Foven within most sessions, there i o way tointegrate developmental and socal
pttives with academic concerns, Onentation sets the tone ol the campus environment
widd, no matter how many developmental sessions are done, the subtle messages can undo
every educanonal mussion. Peer leaders or professionals who snicker about binge drnk-
g, visttnnion violations, alcohol abuse, or even the catetena food, negate hours of care-
Tully planned programs designed to encourage healthy lifestyles centered around acade-
LU ynllls

Therelore, with all the assessment we do to evaluate our programs at the tad end,
pertiaps it is time 1o take a bard look atthe program (rom the front end. Can we justify
the programs and activities as student success prometers, even if we look at the programs
theough the eyes of our greatest critics? At this tme of year, most of us are putting fin-
phing touches on our planning, and it is a good time to get back to the basics. We need
1o determine, fisst and foremost, il our programs promote leng-term student success
despite the fact that the students are having just oo much fun!

6 The Joamal of College CGelemation and Transinons

ARTICLE

The Dynamics of Creating a Freshman Year Program:

A Decade of Reflection
Sandra J. Kuchynka, Denise L. Rode, and Kenneth Reeves

The development and growih of successful freshman orientation courses often require
nurtaring campus-wide networks and building administrative support through both aca-
demic and stadent affairs. This article chronicies the evolution of such efforts af a large
midwestern public university that begins as a pilot project with only thirteen students
envolled in a course limited to specific majors, and evolves to a campus-wide program
involving an extended orientation course, a mentoring program, and a faculty and stafff
sraining workshep. The article specifically reflects on the dynamics of developing cam-
pus-wide partnerships in the curricular development,

In his book, Coliege: The Undergraduate Experience in America, Emest Boyer
(1987) reported findings of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching
that addressed the importance orientation plays in assisting students in their university
experience. Boyer ultimately proposed that “all colleges offer a short-term credit course
for new students” (p.48), and Terenzini (1993) concluded that this would help “create a
more supportive atmosphere dusing students’ first year of college life™ (p. 11).

Ower the years, researchers (Banziger, 1987; Barefoot & Gardner, 1993; Cuseo,
1991; Gardner, 1989; Gordon & Grites, 1984; Pascarella, Terenzini, & Wolfle, 1936)
also have advocated the freshman orientation course as a means (0 assist students in their
transitions to and successes in college. Moreover, extensive research supports the [act
that fresliman orientation courses and seminars increase student retention and success
{(Barefoot & Gardner, 1993; Fidler, 1986; Fidler & Hunter, 1989; House & Kuchynka,
1997; Murphy, 1989; Strumpl & Hunt, 1993). Not surpnisingly, Barefoot & Fidler
{1996) reported that 72% of 720 institutions responding 1o the 1994 National Survey of
Freshman Seminar Programming indicated their campuses effered extended orientation
or college survival seminars.

Clearly, a body of literature supports the concept of freshman orientation courses
and the valuable role they play in student integration and retention. Even so, faculty and
administeators frequently encounter difficulties when developing and implementing
freshman orfentation courses for college credit, The course may be challenged by cam-
pus politics and by common objections that such courses “coddle” students and are
“remedial™ {Gardner, 1989).

[n this regard, some literature has focused on the process of developing and imple-
menting freshman orientation courses, especially as it relates to campus pelitics. Gorden

Sandra J. Kuchynka, B4, S is Daneclor of Academic Advising foc the College of Health and Human
Scsezces a1 Nonbern Wincis Univessity; Denise L. Rode. Ed. D., ts 1he Darecior of Or<atation st Norther
Winois University; and Kenoeth Reeves, Ed. D, s an Assistant Professor of Counseling at Libery University,
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and Cirites (1989) presented general guidelines for implementing und planning u fresh-
man veminar course. While their primary focus wiss on course content and structure,
they brielly addressed the politeal structure of an individual campus. This political
process of establishing a new freshman course was also explored by Smitheram (1989}
and by Von Frank (1985). Von Frank shared a detailed overview of program planning
for Treshmen and several “lessons™ learned in implementing a freshman course at a small
liberal arts school, Among these lessons were the importance of involving faculty and
stld campus-wide, gaining administrative and financial support, and starting small, He
stressed the importance of faculty development in the implementation process and the
necessity for ongoing program assessment.

Crurdner (1989) and Barefoot and Gardner (1993) presented a more comprehensive,
sequential model Tor starting a freshman seminar program. Their model encompassed (a)
finding campus support and advocates, (b) relating the program to specific institutional
programs, (¢) bringing together student affairs and academic affairs, (d) developing a
ik force, (¢) presenting a course proposal through appropriate campus channels, (f)
piloting the course, and {g) recruiting and training faculty instructors. This comprehen-
sive model emphasized the importance of allying campus suppert via administrators and
campus linkages. Arguably, the development of a freshman orientation course is not
amply Lo assist students in their adjustment to college, but to transform the campus cul-
fure 10 one that values new students and is more sensitive to their needs. This transfor-
mation and the successful implementation of a freshman onentation course cannot occur
without understanding campus pohtics and issues of power,

Cervero & Wilson (1994) provided a framework for understanding program plan-
ming as primarily a “secial™ activity that invelves the “negotiation of interests within
relntionships of power” (p. 185). The negotiation of mnterests applies 1o five specific
proups of “stakeholders™ which include the institutional leadership, the planners, the
teachers, the learners, and the affected public (p. 153), In this case study, the “stake-
holders” specifically included the university administration, faculty, student affairs staff,
und students. Cervero & Wilson's conceptualization of program planning is directly
applicable to planning freshman orientation courses, as it is critical to balance the inter-
ests of the stakeholders while negetiating. networking, and planning for the objectives of
the course.

Likewise, Forester (1989) suggested that planning is “deeply communicative and
argpumentative” {p. 161), [Uis simply not enough to implement a programs it is ¢ritical w
involve the stakeholders in the process. The process of planning then invelves negotiat-
g, mediating, and shaping the needs and values of the campus community e collective-
Iv create the desired program and hence suceessful outcomes.

Iny the context of developing freshman orientation courses and in understanding cam-
pus dynamics, the remainder of this paper presents a case study of how one large mid-
western public university implemented & freshman orientation course and, in the process,
developed partnerships that positively influenced the campus climate relative to new stu-
dents,

8 The Jowenal of Codlege Qsienmnon and Transines

Pilot Project

Al i large midwestern comprehensive public university, planning and negotiation
efforts spanning more than a decade have led (o a campus-wide program called
“Freshman Connections” that (a) includes an extended onientation course, s mentonng
progeam, and facully and stafl training workshops and (b} involves Taculty and stall
across campus working in concert to meel the needs of pew students. A prlot course iny
tiated by an academic counselor in fall 1985 emerged the following year as i one credit
hout elective course for students in one of the university's six undergraduate colleges
The course developed largely due (o the vision of the academic counselor, who, with the
administeative support of one dean, was commitled to developing a course proposal
Preliminary data compiled hy the university’s office of institutional research revenlod
that students enrolled in the course during the first two years had significantly greater
first 1o second year persistence rates and higher cumulative grade point averages thin
students who had not enrolled in the course (House & Kuchynka, 1997).

Program Maturation
The Early Years

Based on this preliminary data and on similar national data, the senior dean of the
college offering the course negotiated financial support from the provost 1o sponsor i
university-wide faculty and staff training workshop in an effort to nurture campus-wide
attention for first-year students and to enhance understanding about the orientation
course. The workshop was held as a day-long retreat at an off-campus site in spring
1990. One immediate outcome of the retreat was expansion of the course (o §ix sectiony
1o be taught by volunteer faculty in fall 1990, Another positive outcome and continuing
priority of the workshop was improved campus-wide dialogue, which fostered height
ened awarencss among many campus constituents as to the issues confronting new stu-
dents and the barriers to their success.

By fall 1990, the concept of offering a credit-bearing freshman orientation course
was clearly supported by the university administration, one senior dean, and the faculty
within one of the undergraduate colleges, Support across campus was not clearly estab-
lished, and, in fact, pockets of resistance to this endeavor remained in several quarters.
Campus-wide faculty support, however, was critical 0 implementing a university-wide
course because of the complex faculty governance and committee structure. The power
1o officially develop a university-wide course (UNTV 101) rested exclusively with facul-
ty curriculum committees. Allying well-respected, tenured faculty and utilizing their
support became increasingly important.

The Growth Years

One step in negotiating this support came in spring 1991, when the course objectives
were reviewed and endorsed by a campus-wide committee that oversaw the undergradu-
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ate acadernic environment. Commitiee membership reprosented wll of the stakeholders
including provost’s stafl, faculty from all s1x of the undergraduste colleges, stafl from
student affairs, and students.  Intentionally, one of the students had been selected Tor the
commitlee because of personal experience in the course and one of the facully represen-
latives had served as a volunteer course instructor. Their experiences in the course
played a pivotal role in auaining the support and backing of this committee to again
expand the course in fall 1991, At this time, the course became available to all freshmen,
regardless of major. More significantly, these expansion efforts were financially sup-
ported by the provost's office.

Ower the next five years, the course continued to expand from six sections serving

11O students in one academic college to fifteen sections serving almost 300 students
campus-wide. Faculty and student affairs staff continued to volunteer as course instrue-
tors, and assessment through the office of institutional rescarch reported consistent posi-
tive trends for students enrolled in the course over students not taking the course (House
& Xizo, 1995}, Yet, while the course was expanding and was being offered campus-
wide, it continued to lack a legitimate recognizable, university-wide course title and
number,

In spring 1995, the associate provost convened a university task force on the fresh-
man year course.  The task force included a diverse group of faculty representing cach
of the undergraduate colleges and student affairs staff from student activities, housing,
counseling, orientation, and academic advising, and many of the task force members had
previously served as volunteer course instructors, The task force formalized much of
what had evolved over the previous decade by preparing a comprehensive course propos-
al for “UNIV 101" that articulated course objectives, specified course content, delineated
qualifications for course instructors, mandated training, presented recommendations for
compensation for instructors, and provided a sample syllabus. The proposal also speci-
fied course content 1o include (a) being successful in the academic environment, (b) liv-
ing in a culturally diverse community, (c) planning and decision-making for an academic
major and career, and {d) understanding the university community and erganizational
structure,

Once the proposal was drafled, it was widely circulated among faculty {especially
those serving on curriculum committees) by having task force members meet with col-
leagues to present and discuss the proposal. In fall 1995, the university curriculum com-
mittee approved “UNIV 101: University Experience,” as a one-credit-hour elective,
extended orientation course for new students.

Continued Growth

The course content continues 1o reflect guidelines as delineated in the task force pro-
posal, while allowing for flexibility based on instructor prefercnoes. Moreover, the
course instructors continue to volunteer from both faculty and stafl’ ranks, with the train-
ing workshop still being required. To date, a common text has not been used across sec-
tions.

Even with the current stability, several significant changes have recently evolved.

10 The Jowmal af Cotlepe Crientation ana Transition

Course sections have grown from filteen 1o 45, serving 750 students (approximately 27%
of the fall 1997 freshimen class),  Some course sections are avarlable as put of freshman
learning communities both within and outside the residence halls. The course also his
been expanded to include required sections for special admission students. These initia
lives have invited the cooperation of the residence life stafl as course instructons and
have allowed for new partnerships with admimistrators, faculty, and staft. These chunges
have been facilitated by administrative oversight moving to the Provost’s Office with
program coordination managed by the Office of Orientation. This office also coordinates
a variety of new student programs and services.

Ongoing assessment of the course examines student outcomes relative 1o perfor:
mance and persistence, as well as evaluating instructors, The course evaluations consis
tently reflect high levels of student satisfaction with the course and with their insteucion
Overall mean ratings for fall 1997 were 4.56 on a 5.00 scale. In addition, student anec
dotal comments reflect equally high levels of satisfaction especially in relation to estab
lishing connections with peers and faculty. Moreover, their written comments provide
opportunities 1o reflect on future growth for the course.

Future Directions

Clearly, in its brief history, the freshman year program has succeeded in bringing
together many segments of a diverse university community in a common effort 1o serve
the needs of first year students. As the program continues to develop, it is evident that
the dynamics of negotiating, networking, educating, and collaborating across the campus
will be essential toels. Future plans call for an aggressive expansion of sections linked 1o
learning communities, sections offered for special populations such as honors and com-
muting students, the development of a corps of upperclass students (0 assist in course
instruction, and the creation of a customized text for UNIV 101 sections. Ongoing goaly
are to increase the number of tenured faculty who teach the course, 10 enhance the recoy:
mition within the university’s rewards system of those who teach, and to expand the
diversity of both students taking the course and the faculty and stafl teaching it.

Conclusion

This case study provides one applied example of the model presented by Bureloot
and Gardner {1993) and moreover demonstrates the significance of understanding issues
of politics and power in the planning process as suggested by Cervero and Wilson (1994)
and Forester (1989}, The evolution and growth of this course from a single section avail-
able te only a limited number of select students into a university-wide freshman orienta:
tion course (and faculty and staff development workshop) could not have oceurred with-
oul gaining administrative support for the program objectives and financial assistance,
Yet, administrative support notwithstanding, the course could not have matured and
developed without nurturing campus relationships among faculty and student affairs
staff. Moreover, understanding the curricular process, the influences of decision-making
power, and the political structure of campus committees played a critical role. Clearly,
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the process of planning (negotiating, networking, and allying campus support) is essen
tial o successfully implementing a freshman onientation course that will be tully sup-
ported by the campus community and will enhance the first year expenience ol most stu-
dents.
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