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F EAT U R E A RT I C L E

First-Year Seminars: A Comparison 
of Course Characteristics and High 
Impact Practices at Two-Year Colleges

There is a need to increase the number of stu-
dents nationally who earn degrees and certif-
icates. The state of Texas reported it will need 

͞approximately ϲ0 percent of 2ϱ- to ϯϰ-year-olds to 
hold a quality certificate or degree by 20ϯ0͟ in order 
to remain globally competitive (Texas Higher Educa-
tion Coordinating �oard, 201ϱ, p. 2). Persistence and 
degree completion rates of college students remain 
low among two-year colleges where only ͞ϯ0 percent 
of first-time full-time students earn a certificate or 
associate degree within three years͟ (<arp, Raufman, 
EŌhimiou, & Ritze, 201ϱ, p. 1). These rates are even 
lower among students who are placed into develop-
mental education.  More than half of first-time en-
rolled students who enter a two-year college and test 
into a developmental course do not make it through 
developmental course sequences (�ailey, Jeong, & 
Cho, 2010). This makes interventions that target aca-
demically underprepared students important toward 
meeting long-term strategic goals for colleges.
 Institutions have responded by offering first-
year seminars as a tool to provide students with the 
academic and social support needed to be successful 
in college. These seminars support student transi-
tion into college by developing academic skills (e.g., 
study skills, writing skills, and time management), 
introducing students to campus resources, and facil-
itating collaborative partnerships (faculty, staff, and 
students). The problem is that there are different 
types of first-year seminars (extended orientations, 
academic seminars, etc.), and not all seminars types 
are correlated with the same student outcomes (Per-

mzadian & CredĠ, 201ϲ). This may differentially affect 
the success of academically underprepared students. 
Unfortunately, limited information exists about how 
characteristics of first-year seminars vary in two-year 
colleges when academically underprepared students 
are required to enroll in them. Assessing the align-
ment of seminar type and institutional outcomes may 
be important to student success. This study explored 
differences in the characteristics and high-impact 
practices of first-year seminars at two-year colleges 
that required academically underprepared students 
to enroll in them. Results may help to inform how 
first-year seminars currently meet the needs of un-
derprepared students at these institutions.

Literature Review
 Earning a high school diploma does not guar-
antee that a student will be ready for college (Strong 
American Schools, 2008). As many as ϯ0й of all first- 
or second-year undergraduate students at four-year 
colleges are required to take developmental or re-
medial courses prior to enrollment in college-level 
English and mathematics (Radwin, Wine, Siegel, & 
�ryan, 201ϯ). Due to the open-access mission of two-
year colleges, students are placed into developmen-
tal courses at even higher rates within these institu-
tions. This oŌen results in significant costs to both 
students and the institutions that serve them. Strong 
American Schools (2008) estimated that remedial 
courses cost community colleges between Ψ1.ϵ and 
Ψ2.ϯ billion dollars annually. Further, students en-
rolled in developmental education were reported to 
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have lower degree attainment rates in comparison to 
those who do not enroll in developmental education 
(What Works Clearinghouse, 201ϲ͖ Levin & Calcagno, 
2008). Students enrolled in developmental courses 
oŌen need additional academic support to be suc-
cessful in college.
 Learning communities are one approach that 
can be used to support the academic success of un-
derprepared students. Learning communities are 
small groups of students or cohorts who are placed 
together based on shared common academic goals. 
Higher education professionals implement these 
learning communities to improve relationships with 
other students and faculty, facilitate greater levels 
of academic engagement, and improve the level of 
support provided to students. Learning communities 
are reported to have a positive effect 
on the persistence of college students 
(�ailey & Alfonso, 200ϱ). 
 First-year seminars represent 
one type of learning community and 
are broadly defined as ͞a course in-
tended to enhance the academic and/
or social integration of first-year stu-
dents͟ (�arefoot, 1ϵϵ2, p. ϰϵ). The ori-
gins of these seminars date back more 
than a century but gained momentum 
in the 1ϵ80s as accountability became 
increasingly important for institutions.  
irst-year seminars were seen as a way 
to help students successfully transi-
tion into the college and university en-
vironment. sarious names have been 
used to describe these seminars over 
the years, including freshman orienta-
tion courses, student success courses, 
and first-year seminars. The use of the 
term seminar is more contemporary 
and ͞reŇects an increasing rigor and 
acceptance in the academy͟ of these 
courses (Hunter & Linder, 200ϱ, p. 
2ϳϵ). Some institutions have expanded even further 
the academic focus of these seminars by develop-
ing frameworks courses, such as the Frameworks for 
Mathematics and Collegiate Learning course at the 
University of Texas. Frameworks is also a first-year 
seminar but incorporates theory from psychology and 
the learning sciences and is credit bearing (Charles 
A. Dana Center, 201ϰa). However, these variations 
illustrate that seminars can differ in terms of the cur-
riculum, awarding of college credit, and number of 
credit hours, in addition to the titles used to describe 
them. The term first-year seminar is thus used here 
and throughout the paper to refer more broadly the 
collection of these courses, which is consistent with 
the higher education literature and national surveys 
used to examine them.
 First-year seminars are best distinguished 

from one another based on course characteristics or 
the seminar type offered by the institution. �arefoot 
(1ϵϵ2) offered a typology of first-year seminars based 
on course characteristics that is still commonly used 
today. The types of first-year seminars in that typol-
ogy included a) extended orientation seminars, b) 
academic seminars with generally uniform academic 
content, c) academic seminars on various topics, d) 
paraprofessional seminars, and e) basic study skills 
seminars. The most common type of first-year sem-
inar were those that served as an extended orienta-
tion, although the use of academic seminars (e.g., 
Frameworks for Mathematics and Collegiate Learn-
ing) has increased more than any other seminar type 
in recent years (Young, & Hopp, 201ϰ). Extended 
orientation seminars typically provide access to in-

formation about ͞campus resources, 
college policies, and procedures, basic 
study skills, time management, and 
learning strategies͟ (Permzadian & 
CredĠ, 201ϲ, p. 28ϲ). Academic semi-
nars commonly include content that 
promotes the development of skills 
such as writing, reading, and critical 
thinking. Successful seminars offer ac-
ademic credit, collaboratively include 
faculty and staff in the development 
of these seminars, provide instructor 
training and compensation, involve 
upper-level students in course deliv-
ery, and actively assess course effec-
tiveness (Hunter & Linder, 200ϱ).
  Research indicates a positive 
relationship exists between first-year 
seminars and both persistence (Lang, 
200ϳ͖ Pascarella & Terenzini, 200ϱ͖ 
Porter & Swing, 200ϲ͖ Schnell & Do-
etkott, 200ϯ͖) and grade performance 
(�lackett, 2008͖ DeRoma, �ell, �arem-
ba & Albee, 200ϱ), but those relation-
ships are also moderated by the type 

of seminar offered by the institution (Permzadian 
& CredĠ, 201ϲ). Not all seminar types are correlat-
ed with the same student outcomes. It was recom-
mended that institutions seeking to improve student 
retention design first-year seminars with an orienta-
tion focus. In contrast, institutions that seek to im-
prove the academic performance of college students 
should design first-year seminars with an academic 
component.
 According to national data, 8ϲй of two-year 
institutions and ϵ1й of four-year institutions offered 
some type of first-year seminar in 2012ʹ201ϯ (Young 
& Hopp, 201ϰ). Despite the increased availability 
of first-year seminars at colleges, ͞ϯ1й of two-year 
campuses required fewer than 10й of their students 
to take a first-year seminar͟ (Young & Hopp, 201ϰ, 
p. 12). This may be the result of pressure to avoid 
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mandating additional courses for students who are 
already required to take other non-credit bearing 
courses (i.e., developmental or remedial courses). 
This may also be a function of the differentiated ways 
in which first-year seminars are integrated into the 
academic curriculum. Some institutions include first-
year seminars as part of the core curriculum (e.g., 
Frameworks) while other institutions offer them only 
as an elective course. When first-year seminars are 
elective or outside the student’s degree plan, the stu-
dents most likely to benefit from these courses may 
be the least likely to enroll in them.
 Students who come to college academically 
underprepared oŌen need additional academic sup-
port and may benefit from a first-year seminar with an 
academic component, particularly given that the re-
tention of these students is dependent upon on their 
academic performance. However, little information 
exists about the characteristics of these seminars at 
two-year colleges when academically underprepared 
students are required to take these courses. Given the 
number of students who come to college academi-
cally underprepared, the lack of national survey data 
disaggregated in this way is concerning. The purpose 
of this study was to explore how the characteristics 
and high-impact practices varied among two-year 
colleges that required academically underprepared 
students to enroll in the institution’s first-year sem-
inar and those that did not. This may help to inform 
the alignment between seminar type and the needs 
of academically underprepared students at two-year 
colleges.

Method
Sample 
 Data for this study were obtained from the 
2012ʹ1ϯ National Survey of First-Year Seminars (NS-
FYS) (Young and Hopp, 201ϰ). This survey collected 
data on first-year seminar programming from Chief 
Academic Oĸcers, Chief Executive Oĸcers, or Chief 
Student Affairs Oĸcers at accredited colleges and 
universities across the United States. Of those invited 
to participate, 8ϵϲ responded to the survey (2ϰй re-
sponse rate). The data were then limited to two-year 
colleges (n с 20ϲ) given that these institutions serve 
the greatest proportion of students who are academ-
ically underprepared or who are required to enroll in 
developmental courses.
 The demographic characteristics of the two-
year colleges included in this study are reported in 
Table 1. Most of these institutions were public (ϵϯ.2й) 
with first-year class sizes of 1,000 or more students. 
The percent of two-year institutions that offered any 
type of first-year seminar was 8ϲ.ϰ (n с 1ϳ8) although 
not all of these colleges provided information about 
populations of students required to enroll in these 
seminars. Of the 128 institutions that provided 

this information, ϯ0й reported that they required 
academically underprepared students to enroll in a 
first-year seminar (n с ϯ8).  Only 20й of institutions 
required students placed into a developmental or 
remedial course to enroll in a first-year (n с 2ϲ).

Table 1
Characteristics of FirstͲzear Seminars at TǁoͲzear 
Colleges (N = 206)

n й
Institutional Control

Public 1ϵ2 ϵϯ.2

Private 1ϰ ϲ.8

FirstͲzear Class Size

ϱ00 or less ϯϯ 1ϲ.0

ϱ01 ʹ 1,000 ϰ0 1ϵ.ϰ

1,001 ʹ 2,000 ϰϵ 2ϯ.8

2,001 ʹ ϰ,000 ϰϵ 2ϯ.8

More than ϰ,000 ϯϱ 1ϳ.0

FirstͲzear Seminar

Yes 1ϳ8 8ϲ.ϰ

No 28 1ϯ.ϲ

Approximate Percentage of Students Enrolled in FzSa

Less than 10й 28 1ϯ.ϲ

10 ʹ 1ϵй 21 10.2

20 ʹ 2ϵй 1ϳ 8.ϯ

ϯ0 ʹ ϯϵй 1ϲ ϳ.8

ϰ0 ʹ ϰϵй ϳ ϯ.ϰ

ϱ0 ʹ ϱϵй 18 8.ϳ

ϲ0 ʹ ϲϵй 11 ϱ.ϯ

ϳ0 ʹ ϳϵй 1ϰ ϲ.8

80 ʹ 8ϵй 1ϱ ϳ.ϯ

ϵ0 ʹ ϵϵй 22 10.ϳ

100й ϲ 2.ϵ

Students ReƋuired to Participate in FzSb

Developmental Education 2ϲ 2ϵ.ϳ

Academically Underprepared ϯ8 20.ϯ
Note. a Percentages based on the 1ϳ8 two-year colleges that re-
ported offering a first-year seminar.
b Percentages based on a sample of 128. Not all colleges that re-
ported offering a first-year seminar provided enrollment informa-
tion. 

Variables
 �ecause requirements for developmental 
education vary by state (some states allow stu-
dents to opt out of remedial education courses), 
and students placed into developmental courses 
can be considered academically underprepared, 
groups were compared on this marker in the data-
set to increase the comparative sample size in this 
study. This resulted in a sample size of 128 two-year 
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colleges, of which ϯ8 required academically underpre-
pared students to enroll in a first-year seminar and ϵ0 did 
not require these students to enroll in a first-year semi-
nar.
 Institutions were asked about the (a) types of 
seminars, (b) objectives, and (c) topics included as a part 
of their first-year seminars. Institutions were able to 
select all discrete types of seminars (extended orienta-
tions, academic seminars with generally uniform content 
across sections, academic seminars on various topics, 
preprofessional seminars, and basic study skills seminars) 
offered at that institution’s campus. The NSFYS also asked 
institutions to identify the three most important course 
objectives and three most important course topics cov-
ered by the seminar. Objectives and topics were selected 
from a pre-populated list available in Appendix � of Young 
& Hopp (201ϰ). Course objectives included items such 
as developing academic skills, increasing student-faculty 
interaction, and developing a connection with the insti-
tution. Course topics included items such time manage-
ment, writing skills, and critical thinking skills.  
 Institutions were also asked about the use of 
high-impact practices (HIPs) within their first-year semi-
nar. HIPs are those practices shown to lead to ͞ deep learn-
ing, first-year GPA, and first- to second-year retention as 
well as gains in 21st century learning outcomes identified 
through AAC&U’s ΀Association of American College and 
Universities΁ LEAP initiative͟ (Young & Hopp, 201ϰ). The 
2012ʹ201ϯ NSFYS included seven HIPs most-applicable 
to first-year students.  These HIPs included writing-inten-
sive experiences, collaborative assignments and projects, 
diversity and global learning, service-learning, learning 
communities, common reading experiences, and under-
graduate research opportunities. 

Analysis
 Institutions requiring academically underpre-
pared students to enroll in a first-year seminar and in-
stitutions that did not were compared using chi-square 
test of independence (ɲ с .0ϱ). The chi-square test statis-
tic can be less accurate when small samples are used in 
the analysis. As such, the probability value for each chi-
square test was computed using Fisher’s exact test since 
this method is a better approximation of the chi-square 
distribution within small samples (Field, 201ϯ). Odds ra-
tios were also used as a measure of effect size for each 
chi-square test. Prior to interpreting the odds ratios asso-
ciated with these comparisons, all ratios below 1.0 were 
inverted to improve interpretation (Osborne, 200ϲ).  
These inversions are interpreted as times less liŬely.

Results
 Two-year colleges that required academically 
underprepared students to enroll in a first-year seminar 
were ϱ.ϲ0 times more likely to offer a basic study skills 
seminar than two-year colleges that did not require these 
students to enroll in a first-year seminar (ʖΔ2΀1΁ с 18.ϱϰ, 
p ф .001). �asic study skills courses tend to focus on note 
taking, tests-taking strategies, and critical reading tech-
niques (Young & Hopp, 201ϰ). These same colleges were 
also ϯ.ϳ times more likely to offer a hybrid seminar (ʖΔ2΀1΁ 
с ϳ.28, p с .01ϰ) and ϯ.8 times more likely to offer a dis-
cipline linked seminar (ʖΔ2΀1΁ с ϱ.21, p с .0ϯ0). Discipline 
linked seminars are usually intended to prepare students 
for the expectations of a certain career or profession. In 
contrast, two-year colleges that required academically 
underprepared students to enroll in a first-year seminar 
were ϰ.2 times less likely to offer a seminar that served as 
an extended orientation (ʖΔ2΀1΁ с 11.ϵϵ, p с .001).
 

Table 2
Primary FirstͲzear Seminar Type ;n с ϭϮϴͿ

Academically Underprepared Students in FYS

Not Required Required

Seminar Type n й n й й Diff ʖ2 OR

Percentages larger for institutions reƋuiring students to aƩend

�asic study skills 2ϯ 2ϱ.ϲ 2ϱ ϲϱ.8  ϰ0.2 18.5** ϱ.ϲ

Hybrid ϵ 10.0 11 28.ϵ  18.ϵ 7.3* ϯ.ϳ

Pre-professional or discipline linked ϱ ϱ.ϲ ϳ 18.ϰ  12.8 ϱ.2 ϯ.8

Academic: uniform content 21 2ϯ.ϯ 12 ϯ1.ϲ  8.ϯ 0.ϵ 1.ϱ

Percentages loǁer for institutions reƋuiring students to aƩend

Academic: various topics ϵ 10.0 1 2.ϲ -ϳ.ϰ 2.0 0.2 (ϰ.2)

Extended orientation ϳϰ 82.2 20 ϱ2.ϲ  -ϯ0.ϰ 12.0** 0.2 (ϰ.2)
Note. Statistically significant  values are bolded. Odds Ratios contained within parentheses are inverted by the formula 1/OR to improve 
interpretation. 
*  p ф .01
**  p ф .001
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Table ϯ
FirstͲzear Seminar Course Oďũectives ;n с ϭϮϬͿ

Academically Underprepared Students in FYS

Not Required Required

Course Objective n й n й й Diff ʖ2 OR

Percentages larger for institutions reƋuiring students to aƩend

Develop academic skills 28 ϯ2.ϵ 18 ϱ1.ϰ 18.ϱ 3.6* 2.2

Self exploration or personal development 20 2ϯ.ϱ 1ϰ ϰ0.0 1ϲ.ϱ ϯ.ϯ 2.2

Develop writing skills 0 0.0 1 2.ϵ 2.ϵ 2.ϰ a

Develop study skills ϯϰ ϰ0.0 18 ϱ1.ϰ 11.ϰ 1.ϯ 1.ϲ

Develop critical thinking skills 10 11.8 ϲ 1ϳ.1 ϱ.ϯ 0.ϲ 1.ϲ

Develop a connection with the institution ϯϲ ϰ2.ϰ 1ϱ ϰ2.ϵ 0.ϱ 0.2 1.0

Increase student-faculty interaction ϲ ϳ.1 ϯ 8.ϲ 1.ϱ 0.1 1.2

Improve second-year return rates 12 1ϰ.1 ϱ 1ϰ.ϯ 0.2 ф0.1 1.0

Develop oral communication skills 0 0.0 0 0.0 0.0 a a

Percentages loǁer for institutions reƋuiring students to aƩend

Develop support network or friendships 12 1ϰ.1 ϰ 11.ϰ -2.ϳ ф0.1 0.8 (1.ϯ)

Other ϳ 8.2 2 ϱ.ϳ -2.ϱ 0.2 0.ϳ (1.ϱ)

Provide career exploration 12 1ϰ.1 ϰ 11.ϰ -2.ϳ 0.2 0.8 (1.ϯ)

Develop intercultural competence 1 1.2 0 0.0 -1.2 0.ϰ a

Introduce the liberal arts 1 1.2 0 0.0 -1.2 0.ϰ a

Provide pre-professional preparation 1 1.2 0 0.0 -1.2 0.ϰ a

Introduce a discipline 2 2.ϰ 0 0.0 -2.ϰ 0.8 a

Develop information literacy ϲ ϳ.1 1 2.ϵ -ϰ.2 0.8 0.ϰ (2.ϲ)

Provide orientation to campus resources and services ϯϵ ϰϱ.ϵ 12 ϯϰ.ϯ -11.ϲ 1.ϰ 0.ϲ (1.ϲ)

Develop financial literacy ϳ 8.2 0 0.0 -8.2 ϯ.1 a

Create common first-year experience 1ϵ 22.ϰ 2 ϱ.ϳ -1ϲ.ϳ 4.8* 0.2 (ϰ.8)
Note. Statistically significant ʖΔ2 values are bolded. Odds Ratios contained within parentheses are inverted by the formula 1/OR to 
improve interpretation.
a Could not be computed based on the sample size.
Ύ  p ф .01
ΎΎ  p ф .001

 Two-year colleges were then compared on the course objectives and course topics of their first-year semi-
nars. Some comparisons could not be made because of the limited number of colleges that identified a particular 
course objective as being most important. For example, none of the colleges in this sample identified oral commu-
nications skills as a primary objective. Among the objectives and topics that could be compared, two-year colleges 
that required academically underprepared students to enroll in a first-year seminar were ϯ.ϲ times more likely to 
focus on developing academic skills (ʖΔ2΀1΁ с ϯ.ϱϵ, p с .0ϰϳ).  These institutions were also ϰ.8 times less likely to fo-
cus on creating a common first-year experience (ʖΔ2΀1΁ с ϰ.ϳϱ, p с .022). There were no statistical differences found 
between groups on any of the other course objectives or course topics. 
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 Lastly, two-year colleges were compared on the use of high-impact practices incorporated within the 
first-year seminar. Again, some comparisons could not be made because of the limited number of colleges that 
identified the use of a particular practice. For example, only four institutions indicated that they offered under-
graduate research. This was anticipated as opportunities for research are usually limited at two-year colleges 
although research was broadly defined as experiences for scientific inquiry, creative activities, or scholarship 
guided by a mentor from the faculty or research staff. Two-year colleges that required academically underpre-
pared students to enroll in a first-year seminar were ϯ.ϵ times more likely to offer collaborative assignments and 
projects (ʖΔ2΀1΁ с ϯ.0ϵ, p с .0ϯϳ). There were no differences on the use of other higher impact practices.

Table ϰ
FirstͲzear Seminar Course Oďũectives ;n с ϭϮϬͿ

Academically Underprepared Students in FYS

Not Required Required

Course Topic n й n й й Diff ʖ2 OR

Percentages larger for institutions reƋuiring students to aƩend

Time management 28 ϯ2.ϵ 1ϳ ϰ8.ϲ 1ϱ.ϳ 2.ϲ 2.1

Academic planning ϯϰ ϰ0.0 1ϵ ϱϰ.ϯ 1ϰ.ϯ 2.1 1.8

Study skills ϰ0 ϰϳ.1 20 ϱϳ.1 10.0 1.0 1.ϱ

Relationship issues ϳ 8.2 ϱ 1ϰ.ϯ ϲ.1 1.0 1.ϵ

Other ϰ ϰ.ϳ ϯ 8.ϲ ϯ.ϵ 0.ϳ 1.ϵ

Career exploration or preparation 21 2ϰ.ϳ ϵ 2ϱ.ϳ 1.0 0.1 1.1

Oral communication skills 0 0.0 0 0.0 0.0 a a

Global learning 0 0.0 0 0.0 0.0 a a

Percentages loǁer for institutions reƋuiring students to aƩend

Information literacy ϲ ϳ.1 2 ϱ.ϳ -1.ϰ 0.1 0.8 (1.ϯ)

Critical thinking 1ϰ 1ϲ.ϱ ϱ 1ϰ.ϯ -2.2 0.1 0.8 (1.2)

Health and wellness 1 1.2 0 0.0 -1.2 0.ϰ a

College policies and procedures 1ϳ 20.0 ϵ 1ϰ.ϯ -ϱ.ϳ 0.ϱ 0.ϳ (1.ϱ)

Writing skills 2 2.ϰ 0 0.0 -2.ϰ 0.8 a

Specific disciplinary topic 2 2.ϰ 0 0.0 -2.ϰ 0.8 a

Diversity issues ϯ ϯ.ϱ 0 0.0 -ϯ.ϱ 1.ϯ a

Campus engagement 21 2ϰ.ϳ ϱ 1ϰ.ϯ -10.ϰ 1.ϲ 0.ϱ (2.0)

Campus resources ϰϱ ϱ2.ϵ 1ϰ ϰ0 -12.ϵ 1.ϲ 0.ϲ (1.ϳ)

Financial literacy 8 ϵ.ϰ 0 0.0 -ϵ.ϰ ϯ.ϱ a

Note. Statistically significant ʖΔ2 values are bolded. Odds Ratios contained within parentheses are inverted by the 
formula 1/OR to improve interpretation.
a Could not be computed based on the sample size.
Ύ  p ф .01
ΎΎ  p ф .001
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Discussion 
 According to the data from this study, ϳ0й of 
two-year colleges did not require academically un-
derprepared students to enroll in a first-year sem-
inar (n с ϵ0). Among those institutions, 80й indi-
cated that an extended orientation was the primary 
type of first-year seminar with a focus on creating a 
common first-year experience. Extended orientation 
seminars are reported to help to integrate students 
into the institution and improve retention (Permza-
dian & CredĠ, 201ϲ). Retention is a concern for ac-
ademically underprepared institutions given that 
less than half of those placed into developmental 
courses persist to complete gateway courses (�ai-
ley, Jeong, & Cho, 2010). However, the retention of 
academically underprepared students is connected 
to the development of academic skills that are crit-
ical to the continual enrollment of these students. 
It may not be possible to achieve one aim (reten-
tion) without the other (academic performance). 
Extended orientation type seminars do provide in-
formation related to skill development such as time 
management and learning strategies, but this may 
not be enough to support the needs of academically 
underprepared students.
 Among two-year colleges that required ac-
ademically underprepared students to enroll in a 
first-year seminar, these courses were more like-
ly to focus on basic study skills or have a hybrid 
component. Young and Hopp (201ϰ) reported that 
͞academic seminars have outpaced the growth of 
any other type over the past 2ϱ years͟ and may re-
Ňect increased rigor in first-year curriculum (p. ϰϵ). 
However, the data from this study may also suggest 

Table ϱ
FirstͲzear Seminar ,igh Impact Practices ;n с ϭϮϬͿ

Academically Underprepared Students in FYS

Not Required Required

Course Topic n й N й й Diff ʖ2 OR

Percentages larger for institutions reƋuiring students to aƩend

Collaborative assignments & projects ϱϱ ϲϰ.ϳ 2ϵ 82.ϵ 18.2 3.9* 2.ϲ

Service learning 8 ϵ.ϲ 8 22.ϵ 1ϯ.ϯ ϯ.ϲ 2.8

Diversity and global learning ϰ0 ϰϳ.1 1ϵ ϱϰ.ϯ ϳ.2 0.ϱ 1.ϯ

Common reading experience ϵ 10.8 ϲ 1ϳ.1 ϲ.ϯ 0.ϵ 1.ϳ

Percentages loǁer for institutions reƋuiring students to aƩend

Writing intensive 2ϲ ϯ0.ϲ ϵ 2ϱ.ϳ -ϰ.ϵ 0.ϯ .8 (1.ϯ)

Learning community 2ϲ ϯ1.ϯ ϳ 20.0 -11.ϯ 1.ϲ .ϲ (1.8)

Undergraduate research ϰ ϰ.8 0 0.0 -ϰ.8 1.ϳ a

Note. Statistically significant ʖΔ2 values are bolded. Odds Ratios contained within parentheses are inverted by the formula 1/OR to improve 
interpretation.
a Could not be computed based on the sample size.

that the type of first-year seminar is moderated by 
whom colleges require (or do not require) to take 
these courses. Institutions should design first-year 
seminars based on the needs of their campuses 
(Hunter & Linder, 200ϱ), but they must also be care-
ful to consider the consequences of a common cur-
riculum for different populations, including those 
who maybe academically prepared for college. Fur-
ther, many students who enroll at two-year colleges 
intend to transfer to four-year institutions. The aca-
demic performance of these students (i.e., GPA) will 
be important component of admission decisions. 
First-year seminars that focus primarily on retention 
may achieve an institution’s goals but may not nec-
essarily support the long-term goals of its students.
 An unanticipated finding in this study was 
the lack of differences in course objectives or course 
topics despite differences between institutions in 
the type of first-year seminar offered to students. 
Data in this study were collected from chief aca-
demic oĸcers, chief executive oĸcers, or chief stu-
dent affairs oĸcers and not the individual faculty 
teaching these seminars. Although these chief ex-
ecutives may be aware of general first-year seminar 
practices, they may be less able to speak to the spe-
cific content of first-year seminar curriculum. This 
may have affected the accuracy of findings. It is also 
possible the lack of differences in course objectives 
and topics may reŇect uncertainty in how first-year 
seminars should be structured with an academic 
component. There is no uniform approach to the 
delivery of first-year seminars across institutions. 
If first-year seminars with an academic component 
are to be more effective in building the academic 
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capacity of college students, then the differences in 
the curriculum between different seminar types will 
need to be better understood.
 The findings from this study also bring to our 
attention course objectives and topics missing from 
the first-year seminar regardless of who was required 
to enroll in these courses. For example, few two-year 
colleges reported that developing writing skills, oral 
communication skills, or an introduction to a disci-
pline was part of the first-year seminar curriculum. 
Perhaps these topics are embedded within others. If 
not, it may raise questions about why relevant top-
ics are missing from the curriculum of an academic 
type first-year seminar. It is important to note that 
the sample size in this study was small 
despite the use of data from a national 
survey, which may have reduced the 
statistical power to detect differences 
in course objectives and topics.
 Lastly, findings from this study 
also indicated that two-year colleges 
that required academically underpre-
pared students to enroll in a first-year 
seminar were more likely to utilize col-
laborative assignments and projects in 
their courses. Active and collaborative 
learning are related to critical think-
ing, life-long learning, intercultural 
effectiveness, and socially responsible 
leadership (<ilgo, Sheets, & Pascarel-
la, 201ϱ). The use of these practices is 
consistent with academically oriented 
first-year seminars, but other high im-
pact practices, such as research relat-
ed activities and service learning, are 
also related to students’ academic per-
formance (Hu, <uh, & Li, 2008͖ <ilgo et 
al., 201ϱ). Consideration should be giv-
en to how these practices can be included if they help 
to meet academic performance goals. The primary 
mission of faculty at two-year colleges may not be to 
conduct research, but faculty can still encourage sci-
entific inquiry and scholarship of students.

Zecoŵŵendations
 Two-year colleges should carefully consider 
students’ characteristics and needs when determin-
ing the most appropriate type of first-year seminar to 
offer at the institution. <eup and Petschauer (2011) 
suggested that institutions can ͞fall into the trap of 
focusing on the students that they wish they had or 
used to have rather than the ones that they currently 
serve͟ (p. 18). Nationally, about ϰ0й of community 
college students are placed into developmental edu-
cation (salentine, <onstantopoulos, & Goldrick-Rab, 
201ϳ). These students are at risk in terms of both their 

retention and academic performance at the institu-
tion. If the retention of these students is determined 
to be more of a function of academic readiness, then 
academic type seminars may be more appropriate 
for these students. Yet, according to national data, 
extended orientation type seminars remain the pri-
mary seminar type at two-year colleges (Young & 
Hopp, 201ϰ). This may reŇect a mismatch between 
student needs and desired student outcomes.
 For those institutions that want to create a 
more academically oriented first-year seminar, there 
exist resources to support the curriculum develop-
ment. The National Resource Center for The First-Year 
Experience and Students in Transition provides an ex-

tensive database of course syllabi and 
publications (e.g., <eup & Petschau-
er, 2011͖ Groccia & Hunter, 2012), 
including the University 101 Faculty 
Resource Manual (Friedman, Clarke, 
& Strickland, 201ϲ). Colleges may also 
find the Frameworks for Mathematics 
and Collegiate Learning course a useful 
resource for curriculum development 
(Charles A. Dana Center, 201ϰa). This 
course was developed in collaboration 
with the Texas Association of Commu-
nity Colleges and was intended to be 
paired with an academic course (de-
velopmental mathematics). In contrast 
to other first-year seminar courses that 
orient students to campus resources 
and services, ͞learning frameworks 
courses engage students in a study of 
the theoretical perspectives on knowl-
edge acquisition͟ (Charles A. Dana 
Center, 201ϰb, p. 2). Two-year colleges 
may find this resource better suited 
for those institutions looking to devel-

op a more academically oriented first-year seminar. 
 Although tools exist to help support curricu-
lum development, it is important to note that there 
is little research to indicate how varied curriculums 
within a given seminar type are more or less effec-
tive at achieving course aims. It is unlikely that all ac-
ademic first-year seminars would result in the same 
level of student success. Particularly as the number 
of academic first-year seminars continues to grow, 
more information is needed to guide best practices 
in the implementation of this seminar type.
 Two-year colleges should also consider how 
professional development and training is offered 
to first-year seminar instructors. Young and Hopp 
(201ϰ) reported that adjunct faculty were more like-
ly to be assigned to first-year seminars focused on 
basic study skills.  Adjunct instructors at colleges are 
less likely to receive the same level of support and 
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require more 
intrusive 

advising and 
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support 
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32



JOURNAL OF COLLEGE ACADEMIC SUPPORT PROGRAMS

professional development as full-time staff and facul-
ty. Groccia and Hunter (2012) offered suggestions for 
first-year seminar instructor training and development. 
These suggestions included consultations with individ-
ual instructors, institution-wide orientations, and insti-
tution-wide workshops. They also suggested educating 
first-year seminar faculty with more information about 
adult learning theory and ͞how adult learners may dif-
fer from children and adolescents͟ (p. 2ϳ).

Conclusion
 First-year seminars support the successful 
transition of students into higher education. The prob-
lem is that many two-year colleges do not require ac-
ademically underprepared students to enroll in these 
courses. This resulted in a greater likelihood that two-
year colleges offered an extended orientation type 
seminar when an academically oriented seminar may 
better support the academic performance of under-
prepared students, which comprise a large population 
of two-year college students. Colleges should consider 
how their existing first-year seminar curriculum meets 
the needs of this population.
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