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SUMMA RY OF  RESPONDENTS

All fresh man seminar instru c tors w ere ask ed  to ad minister assessment q u estionnaires in th e fall. In th e sp ring  w e ask ed  instru c tors w h o d id

not p artic ip ate in th e fall to ad minister q u estionnaires. Q u estionnaires w ere retu rned  from 75% of  th e c ou rses su rv ey ed  (69 of  92 seminars).

O v erall, th e stu d ent  resp onse rate in c lasses th at ad ministered  th e q u estionnaire w as 90 % (8 4 3 /93 7) w ith  an av erag e of 1 2 resp ond ents p er

c lass.  F ifty -th ree p erc ent (4 9/92) of th e instru c tors retu rned  q u estionnaires. Information ab ou t th e f resh men seminars and  th e fac u lty  memb ers

and  stu d ents w h o c omp leted  th e F resh man Seminar Assessment Q u estionnaire is p resented  in Tab le 1 . N ote th at th e 1 2 th ree- c red it seminars

d o not satisf y  th e low er lev el w riting  (w ) req u irement. Th e 57 fou r-c red it seminars are d esig nated  as satisfy ing  th e w riting  req u irement. Also

note th at ab ou t 4 0 % of th e stu d ents enrolled  in th e seminars are not f u lf illing  th e low er lev el w riting  req u irement in th eir f resh man seminar.

M any  of th ese stu d ents are tak ing  fou r-c red it (W - d esig nated ) seminars. Th is d istinc tion is imp ortant to d isc u ssions of c red it h ou rs and  th e

seminars as w riting  intensiv e ex p erienc es for stu d ents w h o h av e met th e req u irement b y  some oth er means.

TA B L E 1 :  SUMMA RY OF  RESPONDENTS

COURSES SURVEYED: Total: 69/92 (75%)

AR E A R E P R E SE N TATIO N (sec tions/c ou rses): 69 sec tions, 3 5 c ou rses

H u manities: 27/1 6     Soc ial Sc ienc es: 22/1 0      N atu ral Sc ienc es: 1 0 /5     B u siness: 1 /1      Interd isc ip linary : 9/3

CR E D IT H O U R S: 3  H ou rs: 1 2 c ou rses (not w -d esig nated ) 4  H ou rs: 57 c ou rses (w -d esig nated )

F A CUL TY RESPONSES: 53 /92: 53 % of fresh man seminar instru c tors su rv ey ed

P L AN  TO  TE ACH  AG AIN : Y es: 3 6 N o: 7 N o resp onse: 1 0

TIM E S  TAU G H T B E F O R E : N ev er: 1 5 O nc e: 1 2 Tw ic e: 7 3  or more: 1 3 N o resp onse: 6

STUDENT RESPONSES: 8 4 3 /93 7: 90 % of stu d ents enrolled  in th e 69 su rv ey ed  c ou rses

F U L F IL L IN G  W  R E Q U IR E M E N T: Y es: 3 4 5 N o:  4 8 8 N o R esp onse:  1 0

AM O N G  TO P  CH O ICE S: Y es: 70 7 N o:  1 22 N o R esp onse:  1 4
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THE FRESHMAN SEMI NAR PROG RAM: ARE W E MEETI NG  THE G OALS?

Does this early seminar experience help students develop their abilities to engage in critical thinking and independent learning?  On all counts,

students report that these seminars do emphasiz e the goals of the Freshman Seminar Program and that the experiences do improve their

abilities to think critically, write, and engage in small group and class discussions. Seminars also promote independent learning.

Table 2a presents mean scores of the freshman seminars. The table also reports the percent of  seminars with average scores of 4 and above,

3 and above, below 3, and below 2. Those seminars with average scores of 4 and above emphasiz e the goals extensively, and those seminars

with scores of 3 and above emphasiz e the goals at least to a moderate extent (seminars with average scores of 4 and above are included in these

percentages). Seminars with scores below 3 do not emphasiz e the goals extensively, and the subset of these seminars with scores below 2 do

not emphasiz e the goals at all. Note that in this and following tables, the unit of analysis is seminars, not students.  The results are presented

in terms of the proportion of seminars that have various characteristics, or the average scores of seminars collectively.

As noted on Table 2a, students in at least  99% of the seminars reported that thinking critically, learning on one’s own, and writing skills were

emphasiz ed at least to a moderate extent (scores at the midpoint, 3, and higher). Most of these students suggest the skills are emphasiz ed

extensively (scores of 4 and above). The one exception is how much seminars emphasiz e learning on one’s own. However, students in nearly

half the seminars reported this skill was emphasiz ed to a fairly great extent. The only area that students from more than one percent of seminars

(i.e., more than one seminar) reported little emphasis was participation in class and group discussions.  In 7% (N= 5) of the seminars, students

indicated that there was not extensive emphasis on discussion, and in one of those courses students reported little if any emphasis on

discussion.

TABLE 2a: Extent to which Seminars Emphasiz e d  Skills

Mean Score for All Freshman Seminars &  Percent of Seminars with Average Scores in Defined Ranges

Stu d en t  Q u estion n a ir e I tem s

Sc a le:  1= Not a t  a ll to 5 =  G r ea t  ex ten t

Mea n  for  a ll

Cou r ses

Per c en t of Cou r ses with  Mea n s of:

4  &  a b ov e 3 &  a b ov e Below 3 Below 2

Extent to which seminar e mphasiz e d :

Thinking critically 4.22 78% 99% 1% 0%

Learning on your own 3.89 48 100 0 0

Participating in class/group discussions 4.25 74 93 7 1

Writing 4.36 84 99 1 0
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These survey findings suggest that there is a balance in what is emphasized in the seminars, and that the goals of the Freshman Seminar

Program are being addressed. But are student skills improving  as a result of these early seminar experiences? 

When asked the extent to which their freshman seminars had improved their abilities in thinking critically, learning on their own, participating

in class/group discussion, and writing, students reported that the emphases of the seminars resulted in improved skills. As noted in Table 2b,

for every skill listed the average seminar score is above the midpoint of 3. In over 90% of the seminars students reported at least moderate

improvements in learning on their own and in writing. Students in 88% of the seminars reported at least moderate gains in their critical

thinking skills. Even in the development of discussion skills--the area with the lowest average seminar scores– students in 83% of the seminars

reported at least moderate gains and students in only one seminar reported no improvement in discussion skills.

TABLE 2b: Extent to which Seminars Improved Student Abilities

Mean Score for All Freshman Seminars & Percent of Seminars with Average Scores in Defined Ranges

Student Questionnaire Items

Scale:  1=Not at all to 5= Great extent

Mean for

all Courses

Percent of Courses with Means of:

4 & above 3 & above Below 3 Below 2

Extent to which seminar improved abilities in:

Thinking critically 3.66 28% 88% 12% 0%

Learning on your own 3.46 12 91 9 0

Participating in class/group discussions 3.48 20 83 17 1

Writing 3.73 36 93 7 1

Different ways in which seminar experiences help develop independent learning are reported in Table 2c. In every seminar, students indicated

that the skills and knowledge learned in their seminars influenced their other courses or educational pursuits at least to some extent, and in

75% of the seminars, scores were at the midpoint (3) or higher. In 90% of the seminars, students reported that their experiences helped them

at least moderately to research or investigate a topic on their own, and in 75% of the seminars students planned to pursue the seminar topic(s)

in the future. Although students often reported time constraints in doing so, in 48% of the seminars they reported going beyond the required

assignments.
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TABLE 2c:Ways in which Seminars Contribute to Independent Learning

Mean Score for All Freshman Seminars & Percent of Seminars with Average Scores in Defined Ranges

Student Questionnaire Items

Scale:  1=Not at all to 5= Great extent

Mean for all

Courses

Percent of Courses with Means of:

4 & above 3 & above Below 3 Below 2

To what extent did you go beyond the required assignments? 2.93 0 48 52 1

To what extent do you plan to pursue the topic(s) in the future? 3.30 12 75 25 1

To what extent have the knowledge and skills learned in seminar

influenced your other courses or educational pursuit?
3.31 7 75 25 0

To what extent did this seminar help you research or investigate

a topic on your own?
3.79 48 90 10 1

On the whole, most seminars are meeting the goals of helping students develop their abilities to engage in critical thinking and independent

learning, and are providing discussion- and writing-intensive experiences.  These experiences are valued to a great extent by students. As noted

in Table 2d, in 96% of the seminars, overall student ratings were above the midpoint. In no case did students, on average, suggest their seminar

was not at all valued. This was also true for the subset of seminars taught in the spring in which students were asked to rate the value of their

seminars in developing their writing and discussion skills. Even with a semester of courses behind them, first year students value freshman

seminars.

TABLE 2d: V alue of the Freshman Seminar Experience

Mean Score for All Freshman Seminars & Percent of Seminars with Average Scores in Defined Ranges

Student Questionnaire Items

Scale:  1=Not at all to 5= Great extent

Mean for all

Courses

Percent of Courses with Means of:

4 & above 3 & above Below 3 Below 2

How valuable was the freshman seminar experience:

overall 4.05 60.% 96.% 4.% 0.%

in developing your writing skills
(scores available for 16 courses taught in Spring 1998)

3.53 25.% 81.% 19.% 0.%

in developing your discussion skills
(scores available for 16 courses taught in Spring 1998)

3.62 31.% 81.% 19.% 0.%
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Comp arisons of Finding s

In this section we compare mean scores for faculty and students, for students who were enrolled in 3-credit (non w-designated) and 4-credit

(w-designated) seminars, for students who took the seminar to fulfill the lower level writing requirement and those who did not, and for

students who were enrolled in a seminar that was among their top choices and students who were not enrolled in one of  their top choices.

These comparisons distinguish between key groups that we thought might report different freshman seminar experiences.

Student and F ac ulty  R esponses: M ean Sc ores

On average, both students and faculty reported that the freshman seminars emphasized and contributed to the development of specific skills

included in the goals of the Freshman Seminar Program. Mean responses of students and instructors are presented on Figures 1a and 1b. Figure

1a compares ratings on what was emphasized in the seminars, and Figure 1b compares ratings on the extent to which student skills improved

 during the semester. The similarities in faculty and student scores validate what students experience in and get out of their freshman seminars.

The courses do what they are supposed to do and  they have the intended effect of improving students’ skills.
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Credit H ours (W riting  D esig nation of Seminars) &  Student W riting  Req uirements: Mean Scores

Figure 2a presents differences in how students rated their seminars with respect to writing. As reported above, students, on average, indicated

that their seminars emphasized writing and they credited the seminars with improving their writing skills. This is the case for students who

are taking the seminars to fulfill their lower-level writing requirement and those who are not, and for students in 4-credit (w-designated) and

3-credit (not w-designated) seminars. Note in the top part of Figure 2, however, that students who are fulfilling the writing requirement

compared to those who are not, reported greater emphasis on writing in their seminars and greater levels of improvement in their writing. They

also rated the seminar as more valuable in developing their writing skills than did students who were not fulfilling the writing requirement.

The differences between 3- and 4-credit seminars follow a similar but more distinctive pattern. Students in 4-credit (w-designated) seminars

rated the emphasis on writing, the  improvement in their writing, and the value of the seminar in developing their writing skills at least a half

a point higher than did students in 3-credit (non w-designated) seminars.

The differences between students who are fulfilling the writing

requirement and those who are not, and between students

enrolled in 3- and 4-credit seminars are significant, but they are

not unexpected. Students, on average, rated the writing

contributions of their freshman seminar experience higher when

there was greater emphasis on writing at the course (4-credit/w-

designated) and student (fulfilling writing requirement) levels.

The only other difference between students enrolled in 3- and 4-

credit seminars is the slightly greater tendency of students

enrolled in 4-credit courses  to apply the knowledge and skills

learned in the seminar to other courses or educational pursuits

(4-credit seminars: 3.36; 3-credit seminars: 3.14).  There are no

other differences between students who are fulfilling the writing

requirement and those who are not.

These findings suggest that the freshman seminars are having the

intended effect on student writing and that the extra credit hour

results in more attention to and improvement in student writing

abilities.




