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First-Year Initiative (FYI) Overview 
 


Note:  This essay is the first in a series of essays describing the results of a national survey of 
first-year seminar students.  The series is archived at: http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/FYI/Index.htm 


 
First-year seminars are a key feature of the first 
college year at over 70% of American institutions 
of higher education (USC National Resource 
Center research).  While it is commonly reported 
that first-year seminars are among the most 
frequently assessed structures in American higher 
education, there are two serious deficiencies in the 
research literature on these programs.  First, very 
few attempts at cross-institutional research have 
been reported – the kind of meta-analyses that 
could provide answers to important questions 
about the unique impact of various course 
structures.  Second, it is not unusual to find 
assessment of grade point averages and retention, 
but far fewer studies have investigated broader 
learning outcomes of first-year seminars such as 
gains in skills and knowledge (writing, speaking, 
critical thinking, and campus specific information).   
 
With grants from The Pew Charitable Trusts and 
The Atlantic Philanthropies, The Policy Center on 
the First Year of College* (links and notes provided 
at the end of this essay are noted with an asterisk), 
in partnership with Educational Benchmarking, 
Inc.*, developed a two-page benchmarking survey 
designed for in-class administration during the last 
two weeks of first-year seminars.  A small field test 
of the survey instrument was conducted in Spring 
2000 at 8 institutions.  After instrument refinement, 
a large-scale pilot administration was conducted in 
Fall 2001 at 62 institutions* and with over 30,000 
student respondents.  The pilot institutions roughly 
approximated the proportion of 4-year American 
colleges across the Carnegie Classification 
system.   
 
In-depth telephone interviews with seminar 
coordinators/directors explored the structural 
characteristics of first-year seminars on each 
campus. These interviews captured information 
about the inter-institutional variations at the 
section-level of the course so that campuses using 
multiple section structures could be properly 
coded. The institutional profile template is available 
at: http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/profile.htm. 
 
Survey responses were received in December, 
2001.  Analyses confirmed fourteen factors* 
(constructs formed by a group of related questions 
– see factors and survey questions at 
www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/2001surveyfactors.htm.).  


Each participating institution received individual 
analyses of their data and comparison to six peer 
institutions.  Peer institution selection insured that 
comparisons were among institutions enrolling 
similar students and using similar first-year 
seminar formats.  In other words, peer selection 
insured that comparisons were made, as nearly as 
possible, across equivalent institutional types, 
seminar formats, and student populations.  Any 
differences in outcomes could reasonably be 
attributed, then, to differences in the 
quality/effectiveness of the seminar and used to 
confirm current practices or guide course 
improvements. 
 
The FYI survey investigates fourteen aspects of 
first-year seminars.  Ten factors are learning 
outcomes: 
1.  Course improved study strategies (Alpha* = 


.91) 
2.  Course improved academic/cognitive skills 


(Alpha = .88) 
3.  Course improved critical thinking skills (Alpha 


= .91) 
4.  Course improved connections with faculty 


(Alpha = .77) 
5.  Course improved connections with 


peers/others (Alpha = .83) 
6.  Course increased out-of-class engagement 


(Alpha = .86) 
7.  Course improved knowledge of campus 


policies/procedures (Alpha = .82) 
8.  Course improved knowledge of campus 


services (Alpha = . 82) 
9. Course improved managing time/priorities 


(Alpha = .89) 
10. Course improved knowledge of wellness/ 


spirituality issues (Alpha = .92) 
 


Two factors assessed the course delivery and 
course effectiveness: 
11. Course included engaging pedagogy (Alpha = 


.91) 
12. Overall course effectiveness (Alpha = .89) 
 
Two factors assessed the overall satisfaction with 
the institution and “student/institution fit”: 
13. Overall satisfaction with the institution (Alpha 


= .77) 
14. Sense of belonging/acceptance (Alpha = .89) 
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Results of the 2001 pilot administration led to 
minor changes in the FYI instrument.  A small 
number of questions were dropped, a few were 
added, and the new instructions provide options for 
reporting the outcomes of a course or an 
“experience” such as would be the case for a 
group of courses linked as a learning community or 
some other first-year initiative which is not limited 
to “a course.”  The second pilot administration is 


jointly supported participating campuses and by 
grant funding from The Atlantic Philanthropies and 
The Pew Charitable Trusts.  The open enrollment 
period continues through October 15, 2002.  
Information about this year’s FYI survey is 
available at www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/index.htm 


 
Randy Swing, August 28, 2002 


 
 
 
 


 
 
 


The next essay in this series investigates the role of engaging pedagogy as a predictor of seminar 
learning outcomes.  
 
 


Links and Notes: 
 


• The Policy Center on the First Year of College -  http://www.brevard.edu/fyc. 
 
• Educational Benchmarking, Inc.  – http://www.webebi.com 


 
• The list of fall 2001 participating institutions -  http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/ListofPilots.pdf. 


 
• Factors are formed by averaging responses from a group of questions which are designed to 


explore a single construct.  For example, five questions about study skill practices might be 
combined into a single score to create a factor on study skills.  Factors provide more stable and 
richer information than individual questions because they are composed of multiple views of the 
core construct. 


 
• Alpha is a measure of internal consistency where 1.0 would be considered to be the best possible 


form of a factor.  Generally, internal consistency at or above 0.70 is considered acceptable in 
social science research. The FYI factors were formed around constructs found in the research 
literature to matter in first-year programs and then statistically evaluated to form the final set of 
questions which comprise each factor. 


 
 
 
 
 
Copyright 2002, The Policy Center on the First Year of College 
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The Impact of Engaging Pedagogy on First-Year Seminars 
 


Note:  This is the second in a series of essays describing the results of a national survey of first-year 
seminars.  The series is archived at: http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/essays/index.htm 


  


The First-Year Initiative (FYI)* Benchmarking survey 
assesses the learning outcomes from first-year 
seminars AND guides improvement.  To do both, an 
instrument must accurately measure learning outcomes 
and pinpoint structures and conditions that contribute to 
good performance.  The FYI national database, 
representing 62 institutions and over 30,000 students, 
provides data about seminar structures and classroom 
environments that support best practices in first-year 
seminars. 


Perennial debates among those involved in first-
year seminars often center on course structures 
including the amount of credit, who teaches, how the 
course is graded, whether to require the course, and 
other structural elements which are usually determined 
when seminars are first established.  In future essays, 
FYI data will be used to evaluate each of these 
structural elements; however this essay is about an 
aspect of first-year seminars that cuts across all 
structural elements.  


The 2001 FYI survey results show that learning 
outcomes and student satisfaction with first-year 
seminars are highly correlated with the way teachers 
conduct first-year seminars.  We measured the 
“engaging pedagogy” construct with student ratings of 
the degree to which their seminar includes a variety of 
teaching methods; meaningful discussion and 
homework; challenging assignments; productive use of 
class time; and encouragement for students to speak in 
class and work together.  We believe students can 
accurately respond to these survey items based on their 
experiences in the first-year seminar classroom. 


Using a 7-point scale, the mean score for the 
Engaging Pedagogy Factor ranged from a low of 3.03 to 
a high of 5.79.  (A mean score of 4.0 is the center point 
of the scale and 5.50 includes 3/4 of the scale, 
indicating high performance.)  Participants in the 2001 
FYI were arranged into five groups based on their mean 
scores on the Engaging Pedagogy Factor for the 
analysis presented in this essay. 


 
Five levels of mean scores on the Engaging 


Pedagogy factor 
• Level 1: mean scores of 5.50 or higher (High 


performing), 5 institutions 
• Level 2: mean scores of 5.0 - 5.49, 20 institutions 
• Level 3: mean scores of 4.50 - 4.99, 24 institutions 
• Level 4: mean scores of 4.0 - 4.49, 11 institutions 
• Level 5: mean scores below 4.0 (Low Performing), 3 


institutions 
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) statistical testing 


confirm that learning outcomes differ across the five 
grouping levels of engaging pedagogy so that higher 


mean scores on the Engaging Pedagogy factor are 
significantly associated with higher mean scores on 
most of the other measures of learning outcomes and 
overall course effectiveness. The clearest examples of 
this strong association is found between Engaging 
Pedagogy and two other factors, Course Improved 
Critical Thinking,* and Overall Course Effectiveness* 
where a linear association is observed.  The mean 
scores for both the Critical Thinking and Overall 
Course Effectiveness factors decline as the level of 
Engaging Pedagogy moves from Level 1 to Level 2, 
from Level 2 to Level 3, etc.   


While not statically different at all five levels of 
Engaging Pedagogy, these data also reveal a clear 
pattern of association between levels of Engaging 
Pedagogy and four other learning outcomes: 
1) Course Improved Study Strategies, 2) Course 
Improved Academic/Cognitive Skills, 3) Course 
Improved Connections with Faculty, and 4) Course 
Improved Managing Time/Priorities. Of these four 
factors, generally, Level 1 and 2 of Engaging 
Pedagogy were similar to each other, Levels 3-5 were 
similar to each other, and the two groupings were 
statically different so that Levels 3-5 out performed 
Levels 1-2. 


It is also important to know that engaging 
pedagogy was not associated with differences on the  
two learning outcomes, Course Improved Knowledge 
of Academic Services, and Course Improved 
Knowledge of Campus Policies/Procedures.   


If the core goal of your first-year seminar is to 
communicate campus policies and introduce students 
to campus services, these data suggest that it may not 
matter how the information is presented to students, or 
that no campus has perfected engaging ways to 
present such information.  If your seminar intends to 
produce learning outcomes in critical thinking, writing, 
reading, and oral presentation skills; connections with 
faculty; or time management skills, then a critical first-
step is to ensure that seminars are delivered with a 
high level of engaging pedagogy.  The use of a variety 
of teaching methods, challenging assignments, 
meaningful homework, and productive classroom time 
are associated with greater learning outcomes and 
higher student ratings on the Overall Course 
Effectiveness Factor. The FYI Survey is a way to 
measure the level of engaging pedagogy across first-
year seminars and provides comparative benchmarks 
with peer institutions to guide improvement. 
 
Randy Swing* 
Copyright 2002, Policy Center on the First Year of College 
**************







Notes: 
 
*See the FYI website at http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/essays/index.htm 
 
*See the full set of survey items by factor at http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/2001surveyfactors.htm


 
*Randy Swing is Co-Director of the Policy Center on the First Year of College, a research center funded by grants from 
The Pew Charitable Trusts and The Atlantic Philanthropies. The Policy Center provided intellectual and funding support 
for the development of the FYI survey and is partially subsidizing the 2002 FYI study.  Neither the author nor the Policy 
Center receives any financial gain from the FYI study.  Inquiries about participation in the 2002 FYI study should be 
addressed to Mr. David Butler (dave@webebi.com).  Enrollments will be accepted until October 15, 2002. 








How Many Weekly Contact Hours Is Enough? 
 


Note:  This is the third in a series of essays describing the results of a national survey of first-year 
seminars.  The series is archived at: http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/essays/index.htm 
 
One of the first decisions in building a new first-
year seminar is the basic structural question 
about the number of contact hours to be devoted 
to the course.  For most seminars, the number of 
weekly contact hours is roughly synonymous with 
the number of credit hours.  The 62 pilot 
institutions reported that: 
 6%  offered non-credit seminars 
 40%  offered one credit hour seminars 
 24%  offered two credit hour seminars 
 24%  offered three credit hour seminars 
  6%  offered seminars carrying more than 


three credit hours 
These findings are consistent with data reported 
on the University of South Carolina’s National 
Resource Center 2000 survey of first-year 
seminars (slight differences are probably due to 
the inclusion of two-year institutions in the NRC 
data) and show that the pilot group is 
representative of all first-year seminars.   
 
National data about contact hours is available for 
the 62 institutions in the 2001 FYI pilot study.  
We chose to perform analyses based on contact 
hours rather than credit hours, since the “non-
credit” courses did, in fact, meet for either 1, 2, or 
3 hours per week. We believe that the core issue 
here is time on task, not amount of credit given.  
Data analyses did show very different patterns of 
learning outcomes and levels of course 
effectiveness across variations in contact hours* 
 
The current study was limited to 1, 2, and 3 
contact hour courses because the 2001 FYI data 
contained few examples of courses with more 
than 3 contact hours.  
 
One contact hour courses 
A smaller proportion of students rated 1-contact 
hour courses as highly effective* on all but one 
factor (Knowledge of Campus Policies/Practices) 
in comparison with 2- and 3-hour courses.  Other 
than increasing student knowledge of campus 
policies/practices, one contact hour courses did 
not equal the level of learning outcomes* 
produced by seminars using more than one 
contact hour per week. 
 
Two contact hour courses 
Two-contact hour courses performed well on 
most of the learning outcomes measured. On five 


of the ten learning outcomes, the proportion of 
students rating two-contact hour courses as highly 
effective was statistically equal to the proportion in 
3-contact hour courses.  No meaningful difference 
was found in 2- and 3-contact course learning 
outcomes for the following factors. 


• Course improved study strategies  
• Course increased connections with faculty 
• Course increased connections with peers 
• Course increased out-of-class engagement 
• Course improved knowledge of wellness & 


spirituality issues 
In addition, courses carrying 2-contact hours were 
rated as equally effective in comparison to 3-
contact courses on the summary measure of 
“Overall Course Effectiveness.” 
 
Three-contact hour courses 
Three contact hour courses were rated as highly 
effective by a larger proportion of students or tied 
with two-hour courses on 7 of the 10 learning 
outcomes and on both measures of course 
effectiveness. Particularly important to note is that 
3-contact hour courses exceeded both 1- and 2-
contact hour courses on the two factors measuring 
gains in academic skills (writing, speaking, and 
library skills) and critical thinking skills.  The high 
performance of 3-contact hour courses is explained 
by the large proportion of students rating those 
courses as highly effective in using engaging 
pedagogies, as measured by the factor “The 
Course Included Engaging Pedagogy”*. 
 


Summary 
How many contact hours per week make the best 
first-year seminars?  It depends on the goals of the 
course and the institutional context.   
 


If the course goal is to introduce students to campus 
policies and practices, then a 1-contact hour course 
is as effective as courses that meet for more hours 
per week. 


 
If the course goals also include increased 
knowledge of campus services, improvement in time 
management and other study skills, increasing 
student/student and student/faculty connections, 
and increased out-of-class engagement, then at 
least 2 contact hours per week are more effective in 
producing these learning outcomes. 







If the course goals also include gains in 
academic skills and critical thinking, then a 3-
contact hour course is more likely to produce the 
desired learning outcomes. 


  
Overall, the FYI data show that 3-contact hour 
courses produce the widest range of learning 
outcomes.  However, the actual decision about 
number of contact hours per week includes 
political, financial, and curricular implications 


along with hopes for learning outcomes.  The final 
decision on contact hours should be based on an 
array of institutional variables.  These data confirm 
the common wisdom applied to first-year seminars 
that 1-contact hour is better than none, 2 are better 
than 1, and 3 are better than 1 or 2.  
 
 
Randy L. Swing, September 17, 2002  


 
 
 


Notes: 
 


*See data chart at: http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/chart2.htm 
* Highly effective is defined as factors with mean scores of 5.50 or higher.  On a 7-point scale, scores of 
5.50 or higher are in the top ¼ of the scale. 
* See “Engaging Pedagogy” Factor –  http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/2001surveyfactors.htm - factor11 
* The learning outcomes measured by FYI include: 1) Course improved study strategies, 2) Course 
improved academic/cognitive skills, 3) Course improved critical thinking, 4) Course improved connections 
with faculty, 5) Course improved connections with peers/others, 6) Course increased out-of-class 
engagement, 7) Course improved knowledge of campus policies/procedures, 8) Course improved 
knowledge of academic services, 9) Course improved managing time/priorities, and 10) Course improved 
knowledge of wellness issues. 
*The Factor, “Engaging Pedagogy” was discussed in the 2nd essay in this series. Additionally, a list of the 
survey items can be at:   


http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/essays/index.htm 


Copyright 2002, Policy Center on the First Year of College. 








What type of seminar is best? 
 


Note:  This is the fourth in a series of essays describing the results of a national survey of first-year 
seminars.  Printer-friendly versions of the series is available at:  www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/essays/index.htm with new 
essays posted each week.  


 
 


Drawing from the work of Betsy Barefoot and the 
National Resource Center on The First Year 
Experience and Students in Transition, four types 
of first-year seminars were identified in the First-
Year Initiative (FYI) study. 
 
College Transition Theme seminars cover 
academic topics exploring orientation to college, 
life transitions, and academic skills.  These follow 
the University 101 (University of South Carolina) 
model.  


 
Special Academic Theme seminars focus on a 
selected theme other than college transition.  
These are often taught as interdisciplinary 
seminars where a small group of students and a 
model learner/teacher use a variety of methods 
to investigate an important theme.  Themes may 
be consistent across sections or different for 
each section. 


 
Discipline-Based Theme seminars are offered 
as an introduction to a major or academic 
department.  They are usually based in individual 
academic departments. 


 
Remedial/Study Skills Theme seminars are 
those narrowly focused on basic study skills.  
These exist on many campuses, but there were 
too few such seminars in the 2001 FYI study to 
draw any meaningful conclusions. 


 
Telephone interviews with seminar coordinators 
were used to determine the proper coding of 
seminar type for each campus.  When campuses 
used more than one seminar type, we reviewed 
each section of the course to determine if at least 
80% of the sections were of the same type.  If 
less than 80% of sections were the same, we 
coded that institution as “mixed” and did not use 
those data in these analyses. Results for the 62 
campuses in the 2001 FYI pilot study are shown 
below. 


 
College transition theme (73%) 
Special Academic theme (14%) 
Discipline-Based theme (8%) 
Remedial/Study Skills (0%) 
Mixed (5%) 


The FYI study investigated the percent of students 
ranking their seminar as highly effective* on each of 
10 learning outcomes* and disaggregated by type of 
seminar (actual data can be found at  
http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/chart1.htm).  Below is 
a narrative summary of these data. 


 
 
Discipline-based theme seminars 
 
With only one exception, the discipline-based theme 
seminars produced the lowest ratings for 
effectiveness on learning outcomes in comparison 
to other theme formats.  On the learning outcome, 
“Knowledge of Campus Policies/Procedures,” the 
discipline-based theme courses produced the 
highest rating, with over 1/3 of students raking the 
course as highly effective, a result that was 
statistically equal to the courses using the transition 
theme format.   


 
Special academic theme seminars 
 
Special academic theme seminars were rated by a 
larger proportion of students as highly effective on 
two learning outcomes (Course improved 
academic/cognitive skills, and Course improved 
critical thinking skills) and rated by a nearly equal 
proportion of students as highly effective on three 
other learning outcomes (Course improved 
connections with faculty, Course improved 
connections with peers/others, and Course 
improved managing time/priorities). 


 
College transition theme seminars 


 
College transition theme seminars performed best 
overall across the ten learning outcomes 
investigated by FYI.  These courses were rated by a 
larger proportion of students as highly effective on 
four learning outcomes (Course improved study 
strategies, Course improved out-of-class 
engagement, Course improved knowledge of 
academic services, and Course improved 
knowledge of wellness issues). In addition nearly 
equal proportion of students rated college transition 
theme seminars as highly effective on four other 
learning outcomes (Course improved connections 
with faculty, Course improved connections with 







peers/others, Course improved knowledge of 
academic services, and Course improved 
managing time/priorities). 
 
The factor measuring “Engaging Pedagogy” 
helps explain the results for these three seminar 
types.  Special academic theme seminars were 
rated by the largest proportion (36.5%) of 
students as highly effective in using engaging 
pedagogies.  A slightly smaller proportion of 
students (30.5%) rated college transition theme 
seminars as highly effective on engaging 
pedagogies.  A large drop in the proportion of 
students (18.3%) rated discipline based seminars 
as highly effective, revealing considerable 
differences in how the discipline based seminars 
may have been presented to students.  
 
Summary 
 
The FYI data clearly support that the discipline-
specific seminars were less effective than college 
transition theme or special academic theme 


seminars in producing learning outcomes.  The low 
rating for the factor, “Engaging Pedagogy, suggests 
that discipline-specific courses might be improved 
with greater attention to the way these courses are 
delivered to students.  A comparison would be more 
fair if these courses had used the same level of 
engaging pedagogy as the other formats.   
 
The difference between college transition theme 
and special academic theme seminars is more 
subtle.  Both are highly effective formats and each 
excels in some unique dimensions.  College 
transition theme courses are best at learning 
outcomes associated with college success skills and 
behaviors.  Special academic theme courses are 
best at learning outcomes including academic skills 
and critical thinking skills.  The differences probably 
reflect the divergent goals of the two courses as 
they relate to institutional mission and context.   
 
Randy Swing, Policy Center on the First Year of College 
September 26, 2002 
 


 
 


Notes:  
 
* Highly effective is defined as factors with mean scores of 5.50 or higher.  On a 7-point scale, scores of 
5.50 or higher are in the top ¼  of the scale. 
 
* See the FYI learning factors at:  http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/fyi/surveyfactors.pdf 








General Announcement 


Dear FYA-L and FYE-L subscribers, 
 
The First-Year Initiative (FYI) benchmarking study, was launched in fall 2001 to assess and 
benchmark the learning outcomes of first-year seminars  This message contains an overview of 
the study, announces a series of essays on study results, and briefly reports key findings.  
 
FYI Overview 
 
With funding from The Pew Charitable Trusts and The Atlantic Philanthropies, the Policy Center 
on the First Year of College in partnership with Educational Benchmarking, Inc. developed The 
First-Year Initiative (FYI) benchmarking survey.  Over 31,000 students from 62 institutions 
completed the survey in the last weeks of a first-year seminar.  While the intent of FYI is to 
provide participating campuses with information to guide improvement at the local campus level, 
the project also created a large cross-institutional database on the learning outcomes from first-
year seminars. Also, the study provided a rich opportunity for national research on the effects of 
first-year seminars across institutional types. 
 
FYI investigated 14 factors – 10 learning outcomes, 2 assessments of the classroom  
experience, and 2 assessments of satisfaction with the college/university experience.  The 
learning outcomes include: Academic skills development, out of class engagement, critical 
thinking, time/priorities management, faculty/student connections, student/student connections, 
knowledge of academic services, understanding campus policies, study skills, and wellness 
issues. 
 
Reporting FYI Results 
 
In the coming months the results of the 2001 FYI study will be shared with the higher education 
community through conference presentations and peer-reviewed journal articles, but the 
importance of these findings calls for a more expeditious dissemination such as that provided by 
the FYE-L (first-year experience listserv) and the FYA-L (first-year assessment listserv). To 
speed the process, this message contains brief descriptions of key findings from the research; 
however, because research on complex phenomena produce complex findings, it is impossible 
to adequately relay the finer points in this single communication.  So, over the next several 
weeks each of the key findings will be explained in greater detail in a short essay that will be 
posted to FYA-List, FYE-List, and archived on the Policy Center’s Website.  
 
Overview of key findings (Each of the following findings will be explored in greater depth in an 
essay that will be posted on this listserv in the coming weeks.) 
 
Contact and credit hours: One, two, and three contact/credit hour courses were investigated.  
Each format produced significant learning outcomes.  Overall, more contact hours produced 
greater learning outcomes than fewer contact hours.   
 
Seminar theme format: Seminars focused on transition to college issues and interdisciplinary-
theme seminars produced similar learning outcomes.  Discipline-based seminars were far less 
effective than transition-theme and interdisciplinary-theme seminars. 
 
Required/Elective:  Elective courses produced greater learning outcomes, even when statistical 
controls were applied for student demographics and course characteristics. 







 
Curricular Links: Seminars linked to another course produced greater learning outcomes than 
“stand alone” seminars. 
 
Undergraduate Teaching Assistants:  Seminars using undergraduate teaching assistants 
produced great learning outcomes except in the areas of critical thinking and academic skills 
(writing, speaking, etc.). 
 
The delivery of the course, a concept we have named “Engaging Pedagogy,” best explains the 
learning outcomes generated by first-year seminars. 
 
I hope that members of the listserv will find these essays useful and invite your feedback and 
comments about the FYI instrument and research. 
 
Watch your e-mail tomorrow for the first essay in this series. 
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 The First-Year Initiative Benchmarking 
Survey was supported by grants from The Atlantic 
Philanthropies and The Pew Charitable Trusts as 
part of the 2001-2002 work of the Policy Center on 
the First-Year of College. 
 FYI was conducted as a partnership between 
Educational Benchmarking, Inc. and The Policy 
Center on the First Year of College. 
 


Value-Added
I – E – O Model


INPUTS


ENVIRONMENTS


OUTCOMES


 


 The most used model for assessment is the 
I-E-O model developed by Alexander Astin.  A 
complete model takes into account the input 
variables (what students were like when they entered 
college), environmental variable (what students do 
while in college), and outcome variable (what they 
are like at points during or after college experiences.)  
Assessment that lacks any of these three data points 
is an incomplete model of assessment. 
 







Randy L. Swing, Policy Center on the First Year of College. Swingrl@brevard.edu                                                               2 


OUTCOMES
INPUT & 
ENVIRONMENT


Control for input and environment 
by PEER SELECTION process
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Benchmarking


 


 Benchmarking is an adaptation of the I-E-O 
model.  The focus is on outcomes – specifically in 
comparing outcomes across known entities.  
Benchmarking is a complete assessment model 
because comparisons are based on other 
programs/institutions that have similar students at 
entry (Input) and similar educational programs 
(Environments). The selection of peers creates a 
level playing field and common base-level so that 
outcome comparisons are meaningful.  In lay terms, 
benchmarking assures that “apples are compared to 
apples.” 
 


Factor
Reliability Factor


%  Institutions
w /Statistically  


Significant
Im provem ent


0.81 Personal space  (room ) in the  hall 91%
0.87 Floor or hall facilities 91%
0.95 Opportunities to participate  in hall 88%
0.91 Fe llow  residents 85%
0.83 Manage tim e and solve  problem s 82%
0.94 Understand se lf / develop leadership skills 82%
0.95 Inform ation provided by the  RA 79%
0.84 Residence  hall serv ices 79%
0.97 RA / Advisor 73%


0.91
Interact w ith others in the  hall
(#1 predictor of Overall Satisfaction)


67%


0.91 Dining serv ices 67%
0.85 Safety  and security 45%
0.87 Overall satisfaction 45%


ACUHO-I/EBI
Resident Benchmarking Study


Correlation of Contnuous* Participation
w ith Improvement 1998 to 2001


*   Analysis includes institutions that partic ipated in the ACUHO-I/EBI Resident Benchmrking Study
    continuously  from 1998 through 2001.n = 33


Why Benchmarking?


 


 There is evidence that benchmarking is 
particularly effective in producing improvement in 
educational settings.  A recent study by Educational 
Benchmarking, Inc. showed that most institutions 
participating in six years of benchmarking study of 
residence halls improved on most of the measured 
factors.   
 As shown in this chart, 91% of the 33 
institutions in this study showed a statistically 
significant improvement in student ratings of 
residence hall rooms as personal spaces. 
 A common concern about higher education 
assessment is that the effort does not lead to change 
– benchmarking, however, appears to produce 
positive change. 
 


Why Benchmarking?


Factor
Reliability Factors In Existence  from 1996 to 2000 (5 years) 2000


Mean
1996
M ean


S ta t
Signif


Percent
Change


0.85 Facilities 5.09 4.35 *** 17%


0.92 Overall Satisfaction 5.33 4.78 *** 12%


0.87 Faculty/Non-Faculty Advising and Program Admin 4.69 4.26 *** 10%


0.88 Quality of Faculty and Instruction-- Required Cours 5.19 4.82 *** 8%


0.83 Satisfaction with  Elective  Courses 5.78 5.43 *** 6%


0.88 Fellow  Students 5.25 4.90 *** 7%


0.91 Career Services and Placement 4.00 3.72 *** 8%


0.80 Quality of Instruction-- Elective Courses 5.03 4.80 *** 5%


Factor
Reliability Factors in Existence  from 1998 to 2000 (3 years) 2000


Mean
1998
M ean


S ta t
Signif


Percent
Change


0.81 Amount and Quality  of Student Teamwork 5.59 5.20 *** 7%


0.83 Extent and Quality of Skills Training 5.26 4.90 *** 7%


0.81 Breadth of Curriculum 5.05 4.79 *** 5%


*** .001 le vel of significance


AACSB/EBI MBA Full-time Exit Benchmarking  Study
Continuous Improvement Analys is


Increase in Satisfaction o f Students 


 


 The previous slide showed benchmarking in 
a student services area, but similar results are found 
when benchmarking is applied to curricular 
assessment. 
 These data are presented as percent of 
change in mean scores on factors from the MBA 
benchmarking study.    
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First-Year Initiative Survey
FYI


• Administered in the last week of fall 2001


• 62 institutions
limited to 4-year institutions*


• Over 30,000 students
• 7- point scale
• Learning Outcome Factors


*4-year or 2-year regional campuses -
a 2-year version is in development.


 


 FYI was developed as a partnership between 
the Policy Center on the First Year of College and 
Educational Benchmarking, Inc.  A small field test 
was conducted in spring 2001 at eight institutions 
followed by a large pilot administration conducted in 
fall 2001 at 62 institutions.  Over 30,000 students 
who were in the last weeks of a first-year seminar 
responded to the survey using a 7-point scale. The 
focus of FYI is on learning outcomes created by the 
first-year seminar. 
 


FYI Findings - Overview


Overall View of the data


Course Theme


Credit/Contact Hours


Required/ Not Required


Letter Graded/Pass-Fail


Linked Course Format


Undergraduate Teaching Assistants


 


 This presentation starts with an overview of 
the findings, but because of variations in first-year 
seminars, the most important findings are discovered 
which the data are disaggregated. 
 Developers of first-year seminars have to 
make judgments about six core structural 
components: 
• What content should the course cover? 
• How many contact hours per term is enough? 
• Should the course be required or elective? 
• Should the course be letter graded, pass/fail, or 


not graded? 
• Is there an advantage to linking the course with 


other courses (learning community)? 
• Should undergraduate teaching assistants be 


used?  
 The FYI benchmarking study is the first cross 
institutional evaluation of these six core structural 
components. 
 


Research Context


1. Factors are more powerful indicators 
than individual question results.


2. A pattern of correlations (not cause & 
effect) adds up to significant evidence.


3. Multivariate statistics are more powerful 
than single variable analysis.


4. Effective courses have a high percentage 
of students who rate the course at 5.50 or 
higher on a 7-point scale (75% of scale).


 


 Several beliefs underscore the format and 
decisions that undergird this research: 
• Factors (groups of questions which measure a 


related concept) are more powerful than individual 
questions. 


• This research does not provide “cause & effect” 
evidence, as no independent variable was 
manipulated.  This research is based on a belief 
that a pattern of  correlational evidence is 
adequate to inform educational practice. 


• Complex phenomena require the use of 
multivariate statistics to identify the contribution of 
each variable on the observed outcome. 


• First-year seminars anticipate a very high 
effectiveness rate so that a majority of students 
benefit from participation.  
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Percent of students in each group


Two ways to “see” the meaning:


4.00 =
½ of scale 5.50 =


¾ of scale


Understanding the mean


1/2 3/41/4


T
o


p


1      2      3   4       5       6     7
2.50 =
¼ of scale


B
o


tt
o


m


Group A Group B Group C Group D


 While mean scores show the average for all 
students, percentage scores show how many 
students fall in particular response groups. 


 Data will be reported in two formats.  
Mean Scores: FYI uses a 7-point scale, so a mean 
score of 4.0 is the middle of the scale. The lowest 
score possible is a 1.0 and the highest a 7.0.  One 
helpful way to think about means is to view them as a 
fraction of the measurement scale.  As such, a mean 
of 4.0 is equal to ½ of the measurement scale and a 
mean of 5.50 is ¾ of the measurement scale. 
 
Percent Scores: A second way to view these data is 
to create groups of students by ranges of scores.  
For example, respondents with mean scores 
between 1.0 and 2.50 could be grouped together 
since they are giving low ratings to the survey items.  
Similarly, those giving mean ratings of 5.50 or higher 
could be grouped together since they are giving high 
ratings.   
 


Factor Means
Course Learning Outcomes mean


Course Improved Knowledge of Campus Services . . . . . 4.72 
Course Improved Knowledge of Campus Policies. . . . . 4.58 


Course Improved Connections with Peers. . . . . 4.54 
Course Improved Connections with Faculty. . . . 4.50 
Course Improved Managing Time/Priorities. . . . 4.50 


Course Improved Critical Thinking. . . . 4.40 
Course Improved Study Strategies. . . .4.19


Course Improved Knowledge of Wellness Issues. . . . 3.90 
Course Improved Academic/Cognitive Skills. . . . 3.74
Course Increased Out-of-Class Engagement. . . .3.63


1.0        2.0        3.0           4.0         5.0          6.0 7.0


1/2 3/41/4


 


 Ten learning outcomes of first-year courses 
were investigated.  Each is a factor produced by 
averaging several questions together to form a rich 
picture of each learning outcome. 
 Three of the means are below the middle of 
the 7-point scale. Seven others fall above the mid-
point of the scale, but none are above the 3/4  point. 


Course Included Engaging Pedagogy. . . . 4.58
Overall Satisfaction with Course. . . . 4.52


Factor Means
Course Evaluation


Institution Evaluation


Satisfaction with College/University. . . .5.36 
Sense of Belonging/Acceptance. . . . 5.47


1.0        2.0        3.0           4.0         5.0          6.0 7.0


1/2 3/41/4


 


 In addition to the 10 learning outcomes, FYI 
produced two factors that evaluate overall 
satisfaction and course pedagogy.  The course 
pedagogy factor assesses how the course was 
conducted (was there meaningful homework?, was 
class time wisely spent?, etc.) Overall satisfaction 
measured student opinions about how well the 
course performed (did it help you to succeed 
academically/adjust to college?, would you 
recommend this course to others?, etc.) 
 Two other factors were produced to measure 
student opinion of the whole institution in terms of 
their overall satisfaction with the institution and their 
sense of belonging at that institution. 
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1.0        2.0        3.0           4.0         5.0          6.0 7.0
1/2 3/41/4


Satisfaction with Res. Hall – RA/Advisor (5.80)


Res. Hall Enhanced Ability to Manage Time (5.08)


Satisfaction with Res. Hall Room (4.89)


Satisfaction with Dining Services (4.34)


Residence Hall Benchmarking Study – 1st year students only


 


 It is difficult to understand data unless there 
are meaningful comparisons available.  Luckily, a 
similar benchmarking process of residence halls has 
produced easily comparable results.  These data 
report how first-year students rated their residence 
hall experiences. 
 Students rated their residence hall advisor 
(RA) in the upper-end of the 7-point scale with a 
mean of 5.80.  Other ratings fell between the middle-
point and ¾ of the scale.  Even dining services was 
rated above the middle point of the scale. 
 (One caveat to these data needs to be made.  
These results were found in the 6th year of residence 
hall benchmarking – So some institutions had already 
improved over the six year period.) 
 


1.0        2.0        3.0           4.0         5.0          6.0 7.0
1/2 3/41/4


Satisfaction with Res. Hall – RA/Advisor (5.80)


Res. Hall Enhanced Ability to Manage Time (5.08)


Satisfaction with Res. Hall Room (4.89)


Satisfaction with Dining Services (4.34)


Residence Hall Benchmarking Study – 1st year students only


Out of Class Engagement (3.63)


Course Improved Time Management (4.50)


Overall Satisfaction with Course (4.52)


Course Improved Knowledge of Campus Services


FYI 2001 National Survey


 


 Overall, students gave higher mean ratings 
to factors about their residence life experience than 
about their first-year seminar experience. 
 Some direct comparisons highlight the 
difference.  Students reported a mean of 5.08 for how 
residence life enhanced their ability to manage time, 
compared to a mean of 4.50 for how the seminar 
improved time management abilities.  In other words, 
students thought that the residence life experience 
had a bigger impact on the development of their time 
management skills than the first-year seminar’s 
impact. 
 It is telling that student overall satisfaction 
with the seminar was only slightly better than their 
overall satisfaction with campus dining services. 
 


Now it is time to disaggregate these data – to 
understand why the results are as they are. 


Four Types of Academic Seminars


1. COLLEGE TRANSITION THEME
orientation/study skills/managing transitions


2. SPECIAL ACADEMIC THEME
interdisciplinary/problem-focused/selected topic


3. DISCIPLINE BASED
introduction to major/department/discipline


4. REMEDIAL/STUDY SKILLS
study skills for a high risk population


 Four types of academic seminars were 
investigated.   
 College Transition Theme courses deal 
directly with orientation to college and academic 
skills.  This is the University 101 (USC) model.  
 Special Academic Theme courses deal with 
a selected topic other than college transition.  These 
are often taught as interdisciplinary seminars where a 
small group of students and a model learner/teacher 
use a variety of methods to investigate an important 
theme. 
 Discipline Based are often an introduction 
to a major or department.  They are based in 
individual academic departments. 
 A fourth type, Remedial/Study Skills, was 
considered, but there were too few cases to draw any 
meaningful conclusions. 
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Course Themes
2001 FYI Pilot Administration


% of institutions (N = 62)


5%Unknown (mixed)


100%totals


0%Remedial


8%Discipline


14%Special Academic


73%College Transition


PercentThemes


 


 Institutional profiles were collected via phone 
interviews with each participating institution.  We 
applied an “80%” rule when assigning institutions to a 
specific theme format – 80% or more of sections 
must be of a specific theme-type for the institution to 
be labeled as representing that theme-type.  Only 5% 
of institutions in the pilot could not be coded as one 
particular type. 
 


First we investigate the effect of three theme 
formats: 1) Transition-theme, 2) Special 
Academic-theme, and 3) Discipline-based 
courses. 


Study Strategies
Academic Skills
Critical Thinking


Faculty Connections
Peer Connections


Out-of-Class
Policies/Procedures


Campus Services
Time/Priorities


Wellness/Spirituality
Belonging


Course Satisfaction
Engaging Pedagogy


19.2
13.3
27.9
28.2
34.4
18.0
34.1
39.4
26.4
23.0
58.5
33.6
30.5


17.3
16.0
31.1
27.7
32.1
12.7
19.2
22.5
23.1
15.5
55.1
37.0
36.5


9.7
9.1


16.8
19.7
17.2
10.0
35.9
32.2
15.3
10.7
52.8
21.3
18.3


Theme Format:
Percent of students with mean 5.50 or greater


Special
Transition Academic Discipline


 


 In this chart the percent of students with 
mean scores of 5.50 (3/4 of the scale) are compared 
by the type of seminar they completed.  The 5.50 
threshold means that we are focusing on the 
“success stories” of the course -  the percent of 
students with strong positive ratings of their 
experience. 
 If only one number is highlighted (bold) for a 
factor, then the highlighted percentage is statistically 
better than the other two scores.  If two numbers are 
highlighted for a factor then the two highlighted 
numbers are not statistically different from each 
other, but are significantly better than the third 
number which is not highlighted.  If all three numbers 
are highlighted, than no difference exists for that 
factor.  
 Looking at the pattern of bold numbers 
reveals the pattern....  


FYI Finding


Transition-theme and Special Academic-
theme courses were about equal on 
learning outcomes and student 
satisfaction.


Discipline-theme courses produced lower 
learning outcomes and student 
satisfaction.


Remedial courses – too few in the study to 
draw valid conclusions.


 


 These results show that both transition-
theme and special academic-theme courses produce 
the largest number of factors rated positively by 
students.    
 These data also show that, except for the 
Belonging Factor, most institutions are only finding 
that about 25% of their students rate the class as a 
mean of 5.50 (3/4 of the scale.)   With a range from 
9.1 to 39.4 there is plenty of room to improve 
seminars. 
 The other finding is that discipline-theme 
courses generally produced considerably lower 
scores.  As presented to students in 2001, these 
courses fall far short of the other two formats.  
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Why?


Engaging Pedagogy explains the difference.


Transition – 30.5%
Special Academic  - 36.5%
Discipline – 18.3%


 


Why? 
 
 The best predictor of positive ratings is the 
Engaging Pedagogy factor.  Special Academic theme 
courses were rated most positively in having 
meaningful homework, interesting topics, and using a 
wide range of teaching methods. 
 It appears that discipline-based courses are 
least likely to be rated positively for engaging 
pedagogy.  Students report little participation in those 
courses, suggesting that a lecture method may 
dominate. 


Credit Hours
2001 Pilot Administration


% of institutions (N=62)


40%


6%6%
24%


24%


No 
credit


4 or more 
credits


1 
credit


2 
credits


3 
credits


 


Credit/Contact Hour Structures: 
 This study investigated credit hours and 
contact hours.  The two are highly correlated,  but 
there are a few examples where contact hours were 
greater than credit hours.  So we use contact hours, 
rather than credit hours as the variable of greatest 
interest. 
 The pattern of credit hours in the FYI study 
closely resembles the findings of the University of 
South Carolina National Resource Center’s survey of 
first-year programs. 
 


Study Strategies
Academic Skills


Critical Thinking
Faculty Connections


Peer Connections
Out-of-Class


Policies/Procedures
Campus Services


Time/Priorities
Wellness/Spirituality


Belonging
Course Satisfaction
Engaging Pedagogy


Percent of students 
mean 5.50 or greater


15.9 20.6 19.4
10.9 12.7 17.3
23.1 26.1 34.2
24.9 28.3 29.6
26.1 35.5 37.3
14.8 18.5 18.6
33.3 35.3 30.4
35.9 41.0 35.4
24.6 27.7 25.2
18.5 24.0 23.0
55.3 58.5 60.2
28.1 34.9 35.4
24.1 30.1 37.0


Contact Hour(s)
1 Hr             2 Hrs             3 Hrs


 


 This table shows the percent of students with 
mean factor scores of 5.50 or higher. Clearly, fewer 
students gave high ratings to one-contact hour 
courses than two- or three-contact hour courses. 
 
Two-contact hours and three-contact hours are 
similar, however three-contacts appear to be most 
important for factors such as Academic Skills and 
Critical Thinking Skills. 
 







Randy L. Swing, Policy Center on the First Year of College. Swingrl@brevard.edu                                                               8 


1 contact hour courses 
Orientation to Services


2 contact hour courses


Study Strategies
Peer Connections
Faculty Connections


3 contact hour courses


Academic Skills
Critical Thinking


 


 In summary, one-contact hour courses are 
most effective with learning outcomes associated 
with a basic orientation to campus services.  Two 
hour courses also perform well at producing high 
study strategies, peer connections, and faculty 
connections.  It takes at least three-contact hours per 
week to significantly impact academic skills (reading, 
writing, oral presentation skills) and critical thinking 
skills. 
 Conclusion. The number of contact hours 
should match the intended goals of a first-year 
seminar. 
 


Required/ Not Required
2001 Pilot Administration


% of institutions (N = 62)


11%


35%
17%


37%


37% No students in any section required to enroll
11% Some students in some sections required to enroll
35% All/most students in every section required to enroll
17% Mixed formats – no one format constitutes 80%


 


 The decision to require or not require first-
year seminars is often a hotly debated issue.  We 
see that institutions in this study have used four 
strategies. 
 Some use a universal requirement which 
applies to all students (35%) 
 Some require limited requirement which 
applies to certain students (11%) 
 Some offer the course only as an elective for 
everyone (37%) 
 Some use a variety of requirements which 
differ across colleges/departments/etc. (17%) 
 


Study Strategies
Academic Skills


Critical Thinking
Faculty Connections


Peer Connections
Out-of-Class


Policies/Procedures
Campus Services


Time/Priorities
Wellness/Spirituality


Belonging
Course Satisfaction
Engaging Pedagogy


Require
d


Not 
Require


d 


(E
le


ctiv
e)


Percent of students 
mean 5.50 or greater


16.1
12.7
27.8
24.8
27.4
12.9
25.9
27.7
22.6
16.7
56.0
27.9
29.0


19.5
14.0
28.1
29.4
38.0
17.8
34.4
42.4
26.7
24.0
58.2
37.7
31.9


 


 The next three slides show analyses of the 
impact of required/not required on the FYI factors 
from three perspectives. 
 This slide shows a univariate analysis as a 
simple division of the data.  It is clear that, except for 
Critical Thinking, the courses that are NOT required 
have a higher percent of students giving a 5.50 mean 
(3/4 of scale) rating to each factor. 
 Elective courses out-performed required 
courses, but because there are structural differences 
between these types (grading-format, theme, contact 
hours, etc.) We need to confirm this finding with a 
multivariate analysis that removes effects of other 
structural course elements. 
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Required     Not Required
Study Strategies 4.18 4.43
Academic Skills 3.47 3.76
Critical Thinking 4.36 4.56


Faculty Connections 4.35 4.66
Peer Connections 4.31 4.84


Out-of-Class 3.36 3.76
Policies/Procedures 4.28 4.66


Campus Services 4.35 4.93
Time/Priorities 4.27 4.57


Wellness/Spirituality 3.59 4.14
Belonging 5.41 5.51


Course Satisfaction 4.29 4.88
Engaging Pedagogy 4.43 4.74


Factor Means for Required/not required
Controlled for Contact Hrs, Theme-types, and Grade-formats


 


 Multivariate analysis must be conducted on 
mean scores, rather than percent of students.  This 
slide shows a multivariate analysis of the impact of 
required/not required courses when we control for 
differences created by variations in contact hours, 
theme-type, and grading format.   
 All factors were significantly higher for Not-
Required/Elective courses. 
 Before concluding that requiring the first-year 
seminar is a bad idea, we need to consider that 
required courses serve all students – not just those 
that volunteer to take the course.  So another 
multivariate approach is needed. 


Required     Not Required
Study Strategies 4.18 4.43
Academic Skills 3.51 3.72
Critical Thinking 4.39 4.55


Faculty Connections 4.37 4.65
Peer Connections 4.34 4.83


Out-of-Class 3.36 3.77
Policies/Procedures 4.21 4.72


Campus Services 4.29 4.98
Time/Priorities 4.26 4.59


Wellness/Spirituality 3.55 4.18
Belonging 5.43 5.51


Course Satisfaction 4.32 4.86
Engaging Pedagogy 4.47 4.70


Factor Means for Required/not required
Controlled for student characteristics (gender, race/ethnic, HS 
Grades,  and commuter/residential)


  
 This slide looks at required/not required 
when we remove the effects of student 
characteristics including gender, race/ethnic, HS 
grades, and commuter/residential status. 
 The results stay the same – elective courses 
are associated with higher mean scores on every 
factor even after controlling for differences in 
structures and student characteristics. 
 


FYI Finding


Courses that are NOT REQUIRED 


. . . produced greater outcomes
than required courses.


Why?


Engaging Pedagogy mean


Required              Not Required
4.48*                        4.71*


* after controlling for differences 
in grading and contact hours


 Required courses do not generate the same 
level of engaging pedagogy as elective courses.  
Remember that engaging pedagogy is a powerful 
predictor of all the other learning outcomes. 
 Remember that this is a study of correlations 
– not cause and effect.  That required courses are 
associated with lower scores does not mean that it 
HAS to be that way.  We are seeing how first-year 
seminars are being presented to students.  Logically 
there is no reason that a required course HAS TO 
HAVE LESS engaging pedagogy. 
 (It is also important to note that graded 
courses may be important for reasons beyond the 
scope of this study.  It has been suggested that it is 
easier to recruit teachers to teach in graded courses 
and that the grade signals to both students and 
teachers that the course is important.  It may be that 
graded courses survive budget cuts or otherwise are 
advantaged beyond student learning outcomes.) 
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Grading 
2001 Pilot Administration


% of institutions (N = 62)


2%


16%


82%


82% Letter Graded
16% Pass/Fail


2% Mixed


 


 Most seminars are letter graded (83%).  It is 
generally hypothesized that letter graded courses 
signal greater institutional value and generate greater 
student performance. 
 


Study Strategies
Academic Skills


Critical Thinking
Faculty Connections


Peer Connections
Out-of-Class


Policies/Procedures
Campus Services


Time/Priorities
Wellness/Spirituality


Belonging
Course Satisfaction
Engaging Pedagogy


Gra
ded


Pass/F
ailMean Scores *


controlling for  Contact Hrs, 
Required, UGTAs, & Themes


4.25 4.33
3.63 3.45
4.40 4.39
4.49 4.54
4.56 4.45
3.68 3.44
4.51 4.79
4.70 4.79
4.38 4.50
3.93 3.81
5.48 5.41
4.56 4.62
4.58 4.43


 


 The results, after controlling for variations in 
contact hours, required/not, use of undergraduate 
teaching assistants, and course themes, shows a 
mixed result.  A closer examination shows that 
pass/fail courses are most effective with outcomes 
associated with extended orientation – building 
faculty connections, teaching about campus policies 
and services, and issues of time/priorities 
management.  Graded course out performed non-
graded courses on academic skills, critical thinking, 
peer connections, and creating involvement with out-
of-class activities. 
 
 
 


FYI Finding


Overall, grading format produces 
mixed results, even when controlled 
for Contact Hours, Theme-types, 
Required, and UGTAs.


Key Finding:


Graded courses are associated with 
higher scores on Engaging Pedagogy


 


 The grading format should match the goals 
for the seminar. 
 
 The most important finding is that graded 
courses are associated with the highest ratings of 
Engaging Pedagogy – which influences many of the 
other learning outcomes. 
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Linked Courses
2001 Pilot Administration


% of institutions (N = 62)


1 1 %1 6 %


7 3 %
Few or no sections linked


Some Linked Most Linked


 A growing trend is to link first-year seminars 
with other academic courses to create learning 
communities, or at least to co-enroll a cohort of 
students in multiple courses. 
 Only 11% of the pilot institutions link 80% or 
more of their sections.  Another 16% link between 
20% and 79% of sections.  The majority (73%) are 
not linking first-year seminars to other courses or are 
doing some with fewer than 20% of sections. 
 


Study Strategies
Academic Skills


Critical Thinking
Faculty Connections


Peer Connections
Out-of-Class


Policies/Procedures
Campus Services


Time/Priorities
Wellness/Spirituality


Belonging
Course Satisfaction
Engaging Pedagogy


Lin
ked


Not L
in


ked


Mean Scores 
controlling for  Required, Grading, 
Contact, & Theme


4.46 4.38
3.78 3.64
4.62 4.50
4.60 4.65
5.02 4.63
3.63 3.81
4.55 4.70
4.75 4.91
4.60 4.57
4.02 4.15
5.55 5.50
4.89 4.72
4.76 4.66


 


 Mixed results show that linking is not a magic 
bullet, but linked courses do appear to produce an 
important pattern of higher learning outcomes.   
 An important limitation of this study should 
be noted.  We know that there are vast differences in 
coordination and effectiveness across various 
models of linking courses.  It is likely that these 
results would change if we could look only at the 
linked courses where teachers actively worked 
together to deliver a coherent or coordinated set of 
courses. 
 


FYI Finding


Linking the seminar to other courses 
produced greater learning outcomes for:


Academic Skills
Study Skills


Critical Thinking
Engaging Pedagogy


Limitations in this study reduce the capability 
to make definitive statements about the 
impact of linking courses.


 


 Linked courses appear to have an advantage 
over non-linked courses. 
 Knowing more about the extent of the 
linkages could improve the conclusions that could be 
drawn. 
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Use of Undergraduate 
Teaching Assistants


38%


30%


32%


38% No sections have UTAs
30% Less than 80% of sections have UTAs
32% More than 80% of sections have UTAs


 


 The use of undergraduate teaching 
assistants (UGTA) varies across the pilot institutions.  
About 1/3 use UGTAs widely across sections, about 
1/3 use them in some sections but not in most, and 
about 1/3 do not use UGTAs in any sections. 
 


Study Strategies
Academic Skills


Critical Thinking
Faculty Connections


Peer Connections
Out-of-Class


Policies/Procedures
Campus Services


Time/Priorities
Wellness/Spirituality


Belonging
Course Satisfaction
Engaging Pedagogy


UGTA


No U
GTA


Mean Scores 
controlling for  Required, Grading, 
Contact, & Theme


4.28 4.31
3.56 3.74
4.40 4.58
4.54 4.44
4.66 4.42
3.73 3.23
4.51 4.21
4.83 4.23
4.47 4.30
4.04 3.49
5.48 5.41
4.57 4.51
4.57 4.60


 


 This slide shows that using undergraduate 
teaching assistants are associated with higher 
learning outcomes on a number of factors, but not all.  
Most interesting is that after controlling for variations 
in required, grading, contact hours, and themes, that 
undergraduate teaching assistant use was NOT 
associated with greater gains in engaging pedagogy. 
 Additional research is needed to understand 
how UGTAs are used in the classroom.  
 


FYI Finding


Undergraduate Teaching Assistants are 
associated with higher mean learning 
outcomes  - except for academic skills, 
critical thinking skills, and engaging 
pedagogy.


.... even after controlling for:


Required/Not
Grading format
Theme
Contact Hours


 


 There is high face validity in the finding that 
undergraduate teaching assistants are not 
associated with much gain in writing, reading, oral 
presentations, and critical thinking – issues that 
peers may be least helpful in accomplishing.  They 
are associated with gains in knowledge about 
campus resources and establishing friends. 
 







Randy L. Swing, Policy Center on the First Year of College. Swingrl@brevard.edu                                                               13 


Summary:
Engaging Pedagogy best predicts the 


learning outcomes and student satisfaction 
with the seminar


Student rating of Engaging Pedagogy:


• No significant difference by gender


• African-Americans, Latino, and Native 
Americans gave higher ratings than Whites 
and Asians


• “A” high school students gave lower ratings 


 The key finding from the study is that first-
year seminars appear to rise or fall based on the 
level of engaging pedagogy experienced by students.  
 Because of that finding, it is important to 
“unpack” the Engaging Pedagogy measure further. 
 There is no difference in experience between 
genders. 
  Minority students give higher ratings to 
seminar to on Engaging Pedagogy than whites or 
Asians. 
 Students reporting all A grades in high 
school give lower ratings on seminar Engaging 
Pedagogy.  There were no differences between other 
groups based on high school grades (A & B grades, 
mostly B grades, B & C grades, mostly C grades). 
 


Contact Information


Dr. Randy L. Swing
Co-Director, Policy Center on the First Year of College
400 North Broad Street
Brevard, NC  28712


(828) 966-5312
swingrl@brevard.edu


 


 
 


 








The FYI Survey Factors  
(revised March 2002) 


 
The FYI instrument provides 14 unique factors which explore the first-year seminar and other first 


college year experiences. Two of the factors explore experiences with the seminar focused on overall 
satisfaction with the course and the pedagogy experienced in the course.  Ten factors measure course 
learning and behavioral outcomes.  Two factors measure student perceptions of their institution independent 
of their experience in the seminar.   


 
Course Learning and Behavioral Outcomes 


 
Factor: Course Improved Study Strategies ( Alpha = .91) 


Q1 Taking this class improved my understanding of my academic strengths. 
Q3 Taking this class improved my test preparation skills. 
Q6 Taking this class increased the degree to which I reviewed my class notes before the next class meeting [in 


other courses]. 
Q8 Taking this class increased the degree to which I completed homework assignments on time [in other 


courses]. 
Q11 Taking this class increased the degree to which I studied with other students [in other courses]. 
Q12 Taking this class increased the degree to which I established an effective study schedule [in other courses]. 
Q13 Taking this class increased the degree to which I took effective notes in class [in other courses]. 
Q14 Taking this class increased the degree to which I coped with test anxiety [in other courses]. 


Factor:  Course improved academic/cognitive skills (Alpha = .88) 
Q26 Taking this class improved my ability to find what I need at the library. 
Q29 Taking this class improved my writing skills. 
Q30 Taking this class improved my reading skills. 
Q31 Taking this class improved my decision-making skills. 
Q32 Taking this class improved my computer skills. 
Q33 Taking this class improved my oral presentation skills. 


Factor: Course Improved Critical Thinking (Alpha = .91) 
Q21 Taking this class improved the degree to which I was able to see multiple sides of issues [in other courses]. 
Q22 Taking this class improved the degree to which I identified solutions of complex problems [in other courses]. 
Q23 Taking this class improved the degree to which I evaluated the quality of opinions and facts [in other courses]. 


Factor: Course Improved Connections with Faculty (Alpha = .77) 
Q9 Taking this class increased the degree to which I sought feedback from my instructors [in other courses]. 


Q10
Taking this class increased the degree to which I communicated with my instructors outside of class [in other 
courses]. 


Q41 Taking this class improved my understanding of faculty expectations of students. 
Factor: Course Improved Connections with Peers/Others (Alpha = .83)  


Q2 Taking this class improved my efforts to get to know students in my classes. 
Q24 Taking this class improved my ability to meet new people. 
Q25 Taking this class improved my ability to establish close friendships. 


Factor: Course Increased Out-of-Class Engagement (Alpha = .86) 
Q15 Taking this class increased the degree to which I participated in campus-sponsored activities or organizations. 


Q16 Taking this class increased the degree to which I assumed leadership roles in campus-sponsored 
organizations. 


Q17 Taking this class increased the degree to which I volunteered my time for worthwhile causes. 
Q18 Taking this class increased the degree to which I attended campus cultural events. 


Factor:  Course Improved Knowledge of Campus Policies/Procedures (Alpha = .82) 
Q34 Taking this class improved my understanding of college/university rules regarding academic honesty. 
Q36 Taking this class improved my understanding of the grading system. 
Q37 Taking this class improved my understanding of academic probation policy. 
Q38 Taking this class improved my understanding of registration procedures. 
Q39 Taking this class improved my understanding of financial aid procedures. 


 
 







Factor: Course Improved Knowledge of Campus Services (Alpha = .82) 
Q40 Taking this class improved my understanding of health center services. 
Q42 Taking this class improved my understanding of the role of my academic advisor. 
Q45 Taking this class improved my understanding of how to obtain academic assistance (tutors/mentors/etc). 


Factor: Course Improved Managing Time/Priorities  (Alpha = .89) 
Q7 Taking this class increased the degree to which I prepared for tests well in advance [in other courses]. 


Q19
Taking this class improved the degree to which I set priorities so I can accomplish what is most important to 
me [in other courses]. 


Q20
Taking this class improved the degree to which I organized my time to meet my responsibilities [in other 
courses]. 


Q44 Taking this class improved my understanding of importance of establishing personal goals. 
Factor:  Course Improved Knowledge of Wellness Issues (Alpha = 92) 


Q58
Taking this class improved my understanding of the importance of spirituality as it relates to my 
college/university experience. 


Q59 Taking this class improved my understanding of the importance of a healthy diet. 
Q60 Taking this class improved my understanding of the impact of alcohol consumption. 
Q61 Taking this class improved my understanding of the impact of drug use. 
Q62 Taking this class improved my understanding of the importance of exercising regularly. 


Factor: Sense of Belonging/Acceptance  (Alpha = .89) 
Q55 To what degree are you accepted by students at this college/university? 
Q56 To what degree is it easy for you to make new friends at this college/university? 
Q57 To what degree are you able to identify other students with similar interests? 


 
Assessing the Course Delivery & Overall Satisfaction 


 
Factor: The Course Included Engaging Pedagogy (Alpha = .91) 


Q47 To what degree did this course include a variety of teaching methods? 
Q48 To what degree did this course include meaningful class discussions? 
Q49 To what degree did this course include interesting subject matter? 
Q50 To what degree did this course include challenging assignments? 
Q51 To what degree did this course include productive use of classroom time? 
Q52 To what degree did this course include encouragement to speak in class? 
Q53 To what degree did this course include encouragement for students to work together? 
Q54 To what degree did this course include meaningful homework? 


Factor: Overall Satisfaction with the Seminar (Alpha = .89) 
Q66 To what extent did this course contribute to your ability to succeed academically? 
Q67 To what extent did this course contribute to your ability to adjust to the college social environment? 
Q68 To what extent did this course cover topics important to you? 


Q69 To what extent would you recommend this course to other first-year students? 
 


Overall Satisfaction with the College/University 
 
Factor: Overall Satisfaction with Institution (Alpha= .77) 


Q70 For the next academic year to what degree do you plan to return to this college/university? 
Q73 To what degree would you recommend this college/university to a friend? 
Q74 To what degree has your first college year been better than you expected? 


Q76
Comparing the expense with quality of education rate the value of investment you are making in your 
education at this college/university. 
 


FYI is copyrighted by Educational Benchmarking, Inc. and used here with permission. 








 


First-Year Seminar Research Essays 
and Presentations 


 
This package of essays is a collection of short research reports and presentations 
produced by Dr. Randy L. Swing while at the Policy Center on the First Year of 
College. The research uses data collected from the FYI Survey of Educational 
Benchmarking, Inc. (www.webebi.com). 
 
Readers may notice some variations in reported findings as the research was 
produced over several years and the datasets used were updated with new data 
across the years. 
 
These data and reports reflect the state of First-Year Seminars in the first years of 
the 21st   Century.  Due to the on-going changes in higher education demographics 
and the changes in economic pressures on institutions and students, findings should 
be used with discretion when applied to the second decade, or beyond, of the new 
Century. 
 
These essays and related materials were designed for delivery via the Internet or in 
conference presentations. They are provided here because they have been widely 
cited and may no longer be available at their previous URLs.  They may be used 
freely, with attribution, for non commercial purposes. 
 
Randy L. Swing 
randy.swing@gmail.com 
October 4, 2009 





