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In the Spring of 2004, LaGuardia piloted its
First Year Academy in Business and Technol-
ogy. In the pilot Academy, the first semester
formed a single cluster of three courses: a devel-
opmental course (usually Basic Writing), the
introductory course in the major, and the New
Student Seminar. Required in the second
semester, Fall 2004, the new Fundamentals of
Professional Advancement (FPA) would replace
Cooperative Education's Gateway to the Work-
place, usually taken after thirty credits. Address-
ing internship preparedness, Fundamentals of
Professional Advancement (FPA) would con-
tinue a conversation built around a coherent
set of themes, thus maintaining a fluid transi-
tion between semesters and ideas. 

Designed to contextualize basic skills
courses within the disciplines, the initial Acad-
emy incorporated many aspects of the philos-
ophy and models of traditional learning com-
munities. Participating students enrolled in
courses as cohorts, their schedules blocked-pro-
grammed and their classes integrated by com-
mon themes and shared assignments. Collab-
orating faculty coordinated their schedules to
accommodate planning and teaching times. 

However, LaGuardia’s Fall 2004 Business
and Technology Academy differed from tradi-
tional communities in two key ways. First,
unlike the familiar one-semester integrated
learning community, the pilot Business and
Technology learning communities linked the
two semesters of the first year of college expe-
rience. In our particular case, themes of career
exploration and goal clarification overlapped,
integrating the first and second terms, and stu-
dents entering the Academy were also linked
over the semesters. 

A second unifier was the Studio Hour,
reserved for development of the ePortfolio. This
additional hour of instruction by ePortfolio staff

allowed first year students the necessary time
to design an electronic presentation of the work
produced in each academic course (and freed
faculty from using precious class time to teach
ePortfolio construction). In the second semes-
ter, students would create more advanced
ePortfolios to reflect their growth as learners. 

Over subsequent semesters, changes to the
pilot Academy were made. Influenced by what
had worked and what had not, the original
structure of the Business and Technology clus-
ter of courses evolved into the current, more
flexible "Integrated Community." Now students
opting for the Academy select from a menu of
classes of integrated themes, and enroll in
courses with some – but not all – of the same
peers. ePortfolio remains in place as a learning
experience common to all Academy students.
This new model retains the intellectual con-
nectedness and community-building essential
to learning communities, but reduces occasions
for cliques. In sum, the modification of the
Academy from traditional learning community
to the integrated community resulted in clear
advantages to our students' time, scheduling,
and credits, without sacrificing cohesiveness
and camaraderie. 

But a streamlined academic experience for
students can mean complicated coordination
of assignments and planning times for faculty,
and the challenges central to all forms of learn-
ing communities, at LaGuardia and elsewhere,
remain constant. Our trio of Computer, Eng-
lish, and Counseling faculty was fortunate to
have had the support of the Academy Profes-
sional Development Seminar (APDA) facilitated
by J. Elizabeth Clark, Maureen Doyle, Nancy
Gross, and Bret Eynon to guide us through the
evolutionary changes. As participants in the
monthly seminar, we were given the opportu-
nity to discover relations among our different
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disciplines and to negotiate our different teach-
ing methodologies; to foster forms of student
engagement at a large urban community col-
lege; and, finally, to effectively incorporate the
ePortfolio into each of our classrooms. What
follows is a description of how that process
helped us to create a learning community for
ourselves, and along the way, to grow as teach-
ers and learners in the Integrated Community. 

Jeannie’s Reflection 
Offered at LaGuardia since 1970, the New Stu-
dent Seminar is designed to help students
adjust to college life. The course meets for one
hour per week for twelve weeks and covers such
issues as the difference between college and
high school, academic policies, study skills, time
management, career exploration, understand-
ing course requirements, and academic advise-
ment. This curriculum, according to the First
Year Experience faculty development institute,
is reflective of most first year seminars nation-
wide. However, in order to link the course-to-
course work in the following semester, my col-
leagues and I redesigned it to include more goal
setting and career exploration. For example, in
my class students were to explore past aca-
demic experience and future goals in an auto-
biographical essay that would be rewritten in
the following semester’s Fundamentals of Pro-
fessional Advancement. However, these well-
received career topics came at a cost. I no longer
had enough time to cover study strategies and
test-taking skills, or to discuss appropriate class
behavior. Once again, the course would have
to be revised. 

Upon reflection, I realized that our first-year
students were not developmentally ready to
address some of the new tasks they encoun-
tered in college. At this stage in their academic
life, the primary need was to develop the skills
and strategies necessary for college success. An
ideal seminar for new students would allow
ample class time for exploration of topics rele-
vant to the beginning college student, includ-
ing career exploration. However, time con-
straints upon my weekly one-hour class meant
prioritizing curricular objectives. As a result,

the following semester's seminar saw the return
of study skills and the modification of career
exploration to a brief weekly discussion of goal
setting and planning. 

Where am I now? I am still exploring ways
to strengthen the links between the two semes-
ters while meeting the developmental needs of
our students. Many obstacles and environmen-
tal pressures make this a daunting task. How-
ever, I believe that the mutual support created
by Integrated Community colleagues prepares
each of us to meet that challenge. 

Marisa’s Reflections 
Basic writing courses have long been margin-
alized in colleges and universities across the
country. The lackluster academic status of a
course required of over 40% of LaGuardia’s first-
year students contributes to their feeling “most
alien” in a college setting (Bizell 294), and is
reflected in the negative attitude that many
basic writers bring to their college classes. For
many, Basic Writing is one of the earliest
encounters with college courses, English teach-
ers are the first to enforce college requirements,
and English skills are “the threshold skills a stu-
dent must master before they can move on to
mainstream college work” (Sullivan 380). One
of the major attractions of working in the First
Year Academy Integrated Community is the
chance to bring integrity and content to a
course that too often focuses on teaching objec-
tives derived from a standardized placement/
exit test. 

Working with the Business and Technology
Academy allowed me to employ best practices
from the field of Composition and Rhetoric
with the knowledge that the students’ writing,
reading, and critical thinking skills were also
reinforced by my colleagues. I also learned that
cross-disciplinary collaboration among faculty
allowed students to more easily engage in active
learning, resulting in a livelier, more enthusi-
astic classroom cohort (Lawson 76). In the first
semester of the Business and Technology Acad-
emy, our team’s inter-reliability extended to our
students, creating multiple layers of safety to
encourage and enable student success. 
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In addition, cross-disciplinary collaboration
let me include new types of material in my Basic
Writing teaching practice. For example, stu-
dents arrived from Jeannie’s New Student Sem-
inar with a draft of their “About Me” essays. In
our Basic Writing class, they responded to each
other’s work and discussed audience awareness
and notions of public/private information. In
our evolution from a clustered learning model
to the Integrated Community, I discovered not
only that cross-disciplinarity encouraged active
learning for students, but also that faculty col-
laboration within my department created more
opportunities to experiment with and share
inquiry activities. For example, an English
Department colleague and I assigned students
to explore advertising on the subway. Prior to
our field trip, students read Jennifer Government
by Max Barry set in the world of advertising;
afterwards, we rode in a subway train bought
for advertising purposes by HBO. Follow-up
activities required Basic Writing students to
describe the train ride in essays that, in turn,
served as the basis for more extensive writing
about advertising, marketing, and technology.
Most important, these activities asked students
to think more deeply about their identities as
emerging writers, as well as learners within
their Business and Technology majors.

Avis’s Reflections
“Place the responsibility for learning on the students’
shoulders, and they will learn and then lead.”  This
is the pedagogical “mantra” I have tweaked all
though my decades of instructing. My mantra
has evolved into a pedagogical philosophy essen-
tial to my view of our mission as educators.

Teaching the introductory course in the
major, Introduction to Computers and Their
Applications (CIS 100), has always been an
exciting, ever-changing, and challenging adven-
ture. Over the years I have explored and
employed pedagogy that will enable students
to use computers and technology seamlessly as
they explore and further develop their writing,
reading, analytical and critical thinking, career
awareness, and presentation skills. And at the
end of each semester, I have observed with

amazement the confidence, pride, and mature
reflections displayed by students who have
attained these skills. Thus, with eager anticipa-
tion, I looked forward to interacting with the
new body of students in the ePortfolio, First
Year Academy Integrated Community to help
them attain similar outcomes. 

In CIS100, the students used the Internet for
research, wrote essays, discussed issues, and pre-
sented topics related to technology. I provided
guidelines, demonstrated procedures, partici-
pated, interacted, then sat back, observed, and
offered a few guidelines and facilitated feedback,
as students entered into oral and on-line discus-
sions on the legal, social, environmental, polit-
ical and ethical issues regarding technology. Stu-
dents’ research, writings, discussions and pre-
sentations on such topics as Push-Button Med-
icine, Using the Cell Phone While Driving,
DVD/CD: To Copy or Not to Copy? revealed
different levels of critical thinking, analysis, and
moral and mature learning patterns. 

In coordinating a career exploration theme
within the Integrated Community, we faculty
collaborators coordinated our coverage of the
theme to enable students to determine their
aptitude, explore related careers, and develop
specific knowledge about the computer or busi-
ness/technology careers in which they were
interested. As a result, students further devel-
oped and wrote an introspective “About Me”
which they incorporated into their web sites.
And as a final project they created and pre-
sented their unique personal websites in which
they linked a résumé and an Educational Goals
page that reflected their present and future
career aspirations. These components later
became a part of the ePortfolio developed in
the Studio Hour. In the process of planning and
developing the web site, some students collab-
orated as peer mentors to assist other students
who experienced difficulty in planning and
completing their projects. 

The cross-disciplinary collaboration resulted
in other meaningful learning activities in which
the faculty and students interacted. We watched
technology-related movies and then discussed
informally how technology was depicted in the
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movies; we visited technology industries and
discussed career opportunities; we toured a four-
year college so that freshmen could begin future
education goal setting. At the end of the semes-
ter, some students presented their ePortfolios
to the faculty in the final ePortfolio FYE. Stu-
dents in the ICs now showcase their ePortfolios
to both students and faculty. 

Cross-disciplinary collaboration with fac-
ulty and students has taught me to approach
each course with a flexible selection of theme-
related topics and an open-mind toward the
learning process. I learned that I should edu-
cate students to “grab the ball and throw it” as
they whet their appetites with discussion,
research, writings, projects, trips, interactions,
and presentations in the learning environment.
I learned that students want to receive enough
guidance so that they can eventually lead. I
learned that when they show signs of readiness,
it is acceptable to let them lead.

The Integrated Community has strength-
ened what I have always believed – that educa-
tion is a sincere commitment to greeting stu-
dents at the level of knowledge they bring to
the classroom and bidding farewell to those
same students when they have reached a sig-
nificantly higher level of achievement. 

Susan’s Reflections
Searching for the “Aha!” Moments
As a formal part of college curricula, experien-
tial learning extends across a range of subject
areas and disciplines, expanding students'
opportunities to attain desired goals upon grad-
uation and to more easily enter the professional
world. For the educator and philosopher John
Dewey, life is a problem-solving process; learn-
ing comes from doing. "Experience happens; it
is unavoidable. The problem for teachers and
students is how to make meaning out of our
experience” (NSEE 1). Building upon Dewey in
his highly regarded Experiential Learning, David
Kolb charted the transformation of experience
into knowledge in a four-stage cycle of learning
behavior: concrete experimentation, observa-
tion and reflection, formation of abstract con-
cepts, and active experimentation (Kolb 41–42).

Influenced by both Dewey and Kolb, my teach-
ing goal in Co-op's Fundamentals of Professional
Advancement (FPA) was to promote connec-
tions between semesters and themes, new expe-
riences and new concepts, and ultimately the
classroom and the professions. 

As described in our introduction, a central
purpose of the Fundamentals of Professional
Advancement (FPA) course is to bridge first and
second semesters of the Business and Technol-
ogy Academy, integrating academic learning
with an exploration of the 21st century work-
place. To meet that challenge, I utilized the con-
cept of “virtual enterprise,” an experiential sim-
ulation that requires students to make connec-
tions between their experience and new con-
cepts, an activity uncommonly capable of pro-
ducing “Aha!” moments. Divided into teams
according to their major/skills, students
assumed roles that they were required to main-
tain for six weeks. Students became Directors
of Technology, Finance, Human Resources,
Marketing/Sales, and Project Managers.
Dressed in business attire, the class simulated
a PowerPoint presentation about investment
options that would expand the operations of
“local business owners.” Upon completion of
the virtual enterprise, students wrote reflective
essays that revealed several “Aha!” moments –
a clearer understanding of teamwork, deepened
views of their personal roles within the group,
a greater appreciation of different perspectives,
and increased ability to think on their feet. 

Working with the Business and Technology
Academy provided me a close-up view of early
academic experiences and the opportunity to
design collaborative activities with a goal
towards student success. Second semester stu-
dents are quite different from those who have
acquired over thirty credits; engaging them
required that I adjust my curricula in a variety
of ways. In addition, as the learning commu-
nity evolved into a looser “integrated commu-
nity,” plans for linked and staged assignments
needed revision. However, since many students
had experienced some level of employment,
they were able to make connections between
the importance of education and workplace
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readiness, and faculty could continue the theme
of career exploration. 

One of my teaching goals is to achieve the
“Aha!” at the moment of application of concept
to experience or vice-versa, at the moment when
students connect the classroom to the real
world, and in the real world recall what they had
learned in the classroom. For my class, the “vir-
tual enterprise” provided one of those moments. 

Conclusion
As teachers in the traditional Learning Com-
munity and later in the Integrated Community,

we experienced, individually and as collabora-
tors, a change in our pedagogical practices. As
the Academy evolved, we too evolved, learning
to ground our teaching firmly within our dis-
ciplines as we opened up to the practices of
other disciplines. The challenges central to all
forms of learning communities, at LaGuardia
and elsewhere, remain constant. But for us and
for our students, cross-disciplinary collabora-
tion and the evolution of our teaching practices
deepened a shared understanding of teaching
and learning within a community. 
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