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SLU’s First-Year Seminar takes place in the spring of the first year, following on the heels of our residentially-based, team-taught First-Year Program course—both required of all first year students.  Taught by one faculty member, the FYS course enrolls 15-17 students and is built around an inter-disciplinary topic; it cannot be a course listed in a department.  The focus is on communication skills in general but research skills specifically.  We have 4.5 contact hours per week with no minimum content expectation, giving us time to focus on skills and to bring students into the scholarly enterprise.
The following learning goals summarize our pedagogical approach to teaching research skills in a First-Year Seminar:

1. To understand the various processes by which knowledge is generated.
2. To learn how to search for, acquire, and evaluate the appropriateness of sources for research projects.

3. To understand how to cite their sources properly, which includes both proper use of a citation style and awareness of the ethical issues involved when writing with sources.
4. To learn to organize longer research papers, with a clear controlling idea and clearly demarcated supporting claims, and effectively use and integrate source evidence that supports the appropriate sub-arguments.

5. To see research projects as ongoing processes of feedback between them and their instructor (and their peers) so that they learn to incorporate that feedback into later iterations of their work.
One key text for teaching integration of sources and ethics has been The Rowman and Littlefield Guide to Writing with Sources by James P. Davis.  Davis’s book is a short (70 pp) overview of the rhetorical issues involved with research writing (e.g., when to quote and when to paraphrase) and nicely complements using a citation style guide for the mechanical issues.

The assignments listed on the next page are what we use to achieve the goals above.  Students receive individual assignment sheets for each piece.  In all cases, we devote class time to instruction in the various skills.  For example, we bring students to the library to show them how to use search databases and provide them with guidance in evaluating the sources they find.  We also declare one research topic off-limits to them and then develop samples using that topic for each of these assignments to model for students the sort of work we expect to see.
Assignment sequence:

Research question



(Various)
Notes on sources I



Week 4

Notes on sources II/Precis


Week 6
Thesis, claims, and evidence


Week 7
First draft functional outline


Week 9
Second draft functional outline

Week 11
Full draft




Week 12
Final draft




Finals week (week 15)
  

Research journal/portfolio


Finals week (week 15)
FYS Research Pedagogy - Supplemental Feedback Form Results

	Assignment
	Mean
	Median
	Mode

	Research Question
	5.19
	5
	6

	Notes on Sources / Précis
	4.73
	5
	6

	Thesis, Claims, and Evidence
	5.63
	6
	6

	Functional Outline
	6.43
	7
	7

	One-on-one Writing Conferences
	5.47
	6
	6

	Research Binders
	4.61
	5
	7


We surveyed students in four FYS sections using this pedagogy on a Likert scale from 1 (“not at all”) to 7 (“very”) on the question of “the effectiveness of this assignment in your learning process.”  We had a total of 49 respondents.  Two of the four instructors had used this pedagogy previous times, and two were using it for the first time.  Three instructors were female, one was male; two have tenure, two do not.

The medians suggest that, in almost all cases, a small number of significantly lower ratings reduced the means.  Notably the “modal form” from a student was all 6s and 7s.  Experience also suggests that this pedagogy is particularly well-received by better students, and perhaps best received by good (though not necessarily great) students who desire to get better at doing research work.
One of the best anecdotal bits of assessment is the number of students who report that they plan to use, or are already using, these techniques in other courses.  We have had numerous juniors and seniors come back and tell us how valuable these techniques were for longer, more complex assignments they had later in their college careers.

