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Our First-Year Experience
In his book Emerging 
Adulthood: The Winding 
Road from the Late 
Teens Through the 
Twenties, Jeffrey Jensen 
Arnett (Arnett, 2004) con-
centrates on a period of 
life he terms “emerging 
adulthood.” In U.S. cul-

ture, this is a lengthening period between the 
end of high school and the feeling of being 
fully an adult. It is “the age of possibilities, 
when many different futures remain open, 
when little about a person’s direction in life 
has been decided for certain” (Arnett, 2004, 
p. 16). Thus, it is a time of constant change. 
Given this, why do we single out the first year 
of college?

Certainly, the first year is a very important 
time of transition. For the traditional college-
age student leaving home for the first time, 
it marks a time of overwhelming change 
and getting used to a whole new life. Tim 
Clydesdale in his recent book, The First Year 
Out: Understanding American Teens after 
High School goes so far as to say “What 
teens actually focus on during their first year 
out is this: daily life management” (Clydesdale, 
2007, p. 2). He asserts that dealing with life 
changes can be all-consuming in the first year 
and that teens are too caught up in these 
changes to care very much about their col-
lege courses (p. 162). Nonetheless, he does 
conclude that the first year of college results 
in improved cognitive and communication 
skills (p.169).

Perhaps it is too much to hope for any type of 
intellectual quantum leap in this period except 
for all but the most motivated students. At the 

same time, as one of my colleagues some-
what wryly noted, “If you don’t have some 
type of intellectual leap you could find yourself 
in a big academic hole that will take a long 
time to dig out of.” Obviously, this academic 
leap cannot happen unless it is paired with a 
new sense of personal responsibility; first-year 
students quickly come to realize that they are 
responsible for structuring their assignments, 
planning their study time, and approaching 
the analysis of course material without daily 
reminders or guidance from their teachers 
and parents.

Whether it is the first day, the second semes-
ter, or a bit later, one of the main goals of 
college is to guide students toward develop-
ment of the higher-level learning that we often 
refer to as the essential learning outcomes 
of a liberal education (see http://www.aacu.
org/advocacy/leap/index.cfm). As Wisconsin 
Lt. Governor Barbara Lawton put it, these 
outcomes are essential for all students as the 
“price of admission to a twenty-first century 
knowledge economy” (Lawton, 2006). These 
outcomes include the knowledge of human 
cultures and the physical and natural world; 
many types of intellectual and practical skills 
such as critical thinking, written and oral com-
munication; personal and social responsibility; 
and integrative learning. In the spirit of thinking 
about transitions and taking charge of your 
own life, I will focus here on just one: founda-
tions and skills for lifelong learning. Building 
toward the ability and desire for lifelong learn-
ing needs to be a personal undertaking, one 
for which an individual is fully responsible.  
For many new students, it requires change  
to realize that they are fully in charge of their 
own learning. 

Why the First Year Matters 
By Nancy Westphal-Johnson
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Cultivating this love of learning will serve students in good 
stead and keep them engrossed in their lives and the lives of 
their communities from now into the rest of their lives. This is 
one of the most important skills students gain from their col-
lege experience. Most of us have known people who, by dint 
of their own efforts and without the advantage of a college 
education, have developed a love of learning that is both deep 
and broad. However, building the foundation for this learning 
through structured practice and reflection during the college 
years makes this much more attainable. 

Many changes need to happen before a person can appreci-
ate the value of lifelong learning and take charge of her or his 
own life to make it possible. Our UW–Madison students enter-
ing college straight out of high school have been very busy 
people these last many years. In some combination for each 
one of them, they have earned high academic grades in rigor-
ous courses, participated in volunteer work and service learn-
ing to improve their communities, shined as athletes, excelled 
at extracurricular activities of all types, and worked to earn 
money. Now they’ve taken that big jump, and here they are on 
our campus. This marks an important divide in our students’ 
academic lives. Let’s encourage them to take the opportunity 
presented in the midst of all this change to sit back, reflect, 

and say, “OK, I did all that, and now I am actually here. Why 
do I want this so much?”

While there are many answers to such a question, and differ-
ent answers for different people, we can hope one answer will 
be: “I want to grow intellectually as much as possible; I want 
to make the most of this part of my life.” A college education 
can be many things in and of itself and as preparation for the 
future. However, if it is not built on the foundation of a love of 
learning and longing for intellectual growth, then it will always 
be something less than what it can be.
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UW–Madison’s General Education Assessment Program: Are Students “Getting It”?
By Elaine M. Klein

Although the UW–Madison undergraduate general education 
requirements have only been in effect for about twelve years, 
they have been carefully studied since their inception. At first, 
the questions were practical: Do we have enough seats? Do 
the requirements delay completion of degrees? Soon, other 
questions arose: Do students learn what the requirements 
were intended to promote? Are they prepared to perform well 
at advanced levels?

The University General Education Committee asks these ques-
tions and others to administer the program well, use resources 
wisely, and improve student learning in general education 
program areas. The committee has a formal Assessment Plan 
for General Education, which it implements with the help of 
the General Education Assessment Council. The goal of the 
assessment program is to improve learning, and projects 
are designed to help the council understand the impact of 
the requirements, measure learning, and recommend ways 
to improve learning. For example, an extensive study of the 
Communication-B requirement found that some students 
benefit from having more opportunities to practice oral com-
munication and presentation skills. As a result of the study, 
criteria for Comm-B courses were revised to allow instructors 
the ability to include more oral communication instruction in 
Comm-B courses.

Under the direction of Chuck Halaby, Professor of Sociology 
and L&S Associate Dean for the Social Sciences, the Council 
recently completed several studies of Quantitative Reasoning 
that may interest individuals who work with first-year students. 
(Descriptions of the requirements, the current assessment plan, 
and the reports of these studies are available online at www.
ls.wisc.edu/gened/assessment/.) The first of these studies 
looked at how QR-A affects mathematical proficiency by using 
the UW System Math Placement Test, which many students 
take before coming to UW–Madison. This test is used to place 
students into the appropriate UW–Madison math courses, and 
is viewed as highly effective and reliable, so the Council used 
the test’s math components to study QR-A courses’ effect on 
student learning. In fall 2004, portions of the test were adminis-
tered to two randomly selected samples of first-year, first-time 
students. All of the students were required to take QR-A, but 
one group had enrolled in and taken a QR-A course, and the 
other had not. Students who took QR-A performed signifi-
cantly better on the math test than did students who did not 
take QR-A. The study was conducted again in spring 2005 to 
see if concerns about the “decay” of math skills are warranted 
when completion of QR-A is delayed. That test found similar 
but slightly weaker results, which suggests that students can 
be assured that their math performance doesn’t suffer greatly if 
they must postpone completion of QR-A until the spring term. 
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Technology has always played an important role in the lives of 
this past fall’s incoming freshman class. According to Beloit 
College’s Mindset List for the Class of 2011, “high definition 
television has always been available,” “avatars have noth-
ing to do with Hindu deities,” and “they’re always texting 1 
n other.” For the past five years, the EDUCAUSE Center for 
Applied Research (ECAR) has conducted a research study 
of freshman and senior undergraduates to better understand 
students’ ownership, use, skills and experiences with informa-
tion technology. The Study of Undergraduate Students and 
Information Technology, 2007, summarizes the responses of 
27,946 students from 103 U.S. institutions.

In the spring of 2007, 140 UW–Madison freshmen and 175 
seniors responded to the ECAR survey. These students 
reported widespread ownership and use with technology and 
very good skills with technology. Some of the key findings 

from UW–Madison freshman respondents included:
	 •	 �More than 77% own a laptop computer that is one year 

old or less.
	 •	 �Only 13.6% own a desktop computer that is one year old 

or less.
	 •	 �Almost all freshmen own an electronic music device such 

as an iPod (92.6%).
	 •	 �Most own an electronic game device (62.9%).
	 •	 �Freshmen, on average, spend between 11 and 15 

hours per week doing online activities for school, work, 
or recreation.

	 •	 �Almost 6.5% report spending more than 40 hours per 
week doing online activities for school, work, or recreation.

	 •	 �Over half create, read, and send instant messages daily 
(51.5%).

	 •	 �Almost half (46.4%) access or use wikis and/or blogs.

Incoming Freshmen: Digital Natives
by Judy Borreson Caruso

In sum, the committee concluded that QR-A courses effectively 
teach the mathematical skills targeted in the requirement.

The second QR-A study took a different approach by seek-
ing students’ self-assessment of QR skills and of the extent to 
which they felt prepared for future courses requiring those skills. 
A group of faculty and staff who work with these courses devel-
oped a list of “quantitative reasoning” skills to be measured (see 
sidebar). Two randomly selected samples of students took the 
survey. Like the study described above, all were required to 
take QR-A, but one group of students had enrolled in and taken 
a QR-A course, and the other group had not. The survey found 
that students who had taken a QR-A course reported much 
greater gains than students who had not taken a QR-A course. 
These responses corroborated the findings of the first study, in 
that similar samples of students who took QR-A courses not 
only reported that they believed they had learned “quantitative 
reasoning” skills, but they also performed well on the test of 
math skills. The council concluded that QR-A courses help stu-
dents learn the math skills that are the focus of the requirement.

One of the most interesting results of the second study was 
that students who did not take a QR-A course also reported 
gains in their general reasoning skills. Although these students’ 
gains were not as high as those reported by students who took 
QR-A courses, they were higher than expected. This result sug-
gests areas for further investigation. For example, do all of these 
students experience a “university effect” (which might be con-
sidered general “critical thinking” skills), regardless of courses 
taken? If so, could we measure and improve upon those skills?

Measuring and improving student learning is, above all, the 
purpose of assessment. Although this article has focused 

on projects related to Quantitative Reasoning, the Gen Ed 
Assessment Council has developed projects that look at stu-
dents’ attainment of information literacy skills, written and oral 
communication skills in Comm-A courses, and at student and 
faculty understanding of “general breadth.” These projects are 
designed to answer specific questions that relate to the dis-
tinct requirements of our curriculum; as such, they help ensure 
that students who come to UW–Madison get the education 
we hope to deliver.

Quantitative Reasoning Learning Objectives
Students will be able to:
	 •	 �Recognize logically sound arguments
	 •	 �Use quantitative information to evaluate an argument
	 •	 �Understand the difference between correlation and  

causation
	 •	 �Solve problems using arithmetic, algebra, or statistics
	 •	 �Understand randomness, uncertainty, and risk
	 •	 �Use statistics to evaluate factual claims
	 •	 �Understand charts and graphs showing quantitative 

information
	 •	 �Express ideas using quantitative information
	 •	 �Recognize when arguments use evidence well
	 •	 �Know when it is valid to infer that one thing causes 

another
	 •	 �Understand rates and percentages
	 •	 �Understand how data can be used to test a hypothesis
	 •	 �Use quantitative information to solve problems
	 •	 �Solve problems using formal logic

Elaine M. Klein is the assistant dean and director, Academic 
Planning, Program Review in the College of Letters and Science
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	 •	 �More than 80% participate in online social networks daily. 
Only 2.1% never participate in online social networks.

	 •	 �Creating spreadsheets (Excel, etc.) and presentations 
(PowerPoint, Keynote, etc.) is typically done once per 
semester.

	 •	 �Freshmen report fair to good skills with spreadsheets 
(Excel, etc.).

	 •	 �Good to very good skills with presentation software 
(PowerPoint, Keynote, etc.) are noted.

	 •	 �Freshmen perceive their skills with online library  
resources as fair to good, on average.

	 •	 �Good skills are reported for computer maintenance.

Students were also asked why they learned how to use 
certain technologies. High school or previous course require-
ment was the primary reason cited by freshmen for learning 
spreadsheet software (Excel, etc.) and presentation software 
(PowerPoint, Keynote, etc.). Personal interest was the primary 
reason for learning graphics software (Photoshop, Flash, etc.) 
and video/audio software (Director, iMovie, etc.).

The majority of UW–Madison freshmen characterized them-
selves as usually adopting new technologies when most  
people they know do so. Only 38% identified themselves as 
early adopters of technology and almost 13% considered 
themselves late adopters.

From a review of the freshman results and focus group inter-
views with freshmen, it is clear that many of these students 
have been using technologies for many years. They are largely 
comfortable with the technologies and readily adopt new tech-
nologies. These freshmen have clearly been using technolo-
gies for school, work, and recreation during their elementary 
and secondary school years. They arrive at UW–Madison 
owning many technologies and use them daily. 

A presentation of the UW–Madison results for the ECAR Study 
of Undergraduate Students and Information Technology, 2007, 
can be found at http://www.doit.wisc.edu/about/research. The 
full study can be found at http://www.educause.edu/ecar.
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