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Overview
Data continue to emerge in support of the first-years seminar as a key 

element in promoting integrative social and educational experiences, student 
success, and retention (Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; Kuh, 2008; Porter & 
Swing, 2006). In the midst of economic uncertainty, increased pressures from 
accreditation agencies and government regulations for colleges and universities 
to produce evidence of their effectiveness, and changing demographics within 
the student body, the first-year seminar will undoubtedly take on added levels 
of curricular and programmatic significance.

Teaching in the first-year seminar is, in many ways, a great opportunity 
and privilege (Anderson, 2006). Within the context of the seminar, faculty 
serve a critical role as they welcome students to campus, build relationships, 
engage in conversations about the journey that lies ahead, provide guidance 
on campus supports and resources, and acquaint students with the academic 
expectations of higher education. The seminar experience can provide on- 
going benefits as students progress through their chosen academic programs 
and move toward completing their degrees.

Teaching in the first-year seminar is also a great responsibility—one that 
requires instructors to increase their skills in the craft of teaching so they can 
make a significant difference in the lives of their students. This book is designed 
to help faculty teach the first-year seminar more effectively by gaining a better 
understanding of student demographics; plan for the semester-long journey 
that lies ahead; use a variety of pedagogical techniques designed to promote 
interaction and engagement around course topics; and construct assessment 
strategies that are authentic, transparent, and informative. As such, the book 
opens with a chapter exploring the characteristics of today’s learners and the 
implications for teaching and learning. In particular, chapter 1 explores how 
generational status (e.g., baby boomer, Gen X’er, millennial) impacts the 
learning environment, especially when teacher and student come from differ-
ent generational contexts. The chapter also explores the increased racial and 
ethnic diversity on college campuses and the growing presence of adult learners.
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Chapter 2 highlights three concepts—principles for good practice in 
undergraduate teaching, the learning paradigm, and pedagogies of engage-
ment—that have transformed our understanding of effective teaching. These 
concepts are the heart of this book, with later chapters expanding on these ideas.

Good teaching does not just happen; it requires carefully planning, which 
is the focus of chapter 3. This chapter suggests strategies for articulating learn-
ing outcomes, selecting course content, developing the syllabus, and planning a 
sequence of learning experiences. Similarly, for students to succeed in the first-
year seminar—or any course—the instructor must create an environment that 
supports learning. To that end, chapter 4 addresses issues related to building 
community in the classroom and establishing standards for civility. However, 
the chapter also addresses more basic concerns like encouraging attendance, 
getting students to read assigned texts, and facilitating out-of-class learning.

Drawing heavily on the concepts introduced in chapter 2, the fifth chap-
ter in the book defines alternative approaches to learning and offers specific 
strategies for actively engaging students in the classroom. Designing, manag-
ing, and evaluating group learning experiences (including problem-based 
learning) and incorporating service-learning in the seminar are major focal 
points of the chapter. 

Technology is a constant presence in our lives and in the lives of our 
students. Chapter 6 describes a range of technologies and the potential peda-
gogical benefits and challenges to introducing them in the first-year seminar.

The final chapter addresses strategies for assessing student learning in 
the seminar. In particular, the chapter encourages faculty to move away from 
traditional assessments (i.e., objective tests) to more authentic assessments of 
student learning through presentations, performances, real-world problem 
solving, portfolios, and so on.

Ultimately, the text is designed as a resource for the creation of engaging 
and challenging classroom experiences for new college students. While it has 
been written specifically with the first-year seminar in mind, the principles 
and strategies described here are easily portable to courses throughout the 
undergraduate curriculum.


