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THE EVOLUTION OF A FRESHMAN SEMINAR

Witharequired one-credit freshman seminar i n placesince 1977, California LutheranUniver-
sity has arelatively long history of involvement with this kind of course. Using classifica-
tion schemes from the literature on freshman seminars as a context, this article examines
how CaliforniaLutheran's seminar haschanged over the yearsasit hasbeenintegrated more
directly into the University’s retention program. The author s also discuss some of the persis-
tent issues involved i N maintaining such a course.

INTRODUCTION N

The past ten years have witnessed a growing movement in colleges and universities toward
an emphasison the " freshman year experience’ (Gardner, 1986). Cdlsfor a continuation of
these effortsare heard in recent national reports on the state of American education (Study
Group on the Conditionsof Excellencein American Higher Education, 1984; Boyer, 1987).
While efforts to improve both academic quality and the process o adjustment during the
freshman year are valuable in themselves and doubtlesslong overdue, thistrend is clearly
motivated in part by more pragmatic considerations, including the arrival of underprepared
studentsin large numbers and a new feeling of urgency about attrition because o itsfinan-
cial impact (Cohen and Jody, 1978; Gordon and Grites, 1984; Gardner, 1986).

Anincreasingly common approach in dealing with these problemsis the freshman orien-
tation course, or freshman seminar. By 1984, the ACE’s College Trends reported that over
77 percent of the institutions surveyed had a course on "' coping with college’ (El-Khawas,
1985).

Classification of Freshman Seminars

Not all freshman seminars, of course, emphasize the samegoals. Classificationschemesdiscuss
both course content and the processby which course goas are reached. Gordon and Grites
list a number of possiblegoals, rangingfrom devel oping study skillsto hel ping students clarify
their personal values (Gordon and Grites, 1984). Sagaria (1979) classified such coursesas 1)
interdisciplinary, whichinvolvestudy o an academic topictaught by afaculty member who
is often the students' advisor, 2) utilitarian, which stress educating the student about the
institution's policies, procedures, and resources, and which often emphasize basic skills, and
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3) developmental, which focuson collegeas a setting where students assume new rolesand
are confronted with value decisions that can change their lives. The role of the instructor
in this type of seminar is to facilitate the developmental process.

Another classification scheme is offered by Dooley (1982), who notes that objectives of
providing a context for academic advising and increasing academic skills can conflict with
goads d easing adjustment to campus life and improving retention.

Finally, Cohen and Jody (1978) have described three goalsfor freshman seminars, though
they do not regard them as mutually exclusive:

e transmitting information (university policies and procedures),
e developing study skills, and
e shaping attitudes (helping students to see themselves as active learners).

Thesesystemsd classification, of course, havefeaturesin common, in regard to both con-
tent and process. Two of them describeskillsasa mgjor content category, and two emphasize
the utilitarian, informational aspect o some courses. In addition, Sagaria's developmental
courses, Dooley'sgoasd easing adjustment to college and improving retention, and Cohen
and Jody's category o attitude development contain many similarities. They are al, in one
way or another, developmental, and thus have implicationsfor the processby which course
gods are reached.

Changing Emphases in Califor nia Lutheran University's Seminar

Such classification schemes have proven helpful in thinking about the modifications which
Cdlifornia Lutheran University's freshman seminar has undergone during its eleven-year
history. In general, the program has become more developmental than utilitarian, and more
concerned with easing adjustment to campus life than with providing academic content,
academic skills, or even a great deal of information on policiesand procedures.

While not ignoring these other areas entirely, the course has cometo focusmoreand more
on two objectives:

1) building relationshipswithin theadvising group and between advisor and advisee, and

2) helping students set academic and career goals. Thedecision tofocusin thisway was
made as we came to see the need to integrate the course more self-conscioudly into
our retention strategy.

We concludedthat these werethetwo most important objectiveswe could pursueif the course
were to be used in this way.

Thereisagreat deal o evidence that student-faculty interaction, including contact out-
sidetheformal classroom setting, greatly influencesstudent devel opi nent and decision-making
(Tinto, 1975; Pascarellaand Terenzini, 1977, 1978, 1979; Bed and Nod, 1979; Kramer and
White, 1982; Fuller, 1983). In Astin’s much-quoted conclusion, ** student-faculty interaction
hasa stronger rel ationship to student satisfaction with the collegeexperience than any other
involvement variable or, indeed, any other student or institutional characteristic'” (1977, p.
223).

It isalso clear that students without at least tentative academic or career goalsare more
likely to drop out than those who have some sense of direction and purpose (Ramist, 1981),
and the success of integratingacademicadvisingand career planning has been noted by several
scholars (Grites, 1979; Habley, 1984; Gordon, 1984).
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EVOLUTION OF A FRESHMAN SEMINAR 53

Through these changesin emphasisin the freshman seminar, California L utheran has at-
tempted tocreatea " developmental" advising course, one which stresses ** the establishment
of a caring human relationship™ and isrelated to students' academic, career, and personal
goals (Ender, Winston, and Miller, 1984, p. 20). Advising is, as Grites has said, "'a decision-
making process' (Grites, 1979, p. 1). Students must be partners in the process rather than
smply the recipients of advice and information (Ender, et al., 1984).

Substantive Changes in the Seminar

Phase One: 1977

In the fall of 1977, California Lutheran University established a course entitled ‘‘Learning
Resources," designed to enhance the effectiveness of the freshman advising program. It was
a one-credit pass/fail course offered in the fall semester, and was mandatory for al new
freshmen. The instructors — faculty members who were paid a modest stipend — met once
a week with a group of advisees for the entire fall semester.

Theinitial god wasto help the entering freshmen make the best use of their college ex-
perience. Thetwo primary meansfor accomplishingthiswere 1) theexploration of theliberal
artsas expressed in the University's core curriculum, with a strong emphasis on the value
of theliberal arts as preparation for a full life and a successful career, and 2) exposure to
the academic programsand resource centersof the University. The course thus combined an
**academic' component (very important in getting faculty approval at the time) with a heavy
emphasis on conveyinginformation. While there was no standard syllabusor curriculum for
the course, most instructors assigned books or articles related in some way to the study of
the liberd arts, required papers which were corrected and returned, and relied heavily on
the University catalog as a resource. Some class periods were spent visitingthelibrary, the
learning assistance center, and other campus resource centers.

Phase Two: 1978-1982

After thefirst year, as a result of instructor feedback and student evaluations, some basic
structural changes were made. First, the schedule was altered so that the class met twice a
week for the first half of the semester. We believed that the need was greater then, and
research on the subject confirmsthat thefirst six weeks or so are the most critical in deter-
mining students' attitudes toward college and the likelihood o their staying (Pantages and
Creedon, 1978). In addition, student interest waned considerably during the second half of
the semester, as the demands of *"real’” courses began to accumulate, and many instructors
found it difficult to maintain the course through fourteen weeks. In order to fit asecond class
sessionin (and also retain enough contact hoursto justify one unit of credit), weincorporated
into the course a program which had been in existencefor sometime — the University Forum.

The Forum isaMonday morning lecture-discussion series focused on a year-long theme
in which speakers from the faculty and from outside the University address issuesof social
or ethical concern. The addition o thisseriestotheseminar provided a common learning ex-
periencefor the freshman class which, we hoped, would spill over into Friday small-group
discussions as well as regular classes and informal conversations in the cafeteria and the
dormitories.

Finally, becauseseveral faculty felt quite abit of discomfortin teachinga course outside
their disciplines, faculty were allowed to team-teach courses. This became the norm.
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At this point in the development of the course, the content of the small-group sessions
wasbasicdly left upto eachinstructor. Faculty were given ageneral set of goasand guidelines
at aworkshop prior to the courseand then turned loose. The number of paperswas prescribed
(one per Forum session), and it was expected that the papers would be marked and graded.
In addition, instructors were given a number o surveys and diagnostic tests (e.g., the ACT
Entering Student Survey, the Strong-Campbell Interest Inventory, and study skillsinventories)
to be administered during class time, some o which provided data for discussion of study
skills and career/major choices.

Phase Three; 1983t0 the Present

Thisremained the pattern until thespringd 1983, when agroup of faculty and administrators
met in aone-day workshop to re-evaluate the program. It wasdecided that the course should
be integrated more directly into the college's retention program. The group decided to shift
thefocusaof the seminar toward the accomplishment of thetwo goalsdiscussed above: 1) help-
ing studentsto build relationshipswith faculty and with other students, and 2) helping them
set goalsfor their college careers. These were the objectives we felt were most likely to im-
prove retention.

Our strategy for accomplishingthisinvolved several changesin thestructure and content
o thecourse, now renamed the " Freshman Colloquium.'” The college kept the twice-aweek
schedul e with the Forum on Monday and small group sessionson Friday, but eliminated team-
teaching. Instructors had observed that team-teaching, which not only put two teachersin
the class but also meant larger classes, worked against the formation o individual relation-
ships. Classsizes, which had grown as large as twenty-seven, were reduced to about twelve.
The literature on the subject suggests not only that small groups are more conducive to the
formation of personal relationships, but that studentsin small orientation and advisinggroups
have fewer adjustment problems, are morelikely to succeed academically, and are lesslikely
to drop out (Kramer and White, 1982).

Toovercomeinstructor anxiety about leading thesmall group sessions, the program director
provided much moredirection for instructors, includingadetailed syllabusand weekly hand-
outs containing guidelinesfor each session. I nstructors remained free, of course, to tailor the
class to suit their own personalities and preferences.

Toward thegoa o building rel ationshi ps,we a so put more emphasi son individual counsel-
ing sessionswith advisees (at least two during the semester), and on group participation in
events outside o class, such as activities during orientation, an evening in the faculty ad-
visor's home, and a socia activity which takesthe group off-campus. Fundingfor the latter
two eventsis provided by the University. In addition, the role of peer advisors, who have
greater accessto students outside of class, was expanded.

In terms of content, the emphasisd the forum lectures and discussions has shifted from
somewhat abstract discussionsd global issuesto matters more related to the developmental
concerns o collegefreshmen, alowing class discussionsto deal with issuesin more personal
ways. Thiswas a change the course planners believed appropriate for the new emphasison
theestablishment of personal relationships. The origina Forum emphasisonsocial and ethical
issues, however, has been retained, and remains an important part of the colloquium. The
two most recent Forum themes, for example, have been ' The Challenge o Community in
Diversity' and ""Women and Men in a Changing World."" Speakers have attempted to relate
these subjectsto the situation in which thefreshmen find themselves. In addition to theme-
rel ated topi cswere Forum speakerswho addressed such issuesas career choice and substance

abuse. Recent alumni have been particularly successful as Forum speakers.
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The small-group sessions deal both with the Forum presentation and with the issues of
academic and career planning. All of these are mattersinvolving the fundamental decisions
students make, and are presented in a context of examining basic values and goals (see the
discussion in Grites, 1982).

The changesin the seminar are also reflected in the paper topics: an autobiography, an
academic plan, and a brief paper on the Forum seriesasawhole. None are marked or graded.
The autobiography is ssimply intended to help the instructor get to know the student better.
Thestudentsreceivefeedback on their academic plan during a personal advising session with
the instructor and on their Forum paper during class discussion.

Aspects of the course, which previously had been central, have been reduced in impor-
tance or shifted away from the seminar itself. Surveys and diagnostic testing are done during
orientation or in the various resource centers. Visitsto resource centersare required, but they
are done individually outside of class. The heavy emphasis on information — the nature of
theliberal arts, core requirements, etc. — hasalso been reduced. Sagaria, Higginson, and White
(1980) reported that academic information was the most important perceived need of enter-
ing freshmen. We would not quarrel with this, but we have concluded that such information
needs to be given as students express a need for it during small group or individual discus-
sions, or when some specific event, such as registration or declaring a major, callsfor it.

ISSUES

A number of issues have arisen as the course has devel oped. Among the more significant are
the following:

The Role of Peer Advisors

Research indicates that peer advising can be effective on a number of dimensions. Peer ad-
visors are often reported to be more accessible, enthusiastic, and credible than faculty ad-
visors. Student satisfaction with peer advising is generally high. On the other hand, peer ad-
visors tend to provide subjective and experiential advice; at worst, they may fall into a pat-
tern of advisingstudentsaway from difficult coursesand instructors. In general, peer advisors
need close supervision (Grites, 1979; Ender and Winston, 1984; Crockett and Levitz, 1984;
Elliot, 1985; Davis and Ballard, 1985).

Peer advisors are chosen in a competitive process. Recommendations by faculty play a
major role, though all applications are accepted. Applicants are interviewed by student af -
fairs staff members and former peer advisors. Criteria include academic success, |eadership
skills, the ability to relate to others, and knowledge of university policiesand resources. Peer
advisorsmeet with their assigned faculty advisor in the spring, and receive three days o train-
ing beforethefall semester, includingareview of university policiesand resourcesand discus-
sions on how to deal with personal difficulties freshmen are likely to encounter.

The role of peer advisors has grown in our seminar, but has done so within clear limits.
In the beginning, their responsibilities were loosely defied. With the courserevisionsin the
spring of 1983, however, they became more specific. Peer advisors attend all of the seminar
sessions, contribute to them, and lead one of the discussions. They coordinate group activities
during orientation and help arrange the social activity during the semester. They also relieve
faculty of some o their bookkeeping responsibilities. Beyond this, they are sometimes in-
valuablein being available to students in the dormitorieswhen the faculty advisor is not.
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Ontheother hand, itisimportant that the faculty instructor remainthe main hel pingagent
in the advising process. It is the relationship with the faculty member, far more than that
with the peer advisor or the adviseegroup, which isimportant to student development. Thus,
the faculty instructor is responsiblefor academic advising, is the one who meets with the
studentsindividually, and is clearly in charge of the seminar.

Peer advisorshave not been compensated, either monetarily or by academiccredit. Being
apeer advisor has become a somewhat prestigious position, and there have been about twice
as many applicants as there are positions to fill.

Major vs. Non-Major Freshman Advising

Cadlifornia Lutheran's seminar has assigned students to advisee groups without regard to
declared major. Despite the careerism of many students, there is no evidence either in the
literature or in our experience that students are concerned about thisissue (Cohen and Jody,
1978). Many freshmen, o course, will change their declared mgjor even before they arrive
inthefall, and many others will changeit during the course o their college careers. Perhaps
more important, as a university stressing the liberal arts, we believeit is appropriate to en-
courage explorationrather than to hel p commit studentstoo quickly to amgor they may have
chosen on the basis o inadequate information.

This policy has not always been popular with some departments, and efforts continually
need to be made to create links with the departments. Students who have a magjor in mind,
for instance, are required to check their scheduleswith a member of that department before
registering. This has been largely a pro forma procedure, however, since materials given to
freshman advisors clearly spell out the freshman program for each potential major.

Maintaining Univer sity-Wide Support

Faculty support for the program has been consistent, perhaps duein part to thefact that the
foundersand directorsdo the program have been mid-rank to senior faculty. Thedirector aso
teachesa seminar section. Theseminar isafaculty program; thereisno senseamong thefaculty
that it has been imposed from above.

We have also believed it important to create linksto the Student Affairsoffice. The Stu-
dent Affairsstaff isclosdly involved in sel ecting the Forum topics, and hasthe primary respon-
sibility for choosingand training peer advisors. The seminar thus has wide " ownership® on
the part o significant University groups.

Credit and Academic Content

Theliterature suggeststhat non-credit coursestend not to be taken serioudy either by students
or by faculty, and that, in Gardner's words, ' credit is essential*" if a freshman courseisto
be successful (Gordon and Grites, 1984; Gardner, 1985, p. 30).

The extent to which there is resistance to giving credit for a freshman seminar probably
depends on what the college has given credit for in the past. At California Lutheran there
was concern about theissue of credit, and the academic content of theinitial course wasim-
portant in winning faculty approval. While the emphasisof the course has shifted, contact
hours have remained equival ent to any one-hour course. We would be prepared today to argue
that a course which eases adjustment to campuslife and helps students begin to make deci-
sions about their academic careers is worthy o a credit regardlessd traditional academic
content, but the issue has not arisen.
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The course isgraded ‘‘Pass/No Credit."" Assigningletter grades was not considered when
the course was proposed, in part because of lingering doubts about academic respectability.
Given current course objectives, grading would be clearly inappropriate. In order to receive
credit, students are expected to attend the Monday and Friday sessionsregularly, and to com-
plete satisfactorily the three written assignments. In general, only about 2 percent of the
freshmen receive a ""no credit™ grade for the course.

RESULTS

CaliforniaL utheran's freshman seminar isa required, non-transferable course, so it might be
expected that the student evaluation would be decidedly mixed. In fact, student evaluation
has improved as the course has evolved. One of the questions in a detailed twenty-seven-
question evaluation form given each year asksfor an over-all evaluation d theseminar: **Would
you recommend this course to the next freshman class?' Student response on a one-to-five
scale, with one meaning " definitely no™ and five " definitely yes'* hasrisen from 2.50in the
fall of 1977 to 3.94 in the fall of 1987 (Chart 1).

Chart 1: Student Estimate of Course Value
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The dramaticincrease between 1977 and 1978 was, in all probability, dueto the changes
made after the first year and to the greater self-confidence instructors felt under the new
format. Theformat remained the same between 1978 and 1982. Improved eval uations during
thisperiod may be due to increasing instructor familiarity with the course, and, more impor-
tant, to the fact that a core of instructors who enjoyed the course and taught it well was
being assembled. The changes which went into effect in thefall of 1983 appear to have led
tofurther improvementsin eval uations asinstructors became comfortablewith the new format.
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It is more difficult to determine the seminar's effect on retention. Since the courseisre-
quired of all entering freshmen, control groups are not available. Retention of freshman

studentshas been uneven, but has, on thewhole, shown an upward trend, particularly since
1978 (Chart 2).

Chart 2: Freshman Retention After (he Year
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Thereisno direct correl ation between colloquium evaluationsin agiven year and freshman
retention that year. Obviously, the colloquium is not the major factor in determining reten-
tion rates, and can deal with only some of the variables which determine whether students
stay or leave.

Without control groups, it isimpossibleto attributeany improvementsin freshmanreten-
tion directly to the colloquium. We believe, however, that the program isintrinsically worth-
while, and is concentrating on factors which research indicates |ead to improved retention.
We have, infact, experienced asteady risein student evaluationsand a modest improvement
in retention, in the absence of any significant improvement in student academic preparedness.

CONCLUSIONS

Given the wide variety of purposes which freshman seminars can serve, it will probably be
necessary for most schoolsto limit their goalsfor these courses, or at |east to shift the respon-
sibility for subsidiary goalsaway from the seminar itself. California Lutheran hasfocused its
structure and goalsin three ways, all of which are supported by theliterature on retention.
The courseislimited tothefirst seven weeksof thesemester, and it focuseson building rela-
tionships and hel ping students make decisions about their college and occupational careers.
The resultsclearly show that the course hasbecomeincreasingly popular with students. While
no conclusions can bedrawn about the relationship of the courseto retention, the University
has experienced a modest increase in freshman retention without a significant increase in stu-
dent academic preparedness.
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