
Considering the 1st Year Experience at UW 
 

Effective university programming and classroom teaching hinge largely on a single idea: meet students 

where they are at. Understanding students, though, is a multi-faceted task that involves gaining students’ 

perceptions about their learning and engagement in college as well as determining their ability to master 

the learning goals of various disciplines.  

 

Meeting students on common ground means understanding students’ expectations for college, as well as 

the particular cultural “zone” they occupy, including the social trends and historical/political knowledge 

students possess as they enter the college world. Students entering college in 2008, for example, have 

grown up with bottled water, have always seen Humvees as public vehicles, have few political memories 

without Al Gore running for president or thinking about it, were introduced to Jack Nicholson as “the 

Joker,” know Tiananmen Square as an Olympic venue, had the World Wide Web since they were born, 

always knew Burma as Myanmar, and live life in the midst of texting 1 n other (from the Beloit College 

Mindset List). 

  

In addition, according to a national survey of students entering college in 2005: 

 88% of incoming students expect to read fewer than 10 out-of-class books during the school year 

 85% feel they will complete all assigned readings before class 

 just 17% feel they will spend 26 hours or more on homework per week 

 20% believe they will write a paper of more than 20 pages, and 

 91% expect they will like college 

  

In an effort to gain a better sense of local students in the first year, the University of Wyoming 

participates in two tools that help dig beneath the surface of students’ experience in their first year at UW. 

  

NSSE: The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) focuses on how students spend their time, the 

nature and quality of their interactions with faculty members and fellow students, and what they have 

gained from their classes and other aspects of their college experiences.  Students take the NSSE survey 

at the end of their first and final years in college. Student results at UW are compared to a composite of 

eleven of our peer institutions1. 

  

CLA: To gain a picture of students’ writing, analytical reasoning, and critical thinking skills, UW began the 

Collegiate Learning Assessment test (CLA) in 2005. The CLA exam is administered to a random, cross-

sectional group of entering students in their first-year, second-year, and senior-year of college. Rather 

than comparing students’ results to other schools, the CLA compares student results to what could be 

expected of the students given their composite ACT/SAT scores. 

  

More information about the CLA and the NSSE is available by visiting the Assessment of Student Learning 

website at www.uwyo.edu/acadaffairs/assessment.   

  

 

 

In Class 

  

UW students’ perceptions of their courses show several positive features when compared to other schools. 

According to NSSE, UW students report contributing to class discussion more often than students at 

comparator schools (52% vs. 48%). In addition, UW students report experiencing a drafting process in 

writing papers more often than comparison groups (59% vs. 55%), and, more UW students report 

spending over 10 hours per week on homework than comparison groups (62% vs. 56%). 

  

However, in the area of critical analysis, both NSSE and the CLA results show that there is a significant 

gap in the first year between UW students’ learning in critical analysis and instructors’ perceptions of their 

teaching in this area. For example, the NSSE shows that students see the emphasis of their coursework 

largely in terms of memorization, while faculty report memorization is a very small component (65% vs. 

34%). 63% of students report that synthesis and organizing ideas is emphasized “very much,” while 82% 

of faculty report emphasizing  

synthesis “very much.” 49% of students report that they examined the strengths or weaknesses of views 



on an issue often; 69% of faculty report that they prompted examination of the strengths or weaknesses 

of multiple views often. 

  

Student performance on the CLA supports these gaps. The CLA tests students in four areas, including 

critical thinking, analytic reasoning, written communication, and problem solving.  While UW students are 

“at expectations” for all criteria when they enter UW, they have dropped below expectations in analytic 

writing and critique-an-argument by the time they reach their second year at UW. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Out of Class 

 

According to the NSSE, UW students report attending cultural events more than students at comparator 

schools (39% vs. 28%), work off campus more than comparator students (75% vs. 63%), and report 

generally higher perceptions of their relationships with other students. On the down side, UW students 

report lower involvement in service or volunteer work (69% vs. 76%) and lower involvement in out-of-

class support for academic work. UW is already bolstering efforts to engage students in civic activity, seen 

most notably in the new Student Leadership and Civic Engagement (SLCE) program devoted to helping 

both faculty and staff implement civic  

activities. In terms of academic support, tutors and many support labs on campus agree that students 

should take more advantage of the help offered. 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
1Peer institutions include Colorado State University, Idaho State University, North Dakota State University, 

Northern Arizona University, Oklahoma State University, Oregon State University, University of Idaho, 

University of Nevada-Reno, University of North Dakota, University of Rhode Island, and the University of 

Vermont.  

 

Resources: 

Beloit College Mindset List. www.beloit.edu/~pubaff/mindset/  

 

Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA). www.cae.org/content/pro_collegiate.htm. 

 

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE). http://nsse.iub.edu/index.cfm 

 

College Student Expectations Questionnaire. Bloomington, IN: Center for Postsecondary Research and  

Planning, School of Education, Indiana University. 

  

IMPLICATIONS: 

As supplemental instruction and group tutoring grow across campus, it can be helpful for 

instructors to promote tutoring opportunities on syllabi and in class, as well as developing 

a relationship with the tutors who lead the supplemental sessions.  Information about 

tutoring and Supplemental Instruction on campus is available at 

www.uwyo.edu/bettergrades.   

IMPLICATIONS: 

It may be helpful for instructors to integrate understanding of how course goals, projects, 

and exams build toward the higher levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy, including analysis, 

synthesis, and evaluation. While students are seeing projects and exams as simply ripe 

with memorization, faculty may see the same work as focused primarily on analysis. 

Asking students to demonstrate their understanding of synthesis and analysis by 

evaluating their own work in these areas may inspire improved learning for students and 

help to close this crucial gap.  Learn more about Bloom’s Taxonomy by visiting 
www.officeport.com/edu/blooms.htm. 


