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In early 2005, the Center sta! was one year away from celebrating the 25th year of our Annual 
Conference on "e First-Year Experience. We were happy to see from our listservs and conference 
presentations that many institutions had institutionalized their first-year e!orts and were seeing 
positive results. More first-year students were taking first-year seminars and participating in other 
first-year initiatives. Most important, these students were being retained at greater levels, earning 
more credits, and doing better academically than students who did not participate in such programs. 
"ough we continued to hear from people eager to improve or begin first-year e!orts, we noticed 
that we were also hearing more frequently from educators who were worried about their second-
year students, who appeared to be floundering. Did these students who felt well supported in the 
first year somehow feel left in the dark as sophomores? 

A new dialogue was developing, and we saw it first hand. At both the 2004 and 2005 Students 
in Transition conferences, Julie Stockenberg from Colorado College and Ed Chan from Kennesaw 
State University facilitated roundtable discussions on the sophomore experience to packed rooms. 
Molly Schaller shared her research on sophomores in a session at the 2005 conference. At the 
same time, Brad Cox and Stephanie Serven developed the Center’s web site devoted to sophomore 
programs—providing links to the few programs in existence. When we launched the web site, we 
were happy to have listed 20 programs. "e number has almost doubled since then, with more be-
ing added all the time. "en, in spring 2006, the Center o!ered a teleconference on the topic—!e 
Forgotten Student: Understanding and Supporting Sophomores—featuring Marcia Baxter Magolda, 
Rajesh Bellani, and Ed Chan. We estimate almost 3,000 people at 136 sites participated in this 
teleconference. Clearly, this was an emerging area of interest, and people were eager to get help as 
they developed programs.

Although historically sophomore students have been overlooked, both on college campuses and 
in the higher education literature, there has long been an awareness that many students struggle 
during their second year of college. In fact, more than 50 years ago, Freedman (1956) described 
sophomores as experiencing a sense of inertia and disorganization. Subsequent research has both 
broadened and deepened the academy’s understanding of second-year students. For example, Schaller 
(2005) describes sophomore students as “standing on a fence,” a phrase that illustrates their indeci-
sion about where they stand in the context of their past and their future  (p. 19). While they have 
had a year to become acclimated to the institution and collegiate life and to make connections with 
faculty, sta!, and other students, most have not yet declared a course of study or determined what 
they will do after college. 

During the second college year, many students also begin to recognize discrepancies between 
their expectations and the realities of college, contributing to their feelings of uncertainty about 
the future (Evenbeck, Boston, DuVivier, & Hallberg, 2000; Gardner, 2000). Simply put, many 
sophomores seem to drift through their second year of college (Gardner), overwhelmed, unengaged, 
and seemingly uninterested in their academic pursuits. "ese di#culties and feelings are hallmarks 
of the “sophomore slump,” a time in which students struggle to establish themselves as individuals, 
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find their passions and develop a personal worldview, determine what they want to get out of col-
lege, and establish short- and long-term goals (Gardner, Pattengale, & Schreiner, 2000; Lemons & 
Richmond, 1987; Margolis, 1976).

Despite growing awareness of sophomore-student issues, institutions have typically allocated 
their scarce resources to helping students mediate other college transitions (i.e., transitions from 
high school to college and from college to the working world). Significantly, it is only recently that 
institutions have begun to recognize the need to address sophomore issues, having watched sopho-
more students achieve lower GPAs (Gardner et al., 2000; Pattengale, 2000; Pattengale & Schreiner, 
2000), depart the university (Freedman, 1956; Noel & Levitz, 1991; Richmond & Lemons, 1987), 
or simply disengage and float passively through the remainder of their college years.  

Nevertheless, a focus on sophomore issues was not a totally new area of interest for those in 
our network or for the Center. In fact, we published a monograph edited by Laurie Schreiner and 
Jerry Pattengale entitled Visible Solutions for Invisible Students: Helping Sophomores Succeed in 2000. 
"is monograph was an attempt to define the needs and concerns of sophomore students, outline 
existing e!orts to serve this student population, and make recommendations for helping these stu-
dents succeed. What we discovered then—and what continues to be largely true—is that there is a 
dearth of empirical evidence on the experiences of second-year students and the programs designed 
to serve them.

While Visible Solutions remains a valuable resource for educators interested in second-year stu-
dent programming, the number of people seeking help and eager to discuss this student population 
has continued to grow since its publication. We felt it was important to try to capture what was 
going on in second-year programs today. "erefore, the Center started developing an instrument 
to study the status of second-year initiatives. We were eager to find out what was happening at the 
national level with second-year programs. Who administered them?  Were they being assessed and 
what were the outcomes of that assessment?  "is instrument was di!erent from the one we used 
to find out about first-year seminars in that we were not investigating a single curricular o!ering. 
Rather, we wanted to gain a sense of the range of initiatives intentionally designed for second-year 
students. After months of developing and piloting an instrument, we conducted the study in fall 
2005 with the intent of publishing our findings in monograph form.

While we were conducting our survey research, we put out a call for institutional representatives 
to tell us about assessed sophomore initiatives on their campuses with the goal of creating a second 
monograph devoted to sharing these case studies. We were disappointed that so few institutions 
responded—too few, in fact, to warrant a complete monograph. Why?  Were too few initiatives in 
existence? Were sophomore-specific e!orts so new that no one had assessed them?  We can only 
guess at the reasons.  However, we thank those institutions that responded to our call.  We use their 
programs as examples in chapter 8. 

Another experience also a!ected the development of this monograph. In June 2006, senior sta! 
members from the Center joined a number of other educators interested in second-year students 
at a Sophomore Summit hosted by Rajesh Bellani and Kim Taylor at Colgate University. Meeting 
with individuals who shared an interest in understanding and supporting this group of students was 
an inspiring experience. Some of the participants had established programs, others were researching 
the population, and others were seeking answers.  "e meeting was so stimulating that the Center 
sta! who attended felt that this monograph needed to capture the work of some of these individu-
als in order to provide the most current and comprehensive portrait of the sophomore experience 
available. 

"e resulting monograph is a convergence of these three projects and opens with Molly Schaller, 
one of the primary thinkers and researchers on this population, providing insight into sophomore 
student development issues. Chapter 2 describes the findings of the Center’s National Survey on 
Sophomore Initiatives. In chapter 3, Ann Gansemer-Topf and her colleagues share findings from 
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their in-depth study of sophomore students at Grinnell College. "is work is a wonderful comple-
ment to the national profile, because it allows us to get a better understanding of the second col-
lege year from the students’ perspectives. "e remaining chapters of the monograph provide some 
excellent examples of work being done for sophomores from some of the individuals who attended 
that Sophomore Summit in June 2006. "ese examples span from relatively new to well-established 
programs, from programs with significant funding to those that are cobbling together support from 
a variety of areas. For example, Bill Flanagan describes initiatives at Beloit College, which has, per-
haps, the longest-running programs for sophomores. Beloit’s sophomore retreat, for instance, has 
been in existence for 15 years. "is is followed by the work Julie Stockenberg has done at Colorado 
College in identifying existing initiatives and repackaging them as a coordinated e!ort supported 
by a generous budget. Ed Chan shares information about programs at Kennesaw State University, 
where there is interest in sophomore initiatives, but limited financial resources. Finally, Kim Taylor 
and Rajesh Bellani share information about Colgate University’s comprehensive e!orts, supported 
by the Mellon Foundation, that focus on civic engagement in the sophomore year. "e final chapter 
of the monograph culls lessons learned from all these examples and from the Center’s research to 
provide some suggestions on how readers might develop and/or expand their own e!orts in support 
of sophomores. We hope this monograph helps provide guidance to educators interested in second-
year students and moves the dialogue forward so that these students are no longer left in the dark.
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