By Betsy O. Barefoot

The First-Year
Experience
Are We Making It Any Better?

: O THOSE who
Ev‘e it, the first col-
; lege year, with its

range of emotions, expecta-
tions, and experiences. is
and always has been impor-
tant—the stulf of literature
and legend, of cartoon, film,
and, most recently, even
television (as portrayed in
Feliciry). Widespread institu-
‘tional recognition of, and
response to, the imporwnce
‘of the first year, however,
is a late-twentieth-century
phenomenon. Beginning
around 1980 and continu-
ing to the present, higher
edocation in the United

States has witnessed what
Lee Upcraft and John Gard-
ner term 2 grass-roots movenent o improve the firse
college year (p. xiv). At the root of this twenty-year
movement are many factors that span a continuum from
insticucional survival and self-interest to “doing the right
thing” for the students themselves,

As we Cross into a new century, we have a perfect
opportunity 1o take stock of the range of initiatives that
for two decades have attempted 1o enhance the firse-
vear experience in U.S. higher educaton--things done
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and things left undone.
Many of us can point with
pride to alf we have accom-
plished: the programs we
have designed, the funds we
have “front-loaded,” and,
most important, the indi-
vidual lives we have influ-
enced. But many of us also
continue to be disappointed -
and frustrated with the per-
vasive high rate of student
dropout between the first
and second year and with
the difficulty we face in
mainstreaming our effores
and gaining sapport across
the campus, especially from
faculty ranks.

' As a senior siaftf mem-
ber in the University of

South Carolina’s National Resource Center for the
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Firse-Year Expericnce, one of my primary responsibili-
ties is 1o keep abreast of trends relaced to first-year stu-
dents, such as how strucrures and programs, both in ang
out of the classroom, are changing for better or for
worse. In sormne ways this is & daunting task because there
are innumerable campus-specific program variations—
gach accompanied by thie requisite acronym. Bur a close
look reveals that the majority of initiatives are based on
a small number of well-known themes drawn from
research on colfege students. Of course, there also con-
tnue to be other first-year practices that appear over and
aver for a single reason: “because we've always done it
that way”

Another responsibility 1 share with colleagues at the
center is to look carefully at whether and how colleges
‘and universities define and measure the “effectiveness”
of frst-year initiatives. Although most programs ean
potentially achieve multiple positive outcomes for stu-
dents and institutions, the most commoniy used mea-
sure of effectiveness is improved student retention. Somie

" institutions also assess first-year initiatives with respect
1o whether they have an impact on other factors that
correlate wirh improved retention, such as student sat-
isfaction, involvement, use of campus services, and so on.
But such evidence, although it may be gathered ineer-
nally, is rarely published or disseminated beyond the
boundaries of a particular campus. And, currently, only
2 sinall fracdon of first-year programs are pur o any sort
of objective test to determine whether they have
achieved intended or unintended cutcomes,

The following discussion is a broad view of the first
vear in U.S, higher education: how the academy and its
constituent groups conceptualize the “first-year prob-
lem” and the common themes and objectives thac guide

* the development of specific first-year programs or activ-

iies. However, a discussion of the first college year
would not be complete withour a focus on how we can
umprove the educarional experience of first-vear stu-

dents—how we can go about addressing the complex
and intractable probiems that | believe we must tackle
in ordér 1o narrow the gap between an ideal first col-
lege year and what for many students is the disappoint-
ing reality. The closing section seeks to idendfy special
challenges for both educators and institutions as we con-
sider the firse college year in the twenty~first century.

THE FIRST-YEAR PROBLEM

SK MOST COLLEGE FACULTY what’s wrong

with the firsc college year, and they will zoom in
on the deficiencies of the students themselves, The com-
plaints are legion: new students are disengaged academ-
icatly, unumotivated, can't write, can't spell, have a
ten~minute attention span, expect instant gratification,
In a nushell, they aren’t the way students “used to be”
Rarely is there 2 sustained focus on and acknowledg-
ment of the strengths of contemporary students: cheir
creativity, family values, work ediic, openness, tolerance,
and technological savvy,

Colege-goers have changed in a number of signif-
icant ways since the time when most current faculty
were themselves undergraduates; various forms of
demographic, personal, academic, and social analysis
confirm that reality. And yet the predominant “seruc-
ture” of the first college year, to borrow a concepr
developed by my colleague John N. Gardner, is the same
basic structure that was designed for a population of
white, middle- or upper-class males who constitueed the
vast majority of coliege students until the last two
decades of this century. For many of today’s new stu-
dents, there is a serious lack of institutional fiz, not of
their making, :

Ask most adminiserators what's wrong with the firse
coliege year, and they will targer student aceririon—a
nemesis of many open-admissions or moderartely selec-
tive institurions, especially rhose chat are highly cuitdon

Ask most col]ege faculty what's wrong with the
first c:ou,ege year, and they will zoom in on the

encles of the students themselves: new students

are c{i,sengaged acadenlicaﬂy, unnmtivated,
write, can t Spe.].]., have a ten-minute attention
span, expect instant gratification.

13
ABCUT CAMPUS / ANUARY-FEBRLIARY 200



dependent. Student attrition and retention are complex
phenomena with many root causes, This complexity is
compounded by the inadequate way in which most
instrutons are able to measure student stopoue, dropout,
or transfer. And over the past two decades, hiterafly thou-
sands of first-year programs have been created with
increased retention rates as the primary, if not the sole,
desired outcome. Although many of these programs are,
i fact, successful for certain student groups, as measured
by upticks in campus—specific or group-specific reten-
ton figures, the overall national drapour rate of approx-
imately 33 percent (as reported annually by the
American College Testing Program) has been disturbingly
consistent for the past several years. What do we make
of this discrepancy between reporwed institusonal reten-
tion improvements and the netonal attrition status quo?
Perhaps there is much abour the dynamic of student
agtrition thar continues to escape our collective powers
of control. Gr perhaps the atzition rate would be much
worse without our efforts that allow us just to stay even.

The stadent dropout rate, however, is not the only
concern that frames firsi-year programs. Over the past
five years, a number of highly selective institurions have
experimented with first-year initiatives to improve the
overall level of student intelleceualism and to reduce
behavior problems, such as binge drinking, In che fall of
1999, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
began a series of first-year sermnars taught entirely by
tenured faculey. The hope is that these elective serninars,
offered on a variety of academic topics, will improve the
level of interaction between first-year studenrts and
serior faculty and mise the overall level of academic dis-
course on campus. About five vears ago. Duke Univer-
sity moved all its firse-year students to East Campus (for
many years, the women's campus) so as to restriet what
Puke officials believed to be negative behavioral infle-
ences of upper-level students and to create an environ-
ment within which to design and deliver rargeted
residential programming.

Generally, change in the first college year tends to he
piecemeal, and the impetus for change is often an litme-
diate campus-specific voncern focused on a “student

problem.” The change process fself and the resulting new
program or aceivicy, however, may have an unintentional
positve impact on the institudon iself—for instance,
bringing together acadenic and student affairs profes-
sionals to implement a program or course that straddles
academics and cocurricular activides. And in spite of their
piecemeal and often temporary nature, many of these
programs represent real creativiey on the part of educa-
tors who are passionate about helping first-year students.

FIRST-YEAR PROGRAMS
ON SOoLID GROUND

UCH about the first college year has remained

constant over tme. After having been recruited
and adnuted, new strdents generally participate in some
sort of orientation; many Hve in residence halls; most
receive some form of academic advising; and all go to
class. Bur over the past three decades, researchers and
scholars have scrutinized the undergraduate years, sudy-
ing the kinds of experiences that are highly correlated
with student success. This body of scholarship and
research provides a solid foundation thae educators can
and do use to structure first-year initistives. Much of
what now constitutes *“the first year experience” in US.
higher education are prograns and activiries that have
the following overall research-based objeceives:

Increasing student-te-student interacsion

Increasing faculty-to-student interaction,
especially out of class

Increasing student involvemenrt and time on
campus

Linking the curriculim and the cocurricu-
lum

Increasing academic expectations and levels
of academic engagement

Assisting students who have insufficient aca-
demic preparaton for college

Over the past five years, a number of }ughlv selective
institutions have experimented with first-year mnitiatives
to improve the overall level of student intellectualism and
to reduce behavior ‘problems,-such as binge drinlzing.
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“’bmen_, students of color‘, ﬁrst—generaﬁon S{:uc[ents,
and other nontraditional students benefit from detting
to know others who share their innate characteristics

and who have been successful in hig},\er education.

Increasing Student-to-Student Interaction.
Alexander Astin’s research has validared empiricalty whar
many of us experienced in college: “the student’ peer
group is the single most potent source of influence on
growth and development during the undergraduate
vears” (p. 398}. A significant number of first-year pro-
grams, mcluding firse-year seminars, learning communi-
ties, residence life acovides, community service, and
service learning opportumites, are intentionally designed
to provide students the interaction with peers necessary
for group bonding and affiliation. Increasingly conscious
of the power of peer influence. educators are asemipting,
for betrer or worse, to channel or manage it, especialty
the influence of upper-level students. John Orr Dwevery
account of the history of the freshinan year reports that
upper-level scudents have alternately hazed or rormented
aadt guided or befriended first-year students; the credi-
bility and autherity of these upper-level role models is
legendary. Today, sophomore, junior, and senior “influ-
entials™ are working with first-vear students as orienta-
tion leaders, residence advisers, academic advisers,
menzors, one-to-one and group weors, and coteachers.
Creating structures wherein. upper-level students men-
tor and support new students is especiatly important for
students who are in one or more at-risk categories,
Women. students of color, tirst-generation studenss, and
other nontraditional students benefit from getting to
know others who share their innate characteristics and
who have been sucecessful in higher education.

Through the use of learning comununties, colleges
and universitics are changing the basic organization of
the curricalum ro achiéve more student-to-student
interaction and many other positive outcomes, such as
improved rerention and grade point averages. Learning
communitics. sirictly defined, are two or more academic
courses linked across the curriculum so thar the same
group of students enrolls in each course. Smdents par-
ticiparing in learning communities experience grearer
social connection and, if the courses are conceprually
linked, less academic fragmentation than their peers who
don’t participate in learning communities. Although
learning commwnities can be implemenred at any Jevel,

iy

they are especially valuable for first-year students, giv-
g them a needed sense of camaraderie buile around
academic course work. Learning communities are also
highly adaprable and can be used with specific smdent
subpopulations; in both two- and four-year settings:
and, especially i commuter institutions, where students
have lidtle opportunity for more maditional forms of
social involvement. On residential campuses, some
learning communides are linked with residence life so
that specific student cohorts live in a single hall or on a
single Aoor. .

Current research conducred by the Nagonal
Resource Center for the First-Year Experience has
found that over 70 percent of U.S. colleges and univer-
sities offer special first-year seminars to assure that new
students have ac least one small class in which a primary
goal is the development of peer relationships. Although,
&5 3 course type, such sérninars are over a hundred years
old, every academic vear yields a new crop of highly
innovative seminar modefs. Their relative ease of imple-
mentation, mn comparison with other more systerhic
changes such as learning communities, probably
accounts for their popularity. But the fact that first-year
seminars are add-ons, often “loosely coupled” with the
institetion, also accounts for the failure of many of them .
to survive over tme and through successive cohart of
adrninistrative leadership. Some seminars are abolished
permanently; others may reappear a few years later, pee-
haps with a new tide and new leadership. Tn fact, some
educazors can track numerous iterations of a seminar as
instieucions seek the “ideal” model that will garner
broad-based institutional support.

Increasing Faculty-to-Student Interaction.
Achieving the kind of “academic and social integration”
described by Vincent Tinto requires not only interac-
ton berween students but also sustained, informal inter-
aceion berween students and Faculty. This level of
Lnteraction is far more likely to ocour roudnely on the
small college campus. At research universities faculey
who willingly spend precious discretionary time with
students out of class run the risk of reducing cheir
chances for tenure and promotion. [n spite of obvious

ABOUT CAMPUR/ [ANUARY~FEBRUARY 2000



disincentives to tenure-track faculty for spending extra
time with first-year students, some large universities rec-
ognize the value of increasing this interaction in a way
that is consistent with their research mission. Undergrad-
uate research programs at the University of Michigan and
the University of Texas, El Paso, give new smodents the
opportunity to collaborate with faculey members on
scholarly rescarch. At the University of Virginia and the
University of South Carolina, residendal colleges provide
some students {including first-year students) the oppor-
tunity to live in residence halls where informal interac-
tion with resident faculty members and their families is
part of the regular living environment, Harvard Univer-
sity and Pennsyivania State University involve tenured
faculty in a comprehensive firse-year seminar program so
that new students have the opportunity to interact in a
small group with the insdaition’s most senior professors,
In many such seninars, at least one meal or other finc-
tion at 2 faculty member’ home is common practice.
Increasing Student Involvement and Time
on Campus. A central focus of many first-year initia-
tives, both in and out of class, is to increase the amount
of time students spend on the campus and to increase
their involvement in activities or programs organized or
sanctioned by the instimtion. Student affairs profession-
als expend enormous amouns of creatve energy devis-
ing ways to get or keep today’s students involved.
However, student involvemen, in spite of its correladon
with many positive ontcomes of college, is becoming an
increasingly. elusive objective at institutions where all
or the majoriey of students commute and where off-
campus work is the norm rather than the exception.
And, as if those challenges weren't enough, the unflag-
ging movement toward more use of technology and dis-
tance education will challenge our interpretation of
what involvement really means and will require us to
reevaluate the impacr of synchronous tme and physical
space on student learning. Currently, many faculty who
teach first~year courses and who believe in the impor-
tance of student involvement are including “involvement
requirernrents” on course syllabi, building into regular
courses out-of-class actvities that have historically been
optional and under the purview of student affairs.

with many positive outcomes of (':()Hege, iﬁfbtf(.fﬁ)‘

Student involvement, in spite of its correlat

an increasingly elusive objective.
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Linking the Curriculnm and the Cocurricu-
laum. Concerns about the various disconnections in the
LS. college and university are nothing new. Nevitt San-
ford in the 1960s and Ernest Boyer in the 1980s
lamented the disiointed nature of academic life and
called for connectons between all pares of campus life
50 as to betrer represent, in Boyer's words, “our demo-
cratic way of life” and “our dependence on each other”
(p. 8). Gerald Grant and David Riesman in 1978 called
the undergraduate college “a skillfully coordinated
depariment store” {p. 377}, The degree to which stu-
dents experience campus life as coherent or fragmented,
linked or separate, depends on a number of factors: insti-
rurional size, mission, core values, and, to some degree,
student attitudes and expectations.

Although first-year students themselves may not
value or even recognize a coherent college education,
advocates of experiential learning argue that linking
what goes on in class with students’ out-of-class activi-
ties creates a synergy that potentally compounds stu-
dent learning. Strategies sach as first-year seminars,
learning communities, and “living-learning” programs
in residence halls have been successful in achieving that
coherence.

One of the most exciting pedagogical tools that
links in-class and out-of-class experiences is service
learning, in which organized service activities are a com-
ponent of discipline-based courses. Campuses that invest
in service learning are addressing one of the historic
goals of higher educaton in the United States: educat-
ing students for citizenship and public service. Prince~
ton University involves new students in Urban Acdon,
a weeklong community involvement program thar
includes group dialogue abour students' experiences and
the reladonship of those experiences to broader ropics.

A well-organized service-learning program requires
the commitment of faculty and student affairs profes-
sionals 1o work together to conceprualize and design
meaningful experiences both for students and for the
service recipients. Edward Zlotkowski, a professor at
Bentley College, with the support of the American
Association for Higher Education and The Pew Chari-
table Trusts, is currently authoring an eighteen-volume
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Generaﬂy, proérams or courses that serve
cleveIOpmental or “at-risk” students struég]e
for cre&ibﬂity and survival.

series on service learning across disciplines. This series
will provide conceptual foundations and specific exam-
ples of how service activities can be integrated inro vir-
tualiy any academic disciptine.

Increasing Academic Expectations and Lev-
els of Academic Engagement. Whether today’s
college students are more or less academically engaged
than previous generations is a question open to debate.
But current concerns about new students’ view of col-
lege as a round-the-clock party are widespread and cur
aczoss all sectors of higher education. New student ori-
entation, whatever its precise form and structure, offers
campuses 3 unique opportunity to change studenc acei-
tudes and expectations by including academic programs
and activities during the time period when new stu-
dents form initial impressions of what college is going
to be about. In pursuit of this goal, colleges and uni-
versities of all sizes and types are intenn'onally integrac-
ing a “summer rcadmg experience” or “first-year
reading experience” into orientation activities. James
Madison University, the University of Central Arkansas,
Casdeton State College, Augustana College, Wartburg
College, the University of Connecticut, and the Uni-
versity of South Carolina are among the schools where
common reading programs are being implemented suc-
cessfully in presemester orientation.

Assisting Students Who Have Insufficient
Academic Preparation for College. This final con-
ceptual category for first-year programs encompasses
many structures, such as learning skills centers, full-
blown study skills courses, workshops, summer “bridge”
programs, and even programs that extend into the high
school. Tinto’s concept of academic integration implies
that students must possess the requisite academic skills
to do college work in order to engage in ongoing aca-
demic conversation and to feel validated a5 a member
of the academy. Many students who are offered admis-
sion to higher education, however, do not have those
skills. Hence, we have seen the recent growth of myriad
academic assistance programs—some for specific student
subpapulations, some Iinked to specific skills (such as
writing or marth), and some atrached to other courses
(such as supplemental instruction). Generally, programs
or courses that serve “developmental” or “at-risk" stu-
dents struggle for credibility and survival. They consti-
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tute higher education’s “hidden curriculum’ and are
considered by some to be a necessary evil that diverts
precious institutional resources. Bur for the students they
serve, these initiatives make the essential difference in
their ability to attend, and ultimately graduate from, 2
college or umiversity.

IMPROVING THE EDUCATIONAL
EXPERIENCE OF FIRST-YEAR STUDENTS

LTHQUGH IT IS EASY to cite an extraordinary

array of creative first-year initiatives and to bask in
the glow of all we have accomplished, a cold shower of
reality is useful every now and then. It is often easy for
us to become complacent and proud of our achieve-
ments, reinforced in those feelings by the warm feed-
back we receive from the first-vear seudents themselves,
But complex issues remain that continue to make the
fixst year a difficult experience for students and institu-
tions alike. In addition, even those first-year initiatives
that are highly popular among students or those that are
correlated with improved student retention and aca-
demic achievement sometimes vanish almost overnight,
falling victim o a change in administration, shifting
institutional prierides, or budget cuts.

A pervasive and central problem is that manyy of the
programs and activities that constitute the “first-year
experience” are in a continuous battle for status within
the acadeny. Generally, they are housed in marginal facil-
ities and managed by entry-level employees, never
beconting a central, sustainable part of the institution’s
fabric. First-year programs often have a single champion
rather than broad-based institutional support and fre-
quenty operate with 2 minimal budget or no budger.
With the exception of a few innovative strategies used
in discipline~based courses, these activities are most often
centered in student affairs and involve few faculty (the
ulumate determinants of legitimacy in the academy).

Another significant unresolved issue is the nature
of first-year instruction within the disciplines. For
increasing numbers of commuting and part-time stu-
dents, the first-year experience is limited to whatever
happens in their regular classes. Unfortunately, on many
campuses, first-year classtooms are the institution’s cash
cow. Learning goals (to the degree that they exist) are
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sacrificed to cost-effectiveness: teaching assistanes or
other low-cost faculty teach as many students as possi-
ble in survey classes in which the exclusive mode of
instruction i3, of necessity, the lecture. Often insdtutions
and new students strike a sort of implicit bargain—don’t
expect too much of us, and we won't expect too much
of you, It’s no wonder retention is a persistent problem.

A maore systemic Issue relates to our spectacular
lack of success in creating the kinds of alliances with
high schools and middle schools that would yield more
college-bound students who are hetter prepared for the
academic and social demands of higher education. It
easter to point in the direction of the feeder high
schools as the source of the “student problem™ than it s
to engage n the kind of collaboradon that might ame-
liorate the problem. We simply must find a way, collec-
tively, to address che sssues of the mansition from high
school to college.

Finally, we need more information about what
works, as well as tested models and tools for assessment,
We need evidence—not assumptions and not tighrly
held beliefs based on our own experience. Even classic
student development and retention theories, which
many of us seem to belicve are timeless and irrefurable,
need to be reevaluated in light of the changing charac-
teristics of today’s students: the way these students con-
ceptualize involvement, the degree to which they want
or need to be assimilated into “the college way.” and
their many options for learning environments in addi-
tion 1o the gaditional college classroom.

And we neéd to go beyond simply raeasuring stu-
dent retention. Although retaiming students is important
to institutions and to students themselves, the primary
objective of the collegiate experience is, after all, learn-
ing—both in and out of the classroom. Developing af
instrutional culture of assesstmient, especially as it relaces
to learning in the first vear, is neither guick nor casy,
Subjecting our programs and procedures to objective
serutiny s itstead 2 bold, painstaking process, the results
of which may require us ro alter the status quo in ways
that are discomforong to faculty, siaff, and seudernts.

As a first seep in assessment, institutions, witl: input
from all constituent groups, should develop specific
ohjectives for student achievement during the first col-
tege year—their own definition of “freshiman success.”
Although many learning objectives cannot be measured
completely in the shore run, incremental progress, or
lack of progress, toward the accomplishment of objec-

i

tives will provide essential information for institutions
as they build a first year that is 2 smong foundadon for
the undergraduate experience,

With ali chat we don't know about what the new
century will bring, we can be sure of one thing: there
will continue o be first-year college students seeking
higher education for upward social mobility and for the
intrinsic joy of learning. Those studene will also con-
tinue to pose challenges ro the instirutions of higher
education in which they enroll. But ro whar degree will
the structure of the first year on the oaditional campus
continue to pose challenges and unnecessary barriers to
new students?

This once-in-a-lifctimie turn of the century seems
an auspicious time to ask some simple questons: If we
were to start ffom scratch o create a system of higher
education focused on student learning in thie first vear,
how would it look? Who among us would we choose
to deliver knowledge, however it is defined, 1o the
newest members of the arademy? What strictures or
rechniques would we vse in the oansmission of knowl-
edge? And how would learning be measured? In order
te “do the right thing” for students and in order for
higher education as we know it to survive in this new
world of limitless options for knowledge acquisition,
cach college or university must consider these guestons.
The resulting dialogue will be a springboand for reshap-
ing the academy and its critical first year for new gen-
erations of scudents.
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