common
readers to receive buy-in and support from constituents.
On the other hand, some coordinators embrace the controversy
and believe that the reward is well worth the risk, often citing that
controversy can play an integral role in fostering robust academic
discourse. Controversy makes it easy to create in-class "taking sides''
opportunities, such as class debates and assigned position papers.
Nonetheless, whether or not to choose a controversial common rcadl!r
can serve as a decision-point for the selection committee.
Service Learning

Colleges and universities are increasingly focusing on a more
holistic development of their students. Many institutions desire their
students to become multicultural, global citizens with a yearning to
better society (Engstrom & Tinto, I 997). Further, many colleges and
universities have increased their practice-based learning efforts as
a response to industrial leaders, politicians, and other constituents'
recurring claim that traditional four-year degree programs lack
practical, "hands on" experience. Service learning provides an
effective avenue to formally introduce students to a practice-based
experience that exposes them to larger global issues and creates a
platform for instructors to foster student inquiry and critical thinking.
Since many of these attributes are embodied in first-year seminars,
service learning can play an integral role in first-year seminars when
effectively integrated into the curriculum.
Although many definitions exist, service learning can generally
be defined as "a teaching and learning strategy that integrates
meaningful community service with instruction and reflection
to enrich the learning experience, teach civic responsibility, and
strengthen communities" (Servicelearning.org Website, 2011 ).
Service learning embodies the notion that the service activity should
meet a need that was identified from the community being served. not
from those looking to serve (Weigert. 1998). Service learning is often
course-based and essentially separates itself from the traditional sense
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of community service or volunteerism by emphasizing the learning
element of the process. Students should be able to learn about the
purpose of the project and how it impacts society, thus making
broader connections. Concurrently, the service activity should aid
students in cultivating a better understanding of the course content
(Bringle & Hatcher, 1996).
When integrating service learning into the curriculum, first-year
seminar coordinators should strive to ensure the course content
meshes with the service learning project for course cohesion.
This can be achieved by incorporating literature regarding service
learning itself (e.g., significant or impact of service learning) and/
or intertwining content that relates to the specific service learning
project, which can address an array of topics (e.g., environmental
issues, social classism, poverty, educational attainment). The contenl
integration can be achieved through in-class presentations and
discussions that can be guided by assigned readings (e.g., textbooks,
journal articles). One way to incorporate the content is to adopt a
common reader that addresses service in general (see A Schoolfor
My Village by l'wesigye Jackson Kaguri) pr a common reader dull
directly addresses the service topic at hand.
Another element of integrating service learning is to ensure
the process is cyclical (or sometimes helical) to ensure a more
valuable, comprehensive experience. The initial step is providing
early opportunities within the curriculum to introduce students
to the practice of service learning (e.g., definition, purpose, and
impact), the topic of the chosen service project(s), and if applicable.
the information on participating non-profit organiz.ation(s) (e.g.,
mission, vision, purpose, and impact). Then, the students engage in a
meaningful service project where they are helpful and contribute to a
huger cause. This element can be challenging. as some or:ganiz:atians
simply need volunteers for manual and possibly labor-intensive
tasks. Following the service, students should engage in a purposeful
assignment(s) that requires substantial reflection in light of the coUl'llt
goals (Weigert, 1998; Troppe, 1995). These assignments can include
reflection papers, journal entries, class presentations, and others.
During the entire cyclical process (particularly the culmination),
robust and inclusive in-class discussions that promote inquiry,
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reflection, and critical thinking should be ever-present. The tinal stage
is assessing the service learning process and making data-driven
adjustments for the following semester.
As previously implied, there are several decision-points during the
cyclical process including who chooses the project. It is perhaps most
common for the first-year seminar instructor of a particular section
to choose one service learning project with the goal to create a more
common experience within the class. However. allowing students to
choose their own service can also be beneficial. Providing students·
choices for serving learning projects - or other types of course
assignments in general - can help generate buy-in from the students.
It better allows them to choose a project that aligns with their
interests, passions, and major and career aspirations. Cuseo (2010)
further explains, "Research strongly suggests that when student.'! arc
allowed some personal choice, control, or self-determination with
respect to their learning experience, they become more intrinsica/(v
motivated to learn" (p. 2). The process also allows students to
participate in projects that meet their transportation needs, physical or
health concerns, or hectic schedules.
An example of allowing students to choose their service project is
the UNLV Academic Success Center's first-year seminar program for
exploring (undecided) majors (i.e., COLA IO0E). Exploring majors
in each section log into a database operated by the campus's Office
of Civic Engagement in Diversity (OCED) and students choose from
an approved list of service learning projects. This process allows
these exploring students to choose projects that align with majors
and/or careers they are considering, and to reflect on this decision
in their assignment and in-class discussions. In addition, OCED
has a comprehensive waiver process and insurance to cover any
participating students and to protect instructors and departments
from liability if a student is injured during the service project. By
partnering with OCED, the COLA 1 OOE coordinator and instructors
are not tasked with recruiting. screening, and selecting non-profit
organizations, organizing project logistics, and risk management
functions.
Although many models exist, service learning is an effective
avenue to formally introduce students to experiential learning that
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exposes them to larger global issues. When integrating service
learning into the curriculum, first-year seminar coordinators should
strive to ensure the course content meshes with the service learning
project for course cohesion. The cyclical process will help ensure a
more holistic experience for the students.
Fint-Year Seminar Challenges

First-year seminar coordinators and leadership teams face
numerous, sometimes seemingly insurmountable, obstacles when
establishing their program. At some institutions, the efforts to
establish a required, credit-bearing first-year seminar took decades
to come to fi:uition. Perhaps the two most common impediments
are obtaining campus buy-in and securing funding for a first-year
program.
Obtaining campus buy-in can be unique to each campus, but
there are some common reoccurring themes. Aforementioned, the
initial step is establishing a leadership team to avoid one individual
shouldering the colossal load and to help spark a collective,
grassroots effort. The leadership team should include at least one
well-respected, tenured faculty member. The leadership team should
work closely with the Faculty Senate, the Provost, and other campui
leaders and relevant committees. In addition, a pilot course can be
launched to be thoroughly assessed and evaluated.
The leadership team should produce appropriate informational
materials and should consider creating a website to serve as a
recruiting tool (Keup & Petschauer, 2011). They can also lead
several information sessions, workshops, and town hall meetings.
Throughout the entire process, it is essential for the leadership team
to utilize existing empirical data to solidify the potential and purposr
of the cause. Finally. the leaders of this effort must realize that they
are not alone in their efforts, and can reach out to leaders at other
campuses who have recently undergone a similar process.
Along with campus-wide buy-in, leadership teams face hurdles
relating to funding the first-year seminar program. Theoretically,
the level of institutional priority of first-year seminars should match
the level of funding to support the first-year seminar. In these
economically challenging times, however, even institutions that haw
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amassed sufficient campus buy-in do not have a substantial amount
of funding to allocate to their first-year seminar program. Keup and
Pestchauer (2011) explain, "Because first-year seminars frequently
belong to the whole campus rather than a single department. they may
be particularly vulnerable to cuts" (p. 67). Another dynamic is that
those who teach the first-year seminars often have more allegiance
to their respective disciplines, which also may be threatened
economically, and others who teach first-year seminars may have
less political clout (or job security) because they are on temporary
contracts (e.g., adjunct faculty, part-time instructors) (Keup &
Pestchauer, 2011). Thus, it can be a challenge generating suppon in
numbers and quite often, coordinators and leadership teams are left
to face an uphill battle themselves. In such cases, coordinators and
leadership teams should be armed with data to justify the program's
worth. Such data comes from well-structured assessment plans that
are consistently and successfully implemented.
First-Year Seminar Resources

While there are many colleges, universities, and organizations
that provide valuable resources for first-year seminars, the National
Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in
Transition is the epicenter for scholarship, best practices, policy,
and other resources pertaining to first-year seminars and student
transitions. Established in 1986 under John Gardner's leadership
at the University of South Carolina, the Center offers conferences
(with the inaugural annual conference starting in 1982), professional
development, workshops, online seminars, and other developmental
opportunities. The Center's website (http://www.sc.edu/fye/) serves
as an outstanding central location where coordinators can access
sample syllabi from around the country, view lists of textbooks
and common readers used at peer institutions, join topical listservs
to share best practices, engage in scholarly discourse, and locate
empirical research to support their efforts. The Center is also the
home to the peer-reviewed, scholarly academic journal - The Joumiil
for the First-Year Experience & Students in Transition (ISSN: 15423077). Overall, the Center serves as an outstanding one-stop-shop for
coordinators.
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