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The Purpose & Power of a
First-Year Seminar
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Historical Origins and Founding Premises

U101 is for all students. Not 
just the very bright or not 

just the disadvantaged.

Historical Origins and Founding Premises

Desire to make the 
university a more 

humane place.
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Historical Origins and Founding Premises

Grounded in the human 
potential movement 

rather than remediating 
deficits.

Historical Origins and Founding Premises

The original intent was to create a 
dialogue between students and 

instructor about important aspects 
of the college experience and to 

improve the academic orientation of 
entering students.
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 Academic achievement – GPA and hours earned 

 Persistence to second year

 Utilization of campus resources

Paul Fidler

Does it Work?

Body of Research
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of respondents reported 
having 

a first-year seminar
Forthcoming: Johnson, J.D. & Krsmanovic, M. (2025). First-Year Seminars. In Johnson, J.D. (Ed.), 2023 National Survey on the First-Year Experience. National Resource Center for The 
First-Year Experience & Students in Transition, University of South Carolina.

Prevalence 

FYS as a HIP
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Ensuring the Relevance & Excellence 
of the First-Year Seminar

Relevance
(doing the right things)

Excellence
(doing things right)

The Prescription
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Design your first-year seminar for the 
students you have, not the students 

you think you have or those you 
desire. 

Words of Wisdom
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1. How would you describe 
students on your campus?

2. What do they need the 
most help in their first-
semester?

60-60 / 30-30

Give students the 
information & 
support they need….

when they need it ….

and when they are 
ready to receive it. 

Supporting first-year students
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What makes 
First-Year Seminars 

Effective?

Basic PrinciplesBasic Principles
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Community should be established early
to promote a sense of belonging and to create 
an inclusive and welcoming learning environment.1.

The focus of this class is having students reflect on 
and process course content and their experiences, 
rather than simply distribute information. 2.
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Information 
Distribution 

Course content should be tailored to the
needs of the students in each section. 3.
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FUN

LEARNING

University 101 should be an active, 
engaging and enjoyable learning experience.4.
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Fall 2024

6100Enrollment

20Class Size

24Section Types

318Sections Offered

3 credit hour

Extended orientation seminar

Full semester…1st semester

Graded

University 101

Learning Outcomes

• Academic skills
• Managing time & priorities
• Academic policies, advising, & resources

Foster Academic 
Success

• Relationships with peers, faculty, & staff
• Opportunities & resources
• History & traditions

Discover & Connect 
with USC

• Values & identity 
• Carolinian Creed
• Well-being
• Employability

Promote Personal 
Development, Well-

being, & Social 
Responsibility
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Recognition and Contribution to the Field

UofSC is recognized as the #1 
university in the nation for our first-
year student experience/University 

101 course.

GOLD EXCELLENCE AWARD
Awarded by NASPA (Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education)

Faculty
Development

Program
(2011)

Peer Leader 
Program

(2018)

The University of South Carolina 
was one of 13 colleges and 
universities to be named an 
Institution of Excellence in the 
First College Year by the Policy 
Center on the First Year of College.

Our ImpactFirst to Second Year Retention (2023 Cohort)
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Our ImpactSix-Year Graduation Rate (2018 Cohort)

Student Perceptions of UNIV 101

3.8

3.9

4

4.1

4.2

4.3

4.4

4.5

4.6

4.7

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Taking University 101 Has Been a Valuable Experience
End-of-Course Evaluation (5 pt. scale)

4.57

4.09

Year

M
ea

n
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What Makes a First-Year Seminar Work?

What predicts Overall Course Effectiveness?

Reason One
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Reason One – Engaging Pedagogy

A variety of teaching methods

Meaningful discussion

Encouragement for students to speak in class and 
work together

Productive use of class time

Meaningful homework & challenging assignments

Swing, R. L. (2002). The impact of engaging pedagogy on first-year seminars (Policy Center on the First Year of College Report). Retrieved from 
http://www.sc.edu/fye/resources/ assessment/essays/Swing-8.28.02.html.

Reason Two – Informal Early Alert
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What factors predict persistence?

Reason Three

 Used FYI data set & included variables from student data file 
(persistence and GPA)
 2,014 responses (72% response rate)

 A series of logistic regressions were conducted
 Controlled for gender, race, and high school grades

#1 Predictor = Sense of Belonging

CommunityCommunity BuildingBuilding

LearningLearning PersistencePersistence

Friedman, 2017
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FYS

FACT CRAP

or

Students who had a 1:1 with their 
instructor reported significantly 
higher means on the Instructor 

Effectiveness factor.
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FACT
6.29

6.32

6.43 6.42

6

6.1

6.2

6.3

6.4

6.5

Communicate with my instructors
outside                of class.

Identify a faculty or staff member who
can help you with an issue, problem, or

question.

1:1 Meetings

Did not have 1:1 Had 1:1

*All comparisons are statistically 
significant

or

More frequent check-ins with the 
class (e.g. high or low) was 

associated with higher satisfaction 
with the course.
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FACT

Frequency of Class 
Check-Ins

Frequentl
y

𝑛 ൌ 3776

Occasion
ally

𝑛 ൌ 734

Rarely 
or Never
𝑛 ൌ 149

4.564.283.62

Taking 
University 101 
has been a 
valuable 
experience.

6.546.145.36
Establish 
friendships 
with peers.

or

U101 seems to contribute 
positively to students’ mental 

health
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FACT

University 101 helped me recognize I am 
not alone in my experiences, feelings, and 
challenges.

In this class, I was able to speak openly 
and honestly about my mental health.

University 101 has helped me better 
understand the mental health resources 
available to me.

After taking University 101, I am more 
likely to seek help for my mental health 
needs.

4.58 92.2%

Mean % Agree

4.45 86.6%

4.56 91.8%

4.39 83.0%
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27%
VS.

Gallup-Purdue Index 2014

Strongly Agreed

66%

U101 Former Student Survey

Strongly Agreed

Inspiring and Supporting Students 

I had at least one instructor who cared about me as a person. 

94%

U101 Former Student Survey

Strongly Agreed
or Agreed

Of those who agreed

93%
indicated their U101 
instructor served in 

this capacity. 

Inspiring and Supporting Students 

I had at least one instructor who cared about me as a person. 
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In their words…
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