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Introduction 
	  During 2010 – 2011, Manhattanville College a private four-year liberal arts college (c. 1600 
full time undergraduates) in Purchase, NY,  participated in the Foundations of  Excellence® 
program. Over sixty faculty, staff  and students formed our task force. The self-study project 
began in August 2010 and was completed  with the publication of  a Final Report, which was 
presented to the college community in May 2011. 

  
 The College had a long history of  a required first year curriculum that encourages student 
exploration of  the liberal arts and provides instruction in foundational academic skills 
(critical reasoning and writing). The College had also developed numerous offices and 
services addressing the social, co-curricular and college transition needs of  first year 
students. 

  
 However, by 2010 much of  what was in place was uncoordinated and failed to provide a 
common experience for the College’s first year students. There was also a profound under-
performance and sharing of  both qualitative and data-based evaluations of  programs and 
services. This systemic lack of  assessment and coordination would in fact become the most 
common finding of  all of  our FoE Dimension Committee Reports. The FoE program helped 
us to find many unsynchronized and overlapping demands made on faculty and staff  
throughout all units serving the first-year experience, and to identify negative impacts on 
the degree of  effectiveness of  services . We found a pervasive undermining of  our ability to 
prioritize and deploy resources efficiently, to effectively assess our programs and to maximize 
the impact of  our services.  

  
 In what follows, we outline the major recommendations made in our Final Report and our 
subsequent implementations. Two years out, while significant challenges remain, we have 
made significant progress in developing a cultural shift at our College toward embracing a 
genuinely holistic approach to all dimensions of  our students’ first-year. 
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RECOMMENDATION 1:   Create a First-Year Experience  

   Office and Appoint a Director 
 

1.1 Create a First Year Experience Office whose mission will be to develop, 
deliver, coordinate and assess co-curricular programs, services and events; 
coordinate communication on first year students.  

1.2 Appoint a full-time staff  Director of  the First Year Experience Office who 
will work to develop, implement and maintain successful co-curricular 
first-year programming. The Director should chair the First Year 
Experience Advisory Committee and coordinate with Academic Advising 
to develop advisement training in support of  new student transitions and 
the first-college year experience. 

Implementation 
•  A position was created in Fall 2011 – Dean of  the First Year Experience. 
•  Not a separate office, but expanding the responsibilities of  an existing 

administrator. 
•  The Dean of  the First Year Experience chairs the First-Year Advisory 

Committee. 
  



 
RECOMMENDATION 2:  Create a First Year 

Experience Advisory Committee 	  
	  2.1 The First Year Experience Advisory Committee's membership should 

include faculty, staff  and students engaged in the first year student 
experience. The Coordinator of  the First Year Program, The Freshman 
Class Dean and the Freshman Hall Resident Director should be members 
and the Committee should be chaired by the Director of  the First Year 
Experience Office, who should develop consistent criteria for membership 
(elective and/or appointive). 

2.2 The First Year Experience Advisory Committee should be charged with 
advising the Director of  the First Year Experience Office on development 
and administrative oversight of  all co-curricular first year programming 
and their coordination with the first year curriculum and learning 
objectives.  

2.3 The Committee should be charged with the drafting of  a proposed First 
Year Experience Statement of  Philosophy as its first priority. 

Implementation: 
•  Created in Fall 2011, chaired by the Dean of  the First Year Experience. 
•  The committee advises the Dean of  the First Year Experience on 

developing co-curricular programming in the first year that supports the 
first year curriculum. 

	  



	  
	  
	  

RECOMMENDATION 3:  Develop a First Year Experience  
       Philosophy Statement 

	  
	  

3.1 The college should develop a formal and holistic First Year Experience 
Philosophy Statement. 

3.2 The FYE Philosophy Statement should be particular to Manhattanville 
and align with the college's mission and core liberal arts values. 

3.3 The Philosophy Statement should articulate the goals and define the 
learning objectives of  the first year, taking into account its curricular and 
co-curricular entirety. 

3.4 The drafting of  a FYE Philosophy Statement should be charged to the 
First Year Advisory Committee.   

3.5 The FYE Philosophy Statement should be vetted by the community and 
relevant faculty and staff  offices and committees; and publicized widely in 
college publications and on the college website. 

3.7 The completed Philosophy Statement should inform all future assessment 
and revisions of  the Manhattanville First Year Experience. 

Implementation  
•  The FYAC developed the First Year Philosophy Statement in 2011-2012. 
•  Posted on the FYE web page and in the college catalog. 



The	  First-‐Year	  Valiant	  Experience	  at	  ManhaPanville	  College	  
Philosophy	  Statement	  

ManhaPanville	  College	  challenges	  students	  to	  develop	  the	  values	  and	  skills	  that	  make	  our	  community	  valiant.	  	  
What	  it	  means	  to	  be	  valiant	  was	  notably	  expressed	  by	  the	  American	  aboli(onist,	  orator	  and	  clergyman	  

Henry	  Ward	  Beecher	  (1813-‐1887):	  	  “It	  is	  not	  what	  we	  read,	  but	  what	  we	  remember	  that	  makes	  us	  learned.	  
It	  is	  not	  what	  we	  intend	  but	  what	  we	  do	  that	  makes	  us	  useful.	  And,	  it	  is	  not	  a	  few	  faint	  wishes	  but	  a	  lifelong	  

struggle	  that	  makes	  us	  valiant.”	  *	  
Our	  welcoming	  first-‐year	  learning	  environment	  encourages	  students	  to	  become	  ac(ve	  par(cipants	  in	  our	  

college’s	  mission	  to	  educate	  “ethical	  and	  socially-‐responsible	  leaders	  for	  the	  global	  community.”	  Each	  
first-‐year	  student	  engages	  in	  curricular	  and	  co-‐curricular	  learning	  opportuni(es	  rooted	  in	  the	  College’s	  
tradi(on	  of	  educa(on	  in	  the	  Liberal	  Arts	  and	  Sciences	  and	  its	  commitment	  to	  the	  value	  of	  academic,	  

experien(al,	  and	  service	  learning.	  	  Our	  diverse,	  inclusive,	  and	  suppor(ve	  environment	  allows	  all	  students	  
to	  become	  effec(ve	  par(cipants	  in	  their	  own	  learning	  and	  development.	  	  As	  first-‐year	  students	  join	  our	  
community	  of	  engaged	  scholars,	  educators,	  and	  professional	  staff,	  they	  are	  encouraged	  to	  develop	  as	  

independent,	  ethical	  thinkers.	  They	  are	  also	  empowered	  to	  search	  for	  knowledge,	  express	  their	  crea(vity,	  
par(cipate	  in	  community	  building,	  and	  synthesize	  a	  wide	  range	  of	  learning	  experiences.	  	  

Our	  first-‐year	  programming	  challenges	  students	  to	  develop	  the	  Valiant	  skills	  and	  values	  that	  are	  at	  the	  
heart	  of	  our	  college’s	  mission:	  

•  Respect	  for	  themselves	  and	  others	  
•  Greater	  ability	  to	  iden(fy	  and	  understand	  the	  ethical	  dimensions	  of	  problems	  

•  Intellectual	  curiosity	  and	  analy(cal	  ability	  
•  Effec(ve	  wriPen	  and	  oral	  communica(on	  

•  Ac(ve	  par(cipa(on	  in	  the	  ManhaPanville	  community	  
•  Compassionate	  engagement	  with	  each	  other	  and	  the	  world	  	  

.	  A	  ManhaPanville	  Valiant	  is	  a	  well-‐rounded,	  self-‐reflec(ve	  individual	  prepared	  for	  a	  life	  and	  career	  filled	  with	  
personal	  meaning	  and	  with	  a	  commitment	  to	  life-‐long	  learning.	  



RECOMMENDATION 4: 
Implement an Early Alert System	  

	  4.1 The Early Alert System should be web-based software and facilitate cross-
functional reporting and data entry from all relevant units. 

4.2 The system should be equipped to solicit feedback for students from all 
relevant areas/units throughout the semester. 

4.3 The system should incorporate class attendance and early course 
assignment reports from FYP and other high first year enrolment course 
instructors. 

4.4 The office which administers the Early Alert System will share relevant 
data with the First Year Experience Office and First Year Advisory 
Committee and refer students to the At Risk Committee for appropriate 
interventions. 

Implementation 
•  The Starfish early alert system was introduced on campus in Fall 2012. 
•  Administered by a full-time Retention Coordinator who reports to the 

Provost. 
•  Faculty and staff  can submit concerns about students. 
•  Advisors, Faculty, and others receive reports and can follow-up with 

students. 
•  Also allows for Mid-term reporting by faculty. 

 



 
RECOMMENDATION 5:  

Develop a New First-Year Transitions Course	  
	  5.1 Align instruction in academic and college transition skills in a new FYP course 

with content that introduces students to the college’s history, mission and liberal 
arts values. Course to incorporate the following learning objectives:  

•  Understanding of  the history of  Manhattanville College and its mission 
•  Understanding of  the purpose and benefits of  a liberal arts education 
•  Development of  effective academic skills (note-taking, study skills, organizational 

skills, test-taking strategies, memory skills, etc.) 
•  Increased awareness of  careers and majors, development of  personal college and 

career goals and their reflective articulation in submission to eportfolio. 
•  Development of  personal skills for academic success (time-management, 

motivation, goal-setting, self-management and self-awareness) 
5.2 Recommended organizational components: 
•  Team teaching by faculty and staff  with the support of  peer mentors 
•  Common assignments and readings across all course sections linked with First 

Year Seminar 

Implementation 
•  Implemented as a pilot this year (Mville 101/102 – Fall and Spring, 1 credit). 
•  Topics Include: History and Mission of  the college; Value of  a Liberal Arts 

Education; Academic Strategies for Success; Career Exploration; Service Learning; 
Campus Resources; Intercultural Communication; Introduction to e-Portfolio; 
Requirements for a degree; Advising and Registration. 

•  Pilot cohort group – connected to an academic seminar and writing course to form 
a learning community. 

	  



 
RECOMMENDATION 6: Expand and Improve New 

Student Orientation	  
	  6.1 Combine Phase I and Phase II Orientations in a week-long required Orientation. 

6.2 Implement advance First Year Seminar placement, online placement exams, 
student access to WebAdvisor and full course pre-registration for new first year 
students; shift the focus of  Orientation from course registration and testing to 
connecting to the college community. 

6.3 Develop Orientation programming on the college's history, mission, core values.  
6.4 Develop Orientation programming for parents and families.  
6.5 Use online tools/social networks to connect with new students from admission 

through arrival on campus. 
6.6 Develop online new student survey to support First Year Seminar placement. 
6.7 Implement formal inter-unit communication protocols on entering students.  

 Implementation 
•  Developed online survey for Orientation RSVP and first year seminar placement 
•  Expanded parent and family programming. 
•  Implemented online placement exams and uploading of  scores to students’ record. 
•  Established regular orientation committee meetings with broadened membership. 
•  Expanded Welcome Week with new activities and service opportunities. 
•  Established a “Valiant Week” (introducing new students to the college’s history 

and mission) –  early Fall semester. 
 
 
	  



RECOMMENDATION 7: Develop First Year Living-
Learning, Mentoring and Honors Programs 	  

	  7.1 Plan a phased multi-year introduction of  voluntary First Year Living-Learning   
dormitory cohorts based on First Year Seminar placements.  

7.2 Use course materials as the axis of  Living-Learning programming; promote 
collaboration between FYP instructors and Residence Life staff. 

7.3 Make commuter students members of  First Year Living-Learning cohorts and 
integrate them into targeted programming.  

7.4 Residence Life and Mentor Program staff  to create a First Year Peer Mentor 
Program; assign upper-class student mentors to each First Year Living-Learning 
cohort; provide training for mentors. 

7.5 Establish a First Year Peer Mentor "Home" in the freshman dorm; a resource for 
mentor office hours, meetings and programming. 

7.6 Integrate the freshman Honors Program into the First Year Experience; create 
honors sections of  First Year Program courses; use a more dynamic and visible 
first-year honors program as a recruitment tool.   

Implementation 
•  A Peer Mentor “Home” Office was established in first year dorm in Fall 2012. 
•  Trained peer mentors have regular office hours and plan events. 
•  A peer mentor is assigned to each of  the first year academic seminars. 
•  Individual mentors are available to students who request them 
•  The Freshman Honors program will be incorporated into  the first-year seminar 

program fall ‘14. 
•  Living-Learning Program – currently housed by seminar topic; to be re-organized 

for 2014-15 to reflect interests outside the seminar topics and assignments. 
 
	  



RECOMMENDATION 8:  
Enhance Service Learning Opportunities	  

	  8.1  Expand for-credit service project opportunities in the First Year. 
8.2  Develop service-learning programming tied to Living-Learning cohorts    

and First Year Mentor Program. 
8.3  Align service-learning projects with General Education Competency    

learning objectives. 
8.4  Support faculty development on service learning pedagogy and design of  

projects. 
Implementation 
•  FYAC applied for & received a Civic Seminar Grant from AAC&U, Spring ’13. 

Participants included faculty, staff, and students. 
•  Focused on developing service learning opportunities in the first year 
•  Development of  a service component for our new pilot transitions course. 
•  Civic Seminars – January 2013 and April 2013. 
•  Followed by a January 2014 Retreat Day to plan for an expanded service 

project to be held in Spring 2014. 
•  Month-long service initiative geared toward first year students. 
•  Development of  a unique 4th credit option, allowing students to plan, 

promote, and implement a schedule of  service events (“Leadership for Justice 
and Sustainability”). 

 

	  



RECOMMENDATION 9: Promote Inter-Unit Data 
Sharing and Collaborative Assessment	  

9.1 Employ a full-time Institutional Research Assistant to facilitate the following: 
9.2 Continue the collection of  first-year student course DFWI (D, Fail, Withdrawal, 

Incomplete) rates annually and make openly available to all applicable units. 
9.3 Build a data-based entering class Student Profile; disseminate to faculty and staff. 
9.4 Research the college transition needs and obstacles to persistence of  commuter 

students, transfer students, honors students, women and students of  color to 
support informed outreach and targeted programming. 

9.5 Give advisors access to pre-admission test scores, academic interests and activities. 
9.6 Build a data pool on historical course enrollments to inform first-year course 

registration set-asides and curricular mapping and course alignment.  
9.7 Build a data pool on retention and persistence rates for all class years.  
Implementation 
•  Budgetary challenges have significantly delayed implementation in these areas. 
•  There has been no permanent new IR staff  hire. A new temporary Assistant to 

the IR Director was hired January 2014. 
•  Accessing student grade data; now “in progress.” 
•  Entering Class Student Profile: in progress. IR goal is to implement for the Fall 

2014 entering class, in collaboration with Enrollment Management.   
•  Student retention/persistence rates data pool: in progress. 
•  Course enrollment data pool: in progress in concert with curricular revisions and 

new curriculum-related policies (joint UG Dean/registrar project). 
•  An IR-developed commuter student survey will be going out this semester. 
	  
	  
	  



Two Years Out: Progress Toward a Holistic 
Approach to the First-Year	  

The Foundations of  Excellence® project led us to conclude that the two key attributes 
that will ensure first-year student success are:  

•  consistent integration across functions that serve first year students. 
•  sound, transparent assessment of  all services to first-year students with strong 

connections to planning, resource allocation and change.  
One or both of  these key attributes serves as the basis in each of  our FoE 

recommendations. Five have now been fully implemented, with the remainder in 
progress and partially implemented.  

Implementation has amounted to a significant culture-shift at a functionally deep level 
toward embrace of  a genuinely holistic approach to the First-Year.   

Our FoE self-study is informing current proposals to revise and streamline our First 
Year curriculum to one-semester seminar model, with a related proposal for a 
professional advising model for all first-year students. These proposals take 
coordination, student-directed effectiveness and long-term sustainability as key 
principles of  curricular and co-curricular planning; they have been significantly 
informed by our FoE experience.   

First-to-second year retention at Manhattanville has improved between 2011 and 
2013 by 9%, from 67% to 76%.  This is the first significant improvement in 
retention and persistence rates in twenty years. 

 
 


