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Abstract
Community college students frequently seem unaware of some of the basic 
values and practices of academia, and part of the problem is that much of 
“academic culture” tends to be invisible both to those who are new to it and 
to those who have been immersed in it for decades. This project sought to 
introduce the concept of academic culture to students enrolled in a First Year 
Seminar for psychology majors by having them investigate academia through 
a series of discussions and assignments. The rationale for approaching the 
struggles of new students in this way was that, by using methods of inquiry, 
students would not only become immersed in academic practices but would 
also be prompted to examine values without being given the message that 
there was anything wrong with what they had thought of as normal; the only 
message was that academia is different. Five students volunteered to have their 
writing analyzed. The study compared the writing from three different time 
periods (beginning, middle, and end of the semester), documenting how terms 
were used, the style of the writing (more or less abstract and analytical), and 
its content, to explore how students were discovering the academic culture. 
The results suggest that students bring widely divergent experiences to college 
and that, given the opportunity to explore different aspects of academia, their 
discovery of the basic values and practices of academia progresses in different 
directions, making it difficult to identify patterns of growth. Nevertheless, 
students need to be introduced to the values of academia, whether or not it is 
through an inquiry into academic culture.

Introduction
Academia has changed in numerous ways over the centuries, and the most 
striking change of the last century has been increased access to higher educa-
tion, a phenomenon which is epitomized by community colleges. The struggle 
that has accompanied the spread of formal education, however, has been learn-
ing how to help the increasingly diverse students entering academic settings to 
succeed once they are there. The First Year Seminar (FYS) is an intervention 
to address a wide range of issues, but in the simplest terms, it is about helping 
students find their way through college to graduation despite the many ways 
in which community college students are less prepared than more traditional 
students (Crisp and Mina 2012, 157).

Part of the difficulty is that higher education involves ways of thinking and 
activities that are sufficiently outside the “real world” to have been dubbed the 
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ivory tower, with both positive and negative connotations. This analogy sug-
gests that academic work involves an objectification of the world—a process 
of looking down at the world from a height that enables details and patterns 
to become explicit—but, possibly, at that distance, academics lose touch with 
some aspects of “life.” Students at LaGuardia Community College do not live 
on campus and are mostly immigrants, mostly non-white, mostly employed 
or involuntarily unemployed, and mostly from families earning less than 
$25,000 per year (LaGCC 2015). These conditions keep students immersed 
in life. How, then, can they come to find the distance they need to look at the 
abstractions scholars write about? 

Academic culture, as I first discovered it, seemed monolithic and hege-
monic, belonging to the elites, and it was clearly better than my culture, though 
I was not aware of having a culture at the time. The concept of the ivory 
tower as a way to characterize academia applies nicely to my early ideas: The 
university was a place where abstract ideas could be deeply discussed; it had 
little in common with what had felt like a push for conformity and basic skills 
at my high school. Yet, even at that point, I suspected that academics did not 
understand the “real world.” The university seemed immune to normal human 
suffering and the daily struggle for survival, because reading and writing and 
theorizing were far removed from the activities of “normal” life. 

To be clear though, academic culture is to some degree a fiction, because 
it is an abstraction of the ideals and activities of universities—or rather of the 
people who constantly create and recreate it. Community college presents a 
different version of academic culture than four-year college, and four-year col-
leges vary enormously depending on size, prestige, and location. Commuter 
colleges and residential colleges represent one huge difference—with residential 
colleges offering far more opportunities to distance oneself from the everyday. 
There is, then, no single academic culture. Snow (1961) challenged this premise 
by arguing that there are two cultures: the sciences and the humanities. Kagan 
(2009) later argued that there are three cultures: the humanities, social sci-
ences, and natural sciences. Each discipline can be said to have its own culture 
and discourse (Gee, 1996; Cohen 2002; Elchardus and Spruyt 2009), and if 
different theoretical perspectives, research practices, and publishing standards 
are taken into account, the number of cultures rises exponentially. 

To someone new to academia, the subcultures are blurred by their similari-
ties and their sheer foreignness. No one is truly “native” to academia, because 
even a child raised on a campus would not be included in the activities that 
define university life. Children, however, surrounded by books and watching 
adults writing for publication and learning as they grow that the writing does 
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not offer additional pay, will feel a normalcy that others will not. A problem, 
therefore, for most incoming students is a lack of awareness that an academic 
culture—different from what they knew in previous schools—exists. They 
often, for instance, do not understand or believe in the significance of reading.

Upon arriving at college, I felt that I was a foreigner—although I did not 
understand the feelings of confusion and discomfort. On paper, I was clearly 
“prepared for college,” but many of my experiences said differently. My first 
B- in my first semester and the note from a well-intentioned professor about 
the problems she had with my writing style were devastating, causing me to 
give up on ever getting an A. My relationship with school changed dramati-
cally from what it had been in high school. I look back to the confusion and 
despair of my first year of college as an entry point to my understanding of my 
students, but unlike many of my students, I had begun with a love of knowl-
edge, an eagerness to read the books that were so foreign to me, and a thrill at 
being exposed to so many new ways of looking at the world, even while feeling 
increasingly confused about what was not working. Today, I frequently see 
similar confusion in my students, but I also see devaluation of activities that 
are central to academic life, regardless of its infinite variations.

In this paper, I describe efforts at, and the results of, helping students in 
a First Year Seminar in Psychology to analyze their college experience and to 
distinguish how academic thinking might be different from their own. Can 
inviting students to examine academic culture help them adjust and succeed? 
Knowing more about how students initially view college can inform what a 
First Year Seminar needs to address, and gaining this information is a first step. 
The second step is to look for signs of change. Can inquiry into “academic 
culture” change student understandings and practices?

Focusing on Academic Culture
Culture is a heavily burdened theoretical concept used here with a specific 
meaning to frame what is being investigated. Coming from the interdisciplin-
ary perspective of Cultural Historical Activity Theory or CHAT (Cole 1996), 
the notion of culture goes beyond our usual ideas of different ethnic groups, 
although this conception is a start and is particularly relevant at LaGuardia, 
given the 152 countries from which students have come (LaGCC 2015, 1). 
Culture is more complex, however, and I introduced this theoretical idea of cul-
ture to students to promote an awareness of the college. Culture was described 
to students as what we see as the “normal” ways of doing things, and a variety 
of short readings and activities presented different applications of the idea. Gee 
(1996), for instance, coined the term Discourses to conceptualize the patterns 
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of speech and behavior that are manifestations of the underlying ideologies of 
particular cultural groups. Culture seemingly belongs to a community, but not 
only are individuals nested in multiple cultures, but they also have come into 
the world in particular families with particular histories and relationships to 
the world that initiate a particular orientation. Somehow, though, everyone 
develops some sense of “normal.” This sense of normal is what is meant by 
culture in this paper and is the meaning that was shared with students. There 
is both a personal normal and some sense of academic normal. The great 
challenge is that students—and, perhaps, all of us—tend to be unaware of the 
way culture shapes everyday actions, believing too often that our normal is 
everyone’s normal. 

Cole wrote, “Culture, according to this perspective, can be understood 
as the entire pool of artifacts accumulated by the social group in the course 
of its historical experience” (1996, 110). These artifacts have been developed 
throughout history and embody the activities in which they are used. Cole 
(1996, 110) notes that the activities using these artifacts overcome the duality 
between the material and the ideal: The abstractions that academics study live 
in the artifacts we use and the ways we use them. Books and journals are at 
the center of a scholar’s life, but of course, these come to have different mean-
ings to different people, and too often, students admit that they simply do not 
read. I therefore pursue culture as a process—a way of engaging with people 
and artifacts—full of contradictions and involving only parts of a community 
in any activity. Culture is fluid and can never be fully defined. 

I shared these basic ideas with my class, and I argue that the concept of 
culture explains the struggles experienced by many students in college as it 
includes a consistent consideration of motivation, identity, cognition, and 
history at both the societal level (people’s position in society and the way 
they and their family have been positioned) and the personal level (the very 
individual, indeed unique, histories that they carry with them in a multitude 
of ways). I cannot begin to really know most of my students, but they bring 
with them some important common experiences and some dramatically diverse 
experiences that challenge anyone who wants to shape a course to meet stu-
dent needs. CHAT suggests that students struggle to complete their associate 
degrees in part because they have not engaged with the various artifacts that 
professors and administrators have come to take for granted (though the dif-
ficulties of life outside of college clearly complicate this process). This project 
seeks to investigate what students understand about college when they begin 
the FYS course and how a focus on culture might change these understandings 
over the twelve weeks of a semester. 



Revealing some of the neglected aspects and misdirections in the discus-
sion of culture, McDermott and Varenne (1995) approach the idea from the 
perspective of disability: Accordingly, disabilities exist not in the person but in 
the society that cannot meet the needs of the individual. In this sense, a person 
who is hearing-impaired is impaired only within a community that hears but 
does not sign. The sad truth is that many students who have had “inadequate” 
educational experiences and who lack “social capital,” too often having 
survived multiple traumas, experience and are experienced as being disabled 
because of their culture. The knowledge students have that is not shared by 
those in power is often discounted as irrelevant. 

McDermott and Varenne (1995, 333–34) argue that culture has too often 
been viewed in terms of what is missing: The “deficit model” considers what 
cultures or individuals do not have. By contrast, some scholars have turned 
their focus to how cultures vary—how students bring different abilities with 
them to school. McDermott and Varenne’s final assertion, however, is that edu-
cators make culture into a disability by not recognizing how student readiness 
(a term common in the literature but not used by McDermott and Varenne) is 
always political and economic in terms of the kinds of knowledge and practices 
that are valued (344). They argue for a shift from asking what is wrong with 
Them to examining how history has separated Them from Us (345). The aim 
of this project is to guide students in an investigation of academic culture in 
order to bridge the separate histories while maintaining, throughout the pro-
cess, a sense of Us that is less likely to alienate students. 

Interventions 
The basic problem studied by the enormous body of research on college reten-
tion is that graduation rates are low. Extensive research on college retention 
has been completed, resulting in an array of theories. Morrison and Silverman 
(2012) reveal a long effort to find adequate explanations of “student mortal-
ity” with general agreement that it is complex, involving many psychological 
and environmental variables. Colleges frequently attempt to address as many 
of these variables as possible through different interventions. The First Year 
Seminar is an intervention that seeks to address a wide range of variables.

Short, focused interventions have taken many forms and been the focus 
of research, because analysis is more reliable with a narrow focus. Blackwell, 
Trzesniewski, and Dweck (2007), for example, found that a relatively brief 
intervention to induce a more flexible understanding of intelligence had long-
term effects. Similarly, Harackiewicz et al. (2014) found support for a “values 
affirmation” intervention that addressed stereotype threat and the cultural 
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mismatch theory by having students write about their values. This interven-
tion had a stronger effect on grades and retention into the next semester when 
students were not told why they were doing it. There is ample research to 
suggest that many of the variables identified in the retention literature can be 
addressed through interventions, and discussions of intelligence and the values 
activity were incorporated into the course under investigation. 

This project, however, takes on a particular method—that of inquiry—as 
central. Tinnesz, Ahuna, and Kiener (2006) examined a three-credit course 
called “Methods of Inquiry” and found that active learning could be taught 
in this context. Foote and Dyer (2014) examined a one-credit “critical inquiry 
course” that was meant to address the perceived lack of critical thinking and 
reasoning skills in first-year students. Examining portfolios of work, they 
found increases in all the target areas. Oliver (2007) examined how well an 
inquiry-based approach could satisfy the needs of first-year students in large 
classes, concluding that the approach helped students focus on applying 
knowledge rather than just acquiring it. Students were also more likely to 
use independent learning strategies. Thus, the research suggests that inquiry 
can increase students’ active learning, critical thinking and reasoning skills, 
depth of learning, and independence. Levy and Petrulis (2012) found a general 
increase in student motivation and sense of ownership and achievement after 
their experience of inquiry, even when students did not adopt the perspectives 
of their professors about the nature of inquiry.

Inquiry is central to academia and therefore should logically be a great 
way to immerse students in academic practices from the beginning. Most 
psychological research focuses on particular variables, such as intelligence 
or values, but this narrow focus does not facilitate student discovery of 
academia. Thus, the advantage of investigating culture is that the parts of 
academia that students find meaningful can emerge from their explora-
tion, allowing student experiences to dictate what becomes central rather 
than establishing how experiences will be defined before they occur. This 
also provides the opportunity to look at the parts of academia that become 
students’ focus as an indication of what becomes meaningful for students. 
No research was identified that involved students in investigating academic 
culture as an intervention.

An additional advantage of inquiry-based learning as opposed to “teach-
ing” the way academia works is that students are able to discover the differ-
ences between their values and practices and those of academia. Harackiewicz 
et al.’s (2014) finding that not telling students why they were being asked 
about their values improved grades and retention suggests that the perceived 



purposes of activities changes their effects. This idea is consistent with some 
postcolonial theories (Hickling-Hudson 2006): When taught the way things 
are done in academia, students are potentially more likely to sense moral 
judgment or control and, therefore, to perceive their own ways of thinking as 
being devalued. In short, they are more likely to experience these lessons as 
a form of “colonization” or control that could easily threaten their identities 
(Jensen 2011). 

The First Year Seminar was designed to help students adjust to college, 
potentially addressing the ways cognitive, academic, identity, and emotional 
development are intertwined. Because the FYS under study is for psychology 
students, the discipline is partly introduced in the research methods used, 
making the approach all the more meaningful but without suggesting that 
the approach cannot be meaningful in other disciplines. The course has the 
potential to address all of the variables that have been identified as relevant 
in college retention research and to do so in a way that can facilitate a devel-
opmental approach and systemic understanding of college. The First Year 
Seminar allows content-light conversations with students in which “third 
spaces” can be created where a “hybrid” language of everyday speech and 
academic speech can develop, encouraging students to mix the old with the 
new as they learn the language of academia (Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, 
and Tejada 1999; Gutiérrez 2008). Furthermore, new words can create new 
ways of thinking and development (Vygotsky 1978; 2004). Thus, adopting 
the term “academic culture” can become a tool for students to begin distin-
guishing academic values and practices and to reflect more meaningfully on 
their own sense of normal. 

The introduction of concepts was central to this First Year Seminar, 
beginning with the term academia. Then, the struggle was to help students 
see the culture of academia in what professors do, the way classrooms are 
arranged, the content of a syllabus, the availability and use of computers and 
projectors and PowerPoint, and the division of disciplines and psychology’s 
sub-disciplines. Readings and classroom activities were used to introduce 
concepts such as academia, culture, discourse, advisement, habits of mind, 
theory, analysis, mindfulness, and so forth, and activities sought to apprentice 
students in academic practices while investigating the values and beliefs in 
use in the college. The goal of the course was to have students learn about 
academia by investigating it, introducing research tools they can continue to 
use beyond the end of the course. There is an unknown (perhaps unknowable) 
limit to how students can develop in a single semester; thus, the extended 
purpose is to initiate ongoing processes of thinking about academia. 
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One activity was particularly revealing and sets the stage for examining 
student work: Asked to compare their courses, students tended to say and 
write either that their courses were pretty much all alike or that they were 
completely different. Seeing that they could not elaborate on these descriptions 
without help, I asked students how many of their courses involved lecture, dis-
cussion, hand-on activities, tests, papers, etc., to scaffold how to differentiate 
among them meaningfully. It is in this sense that culture tends to be invisible: 
Students could easily answer the questions, but it had never occurred to most 
of them to ask the questions. Culture tends to be invisible because we rarely 
“differentiate” the qualities and values that define differences and, thereby, 
we do not become conscious of them (Werner 1957). We do not often make 
them explicit. Beginning to see differences is a developmental process (Werner 
1957) that cannot be directly taught, but a word can begin the development 
of a concept (Vygotsky 2004). The question remains as to whether an inquiry 
into academic culture can guide students toward the objectifying and analytical 
actions that to some degree define scholarship.

Methods
Participants and Procedures
Five students, three female and two male, from a First Year Seminar in Psy-
chology volunteered their written work for use in this research. Due to ethical 
concerns, personal data—beyond what was shared in the writing—was not 
collected, but diversity became apparent through discourse analysis that exam-
ined content, style, and themes. The students’ work was divided into three 
time periods so that changes could be explored, and all the focal assignments 
required writing about education. Assignments were as follows:

Time Period 1
• Introductory questionnaire from first class: What do you expect college 

to be like? What images come to mind when you think of college? What 
have people told you about college, and whom did you hear this from? 

• Reflection on past educational experiences
Time Period 2
• Reflection on current experiences of college
• Reflection on cocurricular experiences
Time Period 3
• Reflection on plans for the future
• A second reflection on cocurricular experiences
• A short research paper on some aspect of academic culture, broadly defined
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Two students did not complete the final research paper; one student 
was missing the reflection on current experiences of college; one student 
did not complete the reflection on the future, although this reflection was 
partially integrated into a poorly done research paper; one student did not 
complete the second cocurricular report; and another student submitted the 
same report twice rather than completing a second. This level of incomplete 
work is typical of the course and demonstrates one level of diversity among 
the students with only one student completing all assignments. All students, 
however, had writing from each time period, allowing this limited explora-
tion of changes in their writing across the semester.

Step One: The Starting Point
Community college students bring their diversity to the classroom in many 
ways. The five students in this study expressed themes in their writing that 
were threaded throughout their work and exemplified this diversity. Partici-
pants are therefore identified by the major themes of their work because these 
themes are essential to the interpretation of their writings.

International refers to the only student of the five to come directly from 
high school: the International High School that is connected to LaGuardia. 
She never truly discussed her immigration or family—or anything else—
but stated it from the beginning so that it became a defining piece of her 
background. Her view of college involved both personal and professional 
goals; she wrote that college can “teach me the right path on my life” and 
help her toward her “goal of becoming a professional person.” This is not 
her first semester, however, as she had entered the college in 2014, and she 
struggles because of working full time. She receives extra support through 
a College Discovery program. Her research paper was on the topic of 
extra-curricular activities, which was consistent with her impersonal and 
non-reflective content. 

Vocational refers to a student who gratefully described his father as 
the one who “instill[ed] the importance of academics and education,” but 
Vocational was thwarted by an older brother who had built up debt at a 
different college when his grades were too low for continued financial sup-
port. Instead, he began looking for jobs after high school and was guided by 
his father to an internship program that led to another internship program 
that eventually allowed him to save some money for college. Because of his 
experiences, he began with some understanding of how vocational programs 
and “an institute of higher education” are different and he eventually wrote 
his research paper on the difference. His writing was reflective and clear 
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from the beginning of the semester, showing the highest quality among the 
participants. He was the only student to complete all assignments.

Second-Try announced in her first reflection that “this is my second time 
giving college a shot,” but she never revealed any of the details of her first try. 
She wrote that she is a single mother of a teenage boy and works full time. 
Her first reflection shared her “biggest fears [to be] failure and not being able 
to fulfill my obligations as a mom, Administrative Assistant, student.” She 
never elaborated, but asserted that LaGuardia is “the path of my life long 
dream,” yet then stated, “My dream to become a therapist/Psychologist 
began with LaGuardia,” suggesting that psychology was not the “life long 
dream” but perhaps college was. Her goals thus seemed to have become more 
specific, but the lack of clarity suggests limits in how she distinguished—
objectified and communicated—her goals. She was clear about being on her 
second try and her desire to help people. She did not complete a research 
paper but she did discuss her work mentoring foster-care teenagers in her 
cocurricular report—submitted twice. In her final reflection, she wrote, “I’ve 
never wanted anything more than to be in a career/position doing something 
I enjoy and love that will matter tomorrow.” Her ambitions are meaningful 
but not well differentiated. 

First-In-Family earned her title because she reported that, while her 
sister was the first in the family to graduate high school and she herself had 
earned her high school diploma “much to my family and all of our neighbor’s 
surprise,” she already had an associate degree. She became a college student 
because she passed the college regularly while working in a nearby factory. She 
earned an “A.A.S. Degree in Secretarial Science: Administrative Assistant” and 
then returned recently because she discovered she already had 90 credits. The 
reason for her interest in continuing college was that, 

It was understood during my up bring that in order to survive in any 
environment you had to have street smarts; and, since no one would 
teach me how to become a street wise, street smart person; I decided 
to become book smart, thus, began my dream of a college education.

She, therefore, embodies a quest for knowledge that is perhaps a bit mys-
terious to her. First-In-Family, like Second-Try, is an “adult student,” who has 
a practical orientation in many ways, focused on survival, but she also showed 
ambition. She left her Midwestern home after high school and has actively 
looked for opportunities for meaningful growth—culminating in her current 
major that offers “smarts” and meaning. Her grammatical skills are limited, 
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and college was to some extent an accident, but she reflected clearly on her 
background, aware at some level of the foreignness of college. 

Masters was a student who had already obtained a master’s degree and 
was both admitted to and advised to attend a four-year college. Masters, how-
ever, was concerned about taking up a new discipline and arranged to begin 
at LaGuardia. He has the degree to prove that he has successfully navigated 
academia in the past, but he credits his real motivation to “my self-develop-
ment training, which was related to depression.” His interest in psychology 
and the focus of his final research paper (self-development) came from his 
more personal journey. Despite his background, however, his writing showed 
grammar problems, and he was unable to finish all of the assignments when 
he became overwhelmed (which he reported to me orally). He was an immi-
grant with English as his second language and worked full time. He displayed 
multiple contradictions: highly motivated, officially prepared but struggling 
with writing and the workload, an accomplished survivor yet seeking a more 
meaningful life path. 

These students’ familiarity with academic culture clearly varied at a 
superficial level. The only student to come straight from high school had 
attended a school for immigrants, suggesting that adapting to the broader cul-
ture was a significant issue. Vocational had more experience with vocational 
programs, yet expressed a serious commitment to education. First-In-Family 
came from a family with very little academic experience and an emphasis 
on street smarts. Second-Try had failed in her first effort, and Masters had a 
great deal of experience with academia, some of it in the Middle East rather 
than the United States, yet struggled in various ways. These differences are 
not unusual at LaGuardia Community College and must inform the teaching 
of First Year Seminars.

Step Two: Seeking Development In Discourse
The primary aim of the analysis of students’ work is to determine if the partici-
pants became more familiar with academic culture—broadly defined—across 
the semester in explicit, conscious ways or in more implicit changes in their 
writing, marking some adoption of academic practices. Starting with the most 
superficial analysis, I found that the word “academia” was used only twice, 
and “academic” was used eleven times, twice as part of a job title. The word 
“culture” was used six times, but only Masters used it in a way that was con-
sistent with the way it was introduced in the course. Thus, despite exposure 
to these terms, participants did not adopt the specific words introduced in the 
course. This failure was a disappointment, but any developmental changes 
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that could take place over just twelve weeks would necessarily be limited, so 
the need to look for more subtle and diverse changes was expected. Table 1 
below summarizes the exploratory analysis that follows.

International shared the least about herself and used the fewest overall 
words (International used approximately 1870 words, while Second-Try used 
2730, First-In-Family 3580, Masters 3990, and Vocational 7320), suggesting 
difficulty in making experiences explicit. Though a crude measure, the word 
count is consistent with a rough “ranking” of the students’ success in the 
course. This measure highlights International’s struggles. In the middle of the 
semester, she specified some college resources—concrete aspects of college—
but gave confusing and incomplete descriptions of her courses in her reflection 
on experiences at LaGuardia Community College. At the end of the semester, 
she displayed some improvement in her description of relevant research about 
academic skills, writing, “Many people use their time to memorize thing[s], in 
college, but just memorizing [is] not a very successful method.” This sentence 
is an example of an explicit consideration of academic practices even as it 
maintains some of her standard vagueness. 

Table 1: Summary of Analysis 

 
Student

 
Overarching Theme

 
Overall Writing Style

Indications of 
Development

International Immigrant background that 
is not discussed

Impersonal, vague, and 
non-reflective, with 
grammar problems

Distinguished 
memorization from more 
effective learning; started 
developing identity as 
psychology student

Vocational Struggle to go beyond 
vocational training to 
college education

Reflective, clear, and high 
quality

A shift from story-telling to 
abstract discussion

Second-Try Struggle with work and 
parenthood, but quest for 
meaning

Lack of clarity, limited skills, 
and overall vagueness

Use of “academic” 
but without meaning; 
meaningfully connecting 
life experience and major

First-In-Family Poor background, but 
ambition and vague 
awareness of academic 
values

Good grammar but writes 
as she might speak with 
non-standard vocabulary; 
expressive

Identified and used college 
resources and cocurricular 
involvement

Masters Shift from practical value 
of education to one that 
facilitates personal growth 
and meaning

Limitations with English 
and format, but consistent 
focus on meaning

Movement from concrete 
to abstract descriptions; 
growing knowledge of 
psychology; valuing of 
resources
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Perhaps more important than her writing, however, was a significant 
event she reported: being invited back to her high school to share her college 
experiences: 

The experience I earn by giving this speech to the students who want 
to wants be a psychologist it was a great experience to be able to 
influences then to the right path. Therefore this event help me toward 
me major toward the future because I have some kind of experience 
by advising others. 

This occasion was significant because she became a part of the academic 
culture at this event and being able to share the experience with the class 
affirmed its importance. Thus, even though her work had numerous errors 
throughout, this last statement suggests that she found a role as someone con-
tributing to academia and an identity related to her interest in psychology. She 
also reflected on a personal experience for the first time, achieving some objec-
tivity. These new aspects to her writing—differentiating two ways of learning 
and reporting on a new role as an advisor and a new identity as a college student 
of psychology—suggest some steps toward entry into the academic culture.

Vocational was at the opposite extreme in terms of the quality and quantity 
of work submitted. From the beginning, his writing was clear and detailed; 
the style of his writing shifted from primarily story-telling to more abstract 
discussion, although the assignments—first a personal reflection and then a 
research paper—may easily have influenced this shift. Nevertheless, initially, he 
described his experiences in story format with the only abstraction being that 
of “vocational training,” but, at the end of the semester, he was able to use his 
research paper to investigate systematically the question of whether “vocational 
training” or “formal education” is better. He interviewed people and considered 
their answers critically: “Though the majority of the interviewees stated that 
vocational skills are more important, all of those interviewed are currently, or 
have already earned some sort of degree due to our societal attitudes towards 
the value of degrees.” I wished I could have asked him how his beliefs related 
to his commitment to higher education as expressed in his first reflection, but he 
expressed his general orientation clearly in his last reflection, wanting to work 
his way into the FBI through an internship program upon his “completion of 
a master’s degree in applied behavioral analysis.” In this last reflection, he also 
abstractly discussed his desire to help people. He thus adopted the academic 
practice of analyzing his own life as well as data, moving from story-telling to 
more abstract comparison and expressions about meaning.
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Second-Try wrote in a way that was more similar to International, though 
with fewer grammatical mistakes. Asked “what have people told you about 
college?” she answered simply, “Well I said I’ve attended before so I kind of 
have my own perspective of college.” The problem is that there is no descrip-
tion of her perspective. In the middle of the semester, she described the diversity 
of, and relationships with, people at LaGuardia, but wrote only of unspecified 
differences between her courses. She wrote, “They are all very different for me 
and academically different.” The word “academic” did get into her writing but 
with limited utility. This beginning hints at possible concept development that 
has the potential for further growth, as defined by Vygotsky (2004). Second-
Try did not submit a research paper and did not show other changes sugges-
tive of growth. She reflected on her experiences primarily in a story-telling 
style, yet her description of a mentoring experience suggests an awareness and 
appreciation of psychology: “I believe that attending events, seminars, or in 
my case a group home facility for mentoring are very important especially in 
the psychology field because being able to learn and observe people is defiantly 
a great experience.” Her missing and duplicated work suggest that she was 
struggling, but her ability to connect mentoring and her major is a start. There 
are, thus, hints of adopting academic culture in her work.

First-In-Family expressed many of the difficulties to be expected for some-
one whose income is low and who is not academically well prepared. She had 
completed a vocational associate’s degree, but the more academic striving 
for a degree in psychology presented predictable problems. The struggle she 
expressed most clearly was about not having her own computer, setting the 
stage for an appreciation for technical resources. In the middle of the semester, 
she wrote: 

Almost every day I find myself in library in order to complete my 
numerous homework assignments. The library contains an excellent 
source of information for my various homework assignments and 
also, access to the computer. After waiting in line, I use the computers 
to type my homework assignments, read my student e-mail, search the 
web, and other tasks involving the use of a computer.

This awareness and use of resources demonstrates an adoption of aca-
demic values and knowledge that is facilitated by her need to spend time in 
the library, and she shows the patience and persistence to wait in line that 
demonstrates commitment. She also shows appreciation of other aspects of 
academia, attending multiple psychology events. She did not submit the final 
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research paper, which was the assignment with the most potential for using 
academic writing; thus, her writing does not demonstrate any movement 
from concrete to abstract ideas. She described her goal to help “the poor” by 
starting her own business in mental health and making “billions of dollars,” 
suggesting some lack of understanding about human services as a profession, 
even while she described particular careers she might pursue, such as “aca-
demic counselor, art therapist.” She thus demonstrated an understanding of 
the world that is only partly consistent with academic values and reality. But, 
more importantly, she appears to be overcoming financial and time obstacles 
to adopt basic academic practices and values. 

Masters started the course with the most academic experience, yet one of 
his first statements about expecting “teamwork,” which is not traditionally 
a part of higher education, suggested limits in his understanding. The images 
of college he listed were concrete: “Students walking carrying books, talk-
ing, discussion about subjects, library. …” In the middle of the semester, he 
described more abstract matters as well as greater confidence due to techno-
logical changes:

My LaGuardia [an online resource connecting multiple LaGuardia 
programs students need to navigate the College] was a great asset, 
which while I was getting my associate and bachelor I felt limited and 
lost among papers; syllabi, class notes, etc. while I am confident now 
that almost everything is in my LaGuardia and it connects everything. 
I think it could revolutionize the way of schooling.

The fact that he got his previous degrees while feeling lost is an important 
reminder that confidence and perhaps mastery of resources are not necessary 
for success. In fact, some level of confusion where there previously was none 
may indicate development. Valuing technological tools such as My LaGuardia 
shows an adoption of the academic culture that is specific to the college and 
suggests that he is mastering their use. Masters also wrote about the impor-
tance of seeing students present at the Social Science Student and Faculty Con-
ference and held out the hope that he himself might eventually present. He also 
wrote about being excited by lectures and by the involvement of students with 
mentors. While he consistently valued academia and its activities around learn-
ing, he expressed a new motivation before returning—self-development—that 
he was able to connect to academic talks. Thus, there are many indications 
that he had not adopted much of academic culture previously, perhaps view-
ing academia more as a step toward a career, but that, from the beginning of 



24  •  In Transit 

the FYS course, he had clearly adopted some ideas of education that are less 
tangible. His love of academia is explicit: He shares a goal “to be in an academic 
environment,” even though he is not yet able to elaborate on this ambition. 

Masters also showed growing knowledge. Though new to psychology, 
he wrote of research: “Out of two kinds of research questions: testable and 
non-testable [questions] which neither is better than the other, and both have 
a place in applied research.” His English usage is problematic, but he seems to 
have begun to acquire a meaningful abstract understanding of research. In his 
first reflection, he, like others, told a story, writing abstractly only about his 
quest for “development,” but his writing became more abstract as the semester 
proceeded. He also made the “mistake” of writing reflections as dialogs with 
the guiding questions rather than writing a traditional essay, showing that, in 
spite of his degrees, he had not adopted the practice of using writing prompts 
as a guide only. With time, then, Masters demonstrated greater familiarity with 
psychology, some movement from concrete to abstract descriptions, and the 
adoption of academic values and tools while struggling with some academic 
practices.

Conclusions
Looking to a few pieces of writing across a semester for indications of learning 
and development can only be speculative, but this small study supports the util-
ity of investigating academic culture to understand students and for students to 
understand college. Analysis revealed a variety of ways in which culture shaped 
students’ writing about academia in terms of the themes, content, and style, sug-
gesting different paths into the ivory tower. The changes in student work suggest 
value for an inquiry into academic culture in part because of the diverse types 
of change that occurred. Students increasingly showed differentiation in their 
perceptions of college, shifts toward more academic writing in style and in level 
of abstraction, new practices in the use of college resources, and changes in iden-
tity and values across the semester. The main conclusion is that student work 
shows an incredible range in content and style that further changes in different 
directions when they are given the freedom to choose the parts of academia that 
are most salient to write about and most personally relevant. 

Students begin college in very different places, and growth will happen 
with equal variation. Each of the participants in this study seemed to change in 
unique ways. A larger study might establish patterns, but the combination of 
personal histories, current circumstances, and parts of academia that become 
salient will make distinct patterns difficult to identify. The many variables that 
research has identified as significant for improving student success cannot be 
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isolated in the classroom, and this form of inquiry allows students to select the 
variables that strike them. An alternative approach to explaining behavior with 
isolated variables is to view behavior as emerging from the complex system 
of brains, minds, bodies, language, and all aspects of the environment (Clark 
1997). Qualitative research is uniquely positioned to study emergent phenom-
ena because it does not depend on measuring narrowly defined variables. This 
study looked broadly at changes across the semester to discover what emerged, 
and it suggests diversity that deserves further research. Students are helped 
by introductions to different aspects of academia—this is the purpose of First 
Year Seminars—and the advantages of an inquiry into academic culture include 
“doing” academia while discovering the ideologies and practices of the culture. 

One of the great struggles of teaching FYS is getting student participation 
in the full range of activities that the First Year Seminar promotes, and this 
difficulty is likely to remain as long as diverse people have the opportunity to 
seek higher education. Often, faculty focus so strongly on getting the participa-
tion that central aspects of academic culture—such as curiosity and the love of 
knowledge—can get lost. Masters offered an important critique of his experi-
ences that is worth keeping in mind:

Some professors keep emphasizing on such secondary thin[g]s as atten-
dance, rather I believe that they could put emphasis on the value of 
learning which I believe it’s the primary objective of the college experi-
ence. I know that attendance, punctuality, etc. is really important and 
ticket to our success in college, however it’s the most thing talked about 
by some professors and it makes [me] lose my focus. 

To truly enculturate students to academia, faculty need to expose them 
to its deepest values and invite them to help create it so as to make it part of 
their identity. Thus, our practices as faculty need to embody our central values. 
Researching the broad idea of academic culture invites students to move in the 
directions that most attract them and may help them to commit to the experi-
ence of higher education while gathering skills and knowledge as secondary to 
the process. Enculturation will help students succeed.
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Author’s Reflection
The biggest challenge for me during the Carnegie Seminar was working to 
write less theoretically and for a more general audience. It was frustrating 
to try to figure out how to be clear when my words weren’t understood with 
the meanings I had intended. I joined the Carnegie seminar because I wanted 
to focus on the First Year Seminar and I wanted to learn to make writing a 
more social process, instead of disappearing into a hole to write and then 
emerging when I think it is done. However, this way of writing was far more 
social than I’ve ever experienced; I found it difficult to share text that felt in 
no way finished. In some ways, the process felt almost backwards—spending 
so much time writing the introduction and literature review before planning 
out the study. It’s always a back and forth process, but I’ve always done the 
“real” writing after collecting data. I’ve also been forced to think through the 
words I use much more deeply—there was no assuming that my words will be 
understood in the way I intend them to be. Most of all, I needed to get writing 
again—also difficult lately—and writing in more varied ways.

As a process of working on my paper and witnessing the development of 
other participants’ projects, I’ve thought a lot more about how the different 
activities within the First Year Seminar fit together. I also find that I have been 
listening to my students differently: The distinctions I found in my students’ 
work for the paper are more visible in my current students. I try to question 
the assumptions I have about my students more often.

Moving forward, I plan to collect more data so that I can go beyond 
individual differences to find patterns, but my challenge will be to maintain 
the individuality even while looking for patterns. I will also return to reading 
to see if there is research that relates more directly to what I did—particularly 
to parts of the results that I hadn’t thought through beforehand—and to see if 
there is something that can really add to my conclusion. I want more ideas for 
how to present the data because it’s difficult to present qualitative research in 
a journal article, so I want to look more at how data is presented—targeting 
particularly journals that I might publish it in. I think it is important that I 
publish this for an audience focused on teaching, but I may integrate this work 
into the book I hope to publish some day on development in community col-
lege students. I’m at least leaving that possibility open. But for the moment, 
I want to work hard to keep it simple—to prevent myself from complicating 
things further than I might.



Reading Science: Digital Humanities and 
General Chemistry

Jennifer Vance, Natural Sciences

Abstract
Scientific papers often present challenges to undergraduate readers. This 
paper reports on research to explore whether Voyant, a digital humanities text 
analysis tool, might help students become more proficient and independent 
readers of scientific articles. Students taking Honors General Chemistry 2 were 
introduced to Voyant. For the study, they read, analyzed, and summarized 
a scientific paper without the use of Voyant to establish a baseline measure 
of their skills. They then read, analyzed, and summarized a second scientific 
paper with the aid of Voyant, and a third one without Voyant again. For the 
first article, the students earned an average of 7.6 points out of 10. For the 
second article, they gained a point, reaching an average of 8.7. For the third 
article, students maintained the gain with an average of 8.6 points. In addition, 
thematic coding of answers to open-ended survey questions posed after the 
second article confirmed reports by eleven out of fourteen students that Voyant 
had helped them; however, for the third article, only four missed the assistance 
of Voyant. In conclusion, Voyant was found to be a helpful temporary aid for 
reading scientific papers.

Introduction
Scientific articles present a gateway to fascinating STEM (science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics) fields and allow students to gain current 
information about research. An emphasis on encouraging students to engage 
in research outside the classroom during their undergraduate education has 
been reported as a path to greater student persistence and retention (Graham 
et al. 2013). In addition, researchers report that students who do such research 
have greater success in graduate school than their less experienced classmates 
(Gilmore et al. 2015). By reading scientific articles, students engage with the 
background of their future fields and current projects. In addition, in the class-
room, students frequently need to read some scientific articles when writing 
their research papers.

However, reading scientific literature can be daunting to an undergraduate 
student, because there is usually a gap in reading level between the classroom 
textbook and scientific journal articles (Mallow 1991). In addition, extensive 
scientific background and vocabulary are referenced and assumed. Finally, 
there is a level of uncertainty in reading current research that results from not 
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understanding the entire article, because scientific articles frequently report on 
complex techniques and equipment (Mallow 1991).

In an attempt to make the process faster for students, I decided to apply 
Voyant, a tool of the digital humanities, toward the reading of scientific articles 
in the classroom. In 2013–2014, I had been a participant in the professional 
development seminar initiated by Provost Paul Arcario, the Provost’s Learning 
Space, which that year focused on the digital humanities. Voyant software can 
be used for any text that is in digital form and, therefore, can be used across 
the disciplines. In the fall of 2014, I introduced the tool to my classes with the 
goal of promoting transferrable skills such as finding the main idea, defining 
vocabulary, and being comfortable with possible uncertainty. My students had 
a very positive response to the use of Voyant. The purpose of this article is to 
determine whether Voyant, a free online digital humanities tool, can serve as 
a sort of “training wheels” to spur students into becoming effective and inde-
pendent readers of scientific articles. 

Literature Review
Reading Scientific Articles in the Science Classroom
Science educators have reported including scientific journal articles in the cur-
riculum for a variety of reasons: guiding students in summarizing; teaching 
scientific writing and enhanced problem solving; and increasing the interest 
level of the class. Several papers have been written about using scientific 
journal articles to teach writing (Paulson 2001; Tilstra 2001; Carlisle and 
Kinsinger 1977; Whelan and Zare 2003). Some papers offer help in reading 
and summarizing journal articles (Bennett and Taubman 2013; Drake, Acosta, 
and Smith 1997; Roecker 2007). For instance, students taking a third-year 
Introduction to Chemical Research course at Annapolis State University in 
Boone, North Carolina were given excerpts from scientific articles and asked 
to pick a key sentence that summarized each paragraph. They then created 
a PowerPoint slide with a key sentence as the title. The supporting sentences 
were used to write bullet points. Students were surveyed and they said that 
this technique helped them in “finding keywords and concepts, understanding 
the author’s point, and determining how to organize and evaluate informa-
tion for a presentation” (Bennett and Taubman 2013, 743). This is a creative 
approach to reading papers in science, although the students were not given 
an entire paper and the papers were chosen so that the students did not have 
to deal with technical jargon (Bennett and Taubman 2013).

Another type of summarizing method was introduced in the literature as 
KENSHU, the Japanese word for “research understanding” (Drake, Acosta, 
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and Smith 1997, 186). This method was adapted from a top Japanese national 
university and involved translation of articles, summarizing, and present-
ing. The students worked in pairs on science articles with an experimental 
procedure (Drake, Acosta, and Smith 1997). Alternatively, students in an 
Analytical Chemistry class were given prescreened articles and were asked 
questions about them. The author specifically chose analytical science papers 
with experimental data. The students reported that these papers helped them 
with exams and gave them more exposure to scientific literature (Roecker 
2007). Lastly, some articles report the process and benefits of incorporating 
journal reading into the curriculum to increase interest in the course (Floutz 
1936; Duncan 1973).

Reading in Other Disciplines’ Classrooms
Summarization itself is a reading strategy for increasing comprehension of 
texts (Thiede and Anderson 2003). Friend presents this strategy as having 
“four defining features: (a) it is short, (b) it tells what is most important to 
the author, (c) it is written ‘in your own words,’ and (d) it states the informa-
tion ‘you need to study’” (Friend 2000/2001, 320; italics in original). Spörer, 
Brunstein, and Kieschke (2008) taught readers four strategies for increased 
comprehension: “summarizing, questioning, clarifying, and predicting” (272). 
They also reflected on the positive effects of asking students to teach each other. 
McNamara (2009) expands on these strategies to include: “1) comprehen-
sion monitoring, 2) paraphrasing, 3) elaboration, 4) logic or common sense, 
5) predictions, and bridging [inference]” (35). Finally, Liu, Chen, and Chang 
(2010) reported the use of computer-assisted concept mapping as a technique 
for increasing reading comprehension with English as a Foreign Language 
(EFL) students. 

Voyant Software
This paper differs from the literature reviewed above in that it reports on 
the use of a computer program that generates in minutes a word analysis of 
an assigned article for students to refer to while reading the article. Voyant 
software, available free online, analyzes the scientific article or articles and 
generates a word cloud, a word frequency list, a graph of frequent words, 
and a presentation of keywords in sentences. Students can quickly see themes 
and difficult words in context. For students who speak English as a second 
language, seeing the words in context can be particularly helpful. Using Voy-
ant in this way has not been reported in the literature, but it has been used to 
analyze medical survey responses (Maramba et al. 2015).
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Voyant, which is found at http://www.voyant-tools.org, is a text analysis 
tool used in the digital humanities. The digital humanities is a new and thriving 
field which looks for patterns in texts by way of what is called “distant read-
ing.” Literary scholar Franco Moretti’s view of distant reading is described as 
“understanding literature not by studying particular texts, but by aggregating 
and analyzing massive amounts of data” (Schulz 2011). Voyant is a distant 
reading tool. There is some controversy in the Humanities with regard to this 
type of study of large amounts of data made available by the digitization of 
vast numbers of books (Gooding, Terras, and Warwick 2013; Serlen 2010). 
Since participants in this study also had to read the paper, the controversy is 
avoided. An example of work done with distant reading is Ana Mitric’s (2007) 
essay on “Jane Austen and Civility: A Distant Reading.”

In addition to reading scientific papers for research outside the classroom, 
students must read scientific papers as part of the general chemistry curriculum 
because they need to use journal articles to write their own research papers. As 
professional scientists, students will need to read scientific papers for a living. 
The present study explores whether the Voyant tool will help students become 
more proficient with reading and summarizing scientific papers.

Method
Voyant analyzes an article cut and pasted from a PDF or HTML document, 
generating a word cloud, a word frequency list, the printed article, a graph of 
word frequencies, and the words in their context sentences. The word cloud 
simply displays words in sizes that represent their relative frequencies within 
the text of the article. The graph of the word frequencies provides a picture 
of where the chosen words appear in the article. Finally, the words in their 
context sentences allow students to see how important words are used in a 
sentence in the article. In order for the program to be most useful, it is very 
important to click on the gear-shaped icon to filter out repetitive words such as 
“the,” “a,” and “and.” Click on the box for stopwords in English and on the 
box to apply a stopword list globally. I booked a computer classroom for my 
students when I introduced Voyant and made sure that all the students were 
able to get the Voyant analysis to work.

In my experience with General Chemistry I and II students at LaGuardia 
Community College, I have found that there is a gap between reading the text-
book and diving into the literature. For this exploration, fourteen students in 
the Honors General Chemistry II course in spring 2016 read an article without 
Voyant, wrote a summary, and answered some survey questions. Next, the 
students read an article with Voyant, wrote a summary, and answered survey 
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questions. Finally, students read another paper without Voyant, wrote a sum-
mary, and answered survey questions. The articles were checked in Microsoft 
Word for grade level to make sure that they were comparable; the three articles 
had a grade level of 13.3, 13.4, and 13.5 respectively. Students received a 
rubric of expectations for each article summary assignment (figure 1). The 
surveys were analyzed with thematic coding, that is, searching for common 
themes in the survey responses.

Results and Discussion
The First Article
The first article, summary, and survey were designed to get a baseline estimate 
of the students’ abilities in summarizing articles. The first article was titled 
“Use of Human Urine Fertilizer in Cultivation of Cabbage (Brassica olera-
cea): Impacts on Chemical, Microbial, and Flavor Quality” (Pradhan et al. 
2007). This article had a reading level of grade 13.3. Of all the articles, it was 

Figure 1: Summary Writing Instructions and Rubric
Please write a 250-word summary of the scientific article. Use the follow-
ing rubric for guidance in creating your summary.

Summary Evaluation Attributes Points Given

Excellent • Clear main idea in the first sentence
• All important details are included
• Details are in logical order
• Ideas are connected to make the writing flow
• Author restates the main idea as a conclusion, with-

out writing it in the same way as the first sentence

10

Good • Clear main idea in the first sentence
• Important details are included but some might be 

missing
• Ideas are in logical order
• Restated main idea does not differ from the first 

sentence

8

Missing Some Components • Main idea is unclear—not specifically stated in the 
writing

• Some critical information is missing
• Ideas are in random order and not logical
• Main idea is not restated

6

Missing More Components • Main idea is not given in the first sentence
• Contains only some details
• Ideas are not in logical order
• Missing the concluding sentence with the restated 

main idea

4

Adapted from http://parks.sandi.net/pages/Lesson%20Plans/Summary_Rubric.html.
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probably the easiest because it had fewer unfamiliar scientific terms than the 
other two articles. I chose an article about cabbage because the other articles 
are related to cabbage. In particular, red cabbage contains anthocyanins, which 
are natural dyes that we discussed throughout the course in our research proj-
ects. In a survey after the first article summary assignment, I asked the students 
about their process of crafting the summary. I asked them if creating the sum-
mary was difficult, and why or why not. My Honors students achieved a fairly 
high baseline score of 7.6 points out of 10 for the first summary. Six of the 
students reported using highlighting as a technique for drawing out the main 
ideas. Two read the paper and used the Internet to help them with difficult 
terms. Three mentioned outlining the article. As for the question of difficulty, 
nine students said the article was not very difficult. One student commented, 
“It was not that difficult. The article was really interesting to me and so that 
allowed me to engage it well. Overall thought it was a good fair article.” 
Five students said that the article was difficult. One student compared it to 
SAT questions: “Yes, because the article was almost like the passages that are 
offered in the English section of the SATs and those long passages requires a 
lot of analysis in order to decipher it into one’s own words and understanding. 
Especially since this article felt more longer.” One student used an interesting 
term—“filtered out”—to describe his process of summarizing. He reported, “It 
wasn’t that very difficult. There was a lot of technical details and the important 
parts had to be filtered out.” 

Second Article
For the second article, which they read with Voyant, the students achieved an 
average of 8.7 out of 10, which reflected a gain of one point over their average 
score of 7.6 for the summaries they had written without Voyant. The second 
article was titled “Anthocyanins Contents, Profiles, and Color Characteristics 
of Red Cabbage Extracts from Different Cultivars and Maturity Stages” 
(Ahmadiani et al. 2014). This article had a reading level of 13.4. In their work 
with the second article, eight students improved, three students stayed the 
same, one student did worse, and two students did not hand in the second 
summary. The students were asked about their process of crafting the sum-
mary, whether the process was difficult, whether Voyant had helped in any 
way and, if yes, in what ways. Eleven students reported that Voyant had helped 
them write the summary. In general, students suggested that they could find 
the keywords and focus of the article more quickly: “Voyant helped me get to 
details faster and easier.” The majority of the students found Voyant helpful 
for the second article, but four students felt that it had not helped them. Some 
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of them preferred their highlighting method over using the software. Some of 
the students misunderstood and thought I was asking them to use Voyant as 
a substitute for reading the article: “I did not like not being able to physically 
read the article. What usually helps me is reading and manually highlighting an 
article, while also being able to write and scribble notes in the margins. Voyant 
did help in finding sections quicker but I would not use it alone.” None of the 
students reported that they could write the summary without reading the article 
in detail. Voyant was not viewed as an effective substitute for reading the article.

Third Article
Finally, for their summaries of the third article, read without Voyant, the 
students achieved an average of 8.6 points out of 10. Students gained a point 
with the use of Voyant, and kept that gain without Voyant for the third article. 
The third article was titled “Influence of Steviol Glycosides on the Stability of 
Vitamin C and Anthocyanins” (Woźniak, Marszalek, and Skąpska 2014). This 
article had a grade level of 13.5. For the third article, three students improved, 
four stayed the same, five did worse, and two did not hand in the summary. 
The most extensive number of improving students was seen after the second 
article, but this result could have been due partially to the students becoming 
more comfortable with the assignment. Since this was an Honors class, the 
students were relatively strong readers to start with, having averaged a base-
line 7.6 out 10. Some of them had techniques for reading articles that they 
already felt comfortable with. Regarding the third article, students were asked 
if they missed Voyant, and four said yes, and eight said no. It was interesting 
that many of the same students who said that Voyant helped after the second 
article were convinced they did not need it for the third article. One student 
said, “No, I did not [miss Voyant]. Although it may have been helpful, I can do 
just as good without it.” One student thought there were too many keywords 
to sift through: “Voyant was not [used] during crafting the summary because 
there were too many keywords and it was necessary to read the whole text and 
understand.” Some students did not want to bother with Voyant, if it meant 
they still had to read the whole article. One student used Voyant for the third 
article despite my instructions, and said, “Yes, I used Voyant because it gave 
clear idea of terms mostly used and also separates the main points.” Although 
there was not the same jump in improvement and actually five students did 
worse with the third article, the students maintained nearly the same average 
as the second article. 

Based on these results, we can conclude that Voyant helped students with 
their summaries but was not necessary for the third article. Students made 
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gains with Voyant and kept their gains without Voyant for the third article; by 
then, the majority felt comfortable without the aid of Voyant. I think that the 
major benefit of Voyant is that it saves time by distilling the article into key-
words and placing those keywords into their context sentences. Some students 
who are less than experienced readers might not have the persistence to wade 
through the article to distill those keywords on their own. Less experienced 
readers might see greater gains than my Honors students.

Conclusions
This paper explores whether utilizing Voyant can help students become more 
independent and proficient scientific readers. Using Voyant to read scientific 
papers was evaluated by compiling point totals for summaries and analyzing 
answers to survey questions with thematic coding. A majority of students said 
that Voyant was helpful for reading the second article, but a majority of stu-
dents also said they did not need Voyant for the third article. In reading and 
summarizing the third article, students retained the gains made in reading the 
first and second articles. Students who are weaker readers might see greater 
gains than my Honors students. Whether this is so is an important question 
that I want to explore in future research. In conclusion, student reports found 
Voyant to be a helpful temporary aid for summarizing research papers.
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Author’s Reflection
Research in the classroom is dear to my heart. For the past three years, I have 
incorporated a laboratory research project into my Honors General Chemistry 
course. Students are assigned a topic to investigate, but before beginning their 
experiment, they must read scientific articles to acquire background informa-
tion. For example, with the Red Dye 40 lab, students read three articles about 
anthocyanins before initiating hands-on work. Scientific papers contain a 
wealth of information, and, for the novice, reading such information can be a 
tedious and confusing experience.

To assist my students with this difficult task, I introduced Voyant, a time-
saving computer program that can build a foundation for analyzing challeng-
ing material by pointing out the most significant parts of articles and helping 



students learn important vocabulary. However, I did not want Voyant to be a 
permanent tool, but rather a temporary aid to get students comfortable with 
reading scientific papers. I was happy to see that, by the end of my study, many 
students no longer needed the program.

In what ways have you developed as a writer? 
The most challenging aspect of my participation in the Carnegie seminar was 
committing to writing this paper before I had the results from my study! In the 
Fall 2015 semester, I had designed a study utilizing quizzes, but after discuss-
ing my approach with my seminar colleagues, I realized I had to rethink my 
approach. Then, with guidance from the seminar facilitators and participants, 
I developed the study discussed in my paper. In this way, I learned a great deal 
about methods of qualitative research that, as a scientist, I had never previously 
encountered. For me, the experience was challenging but very helpful. The 
seminar helped me learn about this method of conducting research, including 
the principles of thematic coding and creating effective surveys. Revising mul-
tiple drafts with the guidance of my facilitator and the peer-reviewers made my 
writing more concrete and detailed. My experience with this paper has made 
me feel much more comfortable about attempting another qualitative study.

Will you revise this article for external review? 
I had written a paper about Voyant the year before the Carnegie Seminar, 
and submitted it for publication in a peer-reviewed journal, but I decided to 
withdraw it. After I make some changes, including expanding the literature 
review, collecting and analyzing a larger data set, and modifying the style to 
satisfy the requirements of appropriate peer-reviewed journals, I will submit 
this paper for publication. 
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Mindset Interventions and Students’ Perceptions  
of Intelligence

Milena C. Cuéllar, Mathematics, Engineering, and Computer Science

Abstract
Struggling students often perceive failure as a lack of ability. Recent research 
demonstrates that brief mindset interventions can change these perceptions 
and foster academic achievement. The present study, undertaken in a First 
Year Seminar: Math and Science at LaGuardia, describes the effect of a 
growth mindset intervention in students’ understanding of the brain’s mal-
leability. In addition to the Growth Mindset Index Survey administered at 
the beginning and the end of the semester, data collected at different points 
in the seminar measured the impact of the intervention. Preliminary results 
point to changes in perceptions among students who completed the semester 
and indicate that intelligence and persistence can be developed through the 
effective application of non-cognitive skills, such as reflection, asking for 
help, and practice.

Introduction
In the past decade, in higher education in the United States, there has been 
growing awareness that the factors that promote student success are to be 
associated more with student beliefs and learning strategies than with cogni-
tive ability or course content (Yeager and Walton 2011). Students’ feelings, 
beliefs, perceptions, and thoughts about themselves and their environment 
inside and outside the academic space are a main driver of the persistence and 
tenacity needed to complete college education, independent of their cognitive 
ability or the quality of the instruction they receive.

Since January 2013, faculty from the Department of Mathematics, 
Engineering, and Computer Science at LaGuardia Community College have 
been using the innovative Pathways instructional system which is the result 
of collaboration as part of a “network improvement community (NIC)” 
structured by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 
since 2010 (Silva and White 2013). LaGuardia—as part of the NIC known 
as the “Carnegie Math Pathways” (2016)—has adopted Statway® for a 
new accelerated math course, MAT119. Designed to support noncognitive 
factors with the goal of achieving higher rates of student success in devel-
opmental and college math, each course in the system is composed of one 
cognitive and one noncognitive element: the curriculum1 and the Pathways 
pedagogy, respectively.
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The Carnegie Pathways pedagogy, known as “Productive Persistence,” 
(“Carnegie Math Pathways: Productive Persistence” 2016) includes research-
based and student-centered pedagogical practices that support deep and 
long-lasting understanding. This pedagogy addresses transformation of 
student perceptions of intelligence, i.e., student beliefs in their potential as 
students; fosters feelings of social ties to peers and faculty; and enhances the 
short- and long-term value students see in the course, all to build academic 
success.2

The introduction and implementation of this instructional system took 
place at the same time as LaGuardia was also recognizing the critical impor-
tance of the first year in college in supporting holistic student learning in 
order to increase graduation rates (Butler and Eynon 2013). In their report 
of the Task Force on the First Year Experience, Butler and Eynon recom-
mend the strengthening of the First Year Experience (FYE) at LaGuardia by 
the understanding of learning “not only as information acquisition, but also 
association with prior knowledge and experience, reflective meaning-making, 
personal development, and self-understanding,” and the recognition that 
“learning emerges from a complex interplay of social, emotional, cognitive, 
and developmental dimensions” (Butler and Eynon 2013, 1). One of the 
recommendations of the Task Force is the creation of a new credit-bearing 
First Year Seminar (FYS) grounded in the disciplines. These two initiatives, 
the Carnegie Pathways and LaGuardia’s FYE recommendations, share ratio-
nale and goals: to address the substantial socio-emotional and psychological 
hurdles students face in college by fostering appropriate strategies, tenacity, 
and mindsets students need to be successful in college, while faculty and the 
college support student skills.

Of the many noncognitive factors that contribute to student success 
(Yeager and Walton 2011; Silvia and White 2013; Rattan et al. 2015; 
Appendix 1: Figure A1.1), the research presented in this paper focuses only 
on students’ own perceptions of intelligence and how these perceptions are 
transformed—or not—after being exposed to specific social-psychological 
experiences commonly known as “mindset interventions” (Rattan et al. 
2015). Mindset interventions in the FYS are just one type of social-psycho-
logical intervention to help promote student learning. 

Literature Review
Early explorations of the effects of exposing K–12 students to social-
psychological interventions sought to boost student performance through 
classroom activities designed to break particular barriers to learning. Usually, 
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these barriers are related to social behaviors and psychological traits rather 
than to ability or content delivery. The most relevant studies presenting 
such interventions are found in the literature at the intersection of social-
psychology, neuroscience, cognitive science, and education.

The current research on the transformation of mindsets to increase 
community college students’ academic performance and achievement levels 
is based on the seminal work of Carol Dweck, Lewis and Virginia Eaton 
Professor of Psychology at Stanford University. Her main area of research is 
implicit theories of intelligence, i.e., an individual’s fundamental beliefs about 
whether or not intelligence or abilities can change (Dweck and Leggett 1988). 
In Dweck’s 2006 book titled Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, 
mindset is defined as an individual’s belief about her or his own intelligence, 
talents, and personality. There are two types of mindsets: fixed mindset and 
growth mindset. Applied to academic settings, a fixed mindset is a student’s 
belief that ability to learn and to apply knowledge is a fixed entity that one 
either has or does not have. In contrast, students with a growth mindset tend 
to believe that their intelligence can be developed, and that effort does not 
mean that one is incapable but instead, that trying harder makes one smarter, 
and that obstacles can be overcome through hard work, appropriate strate-
gies, and seeking help when needed.

The seminal work of Mueller and Dweck (1998) described how praising 
students for ability—how smart they were—had more negative effects on 
fifth-grade students’ motivation to achieve than praising them for effort—
how hard they tried. Students who were praised for being smart—“ability 
praise”—tended to believe that mistakes were a measure of their ability to 
do math and showed greater decreases in performance and joy than students 
who were given “effort praise.” The two forms of praise correspond to fixed 
mindset and growth mindset, respectively. Over the course of six studies, 
Mueller and Dweck described consistent results across student skill levels, 
gender, ethnicity, or whether they were part of a rural or urban school.

In 2003, Good, Aronson, and Inzlicht extended the Mueller and Dweck 
(1998) studies to seventh graders to test the claim that a growth mindset 
increases standardized test performance. Here, students were paired with 
college student mentors during a whole year to discuss issues of adaptation 
to school and study strategies. Students were divided into four groups and 
each group received different messages in a ninety-minute introductory 
session. The first group, the growth mindset group, was taught that the 
brain can grow and that intelligence is expandable. The second group, the 
attribution group, was taught that academic difficulty is common and were 
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given examples of challenging situations and how to overcome them. The 
third group, the combined group, was taught both what the first and second 
groups were taught. The fourth group, the control group, was taught the 
dangers of drug use.

Results of this study showed that the typical gender gap in math scores 
emerged in the control group, but the gender gap disappeared in the other 
groups: Both males and females significantly improved their reading and 
math performance compared to the control group. The students in the com-
bined group, who received both a growth mindset workshop and instruction 
in how to overcome challenging academic situations, did not do better than 
students receiving either one of these messages. These results link the nature 
of the growth mindset ideas (Dweck 2006) to attribution theory (Dweck and 
Leggett 1988). The conclusion drawn by Good, Aronson, and Inzlicht (2003) 
is powerful: the messages given in the first two groups prompted students to 
change their own views of intelligence and, therefore, changed the attribu-
tions students made regarding the causes of their academic struggles.

In 2007, Blackwell, Trzesniewski and Dweck studied how seventh 
graders’ performance in math improved when they were exposed to an 
intervention whereby they learned that intelligence is malleable, absorbed 
positive beliefs about effort, and were introduced to appropriate strategies 
to promote positive change in classroom motivation. This work is the first 
in the literature to assign a score to a student’s mindset by measuring key 
motivational variables relating to perceptions of their own intelligence, goal 
orientation, beliefs about effort, and attributions and strategies in response 
to failure (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, and Dweck 2007). In this paper, such 
scoring is the basis for the Growth Mindset Index Survey below.

The Carnegie Productive Persistence team adapted Blackwell and 
Dweck’s work for the Carnegie Math Pathways program to be used with 
community college student populations (Silva and White 2013; Headden and 
McKay 2015). In turn, LaGuardia faculty customized mindset interventions 
to be used to develop growth mindset traits in LaGuardia’s FYS students.

This sort of social-psychological intervention has strong lasting effects 
on student performance, even several years after implementation (Rattan 
et al. 2015; Yeager and Walton 2011), and they are low in cost and easy to 
implement. Such impressive results of these classroom activities might seem 
like a silver bullet, but they are not. As explained by Yeager and Walton 
(2011), the results are not magical but logical when behavioral changes are 
understood as a consequence of the plasticity of the brain and how that 
plasticity is affected by changing perceptions of intelligence. 
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Research studies that target first-year students’ holistic needs in com-
munity college settings are slowly becoming more frequent. However, for-
mal studies of this kind in community college settings are still sparse and 
are mainly related to the improvement of basic skills in math education 
(Kosovich 2014); most have appeared in the last five years. Recent publica-
tions include studies of psychological interventions to address the psycho-
logical obstacles to success in community college developmental math (Silvia 
and Taylor 2013; Paunesku 2013); a study of stress reappraisal at Cuyahoga 
Community College (Jamieson et al. 2016); and a paper looking at the use 
of psychological interventions to reduce achievement gaps at the transition 
from high school to post-secondary education (Yeager et al. 2016b). 

Mindset Interventions
Mindset interventions (Dweck 2006) usually target a single belief; can be 
brief, taking an hour or less to be completed; can be delivered using stan-
dardized materials; and do not require customization to course content or 
reference to the community college context. They use common narratives 
and objective scientific concepts to change core beliefs about intelligence 
being malleable as the result of the brain being highly plastic. Intelligence 
is malleable, but it is not limitless. Believing that intelligence is malleable 
equates to having a growth mindset, but it does not imply that everyone 
has exactly the same potential in all areas or will learn everything with the 
same ease. We all exist on a mixed continuum of growth and fixed mindset 
traits. To some extent, each of us has the capacity to improve, and it is the 
student’s perception of the plasticity of intelligence that is the target of the 
interventions. If students have a fixed mindset, it does not mean that they 
should expect failure. Plenty of successful people adopt fixed mindsets in 
some domains. Nevertheless, people with fixed mindset traits will likely 
experience less enjoyment of their studies and their performance quality will 
suffer, limiting their full potential, particularly when things get challenging 
in college. As described in this literature review, mindset interventions have 
been shown to benefit student achievement, but they are not the answer to 
student success if faculty, family, and college do not support such beliefs and 
attributions of success.

Most mindset interventions are given to students in the form of periodic 
workshops facilitated by trained instructors or on-site trained psychologists. To 
study higher level effects in policy and practice, some studies use World Wide 
Web technologies to deploy these types of interventions and measure their effect 
in large samples (Paunesku et al. 2015; Yamada and Bryk 2016; Boaler 2016). 



46  •  In Transit 

Method
Participants
Twenty-four participants were enrolled in a section of LMF101, the First 
Year Seminar for Liberal Arts: Math and Science in Fall 2015. Nine students 
had declared this major with plans to later present a candidacy for a Health 
Sciences program at LaGuardia or somewhere else; three students planned to 
change to an engineering major at LaGuardia; and the rest had enrolled with 
intention to graduate in their major. This class profile is common in LMF101 
classes at LaGuardia, given the nature of the liberal arts major and the strict 
requirements of some of the engineering and health science majors.

In this class, eighteen students were in their first term at LaGuardia and 
the rest had transferred from other two-year or four-year institutions. There 
were fifteen full time students—registered for at least twelve credits over the 
two sessions of the Spring 2016 semester. In other aspects, the demographics of 
this class mirrored, to some extent, the diversity of students in the college, with 
fourteen of them speaking at least one foreign language with friends or family; 
three reported having underage children. On average, participants travelled 
fifty-one minutes to school, and lived in Queens (fifteen students), Brooklyn 
(five students), or Manhattan (four students). In terms of basic math skills, 
seven students had been placed in and had registered for a developmental 
math course and eight did not know what math courses they needed to take 
to complete their major requirements, reflecting the common practice among 
students of leaving math requirements to the end of their programs and, as a 
consequence, significantly increasing their time to graduation. Nineteen stu-
dents were taking a basic skills English course.

Methods and Data Collection 
Mixed methods were used in this study: Qualitative observations and quan-
titative measures were analyzed to identify key markers of students’ mindset 
transformations, if any. The data for this study were collected over the whole 
term at five different stages. For easy reference, table 1 summarizes the timeline 
of the data collection plan and the prompts given to students at each stage (see 
appendix 2 for additional details).

At Week 2 and Week 12 students were given an online standard mindset 
survey (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, and Dweck 2007; Silva and White 2013; 
Overview 2016). The survey is adapted for community college students in 
the FYS. Appendix 2 includes the survey questions and how the Growth 
Mindset Index (GMI) is calculated. At these two data collection stages, indi-
vidual scores and answers to the open-ended questions were collected without 
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Table 1: Methods and Data Description
This table includes descriptions of methods, types of data, and details of collection 
performed in this study.

Intervention and Data 
Description

 
Methods

 
Details

Week 2 Data 
Baseline Mindset Diagnostic 
Survey. Adapted for the FYS 
New to College Experience.

Quantitative. Pre-
intervention survey. 
No identifiers. 

Survey distributed to students during the LMF101 Studio Lab Hour via 
the online survey service SurveyMonkey. The Growth Mindset Index 
(GMI) survey is available in appendix 2, table A2.1.

Week 3 Data 
 Students write a letter of 
advice to a hypothetical 
student/friend struggling in 
his/her first year in college.

Qualitative text 
analysis. No 
identifiers. 

“Imagine a friend who is struggling during her/his first year at 
LaGuardia. Your friend used to do pretty well in the environment 
you met but now is having a hard time in college. This friend is 
starting to feel s/he is not made out for college and is starting to 
feel a bit dumb. Write a letter to your friend to encourage him or 
her to not feel discouraged. 
(Don’t worry about writing a perfect final draft. We just want to know 
how you would say this to another student in your own words.)”

Mindset Intervention
1. Students read an article 

with scientific information 
on brain plasticity.

2. Students summarize 
the scientific findings 
described in the paper.

 
Week 4 Data 
Same as Week 2 Data.

Qualitative 
text analysis. 
No identifiers. 
Unmatched 
qualitative 
comparison of 
Week 3 and Week 
4 Data.

How the Brain Works: Three-question quiz. Only Question 3 is 
included below (see appendix 2): 
“Not all college students know that the brain can get smarter, even 

though it may help them have success. And we want to get your 
help so that we can learn more about how to explain it to them. 
We’re hoping you can explain—in your own words—that the brain 
gets smarter when people use appropriate strategies and try hard. 
Imagine a friend who is struggling in school. This friend used to do 
pretty well in school but now is having a hard time and is starting 
to feel dumb. Write a letter to your friend to encourage him or 
her—tell them about what you just learned about the brain and 
why they shouldn’t be discouraged. For example, you can tell them:

“Dear friend,  
I realize that you feel discouraged in your first year at LaGuardia 
because it is becoming a bit challenging for you, but after 
learning that our brain grows after practicing something hard I 
strongly encourage you to continue. I have learned that changing 
our studying strategies, asking for help, using resources, and 
practicing will help us improve what we do not understand. Life 
is a challenge and if everything was easy then the whole world 
would be boring. We have to grow our “know how” parts of our 
brain which requires a lot of effort. Our brain can become stronger 
and smarter by practicing what we do not know. So don’t give up 
on your classes; challenge yourself. “

Here are some other general ideas you can share with them:
A. How they can get smarter if they work hard and use a good 

strategy.
B. How they should work hard to build their reading, math, and 

navigation muscles.
C. How they are not dumb, they just need to practice using a good 

strategy.
D. How they can ask the teacher or other students to help them 

learn better ways to study. 
E. Any other tips you have for learning in school and getting 

smarter.
(Don’t worry about writing a perfect final draft. We just want to know 
how you would say this to another student in your own words.)”
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information that could identify the participants. The survey scores marked a 
baseline of students’ mindset traits before they were exposed to the mindset 
interventions and class activities. 

In Week 3, students had been exposed only to the description of the 
FYS and its goals, and any explicit mention of mindset concepts had not yet 
occurred. At this point, students were asked to write a letter of advice to a stu-
dent struggling in her/his first year in college. In the prompt given to students 
(see table 1: Intervention and Week 3 Data) and the instructions provided in 
class, students were made to believe that their letters would not be read by 
the instructor but by other students at a different institution. Student writings 
were collected for document analysis to mark a qualitative baseline of what 
the students identify as drivers for college success. Students completed the 
letter anonymously omitting any type of identifying information. 

In Week 4, the standard intervention used in mindset studies (Blackwell, 
Trzesniewski, and Dweck 2007; Headden and McKay 2015) was given to 
the students. As part of the intervention, students read scientific evidence of 
the plasticity of the brain, summarized their reading in their own words, and 

Table 1: Methods and Data Description (cont’d) 
This table includes descriptions of methods, types of data, and details of collection 
performed in this study.

Intervention and Data 
Description

 
Methods

 
Details

Week 10 Data 
Students select a scientific 
article from a given list, 
summarize it, and reflect on 
how their choice relates to 
their college life.

Quantitative. 
Qualitative text 
analysis.

See appendix 2 for the list, research topics included, and reflection 
prompt. The list includes four articles about strategies to increase 
student success in college settings, and four others presenting 
evidence of brain growth as a result of intentional practice of an 
intellectual activity. 

Week 12 Data 1 
1.	 Students are asked to 

reflect on their experience 
at LaGuardia. The prompt 
is designed to identify 
transfer of academic 
mindset ideas to other 
courses different from the 
FYS.

Qualitative text 
analysis, trending 
topics, and 
narratives.

“Think about the academic and personal experiences you have been 
through during the 12 weeks of the term. 
Reflect on a time when you faced a challenge in one of the classes 
or academic assignments. What made you keep going? What 
was the outcome? What did you learn? Compare/contrast this 
experience to something that also happened during this term that 
is ending where you felt that you achieved something you are 
proud about. What was different in each situation? 
At the end of the reflection, list the top three things you have 
learned this term and how that relates to the rest of your life here 
at LaGuardia and to your career choice.“

Week 12 Data 2 
2..	Mindset Post-Survey 

(same as Week 2 Data)

Quantitative. 
Post-interventions 
survey. No 
identifiers. 
Unmatched GMI 
comparison.

See appendix 2, table A2.1 for details.
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wrote a second letter of advice to a first-year student struggling in college 
(see appendix 2, table A2.1 for Week 4 Data). The students’ writings were 
collected for text analysis and compared to the first letters of advice that the 
students had written in Week 3. The difference between the prompt for the 
students writing the second letter was that they were asked to use what they 
had read to advise this student (as can be seen in table 1).

Between Week 4 and Week 10, students were left to experience their 
academic term, react to the interventions and class activities designed for this 
class, and attend the cocurricular workshops designed especially for the FYS. 
The topics of these FYS workshops include: building future leaders, provid-
ing opportunities for civic learning, building inclusive communities, teaching 
behaviors of professional and personal success, and promoting healthy life 
choices. It is important to note that the purpose of these workshops is to 
encourage and challenge students to become active participants in the devel-
opment of skills that are not necessarily taught in the traditional classroom 
setting. In addition, students did the other readings and assignments of the 
Liberal Arts: Math and Science FYS as the syllabus of this course prescribes 
in general.

In Week 10, students were asked to choose a scientific article from a 
selected list and write the last research summary of the term. Four of the 
articles on the list included research on strategies to be successful in college 
with no mention of brain development, while the other four articles presented 
scientific evidence of brain plasticity and the improvement of ability as a result 
of intellectual activity (see appendix 2). Students created a research summary 
following the norms set in class and reflected on why they had chosen the 
article they summarized and how the topic of the article related to their first-
term college experience at LaGuardia. Student reflections were collected for 
document and theme trending analysis and to identify how much students 
mentioned the information learned from the mindset intervention.

In Week 12, students completed a reflection about a situation in the term 
in which they felt challenged and what they had done to overcome it. The 
intention of this reflection was to identify narratives that reflect mindset traits 
and the development of students’ strategies when facing challenges, whether 
or not such beliefs were transferred outside the FYS to different academic or 
personal settings (see table 1 for details). 

In addition, throughout the semester, the instructor intentionally controlled 
the interactions with the students to create a consistent and supportive class-
room experience, a classroom culture that supported students’ growth mindset 
(Yeager et al. 2014; Mueller and Dweck 1998). This support was provided by 
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the instructor’s use of everyday phrases that emphasize the process of learning 
as the most relevant part of being a “good” or “successful” student—rather 
than by praising abilities. Feedback to students focused on the process of 
becoming successful in college. This strategy supports a goal of the FYS which 
is to demonstrate that the process of becoming a LaGuardia student is made 
up of sustained effort, appropriate strategies, and seeking help when needed.

Discussion of Results
This section presents the analysis of all data points and interventions listed in 
table 1. Samples of student work are included when appropriate and a sum-
mary of findings is also included at the end of this section. Qualitative data 
are presented first and, at the end of this section, quantitative data collected 
during Week 2 and Week 12 are described and compared. 

Before and After the Mindset Intervention
Week 3 Data—Before the Mindset Intervention
Seven students completed the letters of advice. Students frequently identified 
as an academic challenge their enrollment in a class (the FYS) that is not a 
subject class and that they believe has no value toward completing their major. 
They typically identified hard work with the college experience, but there was 
no mention of strategies to support and maintain hard work. They tended to 
advise peers to overcome challenges by using college resources and reaching 
out for help when needed. It is clear that students correctly perceive how chal-
lenging college can be, but they are not sure how to persist in a productive way. 
This attitude marks the baseline of students’ perceptions of intelligence at the 
beginning of term before they were exposed to the mindset intervention. For 
example, a student identifies that asking for help is important, but does not 
identify effort and learning as important: 

… I felt the same way you did in my first college year. I felt so lost 
and out of my depth. I dread going to class. I started good then hit a 
rocky patch. The work overwhelmed me, and I started to fall behind. I 
would sit in class and feel like an alien not understanding I didn’t want 
to ask questions in case other students thought I was dumb. Then I 
realized am not the only one. I talked to my advisors, teachers and 
students. Trust me Jayne it helped, don’t get discouraged. The college 
as a lot of resources that I didn’t even know about that can help. Hey 
what you got to at least give it a try. Let me know how it goes am just 
a phone call away. Remember your not alone. [Italics added]
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Mindset Intervention and Week 4 Data
Fourteen students completed the Week 4 intervention by reading “How the 
Brain Works,” and answering questions online. The quiz asked students to 
write down the key facts of the reading in their own words in order to inter-
nalize that content. Then, they were to identify an example in their own lives 
when, at the beginning, they were not good at a task, but then practiced it 
using good strategies and became really good at it. 

It is interesting to see that ten out of the fourteen students who completed 
the quiz chose an activity example of challenging situations which they had 
overcome by practice and tenacity, i.e., an activity that is not normally associ-
ated as academic life but an everyday practice, or hands-on experience. These 
activities included learning English as a second language in the United States, 
music, and swimming. Math was the only academic activity mentioned by 
students as an example.

The difference between the students’ second letter of advice (Week 4 
Data) and the baseline set by the letters discussed earlier (Week 3 Data) is very 
marked. In these second letters, students included very clear and intentional 
narratives featuring growth mindset beliefs. All of the letters, except one, 
focused on the process of learning to be in a new place, noted that struggle is to 
be expected but also that the best thing to do is to persevere, and advised that 
seeking help and developing appropriate strategies to succeed were the way to 
follow. The difference between the two sets of letters shows the integration of 
Productive Persistence beliefs in the second set. Two of the most representative 
examples appear below: 

Student 1
Dear Jayne,
How’s everything going? I know what your going through, my first 
year at LaGuardia I felt so discouraged. I started to fall behind in 
my coursework and felt dumb and out of place. Believe me your not 
dumb, you just need to practice appropriate strategies, like I did. I 
started by improving my reading, math and navigation muscles, give 
it a try I found it to be very useful. I even talked to other students to 
see if they were going through the same stuff as me. Turns out they 
were, some said they were ashamed to admit it. I got together with a 
few of them to study and believe me it helped. I even asked my teacher 
what I could do to help me study better. I was surprised she actually 
helped me and took time to show me where I might be going wrong. 
It was tough a first and frustrating but I made it, I survived my first 
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year. Jayne just stick with it, trust me it gets better. You know am 
always there for you if you need help, your not alone. Take care Your 
friend. [Italics added]

Student 2
Dear friend, 
I’ve noticed a change in your attitude in class lately. You use to 
always ask questions and talk to me and your other classmates, but 
now you sit in the back and put your head down. I know you told 
me that you haven’t been doing well on your recent quizzes, and your 
scarred about our first exam coming up, but I have some good news 
for you! I recently learned that the brain is just like a muscle. It can 
grow, and obtain more knowledge the more that you practice new 
strategies. Pretty much saying that you can get smarter, and so can 
I. I met with the tutoring center for the first time last week, and they 
showed me a whole new way to learn the vocabulary for the class, 
and it still feels fresh in my head. I know your down right now, but 
give it another try. Things can only get better the more you study. 
[Italics added]

In both examples, students approach the advice from their own experience 
as new students at LaGuardia and go on to introduce the scientific core ideas 
about how the brain works. In this way, they have prepared their audience—
whom, they believe, is not the instructor but a real struggling student—for the 
suggestion that she or he can overcome this situation. After sharing their own 
experience, students suggest that seeking help to develop success strategies 
works. It is very impressive to see how the growth mindset markers appeared 
in most of the second set of letters, compared to the first set of letters written 
before students knew about how the brain learns when challenged. 

Identifying Growth Mindset Markers from Students’ Article Selection
Week 10 Data—Topics and Reflections 
One of the learning goals of the First Year Seminar for Liberal Arts: Math and 
Science students is the introduction of the scientific method as part of the key 
skills required for success in their major. The last research summary of the 
term was designed to identify any residual effect of the mindset intervention 
implemented in class six weeks earlier (table 1: Mindset Intervention, Week 
4 Data). For this assignment, students selected an article to summarize and 
added a short reflection on how the topic of the selected paper related to their 
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experience at LaGuardia (see table 1 for prompt and appendix 2 for list of 
articles and coding of topics). 

Figure 1 shows the students’ selection of research papers by topic. It shows 
that two-thirds of the students chose a research paper on brain work (BW) top-
ics, while about one-third chose a paper on good academic strategies (GS). Given 
that the paper chosen needed to relate to the students’ experience at LaGuardia, 
these proportions clearly show that students’ selection of topics was not random. 
They provide evidence that students prefer topics related to the perception of 
intelligence as a malleable entity over those related to good academic strategies 
when asked to create a research summary on an article that relates to their expe-
rience at LaGuardia. Attribution of these observations to residual effects of the 
mindset interventions, or to sustained growth mindset traits resulting from the 
mindset interventions, is almost impossible; the data only provide a spark for 
continued thinking on how to identify such residual knowledge.

As listed in appendix 2, sample topics of the BW papers include brain 
differences of taxi drivers in London after taking a license test compared to 
brains of the general population; descriptions of Magnetic Resonance Imag-
ing (MRI) of people’s brains before and after they had learned how to juggle; 
and strategies to reduce anxiety in tests by understating how the brain works 
under challenging circumstances.

However, students’ narratives of the relation of these topics to their college 
experience are almost nonexistent. Out of the twenty-four students, eighteen 
students completed this assignment and only four students included comments 

Figure 1: Selection of topic themes for research summary
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relating the paper topic to college life. One of those students wrote about the 
juggling article: 

These article is important for college life because we all are students 
and that means we don’t only have to study but also to work and 
think so many things in the same time that we get tired really easy. But 
if we new a way to help us keep our brain bigger in order to be able to 
study more without getting tired, wouldn’t we take the chance? The 
answer is easy, reading the article I find out that when you juggle your 
brain gets bigger that means if you juggle a few times every week you 
will be able to keep your brain bigger and yourself without getting 
tired. [Italics added]

We can speculate that reasons for the lack of engagement in this exercise 
may lie in student perceptions of the value of the FYS class compared to other 
content-based classes. Particularly, this effect is stronger in moments of high 
pressure like the end of term. Research studies on student perceptions of the 
value and purpose of the FYS are still to be proposed at a community college 
level and should be of interest in the future to improve student performance 
and engagement in the class. (For details on value interventions, see Hulleman 
2009 and references therein).

The Final Reflection
Week 12 Data 1
Finally, the narratives of the last student reflection of the term served to iden-
tify evidence of any lasting or residual references to growth mindset traits in 
students’ perceptions of intelligence. The prompt asked students to describe a 
challenging situation that they had encountered in their first term at LaGuar-
dia, the outcome of such situation, and what they had learned from it. 

About fourteen students of the twenty-two remaining in class by Week 12 
completed this reflection. Students identified common challenges to success in 
their academic work in their first year at LaGuardia: Examples include the dif-
ference between high school and community college, the difficulty of learning 
how to manage time effectively so as to balance school, work, and family, and 
using English as a second language—the latter also identified earlier in Week 
4 Data. Students also mentioned the importance of hard work, persistence, 
appropriate strategies, and communication with faculty and peers as important 
factors that contributed to overcoming their challenges, all typical traits of a 
growth mindset. For example, one student wrote: 
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Being in college is not a solo effort, it’s teaching you how to interact 
and work with others. All of these are essential not just at Laguardia 
but in your workplace and your community. These skills are what you 
need to survive in life and you choice of career.

Out of twenty-two students, twenty students created honest and powerful 
narratives of their student experience at LaGuardia, explicitly featuring growth 
mindset characteristics. One of these narratives is included below. 

I freeze, go blank and feel dumb for not knowing the basics. I would 
sit there and pretend I knew how to [do] it. What finally made me 
take charge was the fact that this could keep me back. What kept 
me going was not letting it beat me and stop me achieving my goal. 
I decided to deal with the problem head on and take charge, I used 
the available resources, asked questions read any other related mate-
rial. I was not going down without a fight. I learned that if I step 
back, breathe and focus I can do it. Not to let it beat me that I could 
and will beat it. Another example, a fellow student in my chemistry 
lab class saw myself and lab partner struggling with an equation. 
She understood where we were coming from and took the time to 
show us how to do it. Even though the class had ended she offered 
to help. I felt such a sense of accomplishment when I took an exam 
and answered the equation questions correctly. I took the help of a 
student who was willing to help. In both situations I accepted help 
from two different sources. I was able to face my challenge and come 
out the winner. [Italics added]

It is important to mention that the prompt for the Week 4 mindset inter-
vention included some guidance on the assignment, explicitly asking students 
to include growth mindset features in their writing (see prompt in table 1). 
To be critical and skeptical, it could be argued that the prompt is, to some 
extent, coaching such narratives. At the same time, the prompt was designed 
by experts in the area (Silva and White 2013) and the reasons for this explicit 
method of guiding student writing of the letter might be intentional—to further 
internalize the message of the reading and the letter-writing, or just to make 
the lesson clear. In contrast, this last reflection of the term was designed to be 
general, with no coaching on what to write or include in the reflection. It is 
remarkable, then, that the students identified academic challenges in their first 
year as situations that have a solution through sustained effort and through 
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looking for help when needed. These narratives thus provide evidence of posi-
tive transformation in students’ growth mindset, given that such themes did 
not emerge in any of data (narratives) collected before the mindset interven-
tions. In addition, the identification of growth mindset themes also provide 
evidence of transformations in the students’ perceptions of intelligence over 
the course of the term.

Growth Mindset Index Survey 
Week 2 Data and Week 12 Data 2—Growth Mindset Index at the Beginning 
and End of Term
A brief psychological measurement instrument was administered at the 
beginning and end of the term using the Growth Mindset Index survey 
adapted to LaGuardia’s LMF101 students (see table 1 for details). The 
response rate was high at Week 2 when twenty-three out of twenty-four 
students answered the survey, but reduced by Week 12 when only fourteen 
students completed the survey.

Figure 2 shows the comparison of the unmatched3 Growth Mindset 
Index at the beginning and end of the term. The figure shows the proportion 
of students with Fixed, Mixed, and Growth mindset traits. Even though 
the response rate had decreased, in proportion there were more students 
with growth mindset scores at Week 12 than in Week 2, i.e., the propor-
tion increased by nineteen percentage points from Week 2 to Week 12; the 

Figure 2: Growth Mindset Index (GMI) at the beginning and end of term. 
Unmatched scores.
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proportion of students with mixed mindset at Week 12 decreased by sixteen 
percentage points, compared to the proportion of students with mixed mind-
set at Week 2; and finally, the proportion of students with a fixed mindset 
reduced by half relative to the sample size at Week 2 and Week 12 respec-
tively. In summary, at the beginning of the term, twenty-one students out 
the twenty-three who answered the GMI survey agreed with statements that 
reflect mixed perceptions of intelligence as a fixed identity while, at the end 
of the term, only ten out of fourteen students did so and only two students 
completely retained this fixed perception of intelligence.

Since the attendance rate of students dropped significantly after the 2016 
spring break, we could speculate that these results are evidence that only the 
students who stayed in the class and continued to participate demonstrated 
growth mindset traits, and these traits are not a result of the mindset inter-
vention. Also, given that there were ten weeks between these growth mindset 
measures, it is impossible to attribute positive transformation of student 
beliefs about the malleability of intelligence only to the mindset interven-
tions. But the results do give strong evidence that mindset interventions and 
everyday praising for effort and not ability, in conjunction with other FYS 
activities and readings during the term, might also have contributed to such 
positive transformation.

The open-ended question of the GMI survey asked students to comment 
on the statement that resonated more with their beliefs regarding intelligence 
compared to their choices in the same survey at Week 2. Most of the com-
ments in the Week 2 survey were themed around knowledge rather than 
doing (action), thereby reflecting a fixed mindset trait. That said, many stu-
dents used written expressions showing growth mindset features when they 
took the survey in Week 2. The answers of students to the same question at 
the end of the term showed more mentions of learning, and how they learn, 
rather than comments on fixed ideas of learning or on their college experi-
ence. All fourteen of the students who completed the end-of-term survey 
identified a statement related to their way of learning focusing more on the 
process than on the outcome—a typical growth mindset characteristic.

Summary of Results
The data collected during the term show transformation of student percep-
tions of intelligence in the direction of growth mindset traits and behaviors. 
Accordingly, the students’ narratives of advice given to a struggling student 
transformed into more practical counsel, featuring growth mindset traits, 
after the students were exposed to the mindset intervention. At the start of 
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the term, students perceived how challenging college can be, but were not 
sure how to persist in a productive way; the only strategy they valued was 
seeking advice and help from peers, faculty, or staff. At the end of the term, 
all narratives of advice included the canonical components of growth mind-
set—appropriate strategies, tenacity, and seeking help when needed—as key 
components of success in the first year. It appears that students transformed 
the attributions they made regarding the causes of academic struggles and 
found ways to overcome challenges by the end of the term. 

Supporting these observations, the pre- and post-survey results represent 
strong evidence of the effects of exposing students during their First Year 
Seminar to the ideas of growth mindset: Their narratives reflected a trans-
formation in their views of intelligence. As mentioned earlier, attribution of 
this transformation to the mindset intervention alone is impossible. It is likely 
that students were also influenced by other experiences in the FYS class, 
since this class is designed to help them navigate the college environment and 
succeed with their academic choices. At the end of term, eighteen obtained 
a grade of C or more in the LFM101 course (the attrition rate in the course 
was seventeen percent, reducing the class size from twenty-four to twenty 
students by the end of the term). 

As the term progressed, the students’ data reflected the results presented 
in the literature. The effect of the standard mindset intervention was the posi-
tive transformation of student beliefs in themselves: that they were capable 
of learning in any domain, with drive and appropriate strategies and seeking 
help when needed. 

Conclusion and Future Plans
In conclusion, this first study provides evidence that growth mindset 
interventions positively affect students’ own perceptions of intelligence in 
conjunction with the other curricular and cocurricular activities offered in 
the LMF101 class. In the future, I would like to look at other longitudinal 
measures to capture evidence of consequent student success or achievement, 
comparing them with other students not exposed to this kind of mindset 
intervention. I would also like to look at gains in engagement with college 
activities, GPA changes, and college path while, at the same time, studying 
achievement gaps among FYS students. 

In the meantime, this study will be reproduced in Fall I 2016 to attempt 
to refine some of the shortcomings observed during this study: timing of the 
activities, and wording of instructions to avoid student confusion. One key 
aspect needed is to generate a comparable set of conditions as the baseline 
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measures; therefore, the prompt of the second letter of advice will be adapted 
to reduce coaching of content. In addition, it would be interesting also to 
see how other social-psychological interventions in the FYS would support 
students disengaging with the class by creating a more cohesive theme for 
the course that would make students see the value of this seminar for their 
professional and personal purposes.

Although the evidence of the positive impact of mindset interventions on 
FYS students’ perceptions of intelligence is confounded with other aspects 
of the FYS, this study provides direction toward pioneering a more formal 
and scalable set of interventions—not only for mindset but for other social-
psychological constructs such as value, purpose, and belonging. It clearly 
contributes to the effort of creating an academic environment that fosters 
student academic success and improves the academic achievement levels of 
the students at LaGuardia Community College. In addition, this study makes 
a small contribution to the literature on the use of mindset interventions in 
higher education, specifically in community college settings, and particularly 
in the context of the first-year experience.
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Appendix 1 
Summary of Factors Contributing to Student Success in College

The diagram below summarizes the cognitive and noncognitive factors com-
monly listed in the literature. The study presented in this paper refers only to 
Student Mindsets, shown in black in figure A1.1, while the other factors not 
explicitly studied in this research are greyed out. References for each of the 
other key noncognitive are given below. 

The list of intellectual factors that contribute to successful learning such 
as cognitive ability, quality of classroom curriculum, and quality of instruc-
tion are not referenced here as they are commonly discussed. In contrast, 
the list of noncognitive factors that contribute to student success includes 
implicit theories of intelligence currently known as academic mindsets 
(Blackwell, Trzesniewski, and Dweck 2007), social belonging (Walton and 
Cohen 2011), values of affirmation (Cohen et al. 2009), expected value 
theory (Hulleman and Harackiewicz 2009), and anxiety and emotion regu-
lation (Beilock 2010; Alter et al. 2010). Knowledge about student success 

Figure A1.1: Intellectual and noncognitive factors that contribute  
to success in students’ learning and success in college 

See relevant references in the text below.
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has been growing rapidly with recent developments on how the brain works 
and learns under challenging circumstances (Beilock 2010; Beilock et al. 
2010; Ramirez and Beilock 2011) and this knowledge is informing policy 
and practice in education. Most of these studies were performed in K–12 
settings. For comprehensive references on psychological strategies to foster 
student success in community and four-year college settings, see Paunesku 
(2013) and Yeager et al. (2016b).

The interventions described above are designed to redirect students’ aca-
demic mindset to a mindset by which they interpret academic challenges as 
opportunities to learn, not as something fixed and unchangeable.

Appendix 2
Supplemental Materials: Interventions and Procedures

All interventions and procedures were adapted from the Carnegie Math 
Pathways Network Improvement Community (NIC) work (“Carnegie Math 
Pathways” 2016), unless otherwise indicated. This appendix contains samples 
of most of the surveys, prompts, readings, and class activities used.

Mindset Survey: Data Week 2 and Data Week 12
The Growth Mindset Index (GMI) is calculated using a weighted average of 
the Likert scores that the students select. For example, if a student score is x 
and corresponds to a fixed mindset trait, then his or her scores are counted as 
(7–x) for the index. In the opposite case, the score is counted as is. In general, 
the formula used to calculate the GMI is:

∑5
i=1gi + ∑10

j=1(7–fj)
GMI =

15 * 6
, (1)

In the equation (1) above, we can see that the scores for questions measuring 
growth mindset traits are denoted by gi (marked  in table A2.1) and that the 
scores for questions measuring fixed mindset traits are denoted by fj (marked 

 in table A2.1). Before answering the survey, students complete an online 
consent form to participate in this study.

Intervention—How the Brain Works: Data Week 4
This intervention is distributed to students using the online survey service Sur-
veyMonkey. First, students read a short passage, adapted from the Carnegie 
Math Pathways (“Carnegie Math Pathways” 2016), about how the brain 
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works when learning. They then answer four questions about the passage. This 
article has a Flesch-Kinkaid4 reading level score of 6.3. The article includes 
two sections:
• The first section presents new research on the plasticity of the brain, how 

the brain can be developed as a muscle, evidence on how brains can grow 
stronger, and evidence of plasticity in adult brains. 

• The second part of the article describes two parts of the brain: the “know-
ing” part and the “know how” part. 

After students read the article, they complete a set of questions to sum-
marize the scientific findings in their own words and are asked to write a letter 
to a student who is discouraged and beginning to think of himself as not smart 
enough to do well in college. Participating students were asked to use what 
they had read to advise this student. See table 1 in article above. 

Table A2.1: Growth Mindset Index Survey 
Scores are given by the Likert scale: (0) strongly disagree, (1) disagree, (2) 
somewhat disagree, (3) somewhat agree, (4) agree, and (5) strongly agree. Each 
question statement is also classified as a growth mindset statement  or a fixed 
mindset statement . 

1. I have a certain amount of academic ability and can't do much to change it.

2. How well I can memorize mostly determines how well I can do in college.

3. Learning new things does not mean I am changing my ability to do those things.

4. I can greatly change how intelligent I am.

5. I can greatly change my ability to understand new processes or topics.

6. How fast I can get a correct answer is a good measure of my ability applying knowledge.

7. The percent of correct answers on a test is a good measure of my ability in a topic.

8. Practice exercises are the best way to learn new material.

9. Watching an instructor do examples is the best way to learn new material.

10. Trying a problem I don't know how to solve is the best way to learn new material.

11. Being creative helps to understand science or any topic.

12. Drawing pictures helps me to understand science or any other topic.

13. I want to do better than other students in my class.

14. I like class work that I'll learn from even if I make a lot of mistakes.

15. Natural ability is more important than effort for doing well in college.

Open:  
Select at least one statement in this list to comment about. Explain your level of agreement or disagreement 
with that statement and why you chose to comment about it. Feel free to comment on more than one 
statement if you consider it relevant.
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Research Summary #3: Data Week 10
Students are asked to find a scientific article to create the third and last research 
summary of the term. The article has to be chosen from a pre-established list. 
The articles are related either to good strategies and the tenacity that lead to 
success in college or to studies that provide direct scientific evidence of brain 
plasticity and improvement of ability or talents of participants. Students select 
their preference, reflect on why they have chosen this article relating to their 
first-term college experience at LaGuardia, and create a standard research sum-
mary following the norms set in class. This assignment is posted in ePortfolio 
for students to access and post their work on their own personal ePortfolio. 
The list provided to students to select from appears below. 

1. Britton, B. K., & Tesser, A. 1991. Effects of time-management practices 
on college grades. Journal of Educational Psychology, 83, 405–410.

2. Cuddy, A. J. C., Fiske, S. T., Glick, P., & Xu, J. 2002. A model of (often 
mixed) stereotype content: Competence and warmth respectively follow 
from perceived status and competition. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 82 (6): 878–902. 

3. Driemeyer, J., Boyke, J., Gaser, C., Buchel, C., & May, A. 2008. Changes 
in gray matter induced by learning – revisited. PLoS One, 3, e2669. 
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0002669.

4. Maguire, E. A., Gadian, D. G., Johnsrude, I. S., Good, C. D., Ashburner, 
J., Frackowiak, R. S., & Frith, C. D. 2000. Navigation-related structural 
change in the hippocampi of taxi drivers. Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences, 97(8), 4398–4403.

5. Markman, E. M. (1977). Realizing that you don’t understand: A 
preliminary investigation. Child Development, 48, 986–992.

6. Nordqvist, C. 2004, Feb. 1. Juggling makes your brain bigger – New 
study. Retrieved from http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/releases/5615.
phphttp://www.medicalnewstoday.com/releases/5615.php

7. Nelson, T. O., Leonesio, R. J., Landwehr, R. S., & Narens, L. 1980. A 
comparison of three predictors of an individual’s memory performance: 
The individual’s feeling of knowing versus the normative feeling of 
knowing versus base-rate item difficulty. Journal of Experimental 
Psychology: Learning, Memory, and Cognition, 12, 279–287.

8. Ramirez, G. and Beilock, S.L. 2011, Jan. 14. Writing about testing 
worries boost performance in the classroom. Science, 331 (6014), 211-
213. doi:10.1126/science.1199427
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Each of the papers in the list is classified for data analysis as a Good Strate-
gies (GS) paper for papers presenting evidence of improved performance of 
students practicing only good strategies or as a Brain Works (BW) paper for 
papers presenting evidence of brain growth as a result of intentional practice 
of an intellectual activity.

End-of-term Reflection: Data Week 12
The prompt for the last reflection of the term appears below:

At this time of the year we are all busy and short of time trying to 
get all our work done before the end of the term. Think about the 
academic and personal experiences you have been through during the 
12 weeks of the term. 

Reflect on a time when you faced a challenge in one of the classes or 
academic assignments. What made you keep going? What was the 
outcome? What did you learn? Compare/contrast this experience to 
something that also happened during this term that is ending where 
you felt that you achieved something you are proud about. What was 
different in each situation? 

At the end of the reflection, list the top three things you have learned 
this term and how that relates to the rest of your life here at LaGuar-
dia and to your career choice. 

Topic/Title Classification

Effects of time management practices on college grades GS

A model of (often mixed) stereotype content GS

Changes in gray matter induced by learning—revisited BW

Navigation-related structural change in the hippocampi of taxi drivers BW

Realizing that you don't understand: A preliminary investigation GS

Juggling makes your brain bigger—new study BW

A comparison of three predictors of an individual's memory performance GS

Writing about testing worries boost performance in the classroom BW
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Endnotes
1. The Pathways curriculum is composed of three courses: Statway®, Quantway®, 

and the Bridge to STEM course, corresponding to developmental math and 
statistics, developmental math and quantitative reasoning, and a one-credit 
course in algebra for students who want to continue with STEM education 
(“Overview” 2016)

2. In this study, student success is understood as academic achievement. In the 
short term, academic achievement is a passing grade in a course.

3. Scores are “unmatched” in that student scores at the beginning and end of term 
were not directly compared since data was collected without identifiers.

4. The Flesch-Kinkaid test rates text on a United States school grade level 
(Kincaid et al. 1975). For example, a score of 8.0 means that an eighth 
grader can understand the document. For most documents, aim for a score of 
approximately 7.0 to 8.0.
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4

Author’s Reflection
On the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning and disciplinary research 
conventions 
At the beginning of the seminar, I felt that the inquiry process in SoTL was 
very different from the scientific method used to do research in physics and 
math. A novice at formal qualitative pedagogical research, I was aware that 
my observations would probably not be new. To support my inquiry, I was 
responsible for an adequate literature review; I knew I had a lot to read and 
to learn with regard to collecting and analyzing qualitative data. By the end of 
the research project, I felt more comfortable with qualitative research and the 
methods used to collect and present SoTL evidence. 

In what ways have you developed as a writer? What do you know about 
writing now that you didn’t know at the beginning of the Carnegie Seminar?
I feel now that I am not alone. In previous situations, the writing process was 
very solitary and focused exclusively on the accuracy of content rather than 
style. With this article, I experienced intense and solitary periods of research 
and writing, but, later, challenging and rewarding times with In Transit edi-
tors. I had a great experience with my facilitator, who supported and helped 
me through the writing process.

What did you want to accomplish for yourself? In what ways did your work, 
ideas, and writing process change over time? 
As we all know, LaGuardia is a very fast-paced environment, and writing and 
scholarship are challenging endeavors. There is never enough time. Writing 
this article pushed me to do both while taking care of all the other responsibili-
ties we have as faculty; more importantly, it showed me a path to write with 
very little time. Even though I had never done qualitative research before, I do 
spend a significant amount of my time exploring and designing different ways 
to advance my teaching practice. My participation in the Carnegie Seminar 
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has made me more confident to write other articles about the teaching and 
learning research projects I am involved with here at LaGuardia and beyond. 
In particular, I would like to document the work I have done on accelerated 
courses in developmental math and on learning communities including devel-
opmental math

In what ways has your research influenced classroom practice? To what extent 
has this project changed you, or influenced your approach to teaching and 
student learning? What new knowledge have you acquired and how will you 
use this new knowledge?
I spend a large amount of my time and work (and outside work for that mat-
ter) thinking, learning, exploring, and designing different ways to advance my 
teaching praxis. I am involved in many initiatives to use innovative practices 
to support students’ learning. As we all know, LaGuardia is a very fast-paced 
environment, and writing pieces of scholarly work is challenging; there is not 
enough time. Writing this article pushed me, and more importantly showed 
me, ways to do it even if there is not enough time. Now, I feel more confident 
to start working on other articles about my work with students at LaGuardia.

In what ways has your research influenced classroom practice? To what extent 
has this project changed you, or influenced your approach to teaching and 
student learning? What new knowledge have you acquired and how will you 
use this new knowledge?
My classroom practice informs and is informed by my research in student 
learning. With my work in the Carnegie Seminar, I feel I have developed 
two different mindsets. One for looking at student learning using qualitative 
methods, and the other when I work on new quantitative methods to identify 
different dynamics combined in the observations of physical systems like the 
number of spots on the face of the sun.

In what ways will you revise this for external review? What will you write 
next?
I am already working on an extended version of this article. I have revised the 
prompts, and added additional quantitative data points required for external 
peer-reviewed publication; and, I am refining the process of collecting data. In 
addition, I am working on a paper that describes the outcomes of the imple-
mentation and scaling of the new accelerated math courses at LaGuardia. 



Community and Belonging:
A Survey of Students in the First Year Seminar

Jeanne M. Funk, Mathematics, Engineering, and Computer Science

Abstract
Community is a complex concept with a rich history which has been linked, 
in academic contexts, to increases in GPA and persistence as well as overall 
health. Moreover, the first year of college has been identified as a particularly 
critical time to develop connections to the college community. However, form-
ing social connections is challenging for many students, particularly those 
from non-traditional backgrounds. Many initiatives and scholarly works have 
focused on helping students connect to their college community, including 
scholarly efforts to understand student views on the topic. This study adds to 
that body of work by sharing the voices of students at LaGuardia Community 
College, a large, diverse, open admission, two-year institution in Long Island 
City, New York. Through a combination of focus group interviews and analy-
sis of student writing, this study explores experiences of college community as 
expressed by first-year LaGuardia students; it identifies challenges to becom-
ing part of the college community, particularly time, money, lack of interest, 
lack of shared space, and breakdowns in communications; and it identifies 
diversity and LaGuardia’s First Year Seminar as assets in the endeavor to help 
students connect. Finally, the author discusses implications for cocurricular 
programming, scheduling, communication strategies, and the role of faculty 
and the classroom.

Introduction
The first year of college has been identified as a critical time for fostering long-
term student success. According to the National Center for Education Statistics 
(U.S. Department of Education 2014), 26% of full-time students and 56% of 
part-time students who began college in Fall 2013 were no longer enrolled 
in Fall 2014. When consideration is restricted to two-year institutions, these 
numbers rise to 39% and 57% (U.S. Department of Education 2014). Accord-
ingly, there has been a great deal of effort and creativity applied to evaluation 
and optimization of the first-year experience of college students.

Characteristics of community have been identified as important factors 
for successful transition to college. Student engagement, which includes social 
engagement factors such as feelings of welcome, belonging, and support, has 
been linked to measureable increases in grade-point average (GPA) and persis-
tence (Kuh et al. 2008). Sense of community and belonging have, themselves, 
been positively correlated with increases in GPA and perseverance/retention 
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(Wighting, Nisbet, and Spaulding 2009; Bryk and Driscoll 1988; Astin 1984). 
Interventions around social belonging have been shown to increase GPA and 
overall health (Walton and Cohen 2011; Yaeger and Walton 2011). Students 
who are integrated into and engaged with the college socially are more likely 
to persist in school (Tinto 1998).

Establishing connections to the college community, while important for 
college success, is challenging for many students, particularly those from less 
traditional backgrounds. Commuter students and first-generation students 
have been shown to score lower on measures of student engagement than 
peers attending comparable institutions (Keeling 2004). Adult learners and 
commuter students, as well as minority, first-generation, immigrant, and 
international students, face social integration challenges beyond those expe-
rienced by traditional students, such as responsibilities outside the college, 
language barriers, feelings of isolation, unfamiliarity with college culture, and 
increased pressure to succeed from self and family (Kasworm 2014; Jehangir, 
Williams, and Pete 2011; Erisman and Looney 2007; Krause 2007; Nuñez 
2005; Schwitzer and Thomas 1998). In light of the increasing diversity of 
modern college populations (Keeling 2004), whose goals and expectations 
often differ from those of previous generations, it is important to consider 
diverse heterogeneous student populations when we seek to discern patterns 
of student experience.

LaGuardia Community College, located in Long Island City, New York, 
is a two-year commuter college that realizes such diversity (CUNY 2015; 
LaGCC 2015). LaGuardia boasts students from nearly 100 countries who 
speak over 100 first languages. Forty-one percent of the student body identi-
fies as Hispanic, 21% as Asian, 20% as Black, and 14% as White. Fifty-eight 
percent of the students are female, 43% are over the age of 23, and 51% are 
first-generation college students. 

LaGuardia has long and oft explored the challenges of a diverse student 
body, including first-year students from a variety of backgrounds. In 2012, 
LaGuardia convened a First Year Experience Task Force, comprised of faculty, 
staff, and successful students; their mission was the intentional and thought-
ful redesign of LaGuardia’s first-year programming (Butler and Eynon 2013). 
This Task Force identified community/belonging and interpersonal connections 
as significant for the first-year student. It noted that LaGuardia, as a culture, 
values community, although this value had not previously been made explicit. 
Despite the implicit cultural emphasis, however, the Task Force indicated that 
a survey of students identified “making connections” as a major challenge 
(Butler and Eynon 2013, 4).
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The purpose of the present study is to explore the expectations and reali-
ties of students new to LaGuardia Community College. We want to know how 
these students view the college community, their place within it, and the role of 
the new First Year Seminar in fostering belonging. The students of LaGuardia, 
a diverse institution which both values and is challenged by notions of com-
munity and connection, can offer a unique and valuable contribution to the 
conversation on community in higher education. We hope that their voices will 
help faculty and staff better understand the community at our college and else-
where, as well as how we might influence our academic communities toward 
heightened inclusivity and increased relevance to a diverse student body. 

Literature Review
What is Community?
Community is a complex word with many contextual meanings and implica-
tions. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines community as “a group of 
people who live in the same area (such as a city, town, or neighborhood)” or 
“who have the same interests, religion, race, etc.” According to the Cambridge 
[English] Dictionary, community is “all the people who live in a particular 
area or a group of people who are considered as a unit because of their shared 
interests or background.” Historically, community has referred to the com-
mon people, people who live in the same geographic area, or people who claim 
something in common, such as resources, ideas, background, identity, or inter-
ests (Williams 1985). The meaning of the word community has grown to indi-
cate a collection of relationships that are more immediate and less formal than 
those expressed by the word society, but is still broad in scope and meaning

 Within the scholarship on community, there is no common definition of 
either community in general or at the college specifically. How could there be, 
given the rich history of the word? Quantitative measures among pedagogical 
scholars include perception of belonging, perceived quality of peer relation-
ships, frequency and perceived quality of interaction with peers and faculty, 
and time spent on cocurricular activities, all measures which overlap heavily 
with those of social integration and engagement (Lord et al. 2012; Smith 
2011; Smith, Goldfine, and Windham 2009). Among those scholars who 
give a precise definition of community, each author and article has its own, 
although these definitions are thematically similar to varying degrees (Bettez 
2011; Wighting, Nisbet, and Spaulding 2009; Rovai, Wighting, and Lucking 
2004; McMillan and Chavis 1986).

In an early work that has had much influence on discussion of community, 
McMillan and Chavis (1986) propose a model of community consisting of 



74  •  In Transit 

four elements: membership encompasses belonging, commonalities, and con-
nectedness; influence speaks to value and capacity to affect change; integration 
and fulfillment of needs addresses the resources and support that are conferred 
via group membership; and shared emotional connection expresses shared 
intangibles, such as history and experiences.

Bettez (2011) merges concepts from earlier researchers Suzanne Pharr 
(2010) and Donald E. Hall (2007) to isolate elements of active listening and 
dialogue, mutual accountability, and common interest, explicitly excluding 
elements of belonging. In fact, she sets her views of community, particularly 
in the context of critical communities around social justice, in opposition to 
those emphasizing belonging (Block 2008; Furman 1998). Bettez also identifies 
community as a changeable entity. 

Rovai, Wighting, and Lucking (2004) speak specifically to community 
in the academic setting. They propose that a “school community” consists of 
both social and learning aspects. The “social community” encompasses aspects 
of emotional and spiritual connectedness, security, and belonging, whereas 
educational goals and support are within the purview of the “learning com-
munity.” In another definition of “school community,” Wighting, Nisbet, & 
Spaulding (2009) retain the aspects of shared goals and values, trust, and care, 
but add notions of diversity, teamwork, and mutual respect.

Themes that arise from the various, and sometimes opposed, descriptions 
of community include interconnectedness, shared values and goals, and mutual 
obligation. Drawing on these common themes as well as on my experiences 
as a student and as faculty, I would define college community to be: an inter-
dependent conglomeration of students, faculty, and staff, bound together by 
collaboration, shared values, mutual accountability, and commitment to com-
mon goals of personal growth and academic excellence.

If I were to articulate what it means for a student to be part of the college 
community, I would say that they should participate in cocurricular oppor-
tunities; forge sustainable connections to faculty, staff, and other students; 
and build and maintain social networks that share traits, goals, and values of 
academic and career success. I want students to become a part of the college 
in a way that goes beyond the classroom curricular experience and will have 
lifelong value.

Building Community
Much scholarly effort and creativity has been aimed at integrating students 
fully into their college, allowing them to reap the full benefits, both social and 
academic, of a college community. Many initiatives have been designed to 



increase students’ involvement with faculty and peers and to encourage active 
cocurricular involvement, but most are variations on the following common 
and well-studied themes:

First-Year Experience Programming: First-Year Seminar (FYS) courses 
(Tobolowsky et al. 2008), New Student Orientations (Boening and Miller 
2005), and Bridge Programs (Walpole et al. 2008) are designed to help new 
students acclimate to college, both academically and socially. Most include 
components designed to enhance social integration, such as cocurricular par-
ticipation requirements, out-of-class learning, and introduction to the culture 
of the college and available student supports.

Peer Mentoring Programs: Peer mentoring programs (Kenedy and Skipper 
2012; Arcario, Eynon, and Lucca 2011), in which students are supported by 
current or former students, help students navigate the college and make connec-
tions via a peer mentor who shares, or has recently shared, the student’s own 
role in the college. Such programs allow students to connect to the college via an 
accessible non-authority who has experience navigating the college successfully.

Learning Communities: Learning communities (Lord et al. 2012; Jaffee 
et al. 2008), in which a cohort of students co-enrolls in multiple classes, are 
designed to allow members to develop a peer network bound by significant 
time spent on shared curricular pursuits, offering both social and academic 
support. Learning communities are often realized as residential programs 
(Smith 2011; Jaffee et al. 2008) and those for first-year students frequently 
include an FYS course (Smith, Goldfine, and Windham 2009).

LaGuardia Community College offers a variety of cocurricular opportu-
nities such as clubs, discipline-based talks/workshops, all-campus events, and 
athletics, as well as a variety of learning communities each semester. LaGuardia 
also engages peer mentors in a variety of roles, including as Student Success 
Mentors for LaGuardia’s mandatory FYS courses. These courses are designed 
to fulfill the recommendations of the Task Force on the First Year Experience 
(Butler and Eynon 2013) and include community building as a significant 
course goal. As of this writing, LaGuardia is redesigning critical cocurricular 
opportunities to dovetail with FYS and create an intentional first-year experi-
ence that supports social engagement and integration.

Student Views of Community
A number of studies have examined first-year students’ views of community 
via interviews, focus groups, and examinations of written work. Student 
participants report a need to be seen as individuals and to be valued by peers, 
faculty, and staff (Kim 2009; Krause 2007; Blackhurst, Akey, and Bobilya 
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2003; Franklin 2000). They indicate that social connections to peers are valu-
able for emotional and academic support (Donahue 2004; Blackhurst, Akey, 
and Bobilya 2003, Franklin 2000), decision making (Schussler and Fierros 
2008), and for development of academic confidence (Jehangir, Williams, and 
Pete 2011; Blackhurst, Akey, and Bobilya 2003). Many first-year students, 
however, find college socially intimidating (Nuñez 2005; Blackhurst, Akey, and 
Bobilya 2003), and underrepresented groups such as minority, immigrant, and 
adult students are especially vulnerable to feelings of alienation (Stebleton and 
Aleixo 2016; Krause 2007).

Research indicates that opportunities to find commonalities with other 
students are key to developing supportive social bonds. Students indicate 
that shared experiences, from just-for-fun cocurricular events to guided 
self-exploration and story-sharing as occurs in many First-Year Seminars, 
make them feel more connected to their peers and their college (Enke 2011; 
Donahue 2004). Underrepresented groups convey appreciation for venues, 
such as culture clubs, where they can meet students like themselves (Stebleton 
and Aleixo 2016; Kim 2009; Andrade 2005). Students who spent extended 
time with a single group of peers, as occurs in residence halls and learning 
communities, report the development of strong social ties (Donahue 2004). 
However, students who developed friendships based primarily on forced 
proximity or shared ethnicity express feelings of isolation from the larger 
college community and inability to break ties with this group of friends, even 
as they prove distracting and detrimental to academic pursuits (Kim 2009; 
Donahue 2004). 

While minority and first-generation students have often been researched, 
the majority of these studies were performed at institutions that were predomi-
nantly white and most focused on residential students. Notable exceptions 
were those of Arcario, Eynon, and Lucca (2011), which surveyed mentors 
and mentees from two peer mentorship programs at LaGuardia Community 
College; Krause (2007), which studied the college expectations and realities 
of commuter students at an urban Australian university; and Franklin et al. 
(2002), which interviewed FYS students at a “metropolitan” college in the 
United States, including a number of commuter students. Arcario, Eynon, and 
Lucca found that sharing stories is important both for finding commonalities 
among diverse individuals and for making students feel seen and valued. They 
also found that, compared to those facilitated by faculty, peer spaces were 
more comfortable and lower-pressure venues in which to share and to develop 
academic confidence. In the studies of Krause and Franklin et al., commuter 
students viewed college as an investment and friends as a distraction from 
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important academic work. Many made a distinction between academic “asso-
ciates” for academic support and outside “friends” for social needs. Interviews 
with commuter students also indicated difficulty finding and scheduling for 
participation in cocurricular opportunities. 

Method
This study focuses on the understanding of community among students who 
are new to college, a population at that uniquely vulnerable and malleable 
point in their academic careers when they have expectations of college, but 
little experience with its reality. Participants were selected from FYS courses, 
which are mandatory for most first-semester students at LaGuardia Commu-
nity College. FYS courses are taught by discipline faculty and address disci-
plinary readiness, skills for college success, and transition both to LaGuardia 
and to college. All FYS courses emphasize college life and include mandatory 
cocurricular participation.

This study included twelve participants in focus groups and ten students 
who consented to the use of their reflective work, for a total of twenty-two 
participants. Demographics of the participants show a reasonable, if not exact, 
approximation of LaGuardia’s demographics: 55% of participants were male 
and 45% female; 55% were aged 17 to 22, 23% were aged 23 to 29, and 18% 
were 30 years of age or older; 45% of participants identified as Hispanic, 32% 
as Black, 18% as Asian, 9% as White, and 9% were of unknown ethnic origin. 
The apparent discrepancy in percentages is due to the fact that participants 
were able to select multiple ethnic identities.

Study data comprises records of two focus group discussions and ten 
samples of written reflective work. One focus group consisted of four students 
majoring in business and the other of eight students majoring in psychology. 
Each group was questioned regarding their experiences with community, in 
general and at LaGuardia. Scripted questions (see appendix) addressed general 
perceptions of community, feelings of belonging, supports and challenges, and 
the role of FYS, as well as ideal visions of academic community. Focus groups 
met for one discussion each, held during the final quarter of the Spring I 2016 
semester and moderated by experienced faculty facilitators. Prompted written 
reflections (see appendix) were contributed by ten students majoring in Liberal 
Arts: Math and Science. Focus group discussions were audiorecorded and 
transcribed; focus group transcriptions and written reflections were analyzed 
for recurrent themes.
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Results
The College Community in General: What Students See and Want

I think community is just in a key word like share. So if you share 
ideas, share your space. It’s just more that’s a community. Like if 
you’re around a group of people and if everybody likes one thing then 
you guys are a community because you like the same thing and you 
share the same values.

This notion of things shared is in line with a finding of numerous previous 
studies: that, to become part of a community, students must have the opportu-
nity to recognize commonalities. It also reflects what LaGuardia students want 
from their college peer community, around which themes of social connec-
tion and belonging often arise. Characteristics of a positive peer relationship 
revolve around ideas like “sense of belongings,” “positive, welcoming energy,” 
and “friends I would hang out with outside of school.” Like many students in 
previous studies, students desire the support and care of friends with similar 
academic goals and values, and offer the reciprocal support of a friend in aca-
demia (e.g., helping with math or writing, showing others around the campus). 

Comments on perceived value of the overall college community, however, 
focused heavily on curricular support services such as ASAP (Accelerated 
Study in Associate Programs), tutoring, the Writing Center, the Library, and 
computer labs. Multiple students also mentioned benefitting from groups and 
services connected with the Wellness Center. Positive descriptors of faculty/staff 
and interactions with them included “well-trained,” “level of professional-
ism,” “has time to answer all questions,” “informative,” “effective in express-
ing their material,” “extremely reasonable in their grading,” “approachable,” 
“helpful,” “true service,” “treat everyone fairly and with respect,” “inspiring,” 
“great support,” and “there for me,” all descriptors of support directly related 
to academic and career goals. Through faculty and staff, students want the 
college community to provide them with knowledgeable and involved mentors. 
They want to be valued by faculty, staff, and the college as a whole, to receive 
time and attention sufficient to address their needs, and, for the duration of 
the interaction, to be noticed as an individual. Reciprocally, students offer to 
“be an engaged and active student in class,” “show respect to the professors,” 
and “be a responsible student by addressing suggestions politely and honestly.”

Like the commuter students studied by Krause (2007), many of LaGuar-
dia’s students have a businesslike attitude toward college and its role as an 
investment in the future. Others, however, have a fairly idealistic, aesthetic 
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view of what a college campus and community should be: perfect brochure 
images of “happy people everywhere, smiling, talking to each other, reading 
and different things like that.” One focus group participant shared a memo-
rable experience of community on a visit to another campus:

I visited a campus before and they had a little amusement park they 
brought in and set up. People came, everybody from the college could 
go for free, and going on some rides, play games, get candy—stuff 
like that. It brung people together. You talked with people. You were 
interacting with everybody and knew where everybody was from.

Even students who hold fondly to this idealized college experience, 
complete with fountains and proper college décor, do not expect to find it at 
LaGuardia. Some hypothesize that this lack is a difference between private 
and public colleges, stemming from disparities in funding; others believe that 
the less tangible aspects of community will be easier to access at a four-year 
college; none think it a reasonable expectation at a public community college, 
though many believe themselves better supported academically at LaGuardia 
than they would be at a private or four-year institution.

LaGuardia’s Challenges
Time, Money, and Lack of Interest
It comes as no surprise that students feel they have insufficient time to devote 
to LaGuardia’s opportunities. In both focus group discussions and writ-
ten reflections, students noted jobs, families, and other responsibilities that 
require a significant commitment of time and money. Given unlimited personal 
resources, a number of students would choose to participate more fully in 
college life. Other students would participate in more clubs and events if their 
outside commitments were better accommodated—if, for example, events were 
more flexibly scheduled or childcare were more accessible.

Some students, however, maintained that they would not voluntarily 
participate in cocurricular events and activities, even with riches of time 
and money, due to shyness or disinterest. Much of this disinterest in engage-
ment outside the classroom seems to be due to a goal-focused drive toward 
successful degree completion in service of career and future. Cocurricular 
opportunities unrelated to academic support were spoken of as lower priority 
and mentioned mostly theoretically: “With how many clubs there are I have 
every opportunity to connect to others with my ideologies if I feel the need 
to.” The opportunities are there for greater connection with the college, but 
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many students do not see sufficient value to merit participation. In the words 
of one focus group participant, “I feel as though people come to LaGuardia 
not even to play games, like, they just want to graduate. They just want to get 
out of here.” 

Lack of Shared Spaces
Whether shared space is sufficient to create a community proved a divisive 
topic. Some students believed that sharing a neighborhood or a regular train 
commute establishes a community. Others, such as the student who contrasted 
a neighborhood where “everyone knows each other, everyone if they see you 
on the street they know who your mom is and if you need anything you can 
go to them” with one where “it’s just, like, ‘Hi’ if you get in the elevator and 
‘Bye’ when you get out the elevator and that’s it,” maintain that formation of 
community requires a deeper level of engagement. Most participants, however, 
agree that shared spaces are necessary for the formation of community. Shared 
space at LaGuardia, in particular, was a prominent theme in both written 
reflections and group discussions.

The LaGuardia campus was seen as a disappointment, both aesthetically 
and as pertains to campus life. Students commented that the campus is visually 
unappealing and, more critically, lacks a true central space where the college 
can come together spontaneously for events such as block parties, fairs, or 
concerts. Several students also commented that, even with the space available, 
LaGuardia’s community is sometimes segregated by program of study, leaving 
nowhere to hold events that take full advantage of students walking by. This 
point is exemplified by the following discussion, wherein students discussed 
the effectiveness of LaGuardia’s communication network:

A: I don’t think it’s that bad because they do have a section in the …
building where they do have all the clubs laid out for you. So it’s not 
like they’re not fun, you just have to attend these things. 

B: But it’s not here, we’re mostly here. 
A: It’s the same building, it’s the same community. 
B: No, it’s not the same building, because you have to walk to the other 

building. We don’t have a connection.

Communication
The previous quote also relates to the theme of poor communication. Students 
expressed dissatisfaction with the scope of communication and with the meth-
ods used to advertise events and opportunities to the student body. Students 
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noted that events are often advertised in only one building and that sometimes 
event flyers are distributed by people who seem uninterested. Perhaps more 
significant is the failure to make students aware of the current active status and 
meeting times of clubs, as the following student experienced:

Yeah, one time in the … building there was a flyer and it said ‘… club 
on Friday” so on Friday they have their club. So me and my friends 
we went there and it was empty. So I was, like, if you can’t come every 
week then I’m not coming ever. You need to be organized or have a 
paper that says it’s closed for today, you need to state the reasons. You 
can’t just not decide to come and then have an empty room. I’m never 
going to come back, I don’t have time. 

LaGuardia’s Strengths
Diversity
For engendering a feeling of belonging in students, diversity arose as one of 
LaGuardia’s greatest strengths. This finding is consistent with Enke’s findings 
(2011) that diverse spaces can serve to engender belonging in underrepresented 
groups. Consider one student’s experience of high school:

I was going to this high school and it was more diverse there. But then 
my mother had moved … us to this other neighborhood that was pre-
dominantly white people. So we were the only Black people who lived 
on this one block. And at the high school you could literally count on 
two hands how many Black people went there. So I felt like I wasn’t 
part of that community because it was uncomfortable….There was 
people that would just walk past you. 

Contrast the outlook of the high school student quoted above with 
another student’s initial LaGuardia experience:

When I came to LaGuardia, it was, like, international. When I started, 
you see a little bit of everything. In some schools you just see…little 
groups... When I came I was, like, “Oh, there’s a lot of different 
people here.” It’s not just like one and then another section. There are 
a lot of people mixed together.

These students and others feel a greater sense of belonging in a diverse, 
unified community than in one in which they are a minority in a mostly 
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homogeneous group or a group where racial and cultural groups segregate. 
In the words of another student, “The diverse population in LaGuardia has 
created a more accepting and more open atmosphere to everyone.”

LaGuardia’s diverse population also has implications for representation. 
We know that people, students included, benefit from seeing positive repre-
sentations of those similar to themselves who share their struggles (Martins 
and Harrison 2012; Jehangir, Williams, and Pete 2011). Written work from 
LaGuardia students implies that, in a diverse environment, this benefit is 
imparted to students seeing positive representations of cultures not their own, 
so long as they are outside the country’s dominant culture. The following is 
one student’s response to a cultural heritage festival at LaGuardia:

Many students give hand to hand to support this program it means 
they support their religious and culture. It means there is no racial 
discrimination in LaGuardia. Which makes me more secure and 
motivation to learn more things to excel my goal and I was so lucky 
that I get that Opportunity to learn that. I see their many students are 
involved in this program it means students are celebrating their eth-
nicity groups. People are dancing their own culture. They are singing 
with their own native languages.

First Year Seminar
All participants in this study were enrolled in the FYS course required by 
their major and many claimed that these courses helped them relate to the 
college community, particularly as a hub for communication. Numerous 
students, in written work and focus group discussions, mentioned that FYS 
made them aware of the resources and support available, as well as the 
variety of cocurricular opportunities available. This communication was via 
both the course instructor and student affairs professionals invited to speak 
during class time. 

The FYS courses also support cocurricular engagement both indirectly and 
directly. The time management component which “really shows you what you 
can do, where you have free time and what you can do with your free time,” 
is important in light of the fact that lack of time was identified as a major 
barrier to cocurricular engagement. More directly, each FYS course includes 
some form of required cocurricular participation, though this requirement 
was met with mixed enthusiasm. Some students appreciated their mandatory 
cocurricular experience:
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…it pushed me to step over my comfort zone to go to this club. … 
First I thought that I wanted to get a degree and get out of here, but 
then when I came along with this group…they motivate you…to feel 
more encouraged to do your work—to do better. 

Others, particularly those who view college primarily as an investment, 
were averse. As one student put it: “I think if you want to go to clubs, you 
should go. If you don’t want to go you should have the best education and the 
best administration there to help you do it.” Or, in the words of another, “I 
just want to go to class and go home.”

Discussion
Institutional Implications
From the LaGuardia community, student participants want social interaction, 
welcome, and support from an academically serious peer group, patient and 
empathic support from faculty and staff, and an environment that embraces 
their heritage and background. Our challenge is to give students reasons to be 
on campus and to engage them when they are there, so that they have oppor-
tunities to make connections and to benefit from all LaGuardia has to offer. 
This study identified four major barriers to students’ embracing and being 
embraced by the college community:

Communication: LaGuardia campus happenings are communicated in 
a variety of ways, including e-mail, flyers, a printed list of current clubs, and 
an online events calendar. Despite this variety, students indicated difficulty 
determining what was happening and what had been canceled. It is worth 
noting that, with the exception of the events calendar, information about most 
opportunities is delivered piecemeal, one event at a time. LaGuardia’s commu-
nication network would benefit from a weekly schedule of events, available to 
students via e-mail and in print, in addition to the online calendar. Ideally, the 
calendar and weekly schedule would also include cancellations. Additionally, 
printed information that applies to the whole campus, such as event flyers, 
should be distributed in all campus buildings. The information source repeat-
edly identified by participants as reliable was First Year Seminar. This finding is 
a heartening reminder of the potential value of the classroom for outreach and 
of faculty as emissaries; it supports the continuation and creation of initiatives 
designed to support faculty in becoming knowledgeable representatives of the 
college. First Year Seminar lasts a semester, but students go to class so long as 
they are with the college.
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Shared Spaces: Many of LaGuardia’s events, especially those celebrating 
the diversity of its students, should be positioned to take advantage of spon-
taneous “walk-in” participation. Unfortunately, LaGuardia’s campus—four 
buildings on a busy street in Queens—is devoid of central common space. The 
college does, however, have some control over where students go and where 
information is shared. Whenever feasible, students’ class schedules should 
include as much of the campus as possible; courses attached to a particular 
major need not be confined to a single building. As noted above, general inter-
est print information should be posted throughout campus.

Time and Money: While we cannot give our students unlimited resources, 
we can give them reasons to be on campus and make the campus and its events 
more convenient. Some students who require part-time jobs are good candi-
dates for on-campus employment, from work-study to paid positions as tutors 
or student mentors. Students who are employed or have other time-sensitive 
commitments appreciate events and opportunities that are friendly to irregular 
schedules. In addition, participants suggested that greater childcare availability 
and the addition of more diverse food options, such as halal food, in the dining 
commons would make LaGuardia more welcoming and convenient.

Student Interest: I am not the first and will not be the last to wonder how 
we might convince students that cocurricular activities have intrinsic value 
beyond that of a distraction from work. Some students will make time to par-
ticipate, regardless of outside commitments, if they see value, but this insight 
requires a paradigm shift that is difficult to trigger intentionally. Some students 
indicated that the mandatory cocurricular participation required by FYS 
courses was able to force that shift, but others were hostile to the attempt. It is 
worth noting that some complaints specifically referenced requirements that 
they join a specific club, so students may react more positively given greater 
freedom to choose their cocurricular experience.

Future Research
This was a small study with a total of twenty-two participants in a limited 
number of majors. It also focuses only on students who are new to college, 
specifically those actively enrolled in FYS courses during a single spring semes-
ter. No evening or weekend students were included, which is significant, as the 
weekend campus experience can differ from the weekday experience, even at 
residential institutions (Donahue 2004; Blackhurst, Akey, and Bobilya 2003). 
As such, the study has limited generalizability, even at LaGuardia. In addition, 
most participants were not heavily involved in cocurricular activities and none 
were from FYS courses attached to pairs or learning communities. Even with 
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this narrow focus, however, discussion and written data were not, for the most 
part, thematically redundant, indicating that the sample size was insufficient 
to elicit all commonly held opinions on the subject.

There is still a great deal of room to explore student voices on college 
community. I am particularly interested in adding the viewpoints of evening/
weekend students and work-study students, as well as those who are active in 
student life or whose FYS course is attached to a learning community. Meth-
odologically, the study would benefit from the inclusion of both early- and 
late-semester discussion data and an increased discussion focus on academic 
community rather that community in general. In is also important to recognize 
that a college, its programming, and its community will change over time—
students who begin college during spring semester may differ from those who 
begin during fall and some of the above recommendations have been or will 
have been implemented at LaGuardia by the time this article is published. 
Gathering data from multiple semesters, both fall and spring, seems prudent.
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Appendix
Focus Group Script
1. When you think of the word community, what images come to mind? 

2. Can you share a personal experience of community?

3. What are some of your experiences with the college community?

4. How important is it for you to be connected to the college community?
• If not, why not: What sorts of events or opportunities would encour-

age you to connect to the LaGuardia community? In what ways do 
you feel connected to the college community?

• Or, what do these experiences give you?

5. Has the FYS course offered a sense of community inside or outside of 
class?
• In your view, in what ways can a college encourage community?

6. How can students create or contribute to the college community?

7. What would the perfect college community look like? What kinds of 
images come to mind?

8. Please add whatever we may have missed…or anything you wanted to say 
and didn’t.

Prompt for Written Reflection
1. One of the purposes of First Year Seminar is to help students become part 

of the college community at LaGuardia. 
• Do you feel like you belong at LaGuardia or do you feel out of place? 

Why do you think you feel this way?
• Where at LaGuardia do you feel most like you belong? Why?
• Where at LaGuardia do you feel least like you belong? Why?

2. Two key aspects of community are shared goals/values and support for its 
members. 
• What common purposes and values do the members of the LaGuardia 

community share? 
• How does the LaGuardia community support you in achieving your 

goals? How could you be better supported? 
• What can you do to support others in the LaGuardia community?

3. If you could shape the LaGuardia community however you want, what 
changes would you make? How would these changes improve the LaGuar-
dia community?
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Author’s Reflection
My research for In Transit explores the perceptions of LaGuardia’s students 
about our campus’s community, their place within it, and the barriers and sup-
ports encountered as they engage socially and develop a sense of belonging. It 
is a modest study that raises a number of possibilities for future research. I do 
believe that this inquiry can contribute to the scholarship on the development 
of community, particularly as these questions regard institutions with large 
and diverse populations. Most research done on the experience of community 
has occurred at colleges with a majority of white students. By undertaking 
this inquiry, I have a greater understanding of how the First Year Seminar can 



facilitate multiple forms of student engagement: with each other, and with 
faculty and staff, both within and outside the classroom 

In what ways have you developed as a writer?
Aside from furthering my own knowledge of community and ways it develops, 
I gained insight into qualitative scholarship. With support and guidance from 
the leaders and participants of the Carnegie Seminar for the Scholarship of 
Teaching and Learning, I learned about the depth that qualitative methods can 
bring to a study. I also confronted the many challenges inherent to this type of 
research. Reviewing the literature on community was difficult because I had no 
background knowledge in this field. Furthermore, I had never designed a study 
using qualitative methods, nor had I ever completed the Institutional Review 
Board process! Because my study included focus groups, I encountered the 
creative challenge of designing questions both broad enough to allow partici-
pants to express themselves fully, yet narrow enough to address my research 
questions. Getting students to participate in my study was also hard. 

In a year, I have scratched the surface of qualitative research in teach-
ing and learning, from the review of the literature, to design of the study, to 
approval of the Institutional Review Board, to collection and analysis of data. 
Though I am far from expert, I believe that the process of writing this article 
has given me a solid foundation upon which to design studies that incorporate 
qualitative methods. In addition to revising this paper, I plan to use what I have 
learned to collaborate with colleagues from Math, Engineering, and Computer 
on an analysis of accelerated math courses. 

Will you revise this article for external review? 
Quite frankly, my study begs for more data collection, particularly in the 
form of individual interviews and focus group discussions. I plan to revise this 
paper and submit it for external publication. I will revise the literature review 
to include additional sources, and incorporate additional information and 
conclusions drawn from samples of student reflective writing. 
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Student Reflections on the Usefulness of  
Habits of Mind

Tonya Hendrix, Natural Sciences

Abstract
Discipline-based first year seminars at LaGuardia Community College include 
an introduction to “Habits of Mind,” developed by Costa and Kallick to 
encourage positive dispositions towards challenges and uncertainty. Research 
suggests that attributes and behaviors such as flexibility, close listening, and 
metacognition are common to success across diverse professions. However, 
there is little research into the practice of these habits as effective learning strate-
gies and life skills for community college students. The present study assesses 
seminar students’ perceptions of the value of the Habits of Mind by analyzing 
survey data, written reflections, and focus groups. Preliminary results indicate 
that LaGuardia students view the practice of the Habits of Mind in the First 
Year Seminar to be effective in promoting transference of positive dispositions 
to other life experiences.

Introduction
When faculty and staff at LaGuardia Community College initiated the design 
of a new First Year Seminar, in the spring of 2013, they were guided by a high-
stakes goal: increasing the retention of at-risk students by offering a coherent, 
discipline-based introduction to academic skills and college life. FYS course 
materials and activities closely link a student’s major area of study to a support 
structure that encompasses personal connections with peer mentors, faculty, 
and advisors. Additional topics introduce planning for degree completion, 
transfer, career readiness, and the development of non-cognitive practices 
increasingly viewed as essential to academic success. 

My personal need to be more relevant to my students’ lives coincided with 
the opportunity for Natural Sciences faculty to teach the First Year Seminar 
(FYS), giving us the opportunity to teach a course in which developing the skills 
to confront life’s complexities is part of the content. A troubling conference with 
a student revealed a series of devastating personal losses. His father had recently 
left the family, his grandfather had just passed away, his grandmother was suf-
fering from dementia, and his mother had been diagnosed with cancer. In his 
household, he was the only healthy adult. Our conversation was not about study 
skills, time management, or course content. It was about family and responsibil-
ity. It was about dropping out of college to care for loved ones because there 
seemed to be no other option. My student was in the midst of a massive problem 
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unrelated to studying biology, and I was like a non-swimmer, waist-deep in river 
rapids and inadequate to the task. At the end of that conversation, I had com-
mitted myself to finding a way to address life skills in my courses. 

Among the affective skills firmly integrated into the FYS curriculum are 
Costa and Kallick’s “Sixteen Habits of Mind,” a set of behaviors and disposi-
tions essential to the success of high-achievers: 

A “Habit of Mind” means having a disposition toward behaving 
intelligently when confronted with problems. When humans experi-
ence dichotomies, are confused by dilemmas, or come face to face 
with uncertainties–our most effective actions require drawing forth 
certain patterns of intellectual behavior. When we draw upon these 
intellectual resources, the results that are produced are more powerful, 
of higher quality and of greater significance than if we fail to employ 
those intellectual behaviors.

The present paper offers an exploration of the classroom practice of the 
habits and the possibility of their transference to the challenges and expec-
tations of everyday life as experienced by my student and countless others 
across LaGuardia. 

In an HOM-oriented learning environment, continual engagement with 
the HOM leads to “internalization” (Costa and Kallick 2000) which stu-
dents are committed to using and growing in their application of the HOM. 
According to Anderson, Costa, and Kallick (2008, 62–63), growth occurs in 
the following dimensions:
• exploring meaning (being able to define and identify which of the HOM 

to use);
• increasing alertness (identifying when to use one of the HOM);
• expanding capacities (building a repertoire of techniques);
• extending values (predicting the usefulness as a result of experienced suc-

cess); and
• building commitment (improving qualitatively due to self-directed actions). 

Motivated by my student’s need for the skills to navigate the familial 
troubles that threatened his personal goals, I have included exploring mean-
ing, increasing alertness, and expanding capacities in the FYS. I selected for 
exploration the single dimension of extending values, that is, the deepened 
ability to predict the appropriate application of a habit to the uncertainties of 
everyday life. In short, I wanted to know if students predict that the HOM will 
be useful in their lives outside of LaGuardia. 
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Literature Review
The HOM are used in the FYS as an intervention that fosters student success. 
Student success in college can be measured in many ways including continuing 
to the next semester, grade-point average, and ratio of credits earned to credits 

Table 1: Habits of Mind (HOM) and Their Descriptions 

Habit Slogan Description

1.	 Persisting Stick to it! Persevering in task through to completion; 
remaining focused; looking for ways to reach your 
goal when stuck; not giving up.

2.	 Managing	impulsivity Take your time! Thinking before acting; remaining calm, thoughtful 
and deliberative.

3.	 Listening	with	
understanding	and	
empathy

Understand others! Devoting mental energy to another person’s 
thoughts and ideas. Making an effort to perceive 
another’s point of view and emotions.

4.	 Thinking	flexibly Look at it another way! Being able to change perspectives, generate 
alternatives, consider options.

5.	 Thinking	about	your	
thinking	(metacognition)

Know your knowing! Being aware of your own thoughts, strategies, 
feelings and actions and their effects on others.

6.	 Striving	for	accuracy Check it again! Always doing your best; setting high standards; 
checking and finding ways to improve constantly.

7.	 Questioning	and	problem	
posing

How do you know? Having a questioning attitude; knowing what data 
are needed and developing questioning strategies 
to produce those data; finding problems to solve.

8.	 Applying	past	knowledge	
to	new	situations

Use what you learn! Accessing prior knowledge; transferring knowledge 
beyond the situation in which it was learned.

9.	 Thinking	and	
communicating	with	
clarity	and	precision

Be clear! Striving for accurate communication in both written 
and oral form; avoiding over generalizations, 
distortions, deletions and exaggerations.

10.	Gathering	data	through	
all	senses

Use your natural 
pathways!

Paying attention to the world around you; gathering 
data through all the senses: taste, touch, smell, 
hearing, and sight.

11.	 Creating,	imagining,	and	
innovating

Try a different way! Generating new and novel ideas, fluency, originality.

12.	Responding	with	
wonderment	and	awe

Have fun figuring it out! Finding the world awesome and mysterious and 
being intrigued with phenomena and beauty.

13.	Taking	responsible	risks Venture out! Being adventuresome; living on the edge of one’s 
competence; trying new things constantly.

14.	Finding	humor Laugh a little! Finding the whimsical, incongruous and 
unexpected; being able to laugh at oneself.

15.	Thinking	
interdependently

Work together! Being able to work in and learn from others in 
reciprocal situations; working in teams.

16.	Remaining	open	to	
continuous	learning

I have so much more 
to learn!

Having humility and pride when admitting you 
don’t know; resisting complacency.

Source: Costa and Kallick 2009, x.
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attempted. The quintessential measure is graduation. In this literature review, 
I will discuss the low graduation rates (or low success rates) of community 
college students, student perceptions of college success, the impact of FYS-like 
courses on student success (graduation), and how the HOM can help.

The Problem of Community College Graduation Rates
Nationally, community college students have an average six-year completion 
rate of 26.5% at the same institution (Juszkiewicz 2014, 5). For full-time stu-
dents, the rate is 42.9%, but for part-time students, the completion rate drops 
to 17.7% (ibid.). At LaGuardia Community College, the six-year completion 
rate for full-time students is nearly 25%. The factors that correlate with low 
completion rates amongst all students are academic unpreparedness, low-
income household, first-generation college attendance, minority ethnic back-
ground, and part-time student status (US 2014). 

Any one of these factors reduces the likelihood that a student will gradu-
ate. At LaGuardia, at least two of these factors apply to most students with 
the additional difficulty, for some, of having English as a second language. 
LaGuardia students, like those at other community colleges across the country, 
are also parents and care-givers (like the student that I mentioned above) with 
full- or part-time employment (CCCSE 2012). For these students, presence 
on a college campus is the first tentative step on a long journey that may not 
lead to graduation.

The Student Perspective on Student Success
When community college students were asked, in a 2010 study conducted by 
the American Federation of Teachers, what would “help them better deal with 
the obstacles to their success,” their first-tier solutions were more money to 
help pay for college and better advisement (Lake Research Partners 2011, 35). 
Second-tier solutions included the “normalizing and encouraging of students 
seeking help” from resources already available on campus, more access to 
faculty, and career advice (ibid.). Community college students are aware of the 
obstacles that they face and know that they need help (in addition to content 
knowledge) from their institution of choice.

How First Year Seminars Help
The inclusion of FYS-like classes in the curriculum of colleges and universities 
across the nation is a research-based, data-driven intervention that increases 
most measures of student success (Cuseo, n.d.). Whether discipline-based 
or whole-student-based, these courses have a significant impact on student 
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persistence and graduation (ibid.). Most FYS-like courses provide information 
about campus resources, curriculum, and careers as well as teaching study skills 
and providing the second tier of solutions identified by students in the study by 
Lake Research Partners (2011, 35). In fact, one study using a cohort of Florida 
community college students showed that students were 8% more likely to be 
successful (measured by degree/certificate completion, transfer to senior college, 
or still attending after five years) after completing one student success course 
(Zeidenberg, Jenkins, and Calcagno 2007). Interestingly, this study did not 
standardize for type of curriculum used in the student success course.

Habits of Mind
The HOM were developed with a “philosophy of teaching toward broader, 
more panoramic, encompassing, and lifelong learning” (Costa and Kallick 
2008a, 44). Using the HOM, students are able to “organize and direct their 
intellectual resources as they confront and resolve problems, observe human 
frailty in themselves and others, plan for the most productive interventions 
in groups, and search out the motivation of their own and others’ actions” 
(ibid., 56). The behaviors encouraged by the HOM are familiar to students, 
but through the process of internalization, they develop into life-long habits.

There is a paucity of research on the impact of the HOM as defined by 
Costa and Kallick (2000), although there are many articles and books that 
describe incorporating HOM into the curriculum across disciplines (see, for 
example, Costa and Kallick 2000, 2008b, 2009). Jenny Edwards’s (2014) 
book, Research on Habits of Mind, summarized the available literature: of the 
eight research articles on classroom interventions that she cites, only six used 
the HOM as identified by Costa and Kallick but those used elementary and 
secondary students as participants. Campbell (2006) analyzed the HOM and 
found that they are consistent with current theories of learning, hence justify-
ing the use of the HOM as a classroom intervention for students of all ages.

Although there is little research on the effectiveness of the HOM, 
Kamenetz (2015) has noted that researchers and educators have been identify-
ing, studying, and applying what are known as non-cognitive, critical thinking, 
problem solving, inquiry, or soft skills to teaching practices for decades because 
of their effectiveness. Some would even argue (e.g., Berrett 2012) that mastery 
of non-cognitive skills is just as or more important than learning content in 
college classrooms. Edwards (2014) says the following: “While the writers 
approached their topics from different perspectives and they had different 
labels, their intentions were similar. They wrote about being flexible and open-
minded, monitoring one’s own thoughts and actions, being curious and having 
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a questioning attitude, and so forth.” While these non-cognitive skill sets are 
numerous and are sometimes presented in a discipline-specific manner (see, for 
example, Nagaoka, 2013), they, like the HOM, consist of the best habits of 
life-long problem solvers. Hazard and Nadeau (2006) have distilled the skills 
necessary for doing well in college to two: “developing the ability to adapt in 
the face of new roles and responsibilities, and understanding the importance 
of change and self-reflection.” The HOM encompass these skills.

Since the HOM incorporate skills that are necessary for college success 
and since they are consistent with current learning theories, it is worthwhile to 
research their inclusion in college curricula. This paper begins the research by 
studying the use of the HOM in FYS-type courses. We expect that the HOM, 
because of their focus on developing problem-solving skills, will address, at 
least partially, “the normalizing and encouraging of students seeking help,” 
one of the second tier of needed solutions identified by students in the study 
by Lake Research Partners (2011, 35).

Study Objectives
This line of research seeks to answer the question, “Do FYS students see the 
HOM as useful in their everyday lives?” According to Anderson, Costa and 
Kallick (2008, 62), “as learners extend the value they place on the Habits of 
Mind, they express a belief that the habit is important not just in particular 
situations, but also more universally as a pattern of behavior in their life, and 
they express a desire for the Habits of Mind to be adopted in the lives of oth-
ers and in the community at large.” Will FYS students believe that the HOM 
are beneficial “as a pattern of behavior in their life”? The answer is important 
because the college seeks to provide a curriculum that, especially in FYS, 
provides students with the non-cognitive skills that foster student success. If 
students do not view the HOM as useful, then the college must adjust the stu-
dent success part of the FYS curriculum so that it is more engaging and relevant 
to the students. If the HOM are seen as useful, the college should continue to 
improve the HOM curriculum to increase its effectiveness.

Research Method
Participants 
The participants in this study were students registered in the author’s FYS class 
for Liberal Arts: Math and Science majors at LaGuardia Community College 
during the spring of 2016. Participation was optional and did not affect, nega-
tively or positively, the grade received in the class. 
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HOM in the FYS curriculum
One or two of the HOM were taught in the FYS each week. Table 2 summa-
rizes how each was presented in class. Each lesson lasted between thirty min-
utes and one hour. The idea was to explore the meaning of each habit of mind 

Table 2: FYS Curriculum on Habits of Mind (HOM) 

Habit Description

1.	 Persisting Quote exploration  
Video (Michael Jordan on Failure) and class discussion

2.	 Managing	impulsivity Franklin Covey, “Managing 5 Key Choices to Extraordinary Productivity”  
Small group discussion

3.	 Listening	with	understanding	
and	empathy

TedTalk on appreciating differences by Nigerian writer
Activity: Write skit with a situation where this habit is not used

4.	 Thinking	flexibly Quote exploration
Activity: Connect habit with Meyers-Briggs personality type

5.	 Thinking	about	your	thinking	
(metacognition)

Video defining metacognition
Activity: Describe your thinking for a pivotal life event. What would you do 
differently?

6.	 Striving	for	accuracy Quote exploration
Define precision and accuracy. Class discussion

7.	 Questioning	and	problem	
posing

Excerpt from Costa article on HOM
Reflection questions 

8.	 Applying	past	knowledge	to	
new	situations

Quote exploration
Activity: Analyze past situation and what you learned from it

9.	 Thinking	and	communicating	
with	clarity	and	precision

Excerpt from Costa article on HOM
Reflection questions

10.	Gathering	data	through	all	
senses

Activity: Rate chocolate using all senses.
Reflection

11.	 Creating,	imagining,	and	
innovating

YouTube video on Creativity
Reflection: What could you do well if you stuck with it?

12.	Responding	with	
wonderment	and	awe

Video of amazing events.
Presentation: What does responding with wonderment and awe look like?
Small group discussion: “What do I find awesome?”

13.	Taking	responsible	risks Article on responsible risk by mountain climber
Reflection

14.	Finding	humor TedTalk on finding humor by comic in Beirut
Small group discussion 

15.	Thinking	interdependently Video of cartoon examples of working as a group
Discussion: Pros and cons of group work

16.	Remaining	open	to	
continuous	learning

Pick favorite from a list of quotes
Discussion: Explain why your quote is the best
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and discuss what it would look like in practice. Most lessons utilized videos 
from YouTube and small or large group activities as well as a written reflection.

Data
Three types of data were collected for this study: surveys on student use of the 
HOM, written reflections on the use of the HOM, and a focus group on the 
use of the HOM.

Table 3: Habits of Mind (HOM) Self-Assessment Survey 
Survey Items for individual HOM along with their rankings on the pre-FYS and post-
FYS surveys. The rank of “1” indicates the highest score.

Habit
 
Survey Item

Ranking

Pre-FYS Post-FYS

1.	 Persisting • I work at a task until it is finished.
• Those around me do not easily distract me.
• If something isn’t working, I don’t just give up, I think about 

different ways of solving the problem.

24
49

 
41

13
49

 
43

2.	 Managing	
impulsivity

• I develop a plan before I start work and I see the importance of 
this.

• I spend time thinking about ways of improving my learning plans.
• I refer to my plan often, and follow what I have planned to do.
• I accept suggestions/negotiations to improve my learning plans and 

my work.

45
46
43
14

30
25
35
10

3.	 Listening	with	
understanding	
and	empathy

• I can listen to others without interrupting them.
• I listen to others and value their ideas.
• I listen to others and then contribute my thoughts and ideas.

32
25

5

48
33
45

4.	 Thinking	flexibly • I understand that there are different points of view on any one 
issue.

• I can put myself in the position of others to understand their point 
of view.

• When I encounter a problem in my learning and work, I can think 
of different ways of progressing.

1
15

 
23

1
12

 
36

5.	 Thinking	about	
your	thinking	
(metacognition)

• I can describe my previous learning and plan my learning to build 
upon it.

• I can identify the areas of my learning that I need to develop.
• I can describe the new learning that I will be doing.

31
37
48

41
31
42

6.	 Striving	for	
accuracy

• I check that my information is accurate.
• I regularly review my plan to ensure the work I am completing 

matches what has been planned.
• I check and revise to ensure my writing and math are clear and 

accurate.

4
 

18
11

15
 
5

44

7.	 Questioning	and	
problem	posing

• I can ask questions to seek understanding of what I don’t know.
• I enjoy discovering what I need to find out more about and 

planning new learning around this.
• I look for different points of view or alternative answers to the 

questions I have posed.

21 
 

40
22

8 
 

24
9



Table 3: Habits of Mind (HOM) Self-Assessment Survey (cont’d) 

Habit
 
Survey Item

Ranking

Pre-FYS Post-FYS

8.	 Applying	past	
knowledge	to	
new	situations

• I can see how my new learning builds upon my previous learning 
experiences.

• I think about my previous learning experiences when planning 
new learning plans.

• I think about my previous learning and how this affects my new 
learning.

13
20
29

29
15
7

9.	 Thinking	and	
communicating	
with	clarity	and	
precision

• I learn in many different ways.
• I can give reasons for liking/disliking such things as works of art.
• I can give reasons for agreeing/disagreeing with a variety of 

opinions.
• When I communicate my thinking and learning to others, I do it 

clearly and without hesitation.

33
26

9
 

38

37
26
38

 
47

10.	Gathering	data	
through	all	
senses

• I like to get actively involved in what is going on around me, 
regardless of the activity.

44 46

11.	 Creating,	
imagining,	and	
innovating

• I am willing to try different approaches when I am learning 
something new.

• I can imagine the possibilities with my learning.
• I can see how learning changes the way I think about things 

happening around me.

12
28

3

28
22
6

12.	Responding	with	
wonderment	and	
awe

• I often see the beauty in the things around me, and I am 
comfortable describing it as such.

• I like to stop and wonder about nature, and about things that are 
happening around me.

• I enjoy finding things out and learning.

39
 

34
19

39
 

23
4

13.	Taking	
responsible	risks

• I try out new things/learning, even when those around me are not 
willing to do the same.

• New challenges are what I look for in my learning.
• I like to share my learning with those around me.

30
35
36

11
16
40

14.	Finding	humor • I can see the funny side of things that don’t go as planned. I can 
laugh at myself.

• I enjoy a good laugh in relationships and at work.
• I don’t laugh at other people (at someone else’s expense); I laugh 

with them.

47
16
17

32
3

19

15.	Thinking	
Interdependently

• I help with tasks that the group needs to perform.
• I listen to others when working in groups.
• I am happy to share my ideas with a group.
• I accept that when working in groups others may not always 

agree with what I have to say.

6
2

42
 

27

27
20
34

 
21

16.	Remaining	open	
to	continuous	
learning

• Learning is very important to me.
• I am always looking to improve myself, and the learning that I am 

doing.
• I see learning as an ongoing challenge throughout my life.

7
8

10

2
17
18

Source of survey items: Johnson, Rutledge, Poppe 2005.
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Student Surveys
Students assessed their own use of each of the HOM at the beginning of 
the semester (before being introduced to the HOM in the course). Survey 
items appear in table 3 and were taken from a curriculum developed by 
Community High School of Vermont (Johnson, Rutledge, and Poppe 2005). 
Choices for student responses were “Most of the time,” “Frequently,” 
“Sometimes,” and “Not yet.” At the end of the semester, students were asked 
how much their use of each of the items in table 3 had increased because of 
what they had learned in FYS. These questions were answered using a Likert 
scale where 1 = not at all and 5 = a lot. Thirty beginning-of-the-semester 
surveys and nineteen end-of-the-semester surveys were analyzed. The surveys 
were analyzed by item and means were calculated for items belonging to the 
individual HOM.

Written Reflections
During the semester and as part of the course, students were asked to write 
reflections on newspaper articles (Cardoza 2016; Bellafante 2014) about stu-
dents having difficulty completing their degrees. The prompts for the reflec-
tions were: 1. The student in the article is having difficulties in school. What 
are the difficulties? How are the difficulties a barrier to successful completion 
of school?; 2. Which “Habits of Mind” could the student use to be successful?; 
and, 3. Write a letter to the student. In the letter, describe three Habits (make 
sure to give clear examples) that can be used to help be more successful in 
school and at home?. Writings from six participants were coded and analyzed 
for themes as well as mentions of each of the HOM.

Box 1: Focus Group Questions 

1. Describe the Habits of Mind as a group.

2. How many Habits of Mind are there?

3. Do you think that the Habits of Mind are useful to you now? If so, how?

4. Do you think that the Habits of Mind will be useful to you in the future? If so, how?

5. Has this class encouraged you to use any of the Habits of Mind?

6. Which Habit of Mind do you
a. use most often?
b. use least often?
c. think is most important?

d. think is least important?

7. What are the benefits, if any, of learning about the Habits of Mind in this class?

8. What are the disadvantages, if any, of learning about the Habits of Mind in this class?
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Focus Group
After final exams were given for the semester, a focus group was conducted 
with six students who discussed their perceptions of the usefulness of the 
HOM. The questions used are listed in the box below. The focus group tran-
scripts were coded and analyzed for themes.

Results and Discussion
Student Surveys
The survey administered at the beginning of the semester required students 
to self-assess their use of each HOM by responding “Most of the time,” 
“Frequently,” “Sometimes,” or “Not Yet” to the forty-nine items listed in 
table 3. Overall, 38% of the responses were “Most of the time,” 40% were 
“Frequently,” 21% were “Sometimes,” and 2% were “Not Yet,” indicating 
that the participants were already great users of the HOM. The number of 
positive responses (“Most of the time” and “Frequently”) were counted for 
each item and reported as a percentage. The mean was calculated for all 
items related to individual HOM.

Figure 1 below shows individual HOM in order from least positive to 
most positive responses received and quickly identifies student self-assess-
ments of their strengths and weaknesses in practicing the HOM. Students 
rated themselves highly on the use of each of the HOM; more than sixty per-
cent of students responded positively for each individual HOM. The HOM 
with the greatest number of positive responses were Striving for accuracy; 
Creating, imagining, and innovating; and Remaining open to continuous 
learning. Persisting, Thinking about thinking, and Managing impulsivity 
were the least positively rated. Rankings of the individual items appear in 
table 3. 

Students rated themselves highest on the item, “I can see how my new 
learning builds upon my previous learning experiences,” which tests the 
Habit of Mind of Applying past knowledge to new situations. The item 
“Those around me do not easily distract me,” which applies to the Habit of 
Mind of Persisting received the lowest rating. The greatest positive responses 
are consistent with adults who have chosen to pursue higher education as a 
means to reach their goals. The least positive responses are an indication of 
our students’ struggles (or expected struggles): distractions, time-manage-
ment issues, lack of persistence, and weak metacognitive skills.

The questions on the end-of-the-semester student surveys were slightly 
different; the items were the same but students were asked to respond on a 
Likert scale (1 = not at all and 5 = a lot) for how much the FYS had resulted 
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in the greater use of each item. The mean response was calculated for each 
item (see table 3 for rankings) and a mean was calculated for all of the items 
that pertained to a particular HOM. Results appear in figure 2.

Students reported that the FYS resulted in greater use of all of the Habits 
of Mind (all mean responses were greater than four on a five point scale). 

Figure 1: Results of HOM usage survey given to students at the beginning 
of the FYS course

Survey items are in table 3. Students responded to each item with “Most of the time,” 
“Frequently,” “Sometimes,” or “Not yet.” Individual habits are graphed in the order 
of increasing number of positive responses (“Most of the time” and “Frequently”).

1 Habit of Mind ranked one of three lowest on the post-FYS survey. 
2 Habit of Mind ranked one of three highest on the post-FYS survey.

Mean of students with positive responses
Percent

Persisting1

50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100

Thinking about thinking

Managing impulsivity

Gathering data through all the senses1

Finding humor

Responding with wonderment and awe

Taking responsible risks

Questioning and posing problems2

Thinking and communicating with clarity
and precision

Thinking interdependently

Listening with understanding and 
empathy1

Applying past knowledge to new 
situations

Thinking flexibly2

Striving for accuracy

Creating, imagining, and innovating

Remaining open to continuous learning2



The greatest increases were in Questioning and posing problems, Thinking 
flexibly, and Remaining open to continuous learning; the lowest increases 
were in Listening with understanding and empathy, Persisting, and Gathering 
data through all the senses. The item with the highest score was “I under-
stand that there are different points of view on any one issue,” which tests 
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Figure 2: Results of HOM usage survey given to students at the end of the 
FYS course

Survey items are in table 3. Students rated how much their use of each item had 
increased due to the FYS using a Likert scale where 1 = “not at all” and 5 = “a lot.” 
Individual habits are graphed in the order of increasing mean.

1 Habit of Mind ranked one of three lowest on the pre-FYS survey. 
2 Habit of Mind ranked one of three highest on the pre-FYS survey.

Mean score
3.8 3.9 4.0 4.1 4.2 4.3 4.4 4.5

Taking responsible risks

Persisting

Listening with understanding and
empathy

Managing impulsivity1

Thinking about thinking1

Gathering data through all the senses

Finding humor

Responding with wonderment and awe

Questioning and posing problems

Thinking and communicating with clarity
and precision

Thinking interdependently

Applying past knowledge to new
situations

Thinking flexibly

Striving for accuracy

Creating, imagining, and innovating2

Remaining open to continuous learning2



106  •  In Transit 

the Habit of Mind of Thinking flexibly; the item with the lowest score was 
“Those around me do not easily distract me,” which applies to the Habit 
of Mind of Persisting. These survey results were gathered at a time when 
students have internalized the HOM due to their work with the dimensions 
of exploring meaning, expanding capacities, and increasing alertness as a 
part of the FYS curriculum. The fact that students reported the smallest gain 
in dealing with distractions from others (Persisting) indicates that students 
would benefit from strengthening the course curriculum covering the Habit 
of Mind of Persisting.

The end-of-the-semester survey also asked students which HOM they 
were most and least likely to use as a result of being in FYS. Finding humor 
and Remaining open to continuous learning received the most mentions 
for the habit students were least likely to use; Persisting and Listening with 
understanding and empathy were most likely to be used. Again, Persisting was 
highlighted by students as something that they were sure they would need to 
use in the future.

Written Reflections
As part of the FYS, students were required to read and reflect on two news-
paper articles about college students who were having difficulty with school. 
The prompts for the reflections were: 

1. The student in the article is having difficulties in school. What are the dif-
ficulties? How are the difficulties a barrier to successful completion of 
school?

2. Which “Habits of Mind” could the student use to be successful? 
3. Write a letter to the student. In the letter, describe three Habits (make sure 

to give clear examples) that can be used to help be more successful in 
school and at home?

One article is from the New York Times (Bellafante 2014) and describes 
the difficulties of a LaGuardia Community College student; the other is from 
the Washington Post (Cardoza 2016) and discusses the problems of a four-
year-college student. The intention of the reflection assignment was to give the 
students practice in applying the HOM to a complex, student-related situation. 
Six students granted permission for their reflections to be analyzed as part of 
this research.

In response to Cardoza’s (2016) article, each of the written reflections identi-
fied social problems as a barrier to completion for the student. Financial, family, 
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and academic issues were also identified in one or two of the reflections. The 
HOM identified in the reflections as potentially helpful in the scenario presented 
in the article were Thinking flexibly (3 reflections), Persisting (2), Remaining 
open to continuous learning (1), Thinking and communicating with clarity and 
precision (1), Taking responsible risks (1), and Applying past knowledge (1).

The barriers for the student in Bellafante’s (2014) article were identified as 
family, financial, time management, and academic issues, in order of descend-
ing number of mentions. Family and financial issues were mentioned in all of 
the reflections analyzed. The HOM identified in the reflections as potentially 
helpful in the scenario presented in the Bellafante article were Persisting (five 
reflections), Thinking flexibly (three), Managing impulsivity (two), Remain-
ing open to continuous learning (one), and Questioning and posing problems 
(one). Also mentioned was “Identifying college resources” which is not one of 
the HOM but is explicitly taught in FYS.

Reflection prompt #3 asked participants to write a letter to the student 
in the article recommending three HOM to increase the possibility of success. 
These letters were all kind pep talks including advice based on the HOM. In 
their reflections on the articles, the HOM identified by students in response to 
Reflection Prompt #2 were not always identical to the ones they recommended 
in the letter written for Reflection Prompt #3.

For both reflections, the major barriers identified were family and financial 
issues and the recommended HOM were Persisting and Thinking flexibly. Per-
sisting was identified as the Habit of Mind that students were least proficient 
at in the pre-FYS survey; as the Habit of Mind that was least improved (but 
improved) as a result of taking the FYS; and, in the post-FYS survey, as one 
of the HOM that students would most likely use in the future. Students have 
identified Persisting as a HOM that is essential for their success while admitting 
that it is an area that needs growth. In addition to being highly recommended 
by students in answers to Reflection prompt #3, Thinking flexibly was the 
second highest rated habit in the post-FYS survey. 

Focus Group
Six students volunteered to attend a focus group held after completion of final 
exams. The questions asked appear in Box 1. When asked to describe the 
HOM, the focus group participants did not define the HOM. Instead, they 
described how the HOM are useful to them. The HOM were said to help 
control stress and to help with confidence. According to one participant, the 
HOM helps one “to be aware of the person that you are and [how] to be suc-
cessful; advises [how] … to get to your goal.”
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Awareness was the most persistent theme throughout the focus group: 
awareness of self, others, and the HOM. Learning about the HOM in class 
gave participants a chance to “analyze and self-reflect” as well as to “organize” 
their thinking patterns around the HOM in order to “be a better person.” 
One participant mentioned being better able to analyze personal strengths and 
weaknesses. Another participant said that it was also important “to forget” 
some things in order to move on, a great example of understanding that one 
chooses when to use the Habit of Mind of Applying past knowledge.

In addition to awareness, the other themes that emerged from the focus 
group were the use of a subset of HOM for a particular issue, feelings of 
inferiority if the participant felt deficient in a particular HOM, and the idea 
that the HOM could be applied in and out of school. Participants indicated 
that individual problems would be solved by the application of a subset of 
HOM. One participant said, “I use all of these; it just depends on when I apply 
it.” Another participant noted that, “In every situation, you use at least one 
HOM.” The only disadvantage identified for learning about the HOM in class 
was a feeling of inferiority. Participants seemed to feel deficient if they were 
“not good at one” of the HOM. Otherwise, the group agreed that there was 
“more of an advantage” to learning about the HOM in class than a disadvan-
tage. The HOM were understood by participants to be useful in and out of the 
classroom; there were several mentions of “everyday life.” Lastly, a recurring 
minor theme was the usefulness of the HOM in interpersonal relationships. 
Participants related incidents in which the HOM led to increased respect and 
compassion for others.

Participants in the focus group also made comments about pedagogy. 
One participant was happy that the HOM were taught one at a time; another 
liked those activities that offered practice for the future. Two participants 
especially favored writing the letters that were part of the written reflections. 
One student suggested that the next cohort of students write letters to her: she 
wanted their advice.

Conclusion
At the beginning of the semester, surveys were completed by thirty students; at 
the end of the semester, nineteen students had completed the survey. Six par-
ticipants agreed that their reflections be used as a part of the present study; and 
six students volunteered for the focus group. Consequently, the findings of the 
present study are limited by its small sample size. In addition, findings may not 
be applicable to community college students who do not attend school in large, 
urban environments, or to courses where the HOM are not covered in depth. 
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However, the present study suggests that FYS students viewed the HOM 
as useful in their everyday lives, thus opening a path for future research into 
the HOM as a student success intervention for community college students. 
Findings also suggest that the HOM is an effective FYS strategy. Moreover, 
focus group participants indicated that learning about the HOM in the FYS 
as an engaging, reflective process during which students begin to understand 
their strengths and weaknesses. Indeed, focus group participants recognized 
the value of extending the HOM beyond the classroom. 

Finally, instructors can use the HOM survey at the beginning of the semes-
ter to adjust the HOM curriculum according to student need. For community 
college students caught between competing responsibilities of family, work, and 
college courses, and the hopeful dreams of graduating from a four-year college, 
the abilities to think flexibly and to persist are invaluable. Internalized over 
time, the HOM can give individuals like my biology student the non-cognitive 
tools needed to overcome potentially devastating circumstances. For a professor 
serving in an additional role as advisor, the commonly shared language of the 
HOM just might hold her up as she wades into troubled waters.
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4

Author’s Reflection
My research has given me the opportunity to delve into the theory behind non-
cognitive skills and into the many general and discipline-based skill sets. The 
curriculum of the First Year Seminar (FYS) includes student exposure to the 
“Habits of Mind,” a set of affective skills developed by Arthur L. Costa and 
Bena Kallick. Unlike courses in my discipline of biology, in which learners are 
deepening their content knowledge, FYS students need to cultivate and apply 
skills. Originally, I had wanted my students to understand each of the sixteen 
habits. But I realized that my first year class needed practice. Thus, I began to 
search for and design activities that allowed students to actually experience 
the habits. For example, for the habit of “gathering data through all senses,” 
we rated three or four chocolates according to taste, texture, color, and smell. 
Brainstorming words associated with human senses, focusing on one sense at 
a time, and comparing ratings and preferences increased student awareness 
of more than chocolate. They began to appreciate the variety and complexity 
of sensory information, to be more sensitive to their relation to the world as 
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experienced through their senses. The discussions that followed these activi-
ties were engaging and thought-provoking. So, in addition to expanding my 
pedagogy to explicitly teach non-cognitive skills, I have begun to include non-
traditional experiential learning in my content area in ways that excite and 
engage students (like the chocolate activity, for example). 

This research project was my first foray into qualitative research and the 
scholarship of teaching and learning. I have learned so much as a result of par-
ticipating in the Carnegie Seminar. Most importantly, I have a genuine appre-
ciation for the stories that are told by qualitative research and have adopted 
qualitative surveys into my teaching practice. For example, this semester I gave 
qualitative mid-semester satisfaction surveys to my students, and discussed the 
resulting themes with my class. I found the written feedback and the in-class 
discussion to be more instructive than the Likert-type scales typically used in 
student surveys. I was better able to understand the experiences and needs of 
my students because of what I learned in the Carnegie Seminar.

Before sending the paper to an external journal, I will repeat for two 
additional semesters the research initiated in the Carnegie seminar. I would 
also like learn about statistical analysis of survey data to learn if there are any 
more stories to be told from the data I’ve already collected.

In the meantime, I am working with two research students on a project 
determining the effects of antioxidants on the immune system. In the next year, 
we should generate enough data to submit a manuscript. 



Science Identity and the Aspirations of  
Science Majors 

John Toland, Natural Sciences

Abstract
Research conducted at four-year colleges demonstrates that developing a posi-
tive science identity can increase the retention of students in science majors. 
This paper discusses the concept of science identity, and the insights of fifteen 
community college students enrolled in a Natural Sciences First Year Seminar, 
who participated in two focus groups. These students provided answers to 
questions about their motivations to study science, and the roles faculty and 
the college can play in supporting the development of science identity. The 
experiences recounted by these students indicate that science identity is posi-
tively influenced by effective faculty-student interactions. In addition, results 
indicated that purposeful identity-building assignments help students build 
connections among prior knowledge and experiences, the content of their sci-
ence courses, and their career goals.

Introduction
When I teach science, I discuss scientific issues with students, and ask them 
about their beliefs about such topics as climate change, genetically modified 
organisms in food, and recent discoveries in science and medicine. When I ask 
them why they believe the way they do, I am often perplexed and concerned that 
their arguments have little to do with the position they are trying to justify—
their logic is not right. I recall one such discussion in which a student indicated 
that he believed genetically modified organisms (GMOs) in food posed a health 
hazard. I asked the student to explain why he was convinced that this was true; 
the student brought up examples of inhumane treatment of animals but could 
not connect these examples to GMO foods. The student conceded at the end of 
the discussion that his evidence was not as solid as he had thought it to be when 
stating the claim. This student was not yet thinking like a scientist. 

For scientists, the ability to determine the accuracy and precision of a 
result or model is of paramount importance in arriving at scientific conclu-
sions. Results are accurate within a proposed framework; the framework 
indicates limitations on what the result can be, and the experiment or simu-
lation yields the actual result. All scientific results are subject to revision or 
rejection as the framework in which they are presented evolves, or they fail 
to be experimentally verified or replicated by other scientists. In the example 
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above, in order to argue successfully the negative health outcomes of GMO 
foods, a scientist would have to be able to describe the process by which eat-
ing GMO food resulted in a negative health outcome within the framework 
of human physiology.

My interactions with students in introductory science classes made me 
curious about their prior knowledge of science, scientists, and scientific ways 
of thinking. I wanted to know how they had developed that understanding. In 
short, I wondered about the “science identity” they brought to their first sci-
ence course. In essence, “science identity” is composed of qualities that enable 
students to recognize themselves as a “science person,” and be recognized as 
such by others. To understand science identity, researchers have created models 
that focus on the internal and external factors that support the development 
of science identity. Studies using these models have concluded that providing 
an environment that develops a supportive science identity will lead to greater 
persistence and retention of students in science.

Over 75% of entering STEM students either change majors, or fail to 
complete their course of study (LaGCC 2015, 36). The attrition rate can be 
partly attributed to the gap between the difficulty of the science curriculum 
and students’ expectations. Freshmen science students often have lofty goals. 
The problem is not that the goals are unrealistic, but that they may not always 
understand what it takes to achieve those goals. For example, many students 
want to become doctors but may not fully understand the amount of time 
and work involved. To increase retention rates and foster academic success, 
the Natural Sciences First Year Seminar, NSF101, was designed for students 
who have declared either biology or environmental science majors. In addition 
to introducing students to their major, to the resources and support available 
at the college, and to academic planning, the First Year Seminar provides an 
excellent setting for classroom interventions that develop and foster science 
identity. The purpose of this paper is to describe what first-semester science 
majors at a two-year college understand by science identity and offer sugges-
tions to encourage its development.

Literature Review
Recognizing the need to increase the retention and persistence of underrepre-
sented minority and female students in science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM) fields, researchers have conducted a variety of studies 
aimed at analyzing the role of science identity and other predictors of success 
such as race, high school preparation, undergraduate research, and economic 
status (Chang et al. 2010; Jackson and Suzzio 2015; Carlone and Johnson 2007).



In a seminal article, Carlone and Johnson (2007) explored how women of 
color navigate and understand their experiences with science, focusing specifi-
cally on the factors that helped them develop their science identities throughout 
their academic training and the early stages of their professional careers. The 
authors discuss the relationship between their subjects’ science identities and 
their racial, ethnic, and gender identities. Carlone and Johnson interviewed fif-
teen minority women who had achieved different levels of success in STEM fields 
and identified three main career categories: “altruistic,” “research,” and “disrup-
tive.” Four of the fifteen women became research scientists; five became medical 
doctors or are in medical school. The other six, considered by the authors as 
belonging to the “disrupted” group, abandoned dreams of becoming research 
scientists or medical doctors and instead engaged in other types of health-related 
work such as pharmacy or health policy (Carlone and Johnson 2007, 1197).

Carlone and Johnson (2007, 1190–91) also developed a model for under-
standing what constitutes science identity. They identified three intersecting 
components: “competence; performance; and recognition.” Competence is 
defined as an individual’s ability to comprehend scientific knowledge; per-
formance is how that knowledge is made visible to others; recognition refers 
to the ways in which one appreciates oneself and is recognized by others as a 
“science person.” Based on their interviews, the authors refined their model, 
articulating a range of ways for students to experience recognition. In addition, 
their results on recognition describe the pathways of interactions with profes-
sors and mentors which lead to one of the three career trajectories discussed in 
their study. Carlone and Johnson’s work highlights the importance of finding 
a mentor or professor who will recognize the potential of women of color as 
scientists and give them opportunities to strengthen their science identities by 
participating in the scientific process (2007, 1209).

Like Carlone and Johnson, Hurtado et al. (2011) found that student-
faculty interactions are an important component of science identity. After 
conducting an extensive qualitative case-study analysis on five college cam-
puses as well as a longitudinal quantitative study of students representing 117 
colleges or universities, they concluded that creating an institutional culture of 
support and meaningful faculty-undergraduate interactions can help develop 
science identity.

Hurtado et al. (2011, 570) identified three themes related to faculty-
student interactions: “faculty approachability,” “ethic of care,” and “balance 
of rigor and support.” Students perceived professors as “approachable” when 
they were encouraged to ask questions in class. Conversely, when faculty 
seemed unavailable for questions and consultations, students reported feeling 
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intimidated. The study found that by third year most students begin interact-
ing regularly with their professors. Students reported that these interactions 
were helpful, and noted that faculty seemed to take a greater interest in their 
welfare after they recognized that students had sought them out. “Ethic of 
care” describes students’ interaction with academic departments in STEM. 
For example, on campuses where STEM students take classes with more than 
100 students in a lecture hall, students do not perceive the department to be 
supportive. On the other hand, at institutions that enable faculty interactions 
with students beyond the traditional classroom relationship, students report 
a positive effect on the quality of their STEM education. The rigor vs. sup-
port theme addresses the stressful and demanding environment commonly 
found in science programs, particularly in first-year science courses commonly 
referred to as “gatekeeper” or “weed-out” courses. These courses have very 
high stakes and students who do not do well struggle enormously to persist in 
a STEM major. The authors conclude that institutions can provide structures 
and opportunities that promote retention and success for STEM students.

Investigating the retention of aspiring scientists and engineers, Chang et 
al. (2010) found that underrepresented minority students struggle to persist 
in their STEM majors more than their white and Asian peers. Surprisingly, 
when certain characteristics were normalized, such as precollege preparation 
and participation in research with faculty, the study was unable to find race 
a statistically significant factor hindering the persistence of underrepresented 
minority students in STEM majors. Financial worries, working full-time, and 
highly selective schools hinder the persistence of underrepresented minority 
students in the sciences, while offering research opportunities, forming col-
laborative study and work groups, and addressing issues of racial isolation 
aid students in persisting in their science programs. Chang et al. (2010) noted 
that while there is little that can be done by a college or university to address 
the issue of precollege preparation, institutions of higher education can strive 
to provide a culture that promotes student persistence, values research oppor-
tunities for undergraduates with faculty mentors, and encourages students to 
work in diverse groups.

Focusing on other factors that promote science identity, by studying the 
development of science identity in thirty-two Latina STEM students, Jackson 
and Suzzio (2015, 110) constructed a science identity model that includes eight 
major interrelated factors: “home environment, teacher influences, school 
experiences, contextual factors, the media, using your brain, emotions, and 
career planning.” They conclude that students’ science identity is fostered by 



academic success, and also by feeling emotionally supported by faculty and 
the institution.

The studies summarized above focused on either bachelor-level or gradu-
ate STEM students. In Community Colleges in the Evolving STEM Education 
Landscape: Summary of a Summit, Olson and Labov (2012) establish a similar 
link between institutional culture and persistence in two-year colleges with a 
focus on the participation of underrepresented minorities in STEM fields. The 
authors report that the culture of science in academia is an important factor 
in determining whether students stay in their STEM majors or leave, finding 
that a positive institutional culture can create an environment that promotes 
STEM retention. They recognized the challenge of creating a positive academic 
climate where it is “cool to be smart” (Olson and Labov 2012, 11), and dis-
cussed the negative impact of the “weed-out” mentality often prevalent among 
STEM faculty (13). On the other hand, engaging projects that strengthen con-
nections between students and faculty, mentoring, and productive investments 
that create undergraduate research opportunities are critical components of 
developing a STEM identity as well as an academic culture that supports per-
sistence of STEM students in two-year colleges.

The Natural Sciences First Year Seminar is an ideal place to introduce 
practices that build students’ science identity and create a supportive insti-
tutional culture. The goal of this study was to discover what motivates NSF 
students to become STEM majors and what science identity means to them.

Methods
Participants
Fifteen students from two sections of the Natural Sciences First Year Seminar 
participated in the study. All the participants consented to have their input 
used for analysis. The data reflect the diversity of LaGuardia’s student popu-
lation with 13% of participants identifying as white/non-Hispanic, 33% as 
Black, and 27% as Hispanic. Seven of the participants were born in the United 
States; each of the remaining eight participants came to the US from different 
countries. The most common native language was English (66%). The students 
in the focus groups were 66% female and 33% male. Sixty percent of the 
students were under nineteen years of age and 20% over thirty years of age. 
Eighty-seven percent of the participating students identified as biology majors; 
the same percentage had completed fewer than fifteen credits. Responses to 
questions about work and family care commitments revealed that 47% of the 
students work over ten hours a week with over half of those students working 
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more than twenty-five hours a week; thirteen percent indicated that they had 
family care responsibilities. 

Data Collection
To explore the science identity of STEM majors taking the FYS course, two 
focus groups were conducted in collaboration with the LaGuardia Center for 
Teaching and Learning (CTL). The focus groups consisted of six and nine stu-
dents respectively and allowed students to share personal stories and interact 
with one another on the subject of science identity. The conversations were 
recorded and the audio files transcribed. The transcriptions were analyzed by 
the author with assistance from the CTL and the In Transit editorial team.

The focus group questions (see appendix) were designed to elicit how 
students recognize themselves as scientists. The first set of questions aimed at 
gaining an understanding of the experiences that encouraged students’ initial 
interest in science and the identity they developed through these experiences. 
The following set of questions explored how students’ experience in STEM 
programs at LaGuardia contributes to the development of a science identity. 
The latter questions addressed coursework and challenges faced in complet-
ing the first year of science courses. The analysis of the student answers are 
grouped in three themes: forming a science identity, challenges to sustaining a 
science identity, and interactions with the faculty.

Results and Discussion
Forming a Science Identity
How students see themselves is an important foundational component of their 
science identity. The focus group interviews illustrate the experiences and moti-
vations of students entering their science majors. Six students indicated that a 
family illness or personal experience with illness had sparked their interest in 
science. With over 80% of the respondents intending to major in the health 
sciences, it is not surprising that most of the students were driven to science 
through these types of experiences.

All of the participants can be sorted into either the “research scientist” 
or the “altruistic science” identity as defined by Carlone and Johnson (2007). 
For example, one student said: “When I was six years old, I was hospitalized. I 
had a rare blood disorder called Fanconi anemia. I was used to seeing doctors, 
and I thought they were superheroes without capes and I was just so inspired.” 
The roots of this student’s altruistic science identity can be located not only 
in her response to the doctors’ actions, but also in the role the blood disorder 
undoubtedly has played in the student’s journey through childhood.



While six students were drawn to science by an experience with an illness, 
four students expressed having an innate curiosity about the world and how 
things work, and identified science as the major where this curiosity could be 
further satisfied. The students in the focus groups were all life science majors, 
so their interests generally dealt with exploring living things around them.

Carlone and Johnson (2007) state that a key component of developing 
an emerging science identity is recognition, defined as how others support the 
student’s science aspirations. Since the science students in the focus group were 
just starting their college careers, their major source of external recognition 
was manifested in support from family and friends. Two students reported 
mostly indifferent family environments; for example: “They know I want to 
go into research; they don’t know why. They don’t really support me all that 
much, but they’re okay with it.” Six students reported supportive family envi-
ronments. One student said:

My mom definitely encourages what I want to do because mostly 
she likes science also, so she can relate. She encourages me a lot and 
she sits with me and helps me. She will explain things the way she 
understands them. I would make her so proud if I could do something 
in the medical field. 

Challenges to Sustaining a Science Identity
The introductory courses for science majors are difficult and typically include 
several “gatekeeper” or “weed-out” courses in which nearly half of the stu-
dents either do not earn a grade that allows the course to transfer to a four-year 
college or they withdraw from the course. These introductory courses require 
that students learn and apply new vocabulary to problems. Additionally, 
students need to figure out how to use laboratory equipment, make mea-
surements, and write lab reports. Chemistry is particularly difficult because, 
in addition to what has already been mentioned, students must have a very 
strong command of algebra to solve problems in chemistry. For example, at 
LaGuardia, the math prerequisite for general chemistry is MAT 115, College 
Algebra. Students in general chemistry can expect to have weekly homework 
of five to seven hours per week and a lab report due every week, in addition 
to attending three hours of lecture and three hours of lab. This amount of 
work leads students to dread the prospect of taking general chemistry which 
is required for biology, chemistry, and physics majors. Failing these courses 
can cause students to become discouraged, and can alienate students from the 
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study of science. For example, one of the students reported hating biology 
because he was failing.

A failing mark in a science course can severely limit students’ future pros-
pects in science and may cause students to relinquish their dreams of becoming 
scientists. However, students find ways to work harder, get help, and persist. 
After one student indicated that he “had never studied in his life” and that 
studying was beyond his abilities, another responded: “I think studying is 
mandatory. You’re going to have to learn how to do that, dude.”

Although these gateway courses form the foundation for all science pro-
grams, students often feel that these courses are irrelevant to their career goals. 
One of the students in the focus groups expressed this sentiment:

Every day I come here and it’s just, like, “Here’s how you plot a 
triangle on a graph.” Freshman seminar for natural sciences, what 
does that have to do with biology or living forever? [Laughter] It just 
doesn’t connect well. So it makes me not want to do this. I want to do 
something that connects to what I want to do and I want to do it now. I 
don’t want to have to wait seven years to do what I wanted to do since 
I was fifteen… I’m doing this now because I’m being told that college 
is how you get what you want. I want to become a genetic engineer.

In order for students to successfully finish a STEM degree, they must connect 
the content in their introductory courses to their advanced courses.

To persist through the introductory courses in their programs, students 
must stay motivated. The focus group participants discussed different ways of 
motivating themselves. One student reported that interacting with the world 
keeps her motivated. The other responses dealt with consuming media, either 
Internet videos or television shows. The Internet videos found on YouTube 
and TED Talks are generally nonfiction and reinforce students’ interest by 
showing scientists in action: “I like to watch YouTube. I think more than 
having a mind of a scientist, I have more of a gut. I like to watch surgeries. 
I like to see people get cut open.” Students often watch television programs 
that feature characters in occupations they want to pursue. Seeing scientists or 
medical doctors resonates with the students’ developing identity as a scientist 
or doctor: “Even if it’s not real, it still gives me an idea of what I want and 
most times it feels like I’m in it and I’m doing the surgery and it gives me that 
feeling—‘Oh my God, I need to do this.’”

Looking at the behaviors students attribute to scientists can tell us what 
traits they will value in themselves as they develop their science identities. 



The focus group students identified the ability to change one’s mind on an 
issue given new evidence, curiosity, passion, the direct application of knowl-
edge to experimentation, and the ability to accept and work with failed 
results of experiments, as characteristics of scientists. The traits listed are 
quite general and can be attributed to anyone in any field. The generality of 
the students’ answers is indicative of their inexperience in science. As they 
progress as scientists, students will be able to identify traits and behaviors 
that, if not unique to scientists, are more common in science fields than 
nonscience fields.

Interactions with Faculty and with the College
Interactions with faculty can affect the development of students’ science 
identities. Categorizing faculty actions as completely hurtful or helpful to 
persistence is not informative, as a response that is helpful to one student 
may hinder another. The students discussed their interactions with faculty 
with mixed results. One student explained that discussing her problems and 
studying with her professor led to her improved understanding of meiosis:

I sat down with my general biology teacher. He asked me how I study 
and I told him I read the textbook and write down the information 
that I think is important and he told me that’s not a good way to 
study. He said, “Tell me something about meiosis.” I said, “I really 
can’t tell you. I went over the information in the textbook, but it’s 
not registering in my head what I read and wrote about.” He got all 
scientific about where the memory is stored in the brain and how 
to trigger it and blah, blah, blah. He told me to tell him one thing I 
know about meiosis until finally I said, “Chromosomes.” So then he 
tells me that part of my brain was working and then—basically we 
worked on my memory. We talked about meiosis and the steps and 
what those steps do. Ever since then I remembered what meiosis is 
and the steps of meiosis.

For this student, talking to the professor improved her confidence; the 
student now sees herself as someone who understands meiosis. However, 
sometimes faculty interactions led students to feel more lost or discouraged 
than before they had spoken to the professor. For example:

I’m in a math class right now. Sometimes the student will ask the 
teacher a question and he’ll be, like, “Oh, it’s okay, you’ll figure it 
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out. You’re geniuses. Y’all smart.” And then he’ll just go on to the 
next question. Another kid might say, “No, I’m paying for this class. 
Would you please review this topic?” He’ll just say, “No. Y’all got 
it. You’re good. Go to the Math Lab.” I went to the Math Lab and I 
didn’t get no help.

Only two students mentioned that they were looking for an internship or 
research opportunity. It is worth noting that the student who was searching for 
a research opportunity was waiting for a professor to reach out and “invite” 
him to do research.

Conclusions and Implications
The data from the focus groups provide some insight into the experiences of a 
small number of LaGuardia STEM students and what brought them to science 
and how these experiences formed within them the idea to pursue science as a 
major. The data also provides a small glimpse into student-faculty interactions 
and their impact on student identity.

Students’ perceptions of themselves as developing scientists are often 
disconnected from the reality of the work required to develop as a scientist. A 
student in one of the focus groups expressed a sentiment which I have noted 
in many of the classes I teach and which I find particularly troubling: “...the 
way I feel, I think if you can’t get something, then you just won’t get it.” This 
statement expresses the notion that the ability to do science is somehow innate, 
rather than the product of hard work. I suspect that the number of intellec-
tual superheroes, fictional characters such as Sherlock Holmes, Ironman, and 
Dr. House, with intellectual abilities that are as fantastical as telekinesis and 
telepathy, are a main driver of this sentiment. Further research exploring the 
science student’s idea of instant expertise through the lens of science identity 
would offer information to prevent this toxic idea from hindering development 
of students’ science identity.

Even though racial identity came up only briefly, student responses painted 
a clear picture for me of the importance of being able to identify with others 
in creating one’s own identity. Looking at major discoveries in science and 
the scientists who made those discoveries through a global lens will expose 
students to the diversity of discovery and may benefit the development of the 
science identity of our diverse student population.

The First Year Seminar is an ideal space to allow students and faculty to 
address science identity explicitly. Currently, students complete two assign-
ments with a biographical component: About Me and Understanding Myself 



in their ePortfolio. One of the focus group students mentioned finding the 
About Me exercise in the ePortfolio a useful tool to help her really understand 
her motivation to get an education. She said: “One of the questions was about 
understanding yourself, and I got to see what really was important to me.” The 
biographical elements of the ePortfolios could be modified to address science 
identity more directly and explicitly. Adding prompts focused on science iden-
tity in the About Me will encourage students to discuss the experiences that 
led them to science and to identify a trait or habit of mind that they identify 
with being a scientist. In the Understanding Myself assignment, students look 
at their goals, strengths, and careers. This assignment could be strengthened 
by asking students to consider their science identity in the reflection.

The data and analysis presented here are meant to form a baseline that will 
inform follow-up investigations of science identity at LaGuardia Community 
College. A longer-term goal of this research is to find ways to modify course 
and program outcomes to include a science identity component. If this can 
be done successfully, it will give the college the tools to reflect on the culture 
of the college and to build an environment that promotes the retention of its 
STEM students.
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Appendix
Focus Group questions
1. Please describe when you first knew you were headed down the science 

path. Would you like to share a memory or a funny story? 
• When did you know you wanted to go into your field? 
• Did you have mentors in school? Who? What did they do? Friends?
• Did you belong to science clubs?
• What were the school resources?

2. Were you recognized for your interests? How? How did that recognition 
feel or encourage you? 

3. Did you experience any failures in science? What was that like? 

4. What about at home? Was there anyone in your family who supported 
your interest in science? 

5. What science courses are you taking? 
• How are you doing? What excites you about your classes? 
• What kinds of research are you involved in with your faculty? 
• Are you working on outside research? What kind of clubs are you 

involved in? What’s your social interaction with science? 
• What has been your experience working with other students on sci-

ence projects and homework?
• In what ways are you now being recognized as a scientist by your 

friends and family? 

6. What does it mean to be a scientist?
• What are the characteristics of a science person? 
• What do scientists do?

7. What do you like about your experiences? What challenges are you facing? 
• What do you recommend as support for science students? 
• How can the college assist you? 
• How/where do you see yourself in two years? Five years?
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4

Author’s Reflection
Writing my paper for In Transit has been extraordinarily challenging for me. 
I knew that writing in a research area outside of my field, physics, would be 
difficult. However, I was unprepared for how overwhelming, at times, it could 
be. My writing cohort was composed of faculty from science or social science 
disciplines; a recurring theme in our discussions was how writing for In Transit 
differed from writing in our disciplines. But as the year went on, I noticed 
similarities between writing a physics paper and writing my article for In 
Transit. I came to the conclusion that comparing the two was like comparing 
a Rembrandt and a Van Gogh painting: The fundamentals are the same, and 
many of the techniques cross over, but in the end, the artists come from differ-
ent places and appear to have little in common except that they are painters. 
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I struggled to understand the disciplinary differences in the research and 
writing processes. Throughout numerous revisions, I strove to find my voice 
as a writer, and that journey is ongoing. I had always viewed writing as a 
task I do as a physicist. One of my favorite features of science is the struggle 
to write about my work without putting myself into the description of the 
work. In science, the result is the result, and all one can do is give it context 
and interpretation. Writing this paper, I found the boundaries between myself 
and what I was writing substantially blurred. In other words, I am not sure 
someone working with the same focus group data I had would point out the 
same things, or draw the same conclusions, that I did. 

While participating in the New to College Seminar and the Inquiry and 
Problem Solving in STEM Disciplines Seminar, I was inspired to change my 
assignments and pedagogy. My reason for taking the Carnegie Seminar was 
to learn how to conduct classroom-based research that I could publish. As 
a result of the research described in this paper, I have developed ideas for 
emphasizing science identity in the Natural Sciences First Year Seminar; I 
would like to implement these next fall. I will also try to find opportunities to 
build students’ science identity in my general physics and astronomy classes. 
Additionally, reading the transcripts of the FYS students’ focus groups gave me 
insight into the relevance of the Global Learning Core Competency in the sci-
ences. I learned that students’ perceptions of the racial and ethnic background 
of scientists can affect their sense of belonging in the sciences. I want to find 
ways to address students’ understanding of, and feelings about, the lack of 
diversity in STEM fields. 

I intend to revise this article to focus on assignments that build community 
college students’ science identity. I also plan to collaborate with colleagues in 
the Natural Sciences Department to gather data about students’ science iden-
tity from all STEM FYS students. 



Transforming Pedagogy:  
Reflection, Vulnerability, and Reciprocity

Rajendra Bhika and Andrea Francis, Business and Technology

Abstract
The present study explores the transformative effects of teaching the First 
Year Seminar (FYS) upon the pedagogical practices of faculty from across 
LaGuardia Community College. Our research suggests that the experience 
of teaching the FYS, a course developed to address challenges related to 
retention and persistence of first and second semester students, can change 
the ways faculty approach teaching and learning within their disciplines. 
Building on current theories of transformation and key studies of first year 
seminar faculty, we discuss our use of self-reflection as auto-ethnography, 
undertaken to inquire into and document the transformation of our own 
pedagogy as a result of teaching an FYS. We then describe the broadening of 
our auto-ethnography to a qualitative study of FYS colleagues who granted 
in-depth interviews and responded to written surveys. Our research provides 
a basis for a transformation framework that isolates three key elements of 
pedagogical transformation: reflection, vulnerability, and reciprocity. This 
study has implications for professional development activities, the develop-
ment of partnerships between Academic Affairs and Student Affairs, and the 
re-visioning of teaching practices throughout the college.

Introduction
This study explores the nature of the transformation in pedagogy experienced 
by discipline faculty when teaching a First Year Seminar (FYS) and how such 
transformation affected their teaching in disciplinary courses. Our research 
is thus concerned with overall pedagogical shifts. During the time that we 
taught the FYS, a recently developed course at LaGuardia Community Col-
lege, we experienced a range of emotions, challenges, and varied levels of 
success. Our personal experience provided the impetus for this research.

Having been involved in the design of the FYS, we were aware that the 
course had been created to support students and promote their success, and 
we were committed to those goals. However, as we worked toward stu-
dent success, we felt more uncertain about our own success in teaching the 
course, and observed how we were at times inadvertently placed in the role 
of learners. We vacillated between confusion, exhilaration, frustration, and 
hopefulness, but mostly we felt something happen within ourselves that ran 
deeper than mere transitory change. We realized that we had experienced a 
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fundamental shift in our pedagogy and in ourselves. We decided to study the 
characteristics of this change and its long-term effects. Through analyzing 
our experience and those of other faculty teaching the FYS, we have come 
to think of this shift as a transformation.

We chose the autoethnography form of inquiry for this study. “Autoeth-
nography is an approach to writing and research which describes and ana-
lyzes (graphy) personal experience (auto) to better understand cultural expe-
rience (ethno)” and place it in a broader context (Ellis, Adams, and Bochner 
2011, 273; Ellis 2004, 31–32; Holman Jones, 2005). The autoethonography 
format has afforded us the opportunity to reflect on our own experience, and 
more than just telling our story, to analyze the notes and correspondence we 
kept while teaching the FYS and identify the themes that have emerged from 
our experience. The act of reflection and introspection has thus served as 
“both process and product” (Ellis, Adams, and Bochner 2011, 273) of our 
research. Ellis (2002, 400–01) writes the following about personal reflec-
tion: “Engaging in the process of uncovering often for me is an activity that 
initiates recovery. Understanding offers the possibility of turning something 
chaotic into something potentially meaningful.”

Having developed a framework for understanding our own transforma-
tion, we then broadened our research to include other FYS faculty from a 
variety of disciplines in order to discover whether the experience of faculty in 
the wider FYS community conformed with our own. We accomplished this 
through an electronic survey of FYS faculty as well as in-depth interviews 
with fourteen faculty volunteers, across disciplines. This broadening of the 
scope of our research to include others in the community embraces the very 
essence of autoethnography. As stated by Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2011, 
276), “autoethnographers must not only use their methodological tools and 
research literature to analyze experience, but also must consider ways oth-
ers may experience similar epiphanies; they must use personal experience to 
illustrate facets of cultural experience, and, in so doing, make characteristics 
of a culture familiar for insiders and outsiders.”

During our study, we observed how our transformation not only 
impacted our teaching in the FYS, but also crept into our disciplinary 
courses. We also recognized that a majority of faculty surveyed and inter-
viewed were similarly transformed, and we were able to isolate three key 
elements that made transformation possible and sustainable: reflection, 
vulnerability, and reciprocity. We argue that these elements form the basis of 
a framework within which transformation can occur and that they are inter-
connected, with reflection serving as the conduit through which vulnerability 
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and reciprocity are recognized and catalyzed. The benefits that emerged 
from our research, then, are two-fold: (1) we confirmed that the pedagogy 
of faculty across disciplines was transformed when teaching the FYS, which 
in turn impacted their teaching in disciplinary courses; and (2) we developed 
a framework for analyzing transformation, which can be applied in various 
contexts.

To understand our experience and teaching the FYS as a transformative 
process, we first need to establish the context: What is the FYS at LaGuardia?

First Year Seminar
LaGuardia Community College, located in Queens, New York, is an urban, 
open-access, high-enrollment, two-year college that serves one of the most 
ethnically diverse student populations in the country. The FYS, a course 
that is now in its fifth semester at LaGuardia, aims to address some of the 
challenges relating to retention and persistence of students in their first and 
second semesters at the college. Statistics published in the college’s 2014 
Institutional Profile (LaGuardia 2014, 37) showed that, prior to the creation 
and implementation of the FYS, approximately 37% of students dropped 
out of LaGuardia by the second semester. 

Drawing on best practices identified for a first-year experience (Keup and 
Petschauer, 2011), key features of the FYS are that it is discipline-specific, 
mandatory and credit-bearing, taught by discipline faculty and supported 
by student affairs professionals, integrates curricular with cocurricular and 
advisement activities, and leverages peer mentoring. The FYS also incorpo-
rates technology in the form of ePortfolio.

The objectives for the course are to introduce students to the college, 
familiarize them with their discipline, and provide them with the opportu-
nity to identify and utilize key resources (e.g., financial aid, clubs, etc.) to 
support their growth and success. Based on data (unpublished) collected by 
LaGuardia’s Office of Institutional Research and Assessment, the FYS has been 
effective in aiding student retention. For the Spring 2014 FYS cohort, the first 
cohort to take the course, the next-semester retention rate was 7.3 percent-
age points higher than that for non-FYS students, and the one-year retention 
rate was 9.6 percentage points higher. The results for the Fall 2014 cohort are 
similarly encouraging. These results speak to the impact of the course.

Professional Development: Preparing to Teach the First Year Seminar
To help faculty explore, prepare for, and teach the FYS, LaGuardia’s Center 
for Teaching and Learning offered “New to College: Rethinking the First 
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Year Seminar,” a year-long professional development seminar. This training 
took place in a cross-disciplinary setting, met once per month, and included 
about twenty-five participants. The first part of this seminar, characterized 
by guided exploration and reflection, provided a venue for faculty to inquire 
and research best practices, explore and identify resources available to sup-
port the course, craft prompts for assignments to engage students, and think 
about opportunities for positioning these resources and activities to achieve 
the objectives of the course. Additionally, faculty were able to share ideas, 
questions, and assignments with each other and receive feedback on ways 
to improve their practice. The second part of the seminar was defined by 
guided implementation and reflection as faculty put their assignments and 
activities into effect in the classroom. The group then returned to seminar 
meetings to report back on their classroom experiences and identify ways to 
improve the course.

Throughout the New to College seminar, faculty were asked to reflect on 
their learning and on the process of developing and teaching the FYS. This 
preparation to teach the course was critical to the success of the First Year 
Seminars, because it prompted faculty to think about and contextualize the 
course objectives for their respective disciplines and, also, to examine their 
current pedagogy to identify any necessary changes.

Literature Review
This literature review is divided into two parts. The first part examines the 
literature related to the impact on faculty of teaching an FYS. The second 
part aims to analyze the concept of transformation, resulting in an opera-
tional definition for transformation.

Impact on Faculty of Teaching a First-Year Seminar
One of the earliest studies on the impact on faculty of teaching a first-year 
seminar was conducted in 1999 by Fidler, Neururer-Rotholz, and Richard-
son at the University of South Carolina. A majority of faculty they surveyed 
indicated that they did transfer new teaching techniques, learned for use 
in an FYS, to their discipline-based courses. However, almost half of the 
faculty reported that the pedagogies they used in the FYS were no different 
or only slightly different from those they used in other courses. The authors 
concluded that this finding requires clarification in future research.

Another study, one that closely relates to our own research and to that 
of Fidler, Neururer-Rotholz, and Richardson (1999), was carried out by 
McClure, Atkinson, and Wills (2008). In focus groups, faculty reported 
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increased reflection on pedagogy and teaching methods, increased use of 
formal assessment techniques, devotion of class time to critical thinking 
discussions, and reevaluation of how they see themselves as educators.

Other research in this area expands the focus somewhat beyond the 
classroom and explores the impact of participation in an FYS program on 
multiple facets of instructors’ experience. Wanca-Thibault, Shepherd, and 
Staley (2002) found that faculty experienced personal, professional, and 
political effects when participating in an FYS program: On a professional 
level, faculty became more aware of student problems and were subsequently 
more involved in student-centered efforts on campus. On a personal level, 
faculty developed more interpersonal relationships across disciplines. Finally, 
from a political perspective, faculty felt more visible to the university com-
munity and felt a greater connection to the campus.

Building on the work of Wanca-Thibault, Shepherd, and Staley (2002), 
researchers Soldner, Lee, and Duby (2004) surveyed faculty to determine why 
they persisted in or abandoned teaching an FYS. They found that the top inter-
nal motivators for faculty who persist are increased involvement with first-year 
students and enhanced ability to see students’ viewpoints. Building interdisci-
plinary networks with other faculty is an important external motivator.

Our research adds to previous studies on faculty experience teaching 
an FYS, but also expands on it as we explore the experiences of discipline 
faculty teaching the course at an urban community college. Further, our use 
of autoethnography and our development of a transformation framework 
make our research unique. 

Transformation: Reflection, Vulnerability, Reciprocity
This section reviews the literature related to transformation with specific 
reference to pedagogy, with the aim of crafting a definition of transformation 
to anchor our work. We found that, in instances where the word “transfor-
mation” was used, its meaning was often left for the user to infer, but, given 
the centrality of this word to our research and the multitude of ways in which 
it may be interpreted, a review of the literature on transformation and the 
development of an operational definition of the word seemed a necessity. 

The dictionary definition speaks of transformation as “a thorough or 
dramatic change in form or appearance” (English Oxford, 2016), which can 
happen in many spheres, physical, mental, emotional, or spiritual, among 
others. Our focus is transformation in pedagogy.

In his work on transformative learning in adult education, Jack Mezirow 
(1981, 7) posits that transformation begins with a “disorienting dilemma,” 
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which acts as a catalyst to transformation. Mezirow (1991, 167) goes on to 
describe transformation as 

the process of becoming critically aware of how and why our assump-
tions have come to constrain the way we perceive, understand, and 
feel about our world; changing these structures of habitual expecta-
tion to make possible a more inclusive, discriminating, and integrative 
perspective; and, finally, making choices or otherwise acting upon 
these new understandings.

 Thus, Mezirow describes transformation as a process, beginning with a dis-
turbance to the equilibrium of the individual. This disequilibrium precipitates 
introspection and a deeper self-awareness and ultimately results in a question-
ing and altering of the status quo. The result is a transformation of perspective 
leading to choices and actions, which represent the individual’s transformation. 
The introspection portion of Mezirow’s transformation definition resonates 
with us, as it highlights reflection, which we identify as the first key element 
of transformation.

Carol Rodgers (2002, 856) provides a useful model within which reflec-
tion can take place when she outlines four phases of what she refers to as 
the reflective cycle: (1) presence to experience, (2) description of experience, 
(3) analysis of experience, and (4) experimentation. This model provided the 
lens through which we analyzed our pedagogy.

John Dirkx (1998), an adult education researcher and transforma-
tive learning scholar, provides a useful summary of the various theories of 
transformation, beginning with the 1970s work of Paulo Freire. Freire, like 
Mezirow, concentrated on critical reflection and personal change in his theo-
rizing on transformation. Both authors emphasized an awareness that arises 
internally resulting in transformed perspectives and behaviors. Freire, how-
ever, focused more on transformative learning as a vehicle for consciousness-
raising and social change, whereas Mezirow’s focus was on personal change 
(Dirkx, 1998, 2–5). In line with the work of Freire and Mezirow, Larry 
Daloz’s theory of transformation as development also focused on personal 
change (Dirkx, 1998, 5–6). Daloz studied adults who were returning to 
higher education; his approach centered on transformative learning as lifelong 
personal development, with the teacher serving as mentor and adult learners 
making meaning of their world through dialogue and discourse.

The teacher serving as mentor and the concept of making meaning 
through discourse are explored further in Brantmeier’s (2013) work relating 
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to the pedagogy of vulnerability. Brantmeier states that the educator open-
ing up his/her identity and life for examination allows students to model the 
process of self-examination and engage in deeper, more relevant and mean-
ingful learning. He defines the pedagogy of vulnerability as “an approach to 
education that invites vulnerability and deepened learning through a process 
of self and mutual disclosure on the part of co-learners in the classroom. The 
premise is simple—share, co-learn, and admit you don’t know” (Brantmeier 
2013, 97). We, therefore, consider vulnerability on the part of faculty to 
be the second crucial element of transformation. The context in which we 
use the term “vulnerability” is in line with Brown (2012, 37) who, in her 
groundbreaking book, Daring Greatly, disabuses us of the notion of vulner-
ability as weakness: “Vulnerability sounds like truth and feels like courage. 
Truth and courage aren’t always comfortable, but they’re never weakness.” 
She defines vulnerability as “uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure” 
(Brown 2012, 34).

The premise of co-learning put forth by Brantmeier, the mentor/learner 
dynamic of Daloz, and Freire’s consciousness-raising all point to a third ele-
ment of transformation, which we identify as reciprocity—a deep connection 
that is fostered between faculty and learners.

The theories of transformative learning considered in this literature 
review are geared predominantly toward the analysis of transformation in 
adult learners, while our work studies the transformation of faculty. We 
do, however, find overlap between these theories and our experience, given 
that we were learning about ourselves and our pedagogy while teaching the 
FYS. Unlike Freire, our study is not aimed specifically at transformation as 
a facilitator of social change. However, it is plausible that transformation in 
faculty could inspire institutional transformation.

Our operational definition of transformation, then, is based on our 
review of the literature and analysis of our own experience, and constructed 
in order to focus our work. For the purposes of this study, we consider 
transformation to be change manifested by increased self-awareness and 
introspection in faculty and stronger levels of engagement, resulting in 
increased reciprocity between faculty and students and between faculty and 
colleagues. At the root of this definition are the elements of transformation 
identified above: reflection, vulnerability, and reciprocity, with reflection act-
ing as the conduit through which vulnerability and reciprocity are catalyzed. 
Our framework for transformation, which integrates these three elements, 
is illustrated in figure 1.
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Our Background
A brief overview of our background is necessary to understand how the ele-
ments of transformation materialized from our experience. When we joined 
LaGuardia as full-time faculty, we had a combined fourteen years of experi-
ence in the auditing and accounting professions. Although our audience and 
objectives were now different, our move from auditing to teaching was a 
transition rather than a transformation: We still relied heavily on the knowl-
edge, skills, and experiences we had gained as auditors to develop lessons and 
activities to keep our students engaged. Essential to our work as auditors, 
which unconsciously seeped into our practice as accounting educators, was 
developing and maintaining a professional rapport with those we served, 
a rapport that followed specific and clearly communicated guidelines and 
parameters. In auditing, we were trained and rewarded for these practices. 
However, as educators, we now believe that this mode of operation prevented 
us from fully injecting our respective personalities and personal stories into 
the classroom. In the past, this lack never revealed itself as a problem, given 
that accounting courses tend to be content-heavy and sequenced, offering 
limited flexibility for faculty to veer away from the prescribed content. We 
enjoyed our time with the students, but what connected us most was the sub-
ject matter, in which we felt confident. In these disciplinary courses, students 
considered us “subject matter experts.”

Figure 1: Transformation Framework
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During the Spring 2014 semester, while teaching the FYS, we had gone 
from the predictable flow of an accounting course—teach, apply, reinforce—
to the unpredictable outcomes of a class which worked better with dialogic 
reciprocity. To some extent, we felt as if we were being forced to relinquish 
the space of expert, which we so comfortably occupied in our disciplinary 
courses, and enter a space of co-seeking, ambiguity, struggles with identity 
formation, and meaning-making. We had moved from content to process, 
and even process as content. We were stretching from hard facts to ambiguity, 
and we were not always willing participants in this change of focus. For the 
first time in our role as educators, we were placed in an arena that prompted 
a sense of disequilibrium. We were no longer as sure-footed as before. We 
wanted to feel “in control” again, but we were not sure about how we could 
accomplish that goal without losing student engagement in turn. We were not 
even sure what control looked like in the FYS and whether it was something 
we needed to strive for. What we knew, though, was that we could not stay in 
a state of disequilibrium—we needed to do something. The longing for a sense 
of balance, of equilibrium, took us from mere transition to the cusp of our own 
transformation, because, as Rodgers (2002, 850) puts it, “It is a yearning for 
balance that in turn drives the learner to do something to resolve it—namely, 
to start the process of inquiry, or reflection.”

Our Transformation
In this section, we explore the three elements of the Transformation Frame-
work in the context of our own experience.

Reflection
We chose self-reflection through autoethnography as our methodology for this 
study, but it was during the process of introspection that we also came to see 
reflection as a key element necessary for transformation. While teaching the 
FYS course, we struggled to adjust to its flexible structure, varied content, and 
unpredictable dynamics, and had to spend much time to determine the best 
approach to teaching a class of diverse students with diverse needs about topics 
for which, at times, no textbook could really provide the “right” answer. In 
our preparation to teach the course as well as in other professional develop-
ment venues, we had analyzed Rodgers’s (2002) reflective cycle numerous 
times, but always with respect to how students reflect on their experiences. 
What struck us was that the reflective cycle could be of benefit to faculty con-
templating their own practice; so we used the cycle for the purposes of our 
own self-reflection. We reflected before, during, and after each lesson, asking 
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ourselves questions about areas of a lesson that worked well, elements that 
needed revision, the level of student engagement, and accomplishment of the 
lesson and course objectives.

Figure 2 illustrates the level of deep and meaningful reflection that 
informed, strengthened, and changed how we teach.

In applying the reflective cycle to our pedagogy, we came away with a 
number of truths about ourselves and realized that our teaching had to become 
more flexible and dynamic to adjust to the reality of what the FYS required 
of us. The resulting changes in our pedagogy carried over into our accounting 
courses and transformed the way in which we served students. Our primary 
focus changed from content to the process of how students learn and the way 
we teach. Continuous reflection on our practice became part of the pedagogy 
for our accounting courses.

Vulnerability
During classroom conversations with students, we supported their aspirations, 
answered their questions, and addressed their challenges by sharing our per-
sonal stories. This sharing was a risk, and we felt some of the emotions that 
accompany that risk—uncertainty and fear—since we did not know what the 
reception would be from students. In our role as auditors, we were required to 
maintain independence and objectivity; in our role as FYS faculty, our layers 
of detachment began to shed and the possibility existed that students would 
now look at us as an imperfect work in progress, rather than as “subject matter 
experts.” In short, we felt vulnerable.

Figure 2: Reflecting on Our Pedagogy: The Reflective Cycle
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Given our positioning as experts in our disciplinary courses, the concept 
of vulnerability was not one that we readily embraced as we, along with many, 
misconstrued it as a form of weakness or being “less than.” However, careful 
examination of the true meaning of vulnerability as set forth by Brown (2012, 
34–37) helped us to realize that we were inaccurate in casting vulnerability as 
weakness. We realized that our teaching of the FYS was more likely to have 
impact if we were willing to take risks—to be vulnerable, to accept that we 
did not have all the answers. Vulnerability was not a deficit; it energized the 
classroom. Sharing stories of our own struggles with adjusting to campus life 
as immigrant, first-generation college students, and with balancing school, 
family, and work responsibilities, not only helped to connect us on a deeper 
level with our students, but also led to rich and meaningful exchanges and 
partnerships between students inside and outside the classroom. In hindsight, 
our vulnerability coupled with the diverse achievement levels and experiences 
of students in the class proved beneficial to our students; our shared stories 
prompted a dialogic classroom dynamic where students learned from, and 
leaned on, each other and on us, as they explored what it meant to be a suc-
cessful student and professional.

Reciprocity
While teaching the FYS, we experienced strong and mutually beneficial con-
nections between ourselves and our students as well as between ourselves and 
other faculty and staff at the college. We have referred to this element of our 
transformation as reciprocity, and we will explore its two facets as we experi-
enced them: (1) a deeper level of engagement with students; and (2) a stronger 
connection to the campus.

Deeper Engagement with Students: A number of studies have shown that 
faculty-student interactions are beneficial to the development and growth 
of students (Astin 1999; Pascarella and Terenzini 2005; Kuh and Hu 2001). 
However, we also noted an impact on ourselves as an outgrowth of this deeper 
engagement. Unlike the accounting courses that we normally teach, the FYS 
required more and we needed to give more—of ourselves, mainly on a human 
level. This experience somewhat made us feel like students being asked to learn 
and practice something for the first time. It inadvertently took us back to our 
own first semester in college, which in turn prompted us to make deeper and 
more meaningful connections with our students.

The faculty-student connections started in a cursory way during the 
first class meeting introductions. Thereafter, layers of detail were revealed as 
students inquired, explored, and shared their developing identities in class 
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discussions. Students also completed personal ePortfolios that represented their 
academic, professional, and personal lives and fleshed out information about 
who they are, where they are from, and where they are going. In their ePortfo-
lios, students reflected on their strengths and weaknesses and the opportunities 
and threats in their lives; they compiled a list of courses they planned to take in 
the next few semesters; and they developed goals and charted the steps needed 
to create a path for growth and success.

By engaging on a deeper level with students through classroom discus-
sions and through reading their reflections, we became acutely aware of 
the many and varied needs of the students. As students spoke, in class and 
through their ePortfolios, our ability to listen, ask thought-provoking ques-
tions, share our own experiences, and provide connections to resources that 
would support students’ growth improved, allowing us to learn more about 
our students and give more of ourselves. We engaged in a reciprocal relation-
ship with our students which helped us address their needs. Our experience 
is in line with the work of Chickering and Gamson (1987, 4) who argued 
that frequent contact between faculty and students, both inside and outside 
of the classroom, “is the most important factor in student motivation and 
involvement.” Our engagement with students in the FYS prompted us to be 
more invested in the learning and development of students at LaGuardia, and 
provided an opening for continued dialogue and support as students took 
each step towards graduation. 

Stronger Connection to the Campus: In their study of faculty teaching 
an FYS, Wanca-Thibault, Shepherd, and Staley (2002, 30) found that faculty 
perceived the building of interpersonal relationships with individuals across 
the campus to be a benefit of teaching an FYS and that participants felt that 
they had a better support network on campus because of teaching an FYS. 
Our experience was similar. 

Our deep connection with students, as well as our collaboration with 
faculty and staff during FYS course design and implementation had the added 
benefit of creating for us a stronger connection to the campus. The conscious 
effort we made to have conversations with students in the FYS about the sup-
port offered by the Financial Aid Office, the Health and Wellness Center, the 
Bursar’s Office, etc., prompted us to seek timely and accurate information and 
support from our colleagues in those areas of the college and to build lasting 
partnerships with them. 

Especially important were our collaborations with academic advisors in 
our area, because the FYS has a strong focus on developmental and prescrip-
tive advising, the intricacies of which we needed to learn. Similarly, the robust 
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cocurricular component of the FYS and our role in encouraging students to 
engage in the life of the campus made us more aware of the events and activi-
ties taking place on campus. We also found ways in which to be more inten-
tional about integrating these activities into the other courses that we teach. 
Again, in order to do so, we had to connect with colleagues in a host of areas 
at the college. The connections thus fostered between Academic Affairs and 
Student Affairs support and strengthen a broader alignment initiative between 
these two areas, a major effort currently underway at LaGuardia and, on a 
broader scale, have the potential to impact the culture of the college as a whole. 

An unintended outcome of building stronger connections to the campus 
was our thinking about ways campus resources could be used to support 
students’ longitudinal growth after the FYS. Accordingly, our pedagogy in 
the traditional accounting courses we taught began to incorporate discussions 
about these resources and how they could be used to support student success.

Broadening Our Focus: Faculty Survey and Interview Methodology
Having analyzed the data about our own experience of teaching the FYS, we 
broadened our inquiry to capture the experiences of other FYS faculty, using 
surveys and in-depth interviews. At the start of the Spring 2016 semester, we 
identified faculty, full-time and part-time, from various disciplines, who had 
taught the FYS for at least one semester. A total of 159 faculty were invited via 
e-mail to complete a nine-question electronic survey consisting of both closed- 
and open-ended questions (see appendix 1). The final survey question asked 
faculty whether they were willing to participate in a subsequent interview to 
share additional feedback on their experiences teaching the FYS. A total of 
fourteen volunteers were selected for individual thirty-minute interviews (see 
appendix 2 for the interview questions).

Findings of Surveys and Interviews
We designed our research instruments to explore whether the pedagogy of 
discipline faculty was transformed as a result of teaching the FYS, using our 
operational definition of transformation. Our findings integrate the results of 
our survey and in-depth interviews. The results confirmed our own experiences 
teaching the FYS. 

When FYS faculty were asked, “To what extent was your pedagogy 
transformed as a result of teaching the FYS?” 83.87% of respondents 
described the transformation as “Very Significant” or “Significant.” But what 
exactly was transformed in faculty pedagogy? Our findings indicated that 
faculty became more reflective practitioners, recognized a greater sense of 
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vulnerability in their pedagogy, and experienced a stronger level of reciprocity 
in their engagement with students and colleagues at LaGuardia. These find-
ings correspond with our Transformation Framework and we have organized 
the results accordingly. 

Reflection
When FYS faculty were asked, “What changes did you experience in your 
pedagogy, if any?” 48.39% of survey respondents wrote that they had become 
more reflective practitioners. Reflection helped faculty acquire knowledge 
about who was sitting in their classrooms and how they could be supported; 
helped focus their practice on the student and on student-centered learning; 
and encouraged them to integrate cocurriculars and support services into their 
work with students. Faculty also talked about using more reflection activities in 
their other courses to slow down and solidify the learning process for students.

Supporting Students: Faculty we interviewed stressed that, in contrast to 
other courses they taught, the FYS helped them get to know what students 
perceived as their strengths, the areas in which they needed improvement, and 
the opportunities for and threats to their success. This awareness facilitated 
the focus on student advisement in the FYS: “Advisement,” said one English 
professor, “has become part of the DNA of my pedagogy.” The impact of 
advisement efforts on faculty pedagogy can be seen in the observation by a 
professor from the Mathematics, Engineering, and Computer Science Depart-
ment (MEC) that “unlike what I normally did in my mathematics courses, 
I could not plan lessons for more than one week in advance,” because the 
teaching and learning experience truly relied on the students and what they 
brought to the conversation. Another faculty member from the same depart-
ment added, “It is necessary to correlate the students’ background informa-
tion into teaching activities.”

Student-Centered Learning: Design of assignments, activities, and class-
room conversation for the FYS became more student-centered and focused on 
the students’ stories, corroborating Dewey’s ([1938] 1963, 59) argument that 
when the classroom operates as a social group, learning becomes a process 
of exchange in which all have a share. Building, promoting, and sustaining 
a sense of community in the FYS allowed more opportunities for students 
to network and leverage their voices—to listen to, learn from, and support 
each other. “I even saw a change in the way I set up for group activities. For 
different activities, I changed the composition of students in groups because I 
wanted them to be exposed to different views, ways of thinking and learning, 
and ideas,” said a faculty member from MEC.
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Integrating Cocurriculars and Support Services: Faculty highlighted 
that the FYS called for intentional and meaningful integration of cocurricu-
lars and support services into their pedagogy. However, understanding the 
services available, and how best to integrate them in order to add value to 
students’ learning, was not easy. It took time and work to determine how 
best to align and leverage the expertise of colleagues at the college with the 
course objectives, syllabus, assignments, and activities. A faculty member 
from the English Department said, “During my first semester teaching the 
FYS, I struggled to deal with the issues facing students who were return-
ing to the college after a long break or those that were transferring in from 
another institution. I didn’t have a firm grip on resources available at the 
college to explore and support this part of my work with students.” In keep-
ing with Keeling’s (2004, 13) recommendation that “mapping the learning 
environment for sites in which learning can occur provides one approach 
to supporting transformative learning that identifies strength in collabora-
tion—linking the best efforts of educators across the institution to support 
student learning,” the same faculty member went on to talk about how she 
is now in a better position to support students by calling on the expertise of 
her colleagues and through the integration of more reflection assignments 
that explore student needs more deeply. “I had spent more time at the college 
to learn about the resources available to support students. I wanted to learn 
about this for my students and for me,” added a colleague from the Natural 
Sciences Department.

Faculty we interviewed talked about how a better understanding of the 
whole student, the whole curriculum, and the ways the pieces fit together 
caused them to consider opportunities for building on and leveraging their 
efforts in the FYS as they continually support students. Faculty started to 
think beyond a single assignment, a single lesson, or a single course. “The 
scope of my interaction with students has changed. I find myself talking to stu-
dents more about their journey, rather than just about how they are doing in 
my class to earn a good grade,” said an English professor. Another professor 
from MEC added, “I now feel prepared to answer students’ questions about 
the course selection process and the curriculum in my mathematics courses.”

Impact of Reflective Practice on Subsequent Semesters: We also discussed 
the impact of reflective practice on faculty pedagogy in subsequent semesters 
of teaching the FYS and other courses. Unlike other courses in their disciplines, 
the FYS prompted faculty to think deeply about their current pedagogy and 
question whether the “norm” (i.e., the pedagogy adopted for their disciplinary 
courses) was suitable for a course where the content focuses on the students 
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and on helping them develop, strengthen, and connect plans for academic, 
professional, and personal success. 

When FYS faculty were asked to rate the impact of teaching the FYS on 
their pedagogy in subsequent semesters, 77.42% said it was “Very Significant” 
or “Significant” in the teaching of the same course, and 70.97% said it was 
“Very Significant” or “Significant” in the teaching of other courses. Represen-
tative comments include:
• “My class has been so much more contextualized because of teaching FYS 

that I am not the same teacher I was before, despite coming in as a very 
experienced teacher” (English professor);

• “I understand that each student learns differently, and my pedagogy in 
Health Science courses has to be more accessible, providing students with 
the opportunity to express themselves through the use of technology, 
presentations, and classroom discussions” (Health Sciences);

• “I think it helped me become more compassionate when working with 
newer students in other courses” (Health Sciences);

• “I began to look at the curriculum to find openings to share my expe-
riences with learning the content that I am teaching to my students” 
(MEC).

Vulnerability
Faculty identified lack of experience with the structure and content of the FYS, 
as well as the perceived necessity to inject more of their own story into the 
course, as challenges that created a feeling of discomfort in their pedagogy. 
When asked to describe their first semester of teaching the FYS, faculty used 
terms such as “chaotic,” “not perfect,” “challenging,” “frustrating and inno-
vative,” “trying new things,” “enlightening,” “engaging,” “exciting,” and 
“fun.” The discomfort appears in the following quotes:
• “The first time I taught the course I was in tears. I taught prisoners and I 

wasn’t in tears—grown men who may have been murderers, in a darkened 
room, and no tears” (Humanities professor);

• “I was put to the test as to what would happen if I am to teach outside of 
my area of study” (MEC);

• “I didn’t know what I was doing, even though I had attended the [profes-
sional development] seminars. I couldn’t figure out how to organize the 
different pieces of the course and make them fit together in a coherent 
way” (Humanities);

• “I thought that I would learn this quicker, but there is still a lot I have to 
learn” (English).
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Faculty we interviewed about their experience teaching the FYS describe 
what John Dewey called “perplexity,” which “is created when an individual 
encounters a situation whose ‘whole full character is not yet determined.’ That 
is, the meaning(s) of the experience has not yet been fully established” (Rodg-
ers 2002, 850, quoting Dewey [1916] 1944, 150). Unlike other courses that 
faculty teach, which focus on disciplinary content and ways of thinking, the 
FYS deliberately asks faculty to do the unfamiliar. What the FYS asks faculty 
to do resembles what Astin (1999, 522) describes in his work with student 
involvement theory which “encourages educators to focus less on what they 
do and more on what the student does.” Rather than the teaching and learning 
experience being framed by the chapters in a textbook, classroom conversa-
tions were now driven by the students, their experiences, and their learning and 
development. “It was challenging because advising is intimidating, especially 
when it comes to transfer and career,” said a faculty member from the English 
Department. “From rigidity to flexibility, control to less control, my pedagogy 
now allowed for exploration, improvisation, and mistakes,” pointed out a col-
league from MEC. She added, “Mathematics classes do not carry discussion 
and I had no experience leading it.”

The FYS course asks faculty to share more of their own story—profes-
sional, academic, and personal—and possible struggles and failures they have 
experienced in life. “When I’m talking to students, I like to use myself as an 
example of what to do and what not to do. Personal examples of why some-
thing is useful. I try to offer my experiences and make the classroom a welcom-
ing place,” said an instructor from the Health Sciences Department. Faculty 
highlighted that prior to teaching the FYS, this sharing was not something that 
they normally practiced during interactions with students. An English profes-
sor put it this way, “This course was way out of my comfort zone. I do talk to 
students more. I used to ask them at most how are you doing this semester in 
your other classes? Now I am asking about before, during, and after. How are 
you doing as a student, how do you feel?”

Reciprocity
When FYS faculty were asked, “What changes did you experience in your 
pedagogy, if any?” 80.65% responded that they felt a deeper level of engage-
ment with students, while 54.84% wrote that they had developed a stronger 
level of connection to the campus. 

Engagement with Students: Reinforcing Astin’s (1999, 525) point that 
“students who interact frequently with faculty members are more likely than 
other students to express satisfaction with all aspects of their institutional 
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experience,” faculty we interviewed about their experiences teaching the 
FYS highlighted that in order to support students’ transition to college, they 
needed to listen to the student stories, connect student goals and struggles to 
faculty experiences, and draw on campus resources to support student learning 
and development. Faculty talked about becoming more sensitive to students’ 
needs—understanding who they are, where they are coming from, their rea-
sons for being in college, and their plans for success.

A faculty member from MEC noted the importance of using a time 
management activity to understand, empathize with, and better support the 
complex lives of her students. She pointed out, “I was able to put myself in my 
students’ shoes and connect with the challenges that they face on a daily basis.” 
The information shared by students prompted the instructor to offer her own 
thoughts on dealing with similar experiences, and the steps she had taken to 
overcome these tough periods in her life. The faculty member went on to talk 
about how she shared her own stories of struggle as a student learning certain 
concepts in mathematics. “I think I understand the challenges our students face 
more fully and I now see any individual course I teach in the context of their 
quest for the associate’s degree, career planning, and personal development,” 
said a faculty member from the English Department.

Connections to the Campus: “While [students] may be ‘academically’ 
underprepared or disadvantaged, they are often worldly and wise. I want to 
find ways to engage these discrepancies,” said a Humanities professor. Find-
ing ways to engage students and bridge the gaps that occasionally prevent 
them from succeeding means knowing who to call when faculty don’t have 
the right answers. Keeling (2004, 13) talks about institutional accountability 
“for providing support and resources that will enable all educators to meet 
new expectations about student learning and to contribute effectively and 
purposefully to achieving students’ holistic learning outcomes.” With this in 
mind, faculty teaching the FYS recognized that a greater connection to and 
reliance on campus resources was a critical part of their pedagogy. Faculty 
we interviewed stressed that, more than ever, they had to build and leverage 
partnerships with colleagues from across the campus to support students’ 
needs. One faculty member from the English Department said, “I am more 
aware of what is happening on campus outside of my discipline.” He added, 
“I arrange more workshops now with more offices at the college than I have 
done before.” A faculty member from MEC pointed out, “I felt more comfort-
able referring students to the various support services [available at LaGuardia] 
because I knew who was there to assist them.”
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Limitations and Topics for Further Research
This study represents initial research on the impact on faculty of teaching a 
first-year seminar at a community college. The results of the survey and inter-
views conformed with our own experience. The vast majority of respondents 
had undergone a transformation similar to our own, a transformation that 
featured reflection, vulnerability, and reciprocity. However, the study had its 
limitations, which also present opportunities for further research:
• Although the majority of faculty reported a “Very Significant” or “Sig-

nificant” transformation in their pedagogy as a result of teaching an FYS, 
16.13% did not. Further inquiry is needed to learn the reasons for their 
position: Had they already experienced pedagogical transformation ear-
lier in their careers? Did they feel the need for such transformation? What 
are the implications for professional development activities organized by 
the college?

• The only demographic questions asked in the survey were the faculty 
member’s department, status as full-time or part-time, and the number of 
FYS sections taught. However, no correlations were drawn between these 
variables and faculty responses. Do faculty in certain disciplines experi-
ence a deeper level of transformation as a result of teaching an FYS? If so, 
what are the factors influencing this transformation? What other variables 
might affect pedagogical transformation? 

• As part of our study we developed an operational definition of transforma-
tion. The definition was a product of the analysis of our own experience 
as well as a review of the literature. It would be interesting to evaluate the 
applicability of this definition with respect to various efforts in areas of 
an institution other than the classroom. 

• The literature does not reveal studies of faculty transformation at the 
community college level. It would be interesting to move farther afield and 
compare results of studies at LaGuardia with similar studies at another 
community college. Also, how do the results of this study compare to a 
study of faculty who have taught a discipline-based FYS at a senior college?

Conclusion and Implications
When asked to describe her first semester of teaching the FYS, a professor 
from MEC started with, “The topics and teaching methods were very new 
for me,” and ended with, “Students’ reactions at the end of the semester were 
amazingly positive. In mathematics classes, I never heard from a student that 
‘this class changed my life’.”
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We conclude that, at LaGuardia, the pedagogy of discipline faculty has 
been transformed as a result of teaching the FYS. This transformation has 
yielded a number of benefits that have influenced the ways in which faculty 
teach and engage with students, partner and leverage the expertise of col-
leagues, and contribute to the initiatives of the college. Faculty are also 
able to advance the diverse ways students learn, grow, and succeed in the 
FYS, in other courses, and beyond. Our research has surfaced the following 
implications:

Elements of Faculty Transformation in the FYS
Reflection, vulnerability, and reciprocity are requisite elements for faculty to 
experience transformation in their pedagogy. These interconnected elements 
prompt faculty to think deeply about and, if necessary, strengthen their 
classroom practices, engage in meaningful conversations with students about 
their academic, professional, and personal growth and success, and link with 
and draw on the expertise of colleagues when students need support in areas 
unfamiliar to the faculty member.

Pedagogy Transformation: Disciplinary Courses
Teaching an FYS can impact the design, techniques, assignments, etc., used by 
faculty in their disciplinary courses. It can create an opening for taking risk, 
trying a new practice with students in the classroom, and strengthening the 
toolkit for engaging students in other courses.

Deeper Engagement with Students Facilitates Reflective Pedagogy
Deeper engagement with, and sound knowledge of, the students in a classroom 
can strengthen the process by which faculty reflect on their pedagogy. Know-
ing who is sitting in a classroom, what knowledge, skills, and experiences they 
bring to the conversation, how they learn, and what goals they have can inform 
faculty thinking about course design. Faculty can then design assignments and 
activities that help students engage with each other and their instructor. This 
deeper engagement can lead to students becoming more open-minded and 
gaining a wealth of perspectives on issues that affect their studies, and in turn, 
prompt them to develop realistic plans that will lead to longitudinal growth 
and success.

Stronger Alignment between Academic Affairs and Student Affairs
When faculty feel vulnerable and recognize that they do not have all the 
answers to address students’ questions and needs, especially as they relate 
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to issues of advisement, cocurricular integration, etc., they increase the col-
laboration between faculty and staff offering various campus services. This 
enhanced collaboration helps students to see the college community as an 
integrated whole.

Refining Professional Development 
Sharing experiences and lessons learned from teaching an FYS can help refine 
professional development offerings and support for faculty. Professional 
development initiatives should be structured to allow for faculty reflection on 
their pedagogy as well as to foster risk-taking and vulnerability in the teach-
ing and learning process. The recognition that it is good practice to have deep 
and meaningful connections with students and fruitful collaborations with 
colleagues is critical to the process of preparing for, teaching, and strengthen-
ing faculty pedagogy. 

Faculty Transformation Impacts the Institution
Faculty transformation as a result of teaching the FYS has the potential to 
change teaching and learning at an institution. Faculty who are deeply con-
nected with students and partnered with colleagues across an institution can 
inform the dialogue and direction of key initiatives, which can pay huge divi-
dends in the form of increased student engagement, retention, and graduation.

Our study suggests that faculty who are engaged in a teaching process that 
prompts reflection, vulnerability, and reciprocity could experience some of the 
effects of transformation that we have experienced as a result of teaching an 
FYS at LaGuardia. Furthermore, the potential exists that faculty, students, 
staff, and the institution will all benefit from this transformation.
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Appendix 1 
Survey Questions: Pedagogy and the First Year Seminar

1. Please provide the following:
• Discipline
• Number of semesters teaching FYS
• Number of FYS sections taught
• Full-Time or Part-Time

2. Which courses other than the First Year Seminar do you teach? How 
would you describe your pedagogy in these courses?

3. How would you describe your first semester of teaching the First Year 
Seminar?

4. What was the impact of teaching the First Year Seminar on your 
pedagogy in subsequent semesters of teaching the same course?

  Not Significant Significant Very Significant N/A

5. What was the impact of teaching the First Year Seminar on your 
pedagogy in subsequent semesters of teaching other courses?

  Not Significant Significant Very Significant N/A

6. What changes did you experience in your pedagogy, if any?
• I became a more reflective practitioner
• I felt a deeper level of engagement with students
• I developed a stronger connection to the campus

7. As it relates to your responses in Question # 6, please provide an 
example(s) of changes in your pedagogy. Also, briefly explain why you 
think these changes were necessary.

8. To what extent was your pedagogy transformed¹ as a result of teaching 
the First Year Seminar?

  Not Significant Significant Very Significant N/A

Additional Thoughts
9. If you are willing to be interviewed to further discuss your work in the 

First Year Seminar, please provide your first and last name.



Bhika and Francis  •  149

Appendix 2 
Interview Questions: Pedagogy and the First Year Seminar

Number of semesters you have taught the First Year Seminar:

 1 2 3 4

1. Tell us about yourself (i.e., your academic and professional journey).

2. What were your expectations about teaching the First Year Seminar?

3. How did the classroom experience confirm and/or challenge those 
expectations?

4. In which ways was your pedagogy transformed¹ as a result of teaching 
the First Year Seminar?

5. In which ways did you become a more reflective practitioner as a result 
of teaching the First Year Seminar? How did this impact subsequent 
semesters of teaching the First Year Seminar as well as other courses?

6. How did your teaching the First Year Seminar result in a deeper level of 
engagement with students? What are some of the benefits of this level of 
involvement?

7. How have you become more connected to the campus as a result of 
teaching the First Year Seminar? What are some of the benefits of this 
stronger connection?

8. Is there anything else which you would like to add?

1. For the purposes of this study, transformation is examined based on the following:
• “a thorough or dramatic change in form or appearance” (English Oxford, 2016).
• Increased self-awareness and introspection in faculty.
• Stronger levels of engagement resulting in increased reciprocity between faculty and 

students, and between faculty and colleagues.
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Reflection: Rajendra Bhika
The opportunity to perform research as a participant in the Carnegie Seminar 
on the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning prompted me to think deeply 
about and practice what it means to be a reflective teacher. As I explored the 
possible transformations in pedagogy of discipline faculty teaching the First 
Year Seminar (FYS), I consistently questioned my own methods of assessment 
and advisement, and explored and evaluated my approaches to motivating, 
engaging, and supporting students.

The inquiry-based practice of the Carnegie Seminar allowed me to capture 
and write about the transformative experiences of our FYS colleagues. Like 
them, I recognized both the value of vulnerability for strengthening my own 
practice and the importance of collaborating with colleagues from across the 
college. Along the way, my understanding of the identities and experiences 
of our students has grown, as has my appreciation for the ways they learn 
best. I think I am also now more secure in directing students toward the cam-
pus resources that can support their learning and success, in and out of the 
classroom.

Professor Francis and I are excited about the opportunity to share our 
work with the higher education community. We believe that the research ques-
tion, methodology, findings, and implications presented in our article will add 
to the body of FYS studies initiated by others. As we explore external publica-
tions in which to present our research on the transformations in pedagogy, we 
will make adjustments in form as deemed necessary.

Reflection: Andrea Francis
As I reflect on this writing project and the writing process, I am reminded 
of the words of Isabel Allende: “Write what should not be forgotten.” For 
months while teaching the First Year Seminar (FYS), I had so many thoughts 
about how the course was impacting my teaching, but I struggled to find the 
time and space to write them down. Therefore, it was a relief to be able to 
put pen to paper during the Carnegie Seminar, as I finally had an opportunity 
to document what I had learned about my pedagogy while teaching the FYS. 

One of the things that I discovered during our research and writing is that 
many FYS faculty had a similar transformative experience. That finding helped 
me to feel more connected to my colleagues and to the campus. I have also held 
closely the three key elements of transformation—reflection, vulnerability, and 
reciprocity—that emerged from our work. On countless occasions, I have seen 
how implementing these elements, i.e., the transformation framework, has had 



a positive influence not only upon my teaching the FYS, but also on the way I 
teach accounting courses within my discipline. 

In keeping with the framework, I have spent more time reflecting on how 
my lessons can leverage the experiences of the students, thereby creating a 
dynamic dialogue within the classroom. I have become more vulnerable in the 
classroom by sharing my own story more consistently and in context. In addi-
tion, I have become well-versed in the resources at the college, and I now share 
that information with students as a regular part of my classroom practice.

In preparation for external publication, my writing partner and I will tai-
lor the format of the article to be in line with the requirements of the journal 
we are submitting to. However, we feel comfortable that the substance of our 
study will remain the same. 
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Building Student Success:  
Data and the LaGuardia First Year Seminar 

Bret Eynon, Academic Affairs

LaGuardia’s First Year Seminar (FYS) is a multi-faceted effort, centered on a 
faculty-designed course experience that links to peer mentoring, learner-cen-
tered technology, advisement, and cocurricular learning structured through a 
broader First Year Experience. It aims to improve student transition to college 
through an integrative learning experience, one that helps students connect 
college life and academic learning to lived experiences and advances students’ 
evolving identities as learners.

Over the past two years, 10,877 students have enrolled in the FYS. A wide 
range of data has been collected, including student surveys, faculty surveys, and 
outcomes data, tracking each semester of implementation. Data on each semester 
of implementation has been shared collegewide in multiple venues. An outside 
evaluator, Dr. Ashley Finley, conducted a rigorous evaluation of this data for the 
United States Department of Education (USDOE), and her report (unpublished, 
2016) indicates that the FYS has significantly improved student success.

Reviewing data aggregated from three semesters of the FYS (Fall 2014, 
Spring 2015, Fall 2015), Dr. Finley compared outcomes for students who took 
the FYS with a matched set of students not served by the FYS, focusing on aca-
demic achievement (cumulative GPA), progress towards the degree (speed of 
credit accumulation), and retention. She found that students who participated 
in the FYS had higher levels of achievement on every outcome measured. For 
example, in the area of retention, Dr. Finley found that:
• FYS students had a one-semester retention rate 11 percentage points 

higher (p<.001) than a matched set of students from the same department 
who did not take the FYS.

• The FYS has a longitudinal impact on retention, demonstrating a statisti-
cally significant improvement that persists until the fourth semester (the 
last semester studied).
Other outcomes were equally striking, particularly the increased rate 

of progress towards the degree, as measured by credit accumulation. For 
example, after the first semester, FYS students had accumulated 10.48 credits, 
compared to 8.10 credits for non-FYS students, a 2.38 credit gain for the FYS 
(p<.001). After three semesters, FYS students had accumulated 23.18 credits, 
compared to 18.96 for non-FYS students. Positive gain for the FYS was up to 
4.22 credits (p<.001).
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“Overall,” Dr. Finley concluded, “findings for FYS and non-FYS students, 
both within majors offering FYS and across majors not offering the FYS 
course, suggest a high degree of program efficacy. This is particularly true in 
terms of increasing students’ progress toward their degree as measured by the 
amount of cumulative credits.”

This article provides background on the design of the LaGuardia First 
Year Seminar and, drawing on Finley’s report, summarizes outcomes data and 
other evidence, including student and faculty survey data.

Background: Rethinking The First Year Seminar 
Research has established the first-year seminar (FYS) as a vehicle for advancing 
undergraduate education, and has spotlighted key design features of first-year 
seminar “done well” (Keup and Petschauer 2011, 2–5; Cho and Karp 2013; 
Kuh 2008; Kuh and O’Donnell 2013). Beginning in 2013, LaGuardia launched 
a new, credit-bearing FYS course to more effectively support its high-risk stu-
dents’ transition to college.

With support from Project COMPLETA, a grant funded by the United 
States Department of Education’s First in the World initiative, LaGuardia fac-
ulty and staff drew on established research to create a First Year Seminar that 
integrates an introduction to key concepts and careers in the major with inten-
sive advisement, cocurricular engagement, peer mentoring, and an introduction 
to LaGuardia’s technology suite. FYS design features included the following:
• course design focused on delivery by discipline-area faculty, supported by 

Student Affairs professionals and peer mentors;
• an integrated curriculum featuring introduction to college and to the 

major, intensive educational planning and advisement, training on 
LaGuardia’s technology suite, and a required tutorial hour facilitated by 
peer mentors;

• full integration of ePortfolio, a longitudinal record of learning and aca-
demic identity, and the Graduation Plan, a student self-assessment and 
planning tool; and

• gathering of data and student learning artifacts to provide evidence for 
institutional outcomes assessment and continuous improvement.
To ensure effectiveness, the College supported discipline-based faculty in 

designing courses that incorporated these features and were adapted to the 
needs of the discipline. (To facilitate registration processes, we grouped majors 
into disciplines: for example, Accounting, Business Management, Paralegal, 
and Travel and Tourism, majors in the Business and Technology Department, 
joined to form BTF101.) While there is some variation in the number of hours 
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and credits attached to each department or program’s FYS, the typical course 
meets with a faculty member for three hours a week, with an additional “Stu-
dio Hour” each week facilitated by peer leaders known as Student Success 
Mentors (SSMs). Supported by the Center for Teaching and Learning (CTL), 
teams studied best practices and designed courses for their area. Proposals 
passed by governance went to CUNY Central for approval. Altogether, eight 
discipline-based courses were launched between 2014–15 and 2015–16.

Advisement and Cocurricular Activities:
To help faculty embed advisement and cocurricular learning in the new FYS 
courses, Student Affairs staff took part in the course design process. Advise-
ment staff worked with each course design team to help faculty understand 
developmental advisement and what it would take to help students develop 
plans for future semesters. Student Affairs staff also helped faculty think about 
ways to work with the whole student, addressing affective and developmental 
processes as well as academic content. Recognizing that learning often takes 
place outside the classroom, and that cocurricular engagement is a key indica-
tor for student retention, teams designed ways to use the course to introduce 
students to campus clubs, activities, and services. 

When courses were implemented, Student Affairs teams began making 
regular visits to Studio Hours to lead workshops on these topics. In Fall 2016, 
Student Affairs launched a successful effort to reorganize New Student Orien-
tation, extend it over a period of weeks, and integrate it into a sustained First 
Year Experience linked to the FYS. 

ePortfolio and the Graduation Plan
Course design teams also drew on one of LaGuardia’s signature learning 
designs, integrative ePortfolio practice. Since 2002, LaGuardia faculty and 
staff have employed ePortfolio practice to advance student engagement and 
measurably advance student learning and success (Eynon 2009a; Arcario et al. 
2013; Eynon 2009b). Since 2007, the ePortfolio system has also supported an 
acclaimed outcomes assessment process for General Education and Periodic 
Program Reviews. All course teams built ePortfolio use into their syllabi as a 
required element of the course.

Integrative ePortfolio practice is well-suited to the FYS because ePortfolio-
based reflection helps students examine their own process of transition, learn-
ing, and change. Teams designed ways to use the ePortfolio to engage the 
whole student, support advisement, and build connections between academic 
and cocurricular learning.
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To strengthen ePortfolio practice for FYS students, faculty and staff built 
a new ePortfolio feature, the Graduation Plan. Designed to help students 
engage in self-assessment and education and career planning, the Gradua-
tion Plan prompts students to take more responsibility for their educations. 
LaGuardia faculty and staff designed interactive modules and embedded them 
into new FYS-focused ePortfolio templates.

Data documenting the impact of ePortfolio and the Graduation Plan on 
FYS students are highly positive. Surveys of FYS students conducted in Spring 
2016 revealed that 83 percent Agreed or Strongly Agreed that “Building 
my ePortfolio helped me focus on planning my education;” and 85 percent 
Agreed or Strongly Agreed that “Building my ePortfolio helped me think more 
deeply about the content of this course.” 

FYS-Related Professional Development
To help faculty teach this new course successfully, LaGuardia provided pro-
fessional development seminars to all faculty prior to and during their initial 
FYS teaching experience. Design teams partnered with CTL to lead sustained 
seminars called “New to College: Rethinking the First Year Seminar.” More 
than 186 faculty have taken part in this program. 

LaGuardia’s CTL uses inquiry-based processes to help faculty engage in 
and learn from classroom innovation. The “New to College” seminars helped 
faculty consider FYS course design, ePortfolio, and effective pedagogy. Guided 
by seminar leaders, faculty thought about the strengths and needs of LaGuar-
dia’s students and ways to help them build the skills and dispositions needed 
for success. They fleshed out the structures provided by course proposals, 
creating, testing, and sharing assignments and units. They planned ways to 
work with the ePortfolio, the Studio Hour, and their SSM partners. 

Feedback on the faculty seminars has been overwhelmingly positive. 
Program surveys document faculty perceptions of the seminar’s value. Asked 
to rate the effectiveness of the seminar in addressing key goals, faculty used 
a five-point scale, in which 5 was Excellent/Highly Valuable, 3 was Good, 
and 1 was Poor/Not at All Valuable. See table 1 below for results over the 
past two years. 

The largest difference between the 2014–15 cohort and the 2015–16 
cohort is in response to question F: understanding, identifying, and access-
ing cocurricular resources for the FYS course. In 2014–15, the integration 
of cocurricular learning activities and events was uneven. By Spring 2015, 
Student Affairs had come up with ways to organize this process, providing 
faculty with clear menus and structures for linking cocurricular processes to 
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their courses. This undertaking continued to improve in 2015–16, and faculty 
welcomed the improvements. 

Student Success Mentors
Peer mentoring is a proven student success tool. LaGuardia has long experi-
ence hiring current students and recent graduates to provide tutoring and 
mentoring services. In the model developed by faculty teams, peers known as 
Student Success Mentors (SSMs) facilitate Studio Hours for all FYS courses. 
All SSMs receive extensive training, helping them learn ways to manage classes, 
use the ePortfolio, support FYS students, and work with FYS faculty. 

Data show that FYS students find the support provided by the SSMs to be 
highly valuable. In the FYS Core Survey (see table 2 in the Outcomes section, 
below), 84 percent of Spring 2016 FYS students Agreed or Strongly Agreed 
with the statement, “My FYS Peer Mentor helped me to understand what I 
needed to do in this course;” and 84 percent Agreed or Strongly Agreed that 
“My FYS Peer Mentor helped me to understand what it takes to be a success-
ful college student.”

Outcomes: Evaluation and Progress Towards Goals
Effective planning and collaboration has facilitated growth of the FYS, 
enabling LaGuardia to prepare 186 faculty over the first two years of the 
project. Across the first two years of Project COMPLETA, 10,877 students 
enrolled in the FYS.

As indicated previously, available data are highly positive. An outside 
evaluator, Dr. Ashley Finley, conducted a rigorous evaluation that meets 

Table 1: New to College Seminar Faculty Feedback 

How valuable was the New to College seminar in….

Mean score 
2014–15 

N=36

Mean score 
2015–16

N=41

A. Helping you understand the design and purpose of the First Year Seminar 3.89 4.56

B. Providing essential support for your effort to integrate disciplinary 
perspectives, "College 101," and education planning

3.50 4.08

C. Preparing you to address the needs, dispositions, and skill levels of FY Students 3.49 4.05

D. Advancing your skills and abilities around educational planning and 
advisement

3.50 4.22

E. Providing essential support for implementing ePortfolio in FYS 3.31 4.03

F. Understanding, identifying, and accessing cocurricular resources 3.06 4.24

G. Building a supportive relationship between faculty and student peer mentors 3.49 4.37

H. Encouraging thoughtful professional reflection about engaging FY students 3.74 4.31
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the standards of the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) of the United 
States Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences for quasi-
experimental design and found that FYS participation strongly correlated with 
higher levels of academic achievement, including significantly improved reten-
tion and significantly accelerated progress towards the degree. The outcomes 
data that follow here are all included in Finley’s 2016 COMPLETA evaluation 
report to the USDOE.

Dr. Finley examined the impact of the FYS by reviewing data gathered 
by LaGuardia’s Office of Institutional Research and Assessment (IR). She 
reviewed success data on students who entered LaGuardia in Fall 2014, Spring 
2015, and Fall 2015. Dr. Finley created a combined set of students incorpo-
rating those who entered in any of these semesters; she then compared their 
outcomes with those of a matched set of new and entering transfer students 
who did not take the FYS. As described in her report to the USDOE, her work 
controlled for selection bias by matching students on a set of seven characteris-
tics including age, gender, Pell eligibility, level of remedial needs, and full-time/
part-time status. 

For the FYS and non-FYS groups, Dr. Finley examined student persistence 
and progress towards the degree, using three measures: retention across semes-
ters, credit accumulation across semesters, and cumulative GPA across semes-
ters. Using the combined, aggregated group of FYS students and the matched 
set of non-FYS students, she compared outcomes one semester post-intervention 
(at the end of the students’ second semester), two semesters post-intervention (at 
the end of the students’ third semester), and three semesters post-intervention 
(at the end of the students’ fourth semester). Supported by the LaGuardia IR 
office, Dr. Finley performed a rigorous statistical analysis of this data. 

As Dr. Finley’s evaluation report explains, her analysis found that students 
who participated in the FYS had higher levels of achievement on every out-
come measured. For example, in the area of retention, Dr. Finley found that:
• FYS students had a one-semester retention rate 11 percentage points 

higher (p<.001) than a matched set of students from the same department 
who did not take the FYS.

• Similarly, FYS students had a two-semester retention rate that was 9 per-
centage points higher (p<.001) than non-FYS students.

• In the third semester, the FYS was still showing a significant impact on 
retention, with FYS students retained at a rate 6 percentage points higher 
than non-FYS students (p<.001).
Other outcomes were equally striking, particularly the increased rate of 

progress of FYS students toward the degree, as measured by credit accumulation:
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• After one semester, FYS students had accumulated an average of 10.48 
credits; the average for non-FYS students was 8.10. Gain attributed to FYS 
was 2.38 credits (p<.001).

• After two semesters, FYS students had accumulated 17.21 credits; the 
average for non-FYS students was 13.85. Positive gain for the FYS had 
grown to 3.36 credits (p<.001).

• After three semesters, FYS students had accumulated 23.18 credits, com-
pared to 18.96 for non-FYS students. Positive gain for the FYS had grown 
to 4.22 credits (p<.001).
On this measure, the impact on students’ progress towards the degree seems 

not only to be persisting over time, but growing in size, suggesting that the FYS 
experience had an enduring impact, building students’ capacity for on-going growth.

Outcomes as measured by cumulative GPA were also highly positive. As 
Finley noted:

In this comparison, students who participated in the FYS program 
demonstrated greater progress toward degree in terms of more 
cumulative credits by term, higher academic achievement in terms of 
cumulative GPA, and higher levels of retention, relative to students 
from the same majors who did not take the FYS course. Statistically 
significant positive effects were found across all outcome variables 
through the three semesters analyzed post-treatment.

Dr. Finley also tested for effect size, using “Hedges’ g.” Effect size is a 
measure of “statistical power,” regarded as a key complement to statistical 
significance. Dr. Finley’s analysis revealed effect size gains that ranged from 
moderate to large. As she explains in her report, “The majority of these … 
comparisons produced effect sizes that approached or exceeded the WWC’s 
standard for substantive importance of g=.25.” 

Looking across all her findings, Dr. Finley concluded, as noted above, that:

overall, the comparison of findings for FYS and non-FYS students, 
both within majors offering FYS and across majors not offering the 
FYS course, suggest a high degree of program efficacy. This is par-
ticularly true in terms of increasing students’ progress toward their 
degree as measured by the amount of cumulative credits. Analyses 
indicated that FYS students, whether compared with peers not in FYS 
in the same departments or in majors not offering FYS, accumulate 
significantly more credits and continue to do so over time. 
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Dr. Finley’s conclusion underscores her interest in considering the impact 
of the FYS, not only in the immediate semester, but also across multiple semes-
ters. She finds the persistence of gains across semesters particularly striking:

This analysis also underscores the efficacy of the LaGuardia FYS pro-
gram over time. High-impact practices, such as FYS, often demonstrate 
only short-term effectiveness; as students move forward and distance 
from that exposure increases, effects tend to dramatically wane or 
disappear. That does not appear to be the case for the LaGuardia 
FYS program. Up to three semesters past exposure, highly significant 
differences continued to be found across every indicator of student 
success, whether related to progress toward the degree or academic 
achievement. This suggests that the connections students are making 
in the FYS course through development of ePortfolios, introduction 
to their chosen major, team-based and peer advising, development of 
an education plan, and cocurricular experiences are creating lasting 
impacts on students’ development.

Findings from Student Survey Data
In addition to the outcomes data analyzed by Dr. Finley, COMPLETA leaders 
also gathered formative data using a survey instrument designed in collabora-
tion with the LaGuardia Office of Institutional Research and Assessment. This 
survey asked students a range of questions related to their FYS experience. A 
sampling of the responses given by students taking the FYS in Fall 2015 and 
Spring 2016 suggests the ways students understand the FYS.

Table 2: FYS Student Feedback 

Percent of FA15 FYS 
Students who Strongly 

Agreed or Agreed 
N=2,520

Percent of SP16 FYS 
Students who Strongly 

Agreed or Agreed 
N=1,928

1. This course helped me learn about LaGuardia 88 89

2. This course helped me get to know a professor in my major 71 69

3. Building my ePortfolio helped me think more deeply about 
the content of this course

84 85

4. In this course, I built my ability to gather and evaluate 
information

80 80

5. In this course, I learned about my major and possible careers 87 88

6. Building my ePortfolio helped me focus on planning my 
education

82 83

7. I know which semesters to take courses to get my degree 82 82
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These data suggest that students value multiple aspects of the course and 
see it helping them learn and transition to LaGuardia and their major. It high-
lights the value of the ePortfolio in helping students learn. And perhaps most 
interestingly, the data indicate that students feel that the FYS helped them learn 
to plan their education. That 82 percent of students report that they know 
which semesters to take the courses needed for their degree suggests the success 
of course as a whole and the Graduation Plan in particular. 

The FYS survey also included questions adapted (with permission) from 
the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE). The CCSSE 
is administered at community colleges nationwide; LaGuardia administers the 
CCSSEE on alternate years to a college-wide sample of students (that does not 
exclude FYS students). Comparing data from the FYS survey to the college-
wide and national CCSSE is suggestive:

While imprecise, the CCSSE comparison suggests that the FYS is consis-
tently and successfully engaging large numbers of students with high-impact 

Table 3: Select FYS CCSSE Data 

CCSSE Questions

LAGCC FYS Fall 
2015 

N=2,520

LAGCC FYS 
Spring 2016 

N=1,928

CCSSE LAGCC 2016
(FYS included)

N=1,098

CCSSE
National 2016 
N=429.086

5c. How much has your work in this 
course emphasized synthesizing 
and organizing ideas, information, 
or experiences in new ways?

88% 87% 73% 63%

5e. How much has your work in this 
course emphasized applying 
theories or concepts to practical 
problems or in new situations?

84% 81% 66% 60%

12c. How much has your experience 
in this course contributed to your 
knowledge, skills, and personal 
development in writing clearly 
and effectively?

84% 83% 71% 64%

12h. How much has your experience 
in this course contributed to your 
knowledge, skills, and personal 
development in understanding 
yourself?

87% 87% 67% 58%

12h. How much has your experience 
in this course contributed to your 
knowledge, skills, and personal 
development in understanding 
yourself?

85% 83% 65% 64%

Note: The FYS survey asks these questions about “your experience in this [the FYS] 
course.” Administered college-wide, the CCSSE asks these questions about 
“your experience at this college.”
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learning processes at rates well above both the national means and the LaGuar-
dia means. These data, together with the data reported by Dr. Finley, suggest 
that the design features built into the FYS are combining to have a significant 
effect on LaGuardia’s high-risk students.

Data on each semester of First Year Seminar implementation have been 
shared college-wide in Opening Sessions, Instructional Staff meetings, and 
other settings. Across the board, the data are highly encouraging. Using mul-
tiple measures, they suggest that FYS is highly effective, having a significant 
impact on student retention and progress towards the degree. Notably, its 
impact persists over multiple semesters, enhancing its value for improving 
graduation rates. Growing rapidly and approaching scale, the FYS has become 
a powerful force for improving student success at LaGuardia.
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