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Saint Joseph College (SJC) is an undergraduate (women’s) and graduate (co-educational) liberal arts college whose first-year class averages 200 students. Since its inception in 1932, SJC has focused on providing underserved students a quality liberal arts and professional education, with a particular emphasis on the development of women leaders. 

First Year Seminar (FYS) at SJC

First Year Seminar at SJC is a 3-credit course required of all entering students during their first semester.  The dual goal of FYS is to help students with both academic and social/emotional transitions to college, with an emphasis on critical thinking, reading and writing. There are 13 sections with an average class size of 15-16 students. Two thirds of the instructors are full-time faculty, as is the Director; the rest are staff, mainly from the Center for Academic Excellence. FYS instructors do not serve as academic advisers for first year students, as SJC has an Advisement Center. Instructors are trained during a 15-hour, three-day workshop in May. Each class is assigned a Peer Mentor, who serves as a resource for first year students.  She creates a link between curricular and co-curricular activities and between student and instructor.  Each section receives $100 for course enrichment, although there is also a $1000 pool for special events.  

FYS sections for fall 2010   (Note: the course offerings vary each year.)
1. “Beauty and the Beast” : Romance to Reality  Karen Palmunen, French 
2. Perfecting the Mind  Renee Lavoie, CAE; English
3. War Through Women’s Eyes  Elizabeth Vozzola, Psychology
4. Together Everyone Achieves More – An Adventure Approach   


Mike Gessford and Justin McGlamery , Adventure Education 

5. No Room at the Inn: Homelessness in America  Marylou Welch , Nursing                                                                                                                                       
Sister Beth Fischer , Student Affairs (Service Learning)  
6. 21st Century Plague: Is Humanity at Risk? Jessyka Scoppetta, Writing Center 
Coordinator, CAE
7. Clean, Green, and Sustainable!  Peter Markow, Chemistry 
8. Mercy Quest  Nancy Billias, Philosophy 
9. The Salem Witch and American History  Jennifer Cote, History 
10. Psychopaths and Maniacs: Mental Illness, Stigma, and Prisons  Tonya Rondinone  , 
Psychology 
11. Creating Allies: Conversations about Diversity and Social Justice 
          Diane Drakes, Director of Diversity Initiatives

12. The Evolution of Rock  Kara Kulpa; English 
13. Creativity & Innovation:  Nurturing your right brain. Michelle Stronz, Leadership Studies  
Obstacles to faculty recruitment as FYS instructors:

     1. Faculty resistance to teaching first year students:  
     
  -preference for the greater depth of discussion and focus on academic content

        
   of upper class courses; 

      
 -discomfort with emphasis on pedagogy, academic skill development and

         
social/emotional issues

2.  Resistance of individualistic faculty to teamwork; FYS perceived as “prescriptive” 
and “controlling”

3.  Institutional rewards deemed inadequate for time expended.

4.  Faculty goals for FYS in conflict with Student Services goals.

5.  Difficulty of syllabus development: balancing academic and transitions issues.

Solutions at SJC  [inspired by  research of  Alewynse, J.;  J.B.  Cuseo,  John Gardner; Mary Stuart Hunter, and others.] 

The key to overcoming these obstacles has been to provide voice & choice; FYS training with Peer Mentors and Student Services representatives; respect & institutional rewards; consistent, effective assessment 

1. Voice and choice: FYS was a faculty-generated initiative that required acceptance by the Curriculum Committee and the Faculty Committee of the Whole (our governing body) and received approval as a required course only when faculty were confident that it would be academically rigorous. FYS instructors make all major decisions, including “course commonalities,” with many decisions left to the individual instructor—most importantly, choice of course theme, as well as Training Workshop content and format.
2. Training: Instructors receive training in May at a five-session required workshop (15 hours total). Topics vary but generally follow the suggestions of J. B. Cuseo:

“1) understanding first-year students, (2) understanding the institution; (3) selecting and sequencing course content, and (4) teaching and learning strategies”  (1999, p. 4).

Student Peer Mentors and representatives from Student Services attend the training sessions. The benefits of teamwork are emphasized, and ideas are shared in an atmosphere of collegiality, small and large group activities, shared food and drink.

Cost is controlled by inviting on-campus resources to conduct the training. By training with students and Student Service personnel over the years, faculty have become more and more comfortable with the non-academic components of FYS.
3.  Respect and institutional rewards: From the beginning, FYS instructors have received respect and support from the Administration. It was the Academic Dean who initiated the program development and established a budget for FYS. The FYS Director is a regular faculty member who also teaches academic courses. Teaching FYS is recognized as a significant contribution to one’s tenure package and is viewed as an important professional development tool for new faculty. Depending on their departmental needs, instructors teach FYS as part of their regular course load (the majority), as adjuncts, or as a course overload. They are paid for attending the training sessions and receive a modest hospitality budget for their classes. 

4. Consistent, effective assessment: For the past eight years, the success of the FYS program
 has been validated by several assessment tools, the most important of which is The 
Educational Benchmarking Inc (EBI) First Year Initiative Survey. Consistently positive feedback has convinced faculty of the validity of the program.
Key SJC  Faculty Motivators:

A recent survey completed by FYS faculty from the past eight years shows the importance of intrinsic motivators in faculty decisions to teach FYS:

1.    Opportunity to help FYS students develop academic skills for success in college: critical
   thinking, written and oral expression, research, team-building (4.5 on a

   5-point Likert scale, where “5” indicated “strongest influence”)
2.    Opportunity for creative teaching  (4.33)
3.    Opportunity to teach a topic I am passionate about (4.33)
4.    Opportunity to make a difference in FYS students’ social and emotional transition to

   College: dealing with issues like homesickness,  conflict management,  diversity, time 

    management (4.33)

Extrinsic motivators received the lowest scores:

1. Belief it will enhance my promotion and tenure credentials  (2.33)

2. Budget for hospitality and special class projects. (2.42)

3. $500 training stipend (2.67)
Although the sample was small  [13 faculty], and this was the first year the survey was administered, preliminary results suggest that directors should stress internal motivators when recruiting FYS faculty.
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