
Attracting faculty, especially tenured, senior 
faculty, to the first-year seminar (FYS) classroom 
is not always an easy task. Some faculty mem-
bers, preferring the greater depth of academic 
discussion possible in upper-level courses, might 
hesitate to work with first-year students. Some, 
lacking pedagogical training, may avoid the 
exploration of learning style or creative teaching 
strategies that FYS programs encourage. Others could resist discussion of transition 
issues, such as homesickness or conflict management, claiming they are not trained 
psychologists. Still others, preferring total control over the courses they teach, may 
not be comfortable working with an FYS team. Finally, overworked faculty could 
find the individual and institutional rewards of teaching FYS inadequate. Saint Jo-
seph College (SJC) has confronted all these challenges over the nine years of its FYS 
program and has overcome them by developing successful strategies for attracting 
and retaining faculty. 

SJC is an undergraduate (women’s) and 
graduate (co-educational) liberal arts col-
lege whose first-year class averages 200 
students. The first-year seminar is a three-
credit course required of all entering stu-
dents during their first semester. The dual 
purpose of FYS is to help students with 
both academic and social or emotional 
transitions to college and to emphasize 
critical thinking, reading, and writing. 
There are 13 sections with an average 
class size of 15-16 students. Two thirds 

of the instructors are full-time faculty, as is the director, and the remainder are staff 
primarily from the Center for Academic Excellence. Each class is assigned a peer 
mentor who serves as a resource for first-year students and creates a link between 
curricular and cocurricular activities and student and instructor. Every section re-
ceives $100 for course enrichment, and there is also a $1,000 pool for special events. 
SJC employs the following four strategies to attract and retain FYS faculty: (a) voice 
and choice; (b) FYS training with peer mentors and Student Services representa-
tives; (c) respect and institutional rewards; and (d) consistent, effective assessment. 
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Voice and choice. FYS was a faculty-generated initiative that required acceptance by the 
Curriculum Committee and the Faculty Committee of the Whole (faculty governing body) 
and received approval as a required course only when faculty were confident it would 
be academically rigorous. FYS instructors, as a group, make all major decisions, includ-
ing course commonalities and Training Workshop content and format. However, many 
decisions are left to the individual instructor, such as choice of course theme. Faculty are 
encouraged to teach their passion, and they often choose topics they are not able to teach 
within the established curriculum. Examples have included Beauty and the Beast: Romance 
to Reality (French faculty) and War Through Women’s Eyes (Psychology faculty).

Training. Instructors receive training in May at a five-session, 15-hour, required workshop. 
Topics vary but generally follow Cuseo’s (1999) suggestions of “(1) understanding first-year 
students, (2) understanding the institution, (3) selecting and sequencing course content, 
and (4) [developing effective] teaching and learning strategies” (p. 4). Peer mentors and 
representatives from Student Services also attend the training sessions. The benefits of 
teamwork are emphasized, and ideas are offered in an atmosphere of collegiality, small- 
and large-group activities, and shared food and drink. (Hunter & Cuseo, 1999). Cost is con-
trolled by recruiting trainers from the community. By training with students and Student 
Service personnel over the years, faculty have become increasingly comfortable with the 
nonacademic components of FYS and learned to balance academic-theme content with 
transitions issues. To enhance collegiality, the sharing of pedagogical insights, and owner-
ship of curriculum decisions, all FYS instructors (i.e., veteran and new) are required to take 
the full 15-hour training prior to the semester they will be teaching the seminar. Not only 
do new instructors benefit from the experiences of past instructors, but veterans also hone 
their teaching skills through discussion of the new topics. The FYS Training Workshop is 
now recognized on campus as a major faculty development opportunity. Workshop evalu-
ations have included such comments as: “This is a lifelong learning experience!!!” and “Truly 
a professional development gift!”

Respect and institutional rewards. From the beginning, FYS instructors have received 
respect and support from the administration. The academic dean initiated the program 
and established a budget for FYS. Teaching FYS is recognized as a significant contribution 
to one’s tenure package and is viewed as an important professional development tool 
for faculty. Depending on their departmental needs, instructors teach FYS as part of their 
regular course load (the majority), as adjuncts, or as a course overload. They are also paid 
for attending the training sessions ($500 compensation). (Note: Saint Joseph College is not 
a wealthy institution, but has found the FYS program well worth the costs incurred.)

Consistent, effective assessment. For the past nine years, the success of the FYS program 
has been validated by several assessment tools, the most important of which is The Educa-
tional Benchmarking, Inc. (EBI) First-Year Initiative Survey. Consistent and increasingly posi-
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tive feedback has convinced faculty of the validity of the program. For example, the mean 
(based on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from Extremely Poor to Superior) for EBI Factor 
15–Overall Course Effectiveness–improved from Fair in 2002 (M = 4.37, SD = 1.64, middle 
range) to Excellent in 2010 (M = 5.62, SD = 1.2, second highest category). 

In 2010, the FYS director surveyed current and past instructors asking, Which factors in-
fluenced your decision to teach FYS? Using a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 = No Influence 
and 5 = Strong Influence, this survey addressed the following 10 factors:

	 1.	 Opportunity for creative teaching

	 2.	 Opportunity for collegial interaction

	 3.	 Opportunity to further my professional development goals

	 4.	 Belief it will enhance my promotion and tenure credentials

	 5.	 Opportunity to make a difference in FYS students’ social and emotional transition to 
college (e.g., dealing with issues like homesickness, conflict management, diversity, 
time management)

	 6.	 Opportunity to help FYS students develop academic skills for success in college 
(e.g., critical thinking, written and oral expression, research, team-building)

	 7.	 Opportunity to teach a topic I am passionate about

	 8.	 Opportunity for pedagogical training during the annual Faculty Training Workshop

	 9.	 $500 training stipend

	 10.	 Budget for hospitality and special class projects

Although the data (Figure 1) represent a small sample, and the survey will need to be rep-
licated each year to expand the data base, preliminary results suggest FYS directors should 
stress internal motivators to create, teach, and mentor (highest rated factors: 1, 5, 6, 7), over 
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Figure 1. Top motivational factors for teaching the first-year seminar.
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UStart: A Peer–Designed and Led 
Orientation Initiative
To reduce student isolation in the university (ACER, 2010; James, Krause, & Jennings, 2010) 
and increase student engagement with the campus, faculty, staff, and peers, the Univer-
sity of Wollongong (UOW) adopted a new one-day, orientation initiative. Modeled after 
the successful UniStart program developed at the University of Newcastle, Wollongong’s 
UStart@UOW program is wholly designed, developed, and facilitated by students and is 
based on the premise that enrolled students play a vital role in welcoming and immersing 

new students into the univer-
sity culture. By grounding the 
content of the program firmly 
within current student experi-
ence, the emphasis is on the 
skills and information the more 
experienced student facilitators 
lacked upon their arrival at the 
University rather than what the 
institution assumes is lacking. 
UStart also employs Vygostsky’s 
Social Constructivism theory 
(1978), which argues knowledge 

is socially constructed within a situated environment, to provide the scaffolding for the 
development of interpersonal relationships between new and experienced students, as-
sisting in the creation of an effective learning environment. 

UStart was piloted in 2010-2011 in four faculties (i.e., Arts, Education, Law, and Science) and 
targeted students from low socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds, who represent approxi-
mately 14% of UOW’s total first-year cohort. SES status was identified according to mailing 
address indicators, and invitations to attend the program were mailed to 297 students. 
Nearly one third (n = 79) of the invited students attended the program, which was held 
immediately after the students had accepted their University offer (i.e., approximately two 
weeks prior to the traditional week of orientation). 

Peer facilitators, who fulfill a dual role providing social networking opportunities and practi-
cal, University adjustment strategies, were competitively recruited from current second- or 
later-year students within the four faculties. As part of the application process, students 
were asked to submit a 500-word written statement describing their interest in UStart, 
course of study, and previous work experience. To ensure more authentic contexts and 
content, students who had a disrupted or difficult personal journey to the University were 
especially encouraged to apply. Selected students attend a one-day training highlighting 
basic adult learning theory and facilitation skills. Participants also engaged in small-group 
discussions designed to encourage reflection upon the fears and expectations they held 

Student facilitators participating in a support services.
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prior to and during their initial weeks of University attendance. Using this reflection as a basis, 
the facilitators developed program content centered on their own University experiences and 
what they felt was critical information for new students. Content included tips for deciphering 
an assignment cover sheet, a definition activity explaining university terminology, and strate-
gies for academic success (e.g., personal study planners, essay plans, note-taking techniques). 
Incorporating authentic materials (i.e., those actually used by the facilitators) and using facili-
tator-developed programs are core components and main strengths of UStart, lending further 
immediacy and credibility to content. 

The approach and content of the UStart sessions differed according to the faculty the student 
facilitators represented, with three of the groups developing faculty-specific student guides and 
the fourth group creating a webpage for entering students. Groups also focused on relevant 
faculty content, such as specific disciplinary terminology and academic expectations of degree 
programs. For example, the Faculty of Education facilitators included a session that highlighted 
the professional experience aspect of that degree, which requires students to attend a local 
school as preservice teachers from the onset of their studies, and offered insights on appropri-
ate behavior and attire. The groups also provided information on general campus resources 
(e.g., navigating the University webpages, locating the offices for financial or personal assis-
tance). 

Prior to delivery at UStart, each team presented an overview of their program to an audience 
of faculty members and staff and received written feedback. A faculty-based staff member was 
assigned to each group to assist with room bookings, photocopying, and other tasks as well as 
providing ongoing program feedback. 

On the day of the program, students attended a general welcome and were led across campus 
by their facilitators who provided a brief campus tour en route to their faculty. Participants then 
typically engaged in a social networking activity before moving on to explore personal fears 
about starting university and the strengths individuals brought with them. The sessions that fol-
lowed ranged from explaining the structure of a typical faculty day, campus living tips, and dif-
ferent expectations in lectures and tutorials right through to highlighting how students print in 
the library. Where appropriate, facilitators introduced new topics with a short narrative of their 
personal experience (and mishaps or successes) with that subject. Some groups also invited key 
staff members to share their insights with new students. Delivery incorporated lecture style as 
well as hands-on demonstrations and fun activities (i.e., The Amazing Race around campus). 

UStart assessment consisted of individual faculty surveys, qualitative interviews with student 
participants, and facilitator focus groups. Overall, responses were positive and participants 
seemed to appreciate the insider nature of the material and felt more confident on how to use 
campus resources and adjustment strategies as evidenced by the following comments: 

The information about the website and how to use it [was most useful]. Also receiving 
advice from other uni students was very beneficial. 

Practical tips from students and lecturers about how to make the most of first-year study-
ing [was most useful]. 
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The peer facilitators were also required to submit reflective journals during their involvement 
with the program, including the planning and development of sessions over the months 
preceding the event. The journals were not graded but used to further analyze program 
outcomes and demonstrate the multiple benefits UStart provided to the facilitators  
(e.g., increased campus engagement, leadership and program development skills). For ex-
ample, one of the facilitators explained how her involvement had encouraged her to reflect 
more upon her own UOW pathway:

[Ustart] provides students with an overview of what to expect when attending univer-
sity so there are no shocks when they begin studying. U-Start@UOW provides a wel-
coming student face to those who are disadvantaged in any way. I feel that as a U-Start 
facilitator I can make a difference in prospective students’ lives. I loved working with 
other students across all different faculties; everyone has a different story about how 
they ended up at university. This allowed me to reflect on my own, family members’, 
and friends’ pathways into university…

Such positive sentiments were common throughout the facilitator reflections, some of 
whom also describe involvement as an opportunity to engage in a meaningful way with the 
University community. 

 This program represents a wonderful chance to give back to the University. 

I believe right from the word go, we were all very proud of the opportunity to deliver 
our own program….It did involve lots of late nights and a LOT more work than I per-
sonally expected, but it all paid off in the end.

I wanted to have greater involvement in the university lifestyle; I haven’t really done 
anything on the campus before and wanted to help first-year students and learn more 
about the uni as well and the services that we have to offer. After doing the program 
there’s a lot that I didn’t know myself so it was really good for me and the first-year 
students as well.

Based on the success of the pilot in the four faculties, the University of Wollongong is plan-
ning to expand the UStart program across more faculties in 2012. The program has also been 
adopted by the Indigenous Learning Centre on campus, which has trained indigenous stu-
dent facilitators to deliver IStart@UOW to entering indigenous students. There are also plans 
to develop a program aimed at mature-age students, again drawing on the experiences 
of that student cohort. UStart is a democratic approach to assisting students in that it is an 
inclusive program allowing participants, both entering students and facilitators, to learn from 
each other. The use of student facilitators ensures currency and legitimacy and has kept the 
program cost effective (e.g., peer leaders receive vouchers and certificates as payment) with 
the ability to expand. The UStart program also lends itself to a variety of environments as it is 
firmly rooted in the learning context of the institution.
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Common Read Impact Reaches Campus 
and Community
South Dakota State University (SDSU) implemented a common reading program for the first 
time during fall semester 2009. The program targeted first-year students and was designed to 
enhance learning and engagement. Program objectives were to (a) increase student knowl-
edge and awareness of contemporary global issues; (b) enhance student awareness of social, 
economic, and cultural diversity; (c) involve students in meaningful classroom interactions with 
fellow students and faculty; (d) engage students outside the classroom through a series of 
enriching educational experiences; and (e) encourage students to become involved in campus 
and community service. 

More broadly, SDSU’s common read 
also sought to address National 
Survery of Student Engagment (NSSE) 
indicators, including level of academic 
challenge, active and collaborative 
learning, student-faculty interaction, 
and enriching educational  
experiences. These factors were 
incorporated into and measured 
through student opinion surveys in 
participating courses. The program 

was designed around the concept of the common intellectual experience, as described by Kuh, 
Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, and Associates. (2005) and documented as a high-impact approach to 
enhancing student engagement.

Common read texts were introduced to incoming students and their families during New Stu-
dent Orientation. In 2009, more than 1,000 first-year students (i.e., one third of the cohort) read 
Mountains Beyond Mountains: The Quest of Dr. Paul Farmer, a Man Who Would Cure the World (Kid-
der, 2004). Some 1,500 first-year students (i.e., two thirds of the entering class), in an expanded 
series of courses, read the 2010 selection, Three Cups of Tea: One Man’s Mission to Promote Peace, 
One School at a Time (Mortenson & Relin, 2006). 

Participating courses included first-year opportunities and orientation classes in general studies, 
agriculture and biological sciences, pharmacy, nursing, engineering, and the Honors College. 
Faculty involvement was encouraged, but optional. In addition, several upper-division courses 
integrated the common read. Pedagogical approaches varied among the courses and included 
classroom lectures, online and face-to-face discussions, reflective essays, and service projects. 
Residential Life staff also incorporated common read discussions and activities in the residence 
halls. In addition, a common read Facebook page and Twitter feed posed questions and pro-
gram updates. 

With both books, a series of enriching cocurricular, educational experiences were designed to 
enhance student engagement in the issues of the text. The extent to which the programs were 
incorporated into the various courses was determined by the individual instructors with some 
requiring full or significant participation and others making attendance optional.

Continue to COMMON READ p. 8 >>
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Greg Mortenson, 2010 common read author, answers student questions.

http://www.sc.edu/fye/


Return to Front Page

SOURCE

Copyright © March 2012 National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience® and Students in Transition, University of South Carolina 

8
Return to Front Page

Vol 9  |  No. 2  |  March 2012

<< Continued from COMMON READ, p. 7 

For example, Beyond Mountains tells the story of Paul Farmer and Partners in Health’s work bringing 
health care to the poorest of the poor in Haiti and around the world. Campus events included a lec-
ture from SDSU Men’s Basketball Coach, whose family adopted a child from Haiti; a lecture from the 
head of UNICEF’s HIV/AIDS division; a hunger banquet featuring a meal shared according to world 
food distribution patterns; and a community night showcasing local opportunities for service and 
involvement, including the Brookings Rotary’s solar oven project and a student-faculty team who 
had visited Haiti with Engineers Without Borders.

In Three Cups of Tea, Greg Mortenson describes the Central Asia Institute’s work building schools, 
mostly for girls, in the rugged mountains of Afghanistan and Pakistan. Mortenson tells how in the 
culture of the people of the mountains, sharing tea is significant: with the first cup—people are 
strangers, with the second cup—friends, and after the third cup—they are like family. Activities asso-
ciated with the book included a diversi-tea, which engaged students in conversation around issues 
of diversity as they shared three cups of tea; an interfaith dialogue presenting Muslim, Christian, and 
Jewish perspectives; a lecture on the complex geopolitics of Central Asia; a second hunger banquet 
and community night featuring representatives of local literacy initiatives and students and com-
munity members who had traveled to Pakistan doing hunger relief work; and a presentation from 
a local volunteer who had recently returned from work with a women’s empowerment project in 
Afghanistan.

Both years, students engaged in service-project fundraisers on behalf of Partners in Health’s malaria 
net challenge in 2009, and Central Asia Institute’s Pennies for Peace in 2010. The central character of 
each story (i.e., Paul Farmer - 2009; Greg Mortenson - 2010) visited campus and delivered a culminat-
ing address, which were among the best-attended lectures in the history of the university.

An assessment of the program’s impact included quantitative and qualitative data from faculty and 
student participants. Students involved in the program’s comprehensive assessment effort num-
bered 782 in 2009 and 1,421 in 2010. Positive progress was reported toward each of the program’s 
objectives. Student responses to survey items on Likert-type scales, with 1 = not at all; 3 = some;  
and 5 = very much, are presented in Table 1.

Table 1 
Common Read Student Progress on Program Objectives

To what extent did participation in the common reading 
program…

Fall 2009 Mean 
(n = 782)

Fall 2010 Mean 
(n = 1,421)

Increase your knowledge of contemporary issues 4.11 3.70
Enhance your awareness of social, economic and cultural diversity 4.05 3.90

Involve you in meaningful interactions with fellow students and faculty 3.92 3.62
Engage you outside the classroom 3.70 3.62
Involve you in a campus or community service activity 3.78 3.58
Cause you to consider how you might use your talents to serve others 3.96 3.71

Raise the level of academic challenge in this course 3.33 3.33
Increase the level of active and collaborative learning in this course 3.62 3.59

Increase student-faculty interactions 3.68 3.59
Provide enriching educational experiences 3.76 4.11

Continue to COMMON READ, p. 9 >>
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In 2010, variability among approaches to the common read was assessed between 
courses. Based on a review of course syllabi, common read courses were categorized into 
high, medium, and low engagement. Students enrolled in high-engagement courses 
reported the strongest progress toward program objectives. While means for most of the 
items were lower in 2010, the doubling of the number of participants, with many of these 
coming in large-section classes characterized as having low engagement in the common 
read, provides insight around these downward shifts. In all cases, some progress toward 
student learning outcomes was achieved. 

Common read students wrote evaluative reaction papers based on their experiences with 
the texts and program activities. These data helped identify what students saw as best 
approaches and program benefits. Among the most popular features were the lectures 
featuring Farmer and Mortenson, service projects, and class discussions. Students cited 
diversity awareness, self- improvement, and helping others as the most common program 
benefits. Other emergent themes included a sense of enlightenment, understanding the 
importance of education, desire to make a difference, and enhanced connection to the 
SDSU community. One first-year math major summed her (2009) common read experi-
ence this way:

The common read activity was not only rewarding, but extremely enlightening this 
fall. The book really opened my eyes to the issues presented…and how one person 
can make a difference in the world. I also enjoyed the common read activities. At 
the time, I thought they were a nuisance and my homework more important, but 
looking back, I believe they were very beneficial. The entire experience…filled me 
with a greater understanding of the world I’m living in.

The common read was also perceived by students as enhancing their engagement with 
fellow students in the campus community, as evidenced by these remarks:

This experience opened my eyes and I think opened me up to more things at State. 
I am more willing to get out of my comfort zone and expand through going to 
different campus activities.

This [the common read] just made it [the course] better, creating an environment 
that everyone on campus is being a part of. This book is creating unity throughout 
campus.

Participating faculty were also positive about their experience with the program. Teachers 
described the common read as adding to class discussions, academic challenge, out-of-
class student-faculty interactions, enriching educational experiences, and inclusion of 
diversity. Activities aimed at engagement were commonly cited by faculty as program 
strengths. A faculty member teaching an orientation course in plant science shared this 
comment: “The greatest strength of the common read project was the exposure to differ-
ent ideas and diverse cultures. “  

Continue to COMMON READ, p. 14 >>
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First-Year Initiatives in a Residential 
Program
In an effort to improve first-year student success, Angelo State University (ASU) recently under-
took significant changes to address low retention rates—particularly first-to-second-year—as 
part of a greater University goal to increase overall enrollment. ASU is a midsize, Hispanic-Serving 
Institution (26.1% of student population) with an undergraduate enrollment of 6,155 as of fall 
2010 and an open enrollment policy that has resulted in recruitment of underprepared students. 
The retention rates for the institution (i.e., 59.3% first-to-second-year retention and a 34.1% six-
year graduation rate for fall 2007 cohorts) were signaled as a primary hindrance to the vision of 
increasing enrollment to 10,000 students.

As part of the University’s broad 
retention initiative, the Housing and 
Residential Programs Office altered 
its programming model to focus 
primarily on the first-year experience 
with hopes of improving the first-
to-second-year retention rate. Two 
significant changes were imple-
mented in fall 2008. The first involved 
adjusting the programming require-
ments of the current student staff 
of resident assistants (RAs) to promote 
more academic-achievement programs and increase attendance at campus events that involved 
academic or life-skills subjects. Prior to 2008, RAs conducted primarily social programs for their 
students, taking them to socially oriented campuswide events (e.g., popular movies, sporting 
events, student organization festivities). To better address lagging academic achievement, which 
was believed to be at the heart of the low retention rates for the first-year population, RAs are 
now required to conduct a minimum of two programs each semester with academic, intellec-
tual, or cultural awareness topics. While this resulted in a significant increase in hall programs 
intentionally designed to tackle low retention issues, the programming need remained greater 
than the time RAs had available to devote to this duty, given their other staff obligations  
(e.g., facility checks, on-call rotation, desk hours). 

To address this time constraint, a second change was instituted, creating a new programming 
arm consisting of eight part-time, student program assistants (PAs) who conducted needs-based 
programs (e.g., informational lectures from professors, advising and life skills programs, study 
halls) in all of the residence halls in addition to assisting with RA programs. PA position qualifica-
tions were similar to RAs (e.g., high GPA and campus involvement); however, PAs did not share in 
the RA hall facility duties. The PAs devoted their time specifically to programs that addressed lag-
ging performance of the first-year students, with a particular emphasis on developing academic 
skills and self-efficacy. While the content of PA programs closely resembled that of RA programs, 
the PAs were able to significantly increase the number of academic program offerings in the halls 
while serving as liaisons to other departments across campus. 

Photo courtesy of USC Creative Services.
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Initial implementation of the new model was met with some resistance on the part of the 
RA staff who felt that students did not wish to participate in academic-oriented programs in 
the residence halls. This was mirrored by a decrease in program attendance and in Educa-
tional Benchmarking (EBI) data, which showed a drop in residential students’ satisfaction 
with hall programming from a pre-implementation score of 5.4 (on a scale of 1 to 7) to a 
postimplemention score of 5.2 in 2009. The EBI data, however, did not reflect the impact of 
PA programming since many of these programs occurred after data collection. 

Despite the rocky start, Housing and Residential Programs resolved to continue with more 
academic-oriented programming in 2010 and introduced three strategies to improve the 
success of the new model. The first was to increase the PA student staff from 8 to 15 with 
the intention of providing more academic programs for hall residents. Second, the Making 
Achievement Possible-Works (MAP-Works) survey, an assessment and data collection tool 
from EBI that tracked first-year students’ expectations from the beginning to the end of their 
first year, was added to the model. MAP-Works data were then used to create timely and 
meaningful programs that addressed students’ concerns as they demonstrated a need. For 
example, after students reported homesickness through their survey results, RAs conducted 
several different programs on the weekends and specifically invited those who indicated 
missing home. Additionally, Map-Works data led the PAs to develop a series of roundtable 
discussions on a myriad of transitional issues, along with study skills workshops for identi-
fied, high-difficulty courses. These programs required substantial time commitments, which 
the RA staff could not have met due to their other requirements. Academic advisors, along 
with the residence hall area coordinators, were given access to the survey results, and 
follow-up meetings were scheduled with students identified as at risk for leaving ASU. Lastly, 
the programming model for the RAs was adjusted to grant them greater flexibility with 
timing and implementation. For example, the minimum two academic and educational 
programs requirement remained intact; however, RAs were able to focus on more social 
programs during the first six weeks of class (almost daily) to help establish strong student 
communities. In each residential facility, programming attendance rose and the student 
staff expressed satisfaction with the programming requirements.

To further improve the model, a new documentation system was implemented in 2010 that 
attached learning objectives to the programming planning forms along with learning out-
comes to the final program evaluation forms. These changes resulted in an increase in EBI 
student satisfaction results to pre-implementation levels of 5.4 in 2010 and an upward trend 
to 5.6 in 2011. More importantly, the original impetus for the changes to the programming 
model was realized when institutional data from fall 2010 indicated an 8.53% increase in the 
first-to-second-year retention rate. Modest improvement was also made in the fall-to-spring 
retention rates for on-campus, first-time students as well (see Figure 1, p.12). Moreover, the 
percentage of entering, first-year students (on campus) placed on probation after their first 
semester dropped significantly: 16.10% at the end of fall 2007 to 10.50% in 2010. 

“RAs are now 

required to 

conduct a 

minimum of 

two programs 

each semester 

with academic, 

intellectual, 

or cultural 

awareness 

topics. ”
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Many different campus departments worked to improve retention and employed different 
strategies (e.g., tightening of probationary requirements, increased Supplemental Instruction 
and tutoring offerings, changes to campus programming). Based on the EBI data and the 
increases in on-campus retention rates, the Housing and Residential Programs Office is pro-
ceeding with its programming model with the following recommendations for improvement:

•	 Differentiate between PAs and RAs on EBI student staff member satisfaction survey 
questions to better assess the efficacy of each group 

•	 Select an evaluation tool to be used consistently among the individual RA and PA 
programs that are assessed  

•	 Track PA and RA events separately for record keeping purposes and distinguish be-
tween traditional programs and promotional events, ongoing and single events, and 
various learning outcomes 

•	 Develop a set of global Residential Programs learning outcomes to better define the 
office’s overarching purpose and measure effectiveness 

Data suggest ASU’s residence hall programming is having a positive impact on student reten-
tion rates. By employing recommended minor corrections, ASU’s Housing and Residential 
Programs Office will be able to more precisely identify key programs to bolster and ineffective 
programs to cut. Some of these efforts are currently underway, such as developing program 
learning objectives and outcomes and better record keeping. By adding academic programs 
to the traditional social offerings, Angelo State University has created a residence hall program-
ming model that has been successful in terms of both student satisfaction and working toward 
the institutional goals of retaining students. Such a model could easily be replicated on other 
campuses.  
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Figure 1. Fall-to-spring retention rates for on-campus, first-time students.
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external motivators (lowest rated factors: 4, 9, 10) when recruiting faculty. One an-
ecdotal observation: although the opportunity to help students develop academic 
skills is the highest rated item for faculty, the high rating for factor 5, which concerns 
transitions issues, is gratifying, given the resistance to such issues by faculty early in 
the program.

Each college and university must 
respond to the values, needs, and 
expectations of its own constitu-
ents when developing a first-year 
seminar program. The four strate-
gies presented in this article can as-
sist other institutions in developing 
a strong academic program, which 
also attends to student transition 
needs; attracts faculty instructors; 

creates a bond between students and faculty; promotes cross-campus collabora-
tion; and encourages faculty creativity, pedagogical development, and commitment 
to first-year students. 
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Most commonly discussed program weaknesses were a lack of consistency among 
participating courses and faculty and what some perceived as difficulty integrating 
the common read into courses that were already full of major-specific content. Al-
though overwhelmingly positive, student criticisms were most often related to the 
increased workload associated with common read activities (especially out-of-class 
events) and a perceived lack of direct relevance of the text to their major and pro-
fessional goals. Biennial NSSE results in 2009 (including the first common read) did 
not show significant improvements from 2007 (precommon read); however, based 
on other assessment data, an upward trend on NSSE is anticipated over time. 

In its first two years, the common reading program at South Dakota State Uni-
versity has had positive impacts on the campus and community by engaging 
participants in a common intellectual experience and providing them with an 
array of compelling cocurricular learning opportunities. The effort shows promise 
and progress toward outcomes, including enhanced knowledge of contemporary 
issues, awareness of diversity, and increased level of academic challenge and stu-
dent engagement in the campus and community. Because of these results, SDSU 
is incorporating the common read into a first-year seminar requirement as part of 
its new general education core curriculum. Future efforts will share some of the 
lessons learned, provide faculty development around best practices, and continue 
to build on the program’s success. 

<< Continued from COMMON READ, p. 9
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Resource Spotlight: The Successful First-
Year Seminar: What’s Learning Style Got to 
Do With It?
4MAT is a teaching methodology posited by Bernice McCarthy (1987) based on learning 
styles and a natural learning cycle. At Central Connecticut University (CCSU), the 4MAT 
model was piloted in a variety of college courses in a University-sponsored Scholarship of 
Teaching and Learning project during the 2007-2008 academic year. Based on the project’s 
findings (Nicoll-Senft & Seider, 2010), 4MAT for College, a three-credit, academic first-year 
seminar, has been offered in CCSU’s School of Education and Professional Studies since 
2009. While the course is open to all first-year students, given its focus on learning styles 

and their relationship to teach-
ing and the improved acquisi-
tion of knowledge, the seminar 
is of most interest to education 
and psychology majors. 4MAT’s 
premise is that individuals learn 
primarily in one of four differ-
ent, but complementary, ways 
based on how they perceive and 
process information (McCarthy & 
McCarthy, 2006). The four styles 
are described from a learning and 
teaching perspective as follows:

•	 Imaginative Learners (Type One) learn best through personal experience. These 
students benefit from opportunities to find meaning in what they are learning and 
enjoy discussing their beliefs, feelings, and opinions with others. They are reflective 
in nature, skilled at perspective taking, sensitive to the needs of others, and acquire 
knowledge primarily through dialogue. As college students, Imaginative Learners 
learn best when professors emphasize personal connections to the content via 
ongoing class discussions, group sharing, and self-reflection. 	

•	 Analytic Learners (Type Two) approach learning in a logical, organized manner by 
examining details and specifics. They enjoy reflecting on new ideas and connect-
ing new learning to other information they know to be true, as well as formulating 
theories and models. In addition, they strive for precision and prefer professors that 
do so as well. As college students, Analytic Learners prefer instructors who deliver 
well-organized and logical lectures in a teacher-centered classroom environment.

Joan Nicoll-Senft
Associate Professor, 

Special Education

Central Connecticut State 
University

New Britain, CT
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•	 Common Sense Learners (Type Three) learn by doing. When presented 
with new information, these students immediately focus on practical applica-
tions. As college students, they are active learners and dislike learning that 
does not have an obvious purpose or application. They prefer professors who 
provide ample opportunities for hands-on activities and demonstrations in 
the classroom.

•	 Dynamic Learners (Type Four) are active learners. They enjoy taking risks 
and learn primarily through self discovery. Type Fours like to connect their 
new knowledge to things that matter in their lives. They enjoy synthesiz-
ing new information and ideas and applying their learning in new ways. As 
college students, Dynamic Learners prefer flexible professors that challenge 
students by creating real-life learning experiences and creative, open-ended 
assignments in their classrooms.

Students enrolled in 4MAT for College begin the semester by identifying their learn-
ing style using 4MAT’s Learning Type Measure (LTM) (About Learning, Inc., 1994).  
Next, the focus shifts to their professors’ teaching styles. Learning and teaching styles 
are strongly related to one another (Nicoll-Senft & Seider, 2010); therefore, students 
are taught to look for clues they can use to anticipate their professors’ teaching styles. 

For example, professors who are Type One (Imaginative Learners) often see their role 
in the classroom as a facilitator of student learning. Students in their classes need to 
have strong interpersonal skills to be successful.  The primary teaching activities of a 
Type One professor include small group work and class discussions. Students’ grades 
are often based on group projects, journals, and reflective writing. In contrast, profes-
sors who are Type Two (Analytic Learners) are more teacher-directed in the classroom, 
preferring to lecture and give traditional exams that emphasize scholarly knowledge 
and factual information. Equipped with this knowledge, students are able to adapt 
to classes where their learning style and their professor’s teaching style conflict.  For 
instance, Type One student learners who thrive on interpersonal connections can cre-
ate study groups to prepare for an objective exam given by their Type Two professor. 

Further, what separates 4MAT from other learning style models is the relationship 
of its four styles to the cycle of teaching and learning. In the course, students also 
discover how to use this framework to become more effective learners.  For example, 
when applied to a written assignment, each of 4MAT’s learning styles can be repre-
sented as a prompt (Figure 1) to help organize a project and improve writing skills.

“4MAT is 

a teaching 

methodology... 

based on 

learning styles 

and a natural 

learning 

cycle.”

<< Continued from LEARNING STYLE, p. 15

http://www.sc.edu/fye/


Return to Front Page

SOURCE

Copyright © March 2012 National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience® and Students in Transition, University of South Carolina 

17
Return to Front Page

Vol 9  |  No. 2  |  March 2012

<< Continued from LEARNING STYLE, p. 16 
Contact
Joan Nicoll-Senft
Nicoll-SenftJ@mail.ccsu.edu
Or visit www.aboutlearning.com for 
more information.

References
About Learning, Inc. (1994). The learn-

ing style inventory. Wauconda, IL: 
Author.

McCarthy, B. (1987). The 4MAT System: 
Teaching to learning styles with 
right/left mode techniques. Bar-
rington, IL: About Learning Inc.

McCarthy, B., & McCarthy, D. (2006). 
Teaching around the 4MAT cycle: 
Designing instruction for diverse 
learners with diverse learning styles. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

Nicoll-Senft, J., & Seider, S. (2010). 
Assessing the impact of 4MAT 
teaching model across multiple 
disciplines in higher education. 
College Teaching, 58, 19-27.

 

Figure 1. 4MAT learning cycle applied to a writing task.

Starting in Quadrant One (Imaginative), the writer begins by making a personal connection 
to the reader. Then, the student uses the Quadrant Two (Analytic) question to organize the 
main ideas of the paper in a logical manner and supported by factual information. In Quad-
rant Three (Common Sense), the writer turns to the practical side of writing—perhaps testing 
a hypothesis or illustrating applications of ideas. Finally, Quadrant Four (Dynamic) is the au-
thor’s conclusion, summarizing the main ideas of the paper and any new questions that may 
have surfaced. Students can use similar frameworks to improve their reading comprehension 
and study skills.

In course evaluations from fall 2010, 22 of the 25 students enrolled in 4MAT for College (87%) 
reported they continued to independently use the strategies they learned in the seminar 
in other classes during the semester. In addition, in a qualitative review of these students’ 
journal entries, more than 20 occurrences of enhanced learning as a direct result of 4MAT for 
College were reported by students, ranging from improvements in test scores, lab reports, 
and papers, to increased participation in class activities and discussions. These results suggest 
students enrolled in CSUU’s 4MAT for College first-year seminar benefited academically from 
an increased awareness of their individual learning strengths and weaknesses and were able 
to apply specific learning strategies in other class environments. 

For Central Connecticut State University, the 4MAT model has been shown to be an effective 
pedagogy for a first-year seminar. Given its potential application across a variety of college 
courses, the 4MAT methodology merits further investigation by institutions considering or 
implementing academic first-year seminars or study skills classes. 
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Colleague Spotlight: How Effective Are 
High-Impact Practices?
Findings from national research as well as observations from individual campuses were 
discussed at a symposium on the effectiveness of high-impact practices at the 36th 
Annual Meeting of the Association for the Study of Higher Education (ASHE). Kuh (2008) 
identified 10 high-impact practices that have the potential to positively benefit student 
learning. These include 

	 1.	 First-year seminars

	 2.	 Common intellectual expe-
riences

	 3.	 Learning communities

	 4.	 Writing-intensive courses

	 5.	 Collaborative assignments 
and projects

	 6.	  Undergraduate research

	 7.	 Diversity and global learning

	 8.	 Service-learning and community-based learning

	 9.	 Internships

	 10.	 Capstone courses and projects 

Such practices have also been linked to the achievement of 21st century learning out-
comes that are the focus of the Association of American College and Universities’ (AAC&U) 
Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative. Susan Albertine of AAC&U noted 
this list has served as a catalyst for engaged learning and curricular innovation at the insti-
tutional level. Panelists (see sidebar) described the benefits associated with participation 
in high-impact learning experiences and discussed the practical implications for providing 
such opportunities to students. 

Panelists agreed all students received positive benefits from participating in high-impact 
practices; however, several panelists also highlighted the increased benefits associated 
with participation in high-impact practices for underrepresented students. Ernest Pas-
carella suggested high-impact practices are not the same experience for all students 
and conditional effects are likely taking place. Jillian Kinzie supported this assertion with 
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) research suggesting compensatory effects 
occurring for underrepresented, low-income, first-generation students participating in 
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high-impact practices leading to higher grade point averages, retention rates, and grad-
uation rates. Acknowledging the potential for increased benefits for underrepresented 
students, Albertine stressed equity is essential if these benefits are to be realized. Kinzie 
echoed this notion, stating participation in high-impact practices varies by institution 
type and student characteristic, but added inequities are decreasing as investments in 
programs specifically geared toward underrepresented students increase.

In addition to equitable access to high-impact practices, several other issues were dis-
cussed, including student involvement in multiple high-impact practices and the heavy 
emphasis on front-loading opportunities during the first year of college. Jennifer Keup 
of the National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transi-
tion noted several practices are year-bound (e.g., first-year seminars, senior capstone 
experiences) or may be offered as a single opportunity (e.g., a one-day service-learning 
event) while other strategies can span the entire undergraduate experience. Regardless 
of type or length of time, she emphasized high-impact practices need to be combined 
in a comprehensive, intentional, and integrated manner if they are to have the greatest 
possible effect on students. 

Much discussion during the symposium focused on the specific components within 
high-impact practices that may lead to positive benefits for students. For example, 
Charles Blaich of the Center of Inquiry at Wabash College stressed the importance of 
incorporating reflective opportunities in high-impact practices. He suggested the value 
within these practices comes from discerning the experience, not just participating in 
it. Pascarella highlighted the importance of good practices, especially interactions with 
diverse others, as having a significantly beneficial effect on multiple cognitive-related 
outcomes, including improved critical thinking and a positive attitude toward literacy 
(i.e., an increased desire to continue to read more complex literature and poetry). 

Blaich stressed the importance of connecting the research on high-impact practices 
with their practical implementation on campuses. He illustrated the differences 
between the opportunities students are offered and the experiences they are actually 
having (e.g., A university website may promise specific multicultural outcomes from a 
study-abroad placement; however, the student’s actual experience overseas may have 
emphasized his or her academic gain.). He also highlighted the need to assess high-
impact practices and measure what is actually working for students within them. Keup 
echoed the importance of continual assessment of high-impact practices to determine 
how well they are being implemented and their effect on student success, noting find-
ings from the most recent National Survey of First-Year Seminars suggest only about half 
of these courses are being assessed. 
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In summary, higher education professionals should consider several factors when 
providing and implementing opportunities for students to participate in high-
impact practices:

•	 Availability to all students 

•	 Equitable opportunities for participation by students from underrepresented 
groups 

•	 Participation in multiple high-impact practices, which are intentionally inte-
grated, combined, and spaced to not overload students during any particular 
year 

•	 Implementation of best practices within high-impact strategies (e.g., diversity 
interactions, reflection opportunities) 

•	 Continued assessment 

For more information on high-impact practices, Albertine directed individuals to visit 
AAC&U’s LEAP Campus Toolkit at http://leap.aacu.org/toolkit/.
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