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The First-Year Seminars phenomenon

 One of the most common US First-Year programs to “facilitate the transition, learning, 
development and success of new students” in higher education

 Introduced in the1880s’ as “freshman seminars”

 Offered by 85-95% of institutions to their first-year students (Greenfield et al., 2013)

 Credited

 By definition, 

o small courses (16 to 24 students) discussion-based course 

o in wich students and thier intructors exchange ideas and information

o that facilitate learning and put a strong emphasis on creating community 

o structured to encourage and cause, in an almost intrusive way, the active participation of 
students in learning and in the life of the institution. (Greenfield, Keup and Gardner, 2013 ; Hunter & Linder, 

2005; Keup & Petschauer, 2011; Gordon, 1989)



Why FYS at ULiège ? 

 As part of a review of the success support systems offered at ULiège, to 
complete it

 Because « the First-Year Seminars may be the most researched course of any in the 
undergraduate curriculum » (Padgett & Keup, 2011) and are proven to increase : 

o persistence and retention in the first year and up to the second year1; 

o GPA, graduation rate2;

o satisfaction with faculty, peers, and the institution3;

o use of campus services4;

o development of academic, interpersonal, and communication skills5

(Greenfield, Keup & Gardner, 2013; (1) Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; Porter & Swing, 2006; Jenkins-Guarnieri et al., 
2015; (2) Klatt & Ray, 2014 ; Schnell, Louis, Doetkott, 2003; (3) Hendel, 2007, 2001; (5) Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005)



A variety of forms of First-Year Seminars

 Different forms depending on the objective of the seminar :

 Extended orientation seminars

 Basic study skills seminars

 Pre-professional seminars

 Academic seminars 

o With uniform content

o with various topics across sections

(Gianoutsos, 2015 ; Keup & Petschauer, 2011; Hunter & Linder, 2005; Barefoot, 1992)

ULiège’s choice



So… 

 Given by faculty members (instructors)

 On academic topics related to the field of 
study – each seminars having its own topic

 Structured in catalogs in with student are 
asked to choose

 Aiming to…

o Introduce freshmen to the challenges and 
requirements of university studies

o Help them understand academic culture 

o Develop academic skills such as critical 
thinking

What is an
Academic First-Year 
Seminar with various 
Topics across Sections ?

(Padgett & Keup, 2011; Keup & Petschauer, 2011; Skipper, 2017; 
Tobolowsky & Associates, 2005; Saunders & Romm, 2008)



The First-Year Seminar project at ULiège

 Pilot-project was launched in September 2024

o 2 study-programs with medium size population (100-120 freshmen) in the fields of
Modern languages & letters, and Political Sciences

o 9 instructors assisted in creating their seminar 

o 8 FYS held between September and December 2024

 Under the coordination of the CDS of the IFRES (Institute for Training and Research in Higher 
Education)

 Seminar’s design was framed by the POCPIM RIER support system for the 
instructors, created by the IFRES



Stakes of a support system for the instructors

 Teachers training and support is recommended by the FYS literature

o To explore “the goals of the course, recommended contents, the nature of students 
enrolled in the course, and strategies for instruction”

o To introduce teachers to a new teaching posture

o Because most of them they did not take the seminar during their own collegiate 
experience (even truer for Belgian instructors)

 We had to adapt this context-based intervention to the Belgian context and its 
needs

(Groccia & Hunter, 2012)



Instructor’s support 

system offered by 

the IFRES

 Based on an extensive review of the 
FYS and FYE literature

 Supervised by a support team 
dedicated to the project (IFRES)

 Combining group meetings and 
individual appointments in each field

 Combining theoretical presentations 
on FYS with reflective exercises that 
guide instructors in the creation of their 
seminar

 Supporting Belgian instructors in 
discovering the “FYS mindset” and the 
special teaching methods associated 
with it

The POCPIM RIER planning model: 
A step-by-step FYS design 
methodology
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[P] Profile

Identification, for each field, of the future students’ profile and their specific needs 

 Presentation about the predicting factors of FY student success and persistence1 and 
critical requirements for transition2
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→ in order to define the FYS objectives

 Exercise : 

o Selection in a synthetic tool, by each 
instructor, of factors that represents the 
strengths and weaknesses of their own 
students (Groccia & Hunter, 2012; Garner, 2012 
Bransford et al., 2000)

o collective discussion about those factors 

((1) De Clerc, 2017 ; Dupond, De clerq et Galland 2016 ; Romainville et Michaud 2009; Ishler, 2005 ;  Ishler & Upcraft, 2005 ; Zuo et al., 2018; (2)Trautwein & Bosse, 2017)



[O] Objectives

Definition of a common base of objectives targeted for all the students of the field, 
whatever seminar the student chose

 Presentation of 16 transversal objectives that can be targeted 
during FYS based on a FYS literature review (more than 30 books and articles*)

 Exercise: selection, for each instructor, of the 7 objectives 
they would prioritize given the characteristics of the students 
defined before

 Calculation to democratically identify 4 or 5 common objectives 
in the field

Nb : each instructor has the possibility to keep extra « personal objectives »
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(*including Keup & Penaherrera, 2022; Murray & Wolf, 2016 ; Gardner, 2012; Maben, S. & Helvie-Mason, 2017; Wolfon & Amstrong, 2020; etc.)



[C] Corpus

(Pre-)Selection of the topic of the FYS

 Presentation of a structured tool with over 1000 examples of FYS descriptions build from over 
57 American seminar catalogues.

o Created to inspire instructors (Brauer, 2011)

o Structured by field of study and according to a
typology to help navigate in the document

 Exercise: 

o selecting 5 FYS according to some characteristic 
(inspiring, intriguing, off-putting…)

o Tour de table about the topics imagined by the 
instructors for their FYS
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Individual appointment
for each instructor

Individual faculty development aiming to stabilize the topic of the FYS and choose 
their personal objectives
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 Discussion about the topic considered by the 
instructor

 Discussion about the personal objectives they want 
to keep, and the more disciplinary objectives targeted 
through their topics (linked with the transversal 
objectives of FYS).

(Groccia & Hunter, 2012) 



[PI] Posture of 
the Instructor

Identification of the recommended posture of the FYS instructor and how it departs 
from the habits of our first-year teachers

 Presentation of the FYS instructor’s posture based on a literature 
review, with a strong emphasis on the importance of  : 

o creating a classroom climate conductive to learning and engagement1

o framing interactions differently so as to create a sense of 
community between students and with the instructor2

o But also : imposing active learning, being flexible, collaborating with colleagues3

 Discussion about the strength, weakness and/or fears of the instructors regarding the 
FYS instructor’s posture
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((1) Lacourse, 2014 ; Brauer, 2011 ; (2) McKinney et al., 2006; Mestre, 2005; 
(3) Weimer, 2002; (3-4) Keup & Petschauer, 2011)



[M] Methods

(Pre-)Selection of methods that can be used within the FYS framework

 Presentation of an inventory of around 80 FYS methods used in US, compiled from 
the FYS literature (more than 30 books and articles*) and the 
1000 descriptions in the FYS corpus, 

 with multiple examples for each of them
 and an emphasis on their character : 

o Informal;

o Not very transmissive;

o Engaging

 Exercise : during the presentation, each instructor 
selects interesting methods in a repertory.
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(*including Birol et al., 2013; Gianoutsos, 2015 ; Wolfson & Armstrong, 

2020 ; Sanders, 2000; Keup & Petschauer, 2011; etc.)



[R] Realization

Creation of the seminar

 accompanied individual development, for each 
instructor, of a planning grid inspired by the logics 
of instructional design (Laurillard, 2012) and workload 
calculator (Beer, 2019)

 Research and creation of concrete course 
materials 

o With the help of the IFRES team if needed. 
E.g. selection of media material to illustrate concepts 
(excerpt of Koh Lanta to illustrate the constaints of 
negociation ; songs or pictures illustrating 
stereotypes in languages and manipulation; etc.)
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[I] Implementation

Teaching the designed seminar to the class

 For some instructors, the seminars ended with a production by the students

The IFRES Team remained available for feedbacks 
during the whole process

Production of a 
kafkaian text 

illustrated by IA

a double-page children's 
album with an open end"Shock" advertising posters
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[E] Evaluation

Evaluation of the satisfaction of students and instructors, of the impact of the FYS, 
of the support program

 Mid-term (after 2 sessions of FYS), to take the temperature, to make sure everything is fine for 
students and instructors : 

o One focus group per field with 5 students each time ;

o A collective “lab 4” with the instructors to share about their experience of the seminar until then and 
present the focus group results

 At the end of the quarter, for the purpose of regulation and publications : 

o A data collection by survey at the end of the term, based on the literature on FYS (e.g. Friedman, 2012), a 
bank of instruments drawn from research articles on First-Year programs (CEAFYE; RFYS; FYSQR SALG; SACQ; 

COS) and the data from the focus groups recoded as pre-test items

o Interviews with instructors about their experience of the FYS and the support program, in a 
qualitative research approach
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[R] Regulation

Review of the seminars and the support program

 Review of the seminar courses

o Each instructors has chosen to modify more or less its seminar

o In may 2025 : a new lab to update the objectives of the groups and introduce potential new 
instructors to the project

 Review of the support program

o Review of the support materials to reduce their length and give more time to discussions and 
exercises

o Review of the list of objectives

o … [in progress]
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Thank you !



FYS 2024 at ULiège : some data

[C] Corpus

[R] Realization

[O] Objectives

[M] Methods

opens up the possibilities

information overload

Structuring

One field at this point (LLM)
Data processing in progress



FYS 2024 at ULiège : some data

Clear structure
scientific and methodological rigour

Introduction to departmental collaboration

Theoretical overload

Concrete support
Time load
The right pace

Being part of a projectGroup meetings

Individual appoint.

One field at this point (LLM)
Data processing in progress



Composé de plusieurs séries de questions :

- ~31 sont tirées de 7 questionnaires américains (sélectionnés hors de 20) utilisés dans la 

recherche sur les FYS/l’enseignement supérieur :

• CEAFYE : Comprehensive Evaluation and Assessment of First-Year Experience

• RFYS : Report on the First-Year Seminar 2012 - UDelaware

• SALG : Student Assessment of the Learning gains

• SACQ : Student Adjustment to College Questionnaire

• COS : College outcomes survey

• FYSQR : First-Year Seminar Questionnaire Report

• Exigences critiques liées à la transition de Trautwein & Bosse

- ~33 ont été créées à partir des premiers focus groups réalisés en octobre. Ces focus group 

ont donné lieu à une prise de notes qui a été recodée en une série de questions.

- ~23 items ont été créés par l’équipe ou sur la base de questionnements des enseignant·es. 

Chaque enseignant·e pouvait proposer jusqu’à 6 questions complémentaires concernant son 

séminaire.

Prise de données du 16 décembre
Instrument de collecte
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