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First-Year Classes & Learning Communities
Colleges and universities increasingly find themselves in
the position of  competing for enrollment, and the aver-
age student body is a mixture of  traditional residential,
commuter, and adult returning students. As a result, new
issues have emerged concerning the assessment of  learn-
ing and retention of  students after their first year. Stud-
ies indicating the success of  collaborative learning envi-
ronments have given new weight to the concept of  learn-
ing communities and the impact they have upon learn-
ing outcomes. Faith Gabelnick, et al., describe key ad-
vantages of  today�s learning communities:

Learning communities [�] purposefully re-
structure the curriculum to link together courses
or course work so that students find greater co-
herence in what they are learning as well as in-
creased intellectual interaction with faculty and
fellow students. Advocates contend that learn-
ing communities can address some of  the struc-
tural features of  the modern university that un-
dermine effective teaching and learning. Built
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on what is known about effective educational
practice, learning communities are also usually
associated with collaborative and active ap-
proaches to learning, some form of  team teach-
ing, and interdisciplinary themes.1

The Coalition of  Networked Information (CNI)
initiated a New Learning Communities program that
highlighted �increased student involvement in learning
[�] and the realization that students can create knowl-
edge and meaning out of  their learning experience.�2

Learning communities foster both social and academic
involvement, the integration of  which appears to be cen-
tral to the students� perceived success in their transition
to university life. As Vincent Tinto explains: �Often,
social and academic concerns compete, causing students
to feel torn between two worlds so that students have to
choose one over the other. Learning communities [help]
students draw these two worlds together.�3

Recognizing the significance of  the first year in cre-
ating a baseline for the students� entire college experi-
ence, many institutions have revisited their general stud-
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ies programs and have created opportunities for the de-
velopment of  new learning communities. According to
Tinto: �Membership in the community of  the classroom
provides important linkages to membership in commu-
nities external to the classroom. For new students in
particular, engagement in the community of  the class-
room becomes a gateway for subsequent student involve-
ment in the academic and social communities of  the
college generally�4

Information Literacy in the Curriculum
For many years academic librarians have advocated the
integration of  library instruction or information literacy
into the curriculum of  colleges and universities. Librar-
ians assert that students must learn information skills in
the context of their courses in order for those skills to
be meaningful. True integration implies that informa-
tion skills are accepted as a natural and essential part of
the curriculum. Attempts at integration have had vary-
ing degrees of  success.

Successful integration appears to be related to a few
key factors. Administrative or institutional support and
commitment are vital to success, as is a clear connection
to the educational mission of  the institution.5 Specific,
well-defined goals are important. Hannelore Rader points
out that where there has been successful integration at
an institution, the institution �had a strong commitment
to excellent educational outcomes for the students in
the areas of critical thinking, problem-solving, and in-
formation skills.�6

Perhaps most important to success are collabora-
tive and collegial relationships between teaching faculty
and librarians.7 Such relationships often take the form
of  a true partnership between faculty and librarians. D.W.
Farmer goes even farther and calls for faculty, librarians,
and students to step out of  their traditional roles and
form an �active partnership in a genuine learning com-
munity.�8 Marian Winner emphasizes that librarians
�must demonstrate to faculty that they have the back-
ground and knowledge to be useful partners for faculty
in curriculum planning, so that information literacy be-
comes an integral part of  the course structure and so
that skills the students develop are assessed.�9

At the same time, and paralleling higher education
curriculum reforms, many instruction librarians and pro-
grams have shifted focus to better empower students
and foster independence and life-long learning.10 This
has become particularly important as more information

is readily available, and our students try to meet their
information needs through the use of  the Internet and
the World Wide Web. There probably has never been a
better opportunity to demonstrate both the need to in-
tegrate information literacy into the curriculum and the
significance of  the librarian�s role as information educa-
tor. According to Rader: �It is up to librarians to maxi-
mize their potential and to be in position to assume their
role in the teaching and learning process as reforms take
place.�11

The role of  teacher is not really a new one for aca-
demic librarians. We have provided instruction as part
of  our reference service and have taught sessions and
entire courses of  bibliographic instruction. Several years
ago, instruction programs began to move away from li-
brary orientation and instruction in the use of  specific
research tools. More recently, library instruction has
emphasized the teaching of  process, problem-solving,
and critical thinking. As this trend continues, we open
up opportunities for a more direct impact on the cur-
riculum and clearly respond to the educational goals of
our institutions. As Evelyn Haynes asserts: �Librarians
must be granted the authority, responsibility, and time
to develop the programs that will accommodate institu-
tion-wide curriculum needs, rather than merely respond-
ing to individual requests from those faculty who already
recognize the importance of  information research to
their teaching.�12 This sometimes means re-defining our
roles or taking on new roles in the educational mission
of  our institution. According to Abigail Loomis we
�must recognize and accept that our contribution to that
educational mission involves much more than making
information resources available on demand. It also in-
volves teaching�teaching students how to find, select,
evaluate, and use that information effectively and effi-
ciently.�13

Two First-Year Programs
New program initiatives at DePaul and IUPUI have ex-
panded the possibilities for integrating library instruc-
tion into the university curriculum. The learning com-
munities developed as a result of  these programs present
unique opportunities to integrate information and library
skills into the first-year curriculum.
DePaul
As part of  a larger initiative to restructure the Liberal
Studies curriculum, DePaul University revised and ex-
panded its First-Year Program. The First-Year Program
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has two overarching goals: 1) introducing students to
the process of  intellectual inquiry in a university, and 2)
community building. Most students take a required se-
quence of  English composition courses in the first year,
and it is in those courses that the Library has provided a
basic level of  library instruction. Two new components
in the First-Year Program are taught by a faculty/staff
team: Discover Chicago, an experiential course with Chi-
cago-related field experiences, and Focal Point Seminar, a
small interdisciplinary seminar. The instruction team for
the Discover Chicago classes also includes a student
mentor. The staff  professional teaches the Common Hour
portion of  the course, a seminar focusing on transition
skills in four areas: student success skills (e.g., note tak-
ing and time management); university resources (e.g.,
student services and the library); academic and career
planning; and diversity/community issues.14

At its inception, the Common Hour was viewed as
an extension of  the services offered by Student Affairs,
but as the program grew, the opportunity to work with
these new first-year learning communities was extended
to staff  professionals throughout the university. In the
first year of  the program, a librarian served as a consult-
ant to the faculty planning committee. In the second
year, one librarian taught a section of  the Focal Point
seminar. This past year, six librarians taught eight sec-
tions of  the Focal Point seminar. For the first time, in-
clusion of  a library experience, activity, or assignment
was required in all sections of  the Common Hour. Two
librarians currently serve on the steering committee charged
with designing the curriculum for next year�s Common
Hour component and the job descriptions for those who
will teach it.

IUPUI
First-year classes have become a primary focus of  li-
brary instruction activity at IUPUI. First-year seminars
are now a part of  the Learning Communities Program.
All learning communities include a first-year experience
class, and many link two or more classes. IUPUI learn-
ing communities address the general goals of  learning
communities, and many also serve to introduce students
to their prospective majors. As an integral component
of  the Learning Communities Program, instruction li-
brarians have worked primarily with the first-year expe-
rience classes.

IUPUI learning communities use an instructional
team approach in the first-year component. An IUPUI

instructional team is a collaborative venture that brings
together a teaching faculty member, a librarian, an aca-
demic adviser, and a student mentor. The faculty mem-
ber leads the team, which collaboratively develops and
implements the curriculum for a particular class. Each
team member plays an active role in designing and deliv-
ering the course, depending upon his or her particular
expertise. Librarians are assigned to several learning com-
munities each semester and their roles vary from team
to team, always centering on the library- and infor-
mation- based learning objectives.

Common Elements of  DePaul and IUPUI Pro-
grams:

� A history of  �traditional library instruction�
placed in writing courses;

� A focus on first-year programs that introduce
students to the university, build a learning community,
and promote academic success;

� Administrative support, both from library ad-
ministration and from the university;

� Well-defined outcomes that relate to the educa-
tional mission of  the university;

� A team approach in which librarians collabo-
rate with faculty and others, expanding our role as edu-
cators.

Benefits
The advantages of  first-year learning communities such
as those at DePaul and IUPUI are numerous. The im-
pact of  these programs is most evident in the following
areas:

� Integration of  library instruction into the cur-
riculum from the beginning of  the student�s college ex-
perience;

� Development of  collegial relationships with
others outside the library (both faculty and staff);

� Increased visibility of librarians within the uni-
versity community, which expands the perception of
what are considered the �traditional� responsibilities of
library professionals;

� New opportunities for librarians to participate
in students� socialization into the university;

� Extension of  the librarians� teaching experience
in areas that can benefit from a generalist�s approach.

Challenges
Innovative programs and new course models present
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challenges and opportunities to examine various aspects
of  the endeavor. One needs to ask questions, such as:

� What skills are required, and what are the exist-
ing skills, of  the librarians?

� How much preparation will the librarian need,
and how will the additional responsibilities balance with
his/her workload?

� How are these new responsibilities relevant to
the overall goals of  the library?

� What impact can the librarians� participation in
the new programs have on their identity and role within
the university, and how does that involvement comple-
ment other public service activities?

� How might librarians pursue or maintain ad-
ministrative commitment and financial support?

Conclusion
At DePaul and IUPUI, the information component, in-
cluding librarians� active participation, is an integral part
of  students� first-year experience. Early in their academic
careers, students see the value of  information and con-
nect with information professionals. This demonstrates
the importance of  information literacy and presents the
librarian as expert in this arena. Not only are students
able to see librarians as knowledgeable and skilled with
information and library research but also as teachers,
guides, and coaches. Most students, as well as teaching
faculty, are unaccustomed to librarians fulfilling these
roles. Whether working one-on-one with a student or
leading a library instruction session for a group, librar-
ians have a lot of  teaching experience. First-year learn-
ing communities can demonstrate this experience to the
larger university community. It is not only our opportu-
nity; it is our professional responsibility to become in-
volved in programs that foster these new learning envi-
ronments.
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