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Prioritizing Course Topics

    Given the explosion of knowledge being generated during the current “information age” (Breivik, 1998) and the fact that over 80% of first-year seminars carry less than three units of credit (Tobolowsky & Associates, 2008), attempting to “cover everything” in the First-Year Seminar (FYS) must give way an attempt to “uncover” the most important things that students must know and do to be successful on your campus. Thus, tough decisions have to be made about what topics to cover and what percentage of course time to devote to each topic that is covered. The following four questions are offered as possible criteria for making decisions about what high-priority material should be covered and how much time should be spent covering it.

* How directly does the topic contribute to the realization of the course purpose, objectives, and intended learning outcomes?

* Do new students need to be exposed to this material immediately—during their first term on campus—so that they make a successful transition and adjustment to college? 

* Does the topic cover information or skills that students are unlikely to be exposed to elsewhere in the college curriculum or co-curriculum? (In other words: Is the material not covered, or covered only superficially, elsewhere in the college experience?) The use of first-year seminars to “address important topics, content, and processes that do not fit logically into, or that transcend, existing disciplines has been in practice for some time” (Hunter & Linder, 2005, p. 289).

* Does the topic cover information or skills that are:

(a) foundational—which first-year students can build on in their subsequent courses, 

(b) transferable—which  can be applied repeatedly or recursively across the curriculum 

         and co-curriculum, or 

(c) durable—which have the capacity for long-term use throughout the college 

         experience and beyond?

Remember that only so much can be reasonably and meaningfully accomplished within the confines of a single course. If the foregoing content-selection criteria generate more content than what can be reasonably covered in the seminar, it might be useful to think about how some of the additional content could be delivered through other academic-support and co-curricular programming, or how it might possibly be infused into (embedded within) other courses that comprise the first-year curriculum. Addressing first-year student needs through multiple programs represents a more ambitious and comprehensive institutional initiative, which in effect, expands and transforms the first-year seminar (course) into a bona fide first-year experience (program).
    Lastly, keep in mind that the topics selected for inclusion in the FYS should not be seen as perennially fixed or permanently set in stone. Since the seminar is not tightly tied to any one tradition-bound and politically guarded academic discipline, it has the flexibility to adopt diverse topics and adapt to emerging higher educational issues and contemporary student needs. It is refreshing to see how readily the seminar has been able to assimilate contemporary issues into its existing course structure (e.g., diversity, critical thinking, service-learning, technology). It appears that the first-year seminar is capable of accommodating different modules, whereby individual instructional units the course can be added, deleted, or rearranged in response to emerging trends. Consistent with this observation are national-survey findings on the content and form of first-year seminars which reveal that the course has assumed many different forms, leading the survey’s principal investigators to adopt the term, “flexible fixture” as a collective descriptor of the adaptability of already-established seminars (Barefoot, 1993b). Viewing the FYS as a fluid, flexible, and revisable in light of emerging student and institutional priorities, may empowers the seminar to become the course in an otherwise ossified undergraduate curriculum that is most sensitive and responsive to change in student needs and institutional concerns.

Sequencing of Course Topics

    An effective course design requires some intentional ordering of course topics. The sequence of course topics (units) in the course may be arranged with the intention of prompting students to ask and answer the following sequence of questions: 

1) Why am I here?  (The question of purpose)
2) Where do I want to go? (The question of direction)
3) How do I do to get there? (The question of action)
4) How do I know when I’ve arrived?  (The question of reflection)
These questions may be used to guide decision about the sequencing of course topics in the FYS. Early units should be designed to help students get immediately situated and oriented to their new campus environment, clarify their reasons for being in college, and see where the college experience can take them. These early topics should provide students with a mental map for their trip through college and a blueprint for navigating their total college environment, including the curriculum (college courses) and the co-curriculum (out-of-class learning and student development programs). Following their completion of these early units, students should have a clearer sense of personal direction and purpose, and students should be able to see a clearer connection between where they are now and where students want to go. 

    Since motivation underlies and drives action, the earlier units serve to reinforce and validate new students’ decision to enroll in college, help them articulate where they intend to go, which, in turn, should enthuse and energize them to learn about and apply the success strategies that are offered in subsequent units, which focus more directly on the nitty-gritty of how to “do” college and how to “get the job done” academically. The final units should alert students that academic strategies alone are not going to ensure success unless they also attend to issues of self-management and personal development, which will continue beyond their academic experience in college and throughout their lifetime. Thus, the final units should serve to highlight the lifelong relevance of the FYS. 
Timing of Topic Coverage

    In addition to the issues of unit sequence, the timing of unit coverage during the first term is also a critical issue, because the effectiveness or impact of instruction depends not only on what is covered and in what order, but also on when it is covered (chronologically). Students should be more receptive to and influenced by information that is delivered at a time when it is most relevant to what they are currently experiencing, dwelling on, or “stressing” over. Simply stated, students are more willing and “ready” to learn information that is timely and immediately applicable to their current challenges and concerns, i.e., “just-in-time” information (AAC&U, 2007).

    It is noteworthy that one of the reasons why “extended” orientation courses came into existence stemmed from the fact that traditional 1-2 day freshman orientation programs were overloading and overwhelming new students with information before the onset of their first term, with much of the information being received at a time when it was not immediately relevant or applicable (e.g., studying and test-taking skills). Since some of the information delivered during orientation would eventually become relevant at later points in the first-year experience, colleges began to “extend” coverage of orientation content into the first term and delivered that content to new students in the form of an “extended” orientation course (FYS). This underscores the importance of delivering information to new students in a time-sensitive manner and suggests that an effective first-year seminar should focus not only to what content is covered, but also on when that content is introduced to freshmen during their first term in college. 

    This suggests that vigorous attempts should be made to arrange the seminar’s units in a time-sensitive sequence that attempts to dovetail with the “rhythms” of the first semester, which would expose students to FYS topics at times during the term when students are most likely to encounter them experientially. To facilitate this timely arrangement of topic delivery, it might be useful to conceive of the first college term in terms of three general stages or “chunks” of time: (a) the beginning stage, (b) the middle stage, and (c) the final stage.

The Beginning Stage

   The first stage of the course would include the all-important first day and first week of class. During this formative period, it may be useful to view the process of building class community as the first topic that needs to be “covered” in class. Allowing students early opportunity to interact with each other and with their instructor is a fundamental or foundational experience that should take place from the outset. Not only does such early interpersonal bonding enhance student retention by promoting social integration, it may also address a primary need of new students at the very beginning of their first semester—a time at which research indicates that many first-year students struggle with issues involving overcoming homesickness (Guignah, 1992), “fitting in” and establishing new relationships (Simpson, Baker & Mellinger, 1980; Brower, 1997). The ability to establish friendships plays an important role in students’ educational success (Billson & Terry, 1982), especially if such friendships are established ruing the first month on campus (Simpson, Baker, & Mellinger, 1980). Thus, it may be helpful to view the needs of first-semester freshmen in terms of Abraham Maslow’s classic “need hierarchy” model, in which human needs for social acceptance and self-esteem are more basic and must be met before higher needs for personal growth and self-actualization can be realized (Maslow, 1954).

      The early weeks of the term may also be the time during which attempts should be made in the FYS to connect new students with social-support agents on campus. Keep in mind that connecting students with each other and with key student-support agents is a social integration process that can be established early in the semester while, at the same time, allowing you to cover course content that is not necessarily social in nature. For example, lecture note-taking strategies, textbook-reading strategies, and time management are academically related topics that can be covered through small-group work in class and through socially interactive or collaborative assignments that are completed outside the classroom. Thus, instructors should not feel they have to sacrifice or trade off course content for social interaction; it is possible to provide “double coverage” of social and academic topics simultaneously.

The Middle Stage

    The middle stage of the course may be conceived as the time period just before and after midterms, i.e., the midpoint of the semester when students experience the first wave of exams, assignment deadlines, and evaluations of their academic performance. This stage may also mark the end of the "honeymoon period" for freshmen, when the thrill or novelty of simply being in college is replaced by their first encounter with academic demands and stresses associated with college life.  The terms “midterm slump” and “midterm crunch” are also expressions that have used informally to capture the stresses associated with this stage of the semester. Research supporting these colloquialisms, is provided by Pennington, Zvonkovic, & Wilson (1989), who found that student satisfaction with college changes at different times during the semester and an appreciable “dip” in student satisfaction tends to occur at midterms.

   Additional research suggests that there is a higher risk for attrition among students who experience academic problems during the first semester of college or who receive feedback about their academic performance that is well below their academic expectations (Guskey, 1988; Overwalle, 1989). Such negative feedback is most likely to be first experienced by at midterms, so addressing the issue of how to respond constructively to midterm grades, and how to use the results as feedback to improve future performance, might be a timely topic to introduce at the midpoint of the term. 

   Taken together, these findings suggest that the middle stage of the semester may be an opportune time to explicitly introduce discussion of such topics as (a) stress management, (b) self-esteem and self-efficacy, (c) how to deal constructively with performance feedback, and (d) how to use instructor feedback to improve academic performance. This may also be the point in the term when students will be most receptive to learning about key academic-support services on campus.

    Discussion of test-taking strategies could be specifically scheduled to immediately precede midterm-exam week; these strategies could then be applied by students during midterms and follow-up feedback on their applicability could be generated after students receive their midterm test results. Thus, a learning cycle consisting of (a) teaching/modeling, (b) practice, and (c) feedback can be achieved when student-success skills are taught in the context of a full-semester course. Such a three-step, learning cycle or "loop" is consistent with the educational principle of “praxis” (reflection-action-feedback) which has been advocated by adult learning theorists (Kolb, 1984), and is supported by an extensive body of research at the precollege level (Rosenshine & Stevens, 1986). For example, a unit on strategic learning (studying, memory-improvement, and test-taking) could be intentionally placed at about the mid-point of the content sequence to coincide with midterm exams. The unit was placed at that juncture with the idea that students would be more likely to appreciate the value of these strategies and will more likely to put them when they are about to encounter their first major wave of college exams—at midterm.
The Final Stage

   The last stage of the FYS may be conceived of as the interval between completion of midterm and the end of the term, culminating in the last week and last day of class. It may be useful to reserve the last week of class for integration and synthesis, which serves tying the course together and provide students with a “big picture” synthesis of where they have been and where they are going. Students may be receptive to this approach because research indicates that, by the end of their first term, new students’ concerns about “fitting in” give way to feelings of “settling in” and thinking about what is ahead of them (Brower, 1997).
Planning for Parallel (Simultaneous) Coverage of Course Topics

    Conceiving the first term of college as a sequence of stages or rhythms is a useful way to guide decisions about the temporal sequence of topics in the FYS by ordering topics in a way that approximates the order in which students experience them during their first term of college. Such intentional sequencing should serve to increase the immediate relevance of each unit’s message, which in turn should increase student motivation to take that message seriously and put it into practice. However, the reality of college life is that new students do not experience college-adjustment “topics” (tasks or issues) in a one-at-a-time sequential mode; instead, they experience multiple issues simultaneously—in a parallel mode. For instance, while new students may be initially dealing with large, philosophical questions about why they are in college and where college is going to lead them, they are simultaneously confronted by multiple, practical tasks associated with the onset of college life—for example, taking notes in class, doing all the assigned readings, and trying to fit in socially). To accommodate this “multi-tasking” reality, early units dealing primarily with larger issues of meaning and purpose may need to be punctuated with periodic, pithy presentations of practical tips to students for dealing with the more mundane (but equally important) day-to-day tasks that are confronting them. For instance, although note-taking may not be covered in depth until a later unit in the course under the more general topic of strategic learning—where it best fits into the overall conceptual flow of the seminar, early and coverage of high-priority tips about note-taking can be introduced at a propitious juncture in Unit 1—because note-taking is a task that students must perform in the very first week of class. Similarly, succinct suggestions of top-priority strategies for reading, time-management, and studying in advance may be inserted within the first few units of the course—at times during the term when these strategies should be initiated.    

    This style of parallel coverage would represent a “paradigm shift” away from the timeworn tradition of opening and closing units one at a time, that is, one major topic is designated for coverage within a particular instructional unit; it is discussed exclusively and exhaustively covered within the confines of that unit, and never revisited again because the topic has been “covered.” It is recommended that the FYS move away from this traditional sequential approach to unit coverage, and move toward simultaneous coverage of a primary topic within an instructional unit (the major plot), accompanied by shorter, targeted coverage of timely secondary topics (subplots) within the same unit.    

For example, when covering the primary topic of the power and opportunities associated with a college education during the first week of class, succinct summaries of effective strategies on active listening and note-taking strategies and textbook reading strategies may be provided because students will be required to take notes and complete readings in their classes at the very start of the term. Similarly, while covering a topic such as the meaning, purpose, and value of liberal (general) education during the third week of the term, succinct summaries may be provided on how to work independently and make productive use of “free time” outside the classroom because, after a few weeks into the term, students may begin to fall behind on their out-of-class assignments. Similarly, topics covered earlier in the term may need to be revisited to accommodate certain adjustments that peak later in the term. For instance, although social adjustment and integration may have been a primary topic of coverage early in the term, timely tips relating to coping with particular social issues involving family members and hometown friendships may need to be addressed later in the fall term when students return for the Thanksgiving holidays. As one first-year student reported in an interview:

     Going home over Thanksgiving was a weird realization. Although it was 

     incredible to see my friends, I really missed it here. I missed the familiar faces that 

     I was used to seeing on a daily basis. I definitely have to meet some more great 

     friends to match the ones back home. I realized that I’m ready to keep growing as 

     a friend and meet other people (Ishler & Schreiber, 2002, p. 89).  

This type of parallel and recursive coverage requires relinquishing the timeworn tradition of attending to covering topics one at a time with attention only to how the topics fit together in a logical chain or sequence. The FYS should be one course which should not mimic the tendency of many first-year “building block” courses that are designed to lay a sequential foundation of cumulative learning but, in the process, destroy student motivation by delaying coverage of topics that may be immediately relevant and imminently useful.

