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Every three years from 1988-2012, the National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and 
Students in Transition conducted a nationwide survey to collect data on first-year seminars in higher educa-
tion. Throughout this process, our intent has been to understand a complex, diverse collection of curricular 
initiatives aimed at fostering active participation in learning and student development in the first college year. 
Over the past three decades, results of the National Survey of First-Year Seminars have refined the definition 
and typology of first-year seminars and provided information about the prevalence of these courses and their 
characteristics at U.S. institutions. 

The survey has paved the way for an extensive body of research “establish[ing] the first-year seminar as 
one of the most important instructional vehicles for achieving the learning and developmental objectives of 
undergraduate education in the United States” (Padgett & Keup, 2011, p. 3). Further, the regular and ongoing 
research on the topic has allowed the National Resource Center to speak authoritatively about trends in chang-
ing structures, objectives, administration, instruction, and connection with other student success activities in 
the first year. Moreover, the results of these surveys have widely impacted the conversation on research and 
practice. A search of citations using Google Scholar at the time of writing revealed more than 500 publications 
that cite monographs showcasing the results from this research agenda. Given the nature of how these citations 
are identified, this is a conservative estimate of the reach and impact of this ongoing effort.

Nevertheless, our conversations with constituents have highlighted some of the shortcomings of research 
focusing solely on the first-year seminar. While the seminar continues to be a common structure for supporting 
first-year student success in higher education and warrants an ongoing focus, such seminars represent only 
one type of many first-year programs. The mission and core commitments of the National Resource Center 
explicitly state our responsibility to provide leadership in knowledge and practice related to first-year student 
transitions, and that our work should be inclusive of all first-year programs leading to student success. 

Thus, we faced a dilemma: How to honor the heritage of our research efforts while charting a path to the 
future, and how to seek information useful to all those who are part of the first-year experience (FYE) movement?

Why the First-Year Experience Matters
The first-year experience has been put forward as a philosophy and movement for improving first-year student 

transitions for most of the past four decades (Hankin & Gardner, 1996; Upcraft & Gardner, 1989). The FYE, as 

11



12 I 2017 National Survey of the First-Year Experience

advocated for by experts during this time, is not a single class, program, or even series of programs; it represents 
a comprehensive, coordinated, and wide-reaching effort designed to support first-year student success (Hankin 
& Gardner, 1996; Keup, in press; Koch & Gardner, 2006; Upcraft & Gardner, 1989; Young & Keup, 2019). 

Colleges and universities have instituted many curricular and cocurricular efforts that might be called 
FYE programs or initiatives. These include the aforementioned first-year seminar, often (and somewhat 
mistakenly) referred to as an “FYE course,” as well as summer bridge programs, new-student orientation, 
first-year academic advising, early-alert warning systems, residential programs, gateway courses, and develop-
mental education (Feldman, 2018; Greenfield, Keup, & Gardner, 2013; Keup, in press). They may also include 
those student success initiatives labeled as high-impact or promising practices, including learning communities,  
service-learning, experiential learning beyond the classroom, supplemental instruction and tutoring, placement 
testing, common intellectual experiences, study abroad, and undergraduate research (CCSSE, 2012; Hatch, 
Crisp, & Wesley, 2016; Kuh, 2008).

These efforts are not always well designed, coordinated, or integrated, however. First-year programs 
often live in the margins of the academy and are vulnerable to threats of restructuring, resource reduction, 
or cancellation (Barefoot et al., 2005). The focus on the first year at many institutions has been characterized 
as piecemeal, not always formalized, rarely brought to scale, and often administered in isolation rather than 
in an integrated fashion (Barefoot et al., 2005; Greenfield et al., 2013). Thus, while these first-year student 
success initiatives might be similarly structured and work toward the same goals (Hatch, 2016; Hatch et al., 
2016), they frequently suffer from the same organizational seclusion as much of higher education, operating 
in silos. Further, many campuses have placed the bulk of institutional support for first-year student transition 
on one educational activity, an unrealistic and untenable proposition. Barefoot et al. (2005) assert that “many 
faculty and administrators in American colleges and universities seem to labor under the false impression that 
somehow students can be prepared for the realities of college through a single programmatic initiative” (p. 4).

It is not enough for colleges and universities to simply increase the array of educational offerings aimed 
at first-year students. The FYE is not necessarily improved by the number of programs, but by the level of 
coordination and integration across them. Because first-year student success is not easily localized or specific 
to one functional area on campus (Young & Keup, 2019), efforts to bring newcomers from the periphery of 
the academy toward greater, more meaningful participation must include a cohesive, comprehensive, and 
campuswide mix of curricular and cocurricular initiatives (Barefoot et al., 2005; Greenfield et al., 2013; 
Hankin & Gardner, 1996; Keup, in press; Upcraft & Gardner, 1989). Coordination promises benefits such as 
improved communication and reduced duplication of services, while minimizing the chances that students 
will be overlooked (Young & Keup, 2019). These efforts must be deliberately and intentionally designed and 
include leadership from all institutional divisions in the academy (e.g., faculty, student services staff, senior 
administrators, and other campus professionals such as librarians, mental health counselors, financial aid 
officers, and institutional research staff; Greenfield et al., 2013). Moreover, the FYE represents a systematic 
onboarding process for first-year students that communicates a positive, assets-based approach grounded 
in respect between educators and new students (Hankin & Gardner, 1996). Thus, a well-constructed FYE 
represents a reversal of “a several hundred-year tradition of harassing new arrivals through intimidating rites 
of passage” (Hankin & Gardner, 1996, p. 10).

Such FYEs set the stage for student success, acting as a foundation for the rest of the undergraduate expe-
rience (Hankin & Gardner, 1996). To achieve the desired impact, a high-quality FYE includes assessment, 
focuses on learning and development, and responds to differences in backgrounds, abilities, and goals of a 
wide array of student groups (Barefoot et al., 2005; Upcraft & Gardner, 1989; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 
2005). The FYE should include monitoring systems to identify student success metrics and trigger responses 
when individual students are at risk for dropping out (Hankin & Gardner, 1996). However, evaluation should 
not focus on retention as the sole outcome of interest; rather, it should be part of a larger process leading to 
continuous improvement (Barefoot et al., 2005; Young & Keup, 2019).
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Benefits of the FYE Approach
The maturity of the FYE movement and the concomitant proliferation of first-year programs have led 

to a robust base of research on the effectiveness of individual initiatives as well as a combining of efforts. The 
research literature on first-year programs, both individually and as a whole, can be grouped into two streams: 
outcome studies (i.e., those focusing on the effects of participation in certain first-year initiatives) and landscape 
studies (i.e., those that take stock of the national state of institutional practice). 

Outcome Studies 
Perhaps the most compelling studies on the FYE are those that investigate the impact and outcomes of 

students in first-year programs. First-year seminars are the most studied of these programs and may be the 
most researched course in the undergraduate curriculum (Padgett & Keup, 2011; Tobolowsky, Cox, & Wagner, 
2005). Reviewing the research base on first-year seminars, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) reported that these 
courses are related to “substantial and positive” (p. 403) outcomes such as the successful academic and social 
transition to college, as well as retention from the first to second year. 

Although the first-year seminar might be one of the predominant first-year programs in the United States, 
research has demonstrated the benefits of other such initiatives. Living in on-campus residences has been found 
to be a consistent, positive factor contributing to a student’s FYE (Mayhew, Rockenbach, Bowman, Seifert, 
& Wolniak, 2016). Similarly, academic advising and summer bridge programs offer valuable opportunities to 
connect students with their campus, faculty, staff, and peers (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt & Associates, 2005; 
Mayhew et al., 2016). These enriching experiences help students cultivate a positive FYE and contribute to 
their engagement on campus and within their community while also leading to high retention rates (Kuh et 
al., 2005; Mayhew et al., 2016). 

Additionally, participation in first-year programs has been shown to improve academic and social adjust-
ment (Blackhurst, Akey, & Bobilya, 2003; Braxton, Milem, & Sullivan, 2000; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Hoffman, 
Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2002-2003; Logan, Salisbury-Glennon, & Spence, 2000; Mayhew, Stipeck, 
& Dorow, 2011; Nadler, Miller, & Dyer, 2004; Paul, Manetas, Grady, & Vivona, 2001; Wolf-Wendel, Tuttle, 
& Keller-Wolff, 1999). Summer bridge programs have been linked to improved confidence and self-efficacy 
throughout and beyond the first year (McLure & Child, 1998; Suzuki, Amrein-Beardsley, & Perry, 2012; 
Wolf-Wendel et al., 1999). Students who participate in service-learning, peer mentoring, and orientation in 
the first year have shown increased engagement (Kuh, 2008; Nadler et al., 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 
2005). First-year residential communities, learning communities, and orientation have been shown to introduce 
the campus culture and build campus community (Blackhurst et al., 2003; Braxton et al., 2000; Brower & 
Inkelas, 2010; Jacobs, 2010; Nadler et al., 2004). Taking part in learning communities and common-reading 
experiences is linked to improved critical thinking, analytical thinking, and problem-solving skills (Goldfine, 
Mixson-Brookshire, Hoerrner, & Morrissey, 2011; Walker, 2003).

More promising is the evidence for improved outcomes when students engage in thoughtfully combined 
and coordinated first-year success programs. Studies show that coupling a first-year seminar with another course 
in a learning community leads to increased first-to-second-year retention, elevated perceived value of academic 
skills, and improved academic satisfaction (Crissman, 2001; Keup, 2005). Finley and McNair (2013) found that 
engaging in multiple high-impact practices, including programs typically connected with the FYE (e.g., first-
year seminars, learning communities, common intellectual experiences), was associated with improved gains 
in deep learning, general education, practical competence, and personal and social development. Moreover, 
research has shown that participating in multiple high-impact practices benefits all students, including “larger 
boosts for particular groups that view their learning less positively in the absence of such practices” (Finley & 
McNair, 2013, p. 19), such as underrepresented minorities and first-generation students.
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Landscape Studies
Another area in which empirical knowledge has developed is through landscape studies, which examine the 

current state of programs and initiatives offered for first-year students. The first such study is the aforementioned 
National Survey of First-Year Seminars. Its focus is to gather in-depth information about the purposes  
and structure of such seminars as well as other first-year programs frequently connected to or intentionally 
included in the seminar (e.g., learning communities, service-learning). Additionally, the John N. Gardner Institute 
for Excellence in Undergraduate Education (JNGI) has conducted a series of landscape studies examining the 
prevalence of a wide range of initiatives, courses, and academic structures for administering first-year programs. 
This series began with the National Survey of First-Year Curricular and Co-Curricular Practices (Barefoot, 
2000), was soon followed up by the National Survey of First-Year Academic Practices (Barefoot, 2002), and 
most recently included the National Survey of Student Success Initiatives, administered separately to four-year 
and later to two-year colleges (Barefoot, Griffin, & Koch, 2012; Koch, Griffin, & Barefoot, 2014).

These two series of landscape studies have provided the most comprehensive national picture of insti-
tutional attention to the first year. Reports on the prevalence of key first-year programs are frequent and have 
found utility and prominence as benchmarks for these initiatives’ adoption and success. Findings show that 
two such first-year programs, orientation and first-year seminars, are ubiquitous in American higher education. 
Nearly all institutions reported offering some form of orientation (Barefoot et al., 2012; Koch et al., 2014), while 
80%-96% indicated at least one section of first-year seminars on their campuses (Barefoot et al., 2012; Koch 
et al., 2014; Young & Hopp, 2014). Other first-year programs offered by at least half of responding two-year 
institutions included developmental and remedial education programs, early warning or alert systems, and 
service-learning (Koch et al., 2014). Programs for students entering four-year colleges and universities included 
learning communities, early-alert systems, and service-learning (Barefoot et al., 2012).

Findings from these landscape studies also point to ways that first-year programs work across functional 
lines. Barefoot (2000) reported that research universities more frequently offered the greatest variety of first-
year programs and worked “harder with more intentionality” (p. 2) to offer initiatives such as teaching courses 
in residence halls, learning communities, and supplemental instruction. In the 2002 study by JNGI, about half 
of all respondents said faculty were at least occasionally involved in first-year cocurricular activities on campus 
(Barefoot, 2002). Among four-year institutions, learning communities were offered far more frequently in the 
first year than at any other time in the undergraduate curriculum and were considered highly cost-effective 
interventions (Barefoot et al., 2012). Finally, Young and Hopp (2014) found that, on average, institutions 
reported intentionally connecting about three high-impact practices (e.g., diversity and global learning, col-
laborative assignments and learning, learning communities and common-reading experiences) to first-year 
seminars. Each of these examples requires coordination and work across organizational structures to support 
first-year student success.

2017 National Survey on the First-Year Experience
This brings us back to the decision of how to advance our research agenda at the National Resource Center. 

We decided on a bold move: to change the survey that has represented the backbone of the Center’s research 
agenda for nearly all of its existence and move from a National Survey of First-Year Seminars to a National 
Survey on the First-Year Experience. This would allow us to (a) more closely align the Center’s research with 
the breadth of the curricular and cocurricular efforts represented in the contemporary conversation on the FYE 
and (b) continue the good work done through the previous landscape studies on the topic. Thus, we expanded 
the focus of the survey to include a wider, more comprehensive range of first-year programs. Additionally, the 
move provided an avenue through which understanding these programs collectively in one survey could reveal 
linkages and shared purposes that our previous research efforts had not yet shown. 

The 2017 National Survey on the First-Year Experience (NSFYE) builds on the previous research work 
from the National Survey of First-Year Seminars and includes a core set of questions about the course that 



  Introduction  I 15

allowed us to continue to track trends for this important program. We expanded the survey to include sections 
on overall institutional attention to the first year, as well as common first-year programs including academic 
advising, orientation, common readings, early-alert programs, learning communities, and residential programs. 

Methods
The 2017 NSFYE was administered from February through August 2017. A total of 3,977 institutions 

were invited to participate. The number of campuses responding with information about the presence of “any 
program, initiative, and/or educational activity specifically or intentionally geared toward first-year students” 
was 537, representing an effective response rate of 13.5%. This rate is substantially lower than expected from 
a web-based education survey, which normally elicits about 25% participation (Gunn, 2002; Wang, Dziuban, 
& Moskal, 2000), and is less than the two previous online administrations of the NSFYS (Padgett & Keup, 
2011; Young & Hopp, 2014). As a result, the low response rate presents a limitation in this research. The 
population for the NSFYE included chief academic officers (CAOs), chief executive officers (CEOs), and/or 
chief student affairs officers (CSAOs) at regionally accredited, undergraduate-serving institutions of higher 
education listed in the Higher Education Directory. The CAOs, CEOs, and/or CSAOs were contacted via email 
and asked to forward the invitation to participate if it would be more appropriate for another person on their 
campus to complete the survey.

The analyses of the sample data were primarily conducted at the descriptive level. Comprehensive frequency 
distribution and sample percentages for each item reported throughout the research brief were tabulated for 
the sample in the aggregate (total) across institutional type, control, and size. Because of the potential for small 
cell counts throughout the analyses, differences by institutional characteristics throughout the report were 
conducted and reported in comparative form only. No claim is being made that the reported differences are 
statistically significant unless specifically stated.

Because of the small number of private, for-profit institutions responding, comparisons between public 
and private institutions do not include for-profit institutions in the overall total for privates. We acknowledge 
important distinctions between private institutions that operate for profit and those that do not. However, 
there were so few responses from private, for-profit institutions that comparisons could not be made with any 
amount of confidence, and responses to many of the questions did not contain any representation from this 
sector. A full description of the survey methods and the sample of respondents can be found in Appendix A.

Organization of the Report
The structure of the 2017 NSFYE allowed for an approach that marks a change from previous reports on 

National Resource Center surveys. Recognizing that individual first-year programs are connected to extensive 
bodies of literature and practice, we chose to invite authors from those professional networks corresponding 
to the discrete first-year initiatives to discuss the analysis and presentation of the results. These authors were 
given the opportunity to contextualize and situate the findings in ways meaningful to the broader conversation 
about those respective programs. Therefore, because the web of choices made at an institutional level regarding 
structure, purpose, rationale, and resources are complex and frequently interrelated, many of the first-year 
programs represented in this research report are linked across many campuses. Responses highlighting these 
connections were analyzed and reported where it made sense to do so.

This report is organized around the following sections: (a) an overview of institutional attention to the 
first year and the prevalence and connections among first-year programs; (b) a review of results relating to 
selected first-year programs presented in alphabetical order by the main concept of the first-year initiative, 
namely first-year academic advising, common-reading programs, early-alert programs, the first-year seminar, 
learning communities, new-student orientation, and residential programs; and (c) a discussion of those results 
and their implications for practice and future research. 

Throughout this chapter, we have advocated for institutions to move to a widespread, comprehen-
sive, and coordinated approach to the FYE. This is captured explicitly in Chapter 2 and the conclusion  
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(Chapter 10). Nonetheless, we acknowledge that this review of the data describes discrete first-year programs 
in the remaining chapters in a way that focuses on those programs individually rather than collectively. Despite 
the present reality—that many of the approaches on campuses fall short of this recommended ideal—we 
encourage readers to engage with the findings presented with an eye toward discovering the linkages and 
opportunities to create a comprehensive and coordinated FYE on their campuses.
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