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Brief overview

Orient and engage freshman during their first year

The development of a two-semester freshman seminar sequence, Ways of Learning, targeted at students who have been identified as at-risk based on the results of their Communication Placement Assessment. The goal is increased retention and graduation rates within 6 years for this group of students.
Description of the strategy

This course will serve as an introduction to college learning, fostering college level academic, self-regulation, and community-building abilities. The course, part one of a two course sequence, is meant to provide a welcoming, supportive environment for students as they learn to manage the responsibilities and challenges of college life. Students in this course will work with seasoned faculty to explore, through a disciplinary focus, the role of a Liberal Arts education; the ways Alverno’s abilities uniquely assist them to apply their learning, and the habits to successfully manage a student’s complicated life. The course will help students develop the skills and abilities to be responsible for their own learning as well as how to be responsive to the learning environment around them. They will engage in the multiple dimensions of being a citizen in a learning community. As such they will embrace the beginning levels of analysis, problem solving, and valuing as they become college-proficient readers, writers, and critical thinkers. They will develop and put to use a bank of academic vocabulary, educational technology skills, and information literacy as they learn and study through the lens of a specific topic area.

Students in this course will be introduced to and expected to connect with college resources including the Advising Office, Financial Aid, Business Office, Communication, Math and Science Resource Centers, tutoring, peer advisors, the library, Career Education, and their choice of co-curricular activities. In addition, an academic support team made up of an advisor, librarian, and peer advisor will be linked to each section.  Students will learn to more accurately assess their own learning and performance and to manage their time and study needs effectively, as well as to handle the process of being a college student amid potential life stressors. They will develop an appreciation of the liberal arts as they explore potential choices of major and support.
On the one hand, the LA-101/102 Ways of Learning course sequence is designed to generally serve students who have been identified as needing additional support based on their performance across the college’s battery of placement assessments in reading, writing, math, and algebra. On the other hand, the program does have a focus on less experienced or newer students. First, transfer students are only included if they have a limited number of credits transferred, which makes those included in LA-101 in-effect more characteristically like the other students in LA-101 who are first-time college students.  The particular needs of transfer students are served in an alternate course that transfer students are more generally required to take (LA-230).  Second, LA-101 does not serve students in the weekend program timeframe, which draws a bigger population of full-time working students. 

What are the expected outcomes or goals?  

The substantive course learning outcomes are…

1. The student identifies key ideas, concepts, and evidence in her course readings, discussions, and assessments

2. The student identifies and develops an understanding of the key components of Alverno’s curriculum and culture.

3. The student develops and consciously uses strategies for successful achievement of college-level work.

4. The student reflects on her own learning to identify areas of strength and develop ways to problem-solve areas of concern. 

5. The student connects with college resources in order to further her success in her coursework.

6.  The student demonstrates mastery of course content.

Basis for the strategy

According to the extensive research completed by Milwaukee Talent Dividend* a lack of understanding of college requirements and the individualized nature of student advising needs are two challenges that get in the way of retention and progress toward a degree. Noel--‐Levitz 2011 survey results show that programs targeted toward at-risk students have an 84% success rate in increasing retention and progress toward a degree. Based on this data, we determined that an advising process that focused on first-time, full-time students would be an effective retention strategy. 
History of development of the strategy

According to Noel-Levitz 2011 data, programs designed specifically for at-risk students have an 84% success rate in supporting retention and progress toward degree completion. Programs that offer academic support enhance retention with a 94% success rate. Combining these lead us to the development of this very targeted freshman seminar. We did extensive research on models for freshman seminar but in the end developed this model that is consistent with our overall approach to education. 
Measurement of success, how this was accomplished, what may have made it difficult to measure

The program is relatively new and it is difficult to know if this strategy is the one making the difference but we do know that for first-time full-time students our fall 2011to spring 2012 retention was 89%, the highest it has been in over five years. LA 101 was offered for the first time fall 2011. However, we have begun the process of designing the evaluation of the program. First, because students with comparable performance in the past did not have the intervention—in that they were placed in what is now a still standing sequence of courses—meaningful direct comparisons with the past retention of similar students before the program can be made. Second, we expect to compare student in the LA-101-102 students with their current peers who continue to be placed at various points farther in the curriculum, some of whom will have fairly similar performance on the placement assessments. At the same time, we recognize that our initial implementation of the course may mature over time based on what is learned in the process. In addition, we expect to look at a range of outcomes beyond retention. For example, we intend to look closely at results from our standard course evaluations (which focused on the course rather than the teacher) to better understand how students are experiencing the course in relation to what was intended.  For the same reason, we are considering using some other more targeted data gathering strategies (e.g., course-specific surveys or focus groups). Whether or not we purse these particular ideas for enhancing the evaluation, we anticipate that course instructors will come together to share their observations (grounded in their embedded assessment of the course outcomes) and work together to jointly improve the program.

Comparison of students in the program to overall student retention and graduation data

It is too early to determine an impact on graduation rate but we know that the first-second semester retention results are positive. Retention rates for students enrolled in the LA 101 course mirrored the overall college first-second semester rates for fall 2011 to spring 2012, despite the fact that this student body is particularly at risk. 
Challenges in implementation
We are committed to staffing these courses with experienced full-time or very involved, long-term part-time faculty. In addition, a highly experienced faculty member serves as the coordinator for the course. These courses require the involvement of offices across the college, including Advising, Career Education, Business Office, Library, and Financial Aid. Clearly, there is a significant staff and faculty time commitment. 
Factors important to success
The commitment of offices across the college and a pool of experienced faculty to teach the courses. 
What did not work?
So far, the program is successful.

Suggestions for other institutions
Work with faculty to understand the importance of stellar faculty teaching first and second semester students. 
Any laws that impacted the strategy

None
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*College Completion and Success in Southeastern Wisconsin a report prepared for Milwaukee Talent Dividend by the Center for Urban Initiatives and Research, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, February 2012
