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Joe Cuseo

Out-of-Class Assignments for the First-Year Seminar

Introduction

    An old rule of thumb for college courses is that students should spend two hours working on the course outside of class for every one hour they spend in class. If we adhere to this rule of thumb in the FYE course, it means that we actually have more time to promote student learning outside of class than in class. We can to take advantage of this double dose of out-of-class learning time by crafting powerful success-promoting assignments that students complete on their own time outside of class.

   This section is devoted to several key student success-promoting assignments that are particularly relevant to the first-year seminar and may be completed outside of class time. 

Assignments to Promote Immediate Application of Academic-Success Strategies
   FYE course assignments may be intentionally designed to have students immediately apply strategies they’ve learned in the seminar to promote academic success during their first term of college. For example, students may be given an assignment that requires them to implement a time-management plan for the first term, such as constructing a  schedule for the academic term that includes due dates for tests and assignments in all courses, as well as designated times for study, recreation, and employment. 

    Students can also be asked to immediately apply effective learning strategies to other courses they’re currently enrolled in; for example, they could be asked to construct a learning strategies plan for the most difficult course they’re are currently enrolled in; or. They could be assigned to keep a “learning log” of academic-success strategies discussed in the seminar that they are using in their other first-term courses.     

    Think about what the most important things your students need to do right away to be academically successful at your institution and be intrusive—ensure they actually do it by requiring them to do it as a course assignment.

Assignments to Promote Students’ Self-Assessment and Self-Awareness 
    Assignments that could be used for this purpose include the following: (a) self-awareness instruments designed to increase self-knowledge and self-insight with respect to personal values, traits, or wellness; (b) checklists and inventories designed to promote self-diagnosis and self-evaluation of academic skills, career interests, learning styles or study habits; and (c) personal time diaries or activity logs in which students estimate the number of hours per week they spend on different activities. 

    Assignments designed to promote self-assessment and self-awareness are highly consistent with the student-centered focus of the first-year seminar and provide students with information about themselves that they can use proactively to guide future decisions about their education, profession, and other personal choices they will make in college and beyond. These types of assignments also encourage students to engage students in two important lifelong learning habits: personal reflection and self-examination.

* Provide students with a comparative perspective to help them interpret the results 

   of their individual self-assessments. 

      Self-assessments often become more meaningful to students if they are able to view their individual results in relation to national norms (if available), class averages, or the averages of student subgroups in class (e.g., males and females; adults and traditional-age students). Having students compare results obtained from self-assessment instruments, such as the results of learning-style or career-interest inventories, may also be an effective way to expose students to diverse perspectives and to gain comparative reference points, which can further sharpen their self-awareness and self-insight.

    To make this comparative assessment process more involving and interactive, you can employ score lines, whereby students line up in the order of the scores the obtained on a self-assessment instrument or inventory. We also recommend you complete the same self-assessment inventories that you ask your students to complete. It is our experience that doing these exercises with students tends to increase their interest and motivation in completing  them, perhaps because seeing their instructor do them serves to validate their participation and conveys the message to them that the task is important enough for their illustrious instructor to perform as well. (Furthermore, you are likely to find you’re your students are often extremely curious to see how your results compare with theirs.)

* As a final, cumulative self-assessment assignment, students may be asked to write a

   personal essay or autobiography that contains a synthesis of, and personal 

   reaction to, the results of all the individual self-assessments completed throughout 

   the term. 

      To lend some definition an structure to this assignment, you could include questions that ask student to reflect on the results of their self-assessments in terms of: (a) their personal strengths and weakness, (b) consistencies and discrepancies between their stated or espoused values versus their enacted values, (c) their intentions and goals, (d) assets and resources they have for realizing their goals, and (e) potential blocks and barriers that must be avoided or overcome to achieve their intended goals.

Experiential Learning Assignments 

    These types of assignments enable students to learn through direct, first-hand personal experience and self-discovery, rather than learning by vicariously through classroom-based instruction or assigned reading. Listed below are assignments that can be used to promote experiential learning in the FYE seminar. 

* Students are assigned to conduct an interview with:

   1) a faculty member in their intended major or in a field they are considering as a 

       possible major;

   2) a professional in a career that they may be interested in pursuing;

   3) upper-division students in the their intended major or field of possible interest;

   4) graduate students in the same or similar academic specialization they may pursue; or

   5) students from diverse backgrounds (e.g., international students or students from 

       under-represented ethnic/racial groups). This practice can ensure student contact 

       among first-year students who may otherwise never come in contact with each other. 

       This contact can also occur via Internet discussions, or by having “virtually” visit  

       foreign countries and chat with citizens of those countries (Batson & Bass, 1996).

* Students are assigned to engage in campus research by:

   1) becoming “participant observers” who conduct observational “field studies” of         

       student behavior on campus (e.g., in student residences, classrooms, or the library).

   2) conducting “historical research” on the college by interviewing administrators, or by 

       searching campus archives for information the college’s origin and traditions.            

          At Ohio University, first-year students participate in “historical research projects” whereby they create oral histories by interviewing alumni and search campus archives for biographical information on persons for whom campus buildings have been named (Freshman Seminar Resource Seminar, 1993). Likewise, Wheelock College (Boston) has involved first-year seminar students in qualitative research on its campus organizations (Barefoot & Fidler, 1996). 

    If students are given this type of assignment with the added stipulation that their completed reports are to be submitted to those in charge of the campus organizations or functions being researched, then the report can be written for a “real world” client or audience. One college instructor, identified as an outstanding professor by both students and administrators at his college, does this by having his students meet with top-level administrators to ask them about current evaluation or information needs on campus. Students then conduct small-scale evaluation projects that they submit as a research report to the course instructor and the administrator (client) for whom it was intended. This instructor reports that “you get better results from students if they feel there is a real audience for their ideas” (Davis, Wood, & Wilson, 1983, p. 215).

Assignments for Connecting Students to Student-Support Services
    The first-year seminar has the capacity to serve as a linchpin for connecting new students with key campus-support agents, thereby promoting students’ social integration into the broader college community. As previously mentioned, connections with these professional and paraprofessional support agents can made by inviting them to class as guest speakers. Conversely, an alternative strategy for promoting these important connections is to bring students to the support agents via course assignments. These assignments can serve as an intrusive conduit for connecting new students with key support agents on campus who can play a pivotal and proactive role in promoting their success. 

    Unfortunately, research indicates that students fail take advantage of campus support  services. For example, academic-support services tend to be under-utilized (Friedlander, 1980), particularly by students who are in most need of academic support (Knapp & Karabenick, 1988). Such findings strongly suggest that course assignments which bring first-year students in contact with support professionals should be an integral component of any course designed to promote student success. 

    Effective student-support programs are those that initiate supportive action by reaching out to students and bringing or delivering support to them, rather than passively waiting and hoping that students take advantages of these services on their own. Ender, Winston, & Miller (1984) captured the gist of this principle almost 20 years ago when they forcefully stated that “it is totally unrealistic to expect students to take full advantage of the intellectual and personal development opportunities [on campus] without some assistance from the institution” (p. 12). Their words are even more relevant today because of the growing number of under-prepared, under-represented, and first-generation students entering college campuses. Recent research indicates that the retention and academic success of underrepresented and first-generation students, in particular, is seriously undercut by institutional over-reliance on student-initiated involvement in campus-support programs (Rendón & Garza, 1996).

    One way to address and redress this problem of “passive programming” is to “intrusively” require student involvement in campus support programs via student assignments in the first-year seminar. When constructing assignments for the course, think about what services or service professionals would be most important for all your students to connect with, and intentionally craft assignment to ensure that that these connections are made. The assignments could connect your class to the same services, or the assignment could be individualized to connect particular students with particular services that best meet their personal needs. 

    Here is a menu of support services that students could be connected to via course assignments in the first-year seminar:

* Academic Advisement— to develop a tentative, long-range educational plan;

* Learning Assistance (learning resource) professionals—to assess learning styles;

* Career Counseling—to explore career interests;

* Personal Counseling—to gain self-insight or psychosocial adjustment strategies;

* Financial Aid Counseling—for long-range financial planning and money management;

* Technology Services—for orientation to campus-technology tools and programs;

* Student Activities—to explore campus-involvement and student-leadership options;

* Health Services—to develop a personal wellness plan; 

* Campus Ministry—to explore spiritual issues and social justice opportunities;  
* Service-Learning & Volunteer Experiences—to identify opportunities in the local 

       community for service-learning experience and career-related volunteer work     

* Incorporate assignments that stimulate students’ involvement in the co-curriculum.  

      Research in higher education has revealed that the connection between co-curricular experiences and classroom learning is very weak (Heller, 1988). This is a particularly disturbing finding when viewed in light of the wealth of research indicating that student involvement in campus life has a powerful impact on student retention and the development of students’ interpersonal skills and leadership qualities (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). The role of the first-year seminar can play in reducing this schism between in-class and out-of-class learning is noted by Barefoot and Fidler: “Many freshman seminars exist to bridge the gap between the curriculum and co-curriculum and to facilitate student involvement in all aspects of campus life” (Barefoot & Fidler, 1992, p. 8). 

    One way that first-year seminars can bridge this gap is by engaging students in co-curricular experiences via course assignments. Students may be assigned to attend a designated number of co-curricular events during their first term on campus (e.g., two per month) and be provided with a monthly calendar of co-curricular activities from which they may choose particular events they’d like to attend. (See Exhibit 4 for a sample.)   
* Assignments encouraging students’ off-campus involvement and volunteerism 

   in the local community.

      Consider providing students with a menu of possible volunteer opportunities, and encourage (them via extra credit) or require them (as a course assignment) to participate in service experiences that are most relevant to their potential vocational plans. In this fashion, students can gain career-relevant experience or engage in an “exploratory internship” while simultaneously contributing to the local community. 

    Similar to co-curricular experiences, students can write reflection papers in response to their volunteer work, which can help transform from a volunteer service into a service-learning experience. See Exhibit 5 for a sample reflection paper that students could be asked to may write in response to a service-learning experience.

Future-Planning Assignments 

    Students may be given assignments in the FYE course that actively engage them in the process of designing tentative long-range plans, which connect their current college experience with their future educational and life goals. Surveys of first-year seminars offered across the country indicate “that academic planning and goal setting” is one of the seminar’s major course objectives (Barefoot & Fidler, 1996). One way to realize this objective is to craft assignments that actively involve first-year students in planning their future, which include assignments such as those listed below.
* Educational Planning Assignments

      For example, students could be given an assignment to create a tentative undergraduate plan that includes courses in general education and the student’s intended academic specialization (major field of study); or, two-year students could create a tentative transfer plan.

    Norwich University (Vermont) uses its first-year seminar in this fashion to engage students in long-range educational planning and promote student dialogue with their academic advisors about their educational plans. The first-year seminar syllabus at Norwich calls for students to meet with their advisor on three occasions during the first term, in addition to their meeting for course scheduling. The second meeting occurs at about the midpoint in the term, at which time students bring a self-assessment report that they have completed as a first-year seminar assignment. Advisors use this report to focus discussion with students about their present academic progress and future educational plans (Catone, 1996).  

* Career-Planning Assignments
      You may ask your students to develop a tentative career plan that encourages them students to identify potential career positions and construct a model resume that would prepare them for entry into such positions. Students could also be asked to and identify and initiate the development of a professional portfolio—a collection of materials that would best illustrate their skills or achievements, and demonstrate their educational or personal development (e.g., best written work, art work, research projects, letters of recommendation, co-curricular accomplishments, personal awards, and certificates of achievement). 

    This may be particularly true for the current generation of students because they are likely to cite career success as their major reason for attending college (Sax, 1998). If contemporary students are confused about the relationship between their present college experience and their future career(s), they may see no reason to stay in college. 

    Research also suggests that the retention of under-represented students, in particular, may be enhanced by institutional efforts designed to clarify their current academic experience with future career goals. Richardson (1989) conducted on-site investigations of predominantly white institutions with impressive minority graduation rates. He found that one common element present in all these institutions was early provision of “career guidance to translate nonspecific educational goals into programs of study where coursework and desired outcomes are clearly linked” (p. A48).
* Life-Planning Assignments
       Students could be asked to devise plans that move beyond educational and vocational goals to include goals involving personal growth and holistic (whole-person) development that embrace social, emotional, ethical, physical, and/or spiritual dimensions of the self. For example, students can use self-assessment exercises they complete in the seminar to develop a long-range “personal growth plan” or a future “life-success portfolio.” 

    Though these assignments may appear to be a bit premature for first-term students to undertake, they still serve the important purpose of getting students to think ahead and to look for connections between their present experiences with their future life plans. This serves to increase their goal awareness and promotes goal-orientated behavior, which is important for promoting student persistence to program and degree completion (Noel & Levitz, 1989). 
Writing-To-Learn Assignments
    The first-year seminar is an ideal course for students to engage in short writing assignments designed to actively involve them in learning and promote reflective thinking. The importance writing as a tool for nurturing deep thinking has been underscored by writing scholars (Connolly, 1989) and the importance of writing for promoting learning is emphasized by many discipline-based faculty (Smit, 1991). Thus, requiring student writing in the first-year seminar is strongly recommended for promoting students’ depth of thinking with respect to course content, as well as for promoting the academic credibility of the FYE course in eyes of discipline-based faculty. 

    However, requiring student writing is not synonymous with requiring a term paper.   Writing can also take the form of a variety of “writing-to-learn” assignments. In contrast to traditional writing assignments, such as essays or term papers, writing-to-learn assignments differ in three major ways: (a) they are shorter, requiring less amount of student time to complete. (b) they are written primarily for the benefit of the writer—as an aid to thinking and learning; and (c) they do not require extensive instructor commentary, correction, or grading (Tchudi, 1986). These characteristics of writing-to-learn exercises allow them to be used not only as out-of-class assignments, but also as in-class activities; for example, a small portion of class time can be allotted for students to write a one-minute paper in response to a class presentation or group discussion.    

   Writing-to-learn exercises are strongly recommended first-year seminar students because they may be better suited for first-year students than formal term papers or research reports that require more writing experience and familiarity with the use of scholarly information resources (Erickson & Strommer, 1991). Potential writing-to-learn assignments for the first-seminar are described below. 
* Short reflection papers in response to co-curricular experiences. 

   When students are asked to write about their co-curricular experiences, they are more likely to reflect upon and internalize them, serving to transform them from “extra-curricular” activities into bona fide co-curricular learning experiences. (See Exhibit 6 for a sample of a co-curricular reflection paper.)
 * Freewriting: having student quickly recorded thoughts, feelings, or free associations 

       on a topic or subject which are generated with little regard for mechanics. 

       For example, students quickly record their initial thoughts or feelings about an 

    upcoming course topic.

* Microthemes: students write brief, focused writing assignments (short enough to fit on a 

       5X8 card), which require students to take a personal position or offer a personal 

       interpretation  with respect to a debatable  issue or controversial topic. 

          For example, students may be assigned “thesis-support” microthemes that require 

   them choose between one of two opposing positions or theses and write a short (micro) 

   theme defending that position.
* Learning Logs: extended reflective-writing assignments in which students record their

      personal learning experiences over an extended  period of time. 

      For instance, students could make ongoing entries in learning logs about (a) what they 

    they’re learning in a course, (b) how they’re learning it, or (c) their feelings about the 

    course and their course progress.

* Journals: written reflections on, or reactions to, personal experiences over an extended 

       period of time, which provide the writer with a chronological record of thoughts and 

      feelings that can be later reviewed to detect patterns of personal continuity or change.

Journals may be assigned as: 

1) “Free” Journals, whereby students have complete freedom to write about any personal 

      issue they’d like, or 

2) “Prompted” journals, which ask students to write in response to a specific, instructor-

      posed prompt (e.g., “My first impression of college is . . .). Students could also be 

      given a prompt that asks them to review their previous journal entries to detect 

      patterns of personal consistency or variation that may have occurred across time. 

         For samples of journal prompt tied to the “rhythms” (stages) of the academic 

      term, see Exhibit 7.

At the Coast Guard Academy, a primary goal of the first-year seminar is to teach students how to effectively monitor their study skills and the major vehicle used to achieve this goals is a course assignment that requires students to keep journals in which they respond to questions, make written comments on their course progress, and construct a plan for academic success (“Academy Teaches Students to Monitor Their Own Study Habits,” 1995).

   Journals can also be used as an incentive to stimulate student use of effective learning strategies, such as weekly journals kept by students in which they describe how they have applied learning strategies discussed in the seminar. One learning skills specialist who uses journals in this fashion reports: “When the students know they have to write about how they used the strategies, they are more motivated to use them” (Van Blerkom, 1995, p. 3).   

    If you regularly or periodically respond to student journals, you can carry on a written dialogue or conversation with individual students, which can help build your rapport with the class. This student-instructor dialogue could take place on paper or online—in the form of an electronic journal. 

Transactional Writing Assignments: 

    In addition to writing-to-learn exercises whose audience is the writer, writing assignments in the first-year seminar may take the forms of “transactional writing,” which is aimed at an audience beyond the writer (Britton, et al., 1975; Tchudi, 1986). Listed below is a sample of transactional writing assignments that may be relevant for the first-year seminar.

* Summaries (e.g., summarizing a lecture for a student who missed it and wants to know 

       what was covered).

* Questions (e.g., writing questions that are submitted to guest speakers).

* Explanations (e.g., explaining the thought process used in solving a problem, or   

       explaining why a statement is true or false).

* Persuasive Letters (e.g., letters to a newspaper editor, elected official, college 

       administrator; or letters to high school seniors offering persuasive advice about what 

       to do and not to do in order to have a successful first-year experience).

* Critical Reviews (e.g., reviews of books, films, TV programs, or theatrical productions)

* Editorials or Feature Articles (e.g., editorials or articles written for the college 

       newspaper)

* Scripts (e.g., written dialogue to be used in role plays enacted in class, or for dramatic 

       vignettes videotaped outside of class and used in group-project presentations).

* Directions or “How to” Guides (e.g., college-survival manuals; guides on how to 

        improve personal performance on college-related tasks).

