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Developing Best Practices for First-Year Seminars: An Interpretive Qualitative Study of Faculty and Student Perspectives
[bookmark: _GoBack]The shift to higher education can be described as a momentous point in the academic careers of students, and one that is increasingly being viewed by institutions as an area that needs deliberate nurturing. Seminars for first-year students have become a popular intervention to help them through this transition, but what is called effective practice is still a subject of considerable debate. Harrington (2025) argues that although these pedagogical approaches have been implemented over decades, there has been insufficient knowledge of how a particular pedagogical technique can provide students with success in various institutional settings. Such a gap between common practice and evidence-based practice demonstrates the necessity of research that considers not just outcomes but also explains the lived experiences of both teachers and students.
The issue is especially acute due to the fact that first-year seminars differ tremendously in terms of their design, their delivery, and the outcomes they intend to achieve. Some institutions emphasize academic skills development while others prioritize social integration or discipline-specific introduction. Boettler et al. (2022) have shown that not all strategies result in similar outcomes, and themed seminars that target academic skills, community involvement, leadership, and global awareness do not lead to similar outcomes when it comes to student retention and grade point average. Such variability raises underlying concerns about the most effective pedagogical practices that can support student transition and the factors that mediate their effectiveness. Moreover, the student angle is not fully represented in the first-year seminar study to provide a complete picture of the working of these courses as a transitional process.
This qualitative research aims at exploring ideal practices in first-year seminars by researching both pedagogical strategies used by faculty and staff as well as the experiences of students enrolled in first-year seminars regarding transition. This dual focus acknowledges that efficient practice can never be established based on either the intention of the instructors or the perception of the students, but develops through the intersection of both of these visions. An interpretive qualitative method will be used in the research to produce a deep, contextualized knowledge of how first-year seminars serve a function of transition support and what makes more successful and less successful practice in these spaces.
This research is relevant in the sense that it can help in closing the gap between theory and practice. Permzadian & Credé (2016) concluded that first-year seminars are linked to better academic performance and retention, yet these effects mask differences in program quality. This study can guide more deliberate seminar design by pinpointing effective practices and investigating how students feel about those practices. It can also point out discrepancies between faculty intentions and student experiences, and provide prospects of improvement. With the growing attention to student success, especially among diverse groups, a more definitive perception of successful first-year seminar practices is both opportune and requisite.
Research Aims
The main objective of the research is to investigate best practices in first-year seminars using an interpretive analysis of faculty, staff, and student opinions. It attempts to determine the interactions between pedagogical methods and student experience to aid in transition, retention, and success in school.
One of the secondary objectives of this study is to reflect on the relationship between these perspectives and the available theory of student transition, namely, the Transition Theory by Schlossberg and the Model of Student Integration by Tinto. This will establish whether these theories are relevant in the contemporary context of higher education.
Research Questions
	The study will be guided by the following research questions:
· Which pedagogical practices in student transition and success do faculty and staff believe are the best in first-year seminars? 
· What experiences and impressions do students taking first-year seminars have upon entering the field of higher education? 
· How do the faculty and student perspectives intersect and diverge with regard to the effective practices of the first-year seminars? 
· How are these practices and experiences related to other important theories of student transition, such as Transition Theory developed by Schlossberg and Integration Model developed by Tinto?
Literature Review
Research studies that investigate first-year seminars (FYS) have consistently demonstrated that they are positively correlated with student outcomes. These also indicate a high degree of variability in the design and effectiveness of these programs. For example, in a narrative review, Harrington (2025) synthesized 72 studies published between 2014 and 2024, indicating that FYS participation is generally related to improved retention and academic achievement. However, the review also notes that there is a serious gap in research, such as an inability to identify which elements of the programs are causing this effect. Similarly, the meta-analysis carried out by Permzadian and Credé (2016) concludes that the effects on grade point average and retention are small yet significant, but that the context specific to the institution is important. These findings show that both the effectiveness of FYS and its context are important factors when investigating student success.
Things get even more complicated by the variation in the design of the programs. As revealed by Boettler et al. (2022), the themes of seminars have different impacts, with academic skills-driven seminars having a more pronounced impact on academic performance and community-based formats on the sense of belonging of students. This undermines assumptions of equivalence between different FYS program models and suggests a need to better understand how diverse teaching approaches impact academic and social aspects of students' transition. Yet these studies are largely quantitative and provide little information about why the difference exists or how students perceive their experience of different FYS formats. This suggests further qualitative research is needed to understand how these differences come about.
Theoretical insights into how FYS might contribute to student transition are useful but not fully developed. Samoila & Vrabie (2023), using Tinto's Model of Student Integration, demonstrate that good seminars facilitate academic and social integration when they are designed with these principles in mind. This supports the theoretical assumptions of FYS, but the authors also note that few studies report whether students actually experience these types of integration. Likewise, Lazarowicz (2015), drawing on Schlossberg's Transition Theory, explains how students' adaptation is based on their perceptions of situation, support, self, and coping strategies. Although this highlights the importance of psychological and contextual factors in transition, the study does not specifically address how FYS functions as a mechanism for delivering these supports.
Recent qualitative research adds complexity to conventional views on transition. Cree et al. (2017) demonstrate that transition is never a one-time event but a constantly changing process that requires continuous adjustment. This questions the belief that FYS interventions should not focus on transitioning in the first part of the academic year but rather should be sustained and adaptive. These findings support the need to investigate how students experience FYS over time, particularly in relation to their developing academic and social needs.
Besides the curriculum design, practices of instructors and institutional support are also of paramount importance in the determination of FYS effectiveness. According to Fedeli et al. (2025), faculty development is crucial as it allows instructors to employ active learning and inclusive teaching to achieve their teaching goals. This implies that successful FYS programs involve more than what is being taught, but also how it is being taught. Nevertheless, there is little existing research that researches faculty experiences of teaching such seminars or developing practical experience-based strategies over time.
The relational aspect of FYS is also found to be a determinant of student success. Wilton et al., (2021) indicate that structured peer interaction refines the sense of belonging and academic confidence in students, whereas McBride et al. (2021) reveal that FYS benefits self-efficacy and well-being, but mediated by faculty support and peer connection. These results suggest that the benefits of FYS are not just limited to the improvement of academic skills, but also the social integration and emotional adaptation, which are the primary elements of a successful transition.
Irrespective of this contribution, there are still serious gaps in the literature. Most prominently, studies have been mostly concentrated on the consequences of FYS as opposed to practices, and little emphasis has been given to how students and teachers actually experience FYS in practice. The shared views of faculty and staff on what is an effective teaching strategy have been under-researched, and student voices to date are frequently interpreted only in terms of satisfaction but not in the detail of transition. Additionally, little has been investigated about how these views overlap or differ, or whether the lived experiences of students are communicated in the assumptions of dominant theories on transitions. To address these gaps, an interpretive qualitative approach is needed to focus on the experiences of participants and explore the interaction between pedagogy, perception, and transition complexly.
Methodology
An interpretive qualitative research paradigm will be employed in this study to reveal the contextual themes associated with the best practices of first-year seminars as reported by faculty, staff, and students. Lim (2024) explains that dynamic and complex social events are topics that can be studied by using interpretive qualitative research because it emphasizes precision and context over statistical representativeness. The technique would be effective in researching first-year seminars since pedagogical practice can be best characterized as an intricate relationship between teacher intention, learner reaction, institutional history, and theory. The interpretive paradigm acknowledges the existence of various perspectives, which are valid, and that knowledge about effective practice is developed by careful analysis of how one believes and interprets participant experience.
The research location chosen will be a mid-sized public university with several first-year seminars on various subjects and fields of study. This approach will ensure variability in seminar structure and student demographics, as this is important to reflect different perspectives and shared institutional contexts and practices. The academic achievement and freshmen experiences will create a fertile environment for insights from best practices associated with seminar design.
Purposeful sampling will be used for participant selection to represent a range of interests. The faculty and staff sample will comprise eight to ten people who have taught first-year seminars in at least two semesters and who represent a range of disciplines, seminar topics, and areas of teaching experience. This requirement will ensure sufficient expertise in effective seminar course design so that they can share knowledge of what is effective and include the expertise of novices and experts alike. Twelve to fifteen students who have taken first-year seminars in the previous two semesters will constitute the student sample, chosen to diversify representation across seminar type, major, demographics, experiences of transition, and more. Maher et al. (2025) argue that determining sample size in interpretive, qualitative research should be based on the need for rich understanding and context, rather than statistical generalization, making these ranges suitable for this study.
Qualitative data collection will be triangulated, and multiple methods will be used to build understanding. The primary data collection method will be semi-structured one-on-one interviews for the faculty and students. Interview guides will be constructed from the research questions, as well as the current literature on first-year seminars and college transition. Faculty interviews will cover their pedagogical strategies, beliefs about the effectiveness of certain approaches, perceptions of student transition challenges and opportunities, and barriers to supporting diverse students. Student interviews will explore their transition to college, what factors of their first-year seminar were the most beneficial, how their experience of the seminar contributed to their academic and social integration, and their suggestions for extending first-year seminars.
A semi-structured interview is chosen as the main data collection method because it is flexible enough to record the detailed views of the participants, but also consistent across interviews. Lim (2024) argues that this style strikes a balance between formal questioning and the possibility of exploring the emerging themes and personal nuances. The interviews are going to last around sixty to ninety minutes and will be audio-recorded with the consent of the parties in order to further transcribe and analyze them. Member checking will be used upon preliminary analysis to confirm readings and reduce the distortion of the views of the participants.
Focus groups will be used as a secondary mode of data collection, with faculty and students interviewed separately. These groups will provide an opportunity for participants to share and discuss their experiences, which may elicit additional information or understanding to supplement interview data, including areas of shared and conflicting perceptions. The dynamic environment of the focus groups may promote interaction to build on others' experiences and perceptions. Two faculty focus group sessions with four to five participants and two student focus groups with six to eight participants will be held.
Analysis of documents will offer background information about how first-year seminars are formally implemented and what learning goals institutions set for them. Examples of documents include course syllabi, university policies on first-year seminars, program assessment reports, and curriculum resources faculty members use. This analysis will supplement data from interviews and focus groups by revealing formal endorsement of practices and alignment of participants' experiences with institutional aims of first-year seminars.
Data will be subject to reflexive thematic analysis as outlined by Braun and Clarke and summarised by Lim (2024), involving phase-by-phase steps of familiarisation, initial coding, theme development, theme review, and analysis. The process will start with data immersion into the interview texts and focus group recordings to achieve data familiarity. An initial coding phase will highlight important patterns and meaning units throughout the data set, keeping a focus on both emergent themes and the concepts found in the research questions and theoretical perspectives. Based on analysis of codes, preliminary themes will be established representing patterns of meaning related to emerging practices, transition stories, and theoretical perspectives.
Theme review will ensure themes remain coherent with coded data, representing meaningful patterns across the entire data set. Lim (2024) stresses that at this point, it's necessary to check themes for potential counter-arguments or anomalies, to ensure thorough and credible analysis. Themes will be formulated and labelled to convey their meaning, then incorporated into an analytic narrative that answers the research questions and links to theory and prior research.
During analysis, points of convergence and divergence among perspectives will be noted for faculty and students. Convergence points where both faculty and students report similar experiences or practices will be identified. Similarly, points where perspectives differ may suggest areas of bias or unacknowledged assumptions, or reflect areas where student needs depart from faculty expectations.
Trustworthiness and Ethical Considerations
Credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability are the elements that create a sense of trustworthiness in interpretive qualitative research. Maher (2025) support this approach by highlighting that, instead of statistical validation, rigor in this approach is based on reflexivity, transparency, and authenticity. Credibility in this research will be strengthened by long engagement, data-source triangulation, member checking, and peer debriefing. Triangulation will be integrated to compare results of interviews, focus groups, and document analysis, whereas member checking will make sure that the interpretations result from carefully representing the views of the participants. Peer debriefing will also enhance the analytical rigor since it will question the researcher's bias.
To ensure dependability and confirmability, there will be a plain audit trail of the entire research process, coding, and theme development. Reflexive journaling will also be employed to recognize and track the researcher's assumptions in conducting the study. Rich, contextualized descriptions will facilitate transferability, as readers will evaluate how results can be relevant to other contexts.
Ethical considerations will guide all stages of the research:
· Informed consent: Participants will receive full information about the study and their rights, including voluntary participation and withdrawal without penalty. 
· Confidentiality and anonymity: Pseudonyms will be used, and identifying details will be removed from all data. 
· Data security: All data will be kept safely and only viewed by the research team, and then destroyed as required by the institutional policy. 
· Limiting power imbalance: Students will be guaranteed that their participation will not influence their academic status, and faculty will not be afraid to express their experiences professionally.
There are, however, a few risks associated with the study besides time commitment, and the researcher will exercise caution to make participants feel free to provide their sincere views.
Expected Outcomes and Significance
This study is expected to contribute both empirically and practically to the understanding of first-year seminars. It will determine pedagogical strategies that are perceived as successful by faculty and staff based on the lived practice of teaching, rather than on theory. It will also give us the angle of how students go through the transition and which areas of seminars students consider most helpful, so that student voice can drive the program development.
Through the analysis of points of convergence and divergence between faculty and student viewpoints, the study can help to highlight a gap between the teaching intentions and student experiences and provide a chance to improve. Moreover, an attempt to correlate findings with the concept of transition theories will also serve to evaluate the degree to which models like Schlossberg and Tinto are still applicable or pertinent to the modern realities of transition.
The research is relevant to various parties. It adds to the research, using interpretive qualitative approaches to a multifaceted educational context, and provides a practical suggestion to those teaching or examining curriculum design. These insights can guide institutions to design better first-year seminars, allocate resources, and support strategies.
At the larger scale, the study is a reaction to the growing demand on higher education institutions to improve the retention and success of their students. Since first-year seminars are a great investment, it is not only a matter of academic concern but also an element of practice to comprehend how they can be most effectively utilized. Continued focus on student transition and changing educational background further highlights the applicability of this research.
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