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Overview
Colleges and universities seek to be dynamic and integrative learning 

communities that serve the needs of students and the aspirations of faculty in 
the context of an academic environment. First-year seminars have proven to 
be effective for addressing institutional challenges, from preparing students 
to navigate unknown futures, assisting faculty in discovering effective peda-
gogies, reinvigorating senior faculty through contact with a campus’s newest 
members, providing insights into new curricula, and serving as a partner for 
initiatives as diverse as service-learning, residential learning communities, and 
undergraduate research.

This book is intended as a how-to guide for implementing or revising a 
first-year seminar. It provides faculty members and higher education admin-
istrators with a philosophical foundation, overview of fundamental elements, 
and set of practical guidelines needed when undertaking this task. In its most 
recent national triennial survey of campuses, the National Resource Center 
for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition found that 87.3% 
of campuses reported having a first-year seminar (Padgett & Keup, in press). 
Moreover, the course existed in a variety of forms on all types of campuses  
(i.e., two- and four-year, public and private, large and small institutions). Despite 
differences among campus cultures and students served, there is both a core 
set of questions to consider when implementing any type of seminar program 
and the predictable need to make program modifications. This first volume, 
in a series of five, offers readers an essential handbook that includes a review 
of current literature and research, suggestions for a dynamic and sustainable 
implementation process, and campus-based examples of practice. Several top-
ics introduced in this volume are more fully developed in subsequent ones. In 
particular, instructor selection and training as well as seminar assessment are 
fully independent volumes.

The authors developed each chapter as independent essays about the major 
components of a first-year seminar and as such, they can serve as individual 
field guides for committees or subgroups working to implement the course. The 
book provides a practical approach to launching and revising the seminar that 
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can be adapted to virtually any campus because of an underlying appreciation 
and awareness of the academic environment in which the course must operate.

Chapter 1 provides a brief but fundamental history of first-year seminars 
and a working definition of the course as it is currently practiced on multiple 
campuses. It reviews a seminar typology, which demonstrates the breadth 
and flexibility of the course as campuses seek to address the needs of first-year 
students entering higher education.  The review of the literature is enlivened 
by institutional profiles that detail a variety of successful seminars. All of these 
examples are punctuated by data from the 2006 National Survey of First-Year 
Seminars, which serve to identify common characteristics of different types 
of courses. Among the important elements the data address are seminar goals, 
structure, administration, pedagogy, content, instructors, and assessment 
strategies for various types of first-year seminars. The chapter concludes with 
a brief overview of important concepts necessary for the evaluation and selec-
tion of one or more seminar types.

Chapter 2 outlines the steps involved in launching the seminar over a 
12-month period, including identifying a leadership team, designing the cur-
riculum, recruiting and training instructors, marketing the course to students, 
and assessing its effectiveness. Specific tasks and timelines are suggested with 
an emphasis on developing broad-based campus input and long-term support. 
Recognizing that the seminar is only one component of a student’s involvement 
with an institution, it is important for campuses to consider the course’s role 
and its placement among various programs and initiatives to maximize the 
outcomes of all first-year programs individually and collectively.

Chapter 3 serves as a manual for course administration and addresses 
many of the challenges that come with initial implementation of a first-year 
seminar.  Learning outcomes are addressed as they confirm the purpose and 
goals of the seminar. Course leadership, administrative location, and budgetary 
issues associated with the seminar are also discussed. Beyond this is a review of 
the organizational decisions that must be addressed on any campus, including 
(a) number of contact hours, (b) course size, (c) required versus the elective 
nature of the course, and (d) connection of the seminar to other institutional 
initiatives in the first college year. The chapter also provides a brief overview 
of instructor recruitment and training and some discussion about typical 
pedagogical approaches in these courses. The chapter concludes with recom-
mendations for an assessment program for first-year seminars. 

Chapter 4 invites the reader to consider the reasons for and reality of 
curricular and programmatic change. Respected faculty and administrative 
advocates often provide the heavy lifting when first-year seminars are initially 
implemented. The commitment and energy of these early adopters provide the 
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resolve and reputation necessary to put the theory of first-year seminars into 
practice. However, the sustainability of a first-year seminar program relies on 
its ability to evolve over many decades and the impact of multiple personali-
ties. This chapter provides an overview of commonly noted drivers for change, 
describes the difference between change and transition, and offers suggestions 
for managing the transition associated with change. 

Chapter 5 identifies some important guidelines and themes for ensuring 
effectiveness and moving toward excellence with respect to the first-year semi-
nar. The concluding chapter points to common elements in first-year college 
success models that provide a foundation launching, administering, refining, 
and sustaining a seminar and identifies some general best practices that pave 
the way to continual success for the course. Further, the chapter contextualizes 
first-year seminars within a larger framework of initiatives for an integrated 
and comprehensive first-year experience and educational trajectory through 
college and beyond. 

The book also includes two appendices: (a) a list of resources, of which 
first-year seminar administrators and instructors need a working knowledge, 
and (b) a list of first-year seminar assessment resources. Listservs, publica-
tions, associations and centers, and professional development opportunities  
(e.g., manuals, conferences, workshops) are provided with abbreviated descrip-
tions and websites for additional information when available. Without a doubt, 
the National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in 
Transition on the campus of the University of South Carolina is the heart of 
the modern first-year seminar in the United States. The Center provides an 
invaluable service as a national clearinghouse for resources and research associ-
ated with the seminar from a number of different colleges, research centers, 
grant-funded initiatives, organizations, and associations within higher edu-
cation. Further, Center staff and its interactive website of first-year resources 
can assist educators with identifying individuals and institutions engaged in 
innovative practice. 

The responsibility for leading curricular revision is an ever-evolving role 
that requires an administrator to adapt and build upon skills in order to meet 
new challenges and expectations. This book identifies institutions across the 
country with seminars in a variety of forms and stages of development that 
can serve as models or resources for additional research, visits, or calls when 
approaching a particularly thorny problem or issue. Readers should allow the 
campus stories in this book to inspire connections among administrators, 
collaboration among institutions, and communication among practitioners 
about the uniqueness and universality of the first-year seminar.


