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As the No. 7 train courses its way through the tapestry of neighborhoods that 
make Queens County the most diverse community in the nation, all man-
ner of daily journeying unfolds: riding to a job interview in Manhattan, dim 
sum in Flushing, a stop at a bodega in Jackson Heights. But on a day in early 
September, thousands of these riders are embarking on what may potentially 
the most significant journey of their lives—heading to their first day as new 
students at LaGuardia Community College. This issue of In Transit chronicles 
the beginning of their daring journey, as seen through the welcoming experi-
ence that faculty have designed for them: the college’s new First Year Seminar 
(FYS), a course created to introduce students to their chosen disciplines, help 
them navigate the college, and facilitate habits of success.

LaGuardia’s students come from nearly 150 countries and, overwhelm-
ingly, they are first-generation college-goers. College is, in many ways, a new 
world for them, and the magnitude of their journey into this world might be 
most deeply appreciated if viewed not merely as a journey, but, rather, as a 
quest. In The Power of Myth, Joseph Campbell (1991, 157) writes

…different mythologies give us the same essential quest. You leave 
the world that you’re in and go into a depth or into a distance or up 
to a height. There you come to what was missing in the world you 
formerly inhabited.

In the myths and literature of the quest, the protagonists, like our students, 
are on the verge of change, of moving from the ordinary world to a new realm. 
They may experience their lives as limited and confining, with possibilities 
constrained; in some way, they realize the need for change and growth. A desire 
to achieve something calls them forth, and they set out on their quest—more 
than 4,000 of them enrolling this past fall at LaGuardia. As in all quests, they 
are seeking a treasure—not the Golden Fleece nor the Lost Ark of the Cov-
enant, but an equally great boon: knowledge, skill, enlightenment, empower-
ment—the chance to transform their lives, to deepen their intellect, to gain 
greater economic security, to secure all the benefits that we know education 
can bestow. This quest is high stakes for our students: It matters.
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All quest stories remind us that it takes great courage to venture forth 
on such a journey—in fact, in a quest narrative, the protagonist is con-
sidered a hero or heroine—as the difficulties of navigating a new realm, 
of moving from the familiar to the unknown, are not to be underesti-
mated. As Beaty describes in her chapter, “Making Visible the Artifacts of  
Academic Culture,” the realm of academia, indeed appears as a new culture 
for students, complicated by the fact that “culture tends to be invisible” until 
one learns to see differences and make them explicit. In her First Year Semi-
nar, she therefore engages her students in a process of inquiry into academic 
culture, “to expose them to its deepest values and invite them to help create 
it so as to make it part of their identity.” Indeed, quest stories are replete with 
imagery of shedding or transforming the old self and taking on new aspects 
of identity. Toland’s chapter, “Science Identity and the Aspirations of Science 
Majors,” is a case study of first-semester students on the cusp of developing 
“science identity,” that is, of viewing science as being personally relevant and 
integrated into the sense of self. Understanding where new students are in the 
development of science identity may help faculty re-think ways to facilitate 
the growth of such identity; as Toland asserts, “the Natural Sciences First Year 
Seminar is an ideal place to introduce practices that build students’ science 
identity and create a supportive institutional culture.”

Being able to navigate successfully the journey across the threshold to inhabit 
a new realm, a new culture, is also very much a matter of establishing connections 
and of integrating socially. In “Community and Belonging: A Survey of Students  
in the First Year Seminar,” Funk examines students’ sense of community and 
belonging. What connections are they seeking in this new world they have 
entered, and what are the barriers to forming those connections? Funk’s stu-
dents “want social interaction, welcome, and support” and identify challenges 
for the college to grapple with—such as piecemeal communications and lack 
of shared spaces—as we seek to support students in making such connections.

The transformation that occurs in a quest narrative results not only from 
encountering and fostering connections to new worlds, such as academia and 
science, but from an internal journey of discovery as well: uncovering, nurtur-
ing, and developing inner strengths, abilities, and mindsets. A critical aspect of 
the First Year Seminar curriculum is thus designed to cultivate habits of mind 
that can foster success. In “Mindset Interventions and Students’ Perceptions  
of Intelligence,” Cuéllar describes classroom interventions designed to trans-
form students’ mindsets, that is, to foster a “growth mindset” view of the 
nature of intelligence that serves to strengthen “student beliefs in their poten-
tial as students.” As the quest protagonist encounters difficult challenges, 
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so too do our students, facing “substantial socio-emotional and psycho-
logical hurdles….” Cuellar’s study “provides evidence that growth mindset 
interventions positively affect students’ own perceptions of intelligence,” 
nurturing the motivation and resilience needed to overcome barriers to suc-
cess. Similarly, Hendrix’s study, “Student Reflections on the Usefulness of  
Habits of Mind,” documents her efforts to facilitate student development of 
“habits of mind,” such as thinking flexibly, questioning, and persisting, that 
can lead to academic success. In her class, learning about such habits of mind 
is “an engaging, reflective process in which students are learning about them-
selves and their strengths and weaknesses.” 

No matter the personal strengths and experiences the protagonists may 
bring to the quest, there will be pitfalls, hurdles, and what seem to be insur-
mountable obstacles, and success is by no means assured. But something 
else typically happens in the quest narrative: There is help to be had. The 
protagonists don’t go it alone; they are often saved by beings that turn out to 
have exceptional, even magical, powers. Guidance, counsel, and assistance 
can be offered by birds, animals, insects, witches, wizards, and, indeed, 
faculty and staff. And if we no longer believe in magic, perhaps we can still 
sense the wonder in employing the newest twenty-first-century technol-
ogy tools to assist students. In “Reading Science: Digital Humanities and  
General Chemistry,” Vance describes using Voyant, “a computer program 
that generates in minutes a word analysis of an assigned article for students 
to refer to while reading the article.” Vance examines whether using Voyant 
software to help students see patterns in texts (in a process referred to as 
“distant reading”) might help her students become more proficient readers of 
scientific articles. 

When we look at the overall outcomes of the new First Year Seminar, 
perhaps we may say that there is indeed some “magic” being worked. In 
“Building Student Success: Data and the LaGuardia First Year Seminar,” 
Eynon’s review of the overall FYS outcomes data suggests that the seminar 
“is highly effective, having a significant impact on student retention and 
progress towards the degree,” and “has become a powerful force for improv-
ing student success at LaGuardia.” In reading each of these pieces, I could 
not help but think that this powerful force springs from what lies at their 
heart: the authors’ exceptional commitment to understanding what their 
students are experiencing and to improving their own pedagogical practice 
so as to better facilitate their students’ success. And to do so means that, in 
a sense, the faculty teaching this new course are on a parallel quest them-
selves—leaving the familiar world of teaching their own academic disciplines 
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to venture into a different kind of teaching. The uncertainty and challenges 
encountered by the faculty are recurrent themes—as Hendrix reveals, “I 
was like a non-swimmer, waist-deep in river rapids, and inadequate to the 
task”—and receive their fullest exploration in “Transforming Pedagogy:  
Reflection, Vulnerability, and Reciprocity,” by Bhika and Francis. The authors 
note that teaching the FYS was indeed a departure from the “predictable flow” 
of the accounting courses they usually taught; the very different goals and 
demands of the seminar—particularly the need to interact with students on a 
more personal level—made them feel “as if we were being forced to relinquish 
the space of expert.” They observe that, “for the first time in our role as educa-
tors, we were placed in an arena that prompted a sense of disequilibrium,” an 
experience that “made us feel like students being asked to learn and practice 
something for the first time.” Nevertheless, each of these faculty dared to push 
through the “feeling of discomfort” engendered when “put to the test as to 
what would happen if I am to teach outside of my area of study.” In so doing, 
they, too, like their students, follow the narrative arc described by Campbell 
(2004): “Over and over again you are called to the realm of adventure, you are 
called to new horizons. Each time, there is the same problem: do I dare? And 
then if you do dare, the dangers are there, and the help also, and the fulfillment 
or the fiasco. There’s always the possibility of a fiasco….” 

In truth, LaGuardia faculty were indeed facing the possibility of failure 
with this new course: Like all community colleges, LaGuardia is situated in 
larger social, economic, and political structures that impose their own con-
straints on our students and institution, and, unlike a myth, we don’t really 
have magical powers to wave all that away. LaGuardia’s students arrive with 
many strengths: an ability to move across “boundaries” of all sorts, a hunger 
and passion for learning, and a depth of experience; yet the great majority have 
an average yearly income under $25,000; many work long hours to support 
themselves and their families; they are often second-language learners (an asset, 
yet often a challenge). They arrive at a college that, like most community col-
leges, is significantly underfunded, yet one that aspires to provide greatly for 
over 45,000 students. 

 We know that for every one of our students who succeeds, many more 
never fulfill their quests, and their opportunity for meaningful transforma-
tion—to build a bridge to inhabiting a new world for themselves or the future 
generation—is put off, or maybe even lost to them forever. Nevertheless, 
despite the very real possibility of failure, these faculty still heed the call. 
Campbell (2004, 133) doesn’t end the paragraph quoted above with the possi-
bility of a fiasco; rather, he concludes: “But there’s also the possibility of bliss.” 
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Indeed, Bhika and Francis record that the faculty they interviewed also describe 
their FYS teaching experience as “enlightening,” “engaging,” “exciting,” and 
“fun,” and recognize its potential to transform their pedagogy. I elect to teach 
this course myself for much the same reasons: My time with our newly arriving 
students reminds me that ultimately, as educators, our true satisfaction—even 
bliss, if you will—comes in seeing that every student who succeeds in the quest 
is a testament to the possibility of transformation: to find what was missing 
and build a better world.
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