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A MOVEMENT IS TAKING PLACE in American higher education to change the way colleges and universities treat, welcome, assimilate, support and most importantly, inform their freshman students in this new dawning age of information.  That movement is something which has come to be known as the “freshman year experience” phenomena, and it portends changed opportunities for collegiate registrars and admissions officers to influence the future form and substance of the first year college and university experience.

A basic purpose of this article is to elaborate on this freshman year experience enhancement movement and to suggest that collegiate registrars and admissions officers have not only a major stake in this movement, but much to offer towards its outcome.  One example of the freshman year experience concept, the freshman seminar is examined in some detail to illustrate a number of the characteristics of this broader movement.

It can be said that the 1984-85 academic year was the year of the report.  Following the publication of A Nation at Risk, In April of 1983, the next academic year saw the release of a number of reports which included scathing indictments of the current condition of undergraduate education in America.  These reports were produced by such prestigious organizations as the National Endowment for the Humanities (To Reclaim a Legacy), and The Association of American colleges (Integrity in the College Curriculum).  Many of the recommendations of the reports have fueled a parallel movement in American higher education which is suggesting that much greater attention must be placed on the freshman and sophomore years.

It is being argued that a new kind of “front-loading” is in order with a shift of resources, attention and effort from the esoteric specialties in the upper divisions to teaching the fundamental of the college curriculum in the first and second years of the collegiate experience.  This parallel movement is now being found not only in the United States but in nations such as Canada, Great Britain, and Australia, to enhance the first year of the college and university experience, and has come to be known in American higher education as “The Freshman Year Experience.”

This freshman year experience movement has its roots in a number of facts including:

1. Altuism: there are still many in the profession of academe who genuinely care for freshmen for the sake of caring.

2. Financial exigencies: the decline of traditional age enrollments, increasing competition for the available pool of students, concerns for job security, all have 

produced an equation which has led more leaders and more institutions to care 

more about freshmen.

3. Increased attention is being paid to the poor quality of high school graduates and hence the greater need to remedy these deficiencies in the first year of the college experience.  The President’s National Commission on Excellence in Education in 1983-84 was particularly successful in focusing attention on this factor.

4. The professoriate in American higher education is aging and hence there is increasing need for faculty development.  Many of the freshman year experience enhancement programs have strong faculty development components.  The fact that the faculty are now advancing in years also means that more of them are tenured and full professors and hence can afford politically to take more risks on behalf of freshmen.

5. The deadline of enrollment in the liberal arts and education has had particular impact on the affected faculty who are looking for new markets, ventures and enrollments, for example, such as those that seem abundantly available in freshman seminar courses.

6. Increased attention is being paid nationally to the rights of all consumers who need to be taught their options, rights, obligations, privileges, and responsibilities (if only to prevent institutions from being litigated for a failing to meet the rights of their consumer).  A natural vehicle for providing this kind of instruction is the freshman seminar.

7. A revival of sorts is taking place as a result of some scholarly academic revivalist, such as Lee Noel, formerly of the American College Testing Service, John Whiteley of the University of California at Irvine, Alexander Astin, University of California, Los Angeles, and John Gardner of the University of South Carolina.

8. Because the competition for students has been increasing, more attention and focus has been directed towards their needs.  There is now more study of students and more efforts to attempt to understand them better.

9. Declining revenues have led some institutions to reduce freshman enrollment by raising standards and, therefore, the overall quality of the freshman class at many institutions has increased.  Concomitantly, institutions want to keep the freshmen they have worked to recruit.  Such recruiting is also very expensive.

10. A number of states are under federal desegregation compliance agreements and it is now a matter of the law that institutions must do a better job of understanding, recruiting, and retaining certain types of students.

11. There has been a dramatic change in the nature of a “freshman”.  Now more are nontraditional, older, wiser, working, married, assertive, part-time, demanding and less like much of the professoriate when they were freshmen.

All of the above factors have led to a variety of types of efforts being made to improve the freshman year.  These efforts include such approaches as:

1. The reform/modification of the entire undergraduate experience with special attention being paid to the curriculum.  Critics and cynics, however,  allege that merely tinkering with the specific courses that freshmen must take, may not at all change the way we go about teaching freshmen and providing them the information and content which they do desperately need.

2. The enhancement of academic advisement.

3. Freshman seminar/freshman orientation courses.

4. Efforts to train faculty to perform academic advising and other special support tasks for freshmen, which are duties that clearly faculty were not trained in graduate school to perform.

5. Efforts to implement a reward system for caring about freshmen and for doing a better job teaching and advising them (through such mechanisms as release time, extra compensation, tenure and promotion credit, merit pay credit, etc.).

6. Greater efforts to put more faculty into the classroom teaching freshmen (as opposed to graduate students) and more of the best teaching faculty.

7. Improved orientation through the concept of what is now called extended or continuing orientation.  It has been realized by most colleges that their traditional mechanisms for introducing students to higher education, that of the one day or one week summer orientation program, no longer suffices to meet the students complex needs for information.  As reported in the New York Times, “Orientation is no longer a three day run” (Freidland, 1984).

8. The improvement of undergraduate housing so as to promote what has become known as living/learning environments and to ameliorate what are in many cases extremely depressing institutional ambiances as found in residence halls.

9. Providing expanded extracurricular and co-curricular activities so as to heighten the investment of time, involvement, and interest by students in the life of the institution.

10. Peer counseling and peer advising programs – realizing that much of what students report that they learn the most from in college are those activities involving extensive interaction with their peers.

11. Special administrative units for freshmen such as freshman centers, freshman advising units, etc.

12. Career counseling for freshman, especially focusing in the needs of undecided students.

13. Tutoring and study skills programs provided either by faculty, professional tutors and study skills specialists, and or peers.

14. Early warning intervention systems to identify early in any given semester students who are yielding signs of personal problems and referring these students for special kinds of counseling and support.

15. So-called “mentoring” programs to encourage and teach faculty to practice mentoring behaviors so that students will develop special bonding relationships with them and thus be more likely to persist.

16. Special programs for unique populations of students:  the mature, nontraditional, minority, commuter, international, etc.

17. Special programs for parents of freshmen which are particularly important for the first generation college student for who the college experience is as much of an education for their parents as it is for the student.  To support the parent (s) is often critical for the eventual success of the student if only because so many of these students continue to reside with their parents.

18. Efforts to improve instruction in uniquely freshmen disciplines (such as English composition).

19. To improve library orientation and information retrieval skills.

What are the commonalities in these freshman year experience type programs?  First of all, they all represent a  question designed to attempt to provide a rite of passage in which students are supported, welcomed, celebrated, and ultimately (hopefully assimilated).  These programs are analogous to the kind of “basic training” that has been provided by the United States armed forces for decades and most of America’s major corporations for an equal amount of time.  Secondly, these types of programs reveal a great concern about freshmen per se in which there is a deliberate process or mechanism developed which attempts to guarantee for each freshman a mentor (a “significant other”), i.e. some caring adult employee of the institution.

The freshman year experience is also something that institutions are marketing in advance when they attempt to sell the institution.  Subsequently, the freshman year experience is a deliberate series of experiences which are provided for the students after they have arrived during the time when they are making the second critical decision as to whether or not to stay or leave the institution they chose originally.

In marketing terms, this is the concept of the “second sale” in which institutions are trying to help students overcome “buyers remorse,” and instead make a commitment to remain at the institution.  This kind of intervention and reselling of the institution appears to be particularly important during the first six weeks or so of the first semester of the freshman year, the time frame when the majority of students who decide to drop out during or after the freshman year appear to make this decision.

Freshman year experience programs recognize that not all freshmen are the same and that they, therefore, have a variety of special needs for orientation due the heterogeneity of their backgrounds.  The freshman year experience concept is based on the recognition that the freshman year is the foundation on which the rest of the college experience is based, and that there needs to be a shift of attention and resources from the last two to the first two years.  This movement also has required acknowledging that concern for freshmen and the achievement of professional status need not necessarily be incompatible.

In turn, this requires either the modification or the rejection of the graduate school model which most faculty have learned whereby status is measured in terms of one’s direct distance from freshmen. Institutions with strong freshman year experience programs in place have had to make an effort to develop a reward system to sanction positively those who care for freshmen and to make a commitment to put some to their best people forward on behalf of freshmen.

The freshman year experience efforts are manifested by their deliberateness, their effort to make things happen by design, not by accident or spontaneity, i.e. those things that must happen if students are more likely to be successful.  The freshman year experience movement also includes a deliberate effort to provide for impressionable entering students role models who hopefully will be worthy of emulation.  This is based on the notion that even though students may protest to the contrary, they are really hungry for people they can respect, heroes, if you will.

One example of the freshman year experience enhancement movement which is a primary focus of this article is the freshman seminar/freshman orientation course concept.  A freshman seminar is a new, yet not so new, discipline, a course for and about freshmen.  The course includes the concepts of studying the student, having the student study himself/herself, other freshmen, studying the institution, and studying higher education.  The freshmen seminar concept is neither new or novel, yet its increased attention and proliferation makes it appear new and novel.

Since the founding of freshman seminar at the University of South Carolina, over 17,000 students have taken the University 101 course on the Columbia campus, the flagship campus of the University of South Carolina nine campus system, and thousands of other students have taken the course on the other eight campuses.  University 101 is a program for both students and faculty/staff.  The course includes a three credit hour freshman seminar, elective, pass/fail graded course.

Some of the goals of the University 101 course are to promote retention as a byproduct of accomplishing the following:

1. An extended orientation…what college and universities call “continuing orientation,”

2. Introduction to higher education as a discipline per se,

3. The teaching of academic survival skills,

4. Improving attitude towards faculty and the teaching/learning process,

5. Providing a support group and a sense of community,

6. Providing a mentor/significant other,

7. Teaching and requiring the use of the institution’s support services,

8. Making friends,

9. Providing career counseling and assistance in making decisions about majors, especially for undecided students,

10. Getting involved in the life at the University outside the classroom,

11. Improving compliance with desegregation mandates by promoting persistence of minority students,

12. Making freshman feel significant,

13. Generating enthusiasm for the institution,

14. Exploring the cultural like of the University, and

15. Making students more informed consumers of the opportunities and requirements of their education in their institution.

“USC freshmen know the best reason in the world for taking University101.  It helps turn them into…sophomores.”  So claims a brochure developed by Professor A. Jerome Jewler, at the University of South Carolina, co-author of the textbook.  What is the evidence to support such a claim?  The answers to that question have been so positive that without question the relationship of the freshman seminar/freshman orientation course to enhanced retention has been the most important motivating factor leading to the initiation of such courses at so many post-secondary institutions.

It is clear that collegiate registrars and admissions officers have a vital stake in the freshman year experience.  The enrollment management, let alone maintenance of most of their institutions, is heavily dependent on first year students and on the effectiveness especially of admission officers.  

It is also practically a matter of legend on many campuses about how knowledgeable most registrars are about the nature of the freshman year experience.  After all, it is ultimately to the registrar’s office that students come to complain and/or drop courses which do not comprise a satisfactory freshman experience.  Registrars’ offices personnel have extensive contact with freshman students and many other students who often comprise many of academe’s least satisfied customers. 

As for the admissions office personnel, they are as in touch with what the prospective college freshmen and women want out of their college experience, as any professional sector of the higher education community.  After all, it is to the admission officers that rising college freshmen share their hopes, aspirations, dreams, fears, questions, concerns prior to matriculation and that first college registration.  It could be argued that none has a more clear picture as to the collective abilities, aspirations, did not take the course even though the students who did not take the University 101 course has an initially higher predicted grade point ratio as a group.

The course has also promoted higher retention rates in such high risk student populations as undecided students, two-year associate degree majors, and students in a new high risk program the Provisional Year Program.
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