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At-Risk Student Perceptions of the Value
of their Freshman Qrientation Week Experiences

Lisa Erikson, UMASS at Lowell and Mount Ida College
Abstract

This paper describes some of.the results of .implementing a
Freshman Orientation Week (FOW) at a 2+2 private college just
before the fall semester began as the first component of an
academic achievement and retention enhancement program for at-
risk students called The Learning Circle. (TLC)...The FOW,.as
well as the TLC, focused on all five of the Spheres of Literacy
identified by Dagestina and Carifio. (1994). and not just Basic
(academic) Skills and (academic) Cultural literacies as most
pragrams. of .this kind tend to. do.

In general, the FOW developed a very strong sense of
solidarity among the. 23 at-risk students in the program as well
as between these students and the faculty and administrators who
participated.mwmhis_solidarity.andninitial.bonding.helpedhto
integrate these at-risk students into the fabric of academic, - .
dormitory and campus life over the course of the fall semester.
All 23 at-risk students felt that they would be more successful
academically.and sociallyhdn:ing_the‘fall“semester_dne.to.wha;
they had learned and their participation in the FOW. And this
was the case: all 23 students finished the fall semester and 91%

- preregistered for the Spring semester. This mid-year retention
rate far exceeds the .natinnal standard of 22%. These 23
students had a fall semester mean GPA of 2.3, while the cohort
group had a mean average of 1.58.

Many of the planned cognitive aspects of the FOW were put
on hold in order ta deal with the affective and social problems
. of these students. 1In fact, the four students who eventually
left the college left for social and not academic reasons and
were doing well academically, two of them with GPA's over 3.0. ..
Students were of the opinion that the time spent on affective
and social problems in the FOW helped them considerably to be™ .
successful and cope during the fall semester. Students also
identified several aspects of the FOW that needed to be )
improved, such as highly focused_and. well-programmmed evening
activities and sessions. .

Although a Freshman Orientation Week is without doubt a
real added cost and labor intensive, the benefits observed in
this study were such_that it would seem more than well worth the
cost and effort and a component that should be added to Jewler's ...
(1989). model of the ideal first year program for at-risk
students. T~

. Paper presented at the annual canference of the Eastern
Educational Research Association, Tampa, Florida, Feb 25-March
1, 1998.. . A
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Overview

Many higher. education institutions have recently implemented
"freshman seminar” programs to help increase retention of at-
risk students. The actualmvalue_of“freshman"seminan"(ES)J
however, seems to vary widely due to a number of factors - .
(Gardoer,. 1993; Siegal, 1989).. . For example, Fidler and Hunter's
(1989) review of the literature found a positive relationship
between participation. in ES. programs and higher sophomore. return
rates as well as improved academic performance and increased '
knowledge and.use of_studentwservices,mmzet,mEidlermand_Huntgg
also point out that "no matter how well planned,researched

based, and pro actively conceived a freshman. . seminan_.mgx’ '

be, programs can be...totally destroyed by students'
reactions and perceptions . (p-228)" to.them. Better
understanding of students' perceptions of the different .
comgonents@andmexperienceswof_awtypicalmES-program,wtherefnre,
could possibly help to improve such programs and to make the
ontcomes_of.Esmprogramsmmoremgositiyemandmless.variablg.

Jewler (1989) has outlined the components of an effective .
freshman seminar program.. The. ideal FS program is flexible,
tailored to meet student needs, designed to enhance student .
success,ﬂandmrealisticallg.apgrog:iate_for_studentsminuterms_of
the standards and norms of the institution they are attending. -
As Jewler paints outkman“effectiye.Esmgrogram“addresaea,"thingg
students need to learn about themselves, things they need to
learn . about. their QwL. campus,_and.things they need _to_learn
about the value and meaning of higher education (p.207),"
particularlg.at.theminstitutionmthey_are“attending,

" Purpose

Mount Ida College is.a. 2 + 2 apen admissions college whage
delivery system of services was lagging behind the changing .
pcpulation@.As”usingwamfreshmanmseminarmtypgmprogrammas.one
element in a gset of strategies to increase student retention _
rates“hasmbeennstronglymadyocatedhin_thewliteraturemrecemuﬂqL
(e.g., Gardner, 1993), the Board of Trustees authorized a pilot
initiative for the 1991r1998mAcademic”!earwcalled.ThemLearnin
Circle (TLC). Further, one component of FS programs about which
little is known empirically is the effectiveness of_the
Orientation Week, which is usually conducted the week before
other students come to the._campus... The purpose of the present
study, therefore, was to assess students’ perceptions of the
strengths and weaknesses af the Orientation Week component_in
the Mount Ida Program in order to understand how this initial .
component. . functions inmtermsmofmit:s.stated_goals as.well as_how

studentsmduring.thiswweek,“researchwon_the"effectivenessuof"tne'
Orientation week component of Freshman Seminar programs has '
practical as .well as_theoretical valne.
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Conceptual Framewark

The,general_theoretical‘framemork_Qi‘this-study.was.amcognitiye
and development view of learning and behavior (see Ashraft, 1994
and Gormly, 1993) which is embedded in the Spheres of Literacy
Model outlined by Dagostino and Carifio (1994). Within this .
general cantext, Neissez:s.Llﬂﬁl),theorxmofmperception»mas_uagd
as well as Heider's (1959) attribution theory and Krathwohl's
(1964) theory. of the affective domain and values and valuing.

The Spheres of Literacy Model (Dagostino .and Carifio, 1994)
describes_5"generalmdomainsuorwkindamofmliteracy, each of which
is a nested subset of the others. These five spheres of
literacy are Basic Skills literacy, Specialized Skillsuliteragz,
Cultural literacy, Multi-Cultural literacy, and Composite world .
(Qr.Critical4.literacy‘u”Mndelsnof_learningmand instruction
differ in each of these Spheres of literacy as well as the
cognitive and affective levels at which learners process
information. The Learning Circle Program attempts to develop .
eachwoi‘theae.spheres»ot.literacymwithhatrriak students across
the year and not just the BRasic Skills and {(Academic) Cultural .
literacies as most poatesecondary.pxograms_ior_these_students
tend to do. Consequently, The Freshman Orientation week began
the.process.oﬁ.deyeloping:theae.lite:aciea with an. equal _
emphasis on Basic Skills, Cultural and Multi-Cultural literacies.
in both the cognitive and affective domains.

Perception, according to Neisser (1967) and cognitive learning '
theory (Ashcraft, laaiy,nis.basicallyuthe.construal_of

information being processed by the individual and the making (or ..

construction) of meaning, which become the basis of thoughts,
feelings and actions. Perception, and thus the construction of .
meaning,. works by anmang;¥sis=b¥=s¥nthesispprocess (Neisser,
1967) and is schema driven, as well as schema altering, and is .
the fundamental reason why. "expectations" are such power ful
determinants of and “"drive" thinking, feeling, and behavior.
Further, what one perceixes,ormbelienes.tombe.themcansemqf
events, including what happens to oneself and one's own behavior
in various Situations, is an extremely strong determinant of
one's thinking, feeling, and behavior, and is the reason why a
person's causal attrihntion.patte;aa,(Heider+“1959)mare_so
important.

For example, if a student's perception (belief) is that academic
success is basically luck or the professor liking or disliking
her or.him, then time management ar. study skills is.not going to
be meaningful, relevant, or attended to by this student until
something is done abqut this fundamental perception_and causal
attribution and belief. Therefore, knowing how students '
perceive what they are lencing is important knowledge to
have in order to better understand how education activities work
or. do not work with them, as_well”asnhow_these_perceptions_need
to be altered or may be capitalized upon and what educational
actiyities“and.help.they.need.bm



Academic locus of control theory (see Lefcourt, 1992) is a
subset of causal attribution theory as is self-efficacy theory
(Bandura, 1985) to a great degree. Both of these latter theories
have been quite popular recently relative to analyzing and’
theorizing about at-risk students.

Krathwohl's taxonomy of the affective domain (Krathwohl et al.,
1964) provides a structured and hierarchical framework that
begins with receiving and responding willingness, styles, and
behaviors and progresses to satisfactions, values, commitment
and value systems. Krathwohl's taxonomy is of value in devising

themselves and their understanding of others. As Krathwohl
points out, there are many kinds of affective skills, learnings
and literacies, and deficiencies in these affective jitems may
impede and quite often inhibit cognitive, metacognitive, and
behavioral learning and performance. It is for these reasons
that the affective domain and affective development was such a
strong component of the Freshman Orientation Week and The
Learning Circle Program. :

The Learning Circle Prograp

The Learning Circle Program provides specific cognitive,
metacognitiye*,affectiye»and_bgggninzal“skills and .literacy
trainings in the five literacy areas identified above. It also
servesmas.amsocialhsystem,orwﬂsurrogatemfamilyP for the
Students. The Learning Circle consists of 5 components:

L..The.Ereshman“Orientatioaneek;”H

‘2. A personal Learning Specialist that met with each
student one“hourhamweektuThe~Ls_prnuided -
course and basic skills tutoring, personal counseling
and.academicnadxiaing*“Learninnggegialists_mnrk_
directly with faculty and the administration on behalf
of -the student»whichyeatails~be§h:mediati:ubiuxLﬂ_
advocacy. The LS kept logs of each session indicating
what. . type of suppart was aoffered/needed: academic,
emotional or social;

3. A weekly group meeting with the Director of the program
continued the sense of solidarity, and also gave the
.students.a.place:tcnventmthemweek:sufrustrations_and
triumphs and a platform for more structuregd discyssions

surrounding.social. issnes such as date rape,. and.so ang.
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4. A Peer Mentoring system included 5 sophomore students
who had demonstrated leadership skills and agreed to be
dedicated to.the success of their assigned TLC students.
Mentors gave their students their phone number and set -
up. scheduled hours of availability. Mentors met with
their students weekly and kept a log of all contact. .
Mentors were. encouraged ta keep. in.contact with the
student’s Learning Specialist; . o
and,

3.. The Muhammad Ali Study Group was an after hours. tutoring
center open to all students but TLC students were T
required to.attend .at. least twice a week. The .

Group had professional and peer tutors but was also used
to foster a nomm.af regular study. hours.

A more detailed description of the program is available
elsewhere. (see TLC Handbaok,..1997).

Freshman Orientation Week

The FOW was developed by a steering committee that included
campus-wide personnel. Its core aperating principle was that the
most effective support programs for at-risk students provide a
affective, behavioral and social assistance. in addition to
cognitive support services to achieve academic success.

The pragram began with.an,actiyitxhdesigned_to.hreakmthe”icel

force students to identify their goals and their different roles
in life. This “initiation” of getting up on stage and presenting
their conclusions to one another began the bonding process. '

The group lived together in a dormitory for the summer
orientation week. By the end of the week they had seen each .
other-at_their.bestnandmworst..Enerywdayhstndentsuwere“awakened
at 7:00 a.m. and the day was filled with classes on study '

skills, time and money. management, . camputer skills,. purpose
and rewards of a getting a .college degree and academic conduct
and standards. Other.sessions. included getting to. knaw the
campus, college personnel (faculty and administrators) and team

ilding challenges. Several sessions were devoted to. self-
esteem building, conflict resolution techniques and discussions
otufeelings,“hapesnandmfea:a‘mThemweek"culminated,in_amsgecial
“graduation” dinner where students were awarded a $500 letter of
credit at the campus.bookstore. The week.was well planned to
address the cognitive, affective and behavioral domains.

(A.detailed schedule of this week can be found in the the TLC
Handbook 1997).
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Methodalagy

Twenty. three (23) students who met the United States Department
of Education's definition of being an At-Risk student were
selected by the college admission staff to participate in the
Learning Circle Program. All of these students were the first
in their families to attend college.. Ten (10) of the 23
students were female, 15 were black, 3 were-Hispanic, 1 was .
Asianmand_4”uere.white-.Awblind_Cohort“G:ouphof at-risk Maupt
Ida freshman was also chosen for comparative assessment. The .
identities“ofhthe.Cohort.Grgup_remainwanonymous in keeping with
the accords of the Family Privacy Act of 1974. .

Datahwerehcollectedmfrnmmparticipatinghstudents concerning theijr
perceptions of the Orientation Week Program in a variety of both
formal and informal pracedures both during the week and a week
after the program was completed, when participants had first .
hand experience with.theirwclasses,hg;ofesao:s, and peers. The
data reported in this paper are drawn primarily from the formal .
written assessment procedure done a. week.after the orientation
week was completed. (See Appendix for Instrument). o

Thisuformal“assessmentmprocednre.asked.stnden;g to list the
three things that they felt they would be able to handle during .
the semester and the three things that they felt they would not
be able to handle. Students were also asked to list three .
strengths and three weakness of the Orientation Program and two
other similar questions. -

Students made their lists on.separate sheets of paper. Once
their list were complete, they were then asked to go back and
reflect and write ;gg,reasona,for“the“itemsmthex.hadmgut“on
their lists in order to Separate the generation of list items - :
from the evaluation and contextualization of list items. All
responses were made using a self-generated code name made up by .
each.studentnto“ensure_confidentiality.._

The responses made by students were content analyzed according
to. the standard. content analysis procedures. outlined by Weber
(1980) and Miles and Huberman (1994). subjects' key word, .
phrases, and. short sentenceswwere.codedwinto“a‘matrixmofwfactors
which reflected the components, goals and objectives of the
Orientation Week program and.the theoretical framework used . for
this study and the generalizations drawn from this matrix were .
checked .for consistency against the qther sgurpes of data abaut
the Orientation Week program that were collected. :

BEST COPY AVAILABLE



Results

Some. of the major findings fram the .cantent analysis aof the
matrix of factors by questions described above were as follows:

-The. orientation week developed a.strang sense of .solidarity
among students. All 23 students identified making friends and
being a part of a group.as a major benefit of Orientation Week.
More than one third of the group wanted to room with each other- -
rathen,thanmthe“roommates_the_college_assigned_to“them,“
Workshops conducted by college administrators resulted in
increased_commnnicatinnmandhbondingubetueen,administ:ato:giang

students.

-All 23 students listedmatmleast"3mke¥.things_thatmthengelt
that they could handle better as a result of Orientation Week ..
and all 23 were optimisticbthatmtheghmnnldhsuccessfull¥mcomgle:e
the first semester. The items most cited that they felt they )
couldmhandle“better”me:e_studgnskillsmandwtime.management,“

-Due to student's extreme needs, questions, and confusions in
the affective and developmental“areas,mrhemcognitiue,hasedm
activities in the training sessions were largely put on hold in
many: of the sessions during the week. _Affective and sacial
problem areas were the areas that students cited as not being- .
confidentmabout"handlingmwell‘mmhis_finding”stronglxwunderscorgq
the importance of the affective domain as outlined above and the-
importance of the affen;;gg"fncns;inmthemEou“anthLCmand_the
need for a strong and on-going counseling component. S

-Studentsmciteduseue:al_asgects_ofnthehQrientation.weekhthat
needed improvement. These were length of sessions, little
attention to the evening hours and how they. could be used
constructively to help students be better prepared for the
semester, and topics that-should,hauemheen;addressed“that;were
not. Z

-All.Zavatscisk.students.feltmthat.theyhunuldnbe more successful
academically and socially during the fall semester due to what -,
they.had learned and their participation in the FOW. The TIC
students were assessed by tracking a Cohort Group. A comparative
analysis of the 2 groups rewveals that The Learning. Circle
retention rate of 91% was in contrast to the 80% of the Cohort
Graup as. of one week priar ta. Spring. Semester. Although two.
additional students left the college by stabilization, it is :
cleaznthat.the“early;greregistratinnmaimTLcmstndents;besgeakama
high desire to return to Mount Ida attributable to positive

first semester: experiences.
- As Lettieri (1998) reported to the Mount Ida Board of

.-_Trusteea;.comparative-meannGEA!s.reveal,awz;l.for“TLC_

participants and a 1.58 for the Cohort Group. Average GPA’S were
2.29 for the TLC graup: as.compared to 1.65 for the Cahort Group.
Translated into qualitative terms, The Learning Circle students

9 BEST COPY AVAILABLE



48 4 group attained a c+ auerage_mhich_earnedma_ffainl.academig
standing based on College-wide standards. In contrast, the
Cuhnrt;Gznnp;attained;awningade;anerage;and_achieved_a_fper

but passing” academic standing. In most tangible terms, 67% of -
the;TLCmstudents.earned_GRALshnfmchor_betterf with nearly 40%

earning B- or better. This stands in contrast to the Cohort - -
CrnnppwhereﬂGs%uhadMGEALshoﬁ_nt.or_lnmer.. ”Learning'CircLeig

-64 and .72 higher Gpa respective averages and means are more
than double the .30 achieved im qur natian’g TRIO Praograms.

helgednto_grnmote.this.s. ‘ i _andhcommitment_hgmatzria&
Students are given in Conclusions and Discussion section below. .
Houever+meuen_though_a~Ereshman_ﬂrientation_uer is withaut
doubt a real added cost and labor intensive, the benefits
abserved in this studg_werehsnch_that“it_would.seem_more_than

well worth the cost and effort and should be added to Jewler's .

medel of the jideal firsthxear"programmfpr_at:risk studentgi

Conclusions anag Discussion

The purpose of the-g:esentmstudg,washto_assess.themstreng;hs_and
weaknesses of the Orientation Week component of The Learning -
Circle Program at Mount..Ida_..College_ in order to understand how
this initial component functions in terms of it's stated goals
aa“well_asmhow.this.grogram_comgonent»contribnted to averall
pProgram success. At-risk students' perceptions, professional - .

assessment,m”StudentaL.percegtionshand_gxofesaional“particigant
observations were formally collected three weeks after the .
Qrieatatieanweek:andvat:thevend—ofmthe~ﬁall Semester.. Informal
data were collected on an on-going basis. T

In gey --the. Freshman Orientation Week (FOW) developed a.very

strong sense of.solidarity-among the 23 at-risk students in the .
pragram as wel]l as between_these_stndents_and.the facultyganq
administrators who participated. This solidarity and initial~
bondinghhelped_to integ;ate“thesematarisk_stndents into..the
fabric of academic, dormitory and .campus life over the course of
the- falk-semester. . »

BEST COPY AVAILABLE
10




As previously stated, all 23 at-risk students felt that they
would be more successful academically and socially during thé .
fall semester due ta.what they had learned and their_
participation in the FOW. And they were as the data presented
above clearly indicated.

One of the unanticipated outcomes of the FOW was that many of
the cognitive aspects of planned activities.had ta be_ put on
hold to deal with the affective and social problems of these
students. During the week, we became aware that the students’
were-unable to attend to the planned activities. So, as Jewler
(laaaqmrecommends,.we_adjustedAwFor_example,_financial"aidmwas
an overwhelming concern for many of these students. They could
not learn “study skills” while wondering if they would attain
financial clearance. As an open admissions college, this is
often a student concern.. We asked the Dean .of Financial Aid to
address the group. She answered questions, made appointments,
and so on until the students felt confident that their fears
were heard and were being addressed.

Another_ad;ustment.wasmmademwhen“we“took_the_group”to"Bostonwfg;
a planned historical and cultural tour. It was toward the end of
the week and people were tired and grumbling. We asked them
what they wanted to do. “Walk around and shop” was the response.
We_ asked them to pair up, set a meeting time and place and set
them free for the afternoon.

More than anything,.this flexibility built a bond of trust
between the students and their perception of Mount Ida College.
Thisngqsitioned.the.college_aa_an_institntionmthat"strinesuto
meet their needs rather than just implementing an established
plan. Students were of the opinion that the time spent on
affective and social problems in the FOW helped them
considerably . .ta.be.successful and cope during the fall semester.
In fact, the four students who left the college left for social -
and not academic reasons and were doing .well.academically,  two
of them with GPA's over 3.0. Students also identified several
aspects..of the FOW that needed ta be improved, such"as“highlz\
focused and well-programmmed evening activities and sessions. -

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR . IMPRQVEMENTS/CHANGES. OF THE . PROGRAM

1. The students’ obligations and opportunities should be clearly
stated .in.a.formal. contract and signe .prior. to the FOW.
This caontract will then be used by the students for o
periodic. self-evaluation.

2. More cognitive skills could be infused into the program if
the day..sessions were.shorter while the great.need for
affective activities could be addressed in carefully

planned evening activities.

3. More needs to be done to encourage all faculty invqlvement.
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In.addition ta. its focus on multiple. literacies, assessing,
validating and changing students perceptions and students'"
cognitive skills, attitudes, values and behaviors, the Freshman
Orientation Week was successful, we believe, for other reasons
alsa.... Giving. new atqrisknstudents+&whouaremnnt.pa;ricnlarlz_
confident or secure, "time with the .campus" .and key staff when
hardly anyone else was around made it much easier and far less
threatening for them to explore the campus, to bond with it and
feel that it was. “their own" than during the initial weeks of
the fall semester when everyone, including faculty and staff, is
feeling "overwhelmed" and "frenetic." This factor could be seen
as an application of Wolpe's (1959) systematic desensitization
theory and somewhat like getting the feel aof a stage. or
basketball court before you actually have to perform on it when -
no one is around.

Another aspect of the Freshman Qrientation Week conducted hefare
the campus is in full operation is that it gives the new at-risk ..
student a simplified and focused environment of greatly reduced
complexity with fewer distractions which allows the student to :
he_lesamoverwhelmeduhgnoyez"choice,“ambiguity, overlaad, fear,

and confusion. This,in turn, helps.the new at-risk student to -
develQpTamsense.that“beingnsuccessfulnat_college is actually
"doable*" by her or him. One must not forget that many of these-._
at-risk students are "ADD' ta. some degree and that the. first few
months of freshman year are overwhelming for most students. :

Thenrelativelyrsimglifiednandmfocused“enxironmentmofuthe

Freshman Orientation week also allows new at-risk students to -
more“easilyhmakemfriendsnand»deuelog_amsocialnsugpn:tksgstem_and
"surrogate family," which is perhaps more important for these '
stndents;than;othermfirst;geannstndents;_.Similarigihthe;ueek~
also makes the new at-risk students more recognizable and real -
asnanpindiyidnal:and;as“a_gerscn_(and;nat;just.anothe:"facemon
campus) to key faculty, staff, and administrators. This
ge:sanalization“not;onlgthelga"the”neuwatrrisk;stndent;tn“ggt
"better service," but also help to promote a feeling of

accegtancg;anﬁ;theq;hpnding;and_identifica;ion;with,the;collegg.

Given all of the above, it would seem reasonable to say that

although a Freshman Qrientation Week is without doubt a real

added cost and labor intensive, the benefits observed in this -

study were such that it wonld seem more than well warth .the cost

- and effoxt and a component that should be added to Jewler's -
mndel;cinthe:ideal.first;year,p;ogzamnfnnhatsrisk”stndents;_“\
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