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First-Year Seminar Courses at TBR Colleges 

In fall 2018, two-thirds of first-time, full-time freshmen at 
Tennessee community colleges enrolled in a first-year 
seminar (FYS) course. FYS courses (sometimes called first-
year experience or student success courses) are included 
among the High Impact Practices that are integrated into 
the curricular and co-curricular practices at TBR colleges. 
According to TBR’s minimum definition of practice: 

• FYS courses are intended to enhance the 
integration of first-year students by introducing 
them to essential skills for college success and a 
supportive campus community.  

• FYS courses often place a strong emphasis on 
critical inquiry, frequent writing, information 
literacy, and collaborative learning.  

• Some FYS courses also feature rigorous discipline-
based content. 

Previous Research about FYS Courses 

Previous research found that first-year seminars may 
improve students’ likelihood of retention and first-year 
grades (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). However, these 
effects are moderated by the type, length, and modality of 
the course, as well as the curriculum and the institutional 
context (Karp et al., 2015; Permzadian and Credé, 2016; 
Hatch, 2017). Some researchers have found small or even 
negative effects of FYS courses; however, outcomes may 
depend on students’ pre-college characteristics or levels of 
campus engagement (Porter & Swing, 2006). 

According to data from the Community College Survey of 
Student Engagement (CCSSE, 2014), students who 
participate in FYS courses are more likely to complete key 
gateway courses and more likely to persist. At TBR 
colleges, students who participate in FYS courses are more 
likely than other students to say that their college 
encouraged them to study and develop their career goals. 

 

FYS Outcomes at TBR Community Colleges 
Recent research at TBR explored participation and 
outcomes for students who enrolled in FYS courses at 
community colleges from 2010-2018. This research 
examined differences between institutions, across 
varying curricular models, and for different subgroups 
of students. Based on systemwide data, this analysis has 
identified several key findings:  

• Participation in FYS courses is uneven across 
student groups, in part because of connections 
between FYS courses and learning support 
courses for students in corequisite remediation. 
Learning support students participate in FYS at 
high rates, and FYS outcomes are closely tied to 
the outcomes of learning support students.  

• Colleges take different approaches to 
implementing FYS. Some colleges scaled FYS as 
early as 2014, while other colleges still have low 
participation rates. Implementation varies by 
FYS course content and method of instruction.  

• Systemwide, FYS participation does not 
significantly impact retention or gateway course 
completion after controlling for factors like 
race, ACT score, and learning support. However, 
these results differ based on how colleges 
implement FYS. 

About this Study 
For this analysis, TBR used data on first-time, full-
time freshmen enrolled at community colleges from 
fall 2010 to fall 2018. First-year seminar courses were 
identified based on course codes as well as a 
keyword search of course titles in historical data.  

TBR also gathered examples of course syllabi for first-
year seminars and conducted a qualitative content 
analysis to identify common curricular themes and 
develop a typology of FYS courses. 

The descriptive analysis considered several academic 
outcomes, including retention, gateway course 
completion, earned credit hours, and GPA in the first 
year. In addition to the descriptive analysis, this study 
also used regression analysis to account for the 
effects of demographic factors, academic 
preparation, and enrollment patterns on outcomes. 
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Encouraging me to study

Developing my career goals

Providing support to succeed

CCSSE Results at TBR Community Colleges in 2017

In FYS Not in FYS

This college emphasized, quite a bit or very much… 

https://www.tbr.edu/office-policy-and-strategy
https://www.tbr.edu/student-success/tbr-high-impact-practices
https://www.tbr.edu/student-success/hip-taxonomy-first-year-seminarsexperience
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 Key Takeaways 
Enrollment in FYS has increased time, but 
participation varies by college and subgroup. 

Across all community colleges, FYS participation more than 
tripled between 2010 and 2018, with large increases 
starting in 2015. By fall 2018, more than 12,000 
community college students (67% of first-time, full-time 
freshmen) were enrolled in FYS courses. FYS courses are 
often paired with reading learning support. These students 
participate in FYS at higher rates than other student 
groups (93% in fall 2018). Black and African American 
students also participate in FYS at higher rates than other 
student groups (73%).  Adult students have lower 
participation in FYS (58%).  

 

At many colleges, FYS courses are connected 
with learning support reading courses. 

Colleges with low overall FYS participation often have high 
participation for certain groups, particularly students in 
reading learning support, adult students, and Black and 
African American students. As of fall 2018, colleges used 
three different models of FYS participation. At five colleges 
(model 1), most students participate in FYS, and 
participation is disconnected from other requirements. At 
four colleges (model 2), participation in FYS is widespread, 
but FYS is also linked with learning support reading 
courses. At four other colleges (model 3), participation is 
limited primarily to students in learning support reading. 

The curriculum and content of FYS courses 
differ across the system. 

According to a content analysis of course syllabi, FYS 
models were grouped into categories based on the 
frequency of keywords included in the course description, 
learning outcomes, and assignments. A typology of FYS 
courses was created, based on existing research:   

• Five colleges use the extended orientation model, 
where courses introduced campus resources. 

• Two colleges use the study skills seminars, which 
focused on academic skills like notetaking. 

• Six colleges used a hybrid model that combined 
extended orientation and study skills with 
academic content or discipline-specific material. 

FYS students are not necessarily more likely to 
be retained than non-FYS students, but some 

types of FYS courses are associated with lower 
probabilities of retention. 

Across the entire 2018 cohort, there is no significant 
difference in fall-to-spring retention or fall-to-fall retention 
among FYS and non-FYS students. However, differences in 
retention rates between FYS and non-FYS students vary 
based on whether the college pairs FYS with learning 
support and on the type of FYS course offered. 

After accounting for other factors that might be associated 
with retention, like demographic characteristics, academic 
preparation, and learning support enrollment, the 
predicted probability of being retained (in the spring or 
the second fall) was slightly lower for students enrolled in 
extended orientation FYS courses than for similar students 
not enrolled in any FYS course, all else equal.  

FYS students are not necessarily more likely to 
pass key gateway courses, but some FYS models 

are associated with higher course completion rates. 

FYS participants do not necessarily pass gateway math and 
English at higher rates than non-FYS students.  However, 
after accounting for other factors like demographic 
characteristics, academic preparation, and learning 
support, the predicted probability of completing gateway 
math and English is higher for students in Extended 
Orientation-style FYS than for other similar students not 
enrolled in FYS, all else equal. Students in hybrid-style FYS 
are also more likely to pass gateway English, all else equal. 
Study skills FYS courses show no significant correlation 
with gateway course completion. 

Changed in Predicted Probability of Retention and 
Gateway Course Completion  

For FYS Students Compared to Non-FYS Students 
 Extended 

Orientation  
Study  
Skills  Hybrid  

Fall-to-Spring Retention -2pp +1pp  

Fall-to-Fall Retention -3pp   

Completed Math +9pp  -4pp 

Completed English +5pp  +5pp 
 

Since FYS implementation vary by college, more 
information is needed about course content. 

Future research will focus on expanded, long-term 
outcomes for first-year seminar participants as well as a 
more rigorous analysis of participation, especially as FYS 
relates to corequisite remediation. Additional research can 
also explore the connection to student survey data and 
changes to FYS curriculum over time. 
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FYS Participation in 2018

https://www.tbr.edu/office-policy-and-strategy
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Guiding Research Questions

How many students participate in First Year Seminar (FYS) courses?
• What are the demographic characteristics of these students? 
• How has participation in FYS changed over time? 
• How does FYS participation differ by college? 

What are the outcomes for students who participate in FYS?
• How do outcomes differ by college?
• How do outcomes differ by FYS content? 
• How do outcomes differ by method of instruction?



Review of Prior Research

• Previous research has found that first-year seminars improve 
first-year grades and retention (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).

• However, the effects of first-year seminars are moderated by 
the type, length, and modality of the seminar, as well as 
pedagogical choices (Karp et al., 2015; Permzadian and 
Credé, 2016; Hatch, 2017).

• Some research has found very small or even negative effects of 
first-year seminars, but outcomes may depend on students’ pre-
college characteristics (Porter & Swing, 2006).

https://www.wiley.com/en-us/How+College+Affects+Students%3A+A+Third+Decade+of+Research%2C+Volume+2-p-9780787910440
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/research-project/refining-evaluating-bronx-first-year-seminar.html
https://studentsuccess.unc.edu/files/2016/03/Do-First-Year-Seminars-Improve-College-Grades.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2332858417732744
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11162-005-8153-6


The Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) includes questions 
about participation in first-year experience or student success courses.

Question Participated in FYS Did Not Participate in FYS
How much does this college emphasize encouraging you to spend significant amounts of time studying?
Very Little 2% 3%
Some 17% 21%
Quite a Bit 44% 44%
Very Much 36% 31%

How much does this college emphasize providing the support you need to succeed at this college?
Very Little 4% 5%
Some 21% 22%
Quite a Bit 39% 42%
Very Much 36% 31%

How much has your experience at this college contributed to your knowledge, skills, and personal 
development in developing career goals?
Very Little 11% 19%
Some 26% 28%
Quite a Bit 32% 29%
Very Much 31% 24%

Note: Based on results of the 2017 Community College Survey of Student Engagement at TBR community colleges; FYS participants are defined as survey respondents who reported taking a first-year 
experience or student success course.



First Year Seminar Courses at TBR Colleges: Research Plan
1. Gathered course syllabi for first-year seminars from colleges; identified courses in TBR data 

based on course subject and number

2. Identified course titles using keywords related to First Year Seminar

3. Omitted discipline-specific orientation courses or other non-FYS courses

4. Analyzed participation and outcomes at community colleges among first-time, full-time 
freshmen 2010 to 2018

Keywords
First Year Succeed 
Freshman Lifelong
Orientation College Experience
Success College to Career



FYS Participation



Overall Participation

Across all community 
colleges, FYS 
participation 
increased between 
2010 and 2018, with 
large increases 
starting in 2015. 

Note: Includes first-time, full-time freshmen at TBR community colleges who were enrolled during the fall term in a course that could be identified as a first-year seminar course, first-year experience 
course, or student success course.



Participation by College

Not all colleges began offering 
FYS at the same time, and 
student participation varies 
over time by college. 
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Participation by Group

• FYS courses are often 
paired with reading 
learning support. 
These students 
participate in FYS at 
higher rates than other 
student groups (93%). 

• Black and African 
American students 
participate in FYS at 
higher rates than other 
student groups (73%).  

• Adult students have 
lower participation in 
FYS (58%).  



Participation by Race

Though FYS participation varies 
by race, the racial demographics 
of students who participate in 
FYS are comparable to the 
overall demographics of the 
FTFT freshman cohort. 



Participation by Learning Support

• Since FYS is often paired 
with reading learning 
support, these students 
participate in FYS at 
higher rates than all 
students, and this trend 
has been consistent over 
time.

• Learning support students 
also make up a large 
share of FYS participants.

• In 2014, almost 90% of FYS 
participants were learning 
support students. 

• By 2018, the percent share 
of FYS participants in 
learning support decreased 
to 65%. 



Participation by Group & College

• Colleges with low overall FYS participation 
have high FYS participation for certain 
groups, particularly students in reading 
learning support, adult students, and Black 
and African American students. 

• Motlow and Walters are the only two 
colleges in which adult student 
participation in FYS exceeds overall 
student participation. 



Participation by FYS Model in 2018

Colleges use different 
models of FYS 
participation.
• Model 1: At five 

colleges, most students 
participate in FYS, and 
participation is 
disconnected from other 
requirements.

• Model 2: At four 
colleges, participation is 
widespread, but FYS is 
also linked with learning 
support reading 
courses.

• Model 3: At four other 
colleges, participation is 
limited primarily to 
students in learning 
support reading.



Key Takeaways 
about FYS 

Participation

• First Year Seminar participation is not widespread 
across all colleges. Overall, only 67% of FTFT 
freshman participate in FYS. 

• FYS participation varies by college. Whereas some 
colleges scaled FYS a few years ago, other colleges 
still have low participation rates. 

• Learning support students participate in FYS at higher 
rates than other student groups. However, this varies 
by college as some colleges choose to pair FYS with 
learning support reading and others do not. 



FYS Outcomes



Outcomes

Outcome Metrics: 

• Fall-to-Spring Retention

• Fall-to-Fall Retention

• Passed Gateway Math (FTEIC only) 

• Passed Gateway English (FTEIC only) 

• First semester GPA 

• Credit Hours Earned 

FYS Content: 
• Extended Orientation 
• Study Skills
• Hybrid

Methods of Instruction: 
• Online 
• In-Person
• Hybrid

FTEIC (first time ever in college students): Students who are first 
time, full-time freshman who did not receive prior credit from dual 
enrollment or any other early postsecondary opportunity.

Retention: Persistence at any TBR community college and includes 
students who graduated in the first term or year. 



Retention

• Across the entire 2018 
FTFT freshman cohort, 
there is no noticeable 
difference in fall-to-spring 
retention among FYS and 
non-FYS students.

• In the 2018 cohort, 53% 
of FYS participants 
returned in the fall 
compared to 57% of non-
FYS students. 



Fall-to-Spring Retention by Learning 
Support

• FYS participants in learning 
support have slightly higher 
spring semester retention 
rates than non-FYS learning 
support students. 

• However, differences in 
spring semester retention 
rates between FYS and non-
FYS students in learning 
support vary by subject. 



Fall-to-Spring Retention by Learning Support & Group



Fall-to Spring Retention by FYS Model

Model 1: Many students participate overall, FYS is not connected to learning support reading 

Model 2: Many students participate overall, FYS is paired with learning support reading 

Model 3: Few students participate overall, FYS is paired with learning support reading



Fall-to-Fall Retention by Learning Support & Group



Fall-to-Fall Retention by FYS Model 

Model 1: Many students participate overall, FYS is not connected to learning support reading 

Model 2: Many students participate overall, FYS is paired with learning support reading 

Model 3: Few students participate overall, FYS is paired with learning support reading



Fall-to-Fall Retention by ACT Score

• In the 2018 FTFT freshman 
cohort, 93% of learning support 
reading students participated in 
FYS, and 84% of writing learning 
support students participated in 
FYS. 

• Among all reading learning 
support students, the difference 
in fall-to-fall retention between 
FYS and non-FYS students is 
larger for students with lower 
ACT reading sub-scores. 

• Similarly, the difference in fall-to-
fall retention between FYS and 
non-FYS students in writing 
learning support is larger for 
students with lower ACT English 
sub-scores. 



Fall-to-Fall Retention by College
For 2018 FTFT freshman, colleges with low 
FYS participation have higher fall-to-fall 
retention rates among non-FYS students. 
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Passed Gateway Math and English 

Focusing on first time ever in college (FTEIC) students, 
FYS participants pass gateway math and English at 
lower rates than non-FYS students. 



Passed Gateway Math and English by Learning Support



GPA and Credit Hours Earned

Year FYS Non-FYS All 
Students

2010 2.53 2.56 2.56

2011 2.52 2.57 2.56

2012 2.45 2.64 2.61

2013 2.58 2.69 2.67

2014 2.61 2.65 2.64

2015 2.52 2.53 2.52

2016 2.51 2.61 2.57

2017 2.52 2.62 2.57

2018 2.54 2.68 2.59

Year FYS Non-FYS All 
Students

2010 9.58 10.63 10.45

2011 9.78 10.70 10.56

2012 9.55 10.98 10.71

2013 10.14 11.17 10.96

2014 10.34 11.26 11.09

2015 11.29 11.57 11.48

2016 11.40 11.70 11.56

2017 11.39 11.76 11.55

2018 11.50 11.92 11.64

First Semester GPA Average Credits Earned

Across past years’ FTFT freshman 
cohorts, non-FYS students have slightly 
higher GPAs than FYS participants. 

Similarly, non-FYS students earn slightly 
more credit hours than FYS participants. 



Key Takeaways 
about FYS 
Outcomes

• Overall, FYS participants show similar outcomes as 
non-FYS students. However, for certain student 
groups, the outcomes of FYS students are slightly 
better. 

• The outcomes of FYS students vary by college and 
based on whether FYS is paired with learning support.

• Since FYS participation and implementation vary by 
college, more information is needed about course 
content and pedagogy. 



FYS Outcomes by Content



First Year Seminar Typologies

Typology Definition

Extended Orientation
Focuses on facilitating students’ adjustment to college, including an 
introduction to campus resources, college policies and procedures, 
basic study skills, time management, and learning strategies. 

Academic Seminars
Focuses on the development of academic skills such as critical 
thinking, expository writing, and oral communication skills. 

Discipline-Linked Seminars 
Serves as an introduction to a specific major and prepare students 
for the demands of that course of study. 

Study Skills Seminars 
Focuses on the development of more narrowly defined academic 
skills such as study skills, grammar, and note taking.

Hybrid Seminars Any combination of the above categories. 

Source: Permzadian and Credé (2016)

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654315584955


First Year Seminar Typologies
College Type of Course

Chattanooga Hybrid (Discipline-Linked; Extended 
Orientation)

Cleveland Extended Orientation

Columbia Extended Orientation 

Dyersburg Hybrid (Academic; Extended Orientation)

Jackson Hybrid (Academic; Extended Orientation)

Motlow Extended Orientation

Nashville Extended Orientation

Northeast Hybrid (Academic; Extended Orientation)

Pellissippi Study Skills 

Roane Extended Orientation

Southwest Hybrid (Study Skills; Extended Orientation)

Volunteer Hybrid (Study Skills; Extended Orientation) 

Walters Study Skills 

Creating FYS Typologies:

1. Conducted a content analysis of 
FYS syllabi from 2018-19 using 
machine learning techniques.

2. Grouped syllabi into categories 
based on frequency of topics 
included in student learning 
outcomes, course description, 
assignments, and course schedules.

3. Verified validity and reliability of 
groupings with conceptual content 
analysis.



Outcomes by FYS Content

Extended 
Orientation Study Skills Hybrid

First Semester 
GPA 2.62 2.54 2.59

Credit Hours 
Earned 11.76 11.96 11.16

Students enrolled in an FYS course 
categorized under the “extended 
orientation” or “study skills” typology 
had higher spring semester retention 
rates and pass rates in gateway math 
and English than students in a hybrid 
typology FYS course. However, 
these results may also be driven by 
college-level differences.  

Type of FYS 
Course

Participation 
(2018)

Extended Orientation 4,602
Study Skills 1,912
Hybrid 4,495
Total 11,009



Predicting Retention and Success in 
College-Level Courses: 
Preliminary Modeling



Predicting 
Retention and 

Success in 
College-Level 

Courses

• Descriptive data analysis reveals that first-year seminar 
participants are not necessarily correlated with higher 
retention rates or success in college-level courses. 
However, several questions remain:

• How does the relationship between FYS participation and 
first-year outcomes remain after we account for other 
factors that influence students’ success?

• What is the relationship between first-year seminar 
participation and first-year outcomes after we account for 
demographic factors like gender, race, and income?

• To answer these questions, we’ve begun to conduct 
multivariate analyses of retention and success in college-
level math and English. Preliminary results from this work 
suggests that the impact of first-year seminar participation 
varies by student and college. 



Fall-to-Spring Retention

Note: Based on results of logit estimations for each outcome in the first year of enrollment. Includes fixed effects for year of registration. Limited to first-time, full-time freshmen at community 
colleges. Gateway course completion models are limited to first-time-ever-in-college students who enrolled as first-time, full-time freshmen.

After accounting for other factors, 
like demographic characteristics, 
academic preparation, and learning 
support enrollment:

• Students who take FYS are not 
significantly more or less likely to 
return for the second semester. 

• However, all else equal, the 
predicted probability of returning 
is:

• Lower for FYS students in 
model 3 (where FYS is paired 
with Learning Support Reading)

• Slightly lower for students in 
Extended Orientation-style 
FYS

• Slightly higher for students in 
Study Skills style FYS



Fall-to-Fall Retention

Note: Based on results of logit estimations for each outcome in the first year of enrollment. Includes fixed effects for year of registration. Limited to first-time, full-time freshmen at community 
colleges. Gateway course completion models are limited to first-time-ever-in-college students who enrolled as first-time, full-time freshmen.

After accounting for other factors, like 
demographic characteristics, 
academic preparation, and learning 
support enrollment:

• Students who take FYS are not 
significantly more or less likely to 
return for second fall term.

• However, all else equal, the 
predicted probability of returning is:

• Slightly higher for FYS students 
in model 2 (where FYS is paired 
with Learning Support Reading, 
but many other students also take 
FYS)

• Lower for students in model 3 
(where FYS is paired with 
Learning Support Reading)

• Slightly lower for students in 
Extended Orientation-style FYS



Gateway Math Completion

Note: Based on results of logit estimations for each outcome in the first year of enrollment. Includes fixed effects for year of registration. Limited to first-time, full-time freshmen at community 
colleges. Gateway course completion models are limited to first-time-ever-in-college students who enrolled as first-time, full-time freshmen.

After accounting for other factors, like 
demographic characteristics, academic 
preparation, and learning support 
enrollment:

• Students who take FYS are not 
significantly more or less likely to 
complete Gateway Math. 

• However, all else equal, the predicted 
probability of completing Gateway 
Math is:

• Lower for FYS students in model 3 
(where FYS is paired with earning 
Support Reading)

• Higher for students in Extended 
Orientation style FYS

• Slightly lower for students in 
Hybrid-style FYS



Gateway English Completion

Note: Based on results of logit estimations for each outcome in the first year of enrollment. Includes fixed effects for year of registration. Limited to first-time, full-time freshmen at community 
colleges. Gateway course completion models are limited to first-time-ever-in-college students who enrolled as first-time, full-time freshmen.

After accounting for other factors, like 
demographic characteristics, academic 
preparation, and learning support 
enrollment:

• Students who take FYS are not 
significantly more or less likely to 
complete Gateway English. 

• However, all else equal, the predicted 
probability of completing English is:

• Higher for FYS students in model 1 
(where FYS taken by many students, 
disconnected from Learning Support)

• Lower for students in Model 3 (where 
FYS is paired with Learning Support 
Reading)

• Slightly higher for students in Extended 
Orientation style FYS

• Slightly higher for students in Hybrid-
style FYS



Key Takeaways 
about FYS 

Success 
Models

• All else equal, participating in a first-year seminar is not 
necessarily correlated with higher retention rates or 
gateway course completion. However, these outcomes 
differ significantly by the model and content of first-year 
seminars.

• First-year seminar participation is correlated with lower 
retention rates and lower gateway course completion 
where FYS is solely paired with Learning Support Reading.

• First-year seminars that serve as “extended orientations” are 
correlated with lower retention rates but higher gateway 
course completion.

• First-year seminars that focus on study skills or a hybrid of 
study skills and a combination of extended orientation and 
academic content are correlated with higher retention 
rates, higher English completion rates, but lower Math 
completion rates.



Conclusions



Key Takeaways
• First Year Seminar participation is not even across student groups. Learning support 

students participate in FYS at higher rates than other student groups, and the 
outcomes of FYS students are closely tied to the outcomes of learning support 
students. 

• Colleges take different approaches to implementing FYS. Whereas some colleges 
scaled FYS a few years ago, other colleges still have low participation rates. 
Implementation also varies by FYS course content and method of instruction. 

• Overall, FYS participation does not significantly impact retention or gateway course 
completion after controlling for factors like race, ACT score, and learning support 
enrollment. However, these results differ based on how colleges implement FYS, and 
more information is needed about FYS course content and pedagogy. 



Next Steps

Data Analysis:
• Comparisons to TBR data on participation in High Impact Practices
• Expanded and long-term outcomes for first-year seminar participants
• More rigorous analysis of outcomes for first-year seminar participants

Qualitative Analysis:
• Connections to CCSSE data or other survey data sources
• Expanded analysis of first-year seminar typology and content
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