Ongoing Value of Freshman Seminar…

More than ever before, new students need help during their transition from high school or work to the college environment.  With more academic options, the complex task of career planning, and the developmental tasks of becoming independent, developing physical and intellectual competence and interpersonal skills, the value of freshman seminar courses has never been greater.

This is one of the many points addressed in an article of Virginia Gordon of Ohio State University and Thomas Grites of Stockton State College in the Journal of College Student Personnel.

Gordon and Grites indicate that goals of freshman orientation courses should be designed to help freshmen:

1. Understand the maturational changes they will undergo during the college experience and the roles they will play as students.

2. Clarify why they are in college, identify personal and work values, and establish realistic career and life goals.
3. Obtain information about academic programs, including course, major, and graduation requirements.
4. Understand the occupational implications of their educational choices.
5. Develop or improve their study and time-management skills.
6. Become familiar with their college’s procedures, resources, and services.
The authors suggest that freshman seminar courses should be taught by the more dynamic employees in the university, by faculty, by student affairs administrators, by professional advisors, and by counselors.  The ideal solution is to have the BEST from all walks of life teach the course.  The authors stress that when all groups are represented in such a program, the benefits occur to the freshmen who take the course in that they become aware of all aspects of university life.

The primary qualification for teaching such course is the desire to do so and, surprisingly (say the authors), many faculty can meet this criterion.

A maximum of active, participatory methods and materials should be employed in the course.  Films, quizzes, homework assignments, oral reports, surveys, guests, small group discussions, and especially writing activities should be used to motivate students.  All students must be included in the activities and no student should be allowed to be unexpressive, say the authors.

On course content, the authors state that the college environment has an impact on so many areas of a new student’s life that the possibilities are unlimited.  They offer these possibilities:

A.
ACADEMIC CONCERNS

· Understanding the value of a college degree (motivations for enrolling in college,  role of the educated individual in society, learning for learning’s sake, basic orientation to academic expectations, world and career relationships).

· Academic major information and planning.

· Learning skills (study, using library, taking tests, reading, learning styles, classroom behavior, time management, writing skills, speaking skills, analytical and quantitative skills).

· Understanding of university of college procedures and policies (scheduling, grading policies, student rights and responsibilities).

· Knowledge of campus resources (program and services available, student-faculty relationships, faculty expectations and assumptions).

B.
PERSONAL-SOCIAL CONCERNS

· Interpersonal relationship skills

· Communication skills

· Setting personal values and goals

· Leadership skills

· Human sexuality

· Personal problem solving skills

· Understanding self in environment

· Decision making skills and responsibility of decision making 

· General health concerns

C.       CAREER INFORMATION AND PLANNING

· Self-assessment:  interests, abilities, values

· Occupational and educational relationships

· Goal setting

· Decision-making skills and strategies

· Job search skills:  resume writing, interviewing techniques, work adjustment skills

· Entry job placement possibilities

The importance of freshman seminar courses has assumed a new urgency for the student of the future because they constitute such a diverse group.  Many students need a more thorough introduction to a college’s purposes and goals than is available in the regular curriculum.  Many of today’s students are older, come from different vocational backgrounds, attend part-time, or are not as well prepared academically as student in the past.  These students need more initial contact and guidance if they are to survive.

William Perry suggested that many freshmen enter college with certain expectations that are not always fulfilled.  They expect to be passive learners (to be told what is right or wrong, good or bad).  They rely on teachers, advisors, counselors for this information.  To move to a more realistic mode of reasoning, students need to be cognitively challenged while receiving considerable structure and support.

The freshman seminar course is an excellent vehicle for helping students feel more comfortable and accepted in a new environment that may be perceived as strange and threatening.  Through information exchanges, class discussions, and a diversity of assignments, students are helped to identify and understand the academic, personal, and social growth they are about to experience.

Students, faculty, and administrators need to be made more aware of the personal, educational, and fiscal benefits of the freshman seminar course.

